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PROLOGUE
He lay before the gnarled foot of the lone belajoun tree, its roots
striking deep into the rocky surface of the mountain. Barely visible, he
stared at the sky between the tree’s arthritic branches. The cold
pinpoints of starlight began to fade as the sky lightened from blue to
indigo. The dark world became shades of gray until the first splinters
of dawn shot from the horizon, and the gray world fell into color.
Still a drowsy shimmer on the ground, he flowed into the belajoun’s
roots, following the tree’s sap upwards its ancient trunk. Exhaling, he
stretched into the branches, into every dark leaf, feeding off the tree’s
photosynthesis and mineral-rich sap. Finally waking up, he felt the full
fire of the morning sun, which illuminated sea, mountain, and tree. By
midmorning, he was awake enough to leave the tree. Even though he
would prefer to stay within the security of his life-giving host, hard
experience taught him that if he stayed any longer, he would lose
himself in the tree’s soothing slow-time, so he flowed out through the
leaves. He took shape upon the tree top, an angular dark bird perched
upon the highest branch.
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The glittering sea behind him, he glanced down and grimaced, for
they were still there.
In a spreading clot on the bare, cold plain far below were the
shambles of a fleeing people, the remains of yet another fallen city
somewhere. From rough-woven, undyed wool to the richest emerald
and cochineal-red silk, these people were refugees unused to being
refugees.
He noticed them arriving two days ago at this silent, lonely location,
far away from everywhere else. He noticed them, then ignored them,
waiting for the throng to leave. But they didn’t break camp yesterday,
nor today. Wary, he opened himself to their presence as his ethereal
bird eyes peered closely, seeking why they hadn’t left by now.
After a brief assessment, he had his answer. Typhoid, he thought. So
stupid. Perhaps he could just ignore them again –
But he had opened himself to them. He felt their desperation, their
ragged fear. He saw the small lights of their lifeforce, weak and
shrinking, consumed by the firestorm of salmonella typhii. He heard their
begging prayers, their cries for their gods to save them as their lifeforce
winked out, one by one, leaving only diseased meat for the carrion
crows to pick at.
No, he protested, no, not again, never again -He heard a man sob, holding his wife tightly convulsed in fever.
I can’t -He heard a woman scream as her baby’s lifeforce winked away.
No, I -- He couldn’t shut out their cries. He closed his eyes,
absorbing as much energy as the sun’s photons could give him in a
short space of time. Then, with a great sigh, he jumped down from the
2
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mountain.
As he approached the perimeter of the camp, those who witnessed
him first reared back in fear, screaming, “GodKing! GodKing!” Thus
he realized he was visible, appearing like one of the conquering
creatures who had invaded their land. He swore at his mistake, but it
was too late. He winced as those broken people screamed and recoiled
before him. But they were too weak to run away, and he had no time
to explain, as death accelerated its sweep across the camp. Even
though he had given up his previous life, old habits still remained.
Reverting to battle triage, he saw who was still healthy, who was sick
but could recover unaided, who was so ill that intervention was urgent,
and who was so critical that death was inevitable.
Of the four conditions, he quickly reached one who was the latter
– the convulsing wife – touched her forehead briefly, and moved on
to the next, attending the urgent and the critical.
Like a bird visiting each opened flower, he moved quickly and
gently. With each inoculation, he transferred energy that created
needed electrolytes, hydration, and antibiotics in each sickened human.
With fast healing, each patient sat up – wobbly, exhausted, and cured.
When he had returned to his starting point, the camp had gathered
around him, this time crying out in gratitude, “GodKing! GodKing!”
He exclaimed above their cheers, feeling his material form start to
phase to ethereal again, “Two leagues to the east is a river with fresh
water – bathe yourself, boil the river water to purify it, and only drink
that boiled water once cooled! Do that, or your sickness will return!”
“Our savior! Our savior! Our GodKing!” they continued, deaf to
this instructions.
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He snorted in disgust. His morning recharge depleted, he phased
into a diaphanous state that quickly slid as a shimmer unnoticed in the
air. Hearing their alarmed calls of “Come back! Come back! We need
you!” behind him, he drifted back to this mountain retreat, collapsing
against the familiar comfort of the belajoun’s roots, far above the
sheep-like humans below.
When he awoke the next day and glanced down, he saw that they
were still there, waiting for their savior to return. He knew they would
always wait for his return. He sighed, placing his hands on the old tree
that had been his home. Goodbye, he thought.
Then he flew away, leaving the mountain by the sea and the people
on the plain waiting below.
All of that was a long time ago. His name was Setebos, and he
vowed he wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

4

1 THE CELESTIAL ENGINEER
When Setebos became conscious, on the first day of his existence, he
woke to the sound of a persistent, repetitive chime, which stopped
once he sat up. Looking around, he was in a tiny, private sleeping
quarter, on top of a narrow bunk. He slid off and automatically
searched underneath the bunk, where his gear was. Setebos didn’t
question how he knew where his gear was, or what “gear” even was.
He just knew -- and knew exactly what to do -- as he was as fully
formed as he would ever be.
Such was the way of angels.
On his first day, he pulled on his silvery-gray gear: a two-part skin
suit which covered his pale nakedness and then a one-piece oversuit,
which ended with material that flowed over his feet, forming sturdy
boots. Only his dark-haired head remained uncovered.
Even though the room had no obvious door, he walked toward a
bare wall, which divided into two vertical halves and opened up
without Setebos pausing. The halves slid together shut once the wall
door was behind him. Outside was a wide corridor, and he joined the
5
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others. By instinct, he knew they were Celestial Engineers, just as he
was, and they walked to the briefing room. In rank and file, he stood
at attention with his cohort, already aware that they were all in the
lower rank of Virtues, and listened to an angel who was taller and
physically more imposing than they were: Samyaza, the Celestial
Engineers’ commanding officer and a member of the higher ranked
Dominions.
“Welcome to existence,” Samyaza declared, “and welcome to the
Creation Battalion. You all know what performing your duties as
Celestial Engineers entails, but our present mission will depart from
the previous iteration. While the veteran Celestial Engineers
constructed the expansion of Sacred Space, our new objective is to
actualize Alpha Omega’s composition, to create spacetime. Your
stations are located within a specialized containment room on the edge
of timeless space. The objective today is to initiate that construction
of spacetime, and Ariel will be team leader for the initiating phase. The
ultimate objective will be preparing a new embodied world for Alpha
Omega’s new creatures, which Alpha Omega will actualize personally.”
That last piece of information caused a surprised murmur among
the Celestial Engineers, which abruptly stopped when Samyaza raised
his hand.
“Dismissed.”
On that first day, Setebos arrived with his fellow Celestial
Engineers to a massive, windowless, metallic room, where a wide
horseshoe of transparent monitors hovered around a large, central
dais. On that dais stood Ariel, a senior member of their cohort and a
veteran of the prior construction of Sacred Space. As the junior
6
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Celestial Engineers settled in before their individually assigned
monitors, Ariel stepped down from the dais, ran a hand through his
close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair, and squared his shoulders. He
raised both arms like a conductor before an orchestra. “Let’s begin.”
Immediately, tumbling figures that were the code for the setup of
spacetime appeared on each engineer’s monitor, flashing across the
screen with a cacophony of bell-like ringing. With both hands touching
his own screen, Setebos manipulated his part of the arcane figures,
stitching them into a coherent track that became more melodious and
harmonious with his fellow cohorts’ tracks the faster he worked. Ariel,
as both conductor and mixer, ensured that the total piece followed the
structure of Alpha Omega’s intended composition exactly. Under
Ariel’s outstretched fingers performing tweaks here and there, Setebos
could see in real time the overall initiation phase made actual in the
center of that massive room, as matter came into being, undulating
with dark radiation. Then with one concluding hand motion, Ariel
gestured that all the engineers rest their hands. Finally he made a curt
twisting gesture and stepped back quickly.
The dark undulating smear collapsed. Then it exploded in one
blinding white-hot singularity with a split-second piercing note that
quickly transformed into a low-frequency roar. Before their eyes was
the newly born spacetime, burning brightly and contained in a bubble
that was once a pinpoint of light but was now rapidly expanding with
roiling particles.
Walking around the bubble, assessing its existence and its rate of
development. Ariel nodded. “Good,” he declared.
Setebos stared at the glowing sphere, in awe. Beautiful, he thought.
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Such was Setebos’ first day.
#
Setebos’ next few days were like the first. He would wake up, be
briefed over that day’s objectives, perform his duties far past his
allotted shift, and then return to his quarter to rest for the next day. It
never occurred to him to do anything differently, and the simple
routine gave him a sense of security that he liked.
However, time came when his role was to wait on standby, yet he
still reported to the containment room, even though he was on leave.
One day, he saw that Ariel was also more hands off, as spacetime
developed on its own after passing through the initiation phase
without any unforeseen problems. There he saw Ariel approach a
member of the containment room’s Sentry, who had stood guarding
the perimeter and yet was curious about what spacetime was. Not until
the Sentry member spoke did Setebos realize that this angel had taken
on a distinctly female gender as part of its existence, which stood out
since the default was either masculine or androgynous. But what
especially surprised Setebos was when Ariel offered her a guided tour
of the newly created Earth, and he witnessed Ariel and the female
Sentry member portal from the containment room into material
spacetime.
Genuinely surprised by the break of protocol, he blurted aloud,
“You can do that?”
His voice startled the engineer next to him, who declared, “That’s
the first time I’ve ever heard you speak. I was beginning to wonder.”
The engineer on the other side of Setebos, whose name was
Baraqel, snickered. “Be nice, Arakiel,” but he didn’t sound particularly
8
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nice himself.
“And yes,” Arakiel said, “you can do that. There’s no rule saying
we can’t survey our work up close. You can even bring along members
of other units.”
“As long as you secure clearance from the COs first, like Ariel did,”
added Baraqel.
“Well, of course.” Arakiel shrugged. “Although why that Sentry
guard wanted to check out the Earth is beyond me. It’s just dirt, after
all.”
“Indeed,” agreed Baraqel. “To think that Alpha Omega prioritized
the creation of material spacetime. He didn’t even do a follow-up
survey of Sacred Space. And making something as fragile as the Earth.
What’s its purpose? Boggles one’s mind, doesn’t it?”
After a stunned pause Setebos was about to respond, but then the
soft chime indicating a shift change sounded, and Baraqel and Arakiel
rose up from their seats before Setebos could say anything else that
would make the conversation feel awkward. Remaining in his seat, he
watched his two peers go next door, to the beta-testing room, so he
replied to no one in particular, “But it’s beautiful.”
“Setebos.”
He looked up, seeing Samyaza himself standing before him.
Awkwardly, he stood up and stepped back, giving his superior officer
respectful personal space. “Sir!”
“You’re on leave. Explore Heaven – expand your knowledge.”
“Sir. Yes, sir.” Reluctantly, he relinquished his station, walked
through the various corridors of the Creation Battalion’s far outpost
along timeless space, and emerged outside. Knowing what his
9
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commanding officer expected from him, Setebos jumped up and then
flew, his seldom-used wine-dark wings beating down in long, lazy
strokes, only touching down when he was in the busy interior of
Heaven.
There, on the exercise fields, he saw various members of the Sentry,
doing martial drills both simple and acrobatic. Within the open
porticos of the academies, he saw the Scholars do another type of
martial drill, using deduction and debate. In the open-aired pavilions,
the Musicians practiced their craft, their songs causing the ground
around them to undulate, the air to shimmer. But since they were just
practicing, the effects weren’t permanent, unlike the Musicians who
had worked with the previous Celestial Engineers, in crafting the raw
firmament of Heaven into mountains and valleys, streams and trees, as
they performed, conducted, and mixed the song of Creation composed
by Central Himself.
In passing one particular pavilion, he overheard two angels, one of
whom had been in an audience of the Court Chorus of the Heavenly
Palace, and he slowed down and then stopped, as what they said
disturbed him.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes – Lightbearer himself argued with Alpha Omega, about the
new relationship between the Seraphim and Central.”
“Really? LIGHTBEARER?”
The other angel shrugged. “Well, he wasn’t disrespectful. He still
knew his station. But it was bizarre, seeing him stand out from the rest,
commanding attention. One would think he would keep his misgivings
to himself.”
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“Ah, who knows what’s in the mind of someone like Lightbearer?
After all, we’re all different species from each other. Perhaps we
shouldn’t be surprised that we don’t have identical mindsets.”
“Still.” The other angel shook his head. “That someone as
extraordinary and respected as Seraph-ranked Lightbearer would be
bold enough to question Alpha Omega in front of Central Himself…
I don’t know what to make of that.”
Setebos, frowning, walked away. That’s enough expanding my knowledge
for one day, he thought, and he made his way to the Celestial Engineers’
barracks, to the safe confines of his sleeping quarter.
The next day, he returned to the containment room, even though
Samyaza would likely send him away again. He noticed that Ariel and
the female Sentry hadn’t returned yet from an Earth that was close to
its fruition as the birthplace of humanity. At that stage, Earth was a
pristine, bright marble of deep blue striated with cloud-white, under
which the brown-green landmasses sat like daubs of paint on a glassy
palette. Glancing down at one particular area, he spotted Ariel and the
female Sentry, and he quickly looked away as they had embodied on
the surface of the Earth, and his witnessing their initial nakedness felt
too much like voyeurism.
Suddenly, a new sound reverberated throughout Heaven. “All
personnel report back to stations. All personal report back to stations.
This is a Code Crimson. I repeat – this is a Code Crimson. This is not
a drill.”
It was the first and only time Setebos heard that announcement,
but as soon as he heard it, he knew what it meant: a traitor was in the
midst of Heaven. And considering what he had overheard the previous
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day as he was on walkabout, he knew who that traitor was.
The electrical shimmer of a portal appeared before the dais, and
Setebos saw Ariel and the female Sentry return. They were fully clothed
and back to their ethereal state as angelic hosts, although the Sentry’s
hood was down, exposing her long, blue-black hair. Just before Ariel
stepped away, Setebos heard her call out in a strong, warm alto,
“Ariel.”
“Miranda?” Ariel said, as he turned back, looking at her.
Then, for all to see, she gave Ariel a quick kiss and rushed off,
departing with the other Sentry guards, scrambling to wherever their
new stations would be.
Ariel stared after her for a brief second, shook his head, and
stepped away from the dais.
For there wasn’t much time for romance when one was fighting a
coup d’état in Heaven.
#
Setebos hated being afraid. He hated that he knew what hate was.
He hated being afraid of the creature who gave him that knowledge,
the creature who showed everyone what betrayal was. As he looked
across the tactic’s table to the empty spot where Ariel, who was now
his superior officer, would be, Setebos hoped his face didn’t show to
the others just how much he hated his job.
Of course, Lightbearer and the others who sided with him deserved
punishment, and their uprising must be stamped out. But his job of
assisting the senior tacticians who developed new methods of war –
surrounding and obliterating with tactical firepower, dropping
payloads of explosives, dividing and conquering – all resulted in the
12
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violent hemorrhage of angelic ichor onto the firmament of Heaven. It
only increased Setebos’ fear that he was just a tool of destruction and
that the peace and security of Heaven would never return.
Part of his duties, sickening as it was, was also taking his prior
experience of creating a beautiful world and creating its opposite, from
the cancerous firmament that erupted when Lightbearer chose to
overthrow Alpha Omega’s kingdom. After gathering the toxic
substance before it spread, he and his teammates fabricated a
dimension of darkness and pain, which Ariel and the other tacticians
called Hell. It was a prison, to house the rebels at the end of the War,
although Setebos couldn’t see how the War could possible end. While
smaller in number, Lightbearer and the third of the angels who sided
with his ambitions were stronger than the other two-thirds of the
heavenly host, for the third were like Lightbearer – powerful Seraphim,
the holiest of the holy.
So how would the War end?
Lost in his thoughts, Setebos almost missed Ariel returning to their
tactical tent. He heard Baraqel, whose monitor was next to his,
murmur disapprovingly, “Probably looked for Miranda again. Tch.”
Setebos frowned but said nothing.
Ariel resumed his position, seeing in real-time the tactics
implemented in the overall strategy of winning the War. Unlike the
other senior tacticians who grinned, confident in their inevitable
triumph, Ariel’s dark brows knitted together as he was troubled by the
destruction being played out on the tactic’s table. Then his eyes
widened, and Ariel beckoned Setebos and others in the tactical tent to
step outside.
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In collective silence, they saw Alpha Omega’s massive flagship
overhead, scraping Heaven clean with divine strafing, as it mowed
down Lightbearer and the Fallen Third of Heaven. One end of Heaven
opened up, like the door of a sleeping quarter, and the rebellious angels
surged through in a sickening wave of flailing, screaming, broken
bodies, the ground below becoming slick with ichor, the honeycolored blood of angels.
“Victory! Victory!” Setebos heard the jubilation through the comm
in his ear and many of his peers in front of him. But all he could see
was Ariel, dropping to his knees in front of the tent, and Setebos closed
his eyes with pain.
#
Setebos hoped to remain with Ariel, to help rebuild Heaven after
the War. Whole mountains were obliterated, and the areas where the
rebels made camp and where they fled in their terror had to be
sanctified and made clean. But most importantly, Heaven needed a
full-spectrum survey and sweep, since a speck of the hellish toxic
substance had breached the containment room which housed the new
Earth.
While many of the recommissioned Celestial Engineers
decontaminated the containment room, Alpha Omega Himself took
direct control of the final phase of the mission, just as originally
planned. By the end of the day, the new creatures called humans took
shape and came into existence. But because of the existential threat of
Lightbearer, Alpha Omega assigned select angels to serve as sentries
in orbit around the Earth and assigned Raphael to teach the humans
all they needed to know about who they were and what was their place
14
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in their shining, new world.
As Raphael’s lengthy and detailed lesson to Adam, the male human,
played across his view screen, Setebos wished that someone could also
teach him what he needed to know about who he was -- and what was
his place in a Heaven that had suffered hate and war. Ariel had
returned to his position as a Celestial Engineer, but Setebos was still
awaiting orders, and the waiting was driving him to distraction. Unable
to concentrate, Setebos tapped off the view screen, which disappeared
before him. He slid off his bunk and decided to take a walk.
Setebos walked, at first seeing no angel as they were in their
quarters viewing Raphael and Adam. He walked out of his quarter,
down the maze of corridors, and was about to pass the quarters of the
senior Celestial Engineers when he saw ahead of him the lithe, athletic
form of Miranda leaving Ariel’s quarter. Her usual pale face was
flushed pink, and a stray tendril of her hair peeked out of a hastily
hooded head. As the door slid closed behind her, she looked up, and
Setebos stared into her violet eyes.
“Hey,” she said, with an uncertain smile.
He stared at her, speechless.
With a shrug she turned, and he saw her walk away. Unsure of what
to do, he returned to his quarter and resumed watching the rest of
Raphael’s instruction to Adam. But even he couldn’t sit through all of
the Scholar archangel’s long-winded lecture, especially when Raphael
began to summarize the War to an eagerly curious Adam. He tapped
off the screen, as the last thing he needed was to be reminded of the
details of the War. Hoping that enough time had passed for Miranda
to return to the Sentry’s barracks, Setebos left his quarter. This time he
15
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saw no one, and he walked out of the fortified compound.
Traversing across war-churned ground, Setebos only stopped when
he reached the one area untouched by the War: the verdant forest
surrounding the mountain where, on top, the Heavenly Palace shone
like a blinding star. Growing at the foot of that mountain were two
special trees. One was massive and many-branching, with fruit of every
kind imaginable. The other was its smaller partner, with fruit of the
same shiny, round spheres. Both trees had served as templates for the
Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge in Eden, the home of the
humans Adam and his wife Eve, but those material versions were only
pale echoes of the real trees.
A narrow stream flowed from the top of the mountain to the foot,
in a silvery waterfall that flowed between the two trees and disappeared
once it flowed away from the plain. Setebos lay down underneath the
Tree of Knowledge, and he looked up at the sky between its swaying
branches. Because of the omnipresence of the heavenly light, the
closest to nightfall Heaven had was twilight. It was twilight now. In
timeless space, there were no stars, clouds, planets, and the shimmery
play of galaxies across a sky the color of a darkening rainbow. That sky
would be in the matter of spacetime, on a tiny, delicate planet third
from its bright, yellow star. Twilight sky in Heaven was a matte, dark
silver-to-gray, with the horizon ringed with a brighter silver fed by the
heavenly light that was always there. Heaven’s twilight sky was the
color of every angel’s skinsuit, and it was also the color of Setebos’
eyes.
Even though he knew the pat answer, Setebos still couldn’t
understand it. “How could he fall?” he asked the sky.
16
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“Because he was free to do so.”
Setebos sat up, startled. Looking around, he saw Ariel approach
him from above, and he scrambled to stand up. “Sir! I – wait, you
flew?”
“Fastest way to reach you. You turned off your comm.”
“Oh!” Setebos reached behind his ear and tapped once. He heard
the message, “Setebos, please report to the containment room
immediately.” He frowned, confused. “Sir --”
“I’m not your superior officer anymore, Setebos. Just call me
Ariel.”
“I’m sorry, s -- Ariel. I’ll go now --”
“Hold on.” Ariel looked up at the tree under which Setebos once
lay underneath. “It’s funny that I found you right under the Tree of
Knowledge. Prescient, actually.”
“Sorry?”
Ariel reached up and picked one of the red orbs. “How are you,
Setebos? After the War, that is.”
Setebos frowned again and chose his words carefully. “I… I’m
afraid, sir.” He couldn’t bring himself to call his former superior officer
by his name, especially after encountering Miranda earlier that day.
“Of what?”
“Of… falling, sir.”
Ariel regarded the fruit. “Why?”
“Because Lightbearer was the best of us – the strongest and wisest
of us. And if he of all the angelic host could fall, then someone as
inexperienced and ordinary as me…” Setebos trailed off, unable to
finish, and shrugged.
17

RUFEL F. RAMOS

“You underestimate yourself, Setebos.” Ariel raised the fruit up,
and it attached back to the branch of the tree as if it had never been
touched. “Lightbearer, like all of us, is just a creature, a creature with
free will. And with that free will, he had two choices. One was to
remain as one of us, as an angel grateful for his existence, in service to
his Creator. The other was to abandon us, as a creature jealous of
divine power because he believes he has been disrespected by his
Creator.”
Setebos stared at Ariel, agog. “Disrespected? How?”
“Lightbearer sees himself equal to Alpha Omega – Central’s Son.
He hates that he isn’t.”
“But – that’s insane!”
“Yes.” Ariel shrugged. “Nevertheless, that’s the risk of free will.
Lightbearer’s will wouldn’t be free if there was only one choice. So to
prove that he truly loved his Creator, he had to choose not to hate. We
all know what he chose.”
“That’s so complicated, sir.”
“Free will always complicates everything. Speaking of which,” Ariel
paused and turned on his comm. He declared, “I’ve found Setebos.
We’re on our way in.” He tapped his comm off. “Setebos, prepare
yourself.”
“What? Why? What happened?”
Ariel shook his head. “The humans fell.” He leapt up, gaining air.
“WHAT.” Setebos followed after him. “How? WHY?”
“Lightbearer. Disguised himself as a low-rank angel and slipped
past the sentries. Then he possessed a snake --”
“WHAT. He entered into a beast? LIGHTBEARER?” Even a
18
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fallen Seraph was still a Seraph, and it shocked Setebos that someone
of Lightbearer’s powers would degrade himself to possess a snake.
“Clever tactic.” Ariel gritted his teeth. “Clever tactic of deception.
He even disabled our surveillance capabilities, so this intel comes
straight from Central. In his beastly guise, Lightbearer awed the human
female. Of course, no beast can hold intelligent conversation and
persuasion, so when she faced this one, she was fascinated. He led her
to the Tree of Knowledge--”
“But – she knows!” Setebos interrupted. “She knows about the
edict, like Adam knows.”
Ariel sighed. “As Lightbearer has shown us, just because we
creatures know what good and evil is doesn’t automatically mean we
will do good. We must choose to do good. But there’s risk in that too.
After all, Lightbearer convinced himself that a life of service was evil
and overthrowing Heaven was good – at least, to him.”
“But the woman – Eve – doesn’t have that ambition! What possible
reason could she have to disobey her Creator?”
Ariel glanced at Setebos. “You’ve never engaged in an intimate
companionship, have you.”
Setebos stammered, “I – sir--”
“Because I have. As you’ve likely witnessed.” Ariel smirked, seeing
the junior angel’s discomfort. “Not many have, so my answer may not
make sense to you. However, here it is: Eve underestimated herself as
a companion to Adam. Lightbearer fed her doubt that she was wise
enough, capable enough, for Adam, and that doubt drove her to see
the Tree of Knowledge as her solution.”
“But – that’s so stupid.”
19
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Ariel gave a short bark of laughter.
“I mean, she could’ve just asked Alpha Omega, even Raphael --”
“It’s love, Setebos. Eve’s love for Adam clouded her judgment, and
Lightbearer took advantage of that.”
Setebos frowned. “I still don’t understand.”
Ariel shrugged.
“And Adam?”
“Same thing. He doubted himself, that he could help her in her
present condition. He even convinced himself that if he remained
unfallen, then he would lose Eve forever because of their existential
difference. So he chose to fall with her.”
Setebos stared at Ariel. “SERIOUSLY?”
“As I said, free will always complicates everything. Especially when
love is involved.” Ariel nodded to an area below them. “We’re here.”
They touched down before the Creation Battalion’s far outpost. As
they walked through the various corridors and newly-placed security
protocols toward the containment room, Setebos asked, “Sir, why am
I to report to the containment room?”
Ariel spoke briskly, “With Lightbearer’s infiltration of the Earth,
Alpha Omega created a new platoon, in a joint venture between the
Celestial Engineers and the Sentry. Besides the Archangels Gabriel,
Michael, Raphael, and Uriel overseeing as the sentries from above, and
cherubim barring the gates of Eden, the new platoon will serve as
sentinels, assigned to the Earth’s surface, watching for signs of enemy
activity from Lightbearer and his fellow fallen Seraphim among the
human population. You’ve been assigned to this new unit, the
Watchers.”
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“How many?”
“Ten pulled from the Sentry, eleven pulled from the Celestial
Engineers.”
Setebos frowned. “Eleven from the Celestial Engineers? Why the
odd number, sir?”
“The eleventh is your superior officer. Samyaza.”
“Samyaza? But isn’t he still the CO of the Celestial Engineers?”
“Not anymore. And his new assignment is perfect, since he has
overseen the operations of the spacetime creation from this side and
is the most experienced of the Celestial Engineers. The field Watchers
will pass along intelligence to Samyaza, who will report to the
Archangels.”
Setebos, still frowning, started to speak.
“I know,” Ariel interrupted. “We Celestial Engineers aren’t frontline. But since we know what the original operative conditions of the
created Earth are, then Celestial Engineers would be able to spot
Lightbearer’s anomalies better than members of the Sentry.”
“I see. And they are waiting in the containment room?” asked
Setebos.
“Yes. You missed the briefing, but you got the gist from me.”
Setebos nodded. “Will you be serving Earthside, too, sir?”
“No.” Ariel’s face became oddly tense. “I’ve been field-promoted
as the new CO of the Celestial Engineers.” He stepped into the
containment room, with Setebos, looking stunned, following behind.
Standing in attention around the spacetime containment field were
the twenty members of the newly commissioned Watcher unit. Among
the chosen Celestial Engineers, Setebos noticed his former colleagues
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Arakiel and Baraqel. He couldn’t help but frown a little at that. The
Sentry members stood out from the engineers, as they wore another
layer of gear: a slightly metallic armor, which slowed and diffused
blunt-force trauma and covered the head, leaving an oval opening that
exposed the face. As Ariel conferred with Samyaza, Setebos saw the
now-familiar form of one of the Sentry members standing apart from
everyone else and understood Ariel’s tense body language.
Miranda stood at attention, her eyes looking forward and
impassive. Setebos wondered what she was thinking at that moment.
“Setebos,” Samyaza said.
At his name, Setebos snapped at attention. “Sir!”
“We’ve already divided into teams of two – you are with Miranda
and will patrol here.” Samyaza pointed to an area of a continent south
of the equator, on the other side of the planet from Eden. He then
addressed everyone in the unit. “Okay, then. Remember -- stealth only.
Do not engage the locals. Survey your area and report your
observations to me every twenty exaticks. Only if Lightbearer or his
members endanger the locals, then engage, but limit the sphere of
combat. We’ll rendezvous in FOB Eden after one yottaCalend.”
“Yes, sir!” the Watchers responded.
“And Setebos?”
“Sir?”
Samyaza grinned, his eyes glittery. “Keep your comm on.”
“Yes, sir.”
The Watchers divided into their two-man teams, readying for
quantum portal transfer into spacetime. As Setebos walked over to
Miranda, he suddenly saw a change in Miranda’s violet eyes, as she
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looked over at Ariel. After a brief internal struggle, she pushed down
the hood of her gear, revealing her long, blue-black hair.
“Ari,” she said.
Everyone in the room pretended not to watch, as Ariel joined
Miranda, facing her. She leaned in close, whispering something to him,
and Ariel nodded, his reply inaudible. Smoothing her hair, he kissed
softly her forehead, her lips. Then he straightened up. As he stepped
away from the center of the room, Miranda tucked in her hair and
pulled on her hood. She looked at Setebos.
“Ready?” she asked.
Still feeling unprepared and trying not to show his embarrassment
in witnessing yet another intimate display of affection between his
superior officer and his now-teammate, Setebos nodded. “Ready.”
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2 THE RELUCTANT WATCHERS
From above, Earth still looked beautiful. The crystal blue planet with
cloud marbling and tan-green landmasses dotting its serene surface –
it was as Miranda remembered as she descended from the sky. In
contrast, Setebos winced a little, as he perceived that the environment
felt wrong, felt off. It wasn’t enough to appear different, but it was
wrong enough, like a piece of fruit that still looked delicious on the
outside but on the inside it had already started to rot. You could only
notice the rot if you knew how to look, and Setebos knew how to look.
What remaining awkwardness Setebos felt around Miranda had
burned away as he started to feel angry, surprising himself. Unfallen
Earth was an intricate, interconnected system that was satisfying to
behold, and he couldn’t help but feel pride that he had been a part of
that creation. But now it was all ruined. Miranda couldn’t see that. She
looked across the vast field of vision, taking in a sunny sky that caused
the snow to sparkle and glitter and surveying the dark green plain
below that was crisscrossed with rivers and streams joining an azure
sea along a distant coastline. As they landed on a rocky outcrop on a
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high, snowy mountain range, she transferred from ethereal energy to
matter, including her gear, and her embodied form sunk a little in the
snow. She reached down and tasted a bit of snow, savoring its cool
sweetness.
“Has the Earth itself really fallen?” she asked. “The humans I
understand – they’re intelligent creatures. But an actual planet?”
Setebos replied, grim, “Yes.”
“How?”
“The Earth, the humans – they’re all part of the same system. When
one part gets corrupted, it all gets corrupted.” Setebos saw Miranda
frowning, puzzled. “Look – you’re embodied. What do you feel,
standing here?”
“Cold.”
“And?”
“Thin air.”
“Would you be comfortable here?” Setebos asked. “That is, if we
were to bivouac here right now.”
“Sure.”
“Well, that’s because we’re angels. But no human would be… now.
But back then, they would have been.” Setebos pointed all around him.
“Paradisal Earth was the perfect place for humanity, as it would
accommodate itself to humanity’s needs. Eden was just the humans’
connector between Earth and Heaven – the terminus point. ‘Be fruitful
and multiply’ guaranteed that humanity would outgrow Eden, but they
would still be stewards of an Earth that was easy to take care of because
it would take care of its stewards. A mutual, symbiotic system. But not
anymore.” He shook his head. “Now, humanity is destined to die, and
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Earth is apathetic to whether humans live long or die soon. They’ll
have to work, and work hard, to live on this planet. If they drop their
vigilance, if they take anything for granted, this fallen Earth will be
their violent death.”
Miranda could still taste the sweet coolness of the snow. After a
pause, she asked, “Setebos, do you even WANT to be here?”
“I did,” Setebos said, “before the humans made it fall.” He
shrugged, surveyed the area around their location, and focused on one
spot. “There. We’ll need to go where the humans are.” He looked at
Miranda. “Do you intend to stay embodied? Samyaza said that we
needed to stay in stealth.”
“I’ll switch back to ethereal just before we reach the humans.”
“Why be embodied at all?”
Miranda looked away before answering. “It reminds me of the first
time I came to Earth.”
Setebos suddenly remembered that Miranda was Ariel’s beloved.
“Oh.”
They took off from their perch, Miranda following Setebos’ lead.
In that part of the world, where the human population was sparse, it
took focused concentration for Setebos to follow the trail of human
migration. With his discerning eyes, he estimated the group they were
tracking to be small, perhaps about one-hundred members. Eventually,
the trail ended in a little valley where the weather was warmer, with
plenty of vegetation, natural shelters, and a coastline promising of
good fishing. It was also there that Setebos and Miranda stopped short,
as Miranda, with her own soldier’s eyes, exclaimed, “Oh God.”
They alighted before the humans, not bothering to conceal
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themselves, as all the humans in that group were dead.
Setebos had been right – they had been a band of about onehundred. Picking their way through the make-shift camp, including
inspecting tents thrown about, they saw slaughtered bodies, the spear
and blade wounds already grown dark and sticky with time. Miranda,
overwhelmed by the stench of human blood, urine, and feces spilled
from soon-to-be rotting bodies, felt her body convulse with dry
heaves. Setebos glanced at her.
“Switch to ethereal, Miranda.”
She nodded, and her gross matter flashed away. “Should we call
this in?”
“No.” Setebos assessed the pattern of the massacre. “This is just
fallen human on human activity – nothing originating from
Lightbearer’s army.”
“How can you tell?”
Setebos pointed down. “The soil is churned up with the imprints
of struggling bodies. And there and there and there – footprints of
animals and a smaller group of humans leaving. Also, did you notice
what humans are not here?”
“What do you mean?”
“The dead here are men, old women, and children,” Setebos said.
“But where are the young women?”
Miranda’s face twisted.
“Exactly.”
“A raiding party, then.”
“Could be. Either that, or they were members or guests of this
band.”
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“That – that would be terrible.”
Setebos shrugged. “Either way, they attacked this camp while
everyone was still asleep, overwhelming any man who was still awake
as night watch, and made off with the animals and the fertile women.”
Miranda looked around. “What do we do now? Follow the
murderers? Try to save the kidnapped women?”
Setebos shook his head. “That’s not our directive. This didn’t come
from Lightbearer.”
“So we do NOTHING?”
“We’re Watchers, Miranda. We can track these other humans
down, but unless Lightbearer or members of his army are working
directly through them, then all we can do is --”
“Watch,” Miranda interrupted. She threw up her hands in
frustration.
“Now you know how I feel.” Setebos started to turn away.
“Wait. We can’t just let them be like this.”
“What?”
“Exposed like this. They were intelligent creatures, just like us. It’s
-- unseemly.”
Setebos shrugged. “Without their souls, they’re just corpses, pieces
of meat. Let the scavengers have them.”
Miranda stared. “When did you become so cynical, Setebos?”
Setebos flinched. “Okay. FINE.”
Even though they were angels, it still took some time to bury all of
the bodies.
#
It had been two yottaCalends since they first arrived on Earth,
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seven hundred years since Miranda and Setebos buried those long ago
bodies. While humans became more organized in their settlements and
gained some progress in their ability to feed and shelter themselves,
still nothing substantive had changed. The Archangels patrolling above
Earth were doing their jobs so well, keeping Lightbearer and his ilk
out, that any evil deeds done on Earth sprung entirely from the minds
of Earth’s human inhabitants.
It was starting to get tedious.
The palpable panic of this specific village drew Setebos and
Miranda’s attention. But all it took was Setebos to observe the villagers’
behavior for a few minutes. “They poisoned themselves by eating
diseased crops.”
“And THAT?” Miranda pointed at the mob surrounding a small
hut. Two men invaded the dwelling and dragged out an old woman,
with her children and grandchildren screaming after her.
“The villagers blame her for it because she’s the only one who
didn’t get sick.”
“Are you sure,” she asked “that this isn’t Hell’s doing?”
Setebos stifled a sigh. “Yes. My assessment is unchanged.” He
shrugged and made a disinterested note of yet another episode of fallen
humans behaving badly against each other.
“ARGH!” Miranda threw up her hands. “I can’t stand this!” She
took off.
After Setebos took account of the villager’s specific problem and
behavior, as part of their report to Samyaza at a later date, he left as
well. He didn’t need to see what would happen to the old woman; both
he and Miranda had already seen what a witch burning looked like.
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Flying to a nearby mountain range, Setebos saw Miranda, fully
embodied, grabbing loose boulders and hurling them at sheer sides of
cliffs.
“Miranda.”
“ARGH!” Miranda exclaimed, as she hurled boulder after boulder,
one hand per boulder.
“Stop beating up the mountain.”
After a time, Miranda finished battering the cliffs out of frustration
and settled down, landing next to Setebos. She was sweaty and grubby
and still angry. “Why are we still here, Setebos? What’s the point?
We’re supposed to protect these humans from Lightbearer, but who’s
going to protect humans from themselves? At this rate, there won’t be
any humans to protect because they’ll all be extinct due to killing each
other or dying for stupid reasons, like that damn village back there.”
Setebos remained silent.
“Well?”
“What do you want me to say? That I agree with you? That’s not
helpful.” Setebos shrugged. “You know we all think that way. Even
Samyaza. Nevertheless, remember the last meeting in Eden before we
rotated patrols? Samyaza confirmed with Central that Eden is a
permanent base, so our assignment is part of the new protocol now.
He even asked about cycling in new sentry and engineers, but they’re
all locked in their assignments, especially developing procedures for
transitioning human souls – now that Heaven has to deal with them.”
“Hmph. Heaven’s pretty busy these days.” She bit her lip,
frowning.
“Missing Ariel?”
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She grimaced. “Am I that predictable?” She looked up, at a clear
blue sky. “I know that our comm is only for mission-related tasks, but
I wish there was a protocol for private messaging. Routing personal
communication through Samyaza is – awkward.”
“Is Ariel still overseeing the containment room?”
Miranda shook her head. “He’s delegated that to his XO. Alpha
Omega has him supervising the construction of a human soul
processing compound, what with human souls crossing en masse into
Sacred Space these days.” She pulled down her hood, allowing her long
blue-black hair to fall freely to her waist. “Did you know that I was
field-promoted as an officer during the War?”
“Huh? No.” Setebos wondered where Miranda was going with that
statement.
“It was one of the last things Michael did, before the Chariot arrived.
So I wasn’t an officer for very long, but it was a great honor.” She
shrugged. “So, I’m trying not to envy Ariel -- his work in Heaven. He’s
doing so much good.” She sighed. “I wish I were with him. Yet here I
am,” she gestured toward the battered cliffs, “beating up mountains.”
“And following orders,” Setebos reminded her.
“And following orders,” Miranda echoed. She exhaled loudly, as if
she had been holding her breath for a long, long time. “Where to,
now?”
Setebos looked around. “Someplace without mountains.”
#
It was a dark and stormy night, and the rain was making Setebos’
wings wet.
“You always stay ethereal,” Miranda had said earlier that day,
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before they separated on their respective patrols over a vast grassland
that transitioned to desert. “That’s funny, considering that the Celestial
Engineers taught the Sentry how to transfer from ethereal to matter in
the first place. Why don’t you?”
“I don’t have to,” Setebos had replied.
“Yes, but you don’t have to stay ethereal, either. Are you afraid that
if you do, you won’t be able to change back?” She smirked.
It was the smirk that did it. “FINE.”
But now – several hours later -- it was raining hard, the lightning
briefly illuminating the sky in jagged shards of light. Setebos’ very solid
body was drenched, and he thought, I don’t see the appeal at all. He at
first took satisfaction that Miranda was somewhere as soaked as he but
then realized that she was probably enjoying the sensation of flying in
a rainstorm.
With it being night and the weather awful, any sensible human
would be ensconced somewhere indoors, so Setebos began to make
his way back to his and Miranda’s temporary camp. As he flew over a
torrential desert river, he glanced down and saw something tiny slip
off a barely-there rope bridge and fall into the river below.
Ah!
Maybe because he was tired, or maybe because he was embodied,
Setebos didn’t think if what he did next was right or according to
orders. He didn’t think at all, as he dove down into the swollen, raging
waters and scooped up the creature before it tumbled further down
the dark river. Only when the heavy, limp body was in his arms did
Setebos realize what he had done. “Miranda!” he yelled in his comm.
“Where are you?”
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“Just heading back to camp, Setebos. What’s up?”
“I’m bringing a creature – a human. Female, I think.”
“WHAT?”
“Half-drowned in a river --”
“YOU actually rescued a LOCAL?”
“I know, I know!” Setebos tried to shake the rain from his eyes, but
it was pointless. “Just prep for medical and recovery for the embodied,
okay?”
“… Copy.”
Soon enough, Setebos touched down before a patch of short,
scrubby trees. Pitched in the middle was a small tent, which did not
exist beforehand. Entering the tent, Setebos carried the human into
the interior as it expanded, and as soon as they crossed the threshold,
both angel and human became dry. Belying its appearance from the
outside, the inside took upon the facilities of a field hospital tent, and
Setebos gently set the human onto a waiting treatment bed.
Miranda declared, “It’s a girl.” She looked between six and eight
years old, with long dark brown hair and skin a few shades lighter than
her hair. The girl was only wearing a thin shift of a dress: no outerwear
or shoes to speak of.
“I saw her fall into a river.” Setebos’ palms hovered two inches
over the girl’s chest, assessing her vital signs. She still had excess water
in her lungs, so he shunted energy to dry that out, in addition to
optimize her oxygen levels to ease her breathing. “Heart and blood
circulation look good,” Setebos said. He moved his palms towards her
head as he shunted additional oxygen to her brain but then stopped,
startled.
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Miranda noticed. “What is it?”
“She has cancer.”
“Where?”
“Brain. Glioblastoma – advanced. It’s a miracle that she was able
to walk at all.” Setebos stared at the girl’s face. “What was she doing
on that bridge?”
Miranda shook her head. “Well, Setebos, it’s your call. We’re
already past our directive here.”
Setebos paused. The girl’s cancer was biologically-based, so her
death was natural. They had seen plenty of humans, young and old, die
countless times before. They had even witnessed much younger
children face far more horrific deaths. And yet, he needed to know the
answer: what was she doing on that bridge? He shifted his shoulders. “Well,
I’ve already saved her. So I might as well do this right.” He looked at
Miranda. “I’ll need your help.”
“How?”
“Place your thumbs and middle fingers here on her skull. Energy
type ethereal transfer to matter, but dial down by 78%. Focus the
beams to pinpoint two inches below the scalp. That should shrink the
tumors.”
“Okay.”
“I’ll destroy the blood vessels that feed the tumors. That should
destroy any remaining tumors and prevent new vessels from growing
back.”
“Whew. Lots of moving around the skull for you.”
“Yes.” Setebos looked down and tried not to feel nervous.
“Lights.”
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The lights of the tent changed from room lighting to the focused
lights of an operating table. For several silent minutes, both angels
concentrated on their tasks, and various areas around the girl’s skull
glowed and hummed. Afterwards, Setebos nodded at Miranda, and
they moved their hands away from the girl’s head as Setebos called out,
“Lights,” which returned the room back to its previous setting.
Setebos spread wide his arms, one palm down at the girl’s feet, the
other at her head, and slowly brought both palms together at her waist,
as a final check. “She should be clean,” he said and stepped back as
Miranda brought out a heavy blanket from under the bed and placed
it on the girl, up to her neck.
Both angels sat heavily on chairs that materialized under them.
“Should?” Miranda asked.
“Well, this is the first time I’ve done this.”
“Wait – what? I thought all Celestial Engineers got medi-training,
especially since you were in the Creation Battalion.”
“We do. But I didn’t perform medical care in the War, and Alpha
Omega took full control of the humans’ creation, even though we
engineers did get the specs.”
“Hmmm.” Miranda looked at their sleeping patient. “I’ve never
done anything like that before, either. Being Sentry, I’m more suited
to breaking things than fixing things, you know?” She smiled. “Feels
good to do something substantive for a change, eh?”
“Yeah.” Setebos frowned. “But it was beyond our directive, as you
said. ‘Don’t engage the locals unless to intervene when Lightbearer
attacks,’ remember?”
Miranda waved the thought away. “We did good, Setebos. Don’t
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ruin the moment. And I’m sure Samyaza will understand. It’s only one
human, after all.”
“Maybe.” Setebos yawned. “Need to recharge after all that.”
Miranda yawned, too. “Same here.”
Both angels closed their eyes, and after a while they shimmered
away to ethereal, flowed up and away from the tent, and coalesced
around one of the shrubby trees as their resting roost.
By morning, the violent storm had become a memory, and the sky
shone bright and clear. Fully revived, the angels checked on their
patient.
“Still sleeping,” Setebos commented.
“I got her energy signature,” Miranda said. “So I’ll see if I can find
her people.” She turned to leave the tent.
Setebos called after her, “Stay ethereal this time. No point scaring
the locals.”
“Hah.” She took off.
Setebos turned to the sleeping girl. For her sake, he had become
embodied. He was about to check her vitals again when he saw her
open her eyes, look right at him, and ask in a soft, calm voice, “Am I
dead?”
He stared at the girl. Her eyes were the same color as her hair – a
dark mahogany. “No.”
His answer seemed to agitate her. Still staring at his gray eyes, she
shook under the heavy blanket. “Who are you? Where am I?”
“I’m --” Setebos struggled for the right word. “I’m just a traveler.
But I saw you fall into a river during the storm last night, and I rescued
you. You’re safe in my tent.”
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“What… what did you do?”
Setebos frowned. “Sorry?”
“I’m not in pain.” She made a small hand gesture to her head. “I’m
always in pain.”
“Ah, that.” Setebos was at a loss for words again. “My… fellow
traveler and I fixed that.”
“… I don’t understand.”
Setebos pulled up the chair closer to the bed and sat down. “Why
don’t you just tell me why you were on that bridge.”
She stared above her.
He waited.
After a long silence, she spoke. “Because our enemies were
coming,” she said. “Our father said that the world has become so evil,
so corrupt, that if we live long enough even the innocent ones will do
bad things. That there’s no hope anymore.”
Setebos stared at her, speechless.
“Our father made us leave -- my brother and me.” The girl bit her
lip, her face twisted as she stopped a sob. “He said it was too late for
him, but that our grandmother might be alive, out there. We were on
the bridge together. But my brother fell and drowned.” The girl looked
at Setebos. “So I wanted to die. I wanted to fall and drown. So – so I
did.” She turned her face away as she started to cry in sharp, staccato
sobs.
“Oh,” Setebos said. He looked at the tortured profile of the girl,
seeing this little human being as a fellow creature for the very first time.
It stunned him that he hadn’t seen it until now. Then Setebos did
something he had never done before in his entire existence, but he
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knew what to do.
Such was the way with angels.
Setebos said softly, “I’m sorry.” He reached out one hand and,
tentative at first, placed his fingertips on her forehead. “I will gift you
with the truth.” He paused, then continued, “My name is Setebos, and
I’m called an angel – a servant of God. When I saw you fall into the
water, I saved you from drowning. And when I realized how sick you
truly were, I had to save you from that, too. Because I had to know
why were all alone.” He paused again. “My partner Miranda and I took
away your sickness that caused your pain. You’re cured, little one. And
your father was wrong.” Setebos’ face suddenly looked astonished as
he said out loud his rediscovered belief, “As long as there are enough
people like you in the world, this world can never, ever truly be evil.”
Her ragged sobs eased, as Setebos intended. Calming energy flowed
like a warm breeze from his fingertips to her forehead.
“I’m sorry that I couldn’t save your brother in time, but take heart.
We will find your grandmother and bring you to her, little one. Have
hope. Live long. Be well. That’s my blessing for you.”
The girl’s breathing became slow and even. Before she dropped
back to sleep, she said her name. “Thank you. I’m… Cora.”
Setebos sat back and watched over her for what felt like a long time.
By day’s end, Miranda returned.
“I found a woman – about sixty years old -- that matches the girl’s
signature. She lives alone in a small compound, about two hundred
miles from here.”
Setebos nodded to the still sleeping girl. “Time to bring Cora to her
grandmother.”
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Miranda regarded this piece of information. “She woke up, then.”
“Yes.”
“You and she explained everything?”
Setebos nodded. “Yes.”
“Then you put her into Lethe sleep?”
“Just enough so that she’ll remember our exchange more like a
barely-recalled dream.”
Miranda nodded to that. “Good call. I’ll do the same to the
grandmother once we bring the girl to her.”
Setebos sighed, relieved. “Stealth mode, after the fact.”
Miranda smiled. “At least we can still follow THAT order.”
Setebos chuckled at that. He stood up.
“Need help?”
“No, I’m good,” Setebos said. He carefully lifted up the sleeping
girl, blanket and all, and cradled her in his arms. She felt small and
warm and fragile. “Lead the way.”
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3 THE GODKING
One of them asked, “Why are we meeting here?”
“It’s not even the next yottaCalend.”
“Has something happened? New orders from Central?”
“We haven’t heard from Central in a while – is that why?”
“Is it Lightbearer?”
“Why ARE we meeting here?”
The ten teams of Watchers had convened on a natural
amphitheater, on a hilly highlands east of Eden, called to rendezvous
by their leader Samyaza. But Samyaza hadn’t arrived yet. As they
waited, they questioned each other, wondering if one of them had
knowledge or an inkling of what the meeting was about. They had all
answered to each other, “I don’t know,” which only fed into their
bewilderment.
Setebos was about the check his comm once more when Samyaza
finally arrived. He and his fellow Watchers then stood at attention,
fanned out as they were on that natural amphitheater. Samyaza’s face
was unreadable as he strode to the amphitheater’s stage and looked up
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at his twenty Watchers.
“I’ll get to the point,” Samyaza said. “Our communications link
with Central has been blocked, and has been for some time.”
Setebos glanced at Miranda’s face, but her reaction remained stoic.
“Communication with the Archangels above Earth has been spotty
as well, and I’ve only received one transmission from Uriel since last
yottaCalend. ‘Lightbearer hacking communications system – maintain
current directive.’ The Edenic cherubim and I have attempted to reestablish a clear channel, but there is no signal. So --” Samyaza paused
and scanned the faces of the Watchers, “with the cherubim tasked with
guarding Eden’s gates, then we are effectively the only active agents of
Heaven on Earth. What that means is that we need to revisit our
directive.”
Setebos felt his face become incredulous, which Samyaza noticed.
“Question, Setebos?”
“Yes, sir. What do you mean by ‘revisit’?”
“Interesting that you should ask – since it was your report of your
team saving a female human from suicide and then curing her cancer
that comes to mind.”
“WHAT?” Arakiel exclaimed. He spun around, facing Setebos who
stood behind and above him on the amphitheater’s slope. “You did
WHAT?”
Other Watcher teams murmured, surprised as well, as Setebos and
Miranda’s report was not widely known.
Samyaza held up a hand, commanding silence. “I’ve gathered and
analyzed each report from all teams, and even though Setebos and
Miranda’s action is the most blatant, no team has refrained from
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engaging the locals in some way, despite lack of Lightbearer activity.
For instance,” he pointed at Arakiel, “you and Turiel warned a local
and his family of an impending earthquake, as early as the first
yottaCalend.”
Arakiel and Turiel frowned, having their past actions made public,
but they didn’t deny it.
“Although the letter of the directive states that we do not engage
the locals unless there is clear evidence of Lightbearer’s malicious
activity, I believe that the spirit of the directive has allowed these
instances of direct action.”
Miranda leveled her violet eyes on Samyaza. “Sir?”
“Lightbearer’s original intent was to vandalize creation, and he has
done that, in causing the humans to fall from their original state.
Therefore, humanity’s judgment in practicing their free will is so
compromised that it’s no surprise that Lightbearer doesn’t have to
inject himself into human affairs to continue his work. The poisonous
effect of his action back in Eden began immediately and continues to
this day.”
“So what you are saying, sir,” Miranda said, choosing her words
with care, “is that all of our ‘unsanctioned’ engagements with the
humans have actually been following the directive all along?”
“Yes.”
Miranda exhaled loudly.
“YES,” Samyaza agreed, understanding. “That allows more
freedom of judgment and discretion on everyone’s part. As we all
know, we’ve all witnessed that the humans are both capable and willing
to destroy each other, which defeats the purpose of their original
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creation, as well as jeopardizing our own mission to keep them safe. I
believe that in order to follow our directive, we must render aid to
humanity, to help restore them to a position of strength, so that they
will be able to withstand a direct onslaught from Lightbearer and his
army, if and when that time comes.”
The Watchers stared speechless and then the outbursts came.
“What do you mean by ‘render aid’?”
“Do the Archangels know?”
“I don’t understand.”
“Isn’t that going too far?”
“Sir, are you SURE?”
Samyaza held up his hand again and waited for his Watchers to
settle down. “No, I am not sure. My new understanding of the
directive doesn’t come from knowledge but from my faith in what we
are capable of doing, for why Central created this unit with us specific
angels in the first place. I believe we were not sent here to witness
humans build, fight, die; build, fight, die; build, fight, die – this futile
cycle of meaningless life. As Setebos and Miranda’s report states, the
human child Cora wanted to die because she lost hope, and even her
father accepted her death because he lost hope. But we all know the
location where all hope is lost: Hell.”
Setebos flinched, remembering the sight, smell, sound, touch, and
even taste of that place of abomination.
“I believe we were not sent here to stand idly by, to witness humans
create Hell on Earth. We must ACT because the humans have lost
their way, but we can guide them back. After all, we are ANGELS.
Humanity needs us, especially with Lightbearer wreaking havoc just
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beyond this world’s borders.” Samyaza gestured to the natural location
around them. “I brought you here because this understanding of our
directive is beyond the scope of FOB Eden. I must be honest – I may
be wrong. With our communications link compromised, I can’t
confirm this with either the Archangels or Central. But I believe, as
your commanding officer, as a Dominion-ranked angel in God’s army,
but also as your fellow Watcher, that I’m right. Therefore, any Watcher
who has a conscientious objection to our revised directive is free to
stay in Eden. I want all actions in this unit be done because you chose
to do so, not because you were merely ordered to.”
Free will always complicates everything, Setebos thought, reminded of
Ariel’s words so long ago. Now he was faced with a choice: abandon
his unit or stand with them. He glanced at Miranda and saw that she
was looking at him as well.
What do we do?, her eyes clearly asked.
Samyaza waited. Setebos and Miranda waited. They all waited.
But no one broke ranks.
“All right, then,” Samyaza said. “Let’s begin.”
#
We train.
“This is called Penicillium chrysogenum, and this is how to cultivate it.”
We advise.
“Here’s when to use it.”
We assist.
“Any questions?”
Even with the allowance of direct action, Setebos and Miranda still
preferred to limit their engagement with humans. As a result, when
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they found themselves having to teach two feuding villages how to get
along with each other, they hoped it wouldn’t take more than a week.
After all, one of the villages – which Setebos thought of as Village B - was an offshoot of the other, being founded by a son of the village
headman of Village A. But all that meant was that familial rivalry
spiraled into communal feuding that further spiraled into outright
battles.
Seeing two pre-Industrial villages fight over grazing rights and
boundary lines with as much fervor as if they were rival princedoms
made the two Watchers’ eyes twitch with exasperated annoyance. Then
a herd of sheep from Village A became infected with some unspecified
epidemic, and Village A blamed Village B for the disease with no
evidence whatsoever for the accusation. Before long, one shepherd
from Village B killed a shepherd from Village A to avenge being
dishonored, causing the two villages to declare war with each other.
From their treetop perch, Miranda turned to Setebos and asked,
“Can we just let them fight it out? It’s just so damn stupid.”
Setebos ticked off the increasing casualty count amongst both
humans and sheep. “No.” He flew down from their perch and, upon
reaching ground, became material.
Miranda sighed. “Time to teach the humans.” She followed in
Setebos’ stead.
After one month with the two feuding villages, Setebos and
Miranda left the now allied neighbors. The two villages buried their
dead safely and honorably, treated their battle wounded warriors with
best medical practices such as anesthesia and aseptic techniques,
treated their sheep for foot-and-mouth disease with proper veterinary
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care, and applied innovative diplomatic tools such as mediation and
contracts. Setebos and Miranda slipped away in the night, as the
villagers had wanted them to stay, especially Setebos whom they
particularly revered. Setebos and Miranda quickly resumed their patrol
for the next human population that would need their help, traveling by
foot, as they didn’t need to hurry.
Once they were sufficiently far enough, Miranda said, “I’m glad
that we helped them out – GodKing.” She smirked.
Setebos groaned. “UGH. I wish they would stop calling me that.”
“Can’t be helped. You have a reputation for being a leader and a
miracle worker.” She reached her pale arms behind her head for a long,
cat-like stretch.
“But I’m not the only one – you do as much, if not more!”
She shrugged, still smiling. “Blame the patriarchy. I’m just a
FEMALE, remember?”
He frowned at that. “Miranda, even with all that new knowledge,
all that advanced techne, the humans still hold these immature biases.
What kind of human progress can there be if they keep believing in
these backward ideas?”
“Hmmmm.”
“And that ‘GodKing’ bullshit.” Setebos shook his head. “Even
when I keep telling them I’m just a creature, just like them, they keep
wanting to WORSHIP me. UGH!”
Miranda shrugged.
“I mean, we make sure we look like them – we even keep our wings
immaterialized!”
“Setebos.”
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“WHAT?”
Miranda placed a hand on Setebos’ shoulder. “You’re starting to
sound like me. Calm. Down. Either that, or do you want a mountain
to beat up?”
Setebos snorted at that, then sighed. “I’m just tired, Miranda.”
She patted Setebos’ shoulder and then resumed her cat-like stretch.
“I’m tired, too. And not the existential kind – I mean the physical.
We’ve been getting tired more easily and sooner these days, and that’s
weird, isn’t it?”
“Well, we have been more active, what with the expanded
directive.”
“True. But something feels off.” She shook her head. “Ah, I’m
rambling. Hey, I wonder how the other teams are doing.”
“It’s not a competition, Miranda.”
She turned and punched lightly Setebos’ shoulder. “I KNOW. But
it’s been a while since we checked in.” With a quick hand gesture, she
pulled up a virtual vid screen before them, saying, “Baraqel and
Kokabiel are the closest.” She brought up an aerial view. “WHAT.”
Setebos peered at the image. “Is that – is that an observatory?”
They both had stopped walking as they stared at the large
observatory’s dome opening up, and the telltale laser of an adaptive
optics system appeared.
Miranda gave a long, appreciative whistle. “Just how far in advance
are we allowed to show?”
Setebos regarded the image, taking in its meaning. “Miranda.”
“Yes?”
“You’re right.” Setebos’ brow furrowed. “Something is off.” He
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shook his head, stifling a yawn. “But I’m too tired to analyze all that
standing up. We need to make camp soon.”
“Right.” Miranda waved away the vid screen, and they resumed
their travelling.
As was their habit, they found a small grove of trees and switched
from material to ethereal, their respective essence finding roost in the
roots of the largest tree. From their perspective, they had arrived at a
small green room, with wooden cots on either side, the walls of the
room glowing with the lifesap of the tree, both illuminating the room
in a golden twilight while invigorating the two angels. While in the past
the invigoration was a nice perk, like a dessert that was nice to have
but didn’t need, these days the tree’s lifesap had become a needed
recharge, as necessary to the angels’ health as food, sleep, and water
were to humans. They stripped off their gear, leaving only the bare
minimum for decorum, and stretched out on their respective cots.
Miranda pulled up the vid screen again, enlarged it so both she and
Setebos could see, and said, “Okay – we’ve made camp. So what about
this screams ‘off’, other than this thing is far above what even I think
Samyaza expected?”
“It’s not only this – okay, it’s THIS, but also what you said earlier,
about getting more tired sooner and more easily these days. Have you
noticed that we’re starting to depend on making camp to recharge
every evening, or else we’d feel like crap the next day? We didn’t used
to do that; we certainly didn’t do that when we first arrived Earthside
and also for the first couple of yottaCalends. I’ve noticed that we
started to depend on the night roosts after that meeting east of Eden.”
“Meaning --”
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“Meaning, what if the communications blackout has also
compromised our quantum energy entanglement with Heaven? What
if, in addition to a communications blockade, it’s a resources
blockade?”
“… Well, shit.”
“Yeah. So, if we’re effectively on reduced rations, having to depend
on the land for survival, then we’d have very little energy resources to
do THAT.” Setebos pointed at the observatory. “So where is Baraqel
and Kokabiel getting their power? A power station? But it takes power
to create a power station as well -- neither of which those angels have
in their impaired state, and certainly not the humans, as undeveloped
as they are. Either way, that observatory – with those LASER BEAMS
-- shouldn’t be able to exist.” Setebos shook his head. “Something’s
off, and my thought keeps going to Lightbearer, even though I’d be
shocked if Baraqel would have anything to do with him.”
“It’s not Lightbearer. For one, we’d all be alerted if Lightbearer
made it Earthside, and two, Michael himself would come down from
orbit and personally beat his ass back to Hell.”
Setebos chuckled. “Okay, then. Any ideas?”
Miranda stared at the vid screen. “I’ve got nothin’. Honestly, I’m
still kinda shocked, realizing that we’re essentially parasites of this poor
tree here.” She reached out a hand and patted the wall in appreciation,
then sighed. “God, I miss home.”
At a loss to think of an answer to the observatory’s existence,
Setebos decided to switch subjects. He asked, “When was the last time
you heard from Ariel?”
Miranda waved away the vid screen. “Just after the second
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yottaCalend – a few years before our meeting about the expanded
directive. Then the communications blackout happened, and then….”
She shrugged.
“You must miss him.”
“No shit.”
“… Sorry.”
Miranda smiled. “Nah, I’m just giving you a hard time. What can I
say? It is what it is.” She paused. “Although – sometimes I wonder.”
“About what?”
“If Ariel is trying to find a way to talk to me – to fight for me on
his side. I wish I knew.” Miranda touched her lips, remembering. Then
she turned over, facing the wall. “Let’s get some rest, Setebos.”
“Okay.” Setebos stared at Miranda’s back before turning over as
well.
“And?”
“Same thing. He doubted himself, that he could help her in her present
condition. He even convinced himself that if he remained unfallen, then he would
lose her forever because of their existential difference. So he chose to fall with her.”
“SERIOUSLY?”
“As I said, free will always complicates everything. Especially when love is
involved.”
“What?”
“You’ve never engaged in an intimate companionship, have you.”
“WHAT?” Setebos woke up with a start, the dream Ariel’s voice
fading quickly. He found himself sweating, despite the cool confines
of the resting roost. He glanced across the room and saw that Miranda
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was still asleep. He shook his head. Should’ve swapped out pulling up the vid
screen, he thought. Aerial surveillance was usually easy, what with
sending up a bit of your essence to serve as a flying eye in the sky. But
with their reduced stamina, Setebos suddenly realized that Miranda
sustaining the vid screen last night was probably why she – normally
an early riser – hadn’t woken up before him.
Yet, Setebos was curious about what they had seen. With the image
of last night’s vid screen in his memory, he called it up in an offline
version, a small ghostly rectangle floating about a foot from his face.
He sharpened the focus and then enlarged one specific corner – of an
illuminated entrance to the observatory. There, he saw two persons:
one he recognized as Baraqel, his fellow Watcher and Celestial
Engineer. The other an unfamiliar young human woman – whose arms
clung intimately around Baraqel’s waist.
“WHAT THE HELL?” he exclaimed, sitting upright.
At the sound of Setebos’ outburst, Miranda woke up. She looked
around blearily, breathed in deeply, and was fully awake. Sitting up, she
looked over at Setebos. “Are you reviewing the image from last night?
What did you find?”
Setebos brightened up the image and expanded the screen so that
the image of Baraqel and the unknown woman were nearly life-size in
the close quarters. “THAT.”
Miranda stared at the image. “No. Way.”
Setebos stood up from the cot and started to pull on his gear. “I
need to see Baraqel.”
“No comm?”
“Not in this case. I have to see what’s been going on with my own
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eyes, without anything being staged on my behalf. Who is that woman?
How did that observatory come to be? And where is Kokabiel?”
Miranda nodded. “I take it that you want me to stay here.”
“Yes. Something’s gone wrong, and we’re still responsible for our
assigned area.”
“Sentry duty, in other words.”
“Yes.”
She stretched and yawned, looking like a long, muscular cat, and
stood up. “Good.”
Setebos waved away the vid screen and began to leave.
“Setebos.”
He paused. “Yes?” Gray eyes met violet eyes.
“Be careful.”
If you as an angel was “born” – so to speak -- as a Celestial
Engineer, then you knew certain pieces of arcana by instinct,
knowledge that native-born Sentry or Musician or any number of nonengineer angelic occupations would have to learn afterwards, on a
Need to Know basis. Therefore, when faced with a force field that
divided his and Miranda’s patrol area and Baraqel and Kokabiel’s,
Setebos knew exactly how to weaken it enough for himself to pass
through. However, that practical knowledge didn’t lessen his surprise,
that Baraqel felt the need to put a force field in the first place.
“What is going on?” he murmured. As he disengaged two ethereal
lines of force, he felt the existence of an alarm, which he carefully set
aside, intact, as he slipped through. Once on the other side of the field,
he suddenly felt giddy, as an onrush of energy swept over him, as if he
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had dove into the sea. He hadn’t realized just how diminished the
power that he and Miranda had been operating under as they had
performed their duties until he entered Baraqel and Kokabiel’s patrol
area.
“What is going on?” he repeated, stunned.
For, against his will, he had become embodied.
Setebos shook his head and shoulders, trying to regain his
composure, because he felt a little high. It was like a human being given
a powerful dose of amphetamine. The world looked brighter. The sky
looked bluer. It was too much, and he found himself sitting down
heavily on the ground. Breathing heavily, he closed his eyes. Forcing
himself not to become overwhelmed by its potency, he concentrated
to get a reading for what kind of energy was infusing the environment
around him, for any tell-tale signatures. After a moment, he opened
his eyes, stunned that he knew: it was angelic energy, plus another – a
human’s. Maybe the woman’s. And while the human’s was unknown,
he could specify the angel’s: Baraqel’s. By whatever science or alchemy,
the two lifeforce energies that were usually separate and confined
within angelic and human creatures were merged into one, and it was
amplified and ubiquitous, saturating the environment. Just like
Miranda had sought out Cora’s grandmother many years ago, Setebos
tried to pinpoint the source of that power, but it was coming
everywhere, and he started to feel as if he were drowning.
His comm activated.
“Hello, Setebos,” Baraqel greeted.
“What --”
“I noticed the overhead surveillance last night. From the Sentry
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Miranda, yes? So I made certain to portray an image that would bring
you here, my old comrade.”
Setebos gritted his teeth. “The woman – not real…?”
“She’s real. But she wasn’t at the observatory last night, and she
certainly wouldn’t have been gratuitously clingy like that.” Baraqel’s
voice sounded amused. “But I’m being a poor host. The sensors in the
shield read your energy signature, and while you thought you had
displaced the perimeter alarm, you actually set off a trap. Allow me to
disentangle you from that --”
Suddenly, the energy around Setebos lessened in its intensity, and
he was able to breathe normally, even though he felt dizzy and also
remained embodied.
“—and arrange transport to the observatory since you’re likely in
no condition to travel here on your own.”
Setebos looked up and saw an autonomous vehicle hovering two
feet above the ground before him, its door slowly opening with a soft
hiss. He hesitated, remembering Miranda’s warning. But Baraqel was
right – he was in no condition to fly or even walk. He climbed into an
interior that was all soft cushion with no obvious dashboard nor
controls. The door closed, and it began to move quickly. With the
aerial image of the observatory in his mind, Setebos knew how long it
would’ve taken him to fly there; the vehicle was just as fast. Soon, it
came to a stop, and the door opened again with the soft hiss of
pneumatics.
Setebos had recovered enough to hop out of the vehicle,
whereupon it closed its doors, settled down, and powered off. He
walked up a wide pathway to a nondescript domed building, its massive
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door opening for him automatically. Inside, the observatory was one
cavernous room, with a large telescope in the center, surrounded by
computational machinery. But it was not the usual instruments of an
astronomical observatory that arrested Setebos’ steps. It was the
presence of a clear, glass case, in which a young man was suspended
upright, his eyes closed. Assessing this figure, Setebos saw the
concentric lines of energy emanating from this person, who, he
perceived in shock, powered the entire observatory. He stared and
then stepped back.
“How --” Setebos stammered, seeing both angelic and human
energy in one creature.
The young man’s eyes opened, and he communicated without
speech directly into Setebos’ mind. I will explain.
#
Kokabiel was Sentry, and as such he knew not to question orders.
When he was ordered to guard the Celestial Engineers’
containment room, he did.
When he was ordered to battle Lightbearer and the renegade
Seraphim, he did.
When he was ordered to partner with a Celestial Engineer, he did.
When he was ordered to do nothing to help the fallen humans, he
did.
When he was ordered to do everything to help the fallen humans,
he did.
He did, he did, he did.
It was not enough.
Kokabiel clenched his fists.
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It would never be enough.
Baraqel, in being a Celestial Engineer whose prior work involved
collaboration and adaptability, always had an easy rapport with the
humans. While both Kokabiel and Baraqel together would intervene
to assist the humans advance their development – medicine,
technology, diplomacy, among other tools – it was Baraqel whom the
humans would call their GodKing.
“You should be bothered by that,” Kokabiel once declared. “It
stinks too much of Lightbearer’s ambition.”
“It’s harmless,” Baraqel responded. “The immature superstitions
of those who cannot tell the difference between science and magic.
They’ll outgrow it the more they are civilized.”
“Hmph.” Kokabiel doubted that. In seeing all the so-called
miracles and wonders that he and Baraqel had given to the humans,
these humans should have been happy. And still they remained
unsatisfied, as they fought amongst themselves to feed their pride and
their greed; their lust and their envy; their gluttony and their wrath.
Worse still, these humans became complacent, indulging in a moral
laziness that assumed that, whatever troubles they would get
themselves into, their kind and merciful caretakers would always and
forever save them – a trap of co-dependency that made Kokabiel
twitch and restless.
Whenever Kokabiel was that way, Baraqel would say, “Patience,
Kokabiel.”
“Why should I?”
“Because,” he would say, smiling, “we’re domesticating the
humans.”
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And that reply always made Kokabiel angry, as it made him feel as
if he were a slave to cattle. But he would say nothing.
Nothing.
But not anymore.
This is nothing.
The three slipped into the village, killed the night watchmen, and
surrounded the headman’s house. They broke in, kidnapped the
headman’s daughter, and made their way outside.
Kokabiel stood before them. Before, he would incapacitate all
human criminals and then bring them to the local village’s elders for
judgment. But these clever humans could and would escape any
human-made incarceration, to commit another crime, starting the
tedious cycle again.
Not anymore.
This.
He struck.
Is.
He struck again.
Nothing.
The headman’s daughter screamed, awakening the house and the
entire village.
The bodies of the three kidnappers whom Kokabiel had been
tracking lay on the ground in a messy heap. He placed one hand on
the bodies, to stand up from his kneel, when he suddenly felt
recharged, as he involuntarily absorbed their biochemical energy. He
stood up, surprised. Cattle, you say, Baraqel. He smiled. Time for slaughter.
No!, the headman’s daughter cried out, hearing for the first time the
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voiceless speech of angels.
Baraqel awoke from his night roost. Who was that? He looked
around. Where is Kokabiel?
Tracking Kokabiel and that other voice, Baraqel arrived at a nearby
village, where he saw a monstrous yet miraculous sight. Kokabiel was
on a rampage, grabbing humans and striking them dead. But he was
not random in his choosing, as a young woman yelled at many of her
villagers to stay back while she voicelessly communicated with
Kokabiel, directing him to the corrupted ones within her village,
preventing him from taking the innocent. She looked at him, eye-toeye, her fear palpable but her bravery greater than her fear, as she did
damage control in the presence of an angel gone mad.
Baraqel, like Kokabiel, didn’t even bother to hide his wings, as he
grabbed Kokabiel to bring him back to his senses. But Kokabiel,
refreshed from absorbing the lifeforce of so many humans, was
physically stronger. Baraqel couldn’t hold Kokabiel, who spun and
flailed, laughing, nearly crashing into the woman.
“Look out!” exclaimed Baraqel, as he caught her as she fell,
avoiding the hulking body of Kokabiel. At her touch, Baraqel felt a
sharp electricity, and he stared after her as she righted herself, even
though he could feel her trembling in his arms.
“Thank you,” she murmured, and then she tore away, saying aloud
to Kokabiel so that her villagers could hear, “My lord, my lord, you are
done. Please --”
“Are you SURE?” Kokabiel asked, squinting at her, assessing her
worth.
“Yes, my lord. My village is… is cleansed. I thank you.”
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Kokabiel, intoxicated with power, smiled. “You are welcome. What
is your name, young woman?”
“It’s – it’s Lilith, my lord.”
“Lilith.” He looked at Baraqel. “See? Why can’t all humans be this
GRATEFUL?” He looked at the night sky. “I think I’ll fly around a
bit,” and took off.
Lilith, who had kept herself together, collapsed to the ground, her
legs buckling underneath her. “Oh my God,” she said, looking at the
carnage around her. But she didn’t cry, even as the other living humans
around her – including her own father, the village’s headman -- wailed
hysterically. “Oh my God.”
Baraqel said, “I have to make sure Kokabiel doesn’t get into more
trouble, but I’ll be back to help you.”
She looked at the extraordinary and fearsome angel before her,
stunned.
“Lilith, I’ll return. Okay?”
“Yes,” she said.
Baraqel glanced down at her one last time. He felt that sharp
electricity, hitting him in the chest, and took off after Kokabiel.
Not long after, he found Kokabiel flying over and through the thick
canopy of a dense forest, massive branches exploding before the
angel’s path. Baraqel hovered above, waiting and watching until he saw
Kokabiel touch down in a clearing, his strength spent, and collapse
onto the ground. Touching down, Baraqel checked Kokabiel. Barely
conscious, Kokabiel stared at Baraqel without seeing and whispered,
“We are fallen – can’t you feel it?” Then he passed out, his body
phasing from material to ethereal.
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Baraqel sighed deeply. He lifted up Kokabiel, placed him at the
roots of the nearest, largest tree, and wove a quick security binding
from the tree’s lifeforce. He hesitated, but then placed his hand over
Kokabiel’s eyes, giving a modified Lethe sleep to Kokabiel. “Rest, old
friend.”
When Baraqel returned to the village, just before dusk, he saw that
the able-bodied survivors had surrounded Lilith. They were screaming
and throwing rocks at her, accusing her of controlling Kokabiel to kill
at her command. Even Lilith’s father, the headman of the village, did
nothing to stop the mob, fearful that they would turn on him as they
had turned on his daughter. Enraged, Baraqel landed from above,
covering Lilith with his wings.
“ENOUGH,” he said.
The mob stepped back, frightened.
“This girl saved your lives,” Baraqel declared. “But from what I see,
none of you deserve mercy.” From underneath his wings, he could feel
Lilith tremble, and still she didn’t cry. “Go and bury your sinful dead.”
He watched as the mob dispersed, and under his watchful eyes they
gathered the dead in carts and wheeled the bodies outside of the
village, to bury in a mass grave. Once he felt Lilith was safe, he lifted
away his wings, to see the young woman having fallen in a fitful sleep.
The headman came forward and kneeled down in supplication.
“Take her,” he said.
“What?”
“You are right – my daughter saved us, while I did nothing. No
one is worthy of her, my lord.” He looked up, his eyes wide with fear.
“Please take her before someone kills her out of envy.”
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“I --” Baraqel began.
But then Lilith woke up and heard the last part of her father’s
words. She stood up on pained, wobbly legs, stumbled forward, and
slapped her father’s face. “I am not cattle to be traded.” She looked
back at Baraqel. “If it’s to be, it will be by MY choice.” She added,
Right?
Even though he was exhausted, Baraqel’s heart beat hard and fast.
Yes, he replied.
After that day, everything changed.
Kokabiel felt most alive when the criminals gave chase. It was a
game that amused him and passed the time before the inevitable
capture, execution, and consumption of their energy as his reward.
Because humans were fallen, there would always be those who
deserved punishment by death, so Kokabiel still had a purpose for his
fallen existence.
As for Baraqel, later – but not too much later – Lilith made her
choice. Quietly, with only the two of them on a high mountain, the
Watcher Baraqel became husband to Lilith and, like Adam and Eve
long ago, they learned what it meant to be married under a cool night
sky filled with stars. When Lilith became pregnant for the first time,
Baraqel asked, “Don’t you want to be with your people?”
“No.” Lilith looked around her, the home of stone and trees that
Baraqel had built for her.
“But there’s nothing to fear now, from them,” Baraqel said.
“Kokabiel and I made sure of that.”
“It’s not that.”
“Oh?”
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“Don’t you know?” She placed Baraqel’s hand on her smooth,
round belly. “I’m not exactly human anymore.”
Baraqel stared at his hand, as he felt a surge of energy flow from
his wife to him, yet she remained unharmed. He looked up at her
smiling face.
“I belong here.”
After a gestation of only six months, Baraqel and Lilith’s first child
– a large, healthy boy with a hearty cry – was born. Baraqel held his
son, feeling the beginning potential energy of a creature who would be
greater than either human or angel. When Lilith fell asleep, still nursing
their son, Baraqel slipped outside and looked up at the night sky.
He had found purpose as a husband, a father, and protector of his
Earthly home. Yet he found himself weeping heavily, as the longdelayed grief of the loss of Heaven crashed down on him.
Kokabiel, who had been guarding the gates of their home, for
Kokabiel also lived with them, was also looking up. Hearing his fellow
Watcher weep, he said, “We can try to make a home here, Baraqel, but
it’ll never be enough. We can try to create some semblance of Heaven
here, but it’ll never be enough. We can try to pretend to be like the
humans, but it’ll never be enough.” He chuckled and raised an
imaginary wine glass. “Welcome to the fallen world, little boy.”
“You’re not helping, Kokabiel.”
“I never said I was.” He clapped a hand on Baraqel’s shoulder. “I
must say, however, you still have that Celestial Engineer in you.”
“What?”
“Needing to fix things, to create. The idea of coupling with a
human female is… strange to me. But the product of that coupling –
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you can feel that energy signature of that child, right? It’s stronger than
both human and angel, a powerful hybrid made from fallen nature: a
nephil.”
“Nephil?” Baraqel frowned at the name. “The fallen one?”
“Because he’s made entirely out of fallen nature – a fallen angel and
a fallen human.” Kokabiel gave Baraqel’s shoulder an appreciative
shake. “This new creation is beyond Alpha Omega and Lightbearer –
I’m impressed.”
Baraqel shook off Kokabiel’s hand. “I didn’t become a father
because of that.”
“Sure,” Kokabiel said. “But that’s the result. You truly have
become the humans’ GodKing.”
“Shut up.”
“You’re not saying I’m wrong.” Kokabiel moved to go inside. “And
don’t worry. I won’t tell Lilith anything about what we’ve said.
Wouldn’t want to upset the new mother. Anyways, I should say hello
to the new creature. After all, I’m his ‘uncle’, right?” He chuckled at
that and went inside.
Baraqel remained outside. He turned on his comm. “Samyaza? Are
you there?”
Like always, he was met with silence.
“If you’re listening – you were wrong. You bastard.” He switched
off his comm and returned to his wife and child.
Baraqel and Lilith would have six children, and just like their short
gestation, their growth to adulthood was fast, being fully grown in only
five years, as they were born instinctively knowing what their father
knew – just like the way of angels. But unlike angels, to Baraqel and
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Kokabiel’s amazement, the nephilim’s energy levels increased
exponentially as they grew, with only having to eat like normal humans.
Their power so overwhelmed the limited confines of their material
bodies that it flowed outward in concentric waves, effectively
recharging Baraqel and Kokabiel so that they both no longer needed
to recharge daily, unless they chose to.
However, the blessing of this overabundant power was a curse to
the humans, as deadly radiation. Even with Baraqel and Kokabiel’s
thorough training, the nephil children could not control the power that
poured out of them, like six suns walking upon the Earth. Wherever
they went, the local area became a radioactive wasteland, and any
human who lived too close became sick with radiation poisoning or
even cancer.
In conflict with his role as the humans’ protector and his children’s
father, Baraqel said to them, “You are all grown, which means you are
responsible for the care of this land. I’ll assign each of you a role, and
you must do your duty without question. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Father,” they said, their voices eerily similar to each other,
their expressions impassive and tranquil. While having power greater
than either human or angel, the inverse was true for their psyche, for
they had personalities that were less than human or angel, as if their
accelerated gestation and growth had stunted them in spirit.
Then Baraqel divided his six children as far apart from each other
and from centers of human populations, placed them in protective
shielding, and shunted as much of his children’s energy as possible into
powering advanced technologies: Two for a defensive shield around
their land. One for an extensive network of electromagnetic vehicle
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paths. One for an observatory with advanced optics to peer into the
material universe. Two for an energy grid that powered everything else.
It was not enough to allay the humans’ fear, who saw the six
nephilim as impersonal monsters, and one day, while Baraqel and
Kokabiel were patrolling the land, a desperate human infiltrated their
home and tried to kill Lilith.
No!, Lilith cried out, in the speech of angels, and both fallen angels
flew back, to see Lilith struck down. Enraged, Kokabiel slew the
human, and he took off, to take his revenge on the rest of the humans.
Baraqel didn’t stop Kokabiel, as he stayed to save his wife’s life.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Baraqel said, as he staunched the bleeding
while carefully sliding the knife from Lilith’s heart. With all his meditraining as a Celestial Engineer, he physically saved Lilith’s life, but
psychologically she was changed: from the caring woman that he had
married to the vengeful mother of inhuman offspring.
“Is Kokabiel killing the unworthy humans?” she asked softly.
“Yes.”
“Good,” she replied, her eyes closing in sleep. “May he kill them
all.”
Baraqel stared, feeling as if his entire world and the foundation
underneath it were falling apart, and he placed his hand over her eyes.
“I’m sorry, my love,” he said, and placed a permanent Lethe sleep.
When Kokabiel returned, manic and wide-eyed and high from the
hunt, he saw the aura of Lethe sleep around Lilith and cried, “What
did you do?”
“We’ve broken her,” Baraqel said. “We’ve broken everything.”
With a strangled cry, Kokabiel attacked. The battle between the two
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former Watchers went on for some time, but in the end, it was Baraqel
-- the Watcher who cared too much, who still had children to watch
over – who prevailed. Stripping Kokabiel to his basic quantum
particles and put in permanent Lethe sleep, Baraqel imprisoned him
into the very tree where Kokabiel had slept that night of his first
rampage. In time, Kokabiel would become part of the tree, his
sentience lost, which would be the closest to a peaceful death any
immortal creature could ever have.
With these things done, Baraqel walked across a dead land, to his
home where Lilith lay sleeping, forever.
#
The nephil of the observatory was then silent, as he regarded
Setebos, who was weeping.
“I have seen enough weeping, Setebos.”
Setebos looked up and saw Baraqel stepping from behind the
telescope. He quickly wiped his eyes. “How long ago was this?”
“Long enough. These days, I stay here, with my first-born son. We
look at the stars and think of what could have been.”
“What could have been?”
“If we weren’t fallen.”
Setebos trembled, afraid. “So our persistent communications
blackout, our reduced energy, they aren’t Lightbearer’s doing--”
“Lightbearer. That’s a name I haven’t heard of in a long while,”
Baraqel chuckled. “No. We fell the very moment we agreed with
Samyaza – when we chose what our directive was supposed to be,
instead of what Central gave us back in Heaven.”
“What – what do we do?”
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“Well, my old comrade, whatever you do, don’t do what Kokabiel
and I did.”
“The force field --”
“It’s to quarantine this land. You’re here only because I let you in.”
“Why?”
“As a warning. Go back to your land and tread lightly.” Baraqel
paused. “I think Miranda being your partner may help lessen the
impact of your and her fallen nature because she has Ariel to
remember, to remind you and her of who you both used to be. But as
for the other Watchers….” He looked at his son. “Listen, Setebos,
what happened here – with me marrying a human woman and
discovering that our children had this great power – it’s probably
happened to the others, as well.”
“Do you know for sure?”
“No. But it’s likely.”
Setebos regarded both Watcher and his son. “That force field isn’t
just for quarantine, then.”
“Heh.” Baraqel gave a small smile. “Yes – it’s also to keep out any
curious Watcher who has ideas of invading.”
“How – how did we come to this, Baraqel? To not trusting each
other?”
“We’re fallen, remember?”
Setebos flinched. “What about Samyaza?”
“That old bastard? What about him?”
“We need to find him – see how much he knows.”
Baraqel shrugged. “You and Miranda can try. But my place is here.”
He shook his head. “I’ve done enough harm as it is.”
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The observatory door opened, and waiting just outside was the
autonomous vehicle, powered up and hovering, its door open as well.
“Here,” Baraqel said, tossing a large canister.
Setebos caught it. “What’s this?”
“A battery of nephil energy. That should sustain you and Miranda
for a while.”
“Baraqel… I…”
Baraqel waved him off. “Go home. And Setebos?”
“Yes?”
“Don’t come back.”
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Setebos’ jaw clenched as he recorded his findings, the four vid screens
still open on his side of the room.
Arakiel and Turiel: four.
Shamsiel and Satariel: seven.
Armaros and Tamiel: six.
Ramiel and Zaqiel: nine.
He glanced over at Miranda’s side, with her four screens glowing
with the aerial images of the assigned patrol areas of the other teams,
and looked at the large screen, showing the running table of their
calculations, as Miranda recorded her numbers.
Azazel and Sariel: ten.
Ananial and Bezaliel: three.
Chazaqiel and Ezeqeel: five.
Danel and Yomiel: eight.
Miranda swore under her breath, “Shit.”
When Setebos had returned from Baraqel and Kokabiel and relayed
what had happened to that doomed team, Miranda had refused to
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believe what Baraqel had said, that all of the Watchers were fallen.
“I said to be careful,” Miranda had said, wary of the nephil energy
still emanating from Setebos like heat from a feverish patient. “Baraqel
tricked you with that false image, so how can we trust what he’s said
about the other Watchers?”
Setebos had replied, “We can check out the other teams as we look
for Samyaza.”
“That’ll take a while --”
“Not if we survey all of them at the same time.” Setebos, flush with
energy, had plenty of power to send up and activate the eight probes
and vid screens. “We can see for ourselves.”
Even being careful to keep their surveillance stealthy, Setebos and
Miranda completed their survey quickly, in one productive day. Just as
Baraqel predicted, the other Watcher teams had discovered the same
new source of extraordinary, wondrous power. With Baraqel’s children
included in the calculations – Baraqel and Kokabiel: six -- Earth had
fifty-eight

nephilim,

fifty-eight

native-born

hybrid

creatures,

unauthorized and dangerous and fallen. In eerie mimicry, the other
teams’ areas also had technological advancements well beyond the
local humans’ understanding, were contained with force fields
constructed of nephil energy, and – to Setebos’ dismay – the angelic
components of the nephilim came from their respective Celestial
Engineer fathers. In a few areas, the humans were nearly wiped out,
similar to Baraqel and Kokabiel’s, when the Sentry became subordinate
to the Celestial Engineer, both protecting their nephilim. In other
areas, the humans fought to survive, allied with the Sentry against the
Celestial Engineer and his nephilim, locked in a futile civil war since
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the ultimate loser would still be the humans, as ephemeral and fragile
as they would always be. The remaining were in a precarious balance,
of Celestial Engineer and Sentry co-ruling lands of pampered yet
enslaved humans and iron-willed nephilim overseers.
Only Miranda and Setebos’ area – nephil-free and its humans intact
-- remained.
“Miranda --” Setebos began.
“Take the vids down,” she interrupted, “before they find out we’re
watching.”
Setebos assented, with one small hand gesture. The last vestige of
nephil energy exhausted, he felt empty, tired, and jittery.
“Since Samyaza isn’t with the other teams,” Miranda observed,
“he’s either here or still in the Eden zone.” She glanced at Setebos.
“Are you in any condition to travel?”
“No. And neither are you.”
“What do you mean by that --”
Setebos walked towards her, stopped, and placed his hands on her
shoulders. “You’re in no condition since once you find Samyaza you’ll
want to kill him.”
Miranda began to tremble in anger.
“Even though you can’t since angels – even fallen ones -- can’t die.”
She gritted her teeth. “I’d still want to fucking TRY.”
“I know.” Setebos sighed. “Me too.”
Miranda shook her head, stepped forward, and wrapped her arms
around Setebos’ waist. Surprised, Setebos adjusted his arms, and both
stood in an embrace, with Miranda’s chin resting on Setebos’ shoulder.
“We trusted him, Setebos,” she said. “We fell because we trusted
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him.”
“Yes,” he agreed, “and how fucked up is that?”
Miranda tilted her head into his shoulder and began to cry. “Shit, I
hate crying,” she murmured between sobs.
“Always the soldier,” Setebos said.
She gave a short snort of laughter. After a bit, she dried her eyes
on his shoulder and leaned back, violet eyes looking at gray eyes.
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For not getting mad when I didn’t believe you at first and then
letting me cry like a little girl.”
Setebos shrugged. “You’re still my teammate. Being fallen doesn’t
change that.”
“Still, thanks.”
Setebos stepped back, patting Miranda’s arm, and walked to his side
of the room. “I know you want us to set out immediately, but it’s
nighttime now, and I need to recover.”
“Right. Sorry.”
Setebos waved away her apology. He stripped down, settled into
his cot, and closed his eyes. He heard her strip down and lay down in
her cot, as well.
After a short silence, Miranda said, “Setebos?”
“Hmmm?”
“I never told you this – but Ariel himself had requested that you be
my partner when we were assigned Earthside.”
Setebos opened his eyes. “What? Why?”
“Because I had rejoiced when Lightbearer and the other traitors
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lost the War, like most of us who won. Truth be told, I actually relished
fighting during the War – crushing my enemies, flooding the ground
with their ichor.” Miranda’s eyes flashed with the memory, but then
became saddened. “I’m not proud of that,” Miranda said, her voice
sounding soft and bittersweet, “because both you and Ariel still felt
that we lost, because we had lost our brethren. You and Ariel still
grieved on their behalf.” She paused. “I didn’t understand why back
then.” She paused again. “I understand now.”
“What do you understand?”
“Like what you said earlier – that being fallen doesn’t change that
connection. That relationship.” She smiled at Setebos, uncertain.
“That love.”
“Miranda….”
“We didn’t fall like Lightbearer and his ilk, who only felt hate. We
fell because we cared too much.” She looked at the ceiling. “We still
care too much. Just like the humans.”
Setebos remained silent, listening.
“I guess what I’m trying to say is that I’m not so naïve to think that
we’ll definitely find a way back to Heaven. But now that I know I’m
fallen… I’m glad you’re by my side.” Miranda flinched. “God, that’s
so selfish.”
“Maybe,” Setebos said, “but if so, then I’m selfish, too.” He paused.
“And that’s why I’ll never let what happened to the other Sentry
members ever happen to you.”
“Setebos --”
“Get some rest, you old soldier,” he interrupted. He closed his eyes.
“We have a busy day ahead of us tomorrow.”
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“… Copy.”
#
“Found him.”
“Where?”
“Guess.”
“You don’t mean --”
“Yes.”
“Are you serious?”
“Yes.”
“Sonuvabitch. Do you need backup? Things are quiet here.”
“No. I can take care of it.”
“Okay,” Miranda said, “but be careful.”
“Will do.” Setebos turned off his comm.
Samyaza -He touched down.
-- what the hell happened to you?
With the natural amphitheater below him, Setebos saw before him
a massive, spiraling structure made of rare earth metals and iron,
reaching high into the sky. On the very bottom stood the angel
Samyaza, although Setebos barely recognized him. Gone were the
strong, imposing features of the Watchers’ commanding officer and a
leader of Celestial Engineers. Now he was a gaunt, skeletal figure, his
gnarled hands on the foundation of the rising tower, sweat pouring
down on a face twisted in pain. Assessing both angel and tower,
Setebos took a step back, as he read the massive amount of Samyaza’s
energy stored in the tower, witnessing Samyaza pushing himself
beyond reason, to transfer more into the structure.
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Only when Setebos called out, “Samyaza!” did he break the
connection, as he stumbled back, startled, and fell to the ground,
exhausted.
“Go away!” Samyaza yelled, as he struggled to stand up. “I don’t
need your goddamn accusations or insults!”
That old bastard, Setebos remembered Baraqel calling him. “Wait –
you HEARD what we said on the comm all this time? Why the hell
didn’t you answer?”
“What,

to

waste

my

time

and

power

answering

to

insubordination?” Samyaza replied. He stood up, his legs wobbly and
buckling underneath him. “Everyone thinks I made a mistake – I am
proving I did NOT.”
“How?” Setebos stared at Samyaza and then at the structure. “With
THIS?”
“I just need to break the communications blackout – to explain to
Central. A transmitter powerful enough will do it. I built this – I
charged this up --” He stumbled to the tower.
“What?”
“I can fix this – this misunderstanding.” He grinned manically.
“This will work, I know this will work, and I can explain everything.”
“Samyaza --”
“I’m close, close to being done, I know it --” He reached out his
hands towards the base of the tower again.
Setebos intervened, grabbing gaunt wrists. “Samyaza!” He shook
his head. “It’s no use. Don’t you see? We’ve fallen--”
“NO!” Samyaza screeched and pushed Setebos away, still having
enough strength in his withered body.
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Setebos stood aside, a helpless witness to an angel gone insane. But
the tower, supercharged with Samyaza’s accumulated power, was
dangerous in itself, a bomb waiting to explode, with an unknown
radius of destruction. Still, even in his diminished state, Samyaza was
difficult to subdue.
“Dammit, Samyaza,” Setebos murmured. He reached up from
within his wing and took out Baraqel’s canister of nephil energy, which
he hadn’t planned to bring but did at Miranda’s insistence.
“Take that with you,” she had said.
“Why?”
“Just in case you need a tactical advantage.”
So, Setebos thought, here goes nothin’. He popped open the canister,
lobbed it at Samyaza, and flew backwards as fast as he could. As he
expected, Samyaza’s weakened state couldn’t handle that much power
all at once, and the potent nephil energy overwhelmed his faculties,
rendering him unconscious. What he did not expect was the excess
blow back hitting the tower and setting off its explosive force. “Argh!”
he cried out, having no time at all to take cover.
Faster than the speed of light, the Archangels Uriel and Gabriel
descended from their posts. Spreading their wings upward, they
redirected the expanding explosive blast of Samyaza’s tower straight
into the sky, which broke free from the Earth’s atmosphere and
harmlessly co-mingled with the planet’s magnetic field. Setebos stared
at the sheer size and power of the two archangels, for Uriel and Gabriel
had adjusted their proportions enough to enter the Earth’s atmosphere
safely, but still looking like giants compared to human-sized creatures
like himself and Samyaza. All that remained of the tower was a deep
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yet surprisingly narrow blast crater, which resembled a sinkhole, with
Samyaza collapsed beside it. With the danger passed, Gabriel returned
to his position above the Earth, leaving Uriel, who resized so that he
was more of human proportions, albeit still a figure towering over
Setebos, who tried not to cower as the archangel approached him.
“Stand at attention, Setebos,” Uriel said.
Setebos flinched, long unused to the protocol of the chain of
command, and then straightened up. “Sir.”
“What you did was out of line. Samyaza is still your commanding
officer.”
Setebos clenched his fists but didn’t respond.
“As such, you should have trusted that I and the other Archangels,
as his superior officers, would have taken care of him. Yes, we were
aware of Samyaza’s mental breakdown due to his fallen state, and we
had made the appropriate accommodations. Samyaza’s tower would
never have been completed – we made sure of that. It would have kept
him occupied, sequestered here in the Eden zone, indefinitely because
of his obsession to take matters in his own hands. Therefore, your
current actions were both unwanted and unnecessary.”
“Permission to ask a question, sir.”
“Permission granted.”
“What is my punishment for dereliction of duty, sir?”
Uriel gave a curt wave, as if swatting Setebos’ question like a pesky
fly. “You are punished enough, being sequestered here on this planet,
as are all of your fellow Watchers.”
Setebos stared, surprised.
Uriel looked at the crater and the unconscious Samyaza. “You
77

RUFEL F. RAMOS

Celestial Engineers – what is it with you lot, assuming you can ‘fix’
humanity when you weren’t even involved in humanity’s creation in
the first place?”
Setebos remained silent, his eyes forward.
“However, we Archangels have noticed that you – of all of your
fellow engineers -- haven’t succumbed to the same error in regards to
the female humans.”
Setebos twitched. “You… were watching, sir?”
“Only recently, as an extension of investigating the effect of
Samyaza’s condition. Thus the fact that you, of all of the Celestial
Engineers of the Watchers, have not made that error is under
consideration, as Central decides the fate of fallen Earth.”
“That fate of fallen Earth, sir?”
“Yes -- whether to activate the Reboot or not.”
“WHAT?” Setebos looked at Uriel, alarmed.
“Ah. So you are familiar with what the Reboot is.”
“Yes, sir.” Setebos tried not to let his panic show. “It means a reset
to the original default programming of the Earth -- including sentient
creatures. But wouldn’t that essentially wipe out any creature existing
on Earth after Adam and Eve’s creation?”
“The senior members of Central are only debating its merits for
now,” Uriel replied, not answering Setebos’ question. “Meanwhile, no
one in Central is allowed to contact Earth -- ever. Earth is Ground
Zero for fallen Creation, and Central can’t risk it spreading, especially
with Heaven still recovering from the War. Do you understand me,
Setebos?”
Setebos swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said, even as he
78

THE MIRACULOUS ONES

thought, Oh God, does this Reboot all depend on me?
“Samyaza will remain secured here. Now, I’ll return you to your
assigned area.” Uriel made a twisting motion with his hand, opening a
portal. “Do not succumb to that error, Setebos.” With a slight push of
his hand, he sent the portal toward Setebos who, in barely a blink of
an eye, found himself returned next to his and Miranda’s chosen roost
tree.
“I’m outside,” Setebos said in his comm.
“Copy.” Miranda emerged from the roots of the tree as an ethereal
shimmer and then materialized before Setebos. “Hey, you’re
embodied. How did you get here so fast? And what did you do about
Samyaza? Also – ARE YOU OKAY?”
Setebos sat down heavily on the ground, his hands on his head, as
he tried to control his breathing. “Miranda, I can’t – words --” He
looked at her. “You’re not only my teammate, but you’re my best
friend in this whole damn world, right?”
“Setebos, why --”
“Because I know that sending is really invasive, especially between
persons who aren’t close, but this stuff in my head – I want you to
know what happened, but talking --”
Miranda placed a hand on Setebos’ shoulder. “If you want my
consent, you have it. And yes, we are more than just teammates.”
“Thank you.” Then Setebos closed his eyes and sent his memory
of everything that happened in the Eden zone to Miranda. When he
opened his eyes, he saw Miranda seated next to him, her hand still
resting on Setebos’ shoulder, but she was staring at him, stunned.
That isn’t right, she sent. She coughed and said vocally, “I mean what
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Uriel said, ordering you not to --” Miranda shook her head, angry.
“What kind of angel does he think you are?”
Setebos looked at her sadly. “A fallen one.” He gently removed her
hand from his shoulder.
“But it was all Samyaza’s fault --”
“Sure. Just like it was all Lightbearer’s fault that Eve fell. Or that it
was Eve’s fault that Adam fell.” He sighed. “Free will, remember? We
all could’ve said no to Samyaza. But we didn’t.” He stood up. “I
didn’t.”
“Still.” Miranda stood up as well. “I think Uriel is an arrogant
asshole.”
“MIRANDA --”
She yelled into the sky, “You hear me, Uriel? Yeah, YOU DO.”
Setebos stared at her. “Are you crazy?”
“No, that would be Samyaza.” She shrugged. “We’re already fallen
– so what’re the Archangels going to do? Make us more fallen?”
“But --”
“The way I see it,” Miranda interrupted, “we may be fallen, but we
haven’t been instantly condemned to Hell. So we’re in the same state
as the humans. Maybe because we’ve been with the humans too long
– maybe we’re going native. And no.” She held up her hand, stopping
Setebos’ protest. “I don’t mean like Baraqel and the other Celestial
Engineers. But it wouldn’t make sense that Central is still debating
what to do with us, if our fallenness is absolute. So let’s assume it’s
not.”
“But I’m still the wildcard, Miranda. I’m the last one who hasn’t
totally lost his mind like Samyaza and the other engineers. But I’m
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nothing special! I could be a ticking bomb of batshit crazy, for all you
know!”
“HEY.” She thumped his chest. “Can you stop sounding like a
hysterical human for one minute?”
“Ow – that hurt!”
“Good.” She exhaled loudly. “Look, according to Uriel, our area is
the least fallen of all the Watchers. So we just keep doing what we’ve
been doing. As for what may or what may not happen in the future,
there’s no point worrying about it. But if you’re still paranoid, I’ll keep
an eye on you – and I’ll beat your ass back into common sense if I
need to. Okay?”
Setebos sighed. “Okay.”
“Good.” She switched from material to ethereal. “It’s gotten too
quiet, so I’m going on patrol.” She looked away. “And I need the
distraction -- since I’ll never see Ariel again.” She took off, flying high
in the sky.
Miranda, do you want me to come along?
No. I need to be alone right now. And get out of my head, Setebos.
Setebos received her sending, including the hurt, anger, and sadness
behind her unspoken words. Understood. Sorry. He pulled back, giving
her mind privacy, and didn’t follow after her. He returned to the roost
room and dropped into his cot, realizing how exhausted he was. Laying
there, allowing the tree’s lifeforce slowly recharge him, Setebos listed
all the times he messed up.
Agreeing with Samyaza’s expanded directive. Being too obvious
with his powers with the humans. Accepting Baraqel’s contraband
nephil energy battery. Using it against Samyaza. And –
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“Shit,” Setebos said out loud.
Of course, that was the risk of sending – for everything in the
creature’s mind and soul at that moment would have been
communicated. So Miranda would know now. The obvious reason that
Setebos was never tempted by any human female, ever. But then there
was the secret that Miranda had kept hidden within her, that she
revealed, most likely by accident, what Ariel had whispered to her in
the containment room, all that time ago.
That isn’t right, she had sent before she left for patrol, which meant
all sorts of things.
Setebos groaned and fought the urge to run away. “Don’t be a
damn coward,” he said out loud. “Just wait and explain first. Yeah, just
wait….”
Miranda didn’t return that night. Nor the next day. Nor the next.
After a week, Setebos’ worry began to override his horrified
embarrassment, and he decided to contact Miranda after one more
night. When he awoke in the morning, he saw Miranda, sitting on the
floor, next to his cot.
“Agh!”
She chuckled, but her eyes were somber. “Let’s talk topside.”
“Okay.”
Instead at the bottom of the tree, the two fallen Watchers emerged
among the treetop, above the forest canopy. There, sitting side by side,
they watched the sun rise. Once the sky turned from rosy dawn to the
bright blue of morning, Miranda turned to Setebos. “Sorry for the
radio silence.”
Setebos stared forward. “No need to apologize. You said you
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needed to be alone, so…” He trailed off.
“Heh. Alone. I ended up having to put down a skirmish at the
northwest perimeter. Some of the more ambitious so-called ‘princes’
discovered the energy shield of Baraqel and were using it as a weapon
to push their rivals against. Nasty way to dispatch your enemies.” She
shook her head. “I didn’t want to deal with the GodKing nonsense, so
I embodied myself as a heretofore unknown general, took over a
couple of companies, and made them force the others away from the
perimeter.” She paused. “Some of the humans were needlessly
stubborn, so there were… collateral damage.” She shrugged.
Setebos looked at her. “Why didn’t you call in for help?”
“No need – these were just low-tech military maneuvers in a lowstakes campaign. Not really a challenge to a veteran Sentry member
like me. Remember, I was an officer in the War in Heaven.” She flexed
her wrists. “It was actually over in two days. The remaining days were
to determine terms of surrender, and I helped install a new ruler that
was amenable to those terms. Actually --” Miranda chuckled, “I
suppose I’m the covert ruler, while the overt one is just a puppet.
Either way, part of the terms was that the ruler would marry a daughter
of the losing sovereign. Fortunately with the puppet, that wasn’t ME.”
“Clever,” Setebos replied. “But why the covert proceedings?”
“This area doesn’t have the technological advances as the others,
so the only strategic defense we can do, just in case the other humans,
Watchers, or nephilim overtake our boundaries, is to have a unified
political and military force. And since I can’t contaminate this area’s
human culture with ideas too advanced for them to understand, I have
to work within the military-patriarchal system that is these humans’
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traditions, by advancing as this ‘lord general’ persona.” Miranda sighed.
“It’s slow going, but it should be enough to maintain this area’s
integrity, at least in the eyes of the Archangels and, hopefully, Central.”
Setebos took in the information in silence. “You’ve planned
everything out.”
“Yes. As I said, the skirmish itself only took two days. So the other
days, in between installing the ruler and getting him married off, I had
some time on my hands.” Miranda looked at Setebos. “It’s because
you’re going away, aren’t you.”
“Miranda --”
“You’re right, Setebos,” she interrupted. “You are my best friend.
On this entire planet, no creature is as close to me as you. But you
being my lover?”
Setebos twitched at the word. “You should’ve told me about Ariel.”
“I know.” She looked up. “Typical Celestial Engineer arrogance,
eh? Wanting to fix every conceivable problem. He knew that I’d be
lonely, away from him, so he made sure a colleague who’s as close to
him character-wise would be my partner.”
“But telling you that it would be okay if you and I were to sleep
together – I mean, WHO DOES THAT?”
“One who cares deeply for his beloved and his trusted colleague.
Shocking, isn’t it?” She smiled, obviously thinking of a private
memory, and then started to cry. “I miss him, Setebos.”
Setebos opened his arms, and Miranda leaned in, burying her head
in his chest.
She laughed through her tears, “How come anytime we hug, I’m
crying?”
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“I dunno – maybe that’s my special talent,” Setebos said. “I can
make hardened warriors cry, just with the force of a hug.”
“Heh.” She wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry, Setebos – that I don’t feel
the same that you feel for me. It’s not fair.”
He sighed. “Yeah – well. Now that’s all cleared up, I should go.
You got full control of everything here, so it’s obvious you don’t need
me. And between how I feel for you and that standing order by Uriel
over my head, it’s best I go as far away from humans as possible.” He
started to move away.
“Wait.” She had that look that Setebos had witnessed, all that time
ago in the containment room, when she was privately debating with
herself before she called out to Ariel. “This will probably be the last
time I will be as Miranda, as I’ll have to live in the field, embedded
with the humans, as a new person. So – I want to give you something
before you leave.”
“What?”
She reached up to his face, pulled it close to her, and kissed him
long and deep. “Let’s go back inside.”
The next day, Setebos rose from the large mat that was in the center
of the room and pulled on his gear. He turned back and kneeled down.
Like Ariel before, he kissed Miranda’s forehead and her lips. “Thank
you.”
Violet eyes met gray eyes for one last time. “Goodbye. And be
careful.”
#
All of that was a long, long time ago.
After leaving the coastal mountain and the plain filled with people
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who invaded the solitude of his exile in his first (and up to that point
only) home, Setebos sought for a place that ensured that no human
would ever find him. Flying high, almost on the edge of space, he
surveyed all of the lands of Earth and saw that the clash of wills
between Watchers, humans, and nephilim had only gotten worse since
his initial sojourn from his and Miranda’s area.
Not my problem, he thought, and he plunged into the sea. He swam
down and far until he reached an island system with above-ground
caves that could only be reached by swimming through complicated
undersea passages. There, he thought. No one can reach this.
Imagine his surprise when, one day, a young woman’s body bobbed
up and washed ashore into his home cave. He stared, seeing her lifeless
body. He jumped, nearly scared to death (not that he could die, of
course), when her body convulsed and retched ungodly amounts of
sea water. She remained unconscious but was very much still alive.
He hardly wore his gear anymore. He hardly ever left his cave
anymore. But he remembered everything in his past, and when he
carefully approached the woman, he stopped when he saw her face.
Is – is this Cora?
She suddenly opened her eyes, grabbed Setebos’ arm, and sent —
FOUND YOU.
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5 THE BRIDE
“FOUND YOU!”
“Ahhhhh!” The little girl darted away from the large vase sitting in
a building’s courtyard, her two, long ponytails swishing behind her,
barely escaping.
They ran through the center of their village during the third evening
of the Autumn Festival. They weaved around plain clay-brick buildings
adorned with bright, fluttery streamers made from cut cloth and paper.
They ran under forged golden bells of delicate size and weight, which
the villagers had strung across the streets and even above doorways.
Paper lanterns illuminated their way with clear, yellow lights, as they
heard musicians, well-rehearsed in traditional instruments, entertain
the crowds that were enjoying the expansive public feasts of drink,
meat, fruit, and bread.
The two ignored all of that as they continued their chase: the girl
who was discovered from her hiding spot, the boy who was pursuing
her.
“Dammit,” the boy said, trying not to wheeze, “this isn’t a game!”
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She didn’t reply, her little legs a blur as she ducked and weaved
around the surprised festival goers, trying to gain enough distance to
find another hiding spot.
“Dammit, Cor – sorry! Excuse me!” he said, as he bumped against
people, causing more than one person to spill their food and drink,
who all looked at the two retreating figures in surprised recognition.
At one point, the girl looked behind her, to see how far away her
pursuer was.
“Cora! WATCH OUT!”
Too late, she looked forward, only to run headfirst into the robed
legs of a standing figure, who swayed more than a little. She bounced
backwards, hard onto the ground, and looked up, stunned.
The fanfare of traditional drum, pipes, and voice abruptly stopped
on the raised stage. The standing figure glared downward at Cora. It
was the emissary from the farthest village-state of the region, taller than
any person, male or female, that Cora had ever seen. His luminous skin
was so pale that it seemed only two shades darker than the white,
iridescent robes that he wore. Standing next to the emissary was a large
man whose eyes were dark with anger. He looked past Cora, seeing the
boy quickly catch up with the girl, pull her up onto her feet at a discrete
distance from the two men, and bow low.
“My apologies, Lord Agem,” the boy said to the emissary. He
continued to bow. “My apologies, Father.” He straightened up,
standing at attention before his elders.
“Are you all right, sir?” the emissary’s bodyguard asked, caught off
guard by the sudden intrusion of a little girl.
The emissary waved his hand dismissively as he recovered his
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decorum. He regarded the boy and then girl. He asked, “Are not these
your children, Lord Machus?”
“Yes.” The man with the angry eyes gave a curt nod of his head.
“My son Prospero and daughter Sycorax – who know not to run
through the streets.”
Shamefaced, Cora stuttered, “F-Father --”
“Prospero, bring your sister back to the manor house,” Lord
Machus interrupted.
“Yes, sir.” The boy grabbed his sister’s hand and pulled her aside,
letting the emissary, his father, and their entourage continue with the
tour of the festival. As they passed by, he heard the emissary murmur,
“So young.”
The musicians resumed their performance before the crowd, who
again moved about and murmured amongst themselves, as if released
from a spell. The villagers warily gave a wide berth to Lord Machus’
children, whom they rarely saw outside of formal ceremonies, on the
secured grounds of the manor house. Once everyone behind them was
at a far enough distance, the boy hissed, “I TOLD YOU it wasn’t a
game. Sneaking out of the house like that. What if you insulted Lord
Agem enough that Father loses this alliance?” He angrily walked
forward, pulling his sister behind him. “And, of course, you get me in
trouble, too.”
“I’m sorry!” Cora said.
“You’re not a baby anymore, Cora. Use your brain for once.”
Cora, who was only six years old, looked despairingly at her sixteen
year old brother. “I know that I’m stupid, Peri.” She started to cry.
“Oh, Gods, Cora,” he sighed. He looked up and around, noticing
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how dark the sky had gotten and how far away from the festival they
had walked. “You’re not stupid. You just need to think before you do
things.” He glanced at his sister, whose face was now a mess with tears
and snot. He stopped, crouched down, and wiped her face with a
napkin from his coat pocket. “I’m sorry I made you cry.”
“I just – I just wanted to see,” Cora said. “We never get to go.”
“I know.” Peri continued wiping his sister’s face clean, on that road
between the active, working-class life of the village center and the
walled, high-born solitude of the manor house. “But Father’s hosting
the emissary at the house – we’ll have festivities there.”
“It’s not the same,” she said, “because --”
“Because there are no kids there your age. And you’re lonely.”
Cora hiccupped, trying not to cry again.
Hearing running from the direction of the manor house, he saw
two of the house guards, one of them saying, “Master Prospero! Is
Mistress Sycorax all right?”
“Where was she?” the other asked. “Is she hurt?”
“She’s fine,” Peri answered. “She just wanted to see the festival.”
“All by herself? But that isn’t safe!”
Cora looked down, shamefaced again.
Peri regarded his sister. “Return back to the manor house. We’ll be
there shortly.”
“But Master Prospero --”
He waved them away, impatient. “We’re almost there, and I don’t
think an assassin will attack us right now, what with you two being so
loud.” He saw both house guards reluctantly assent and march back to
the manor house. “It’s probably really late for you. Do you want me
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to carry you home?”
In reply, Cora put her arms up. Still crouching, Peri turned around,
and Cora climbed on his back, holding onto her brother as he stood
up, his arms supporting her little brown legs.
As Cora was lulled by the swaying motion of being carried, she
suddenly realized that her brother was more and more like their father
every day, less child and more grown-up – the future heir. She felt the
determined walking of Peri. All that time, when he was looking for her
at the festival, he never slowed down, never stopped to enjoy the
festivities around them. Even now, he was bringing her straight home,
focused with obeying their father’s command.
“Peri, stop,” she said.
“What?”
She wriggled free and dropped down. “I’ll walk.”
“Cora?” He looked at her, puzzled.
She looked up at her brother. “I’m not a baby anymore.” She
started walking away, mimicking the determined pace of her brother.
Then she slowed, stopped, and looked back, where her brother was
still standing. “But… can we hold hands, Peri?”
He walked over to his sister. Without a word, he gently grasped her
hand, and they continued their way to the manor house.
Cora looked up at her brother as they walked, and she noticed that
he was frowning. She was used to their father being abrupt and
dismissive of her, a distant, cold man, busy with his work. But if a
grown-up Peri ever became so similar to their father that he became
emotionally distant to her as well, Cora didn’t know if she would ever
be able to bear that pain. “Peri?” she asked.
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“Yes?”
“Are you mad at me?”
“What?” he looked at her as they continued walking. “Why are you
asking that?”
“You’re frowning. You look mad.”
“Ah.” He opened his mouth, about to say something, but he
stopped, reconsidered, and then grinned. “I’m just tired, too, Cora.
You tired me out with chasing you all over the place today.”
She looked at him, unconvinced. “You’re lying.”
“Cora --”
“Stop lying!” She yanked her hand away and stopped walking. “No
one tells me anything! How can I stop being a baby if nobody tells me
anything?”
Peri stared at his sister, still so young but getting older every day.
“I’m sorry, Cora,” he said. “And you’re right. I’m angry, but not at
you.”
“Then who?” Cora asked.
He sighed, looking around. They were essentially alone, with the
celebratory sound of the festival far behind them, the outer wall of the
manor house compound just before them. The night watchman would
be the only one there to greet them when they would finally arrive at
the front gate. In a low voice, he answered, “Father.”
“Why?”
He shook his head. “I can’t tell you now.”
“Why?”
“I just can’t. Not now.”
“When, then?”
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“Later.”
“When later? Like tomorrow later?”
“Like, when you’re a little older later.”
She frowned at that. “You promise you’ll tell me later?”
He smiled at that the innocence of Cora’s question. “I promise.”
Hand-in-hand, they started walking again.
“Well, Cora,” her brother said, “you saw the Autumn Festival.
What do you think?”
“It was fun,” she replied, “until we ran into Father.”
“Hmmm.”
“And the emissary – he was kind of scary, too, right?”
Cora felt Peri’s hand tighten a little, but not painfully so.
“Yes,” he said, in a small voice. “Yes, he is.”
#
When Cora was a little older, she slipped away from her teacher
when she wasn’t looking and searched for her brother. Ever since the
last day of Cora’s first and only Autumn Festival, Peri was often away
from home, accompanying their father’s envoys in forging ties with
the surrounding village-states, but especially Kaldach, the village-state
of Lord Agem, whose alliance their father especially favored. It was
part of Peri’s education, of becoming the lord and leader of Ilaeon,
their village, someday. Even though she knew such trips were good for
him, their home, and their people, she still wished for the earlier days,
when Peri was her main teacher and companion. He had returned late
last night from one of those trips, a weeklong sojourn, but she hadn’t
seen him all morning.
But today, she needed Peri. Today, of all days, she needed Peri to
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finally give her that answer that he promised to give, over a year ago.
“Where is that useless girl?” she heard her teacher say.
Cora ducked down and waited for her teacher, a strict woman who
had been instructing her in the mores and manners of being an
educated high-born lady, to walk past her hidden spot and go farther
down the corridor. While the manor house was small, with only a small
staff of a handful of people, Cora was an expert hider, so much so that
only Peri would be able to find her. After looking around in the usual
public spaces where Peri would be at that time of day, she made her
way to the other wing of the second story, where Peri’s room was
located. Even though she was not allowed to visit her brother’s room
without his permission, fear drove her. Making sure that no one saw
her, she lightly knocked on Peri’s door and then entered his room.
He wasn’t there.
In spite of herself, Cora started to cry, which made her angry. “Stop
it, Cora!” she whispered at herself. “Don’t be a baby!” She rubbed her
eyes with her sleeve and looked around, noticing that the clothes that
Peri wore when he came home were still strewn on his bed, as was his
travelling bag. Did Peri even sleep in his bed last night? Or did he, like
Cora, slip away from the house without anybody knowing?
Where could he be?
Then she remembered what day it was.
Even though she was still a young girl, she knew more about the
layout of the manor house and its surrounding land than the manor
staff. The only ones who knew more were her father and brother, and
thanks to her brother, she knew of one place that her brother could
get to without calling attention to himself. After feeling for a specific
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spot on the room wall, she felt a raised area, pressed, and then pushed
open a hidden door panel. She slipped into the space between the
façade wall of the room and the actual wall of the manor house, a dead
zone that encapsulated the entire house like a thin bubble. From there,
she made her way from the second floor, to the first floor, and then
the cellar level, emerging from a stone-brick panel.
From there was another door, this one recessed on the floor,
hidden under sacks of root vegetables. Just moving enough carrots and
turnips to open it, she pried open the narrow trapdoor, dropped down
into a claustrophobic earthen tunnel, and closed the trapdoor above
her. It was an escape route, dug out decades, perhaps centuries, ago,
when a much rougher dwelling sat upon this land. Keeping her eyes
closed because she wouldn’t be able to see anything anyways, she
scurried down the tunnel, emerging from a hole on the bottom of a
hillside that overlooked a meadow filled with springtime white flowers
and grave markers.
Sitting down before one of the larger markers was Cora’s brother.
Blinking before the sky still bright with the midafternoon sun, Cora
slowly made her way from the hill, which the villagers called Pumpkin
Hill because of its shape, and across the springtime graveyard. Without
a word, she sat down next to Peri before the simple grave marker of
their mother, Lady Kirka, who had died, along with over half the
village, in the great sickness that struck six years ago when Peri was
twelve and Cora only two.
Peri had already set down a small, hand-made bouquet of flowers
that only grew in that lonely meadow. His head down in a slight bow,
his eyes were closed and bright with quiet, streaming tears – the only
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time he allowed himself to cry.
“Happy birthday, Mother,” Cora said, and she immediately felt
guilty, as she could not share the same grief as her brother. She always
had conflicted feelings towards her mother, a woman she didn’t
remember, even though Cora resembled her mother with every passing
year. When Peri finally opened his eyes and looked at her, she didn’t
know if who he was seeing was his little sister or the ghost of his dead
mother.
“I’m glad you’re here, Cora,” he said.
“Peri.” She swallowed hard, trying not to cry, as her brother’s voice
broke her heart.
“Father wanted me to stay one more week at Kaldach,” he said.
Cora frowned, remembering the strange, unnerving presence that
had been Lord Agem in the manor house two years ago. She chose her
words carefully. “Why did Father want you to stay longer?”
“Lord Agem saw me as… useful.” Peri shook his head. “He asked
Father that I stay longer, and Father agreed. But I said I needed to
come home – against Father’s wishes.” He paused. “Father whipped
me for that.”
“WHAT?”
“I’m not missing Mother’s birthday.”
“But – but Peri!” Cora stared, aghast. “Aren’t you afraid?”
“No.” He placed a hand on their mother’s grave marker, on the
still-wet spots where some of his tears landed. “After all, I’m his heir.”
He grimaced at that. “Anyways, Father got what he wanted. Our
alliance is secured.”
Cora frown deepened, her hands clenching against her will.
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He noticed her hands. “Tell me what happened.”
She breathed deeply, trying to calm down. “I lost my temper with
my teacher today. She was being so MEAN. She said nothing I did,
nothing I said, nothing about me was right. I – I yelled at her, and she
said I was going to learn to be a proper lady, or else I would bring
shame to my family and -- and -- my husband. That my – my husband’s
family would have every right to beat me.” She trembled with fear and
anger. “She sent me to my room, saying that she would fetch me once
I calmed down. I left the house instead.” She began to breathe shallow
and fast.
“Cora --”
“Remember that promise, Peri – when we walked home from the
Autumn Festival? Is that why you were so mad at Father? Is that why
the emissary was so scary? Is so scary? Is that why – is that – is --”
Peri reached out and held his sister, his much larger arms encircling
her small, trembling form. After a short space of time, he said, “I
wish… I wish I was powerful enough to stop this. You know now
what I mean.”
“My marriage.”
Peri flinched.
“Please tell me,” she said. “You promised you’d tell me.”
He gave a pained sigh and released Cora from his arms. Looking at
their mother’s grave as if seeking words, he said, his voice flat and
unemotional, “Your betrothal began two years ago, at the Autumn
Festival. Now they want you in Kaldach. To prepare you for your life
as a Kaldachi.”
“They want me in Kaldach – wait, I’m supposed to LEAVE?” Cora
97

RUFEL F. RAMOS

sat up alarmed. “When?”
“Tomorrow. The transport that brought me home is to bring you
to Kaldach.”
“No.” She stood up. “No!”
“I tried to convince Father before I left for Kaldach. I tried to
persuade the Kaldachi court when I was there. To let you stay here
until your wedding day – to give you more time…” Peri trailed off.
“I’ve failed you, Cora.”
Cora closed her eyes, as a sharp but familiar pain shot from the
base of her skull, to the top of her head. It began only a few months
ago and was such that Cora kept it to herself, not wanting to add to
her brother’s worries. It used to scare her, but now it served as a
welcome distraction from the sadness. Just as quickly it arrived, the
pain dissipated, leaving Cora angry. She opened her eyes. “No,” she
said. “You didn’t fail me – Father did.”
“Cora.”
“You know I’m right, Peri!” The rage that she felt against her
teacher suddenly welled up, and she found herself hitting her brother,
to rouse him from his stoic sadness. “I’m right!” She swung her arm
to hit him again.
Peri reached up and grabbed her wrist. “Don’t hit me.”
Cora yelped in pain.
“SHIT.” He stood up and inspected her wrist. “I’m sorry, Cora --”
“That hurt, Peri.”
“I know,” he said, massaging the sore spot. He shook his head.
“Gods, we shouldn’t fight. Not today. Not in front of Mother’s grave.”
“I’m sorry.”
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After one final touch, Peri let go of his sister’s wrist. “Better?”
“Yeah.” She rubbed her wrist, more out of nerves than anything
else. “When am I supposed to be married? I mean – officially?”
Peri answered, his face pained, “In one year.”
Cora stared at him. “One year.... But I’ll only be nine. How old is
the Lord of Kaldach?”
Peri looked away, unable to meet his sister’s eyes. “Thirty-seven
years older than I am.”
“Oh.” Cora shifted her gaze at Pumpkin Hill. “Everyone’s
probably looking for me by now – and they’re probably wondering
where you are, too. But I don’t want to go back to the house.”
“I know.”
“Why – why is Father allowing this? Why can’t I stay home?” She
shook her head. “Why can’t I be a child, just a little longer?” Cora tried
not to cry because she was so tired of crying all the time. “I’m only
eight years old! And Father wants me to leave to live with strangers, to
– to be – a WIFE – it’s not fair!”
Peri gritted his teeth, and the anger that he kept inside the whole
week he was at Kaldach exploded. “Of course it’s not fair! Because
Father is a damn coward!”
Cora looked at her brother, alarmed. “Peri--”
“You’re right – Father did fail you. And he failed me, too. He failed
Mother.” His body trembled, enraged. “I wanted answers, and Father
refused to tell me. Secrets, secrets, all these damn secrets. I needed to
know – I desperately needed to know – and Lord Agem said he had
the answers, but only at a price.” He closed his eyes again, his face a
constellation of pain.
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“A price?” She saw her brother grimace, shamefaced. “Peri?”
“The price -- was me.” Peri paused. “Lord Agem wanted me to be
his – to do --” he choked back the bitter words. “In exchange for his
knowledge, I agreed to be his lover.” He started to laugh, hysterically,
and he threw his arms around his body, as if the harsh facts of the
universe were flogging him. “And Lord Agem is not a gentle man!” He
opened his eyes, wide with panic, expecting his sister to shun him with
disgust.
In response, Cora wrapped her arms underneath her brother’s arms
and held him tight. Together, brother and sister sought strength from
each other, to heal a brokenness caused by those who held power over
them.
His chin resting on the top of Cora’s head, Peri declared, “I wish I
could’ve stayed a child longer, too, Cora. I was only sixteen years old
when Lord Agem approached me.”
“When?”
“The first time Father hosted him – during the Autumn Festival. I
was frightened, and I rebuffed him. But once your betrothal became
finalized and Father started sending me to Kaldach as part of his
liaison, I couldn’t escape. And when Lord Agem offered information
about Father and the true status of our village, in exchange for my –
attention, I couldn’t refuse that offer.” He trembled a little,
remembering. “That was a year ago.”
“Does Father know? What Lord Agem is doing?”
“Cora, how could he NOT know?”
“DOES HE KNOW?”
Peri paused, then answered. “I don’t know, Cora. It would kill me
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if he did.”
She pressed her face into her brother’s chest, feeling his fast
heartbeat against her cheek. “Oh Gods, Peri. Why do we even know
such things?”
“Because, Cora,” he said sadly, “we’re no longer innocent children
anymore.”
“Yeah.” Cora slipped out of her brother’s arms and sat back down.
She regarded their mother’s grave, feeling very tired, very old. She was
going to be a foreign lord’s wife, so it was time she acted like one. “So,”
she said, “Lord Agem’s answers --”
“What were they?”
“Yes. Did they answer everything you wanted to know?”
Peri sat down next to her. “I’ll go backwards in time – it’s easier
that way.”
“Okay,” she said.
He breathed in and then began. “The world has gotten dangerous,
with strange forces overpowering lesser villages. I myself have seen the
fear of these invading powers from many village lords on my envoy
trips, but that fear had been building up for years. Ilaeon, our village,
is weak, so Father offered your hand in marriage to the lord of the
local strongest village – and that was the Lord of Kaldach. Doing so
ensured the survival of our village, by having a powerful protector, and
the sooner the marriage, then the sooner the protection.”
“I already know that, Peri.”
“Yes. But what you and I didn’t know was that Father’s
arrangement with Kaldach happened as soon as you were born – that
any daughter of Lord Machus is promised to Kaldach.”
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“What? WHY?”
“Because our mother – Lady Kirka – was half Kaldachi.”
“WHAT?”
“Yeah. You don’t remember her, but Mother’s skin was lighter in
color than Father’s and everyone else’s in Ilaeon, with the exception
of you and me. As it turns out, our family has a long history with the
Kaldachi ruling family. While our grandparents on Father’s side were
married, with Father being the heir, our grandparents on Mother’s side
were not. Mother’s father was Lord Helio, the then-emissary from
Kaldach.”
“WHAT.”
“Funny how history repeats itself, eh?” Peri shook his head.
“When our great-grandfather was the ruling Lord of Ilaeon, he had a
son and a daughter. The son married and had a son of his own:
Machus, our father. As for the daughter, Lady Perse, the visiting
Kaldachi emissary had an illicit affair with her. When our greatgrandfather found out that she was with child, he fell into a rage and
murdered the emissary and banished his pregnant daughter from
Ilaeon. There nearly was a war between Kaldach and our village, but
our paternal grandfather stepped in, promising that Ilaeon would be a
vassal to Kaldach, with the gifting of a daughter from the ruling lord’s
family to the Kaldachi court.”
“But that gifting wasn’t Mother – why?”
“Remember -- Mother’s own mother was banished and disgraced,
and Mother herself was an illegitimate child. Hardly worthy of being a
‘gift’ in her grandfather’s eyes.”
“Then how did Mother become the wife of Father?”
102

THE MIRACULOUS ONES

“Even though he despised his own daughter, our great-grandfather
still felt possessive of her child Kirka. So he forced Father’s mother to
raise Kirka in the manor house.”
“Wait – so Mother and Father were raised together? Like brother
and sister?”
“No. When she was alive, Mother used to tell me about how she
was raised. They treated her like an outsider, even though she and
Father were first cousins, raised in the manor house. Everyone in the
manor house never made her forget that she was half Kaldachi and,
therefore, not a true-blood Ilaeoni. But because of the scandal and
near-war between Kaldach and Ilaeon, no foreign lord would agree to
have his daughter marry into our village. So to preserve the Ilaeoni
ruling family line, Mother was given to Father as a matter of duty.”
Cora placed her hand on their mother’s grave marker. “Just like I
was given to the Lord of Kaldach.” She felt the midday sun on her skin
and the sounds of springtime birdsong. “Peri, had Mother felt love –
ever?”
“I hope – no, I know – that she knew that I loved her. And you
loved her too, even as young as you were before she died. It was
difficult for Mother to have children, Cora. In this graveyard are the
tiny burial spots of four babies who died in childbirth.”
“What? REALLY?” She looked around, alarmed. “Did you know
beforehand?”
Peri nodded.
“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”
“Cora – you were still a little child earlier.”
“But not anymore?”
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“But not anymore.” Peri sighed. “That’s why Father restricted us
so much. We’re the two who survived, out of six children -- the future
Lord of Ilaeon and the future wife of the Lord of Kaldach. Our fate
was determined once Mother died.”
The grief that Cora could not feel for a mother she barely
remembered suddenly broke open, as the pain in her head bloomed,
and she found herself beating her clenched fists at their mother’s grave
marker.
“Cora --” Peri reached out to stop her hands.
“If she loved us so much, if she cared, why did she die? Why did
she leave us? No one loves us, nobody in the whole world – it’s just
you and me! Once I leave here, I’ll be all alone, Peri -- all alone --”
“Cora--” He struggled to hold her hands still, as she twisted and
writhed.
She screamed, “I hate her! I hate her for leaving us! I hate Father!
I hate this whole world!”
“Cora, please --”
“I--” Suddenly she stared at Peri. “I--”
“Cora, what --” Peri started to ask, but then he felt her twisting
body turn jerky and stiff. “Cora – CORA!” He let go.
She fell backwards, her spine arching, her clenched fists clamped
to her side, the bloodshot whites of her eyes horrifying to see.
“Cora!” He started to reach for her, to hold her still.
“LEAVE HER BE!” commanded a voice behind them.
Peri turned back and saw his father, large and terrifying to behold,
marching down from Pumpkin Hill to his mother’s grave site. Once
there, Lord Machus sat down, beckoned Peri to come to him, and then
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motioned Peri to sit down next to him.
It felt like forever, as Peri watched helpless his sister’s unconscious
body shake with uncontrolled convulsions. But after a minute, Cora’s
body grew limp, her breathing became calm, and she fell into a quiet
sleep.
“Move her so that she’s laying on her side,” Lord Machus said. He
took off his cloak, folding it quickly into a type of bolster. “And put
this under her head and neck.”
Without a word, Peri quickly complied. “What now?”
“We wait until your sister wakes up on her own. Fifteen, perhaps
thirty minutes.”
Peri nodded, and he sat down next to Cora, like a protective animal.
“What was that?”
“A seizure. Your sister was highly emotional beforehand. Such
things happen.”
“Will she be all right?”
“She should be.”
“That’s good.” Looking down at Cora, Peri avoided his father’s
gaze.
Lord Machus regarded his two children in thoughtful silence,
waiting.
After an uncomfortable silence, Peri asked, “How much did you
hear, Father?”
“Enough.”
“Oh Gods.” He buried his face in his hands.
“Peri,” Lord Machus said, “look at me.”
Peri looked up, surprised that his father called him by his mother’s
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pet name for him. For all of his eighteen years of life, he had only heard
his father call him Prospero.
“Do you see a monster?”
Peri stared, dumbfounded. What question was this?
“Because if you do,” his father said, “I don’t blame you.”
“I--” he started, but then stopped, his mind clamoring with unsaid
words.
Lord Machus shook his head, as memories rose from a long ago
past. “All my life, my father taught me to hate the Kaldachi, just like
his father did with him. Their power, their pride, their arrogance. That
emissary did not woo my father’s sister. He took her, as if he were
entitled to her body. And while that Kaldachi paid with his life, my
grandfather’s hate was not quenched with that death, and it extended
to my father’s sister and the Kaldachi bastard that she carried in her
womb.”
“HOW DARE YOU CALL MOTHER--”
Lord Machus held up his hand. “Silence, Peri. You desired the
truth, so I am giving it to you. And the truth is harsh and cruel.”’
Peri clenched his teeth, but he became silent.
“When my grandfather took Kirka away from her mother, it was
to punish Kirka for existing and Lady Perse for loving her. I already
learned to hate Kirka before she came to the manor house, that to do
otherwise but hate her would be an act of betrayal and treason in the
eyes of my grandfather and everyone else in the house. But when she
arrived, she was just this tiny, frightened girl, and I – I wasn’t much
older than she was. And I couldn’t hate her.” He paused.
Peri said nothing.
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Lord Machus continued. “I kept those thoughts to myself. I was
ashamed that I wasn’t thinking the right way, believing the right way –
according to my family. Then my grandfather died, and my father
became Lord of Ilaeon, but he continued his father’s decree of holding
Kaldach responsible for Ilaeon’s troubles. Since my father had no
daughter, then it was my duty to produce a daughter as part of the
peace accord between Kaldach and Ilaeon. But in a twisted sense of
justice, he believed that forcing Kirka to produce that daughter would
be an atonement for his sister being forced to bear Kirka, and that
giving a part-Kaldachi girl to the Lord of Kaldach would be less
offensive in my family’s eyes than giving a full-blood Ilaeoni.”
Peri glared, indignant. “Did Mother know all this?”
“Yes,” Lord Machus replied. “My parents made certain that this
knowledge would be part of Kirka’s education.”
“WHAT?” Peri started to rise up.
Lord Machus motioned for him to sit down, waiting until Peri did
so.
“So,” Lord Machus continued, “Lord Agem was incorrect, when
he stated that I married Kirka because my father could find no foreign
high-born women to marry. In fact, my father never looked beyond
the walls of the manor house. It was always going to be Kirka. And as
both Kirka and I were under the control of my father, we obeyed and
married each other. Yet, the miracle of it, Peri, the miracle – was that
your mother loved me.”
“I know,” Peri said. “I know, and that has never EVER made any
sense to me.”
“Your mother,” Lord Machus began. He stopped. He stood up,
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walked the short distance to his wife’s grave, and kneeled down on one
knee before it. “Do you think I don’t come here as well, Peri?”
“What?”
Lord Machus ran a rough, calloused hand along Kirka’s grave
marker. “I could pretend to hate Kirka, in my public actions, as
expected of me. But in private, I couldn’t, even though I felt I was
betraying my father, my mother, my entire Ilaeoni family line. It hurt
both Kirka and me when we lost those babies, Peri, but it brought us
together. And when both you and Cora lived, I knew that at least two
human beings in this cruel, merciless world would have the freedom
to love Kirka as much as I wish I could have. For even in the privacy
of our bed chamber, I was still conflicted in my love for your mother
– but she accepted me, as broken and cowardly as I was. So when she
died --” Lord Machus suddenly broke off.
“Father.”
“I became the monster my father wanted me to be and became the
Lord of Ilaeon. For I see that I am a monster, in seeing what has
happened to our children. With Cora hating, like I was taught to hate,
with you having to turn to Lord Agem --”
“Stop it, Father,” Peri interrupted. “If you’re looking for sympathy
or forgiveness from me, I can’t – because all of this you should have
told me years ago.”
Lord Machus nodded. “I deserved that.”
Cora’s breathing changed as she started to move.
“Cora?” Peri asked, alarmed.
“Don’t worry,” Lord Machus said. “She’s just waking up.”
Peri crouched down, face-to-face with his sister. “Cora? Can you
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hear me? Are you okay?”
Cora’s eyes opened, seeing out of focus. “Hmm-y-yessss.…”
“Do you know who I am?”
“Brrotherrr.…”
“Do you know where you are?”
“Hmm-n-nooo.…”
“She’ll be somewhat confused at first,” Lord Machus said, seeing
the fear in his son’s face. “But she’ll recover in a little bit.”
“Isss that… Fffatherrrrr?”
“Yes, Cora,” Peri answered.
Even in her post-seizure state, Cora flinched. “Are… weeee in…
troubbbbble...?”
Lord Machus winced, seeing his daughter’s reaction.
“No, Cora,” Peri said.
Cora closed her eyes, her small exertions tiring. “Gooood….” she
murmured, and she seemed to doze off again.
Peri asked, “How do you know that she’ll be okay?”
“Because your mother, when she was younger, sometimes had
seizures when she was sick. She outgrew them, but it terrified me the
first time as well.”
“Hah. So you are human, after all.”
Lord Machus’ head jerked up, his eyes flashing with anger at the
disrespectful tone. But then his face softened, seeing the pain in his
son’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Peri.”
“For what?”
He waited until Peri looked at him, eye to eye, before answering.
“For being a damn coward.”
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At that, Peri began to cry. “Shit,” he swore.
“I didn’t know. About what Lord Agem was doing to you. It’s like
Kirka’s mother and that Kaldachi emissary, all over again. The same
cruel cycle. All of it. The same damn cycle.” Lord Machus touched his
wife’s grave marker again, tracing her name lightly. He breathed in and
exhaled. “No more.” He waited for his son to regain his composure.
“Peri,” he said.
“What.”
“I came to the graveyard, looking for you and Cora, because I knew
you both would likely be here since no one could find you in the manor
house nor village center.”
“So?”
“Lord Agem will arrive at the manor house tomorrow, to
accompany Cora back to Kaldach.”
Peri’s fists clenched. “You want me to witness Cora leaving.”
“I wanted to, yes, when I found you both. But not anymore.” He
shook his head. “I want you to take your sister, as far away as possible,
and leave Ilaeon forever.”
“WHAT?”
“I am the Lord of Ilaeon. And I will be the last one. This cycle of
pain, between Ilaeon and Kaldach that my grandfather started, ends
now. You’re right. As a husband, I had failed your mother. As a father,
I failed you and your sister. You and Cora deserve better than this.”
“But – the peace accord! If we leave, Kaldach will declare us in
breach of the accord and attack Ilaeon!”
“I know. I will alert the village sentries, to evacuate the villagers –
to flee as fast and far away as possible.”
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“But what will stop the Kaldachi from pursuing our people? From
pursuing Cora and me?”
“I will remain here – in the court hall of the manor house.”
“Father!” Peri exclaimed. “You’ll die!”
“And that, my son, will end the cycle.”
Peri stared. “Father --”
“Prepare your travel bag – pack lightly. Go west. Your
grandmother, Lady Perse, was banished west of here. I’m sorry that I
don’t know how far nor how long the distance, as your mother was
too young to remember her journey, when she was taken to Ilaeon.
And the people who would know – my grandfather, my father, my
mother – are dead. I don’t even know if Lady Perse is even alive. But
you’ll know you’ve arrived when you see these flowers.”
“What?”
“The flowers in this meadow. Hazel herb. They only grow here
because your mother brought some dried ones from her mother’s
garden, when she first arrived in Ilaeon. They’re your mother’s favorite
flowers. I planted them here – when she died.”
Peri shook his head. “So this – THIS is the man Mother loved.”
“Yes,” Lord Machus said, softly.
“I hate you, Father,” Peri said, “for keeping this part of you secret.”
Lord Machus sighed. “Go now to the manor house. Take the
Pumpkin Hill passage. I’ll stay here with Cora until you come back.”
Peri paused, as if to speak. He smoothed Cora’s hair from her eyes,
stood up without a word to Lord Machus, and ran across the meadow,
to Pumpkin Hill and its hidden tunnel back to the manor house.
Lord Machus sat down, looking like a man many years older than
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he was. He kept his hands in his lap, as if he were afraid that he would
break Cora if he were even to adjust the bolster under her head. Gazing
at the graves between the hazel herb, he thought of the generations of
the ruling family of Ilaeon, of whom only he, his son, and his daughter
were the only ones remaining. Suddenly, his face twisted in revulsion
and self-disgust. “She’s still a child. What was I thinking? Giving away
our child to be violated by a grown man.” He buried his face in his
hands. “Has the world become so corrupt that even the innocent ones
like her aren’t spared? And our son – if we all live long enough, will
even the innocent ones do evil? How can anyone live like that? With
no hope anymore?” He lifted his gaze towards the graves again. “Oh
Gods, Kirka -- I’ve done evil, allowed evil to enter our children. Why
did you have to die? Why am I even alive?”
Cora opened her eyes. She watched her father, wracked with guilt
and anguish. She had never seen her father this vulnerable, this
uncertain, and she felt her sense of reality come unmoored. “Father,”
she said, lifting her hand and placing it on his hands, “it’s okay to cry.”
Cora’s dark eyes – looking so much like her mother’s – bore into him.
Lord Machus took his daughter’s hand, raised it up to his lips, and
kissed it. His eyes shone with small, silent tears. They traveled down
his worn, brown cheeks, leaving small damp spots on his and Cora’s
hands.
She asked, “What’s a seizure?”
“Ah,” Lord Machus said, realizing that his daughter had been
awake and listening. “It’s having a – a headache so painful that you
faint and your body shakes. But it doesn’t last long. How do you feel?”
“I’m okay,” Cora replied. She was tired -- too tired to feel terrified,
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too tired to feel angry and sad. “Peri and me – we really have to leave?”
“Yes.”
“Then come with us, Father.”
“Cora, you know I can’t.”
So tired. And her head still ached. But she pulled back her hand.
“What I said before. I don’t hate Mother. I don’t hate you, Father. But
– I hate this.” She tried to sit up, but her body wavered.
Lord Machus reached out, steadying her. “Cora, lie down for now.”
“It’s not fair --”
“I know.” He carefully set his daughter back down onto the grass,
the bolster that was his cloak underneath her head again. “Just rest for
now.”
This time, Cora did drift to sleep, under a warm, midafternoon sun,
a cool breeze, and the surprising, gentle caregiving of her father.
“Cora! Wake up!”
“Huh?” She sat up.
The sun was closer to the horizon, and her father was gone. Cora
looked up, seeing her brother with his travel bag and a heavy walking
staff.
“We need to go -- NOW. Are you ready?”
Father didn’t stay to say goodbye, Cora thought. As she stood up, her
body sore but at least rested, she noticed her father’s cloak, still folded
in a square next to the bouquet of hazel herb flowers on her mother’s
grave marker. She picked up her father’s cloak and her mother’s
flowers and held them tightly against her chest, like a shield. “Yes,”
she said.
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6 THE LAST LADY OF ILAEON
For the first three days and nights of their westward travels, every
strange, random noise in the forest and then the grasslands would set
Peri and Cora off into a panicked run, their jittery eyes scanning for
signs of the Kaldachi pursuing them. By the fourth day, they had
reached the boundary of familiar ground. After crossing a range of
rocky hills, they arrived at a desert on the other side.
As far as Peri knew, they were the only persons out there, so he
allowed themselves to walk in a less manic pace in the unfamiliar
terrain. During the day, the world was a bright, searing sea of tan and
sage, with the tan reflecting the sun. During the night, the world was a
dark, cold stillness. Peri and Cora spent two days and nights in that
desert. They would rest within the shade of the occasional thorny
shrubs and tall, prickly succulent plants in the daytime when the heat
overwhelmed them, and they would sleep under makeshift lean-to’s
made with their father’s expansive cloak, the walking staff, and lowlying skeletal trees when they were too exhausted to walk any further.
Always they were on alert for any signs of the Kaldachi, even as far
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away as they were from Ilaeon and every village-state they had ever
known, but not once did Cora and Peri talk about what they had left
behind: a village thrown into chaos, an invading army wanting
vengeance, and a lone ruler paying with his life.
On the third evening of their desert travels, after they had already
settled down for the night, it began to rain. At first, Cora and Peri saw
the gentle rain as a boon, since their water supply was running
dangerously low, and what water resources found near those skeletal
trees were few in volume and plenty in distasteful grittiness. However,
the gentle rain increased its intensity in seconds, and they scrambled to
break camp.
“We need to find higher ground, Cora!” Peri yelled, his voice nearly
drowned out by the sudden power of wind and rain, and they began
running through desert ground that had become sucking mud and
rivulets of fast-moving water. As they ran, Peri realized that they were
in a wide stream bed, the sides of which he couldn’t see. Then he heard
the sound of crashing water too close behind him. Cora heard it, too,
and she screamed in fear. He threw off his cloak, travel bag, and
walking staff, stripped his sister of their father’s cloak, and picked her
up. He cried out, “Don’t let go!”
Out of the darkness, the flash flood swept them up. It spun and
buffeted them, as the rushing waters swept them downstream. Peri
struggled to keep both of their heads above water, even as the
downpour was drowning them from above. Then he heard in the near
distance the sound of the waters falling off a cliff edge, and he realized
to his horror that they were about to go over a waterfall.
Oh Gods, PLEASE, Peri prayed in desperation, and then he saw the
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outlines of a rickety, narrow rope bridge before them. With his sister
clinging to him, he reached out and grabbed as they were about to go
over. His hands and arm sockets exploded in pain, but he and Cora
remained, hanging above the cliff, and he scrambled to gain footing.
Once both fully on the bridge, he yelled, “Cora, you need to hold onto
the ropes and follow me!”
“NO!” she screamed, her eyes shut, terrified.
“DAMMIT, CORA -- JUST DO IT!”
At his enraged, hysterical voice, Cora released her death grip from
her brother, crying as she grabbed at the bridge’s slippery side ropes
and then set one now-bare foot and the other on the lone rope
underneath them that served as the floor of the bridge. With the rain
and wind threatening to strip them off the swaying bridge, they began
to make their way across the unseen span, one tentative side-step at a
time, the bridge curving frighteningly downward. Only when Peri felt
the bridge’s curve rising on the other side did he realize that they were
past the midpoint.
“Almost there, Cora!” he said, and then a sudden gust shook his
footing, and he slipped off.
“PERI!” Cora screamed, feeling her brother fall as he cried out, his
hands grabbing at empty space. “PERI!” she screamed again, her head
exploding in pain, threatening another seizure, but all she heard was
the rain, the wind, and the roar of water below them. Alone in the
stormy darkness, she sobbed. And then she let go and fell into the
deadly waters below. The water slammed into her tiny body, and she
remembered nothing until she woke up, her head filled with hazy
images and a barely-recalled conversation with a beautiful man in a
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warm, safe place.
When Cora woke up, seeing an unfamiliar yet kind older woman
who said she was her grandmother, she wept.
#
Her name was Perse, but Cora called her grandmother “Ina.”
Even ten years on, Cora remembered when she first saw her, when
she woke up in Ina’s home, after losing her big brother when they fled
their doomed homeland. She remembered that Ina shared in her
weeping, as Ina hadn’t known that she had grandchildren, hadn’t
known that her daughter had died long ago, hadn’t known that her
granddaughter would be the only one to survive.
While that first night and subsequent days and nights would be hard
for Ina and Cora, they worked through their loss and grief. After ten
years, Cora could barely remember a time when she didn’t live with
her grandmother, in a home eked out in the western wilds. Even
though she was eight years old at the time, and therefore old enough
to remember, Cora had no memory of the two strangers whom Ina
said rescued her from the desert flood and brought her to Ina’s home.
“What did they look like?” Cora used to ask.
“Oh, Cora – I don’t remember. It’s too long ago.”
“How did they find you?”
Her grandmother would only shake her head. “I don’t remember,
my dearest girl. But I will always be grateful that they did.” And she
would hug her tight, in her small, brown arms.
It was springtime, and perhaps that was why Cora was thinking
about that long ago past, for it was during the spring when she had
arrived at Ina’s home. Even now, ten years on and an old woman, Ina
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secured with rough-hewn hands and lithe, muscular arms the fallen
stones and loose posts of the fence, which kept out the wild animals
from their homestead.
“Do you need any help, Ina?” Cora called out, pausing from her
locking down the outbuilding that housed a small herd of goats and a
little coop of chickens.
“No, my dear. I’m good.”
Cora regarded her grandmother, a woman who, once upon a time,
was the young Lady Perse, the sister of the heir of Ilaeon and the
daughter of the Lord of Ilaeon. Like Cora, she was raised high-born,
sheltered in their ancestral manor house. Lord Agem, the Kaldachi
emissary, told Peri that Ina was courted by that long-ago Kaldachi. Her
father contradicted that belief, saying that the Kaldachi had “taken”
Ina. But when Cora asked bluntly what happened, when she was old
enough not to be embarrassed to ask, Ina replied, “Neither.”
“Ina?”
“I pursued him.”
“INA!”
She gave a small, sad smile. “We fell in love, Cora. As simple as
that. But Kaldachi emissaries are celibate – did you know that?”
“No.”
“They are either younger brothers or younger cousins of whomever
is the current Lord of Kaldach. To prevent conflicts in succession, they
cannot marry nor bear children. So when your grandfather Helio and
I fell in love…” Ina trailed off, shaking her head. “He denied it. He
tried to do his duty to his Lord and village. But I was lonely, in that
cold manor house, Cora. And, as it turned out, so was Helio.” She
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closed her eyes, as she remembered painful events. “Helio never
blamed me. For what happened to him. You see, your grandfather was
sent to fetch me – to be his brother’s bride.”
“WHAT? But Lord Agem nor Father never said any of that!”
“Because they didn’t know – in order to preserve the honor of the
Lords of Kaldach and Ilaeon. Once my father and Helio’s brother,
Lord Reus, found out about our love – especially when they found out
I was with child – Lord Reus ordered to have my father execute Helio
for treason and to have me banished for breach of my betrothal. While
that order was kept secret, Helio knew it was his brother’s doing. Then,
in public, Lord Reus demanded reparations, on threat of war, saying
that it was because my father killed Helio. However, the real reason
for the reparations was to replace a tainted bride. So when my brother
took Kirka away from me – even though she was only four years old
— I thought that meant her.”
“But… it was me,” Cora said.
Ina sighed. “Ilaeoni. Kaldachi. It doesn’t matter. Cowardly, vicious
men are all the same, Cora.”
“Is that why you live here – so far away from everyone?”
“Yes, my sweet girl. When they took Kirka away from me, I realized
then that I was no longer of any use to them. I was useless --” she
paused, “which meant I was FREE.” She then smiled, bittersweet. “I
left that house of banishment, which was on the far edge of Ilaeoni
known lands. In my mourning, I wandered, a poor vagabond, far and
wide. And after I had learned from many people – some friendly, many
not – I settled and built a home here. I used to wonder why I decided
to place roots. Now I know why.”
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“Why, Ina?”
“To make a home for you, my dearest Cora.”
Remembering everything she told her that day, Cora looked across
their little homestead, over the vegetable garden, seeing her
grandmother, whistling in the spring sunshine, and she marveled.
Here was a woman who witnessed her lover paraded in front of the
whole of Ilaeon before his execution, the villagers shaking their fists
above him, lobbing rotten fruits and vegetables – and much worse –
against his body. Here was a woman who witnessed her people speckle
her lover with their spittle, pendulous and still warm from their heat
even as it flew through the short space between their lips to his erect,
still-proud head, his eyes forward, back straight, and stride steady, to
demonstrate his integrity. Here was a woman who saw her lover
stripped of the clothes and vestments of his position and wear the rags
of a condemned man, even though he still walked with his inborn
nobility intact. Here was a woman who wanted desperately to cry out,
but whose lover made her promise to keep silent so that he could at
least protect his beloved from her own people’s scorn and hate, even
though he could not prevent her own brother, father, and grandfather
from hating her in private. Here was a woman who saw her lover swing
from the gallows and dumped in a criminal’s grave.
After witnessing all that, how was Ina able to let that go – to let the
past be, move on, and be happy?
Cora looked at her grandmother, working sweetly in the sunshine,
and the word that came to her mind was miracle.
“Did you say something, my dear?” her grandmother asked.
“No – no, Ina,” she said.
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“Well,” she said, wiping her hands on her long work skirt, “we’ve
done enough.” She pointed east, to the distant horizon, where a dark
gray line was moving quickly over the plain. “The storm will be here
soon.”
“Okay.” Cora looked down and swallowed hard.
Her grandmother quickly crossed the span separating them,
reached out, and hugged Cora in those strong arms. “It’ll be all right,
my dear.”
When the spring storm arrived, Cora was huddled in heavy
blankets, nervously sipping weak hazel herb tea as her grandmother
read to her from one of the few books she had, acquired during her
days of wandering the land, about people who flew with gossamer
wings. Even after ten years, with her memories fractured of that night
when she first came to Ina’s house as a little girl, the torrential rain of
springtime storms still terrified Cora. She sat, her eyes tightly shut, as
she focused on the soothing, sing-song voice of her grandmother
reading, instead of the banshee howl of the wind whipping their little
house from without. She didn’t know that she had drifted to sleep until
she woke up, the storm long past and the house silent and gray with
early dusk.
“Ina?” Cora called out. She looked around, feeling disoriented.
“INA?”
“I’m here, Cora,” her grandmother responded, walking in from
outside. She was already dressed in her work clothes. “The goats got
out.”
“Oh no – I’m sorry, Ina! I must’ve not closed up the outbuilding
right --”
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“What? No, no, my dear,” her grandmother interrupted. “It’s not
your fault. A piece of the wall actually gave way from debris thrown by
the wind. It’s an old building, Cora. We’ll have to repair it – probably
have to build a new one. But for now, I have to fetch the goats.”
“Do you need help?”
“Ah, Cora. No, stay here. It’s still drizzling a little, and there likely
will be some flooding. I know where those fool goats have probably
run off to – the forest.”
“But, Ina, the wild animals --”
“Don’t worry, my dear. I have my walking staff. And remember –
I’ve chased after runaway goats far longer than you’ve been alive.”
“If you say so, Ina.” Cora saw her grandmother grab her walking
staff from just inside the doorway, wave goodbye, and close the door
as she left.
In the silence of the gray house, Cora dozed off, but she slept
fitfully. When she awoke again, the light shining through the small
windows were the bright, golden light of midmorning, yet she didn’t
hear Ina either inside or outside the house. Trying not to worry, she
quickly refreshed herself, readying for a long day of hard work. Once
changed in her own work clothes, she stepped outside, seeing the
chaotic disarray of their homestead touched from last night’s storm.
Ina’s not back! Cora thought, as panic began to rise up in a sick
sensation from her stomach. Looking around, she saw Ina’s muddy
footprints, still clearly defined in spite of the early morning drizzle. She
followed them out of the homestead, past the fence, and into the edge
of the forest that lay only a short walk away. She wasn’t too far into
the forest when she saw the first goat carcass.
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She stifled a scream. Remembering Ina’s teachings, she inspected
the goat’s body without touching it, noticing several bitten and ripped
away chunks missing from the carcass.
Wolves.
Following the disturbed forest floor, she found either more goat
carcasses or the bodies of dying goats, which made Cora wince as she
quickly rushed past them. When she finally came to a clearing, she saw
the half-eaten body of the remaining goat, the hulking mass of a giant
boar laying in its side, and –
“INA!” Cora screamed, rushing to her grandmother’s side.
Her grandmother was in a barely conscious crumpled heap, her
breath labored, her side torn open with a deep puncture wound, the
size of which fit one of the tusks of the boar. A pool of blood spread
in a wide, dark circle underneath her.
“DAMMIT, INA!” Cora cried out. She took off her outer jacket,
ripped it into strips, and used one strip to pack the wound. She tied
two strips together and then, flinching, she carefully lifted up Ina, who
gave a sharp, pained cry. Cora wound the long strip as an impromptu
bandage, tying the ends together with shaky, bloodied hands.
“Stupid!” Cora said, angry and frightened. “So stupid!” Seeing her
grandmother’s walking staff broken in half near the boar’s bloodied
head and punctured eye, Cora guessed that Ina had arrived at the
clearing, where the boar was scavenging the goat remains of the
wolves’ hunt. Likely startled from its meal, it attacked Ina, and she
defended herself the best way she could, but not before the boar
impaled her.
Suddenly, the boar moved.
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“OH GODS!” Cora gasped, too late to move out of the way as its
massive head bore down on her, one if its tusks piercing her arm. She
felt muscles tear and bones snap as she managed to dodge as it crashed
down, finally lying motionless again.
No no no no no, Cora’s mind screamed. No no no no no!
In that instant of sharp, white-hot pain, she remembered.
A beautiful person with sad, silver gray eyes. His fingertips
smoothing her hair and then resting on her forehead. His voice that
said, “Have hope. Live long. Be well. That’s my blessing for you.”
And his name.
Cora cried out in pain again, but the pain was different this time.
She glanced down at her arm and then stared, dumbstruck. Her
shattered radius and ulna shifted back in place and reknit themselves,
as did her torn nerves, blood vessels, muscles, and skin. Within the
space of thirty seconds, Cora’s arm was healed, not even a bruise
remaining.
What? HOW?
“When I realized how sick you truly were, I had to save you from
that, too,” he had said to her, ten years ago in that strange, safe place.
“Setebos,” Cora exclaimed, naming this stranger at last, “what did
you DO?”
“Cora,” Ina gasped. Her voice, usually sonorous and flowing, was
ragged, labored.
“INA! I need to get you back home somehow – I need to make a
– a sled or something --”
“My dear --” Ina coughed suddenly and winced in pain. “I die --”
“NO – just hold on, we can --”
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“-- burn me -- to ash --”
Cora began to weep.
“-- bury me --” Ina gasped again, but continued, “in Ilaeon.”
“Ina…”
“Where – my beloved lies.”
Cora bowed her head, her tears dropping on Ina’s blood-soaked
bandages. “Where in Ilaeon, Ina?”
“Crim’nals’ graveyard -- belajoun seed -- I planted --” Ina’s
breathing became fast and shallow, yet she continued, “Tree grown
now. PLEASE.”
Cora held her grandmother tight, sobbing. “Yes, Ina, yes, I will.”
She prayed that the miracle that was in her would heal her grandmother
as well, but somehow she knew that wasn’t possible. She felt Ina
struggle to breathe as her heart fibrillated like a crazed bird, trying to
break free from its cage of bones, as her blood pressure plummeted
from her blood lost to the forest floor. Cora held her until she lost
consciousness again, held her until she stopped breathing, held her
until her body grew still and cool.
The Cora who had fled Ilaeon would’ve stayed in the forest,
wanting to die. She would’ve waited for the wolves or the wild boars
to take her, as they had taken her grandmother. She would’ve
succumbed to weeping and despair, letting the loneliness overtake her
soul.
She was not that Cora.
She touched her forehead to her grandmother’s one last time, set
her grandmother down on the forest floor, and stood up, facing a long,
hard day of work. By day’s end, the chickens were set free to range
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where they will, the outbuilding was a cooling char of a pyre, and her
grandmother’s ashes were in an urn originally made for pressed oil. By
the next day’s sunrise, Cora was ready to leave her second childhood
home behind – to let the past be -- with the urn strapped to her back,
a travel bag at her side, and her own walking staff gripped by strong,
lithe fingers.
Far away, to the east, lay Ilaeon.
“Let’s go home, Ina.”
#
On the fourteenth day, Cora arrived at Ilaeon.
“OH GODS.”
Cora knew that she and her brother had been fleeing a doomed
village. In the days and miles of her long walk across grassland, desert,
mountain, forest, and plain, she avoided any human dwelling as she
prepared herself, to face the ruins that once was Ilaeon. She envisioned
abandoned, derelict, even burned out buildings.
Instead, she saw every standing building completely gone – razed
to the ground -- as if Ilaeon never existed. Where the perimeter wall of
the village-state state should be, she saw formerly churned up soil, long
ago overrun with the surrounding grassland. She could see clear across
to what would have been the other side of Ilaeon’s perimeter wall and
far beyond that. Since nothing interrupted her line of sight, she knew
that even the manor house, with its security wall, was gone. However,
as she looked on the ground, Cora saw that the streets and roads, while
overrun with weeds and crumbling, still marked where the people of
Ilaeon once walked.
Oh Gods, what happened to the people?
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Cora took a deep breath, clearing her head, and crossed what would
have been the western gate of the perimeter wall of Ilaeon. Getting her
bearings, she made for the criminals’ graveyard, which lay on the other
side of the farthest north of what once was the boundary wall. Even
while still on the pathway she saw her grandfather’s tree, its branches
spreading outward like a dome. Before the center of its wide trunk,
Cora dug Ina’s grave, finally using the hand shovel she had stored in
the travel bag. Once large enough, she interred the burial urn, filled in
the grave, and gave a final pat to Ina’s gravesite, like a mother would
do with a sleeping child.
“As I promised, Ina,” she said. “Sleep well.”
Tired, Cora was tempted to rest underneath the cool shade of her
grandfather’s tree. But she stretched tall, repacked the digging tools
into her travel bag, grabbed her walking staff, and stood up. She started
for the pathway, this time to Pumpkin Hill, for the graveyard that was
within Ilaeon’s perimeter wall. There, she saw the meadow’s hazel herb
were in full bloom, which gave Cora a pang of bittersweet, as hazel
herb was Ina’s favorite flower – as was her mother Kirka’s. Walking
through the meadow graveyard, Cora was relieved that the gravesite
markers were undisturbed, as if the dead were the only ones to survive
the erasure of Ilaeon. But when she reached her mother’s grave site,
Cora stopped, startled.
On her mother’s grave marker was another bouquet, albeit dried
out after many years. And on either side of her mother’s grave were
two other graves, much newer than Kirka’s, each one with rough grave
markers made of wood. On the right was the grave marker with Cora’s
father’s name, his birth year, and his death year of ten years ago,
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roughly hand carved into the wood. On the left was another grave
marker, carved in a different handwriting. On that marker was Cora’s
brother’s name, his birth year, and his death year of five years ago. On
both markers were also a bouquet of hazel herb flowers, dried out with
age.
Cora stared at the three graves. Her knees buckled under her, and
she sat down heavily, stunned. Only her brother Peri made little
bouquets like that, intertwining the stems like living ribbons, and his
unmistakable hand had made and written their father’s grave marker,
that – it became clear to Cora – her brother had buried their father.
“Peri – you – you were ALIVE?”
Anger replaced Cora’s sadness, as she realized that she had
believed that Peri had died ten years ago, when he fell on that awful
stormy night from that damnable bridge. She had grieved heavily for
her brother. And yet, he not only survived the fall, but he recovered
enough to return to Ilaeon and bury their father. He had lived, but he
chose not to find her, instead to leave her to fate, whether that be to
live or die. He had lived for another five years without her, and when
he died, it was not she but someone else who watched over him and
buried him.
“WHY, PERI,” she cried out, her heart beating angrily against her
ribcage at his betrayal, at yet another Ilaeoni secret. “WHY?”
Her eyes burning, she looked around, at the peaceful spring
meadow of the Ilaeoni dead, and she looked down at her parents’
graves. Kirka and Machus, the Lady and Lord of Ilaeon. She looked
down at her brother’s grave – the heir of Ilaeon. But now Cora, as the
only surviving daughter, would be the last Lady and heir of Ilaeon – if
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Ilaeon had still existed.
Cora knew where she would find her answer.
“Oh Gods, give me strength,” Cora said. She rose up, her anger
driving her to move forward.
For Kaldach waited for her.
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7 THE SAVIOR OF KALDACH
When Cora was very young and her brother Peri was her primary
teacher in the manor house, he once unrolled a map of the known
world. In Cora’s memory, the map was huge and regal, with careful
calligraphic script and bright, illuminated images illustrating the terrain,
the natural landmarks, and the known village-states. Peri pointed out
the location of their village-state Ilaeon and its surrounding neighbors,
but the largest of them all was Kaldach, the farthest east of the villagestates on the map, and encompassing so much land that it seemed
more a town or a city than a village.
With the manor house and everything else in Ilaeon gone, Cora’s
memory of that map guided her towards Kaldach. Even though she
had been betrothed to the Lord of Kaldach since she was six years old,
she had never been there, for she and Peri had fled Ilaeon the night
before her official move to join her would-be husband. After four days
traversing a thick forest, she arrived at the outskirts of Kaldach’s
domain, with fields tended by stoic, silent workers. So, Cora thought,
I’ve come to Kaldach at last. She started to walk forward.
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Then she hesitated.
Even when she was Mistress Sycorax, daughter of Lord Machus
and Lady Kirka, Cora had never left Ilaeon in all of her eight years of
life. As the granddaughter of Ina, she hadn’t come in contact with
another human being other than her homesteader and hermit
grandmother for another ten years. She suddenly realized she had no
idea what others thought when they saw her. Even from that distance,
she could see a perimeter wall of stone rising high around a wide hill
bristling with close, many-storied buildings, with its massive main,
west-facing gates open but guarded by sentries patrolling the parapet
on top of the wall. Even with her limited knowledge, Cora sensed the
sentries seemed excessive in number for just being guardsmen of a
walled village state, especially a reputedly formidable one such as
Kaldach.
Cautious yet curious, Cora turned left, making a wide semicircle
around Kaldach’s outer farmland. On the other side were the orchards,
as well as a smaller east-facing gate, which was even more heavily
guarded than the west. It was there, among the apple trees, that she
felt a dagger edge at her back and heard a man’s voice question, “Who
are you? What business do you have in Kaldach?”
Cora was suddenly brought back to her childhood, when the
watchmen of the manor compound would approach suspicious
individuals. She was a stranger on the grounds of Kaldach, and she
couldn’t believe how stupid she was in forgetting basic protocol when
arriving at a foreign village state. Her mind raced, the extinct village
state that was Ilaeon in her mind’s eye, as well as the memory of her
father’s grim face, who expected death for breaking the alliance
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between Ilaeon and Kaldach. Kaldach killed her father and destroyed
her ancestral home. Kaldach drove her grandmother to live and die,
far in the western wilds. What was she doing in the land of her enemy?
Why did she even believe that she could gain knowledge of Peri’s fate
here? These thoughts flittered through her mind, yet Cora couldn’t
think of anything to say except the truth.
“I --” she began.
“Lower your dagger,” an older voice commanded.
“Sir?”
An older guardsman walked toward them from the south. His
steady gaze took in Cora’s face with such scrutiny that it caused Cora
to clench her teeth so as not to drop her eyes. “I’ll take over now.”
“But – sir! She was spying here from the east --”
“I was not spying!” Cora exclaimed, angrily turning her head. She
felt the dagger cut a little into her cloak.
“LOWER THE DAGGER,” the older guardsmen repeated.
“… Yes, sir.”
Cora saw the younger guardsman – who looked not much older
than she was – sheathe his dagger and step back, but he was scowling.
“Continue your patrol.”
“Yes, sir.”
The older guardsman waited until the younger guardsman left.
Then he said in a low voice, “My apologies, Lady Cora.”
“Y-you know me?”
He gave a small bow. “While you have grown, how could I forget
the face of the girl who ran into my Lord Agem’s legs in the streets of
Ilaeon? You were too fast for me.”
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Cora stared stunned. “Who are you?”
“For the Autumn Festival, I was assigned as Lord Agem’s
bodyguard.” He gave a soft, sad smile. “Now I am the Captain of the
Guards. My name is Cryn. Lord Agem had entrusted me to care for
your welfare when you would arrive someday, although you have
arrived much later than he had wished.”
Frowning, Cora took in this information. She asked, “Am I the last
one to know all this, then?”
“I’m sorry, my lady.” Cryn looked around. “It’s not wise to be
outside the wall, especially in these treacherous times. Please follow
me.”
With Cryn leading, Cora walked through the fortified arches of the
western gate, aware that every guard glanced at her before looking
away. She couldn’t even guess what they were thinking, as their captain
walked with her, a foreign woman who wore the rough-hewn clothes
of the western wilds, unwashed and unbathed for several days. I wonder
if they know I’m Ilaeoni?, Cora thought. She tugged on her hood, covering
her head even more.
They crossed the short span between the outer wall to the inner
wall, crossing an interior gate. As Cora followed Cryn, she looked
down, seeing narrow cobblestone streets with white stone walls edging
close on either side. Looking up, she saw the walls reach up multiple
stories high. Dotted here and there, from the second story and up,
small windows were open with metal shutters that opened out, but she
saw no flowers or ribbons or any adornment whatsoever. At the rooftop, sturdy wood-carved arches bridged buildings together. Squinting,
Cora saw movement, of persons walking across the bridges from one
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roof-top to another.
Just like its people, Kaldach was tall and luminous, a beautiful
wonder to behold. And it angered Cora that it remained, alive and
active, while the powerful Lord of Kaldach caused small and humble
Ilaeon to be a land of death and silence.
She gripped her walking staff so tightly that her fingers ached. Its
sonorous tokh against the cobblestone street echoed all around them
as Cryn led her through the warren of empty streets, always going
upward. When they reached the center, where the palatial manor house
sat with its own security wall around it, Cryn gave a curt nod of
acknowledgement as the sentries let him and Cora through the main
gateway.
It was a short walk from the gate to the Kaldachi manor house, and
inside, even as Cora was aware of the stares of the manor staff, Cryn
led her further until they arrived at a private sitting room on the fourth
floor.
“Lady Cora,” Cryn said, gesturing to a wide settee.
Cora set her walking staff aside, removed her travel bag and cloak,
and carefully set them down next to her staff. With a sigh, she sat
down. At a side table, she saw him pour a glass of water and hand it to
her. “Thank you, Cryn.” She raised the glass to her lips.
Cryn sat down on an opposite chair. “You have traveled far, my
lady.”
Cora paused, then took a deep drink. “Yes. From the western
wilds.”
His eyes widened. “All the way from there? What was there?”
“My grandmother. Lady Perse.”
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“Lady Perse?” Cryn exclaimed. “She’s alive?”
“She was.” Cora took another drink. “She wanted me to bury her
in Ilaeon. So I did.”
“Oh Gods,” Cryn said. He shook his head. “So, you saw --”
“Everything.” She rested the empty glass on her lap. “Cryn, where
is Lord Agem?”
“My lady,” Cryn said, “Lord Agem has been away just beyond our
eastern border. He should be back today, but --” He shook his head.
“If only you had arrived here years earlier. These days are difficult
times.”
“What do you mean?”
“You have been in the western wilds all this time, nowhere else?”
“Yes.”
“Then you wouldn’t know.” Cryn paused. “Not many of our own
Kaldachi know these state matters -- but you are the Lady of Ilaeon;
you need to know.” He paused again. “We are at war, my lady.”
“What?” Cora frowned. “With whom?”
“Strangers from the east. They are an invading army. Kaldach had
consolidated its power for decades with the village-states to the west,
so Ilaeon, Gebayu, Laedyas, and the other smaller village-states have
been under Kaldachi rule. But when we began a year ago to expand
outward to the east, we encountered a, well, an invisible wall.”
“An invisible… wall?”
Cryn shook his head, incredulous. “There’s no other way to
describe it. We try to move beyond Kaldach’s easternmost boundary,
and we are stopped, as if a physical stone wall is in our path. We
investigated north and south for several miles, but that wall extends,
135

RUFEL F. RAMOS

unending, on either direction. However, our archives show that such
a wall had not existed before, so it was placed there by some unknown
enemy – with a power much stronger than us or any other village-state
that we know.”
“A power much stronger….” Cora trailed off.
“We established a garrison along that boundary. A month ago, an
invading force crossed the wall as if it did not exist. We engaged the
invaders, but they overpowered us – easily.” Cryn winced. “We
prepared for a full-on onslaught, but for reasons of their own, they
pulled back after destroying the garrison and sent word that they
wished to engage in talks. So Lord Agem has been at the boundary for
one week, speaking on our behalf. He is to return today.”
“Are… are these invaders human?”
“Pardon?”
Cora shook her head. “Never mind.” She closed her eyes, frowning.
“I’ll wait for him, then.”
Cryn looked at Cora, seeing a woman exhausted, overwhelmed, and
filthy. “My lady, there’s a private bedchamber adjoining this room,
with a private bath. Please refresh yourself, as well as some sleep. I’ll
have a change of clothes and food sent up for you, so that you can wait
here in peace.”
Cora opened her eyes and, for the first time since she entered
Kaldach, gave a small smile. “Thank you, Cryn.”
Cryn stood up and bowed. “Then I take my leave, Lady Cora.” He
paused, taking one last look at Cora, and then left, closing the door
behind him.
“Ah,” Cora sighed. She felt old, much older than her eighteen years.
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I can sleep right here, she thought. With an audible grunt, she gathered
her bag, cloak, and staff, stood up, and made for the adjoining
bedchamber.
What have I got myself into?
#
“No one loves us, nobody in the whole world – it’s just you and me! And once
I leave here – I’ll be all alone, Peri, all alone --”
Knock.
Knock knock.
Knock knock knock.
Cora woke to a polite but insistent knocking on her chamber door.
“Yes?” she called out, agitated from waking in a strange room from a
deep sleep filled with half-remembered nightmares.
“Lady Cora,” a young woman’s voice said on the other side, “I have
your change of clothes. May I come in?”
Cora sat up, keeping the blanket up around her neck. “Oh. Yes.
Come in.”
The chamber door opened a little, and a young maid walked in,
carrying clothes draped over one arm. She bowed upon seeing Cora
and walked over to a vanity table and chair. She carefully draped the
longer pieces over the chair and set the smaller pieces on the table.
“Will you need assistance, my lady?”
“What?” Cora asked, at first dumbfounded. Then she remembered
her long-ago manor house protocol. “Oh. Oh – no, thank you. That
will be all.”
“As you wish, my lady. Your refreshments are in the sitting room.”
“Thank you.”
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The maid bowed again and then left, closing the door behind her.
Cora sighed and then let the blanket drop. She stared down her
naked form – scrubbed and scented in a fashion that she hadn’t
experienced in a decade. The last time she was pampered like this, she
was a little girl. But she was a young woman now, and she didn’t quite
know how to interact with anyone, other than Ina, with a body that
still felt alien to her simple sensibilities. Still feeling drowsy, she rose
from bed and got dressed in clothes much more refined than what Ina
or Ilaeon had ever given her. Her dark hair still damp, she combed it
as best she could, putting it up in a no-nonsense bun, and then left the
bedchamber to get something to eat.
She stopped, halfway through the door, upon seeing Lord Agem
sitting on the chair, sipping a glass of water.
“Ah,” she said, as if someone had punched her in her chest.
Lord Agem’s blue eyes widened. “Lady Sycorax.” He set the glass
on the nearby end table, stood up, and bowed.
Right, Cora thought. Protocol. She stepped across the threshold and
bowed.
“I imagine,” Lord Agem said, “you have many questions for me.”
“Yes. But after I eat, unless you want to see me faint with hunger.”
“Oh – my apologies --”
“And please sit down. I’m nervous as it is without me having to
literally look up to you.”
“You are… much more strong-willed than how I remember you.”
“And YOU,” Cora replied, “are EXACTLY how I remember you.”
To her surprise, Lord Agem’s face twisted in pain, and he sat down.
“My lady, I hope not.”
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Cora stared at him. “Look,” she said, “I’ve seen my grandmother
gored to death by a wild boar, walked hundreds of miles to a home
that doesn’t exist, and buried her, only to find out my brother had been
alive five years after what I thought was his tragic death. I don’t want
to pepper you with questions, just to pull information out of you. I’m
not a child who needs to be protected from harsh truths, and having
spent ten years in the western wilds, I am no lady. My name is CORA.
Just Cora. So if you are not the man of that Autumn Festival, then
drop the emissary bullshit and tell me what the hell happened, Agem.”
Lord Agem exhaled as if he had been holding his breath. “All right,
then.” He watched Cora stand over the side table, picking various
pieces of food, and eating them quickly but neatly. “Are you going to
sit down?”
“JUST TALK, Agem. Ten years ago…”
“… Ten years ago,” Lord Agem said, “I arrived at Ilaeon, at Lord
Reus’ bidding, to escort you back to Kaldach. What I found was a
village in chaos, people fleeing in fear and guardsmen viewing me and
my entourage as hostile agents. It was – madness.” Lord Agem
frowned, remembering awful images in his mind’s eye. “I found your
father, Lord Machus, alone in the court hall. He told me that he
allowed you and your brother to flee and he would bear the
consequences. The head of my guardsmen tried to secure your father
there, to bring him back to Kaldach. But your father refused to leave,
declaring that he would rather die in Ilaeon than leave. So he fought
back.” Agem paused.
“And died,” Cora said, her voice cold and calm.
Lord Agem grimaced. “I wasn’t there. Cryn took me outside when
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he realized your father was resisting. Once Ilaeon was… secured, I sent
word to Lord Reus of the death of your father and your and your
brother’s flight. In all that chaos, I asked Cryn to bring your father’s
body to Ilaeon’s graveyard and bury him next to Lady Kirka.”
“You DID?” Cora looked at Agem, surprised. “WHY?”
“Because the Lord of Ilaeon does not deserve to be struck down in
his own manor house like a common criminal.” He paused. “Your
father, Lady Cora, was a noble man, in contrast to many high-born
lords that I’ve known.”
“Does that include you?” Cora asked, bluntly. She picked up a
grape.
Lord Agem answered firmly, “Yes.”
Cora set down the grape. “Go on.”
“I knew that Lord Reus would want to send out a search party to
find you and your brother.”
Cora said, “My father thought that the Lord of Kaldach would be
satisfied with his death, to end his interest in Ilaeon.”
“Your father was wrong. Lord Reus has been obsessed with Ilaeon,
ever since your grandmother chose Lord Helio over him. Lord Reus
—”
“Your father.”
“What?”
“Your father. Isn’t Lord Reus your father?”
Lord Agem stared at Cora. “So. Peri told you.”
She stared right back at him. “Why won’t you acknowledge Lord
Reus as your father?”
Lord Agem swallowed hard. He reached for his water glass and
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took a sip. “Because he won’t acknowledge me as his son.”
“But – you’re his only son. Aren’t you the heir of Kaldach?”
“HAH.” Lord Agem lowered the glass in his lap, his eyes cast
down. “No. No, I’m not. Do you know why?”
“Why?”
Lord Agem stared at his water glass. He was silent for so long that
Cora was about to ask again, but then he replied, “Because my powermad tyrant of a father refuses to share his rule with anyone, least of all
the bastard son born of a concubine.” His shoulders started to tremble
as he continued, “Especially when the son may or may not prefer mmen over women.” He forced himself to look up, prepared to receive
a volley of insults from Cora. He was startled to see that Cora had
walked over from the side table and was sitting on the edge of the
settee, leaning towards him, peering into his face. “What?” he cried
out, alarmed.
“On the afternoon before we fled Ilaeon,” Cora said, “Peri told me
how you pursued him – and why he finally accepted your proposal. He
was ashamed to tell me. You reminded me of Peri just now.” She
removed Lord Agem’s glass from his hands and set it on the shared
table.
Lord Agem dropped his face in his hands, which reminded Cora
even more of Peri. “Cora,” he said, dropping the honorifics, “I was
not a good man to your brother. I was… I was a MONSTER.”
“So. What changed?”
He uncovered his face, inhaled, and regained a little of his
composure. “When I saw the consequences of Lord Reus’ obsession,
what it forced your family to do. There would be a search party, but I
141

RUFEL F. RAMOS

was afraid of what orders they would obey once they found you and
Peri. So once Cryn buried your father, he and I left in search of you –
without anyone else knowing.”
“You abandoned your duty.”
“Yes,” Lord Agem confirmed. “We went west, for days. We never
found you, but we found your brother, half-drowned, his body broken,
on the side of a river bank. Thank the Gods for Cryn, because I was
useless. He tended to your brother’s wounds. It took several days to
get back to Ilaeon, with many stopovers with the village-state vassals
of Kaldach. As emissary, I could request aid from the village doctors.
In time, your brother’s body healed enough to bear the travel – but he
would never fully be healthy, never be free of pain. When we finally
arrived at Ilaeon, we saw the full brunt of my father’s obsession, which
had turned to revenge. Ilaeon was gone.” Lord Agem paused. “That –
that was hard, on your brother. We went to the graveyard. Your
brother made a grave marker for your father and placed flowers on
both of your parents’ grave markers. Those flowers – that entire
graveyard of flowers --”
“Hazel herb,” Cora interrupted.
“Hazel herb. Your brother said Lord Machus planted all of them,
in honor of your mother.”
“Yes. Our father did.”
Lord Agem shook his head, still amazed ten years later. “Another
example of your father’s nobility.”
“And yet,” Cora reminded him, “he’s dead, while your father is
alive.” She tapped the top of the end table, as if breaking a spell. “What
happened NEXT, Agem?”
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“The only place left to go was Kaldach itself. Your brother
demanded that Lord Reus know that he was in Kaldach. He would
either be able to live there in peace or be put to death immediately.
Whichever way it went, Peri didn’t care as long as he got a definitive
answer. No more hiding. No more running. And the reason he didn’t
care, whether Lord Reus killed him or not was that your brother was
sure you were dead. As Peri told me, that storm and that bridge were
so dangerous, that once he couldn’t protect you, he despaired, certain
that you didn’t survive. I was hesitant to do that – announce to Lord
Reus of Peri’s presence at Kaldach – but Lord Reus allowed it.”
“For what reason?”
“He would never give an answer. But we all knew why. A broken,
homeless Lord of Ilaeon, living in complete dependence under his
roof, finally satisfied some sense of justice, in my father’s mind.”
Cora noticed that Lord Agem’s hands started to clench in tight,
angry fists.
“Peri tried to live, to hang on. I tried to foster hope, that you were
still alive and would someday come to Kaldach, to find him. But he
never believed that. He would get angry with me – saying that I was
being cruel. Because what was reality to him was his broken body, his
constant pain, his fitful sleep. And hazel herb. Cups upon cups of hazel
herb tea. Your brother brought armfuls of those flowers when we
arrived at Kaldach ten years ago, and he even directed one of our
farmers to plant a small plot of them. Hazel herb is not local; it’s not
even Ilaeoni, so I had no idea what was happening….” He trailed off
and forced himself to unclench his hands.
Cora, who knew of the properties of hazel herb thanks to Ina,
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started to shake. “Oh Gods, Peri,” she said.
“It’s a sedative, isn’t it – and addictive, yes?” Lord Agem didn’t
need to hear Cora’s response since he already knew. “Your brother
died in his sleep, five years ago. Tired of living, tired of finding a reason
to live. That was – that was the worst day of my life.”
“You buried him in Ilaeon,” Cora stated.
He nodded. “Lord Reus may have possessed your brother in life,
but I’d be damned if he still had him in death. This time, I dug that
grave. And made those little flower bouquets, as your brother had
taught me. I knew they were Lady Kirka’s favorites, even though I
hated your brother for using them – that way.”
Cora considered everything he told her. “You loved Peri,” she said.
“I – I returned to my celibacy when Peri was rescued ten years ago.”
“You know what I mean.”
Lord Agem inhaled and exhaled a long, deep sigh. “Yes – yes, I
loved him.” He paused. “I still do.” He looked up, as if searching for
something far away.
“Did Peri love you?”
Lord Agem shook his head. “No. But he forgave me – and that was
enough.”
“Well, then.” Cora reached out and took Lord Agem’s hands in
hers. “I forgive you, too. Because you’re not the same man that I
remember from the Autumn Festival.”
Lord Agem’s sad blue eyes met Cora’s dark ones.
“You’re family,” she said.
“Hah.” He shook his head, incredulous. “Thank you, Cora.”
“What? No ‘my lady’?” She smiled.
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He returned a smile that was unused to smiling. “Not if we’re
family.”
“Well then,” Cora said, again. She paused and then declared,
“About those strangers on Kaldach’s eastern boundary.”
“What about them?” Lord Agem asked, confused.
“I think,” she began, “I met two of them before.”
Lord Agem stared, startled. He listened to Cora, his face
unreadable, as she recounted her long-ago memories and her
miraculous recovery in the western wilds. When she finished, he said,
“That is… extraordinary.”
“Do you believe me?”
Lord Agem nodded. He looked down, noticing that his and her
hands were still clasped together. Then he declared, “Lord Reus is in
the court hall right now, waiting to receive that army’s Lord General.
A man named Malech. I’m supposed to be there, as part of Lord Reus’
counsel.”
“What does that --” she started.
“If such beings are with that man’s company,” Lord Agem
interrupted, “then Lord Reus needs to know. I want you to come with
me.”
Cora cringed. “Does Lord Reus know I’m here?”
“No. Only Cryn and my private staff know.”
“I don’t want to see him, Agem.”
Lord Agem gave Cora’s hands a reassuring squeeze. “I know, Cora
– and I’m sorry. But he’ll want to know how I received this
knowledge.”
So, Cora thought, I’ve come to the Lord of Kaldach at last. She sighed.
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“No more running away, then.” She let go of Lord Agem’s hands and
straightened her blouse and skirt. “Let’s go before I change my mind.”
#
Lord Reus sat on the ceremonial chair of the Lord of Kaldach,
having listened yet again to one of his advisors review the report of the
destruction of the garrison forces on the border and the week-long
negotiations in which Lord Agem had participated on behalf of
Kaldach. He still couldn’t believe what he heard, as he awaited the
arrival of the enemy troops’ leader, Lord General Malech. He surveyed
the spare yet stately court hall, which its high vaulted ceiling, its grand
entrance, the court attendants, and the handful of respectable nobles
who served as his advisors.
Where the hell is Agem?, he thought, annoyed. For as much as he
hated waiting for a foreign enemy to appear, he hated having to wait
for his own emissary: a man whose very sight made Lord Reus enraged,
as his own bastard son was the very image of his hated brother Helio.
He drummed his fingers on the chair’s armrests as his impatience
started to become unbearable. He was about to order a court attendant
to find Lord Agem when the hall’s massive entrance doors swung
open.
“Lord Agem,” Lord Reus said, seeing his emissary stride through
the grand entrance.
“Sire,” Lord Agem said. He stopped before the ceremonial chair
and bowed. “I am sorry to have kept you waiting.”
“What is the reason for your lateness?” Lord Reus demanded.
“I have received a visitor who may have some familiarity with Lord
General Malech’s capabilities. I have brought her here, if you will, my
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lord.”
Her?, Lord Reus thought. “Bring her forth,” he said, his voice
echoing against the cold stones of the court hall walls.
With steps as determined as Lord Agem’s, Cora entered through
the grand entrance.
“WHAT --” Lord Reus jumped up from the ceremonial chair.
“WHAT IS THIS?”
“My lord, what is the matter --” one the advisors began.
Lord Reus bolted from the dais and confronted the young woman
before him. Before Cora had a chance to react, he snatched up her
wrist. “PERSE,” he hissed.
“Lord Reus,” Cora replied, at first frightened but then angry, “I am
not my grandmother.” She twisted, trying to break free, but the old
man’s grip was surprisingly strong.
“Sire!” Lord Agem exclaimed.
Lord Reus twisted towards Lord Agem, but all he saw was Helio,
the man who stole his rightful bride away. “YOU CANNOT HAVE
HER.”
“My lord --” one advisor said.
“Lord Reus, you are unwell --” another said.
“Sire, please calm down --” said the other.
“What will the lord general think if --” the fourth fretted.
“DAMMIT, LET ME GO!” Cora cried out. With a painful
wrenching motion she broke free, hitting him, and pushed him off,
only to have the crazed old man raise his arm to strike her.
Lord Agem stepped in between, grabbing Lord Reus’ arm. “STOP
IT, FATHER.” But then he glanced up and saw who stood before the
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court hall’s doors.
There stood a young man, still in battle dress. In spite of his
youthful appearance, he was as grizzled and muscular as one would
expect from the commanding officer of an army that had been in the
theater of war for months and perhaps even years. Like the Kaldachi,
he was tall with unusually pale skin. But unlike the Kaldachi, his hair
was an iridescent black, like an Ilaeoni. Lord Agem had no idea how
long Lord General Malech had witnessed the absurd tableaux of the
supposed ruler of Kaldach acting like a crazed, jealous lover. But when
Lord Reus moved to strike again, the Lord General crossed the hall at
incredible speed, pulled Lord Reus away from both Lord Agem and
Cora, and placed him in a hold that instantly rendered him
unconscious.
“Lord Agem,” the Lord General declared, “this man is in no state
to lead your people.”
“Lord General --” Lord Agem began, protesting.
“NO.” He set the unconscious man on the cold, hard stones of the
floor. Regarding the Kaldachi ruler’s supine body, the Lord General
said, “His mental state is too disturbed. As his son, you must lead in
his stead.”
Lord Reus’ advisors erupted in indignant protests.
“Who are you to say --”
“How dare you --”
“Lord Reus only needs to --”
“Lord Agem has no right --”
Cora cried out, her left hand holding her right wrist, “Agem has
every right!”
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The advisors stopped, staring at her in shocked outrage.
“Lord Reus eradicated my village, which had been a vassal under
Kaldachi rule for three generations. And he did it out of sheer spite
and revenge.” She winced. “As the only surviving member of both the
Ilaeoni ruling line and Ilaeon itself, I can attest to Lord Reus’ cruelty
and incapacity to rule.”
“Cora --” Lord Agem started, trying to placate her.
“And you,” she said to Lord Agem. “I know you’re not a perfect
man. In the past, I thought of you as the villain. But that was the belief
of a child. In just a short time, I’ve finally seen the real you, and I’m
convinced you have made amends – to me and my brother.”
“Oh Gods, Cora,” Lord Agem said. “I don’t deserve --”
“NO,” Cora interrupted. “You are Lord Reus’ only SON, Agem.
The fact that he has denied your birthright as his heir also confirms
Lord Reus’ cruelty. What did your father expect? That he would live
forever?”
The Lord General looked at Cora and then at Lord Agem. “I’ve
heard enough,” he declared. “I arrived to finalize the terms of the
peace – that Kaldach and all of its vassals would be under the domain
of my rule. But I am a peripatetic ruler, not a sedentary governor, so
those whom I entrust to rule in my stead I have complete confidence
in their abilities and their allegiance. That ruler for Kaldach is you, Lord
Agem.”
“But what of Lord Reus – my father?”
“He’ll be under my care,” the Lord General replied. “We have
treatment for such mental sicknesses as his. He’ll recover – but he is
the Lord of Kaldach no more.”
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“What say you, Council of Kaldach?” Lord Agem asked.
The four noblemen who were Lord Reus’ advisors acquiesced,
saying, “Aye.”
Lord Agem nodded. Then he looked at the court attendants, who
had become unwitting and nervous witnesses of a bloodless coup
d’état. “Bring Lord Reus to his bedchamber for now.”
“Yes, sire.” Two of the strongest of them lifted the now former
Lord of Kaldach from the floor and carried him out.
“Everyone except Lady Cora and Lord General Malech – please
leave us for now.” Lord Agem watched as the court hall emptied of
every Kaldachi. Then he shook his head and suddenly sat down, hard,
on the dais.
“Agem!” Cora said, alarmed, kneeling down on one knee. She
winced again and let go of her wrist, her left hand lightly touching his
arm.
“I’m all right,” Lord Agem said. “It’s – the unexpected turn of
events – it just hit me right now.” He looked up at Lord General
Malech. “And Malech,” he said, dropping the honorific title, “do you
know Cora?”
The Lord General’s violet eyes met Cora’s. “Do I?” He stared at
her, and then his eyes widened in recognition. “You’re… the little girl.
But how could you remember?”
“I just do.”
The Lord General looked as if he was considering something. Then
he reached down and lightly patted Lord Agem’s shoulder. At that,
Lord Agem closed his eyes, slumped forward against Cora, and went
to sleep.
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Cora carefully positioned Lord Agem so that he lay down on his
side. She removed her outer wrap, folded it into a bolster, and slid it
underneath his head so that it wasn’t lying against cold stone. Then she
asked quietly, “Is that what you and Setebos did to me and my
grandmother, Miranda?”
The Lord General flinched a little. “When I’m in this form, please
call me Malech.” He sighed. “And yes – it’s healthier for humans not
to know that we beings exist. After we rescued and cured you, Setebos
and I softened your memories of us. We did the same to your
grandmother when we brought you to her. It’s called a Lethe sleep –
not so much totally forgetting what happened but making it more
within human possibility. But I’m still trying to figure out how you
were able to break through the Lethe sleep. The effect should be
permanent.”
“I think both of you did something more than just cure me.” Cora
pulled up her sleeve, showing her right wrist. “When I pulled away
from Lord Reus, I could feel my wrist getting injured– maybe even
broken.”
“All I see is a bruise.”
“That’s all that’s left so far. But watch.” Cora held up her wrist, and
the angry purplish-blue bruise became lighter in color, then greenish,
and then fading away entirely.
“WHAT.”
“The wild boar that killed my grandmother also impaled my arm,
breaking bones and tearing muscle. But I saw it heal before my very
eyes, even though it hurt like anything. Whatever you and Setebos did
to save me from drowning and curing the illness that caused my
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seizures hasn’t stopped. Any hurts I get, my body heals itself, within
minutes if not seconds. And I just realize right now that in the last ten
years, I’ve never been sick. Not even a cold.” Cora frowned. “My
memories of that night started coming back when my arm got broken
that badly – I had never had an injury that massive before.”
“So the same healing that restored your arm restored your brain’s
neural connections?” the Lord General asked.
“Yes.”
“And how do you feel about that?”
“I’m not Lord Reus. I don’t want to live forever, Malech.” Cora
shifted her weight and sat down next to Agem, She moved his hair out
of his sleeping eyes. “Because, before reconciling with Agem, everyone
I had ever cared about had died – and being totally alone as the last
survivor was hell. Malech, can you --”
“I know what you’re asking, Cora, but I’m sorry. I can’t.”
“WHY?”
He sighed. “I was just following Setebos’ instructions. He actually
has the expertise in medical training – not me. Curing your cancer was
high-level medical knowledge, more than I know how to do. I’m okay
with the basic stuff, but what you’re asking me to do… I literally can’t
because I don’t know how.”
“But Setebos could?”
“Probably. But what’s happening to you I’ve never seen before, so
Setebos likely has never encountered this as well. But between him and
me, he’s the adept one.”
“Can you take me to him?”
He frowned. “Ah. No. We parted ways.”
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“Is there a way to find him, then?”
“Well...” He crouched down in front of Cora, raised his palm
towards Cora’s heart, and did a quick assessment. “Wow. Yeah – you
have the vestiges of Setebos’ angelic energy in every cell of your body.”
She stared. “What does that mean?”
“It means,” the Lord General said, “with some training, you can
use it as a built-in compass, to lead you to Setebos.”
“How long would the training be?”
“It depends on how fast you can learn.”
Cora looked at her wrist, which looked perfectly undamaged. “I can
learn fast.” She looked at Lord Agem. “He won’t forget me, right?”
“He won’t forget you,” the Lord General assured.
“Good.” Cora leaned over and kissed Lord Agem’s forehead, as a
mother would do for her child. “Farewell, my lord.”
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8 THE SEEKER
The voices of her past swirled in her mind, from people who had died
a long time ago.
“The world has gotten dangerous, with strange forces overpowering lesser
villages…”
“If we all live long enough, will even the innocent ones do evil?”
“Cowardly, vicious men are all the same, Cora.”
And yet -“As long as there are enough people like you in the world, this world can never,
ever truly be evil.”
Cora stared out the window of her hotel room, trying to believe
Setebos’ words. She was high enough that she could see beyond the
fortified walls of the city, to the shantytown just northwest on the
other side of the wall. Little cardboard and plastic shanties filled the
plain, improvised housing made from trash, clustered together with
little metal trash bins outside, aflame with burning trash that served as
sources of heat during the hard winter. She knew -- having explored in
disguised, clandestine dress -- that gathered around each fire were
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people wearing layers of tattered clothes, who would stare dully into
the fire, for there was nothing they could do. The people were of every
age – young and old – but what pierced Cora’s heart had been the
smallest of the children, who cried and couldn’t even begin to
understand why their life was like this.
#
When Cora was training with Malech, he once told her that humans
were not meant to die but were meant to live forever.
“WHY?” she asked, horrified.
Malech chuckled. “Because humans were originally meant to
remain innocent, so living forever would be a blessing, to do good
things in this world without the intervention of Heaven.”
“Well,” she replied, “THAT couldn’t have lasted long.”
He guffawed at that. “Considering that it was my people who fell
first, I guess it’s asking too much for your own species to do any
better.” He shrugged. “What do you want to learn next?”
In the beginning, Cora’s intention was to learn how to harness the
angelic energy, which had lain dormant in her body, to track Setebos
and then leave to begin her search. But as she traveled with Malech’s
army, she had to disguise herself as a young man so that she could
prevent unwanted attention. In doing so, she learned knowledge and
skills needed to survive in a world growing treacherous every day.
Assigned as Lord General Malech’s personal assistant, she was able to
keep hidden her true identity, as she conditioned her body to become
stronger and martially adept in keeping with her role as a fellow soldier.
Even after sustaining a nasty concussion after her first hand-to-hand
exercise, she shook off all offers of help, and in the privacy of her tent,
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she collapsed, succumbing to nausea and retching as she waited for her
healing factor to restore her.
However, Malech’s tent was next to hers, and he could hear
through the thin canvas walls. He entered her tent, seeing Cora on the
bare ground, and made a “tch” sound. He declared, “Just because you
can recover on your own doesn’t mean you have to be alone.”
Cora felt too ill to protest, but she glared at him through tear-filled
eyes as she felt her privacy invaded.
Malech shook his head. “So stubborn.” He squatted down and,
remembering the training Setebos taught him when he was Miranda,
placed an assessing hand on her head. “Ah,” he said and then
accelerated the angelic energy in Cora to target the bruised area of her
brain. After a second, he moved his hand away as Cora, fully recovered,
sat up.
“Why did you do that?” she said, still glaring at him.
“Because,” he said, “thinking that you alone must be strong -because no one else can -- is the loneliest feeling in the world.”
Cora’s face twisted, and she looked away.
“Look,” he said, “you were right – you have learned quickly how
to track Setebos. You’re surprisingly adept. However, if you’re going
to find my old partner out there in this mad world, you’ll need to know
more than that. If you’re willing, I can teach you.”
“Teach me what?”
“Well… this.” And for the first time, Malech demonstrated the
telepathic method of communication called “send,” as he sent the
words, sounds, images, and emotions that were currently in his mind
and spirit.
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“Aaaahhh!” Cora clutched her head in both arms, as if keeping her
skull from exploding apart. She feared that she would have a seizure,
as what Malech sent her was overwhelming.
He abruptly stopped. “Are you okay?” he asked vocally, alarmed.
Cora forced herself to breathe slow and steady as she unfurled her
arms. “Y-yeah – yeah.” She exhaled sharply. “What was that? That –
that putting everything in my mind?”
“It’s called ‘sending.’”
“And what you… sent was --”
“The lore native to celestial creatures.” He shrugged. “A preview,
that is.”
She shook her head, amazed. “You’ll teach me all that?”
“Only what you’re capable of doing. You’re still a human being,
after all.”
She stared at him, her dark eyes unblinking as she peered into his
violet eyes. “How do I send to you?” she asked.
“Maybe you should recover a bit --”
“I’m fine.” She shook her head to clear it and looked at Malech,
waiting.
“God, you’re stubborn.” He smiled. “Okay, then.”
One month turned to two. Two months turned to one year. One
year turned to three years. After four years, Cora could harness that
angelic energy to control her healing factor, send, touch-transmit Lethe
sleep, pass through nephil-created energy walls (such as the one that
bound the Kaldachi region), and – as she originally intended -- track
Setebos. One early morning, she entered Malech’s tent unannounced.
Malech looked at her and said, “It’s time, isn’t it.”
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“Yes.”
He nodded. “Meet me at the pass between the two boulders, then.”
They met far enough away from camp for Malech to give Cora a
farewell gift. Before Cora’s eyes, he changed to ethereal and, for the
first time since she was a little girl, Cora saw the creature who, along
with Setebos, had saved her from death. She saw a beautiful
androgynous body clothed in shimmery white-silver skin-tight garb,
the fallen angel’s dark hair billowing like the revealed corona of the
eclipsed Sun, matching the blue-black of massive wings.
Miranda, Cora sent in awe.
Miranda switched to material and made a long, cat-like stretch.
“Well, Cora,” she said, her voice not the usual baritone of Malech but
a rich, female alto, “where do you want me to bring you to start your
search?”
Cora closed her eyes, concentrating. She opened them and pointed
northwest. “Fifty miles that way.”
With strong, muscular arms, Miranda scooped up Cora and took
flight.
“Ah!” Cora exclaimed.
Miranda chuckled but said nothing as they flew. Soon, they touched
down before a small town, and she gently set down Cora on her feet.
“This is where we part, my favorite student.”
“Hah. I’m your ONLY student.”
“True. But you’re my favorite as well.” She pulled in Cora for one
last hug and kissed her forehead, as a blessing. “I hope you can find
my old friend and partner. Don’t be surprised if it’ll take a while,
though.”
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“I know,” Cora said. “He’s actively hiding from humans.”
Miranda nodded. “I know you’ll find him. But be careful, my dear.”
She leapt into the air and hovered, giving one last salute. “Goodbye,
Cora.”
Cora saluted back. “Goodbye, Lord General Malech – my guardian
angel Miranda.” Cora saw her friend turn her body away from her and
beat her wings in long, strong strokes. Soon, she couldn’t see her in
the pre-dawn sky. As she turned towards the road to her first
destination, she realized the irony of her situation: she was using the
inadvertent gift of Setebos’ energy in order to find him – and to ask
him to take that gift back. For, even four years later, Cora hadn’t
changed her mind: she, just like all humans, shouldn’t live forever.
Tracking Setebos’ movements, from one increasingly corrupted
human population to the next, one nephil-embattled location to the
next, Cora would travel the world, at first by foot, then horse, then by
autonomous vehicle. She lost count of the years, as she saw the rapid
rise of technology and scientific advances far beyond the
understanding of any human alive, who would view these wonders as
magic and miracles -- until they used these wonders against each other.
And just like her grandmother Ina before her, she learned new
knowledge and skills from every person and place she encountered in
her travels, in order to stay safe while get where she needed to go.
To avoid needless attention, she gave a modified Lethe sleep to the
guards at the main entrance gate, which faced east, so that they thought
she was a local resident as opposed to a travelling foreigner. Taking an
autonomous car to a hotel farthest from the main gate, she observed
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streets empty of everybody except for explicit displays of force: armed
patrols swathed in red and black, their faces obscured by black helmets.
Once she arrived, she easily secured a room, what with years of accrued
credit attached to multiple, revolving untraceable accounts. But what
she saw on the other side of the northwest wall, from her westward
hotel window, was a sliver of the majority of the world’s people: those
who fled the atrocities of war or human depravity but found no safe
haven anywhere, for they had no power, connections, nor money to
offer the rulers as payment, other than their own bodies.
She saw enough dead-eyed child soldiers and prostitutes in her
travels to give her nightmares for years to come.
#
Cora sighed and gave a sharp wave towards the west window,
which went opaque. She then walked and sat down before another
window that was also nearly floor-to-ceiling. Except this window faced
the south, and from that vantage point, she could see the ocean.
She wrapped her arms around herself, to stop herself from shaking.
It was ridiculous. Cora knew that she couldn’t die, so she could
never die from drowning. Yet, ever since she nearly drowned in that
desert river when she was eight years old, she had a deathly fear of
water. The panic was so bad that she never learned how to swim
properly, in spite of Ina’s and then Malech’s patient instruction.
Ironically, Malech even taught her how to pilot a boat. She had been
fortunate, that Setebos had remained overland for the years of her
search. But this location, several feet straight down from her hotel
room, was the last place Setebos was on dry land -- perhaps many
decades ago, before even the city was built. Now, her internal compass
160

THE MIRACULOUS ONES

was having Cora head southwest, to the ocean and beyond.
Dammit, Setebos, she thought.
She knew she wouldn’t be able to buy or hire a ship or boat to get
out there. While the city was historically a port, years of unrest and the
threat of impending invaders had locked down travel for the residents,
as well as keeping out any would-be refugee. That much was clear,
when she persuaded the guards with the story that she was a city
resident who had left the city walls to go to the shantytown, to see if
she could secure a child servant but had returned empty-handed. Even
that plausible explanation made them nervous, even as the Lethe sleep
influenced them to be friendly to her.
As she sat, figuring out what to do next, she saw something out of
place. Moving closer to the window but looking at the street just within
the southern portion of the wall, she spotted a person, not dressed in
the armor of the red and black patrol. Scrutinizing the person, she
realized that he or she was very small, perhaps even a child. The child
was wearing a brown bulky coat and did not look lost as he or she
walked calmly but resolutely towards a small team of red-and-blacks
nearest to the hotel.
SHIT.
Cora grabbed her travel bag, threw on her cloak, and rushed out
the door.
Where is it?, she thought, recalling the schematic of the hotel and
lesser-known labyrinth of tunnels underneath the hotel, which she had
discovered in her research before she came to the city. Making sure
that no one saw her, she located the nearest staff elevator. With the aid
of angelic energy persuasion, overriding the security feature of the staff
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access elevator was easy, and she zoomed down, pushing the safety
limits of the carriage. From the basement level, she listened for anyone
– there was none – and found an access door to a lesser known safe
zone level. From there, she found the long-abandoned escape tunnels
of a decades-ago-demolished manor house of a long-dead family that
used to rule this place when it was a village-state. Nobody else was
there because, as Cora witnessed in her long travels, no one knew their
local history anymore.
From there, she felt the rumble and heard the muffled
reverberation of the suicide bomber completing his or her mission.
Oh Gods, she prayed, child, child, may your spirit finally be at peace.
There would be chaos. Cora waited, and in the dark earth she could
hear the muffled scrambling, screaming, and firepower of either a
bloody civil war beginning or an insurrection being violently stamped
out. Either way, there would be chaos. She waited for the cadence of
war to shift away from her location. When it did, she struck open a
little lightstick and followed one of the tunnels that, based on the bird’s
eye view internalized in her mind, lead to a small pier of boats outside
of the security wall. She knew the authorities would be busy with what
was happening within the walls, but just in case they were watching
outside, she surreptitiously unmoored all five of the boats docked
there, climbed into one of them, and hid underneath the ropes and
tackle.
Hidden, she let the surf and swell of the ocean do what it willed.
She could feel the boat being led further away from the coast. There,
waiting for the boat to be far enough away to be safe, Cora let herself
succumb to the shakes, as the dread fear of being in open water took
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hold of her. She started laughing hysterically, only stopping once she
became exhausted. Afterwards, she raised her head just enough to see
the horizon line of the coast look like a blueish-gray against the overall
blue-green of the ocean water.
“Okay, Cora,” she said, “let’s hope this thing is autonomous.” She
searched the interior of the center area of the boat, slid open an access
panel, and sighed in relief. Again going by her internal compass, she
punched in the latitude and longitude, the speed, and engaged the
autopilot. With a reassuring hum, whirr, then roar, the little boat came
alive and followed its programming. Speeding along on a plane, Cora
took the liberty to lie down, covering herself with her cloak, as she had
a long trip ahead of her. Between her own energy resources and the
boat’s solar panels, she refueled the boat twice in three days and ate
her travel provisions twice per day, while filtering sea water for fresh
water as needed, using the onboard amenities. On the third day, she
arrived at the designated point in the ocean.
A small chain of low, uncharted islands rose before her, but one
particular island stood out among the rest. It looked like a tall hill,
covered in low vegetation, jutting out of the ocean. She circled the
island twice, but she saw no beachhead, port, or anything to easily let
the boat get close enough to the island without crashing into it. After
the second time around, Cora dropped anchor as close as she could
get. Gingerly, she stood up and saw no obvious cave, hillock, or
habitation. Then she realized that Setebos was not on the surface.
Instead, she sensed that Setebos was inside that island, on sea level.
She stared and only one solution made sense. The cave was in the
center of the island, but the only way to get to it was from below, to
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dive down and then swim up, to a hidden, internal lagoon and cavern.
Unfortunately, her boat had no diving equipment.
Cora knew that Setebos would be hiding from humans, but
“SHIT,” she said out loud. “I’m going to end up drowning and then
bobbing up in there – DAMMIT, SETEBOS!”
There was no way to mentally prepare for what she had to do. She
stripped down as much as possible, took a series of three deep breaths,
and dove off the boat.
It was awful.
She did as close to swimming as she could, letting her internal
compass guide her as she swam with her eyes closed the whole way,
not wanting to see how deep the water went underneath her. At one
point, she knew that she couldn’t hold her breath any longer, even
though she wasn’t quite there yet. Trying not to panic, but failing
miserably, she allowed herself to take on water while still swimming as
much as she could. Then, Cora remembered nothing, as she started
drowning.
But at that point, she was close to where she needed to be. Her
drowned body bobbed up into the hidden lagoon and washed ashore
onto the internal cave’s slip of a beach. Once her body was above
water, Cora’s healing factor activated, and she convulsed and retched
ungodly amounts of sea water. She remained unconscious until she felt
the sending, Is – is this Cora?
At that, she opened her eyes, grabbed Setebos’ arm, and sent her
exhausted but jubilant response –
FOUND YOU.
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FOUND YOU.
Setebos flinched. Cora’s sending struck him, as if a massive weight
had been thrown at him, for she had sent everything that had happened
to her since she was eight years old.
“You --” Cora started to say, but then she fell into a coughing fit,
still recovering from her drowning. Her hand that had grabbed
Setebos’ arm slipped off as she curled up, her lungs burning and her
sides aching with each wheezing cough.
Still crouched next to Cora, Setebos shook his head, regaining his
composure, and remembered the last time he helped her recover from
drowning, when she was a little girl. It had been a long time since he’d
done any healing, but this time he only needed to focus Cora’s own
healing process. He placed both hands a millimeter above her back,
where her lungs were located, and gave a small but sharp push of
energy. Immediately, Cora was able to breathe in clear, deep breaths.
He quickly broke contact, stood up, and backed away.
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She sat up, both hands against her chest, assessing her own
breathing.
Setebos warily regarded her. From appearance alone, she looked
like a young woman in her mid-20s. However, based on her own
memories now swirling in his mind, she was over a hundred years old.
In that respect he and she were similar: on the outside looking young
and ageless, while having lived for a long, long time.
“Feeling better?” he asked.
She looked up and blushed a little, as she realized that she was
wearing very little clothing – and so was he. “Y-yes.”
“Good.” He reached down, grabbed one of her hands, and yanked
her up to a standing position. With the other hand, he made a twitching
gesture above him, moving aside the atoms of the cave ceiling and
creating a wide, vertical hole so that he could see the clear blue sky
outside. “Then you can leave.”
“What --” Cora began, but then she felt herself being swung up and
flung through that hole, landing hard on her butt, on the outside on
top of weedy grass. The hole sealed shut, so neatly that no one would
ever had known a hole had been there.
She stared at where the hole used to be.
“WHAT THE HELL JUST HAPPENED?” she exclaimed. She
sent, Setebos!
He didn’t reply.
Dammit, Setebos! I know you can hear me!
Silence. And then he replied, Please just leave.
Cora slammed her fists into the earth. No! My Gods, if I have to risk
drowning again –
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I can’t help you.
WHY?
Silence.
WHY?
Cora – it would kill you.
So? What if that’s what I want? You MADE me immortal, Setebos – you
took away my humanity! You need to fix this!
I’m sorry. I can’t – I can’t hurt anyone anymore. Please leave.
Cora felt the fear in Setebos’ sending, and it angered her even more.
NO. I’m not going anywhere. You hear me, Setebos? I’m not going
ANYWHERE.
Silence.
She sighed. A long time ago, you once said, ‘As long as there are enough
people like you in the world, this world can never, ever truly be evil.’ There aren’t
enough people like me anywhere, Setebos. Cora closed her eyes, her anger
mixed with a pained sadness that exhausted her. And everyone I’ve ever
loved are dead.
Silence met her again. She reached out for Setebos, but she felt a
psychic wall blocking out her sending, as palpable as the wall that the
Kaldachi discovered on their eastern border all those decades ago. He
had shut her out.
She looked up, at a beautiful blue sky.
“You damn coward. I’m not going anywhere.”
#
Setebos’ island had plenty of rocks.
Fortunately, rocks were useful.
Cora got to work, gathering lots of rocks, setting them aside to a
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part of the island that had scrubby plants and a higher elevation than
its surrounding area. One of the rocks she shaped into a “this’ll do”
hand axe and took it with her to the nearest island that had trees: little
spindly things, since Setebos’ island didn’t have trees. Cora made
multiple trips to harvest some of the little trees, felling them with her
“this’ll do” hand axe.
Once she had enough, she returned to her storehouse of rocks and
got to digging out the outline of a largish circle. Then she started
stacking the rocks, morticed together with soddy earth, creating a
circular wall – with one opening serving as an entryway -- that rose just
high enough so that she could sit up comfortably in the circle. For the
roof, she latticed together some of her spindly logs, creating an oval,
placed a tarp from the boat on the oval, and weighed down the roof
with a layer of smaller rocks and more soddy earth, packing everything
together. By the time she was done, Cora had a serviceable little shelter,
a mound rising from the ground.
While the shelter was primitive, her boat was not, and she was
grateful for its solar panels and salt water treatment apparatus so that
she needn’t worry about finding drinkable water. She peeled strips of
bark from the other spindly tree logs and fashioned rope and baskets
from them, all for catching fish or whatever sea life she could eat, as
her travel stores in her bag were getting low. Being careful to remain
steady in the boat, Cora could trawl for some fish, and she used the
salt byproduct of the water treatment process to preserve her catch.
With a little bit of foraging on the island, she found enough edible
weeds to balance her sea diet, and she quietly gave thanks to Ina for
teaching her how to survive off the land.
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With the remaining rocks and some of her spindly logs, she made
a workable fire pit, even finding a largish flat rock that could serve both
as a cooking surface and an entrance barricade, if need be. It took her
one, long week to complete her impromptu homestead, and she
thanked the gods for the mild weather and the hospitable tiny island
chain where she would be staying for a long time.
I can wait, she sent. I can wait till the end of the world.
After two months, Cora had fallen into a comforting rhythm of
maintaining the homestead, foraging or hunting for food, spot bathing
herself the best she could, and resting -- either in her little home or
outside. Since the weather was pleasant, she preferred to rest
underneath the stars at night or the brilliant sunshine during the day.
During sunrise and sunset, Cora would notice the sky looking
particularly striking in color, which meant that more particulate matter
was being sent up in the atmosphere, and she wondered which parts
of the world were in active wars at that moment.
One evening, the wind picked up speed as the temperature started
to drop. Cora looked at the clouds from the horizon building up and
roiling towards the island chain. Hard rain’s coming, she thought. It
would be the first one that season. She gave her little house an
appreciative pat, went inside, and barricaded the door.
I’m still here, she sent.
She didn’t expect Setebos to be listening to her.
But he was.
#
When Setebos first arrived at the remote archipelago of small
islands, he vowed to stay away from the affairs of the world forever –
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or at least until all the humans were gone.
He abandoned the trappings of his previous life, whether that be
Celestial Engineer, Watcher, or – God forbid – the humans’ GodKing.
Cloistered in the largest island’s caverns, he conserved his diminished
energy and stilled his mind by inducing suspended animation.
Enveloped in near darkness, he remained ethereal with only the cold
light of the blue glow worms that twitched high above on the cavern
ceiling keeping him company. Reminding him of the vast star field
beyond Earth, Setebos would observe with melancholy until he slipped
into unconsciousness. When his energy stores ran low, he would rouse
himself like a ghostly, lethargic bear waking up from its hibernation
and make his way to the shore of the internal lagoon. If he wasn’t too
depleted, then lying down on the dark, rocky shoreline with the waters
lapping against him would be enough to top off his recharge.
But if his needs were critical, he would leave the dark interior for
the bright surface. Depending on his whim, Setebos would float on the
glittery surface of the cold ocean or fly up to rest on top of the island,
splayed out like a shimmery starfish in the tall weeds. Outside, he
would absorb the sunlight just like a plant would, feeling the warmth
and energy of the solar radiation do its work.
That was his life: the peaceful, cyclical balance of long hibernation
and short energy replenishment. Setebos preferred to stay awake as
briefly as possible, to return to suspended animation as quickly as
possible. For the longer he stayed awake, the more he risked that the
regrets of his past and the anxiety of his future could overwhelm him.
Cora’s arrival threw everything off balance.
The day she arrived, he awoke earlier than expected, which he
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should have suspected was unusual but was too groggy to dwell on it
at the time. (Later on, he suspected that Cora’s proximity to his island
triggered his early awakening.) Seeing Cora washed up ashore on that
day distracted him from recharging, but when she grabbed hold of
him, sending her message to him, she also sent a jolt of energy – his
own energy signature mixed in with her own – that reminded him of
the nephil-saturated world of Baraqel and his children. Supercharged,
he was able to create that hole in the ceiling of his cave with ease, and
he evicted Cora as quickly as he could lest he become tempted to see
her as a high-caliber recharging station for himself.
In order to keep her out of his mind and his cave, Setebos pulled
up psychic walls, which he could only maintain while awake. So, in the
two months that Cora had occupied his island, he – knowing that most
humans were diurnal sleepers – stayed awake during the day and slept
at night, a pattern that created long hours of him being awake and
dwelling on thoughts he would prefer not to remember nor speculate
on. When his thoughts became too overwhelming, his resolve would
slip, and he could hear Cora’s sending, even though she couldn’t tell
that her sending reached him.
You damn coward.
I can wait.
I’m not going anywhere.
And then -What a lonely place.
So tired.
I’m still here.
During those times, he would recall Cora’s own memories, from
171

RUFEL F. RAMOS

her childhood years before he met her on that bridge to the moment
just before she jumped off her boat, thinking, Oh Gods, I don’t want to
do this. Her thoughts and actions of the past century gave him
knowledge of what he had missed during his self-imposed exile. It was
as he and Miranda feared – the ultimate disbandment of and utter strife
between the Watchers, the rise of their nephil children and themselves
as unquestioned GodKings over their humans, and the indiscriminate
revelation of technology too advanced for humans to understand
logically and use ethically.
But also during those times, when he would recall Cora’s own
memories, he would feel guilty. You took away my humanity, she had sent.
Her words reverberated in his head as a crazy quilt of her memories
flashed through his mind. The burning of her grandmother’s body and
shoveling the ashes and bones in an urn. The concussion she received
while training as a young man in Malech-Miranda’s army. The man
who discovered that she was a woman and fell in love with her, whom
she rejected, not because she didn’t love him, but because she wanted
him to marry a woman who could give him children and who could
grow old with him. The grief she felt when she later found his grave,
buried next to his foreign wife, with a gravestone inscribed with his
military rank and death in a senseless war. The wars, all those wars she
witnessed in her travels, and the soldiers becoming younger and
younger as the machines of war chewed up able-bodied humans and
vomited mutilated corpses.
Setebos had traveled by sky, so his energy signature was faint as he
had journeyed the Earth for his final hiding place on the other side of
the planet. In tracking him, Cora could only travel by land, as air
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transport was reserved for the military and the GodKings. In keeping
with her time as a soldier, she continued her guise as a young man, to
keep herself safe. Nevertheless, as the journeying became more
treacherous for any human, Cora often stayed at a village, town, or city
for long stretches of time. She would take up residency, learn from the
locals, and become a productive member of her community in a small,
unassuming way, like being a gardener, a carpenter, a teacher.
As the technology advanced, so did her learning: a structural
engineer, an agronomist, a medical doctor. She witnessed many acts of
depravity and corruption from the authorities, but she kept silent, not
wanting to endanger the ordinary folk who befriended her. For,
inevitably, she would leave since she didn’t age, and that fact would’ve
drawn too much attention the longer she stayed. A few times, when
Cora made the mistake of having close bonds with a person or family,
she would resort to having herself killed – either in an accident or as a
victim of an act of crime or war – so that they could let her go.
Suffering death and yet her healing factor bringing her back, Cora
would recover in pain and then sneak away, to begin anew her journey,
to find Setebos.
That was her life: the perilous, cyclical balance of solitary traveling;
reviving and thriving in safe havens; lying to and then ripping herself
away from individuals who grew to love her; and returning to her
treacherous search. By the time she found him, Cora had preferred to
stay in town as briefly as possible, to return to her search as quickly as
possible. For the longer she stayed, the more pain she suffered when
she would have to leave everyone yet again, regretful that she was
unable to stay and save them.
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And everyone I’ve ever loved are dead. Her words echoed over these
memories, and he spent his waking hours feeling guilty and angry at
the woman who made him feel guilty.
Because she was right.
It was nighttime. Setebos should’ve been asleep, but he was awake,
watching agitated waves washing upon the shore of his lagoon. Just
like Cora topside, he was waiting out the storm, but for a different
reason from Cora’s, which he refused to admit to himself – except that
his psychic walls were down.
Topside, Cora heard the storm coming in, and she realized she had
underestimated its strength. Oh Gods, she thought, gritting her teeth,
it’s a hurricane. She hunkered down in her squat dome of a shelter,
hoping that it would hold but knowing that it wouldn’t. She didn’t cry
out for help. She didn’t pray to anyone. She just braced herself. She
waited for the roof to tear away, for the winds to rip apart the stones
and sod, for the rain to wash her off the island into the cold, dark sea
below, for her to suffer yet another death-by-drowning, only to come
back again and again and again, in a never-ending cycle of pain and
death and life. I hate this, she sent, her eyes squeezed shut in the howling
darkness as fear overtook her, knowing that no one was listening.
Suddenly, Cora realized she wasn’t alone. She opened her eyes,
seeing a silvery, glowing Setebos phase into her tiny shelter, barely
contained in the close quarter. Touching her arm, Setebos gasped, as
if breathing for the first time, and the rest of his body materialized, his
arms supporting her as the ground beneath them disappeared. He and
Cora fell down in a sickening drop. After clearing the hole, into the
high cavern below, Setebos’ wings – the color of dark wine –
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materialized and shot outward, slowing their descent. He glanced up,
and the hole sealed up, just in time to see Cora’s shelter rip away from
the island as if it were made of straw. He flew further into the cave,
away from the choppy waters of the lagoon. When they arrived at the
center-most area of the island’s cavern system, with its higher
elevation, thick walls of limestone all around them, and innumerable
glow worms bathing the space in their soft, blue light, Setebos set Cora
down gently.
“I’m sorry, Cora,” he said.
Without thinking, she still clung to him, as she sobbed, like the
frightened young woman that she still was, in spite of the decades that
had passed and the people she had lost. Setebos sat down, his wings
around both of them like a warm, feathery blanket, and surprised
himself as he felt long-held tears fall from his eyes as well. He bowed
his head, his own dark hair mingling with Cora’s, and said, his voice
ragged, “I’m so sorry, little one.”
At that, Cora broke away and pushed him back. “You better be!”
she exclaimed. “And I’m not so little, you – you –”
“I know you want to hit me,” Setebos said, “and I’ll deserve it.” He
folded back his wings, laying them compactly against his back, and
dropped his arms to his sides.
She stared at him. “Yes, you damn well deserve it!” She angrily
wiped her eyes with her palms. “But I won’t.” She inhaled deeply,
exhaled, and looked around, seeing the wonders of the cave and
hearing the hurricane wreaking its worst just beyond the island cave
walls. It was all too much to take in, and she shook her head. “I’m too
tired right now.” Ignoring Setebos, she started to lie down where she
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sat.
“What are you doing?”
“What does it look like I’m doing? I need to sleep.”
“On bare ground?”
She sighed. “I’ve slept on worse.”
“But that’s not very comfortable --”
“Look,” she interrupted, “it’s obvious you want to do something,
so just do it, okay? Between being terrified and then crying like a child
in front of you, I’d really just want to be unconscious for a little while.”
“… Right.” Then Setebos realized that the rescue and flight had
wiped him out. “Ah – Cora, there’s something I need to tell you…
about your healing factor and me --”
“You mean the fact that you can use me to power you up?”
Setebos stared at her, mouth agape. “YOU KNEW?”
Cora grunted as she sat up. “Miranda was my mentor – remember?
She trained me how to use this – this THING in me. Of course she’d
explain how your people would see me, if they were to know what I
had. Also, even though she never asked, I would help Miranda recover
after a campaign, if she didn’t have time to recover the usual way –
with trees, right?”
“She told you everything.”
Cora gave him a look.
“… So you know about Miranda --”
“And you? Of course.” She yawned. “I’m surprised you don’t
already know. I sent that with the rest of my memories the first day
here.”
Setebos stared at her again, his mouth agape.
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Cora shook her head. “Oh Gods, how can someone as old as you
be so clueless?” She suddenly chuckled. “Miranda was right.”
“About what?”
“It’s hard to stay mad at you once they get to know you.”
“Well… I’m still sorry for what you went through.”
“You better be,” she said. Then she struck his shoulder.
“Hey!” He rubbed the sore spot. “I thought you said you were
tired.”
Cora smirked. “I am. And I just gave you an extra boost, so I’m
even more tired. Since you insist, are you at least going to make me a
cot or what?”
Silvery gray eyes met mahogany brown eyes. Setebos was stunned
by how much this woman reminded him of Miranda. Maybe that was
why she didn’t go insane, enduring everything that she had gone
through. “Yes, ma’am.” He stood up and walked past Cora, stopping
a few feet away. He raised his arms like an orchestral conductor, about
to begin.
“Setebos?”
“Yes?” He turned, looking back.
She looked away from him. “Thank you.”
#
The water was like blood. Warm, salty, life-giving.
At least that was what Cora kept saying to herself, as she calmed
her fear of deep water, floating on her back. She arched her back, her
limbs splayed out like a jittery starfish, blinking against the bright sun
above her and the ocean water splashing on either side of her head,
stinging her eyes. For the millionth time she asked, a hint of panic
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creeping in her voice, “Tell me why the hell am I doing this again?”
From her boat, which Setebos had retrieved from the open ocean
when the hurricane blew it away, he replied, “So you don’t drown every
time you have to swim.”
“But I can recover every time.” She shifted a little, trying to see his
face.
“That doesn’t negate the fact that drowning is still awful -- EYES
FORWARD.”
Cora, who started to sink, moved to looking straight up, and she
arched her back, which had sunk. She sighed. “And you are doing what
again?”
“Making sure you keep good form and don’t panic,” he said.
“And?”
“And figuring out how to pull that angelic energy out of you
without killing you. Which is another reason that you should finally
overcome your panic response in water – because you WON’T be able
to recover if I do fix you.”
“So have you figured it out yet?”
“No.”
“So… why am I doing this again?”
Setebos sighed. “Just float, Cora.”
It had been three weeks since the hurricane, and the weather had
remained calm and clear. In the first week, for Cora’s sake, Setebos
had created a stairwell that went from the center “room” of the cavern
to a permanent access hatch topside of the island. Cora had
reconstructed her little shelter, refusing Setebos’ help, but only used it
during the day. At night, she would return to the cavern, to a private
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area where Cora’s cot sat, partitioned from the rest of the cavern with
a wall that Setebos made from the limestone. In that time, Cora would
insist on staying outside during the day, in spite of Setebos’ misgivings
of prying eyes.
“We are in the middle of nowhere, Setebos.”
“Still…”
“I’m not a damn mole rat!”
“FINE.”
Topside, Setebos had assessed Cora’s condition. The first time was
awkward. She had tried not to look at Setebos’ face as his hands, palms
down, hovered just millimeters over her body. Even though clothed,
Cora had felt flustered as he methodically moved his hands, starting
from her head, all the way to her feet. She had to lie face up and then
face down, as he did a scan of her body from the back. She could feel
her body tense against her will, as she felt a creeping warmth cross that
gap of a few millimeters, from Setebos’ hands to her body.
After what felt like an unbearable amount of time, he had said,
“We’re done.” Rolling over and then sitting up, she saw Setebos sitting
close by, his brows knitted in deep thought.
“Well?”
“It’s as I thought. When I rid your body of your cancer, making
sure that it would never come back, I miscalculated the longevity of
the energy transfusion. It was supposed to dissipate in a day. Instead,
it lodged itself in your cells’ mitochondria, becoming part of its
structure and enhancing its function.”
“Wait.” Cora had medical training in her past lives. “My
mitochondria are what powers my entire body.”
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“Yes.”
“That means a bit of your energy is what’s keeping me alive.”
“Yes.”
“And that’s what you meant by ‘It would kill you’?”
“Yes.”
“Huh.” Cora had considered the information, nodding, “Well --”
“I refuse to do anything that will kill you, Cora, so don’t even ask.”
“But --”
“I don’t care that you’ve lived far longer than your allowable life
expectancy. I’m not doing it.”
She had given him a hard, long stare. “Well then. You’re just going
to have to figure out how to fix me without killing me.” She had stood
up and then left him to walk off her anger.
That first week, Cora and Setebos avoided each other as much as
possible, as the fact that they were living together felt unbearably
awkward: a fallen angel who had been hiding from humans (especially
human females) and a human female who had been seeking him at
great cost to her well-being. But at the end of that first week, as Cora
lay in her cot on the other side of the wall, she couldn’t stand the
tension any longer, sat up, and sent for the first time since the night of
the hurricane.
… I, Setebos began but then suddenly stopped.
Cora walked out, a blanket draped and wrapped around her since
she didn’t have a dressing gown, and waited on the other side of the
wall. She saw Setebos arrive. Even though he was ethereal, she could
see him, thanks to her condition. As if in self-defense, he remained
ethereal, as he stood a polite distance away. She repeated out loud what
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she had sent.
“Get over yourself, Setebos. I don’t want to have sex with you.”
Even ethereal, he flinched as if struck.
“It boggles my mind that you forget that I know this. Miranda told
me EVERYTHING, and you have my memories of that.”
Setebos grumbled, “It’s not as if I do a daily itemized inventory of
your past, Cora.”
“Well, maybe you should.” She sighed. “I’ve seen what those socalled GodKings and their nephil children have done. I’ve seen how
corrupt human beings can do to each other and to innocent people –
Setebos, I’ve experienced it! So I know why the leaders of your people
would want to start Earth all over, and I don’t blame them. No way in
hell would I do anything or let you do anything to have your leaders
fault you with anything, so can you PLEASE stop thinking the fate of
the entire world depends your actions?”
“But what I did to you --”
“Was an accident,” Cora declared. “So how you fix this – however
it turns out – I’ll accept. Because I forgive you, Setebos. For all those
years searching for you, as shitty as they were, they were not all bad.
I’ve met people who reminded me of what humanity is meant to be,
and I’m grateful to have met them. Once you fix this, if I’m alive to
live out more years, I’ll leave this place. I’ll leave you in peace. But if I
die --”
Setebos started to speak, but Cora finished quickly.
“-- then it would be another accident because at least you tried to
save me. Again. So.”
He stared at her, unsure of what to say.
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“So… friends?”
He blinked. Then he gave a snort of laughter and nodded.
“Friends.”
“Well, friend, have you figured out anything?”
“No. I’m still working it out.”
“Huh. What do you propose we do in the meantime?”
He looked at her, this brave, small woman with the big brown eyes.
“I’ll come up with something.”
Thus began the “Have Cora Overcome Her Fear of Open Water”
project in the second week, which continued into the third.
Cora slowly paddled over to the boat, her eyes still facing up. Once
her left hand touched its side, she flipped over and swam to the back.
Setebos said, “I didn’t say you were done.”
“Yup, you didn’t.” She hoisted herself onto the boat. “That’s
because I say I’m done. According to that sun, it’s past noon, and you
may not need to eat, but I do.” She grabbed a towel and started drying
her hair.
As Cora dried herself, Setebos regarded her. Her wetsuit was one
of his old skinsuits, which he had materialized and, with some angelic
tailoring, modified so that it fit Cora. She was lithe and strong and, to
his mild shock, beautiful. He looked away, saying, “Your usual?”
“Fish and weeds – YUM.” She raised her right arm triumphantly.
While Cora rummaged in the boat’s food stores for her lunch,
Setebos’ eyes wandered over the ocean waters. He noticed a small pod
of dolphins moving in a wide circle that grew smaller in its
circumference. After a few minutes, he saw the surface of the water
become choppy with innumerable fish, glinting just underneath the
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water’s surface. Then he saw each member of the dolphin pod take
turns swimming and leaping through the gathered ball of fish. He
watched, admiring a method both playful and frighteningly effective in
feeding the entire pod. As he let his mind wander where it willed, his
eyes widened.
“Cora,” he said. He looked behind him, to the other side of the
boat.
“What?” She was raising a piece of dried fish to her mouth.
He smiled, shaking his head. Silly woman, he thought. “I’ve figured
it out.”
“About what?”
“About getting that angel energy out of you.”
Cora’s hand lowered the fish. “Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
She stared at him. Her heart began to beat quickly, but not out of
joy. “That – that’s great!” She shook her head, smiling. “Finally!”
He nodded. “I’ll still need to work out the specific details, but that
won’t take long.” He turned back to watching the dolphins feeding on
their bait ball. “Whenever you’re ready.”
Seeing Setebos’ attention back to the ocean, Cora let her smile fade
as she replied, “Ready when you are, then.”
#
Everything felt oddly familiar.
Cora was on her back. Her body, clothed in a simple shift, followed
the shoreline of the inner lagoon. From head to toe, the warm, dark
waters lapped against one half of her body. Kneeling next to her, on
the water side of the shoreline, Setebos stretched out his arms so that
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one hand was two inches over her eyes and the other was two inches
over her feet. He slowly brought his hands together at the same time,
but instead of meeting together, the hands crossed, making a wide
circular motion around Cora’s midsection, and then moved outward
again. The waters followed Setebos’ motion, making an outline around
Cora’s body, as if massaging Cora from the outside, while Setebos
manipulated from inside out, making a body length ellipse over her.
“You okay?” he asked, pausing.
“That… felt weird.”
“How?”
“Like I had pins and needles where your hands went over, but now
they’ve gone away.”
“Painful?” He asked. “Spots in your line of vision? Headache?”
“I’m not going to have a seizure, if that’s what’s you’re asking.”
“Doing the second pass, then.”
“Okay.”
Setebos resumed the energy flow, and he made another ellipse. This
time, it was slightly smaller in circumference, as he gathered more
angelic energy from the mitochondria underneath his hands within the
ellipse. With each successive pass, the ellipse grew smaller in
circumference and the concentration of angelic energy pulled from
Cora’s mitochondria increased. Slow, steady, cautious, and exact were
his hand motions, as the ball of energy within Cora grew smaller and
denser, like a neutron star being formed from a supergiant. Setebos
focused on this ball, trying to make it as compact as possible, so he
could contain it in Cora’s appendix and excise the vestigial organ as
cleanly as any surgical procedure.
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He was so focused at the task that he was startled when Cora cried
out, “Wait!”
“Cora?”
“It’s not – it’s not where it should be.” Cora started to breathe in
slow, deep bursts. “Too high up… acute pain.” Her hands clenched
into the rough sand. “Check… the pelvic area.”
He stared at her. “Cora --”
“Do it!”
Alarmed, Setebos released his hold on the ball of energy that he
had methodically gathered, and Cora’s breathing returned to normal,
even though her face looked feverish. From above, he saw the angelic
energy returning to its previous mitochondria, like surviving fish of a
bait ball resuming its ebb and flow amongst a coral reef. But he did as
Cora asked, assessing her pelvis, until he paused at one specific area.
He probed further.
OH MY GOD, he sent.
Cora scrambled to stand up, wincing, the cloth of her dress clinging
to her. Setebos moved to help her, but she shrugged off his assistance
and marched away from the shoreline, not looking at him.
“Cora --” Setebos started.
She stopped walking. She turned back, staring at him, and was
about to speak when her eyes spied something out on the water. “Who
are you?” she asked.
Setebos then turned around and looked outwards from the shore.
He saw a tall, imposing figure walking towards them, moving on the
deep water as if the ocean was a piece of dark glass. “Uriel,” Setebos
said, alarmed.
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The Archangel’s face was placid and unreadable as he glanced first
at Setebos and then settled his gaze on Cora. He paused in his walking.
“Congratulations,” he said to her. “It’s a boy.”
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10 ECCE PARENTES
Walking on water was an angel. He was Uriel, the Archangel of
Wisdom, one of Earth’s overseers and a liaison between Heaven and
Earth. He was tall, imposing, and two ranks above Setebos in the
Watcher chain of command.
Thanks to having been Miranda’s protégé once upon a time, Cora
knew who Uriel was, and none of those things she gave a damn. From
the shoreline of the inner cave, she stood her ground. “Did you come
here,” she said, “just to say that?”
“Cora --” Setebos began, anxiously.
“No,” Uriel said, “although I was surprised by your – er – present
condition, young woman. Perhaps I spoke out of turn.”
“PERHAPS?”
“Cora, please --”
“Setebos,” Uriel said.
“Sir?”
The archangel shook his head. “I think we’re beyond formalities
now, Setebos. I came here to bring a message to you, a fallen Watcher
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who cared enough about good and evil to put yourself in solitary.
However, I see that you still have that Celestial Engineer temptation
to ‘fix’ humans and thus create unnecessary complications for yourself
--” Uriel nodded towards Cora, “-- and others.”
Cora clenched her jaw but remained silent.
“I failed,” Setebos said. “That’s why you’re here, right? Despite my
precautions, I meddled with the affairs of humans again…” He trailed
off. “You came to tell me that the Reboot will happen.”
“Yes,” Uriel confirmed. “However, the Reboot isn’t because of
you. As this young woman can attest, Earth has become too corrupted
to remain as is. It needs a clean slate to restart anew.”
“But what about her and --”
“I need to walk,” Cora announced, angry that they were talking
about her in the third person, as if she weren’t there. She turned and
began stalking away, her still-wet dress and footsteps leaving a damp
trail behind her.
“Cora, wait --” Setebos started after her.
Uriel, having reached the shoreline, placed a restraining hand on
Setebos’ shoulder. He observed the hunched form of a resolute, angry
Cora retreating further into the caverns. “Leave her be, Setebos,” he
said. “You’ve done enough.”
“Yes, sir.” Setebos’ shoulders dropped. “Sorry, sir.”
Uriel crossed his arms, seeing how diminished this former Watcher
had become.
“I hadn’t meant to induce parthenogenesis, sir.”
“Of course you hadn’t,” Uriel said, “yet you did. You even
masculinized the embryo so that it’s male, not female, but at least you
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didn’t artificially produce a nephil. For your sake, it’s fortunate that
he’s human. That may mitigate your fate post-Reboot because of that.”
“But -- what about Cora, sir? And the child? What will happen to
them in the Reboot?”
“You were once a Celestial Engineer, Setebos. You know the
answer to that.”
Setebos swallowed hard, trying not to panic, but was silent.
“Does the woman --”
“Her name is Cora. Sir.”
Uriel gave Setebos an assessing look. “Our records say Sycorax.”
“She prefers Cora.”
Uriel stifled an impatient sigh. “Cora knows what the Reboot is,
yes?”
“Yes,” Setebos admitted. “Miranda would have told her.”
“Yet she wanted you to remove your energy signature that
effectively gave her immortality – a boon that many humans would
give and do anything to have?”
“Yes.”
“Hmmm.” The archangel considered the information and made a
decision. “Brave woman.”
“Yes, she is, sir.”
“Well, Setebos, I have given the message, that Central has decided
to execute the Reboot. Not immediately, as Central is still conducting
some human assessments.”
“To see who is worthy,” Setebos said, remembering a containment
room debriefing many lifetimes ago.
“As you say. Considering the circumstances, Setebos, your self189
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exile can come to an end since the destiny of this planet is settled.”
“But… where would I go, sir?”
“You remember this world from afar – when it came to fruition in
the containment room.”
“Yes, sir.” Setebos smiled sadly. “It was beautiful.”
“It still is – in a way. Even now, from space, Earth has a melancholy
beauty.” He surveyed the limited confines of the cave. “As your
superior officer, I grant you the liberty to see Earth in that way again.”
“What are you saying, sir?”
“You’re not a cave animal, Setebos,” Uriel said. “Go outside
Earth’s atmosphere, but not beyond the confines of Earth’s moon.
One last time before the Reboot, when Central decides what the fate
of you and the other fallen Watchers will be. See it as visiting an old
friend.”
Setebos frowned again. “I don’t mean to be ungrateful, sir, but…”
“Yes?”
“I can’t just leave Cora alone, sir.”
“Ah. Simple solution – bring her with you.”
“WHAT?” Setebos stared at the archangel. “But she’s human and
– and pregnant!”
“She has your energy signature within her, Setebos. As long as she’s
with you, then you can expand an energy shield around her with ease.
Also, I grant you and Cora access to the lunar field base, which can
accommodate the embodied limitations of a human.”
Setebos still stared, stunned. “Sir,” he began, “I appreciate all of
this, but --”
“Why am I being so nice?”
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“Sir?”
Uriel shrugged. “Sometimes we creatures need a reminder of who
we were before fallenness divided us. Besides,” he continued, “Cora
has only seen Earth as a conflicted, fallen work. Considering what she
has been through, perhaps she needs that reminder as well.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Uriel gave an acknowledging nod. “As I’ve said, we’re beyond
formalities now. But I must go.” A portal opened behind him.
“However, before I leave --” he made a small hand gesture and said,
“Goodbye, Setebos.”
Setebos, his clothes and body now completely dry, watched the
archangel turn around and step through. “Goodbye… Uriel.”
He glanced at his hands. They radiated with the soft, golden glow
of Uriel’s energy signature. But unlike the slamming of energy felt from
nephil sources, or from Cora when she sent uncontrollably, Uriel’s felt
like an old tree or the sun: unnoticeable at first but then increasing with
measured intensity until fully powered. Setebos didn’t even know Uriel
had recharged him until he saw his hands.
“We’re beyond formalities now,” Uriel had said.
Setebos realized, that meant that they were friends.
He rubbed the tears that suddenly sprang from his eyes. No, he
thought. I don’t have time for that. He looked towards the inner caverns,
seeing the still damp trail of Cora’s dress and footsteps. Cora?, he sent,
following her trail.
Silence.
Cora?
She still didn’t reply.
191

RUFEL F. RAMOS

Are you okay?
As if straining through a barrier, Setebos heard her sending –
Nooo….
Oh God, Setebos replied, feeling Cora’s sickening wave of nausea
crashing over her. He jumped, taking flight, and found her just short
of the center cavern, hunched over against a tunnel wall, retching with
dry heaves. Because pregnancy wasn’t an illness, Cora’s healing factor
did nothing to ease her morning sickness. Crouching next to her, he
placed his left hand on her back, the right on her lower abdomen.
Between adjusting Cora’s hormone levels and providing specific
nutrients, Setebos could feel Cora’s body relax as she collapsed against
him. Since she was still damp from the water’s shoreline, he gave a
small push with his left hand, and she became dry.
Cora stared at him and then closed her eyes, exhausted.
With his right hand, he assessed the condition of Cora and the
developing embryo, finding a high concentration of the original energy
ball engulfing Cora’s womb and accelerating the gestation. Even now,
Cora’s hours’ old pregnancy was equivalent to being eight weeks’
pregnant. If nothing was done, the child would come to term in only
twenty hours. Too fast!, Setebos thought, alarmed. Taking care not to
touch the embryo, he stripped layers of the energy ball from Cora’s
womb, distributing the energy particles throughout her body’s cells,
although he couldn’t remove them from her body. Monitoring Cora’s
progress, Setebos managed to slow the gestation enough so that the
child would be ready for birth in two months.
Cora was asleep.
Gently, Setebos lifted her up from the ground and carried her to
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the center cavern, to her little cot. He set her down, adjusted her pillow
and blanket, and sat down on the ground, next to her. Cora’s face was
flushed, her hair a disheveled mess. He stared at her, a woman he had
never wanted into his life, a woman he had wanted for her to leave so
that he could have his peace again.
He rested his forehead on the edge of Cora’s cot and closed his
eyes. Five more minutes, he thought.
Hours later, when Setebos awoke, the cot was empty. He stood up,
alarmed. Cora?, he sent.
Outside, she replied.
In the darkening twilight, Setebos found Cora standing on the edge
of a promontory, facing the direction of a faraway continent. Even far
away, both Setebos and Cora could see a strange brightening of the
horizon from that continent’s direction, a sign of terrible human
activity that grew with every passing day.
Without turning around, Cora said, “I’m a hundred and fifty years
old. Everyone who knew me as a little girl, as a young woman, are
dead. Everyone who could tell me about my family before I was born
are dead. I’m not suicidal, Setebos – but I came here because I was
tired of living.”
Setebos joined her at the promontory. He stood next to her but
remained silent.
“The last human being I saw before I came here was a little boy,
when he walked down a street to blow himself up.”
Setebos inhaled sharply but stayed silent, listening.
“How irresponsible, how WRONG would it be, to bring a new life
into a world where little boys blow themselves up? Into a world that
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was dying anyway?” She paused. “This world will die by everyone
killing each other or by decree from a cold, higher power, so what is
the point in me wanting to live?” She looked down, at a belly that was
already starting to soften. “And yet I want to be alive to see this boy
grow up. I want this boy to be happy.” She turned to Setebos, angry.
“I hate you for making me want to hope. I HATE YOU.”
“I’m sorry, Cora.”
“SHIT.” She started to cry.
“Please believe me – I didn’t expect this to happen. It’s all just --”
Setebos threw his hands up in frustration. “I don’t know what to say,
Cora.”
Cora shook her head and angrily wiped away her tears with the
palms of her hands. She grudgingly asked, “Well, what did that angel
have to say?”
He looked at her. “This.” Then he sent everything he and Uriel
said.
Cora stared at him. Then her shoulders began to tremble. But
instead of crying, she burst out laughing.
“That was not the response I was expecting,” he said, bemused.
“Uriel surprised me.” She shook her head. “Many years ago, while
explaining your people to me, your former partner once called Uriel an
‘arrogant asshole’.”
“Ah, that.” Setebos had to smile too. “Yeah, that’s Miranda for
you.”
“You and Miranda, both.” She looked at her belly again and
frowned. “I have a question.”
“Yes?”
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“Back then – when I was a child – why did you cure me? I was
going to die anyway, so maybe it was my time to go. So why?”
Setebos gave a long exhale. “Because it seemed wrong, for a child
that young to die that way. To die that way with despair in her heart
— I just… couldn’t.”
“You still can’t.”
“You’re right. I still can’t.” He sighed. “But since I can’t extend the
length of your life, as I’m certain the Reboot will finally make you
mortal, I’d like to make what life you have remaining be – be --”
“Magical?” She smirked. “Like when Ariel showed Miranda Earth
when it was new?”
“Miranda told you that – of course she did.” Setebos answered his
own question.
Cora hugged herself. She looked at the darkening sky above her
head and the cold field of stars emerging from the dusky gloom. “It’s
hard to imagine, seeing Earth from out there.” She turned to Setebos.
“Let’s go.”
Taken aback, Setebos asked, “What? When?”
“Now.”
“But don’t you need to eat or sleep for the night --”
“Setebos.”
Dark eyes met gray eyes.
“Okay. Well, since we’re flying a long distance, I’ll have to hold you
here and you’ll have to hold on to me here --”
“I’ve flown with Miranda before. I know.”
“Of course.”
“So why are you stalling?”
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He looked down. “I don’t want to hurt you, Cora.”
Cora moved close to Setebos so that, even looking down, Setebos’
eyes met hers. “You won’t.” She wrapped her arms around his neck.
“Yes, ma’am.” Setebos scooped her up, adjusting his arms for a
secure hold. His wine-dark wings materialized, unfolded, and reached
high in the sky. With a sharp intake of breath, he jumped up.
“Ah!” Cora gasped as they at first dropped down from the cliff and
then, with strong, long wing beats, Setebos gained altitude.
You okay?, Setebos asked.
Yeah, but I will NEVER get used to that.
Heh.
Shut up.
They flew in a wide spiral, each arc of the spiral climbing higher
into the atmosphere. Even though the wind was cold and deafening,
Cora kept her eyes wide open, taking everything in. For the first time
in her life, she saw the surface of the Earth from horizon to horizon,
the dark ocean as far as she could see, with smudges of golden light on
the right-side horizon. With each spiraling arc, she saw the curve of
the Earth. As soon as her breathing started to become labored due to
the thin atmosphere, she felt a soft warmth from Setebos’ chest expand
and then envelope both of them in an invisible, life-supporting capsule.
“Here we go,” Setebos said.
They increased speed and flew straight up, the field of stars
becoming larger in Cora’s field of vision. Achieving orbital velocity,
they broke free of Earth’s atmosphere, and Setebos slowed, allowing
Earth’s gravity to tug on them. Since they were on the night side of the
planet, Setebos flew towards the night/day divide, and they broke
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through on the other side of the planet, over a surface of mottled
green-brown-red landmasses, the deepest of blue seas, and white
clouds dotting the clear sky that shone bright in the sun. Cora looked
down, the planet moving underneath them as they made their orbit.
They were so far up that she saw no city, no state, no obvious sign of
human habitation. Then she peered above the curve of the Earth,
seeing the still, inky darkness of outer space and just how much larger
this dark space was in contrast to the planet spinning below them,
oblivious to its fragile existence.
“It’s beautiful, Setebos,” she said, her eyes wide.
“Yes,” he agreed, “it still is.” He noticed Cora leaning outward as
much as possible, trying to have a clearer line of sight. “While we’re in
orbit, you can let go of me and get a better view.”
“What?”
“With the energy shield around us, we’re essentially in a small
spaceship. Go ahead. You can touch the wall of the shield if you reach
out.”
Cora unhooked one of her hands, stretched out her arm before her,
and felt a soft yet solid barrier, even though all she saw all around her
was the darkness of space and the Earth below, as if she were encased
in glass. “Huh.” She unhooked her other hand and, with Setebos
loosening his grip on her legs and back, she found herself floating.
“Whoa!”
“Welcome to outer space,” Setebos said, flexing his wrists. Letting
momentum do its work, with minor adjustment of trajectory with his
wings, he relaxed as well, becoming a passive passenger as they orbited
around the Earth.
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Cora floated, going up, over, and around Setebos left wing. When
she emerged in front again, she turned to Setebos, her face full of joy.
“This is amazing!”
“Ah,” he said, a little stunned by Cora’s exuberance, wondering if
perhaps her pregnancy was enhancing her mood. He saw her settle
into an invisible curve of the shield, lying on her side, her knees drawn
close to her body, and her head cradled in one arm as she watched the
Earth below them. Her hair was a wild halo of dark brown tendrils as
they floated outward from her head. She looked young and small and
fragile, and he felt that deep ache in his heart that he had only felt for
one other person in his entire life. As they orbited, Setebos found
himself watching Cora see the Earth more than he himself watching
the Earth, even when they passed by the light spectacle of the aurora
borealis. After a few hours in low Earth orbit, he saw her stifle a yawn.
“Sleepy?” he asked.
“A little.”
“Do you want to go back? Stay here a little more? Or go to the
Moon?”
“How long to the Moon?”
“Longer than going from Earth’s surface to here. You could nap
on the way, if you like.”
“Like this?”
“Uh, no. We’ll be going pretty fast, so the shield will distort, to be
more streamlined.”
“Oh. Okay.” Cora sat up, stretching her arms, legs, and back. Then
she pushed off and floated back to Setebos, wrapping her arms around
his neck. “Moon, then.”
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Setebos nodded, securing his hold on Cora, and achieved escape
velocity, adjusting their trajectory for trans-lunar. Even with Setebos’
enhanced power, staying embodied lengthened an otherwise speedy
journey, so Cora had time enough to nap. Soon into the trip, Cora’s
arms dropped away from Setebos’ neck, and he adjusted them so that
they were secured on her lap. In her sleep, she curled so close to his
chest that he could lower his chin and softly kiss the top of Cora’s
head.
But he didn’t.
With a few hours of flight ahead of him, Setebos had time to think.
The Reboot was going to happen. There was nothing that he nor
the other fallen Watchers could do to stop it. There was nothing that
Cora nor the other fallen humans could do to stop it. But Uriel said
that he, as the only Watcher to forsake the temptation of becoming a
GodKing or siring nephil children, might have the chance to escape
the worst of the Reboot, which was the first time he had ever heard
was a possibility. Was this liberty away from Earth a test? He trusted
Uriel, that the archangel was a friend, but he was still also his superior
officer -- right?
As for Cora, yes she was born post-Eden, but her entire life was
one of hardship, of being more the victim and horrified witness of
fallen humanity than the perpetrator. It was true that she was now
carrying a child that was the result his action, but that was his error,
not hers, no intercourse happened, and the child was human, not
nephil. If Central was conducting pre-Reboot assessments of human
worthiness, then surely Cora would pass those assessments – right?
Setebos felt the burden of his present and future actions weigh on
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him. I need to be careful, he thought. I need to think everything through -In her sleep, Cora rested one of her hands against his chest, where
his heart was.
He felt his heart beating hard and fast.
In Setebos’ arms, Cora awoke. She looked out, seeing the
luminescent gray of the Moon, looming larger in her line of sight as
they approached. She leaned forward, silent, as they did one lunar
orbit. She saw the cratered far side of the Moon, and when they
returned to the Earth-facing side, she saw dark, smooth plains,
surrounded by white-gray craters. As they descended on the edge of
one of the smooth plains, Cora stared, silenced by the powdery gray
solitude of the lunar landscape, which edged the ever-present cold
darkness of space.
Then Cora looked up and back to where they came. Out of the inky
blackness of space, over the stark gray line of the Moon, rose the
crescent outline of Earth. She could see, in that curved bow, the ocean,
the land, and wisps of clouds that marbled the surface of the Earth.
Her entire world and existence were contained in something so tiny.
Home, she thought.
Setebos touched down, feet first, before the entrance of a structure
built into the lunar bedrock with mounded, packed regolith as its walls
and roof. Without pause he walked in, the entry door sliding open and
then sliding shut behind them once he brought Cora across the
threshold. Once inside a corridor of uniformly smooth walls, he set
Cora down gently, and the energy shield that was their little life200
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support bubble all the way from Earth collapsed back into Setebos.
Suddenly lightheaded, Cora staggered a bit, and she steadied herself
against the wall, feeling the pull of artificial Earth gravity.
“Cora --” Setebos began, reaching for her.
She held up a hand. “I’m fine. Just hungry.” She shook her head
and straightened up. “So where are those ‘accommodations to human
limitations’ that Uriel mentioned?”
With some exploration, they found that the base was small – an
outpost more than anything else. One story high with a basement level,
the main floor was a public space, with a workspace, a galley,
bathroom, and a communal seating area on a half-mezzanine level with
three solar tubes as sky lights. The basement level was a private space,
with sleeping quarters.
Back on the main level, as Cora sat down before a counter in the
galley area, Setebos said, “This whole base is an accommodation to
human limitations.” Using the food replicator for ingredients, he
produced a simple meal of beans and rice and set the bowl and spoon
before Cora. “After all, you’ve seen how I live – do I need most of
these things?”
“So this base – on the MOON – is meant for humans?”
“Not necessarily. This whole thing is basically ethereal, which
means it can be embodied to fit whatever is needed. Since you were
coming with me, then the base would fit human needs. If it were just
me, it would be just one room with a workspace and sleeping quarters.
Speaking of ethereal --” Setebos switched over from embodied to
ethereal. “I need to conserve that energy boost from Uriel, especially
for the return trip to Earth.”
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“Hmmm….” Cora put a spoonful of beans and rice in her mouth
and chewed, watching Setebos’ silvery, glowing form. “Do your people
eat food?” she asked.
“What?”
“I just realized that I never saw Miranda eat, and I never see you
eat. You all look like human beings, but the way you refuel yourselves
reminds me of plants and mushrooms.”
“Well – we can. But it’s more efficient to tap into direct energy
sources instead of converting physical food calories into usable power.
Actually, when I wasn’t fallen, the food conversion would be effortless,
but in my compromised state, just converting matter into energy uses
a little bit of energy on my part. I prefer not to waste energy resources
like that, so --”
“—so no eating,” Cora finished.
“Not usually.”
“Shame,” she said. “This meal you made me is tasty, but it’s a huge
portion. I would’ve shared it with you.”
“Thanks. But you’ll need that huge portion.”
“Why?” Cora raised another spoonful to her mouth.
“Because your pregnancy is advancing extremely fast. You’ll be
eating and sleeping a lot.”
“How fast?”
“Two months.”
She set the spoon down. “Seriously?”
“Yes.” And then Setebos sent, as the answer to what Cora was
about to ask.
She regarded the information in silence and then declared, “I guess
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two months is better than giving birth tomorrow.”
“I’m sorry.”
She shook her head and then resumed eating. Afterwards, true to
Setebos’ prediction, Cora was sleepy again. “I’ll be downstairs –
napping,” she said, standing up from her seat.
“Do you need my help?” Setebos asked.
She gave an irritated grunt. “I’m pregnant, Setebos – not disabled.”
She paused. “How long will we stay here?”
“I was thinking a day or two.”
Cora thought of the delicate crescent of Earth rising above the
surface of the Moon. “Good,” she said and made her way to the
basement level quarters without a further word.
Setebos sighed and then headed toward the main entrance.
Although ethereal, he couldn’t phase through the base’s wall and outer
shell, since the material was unfallen and celestial, effectively blocking
Setebos’ fallen nature. Outside, he jumped up, soft-landed on the
domed roof of the base, and sat down. From his perch, he had clear
line of sight, seeing the Moon’s spare beauty. He remembered the
Moon as seen in the containment room -- a tiny, pale dot orbiting a
slightly bigger blue marble. Now he saw the Earth as a waning crescent,
most of the planet in the Moon’s shadow. Setebos suddenly realized
that the only time he was off-planet was in that containment room,
preparing to leave as a new member of the Watcher corps, his new
partner Miranda by his side.
He shook his head, remembering when he last saw Miranda, and
pondered over the cosmic absurdity of technically fathering a child –
while celibate -- with a woman who saw Miranda as a friend and
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mentor. Time and distance had cooled his passion for Miranda, but
Cora was another matter. “Free will always complicates everything.
Especially when love is involved.” Back then, Setebos didn’t
understand what Ariel meant when he had said those words to him.
He did now, here at the end of the world.
What Setebos missed about his prior life before his fall was feeling
connected, at that deep, existential root, with everyone else. Even with
personality clashes and quirks with others in the angelic host, even with
his own concerns and anxieties as a new Celestial Engineer, he always
knew that he belonged, that he had support. He always knew what to
do. Fallen, he was cut off, isolated and ignorant in his own person, and
while humans fell so early in their existence that they adapted to take
that alienation as natural and normal, angels such as he did not have
that luxury. Even Lightbearer, the first of his people to fall of his own
volition, felt the keen pain of being cut off – and Lightbearer had been
one of the highest of the heavenly host.
Setebos frowned, disturbed by the direction his thoughts were
going. I am not Lightbearer! He shook his head again, like a dog trying to
shake away pesky insects, to break free from his dark thoughts. He
looked down, admiring the elegant design that went into this little bit
of Celestial Engineering on the Moon, and wondered who oversaw its
creation and what its true purpose was since it could accommodate
human inhabitants with ease.
Of course, unless the information was revealed to him, just like a
damn human, he would never know, which brought him right back to
his dark thoughts.
ARGH. He stood up and jumped down. Need to walk this off, he
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thought.
He had been on the far side of the Moon for several hours when
he heard the cry of pain.
What? For a moment he was confused, surveying the cratered gray
moonscape. Then he realized the cry was in his head, and it was Cora’s
voice. Flying fast to the near side, he arrived at the base, to see Cora
standing outside of the entrance, staring up.
Cora!, he sent, at first alarmed that she was in the open, exposed,
but then saw that the base, in sensing her human vulnerability, had
created and extended its energy shield, extending a life-supporting
bubble from the interior outward, keeping Cora safe. He landed before
her, but she seemed not to see him, as she stood frozen, staring up. He
turned to see what she was looking at and felt as if someone punched
him in the gut.
The crescent Earth, marbled just a few hours ago, was a solid,
opaque blue.
Oh God, he thought. Turning back to Cora, he switched from
ethereal to material, placed his hands on her shoulders, and gently
turned her back towards the entry way. She didn’t protest as he led her
towards the mezzanine level and set her down in the soft couches of
the communal seating area. Then he went to the galley, made a cup of
tea, and brought it to her. Her face stoic and still, Cora accepted the
cup in silence and robotically took a sip.
“Oh,” she whispered. She looked at the warm, amber liquid in the
cup, and its surface was disturbed as her tears started splashing into it.
“It’s hazel herb tea.” She looked up, seeing Setebos sitting cross-legged
before her. “How…?”
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“How did I know?” he replied. “Your home was in a region
assigned to Miranda and me by our commanding officer before he
went insane. Without further orders, we made it our permanent duty
station hundreds of years ago, responsible for our region’s security. So
hazel herb flowers and belajoun trees, the plants unique to your home
– I know them, Cora… because your home was my home, too.”
“Home,” she echoed. She closed her eyes and took a long,
memory-filled draught. After she emptied the cup, she opened her
eyes. “I thought we’d have more time. Which I know sounds ridiculous
because the Reboot was imminent, yet Uriel let us leave, so I
thought…” She paused but then forced herself to continue, gripping
her cup in both hands. “I was hoping I’d be there when it happened
so that… that the pregnancy could end early… so that the baby
wouldn’t have to suffer too much --” She suddenly stopped, choking
on her words. “Oh Gods, I sound like a monster.”
“No.” Setebos took her empty cup and set it down. “You sound
like a human.”
Empty-handed, Cora’s hands curled into tight fists. “Why did Uriel
let us leave? I don’t understand.”
“Me neither,” Setebos said. “It’s almost as if Uriel is sparing us
from the Reboot. But he would never disobey orders of that
magnitude. And you and I both know that this base, as good as its
amenities are, can’t house us permanently. Something is going on. But
I don’t know what it is, and I can’t even begin to speculate what’s
underlying all of this.”
“So what do we do?” She sounded small and young and fragile.
Setebos reached out, uncurled her fists, and held her small hands
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in his. “We wait.”
#
One day turned to one week. One week turned to one month. One
month turned to two. Every day, for those two months, Cora and
Setebos expected someone from the angelic host to appear, to correct
the error of two fallen creatures escaping the Reboot. Yet another day
arrived, as Cora and Setebos negotiated the twin problems of the
boredom of being stuck in a small space and the panic of dealing with
an accelerated, complicated pregnancy. Then Cora’s due date arrived,
and Setebos found himself participating in the birth of a child unique
in all of humanity.
“Setebos!” Cora cried out as crashing waves of contractions woke
her and her water broke. She stared, wild-eyed, as Setebos’ ethereal
form phased by her bedside and then quickly became embodied as he
placed one hand under her head and another on her lower belly, on
the pubic area. “Wha --” she panted as she felt her undergarment
dissolve away.
“Increasing your brain’s endorphins for pain and your perineum’s
pliability for delivery,” Setebos crisply replied. “This baby’s birth will
be fast, but I’ll make damn sure it won’t harm you. Move to the foot
of the bed.”
With Setebos’ assistance, Cora scooted forward. Grabbing pillows
and placing them behind Cora, Setebos positioned Cora in a semiupright position and then raised and splayed her bent legs on either
side of her. With a twitch of fingers, warm towels appeared on a nearby
table. He grabbed one and reached underneath Cora, already seeing
the baby’s dark head crowning.
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Even with increased endorphins coursing through her, Cora cried
out in pain.
“Breathe-breathe-PUSH!” Setebos called out. “Breathe-breathePUSH! Breathe-breathe-PUUUSH!”
“Aaaahhhh!” Cora screamed at the third strong push.
Setebos caught the child, wrapping the newly-born and crying boy
in the towel. With the expertise of a former Celestial Engineer trained
in healing, he assessed the child as perfectly healthy and normal, with
none of the massive energy contamination of his mother, who had
leaned back against the mountain of pillows. He placed the child on
Cora’s chest, wondering what part of this boy was him, when the child
opened his eyes – and they were silvery gray, just like his.
Oh God, Setebos thought. He again felt like someone had punched
him, but this time it was in his heart. He quickly cleaned off the child
and then replaced and rewrapped the baby with a new, clean towel.
Cora, who had lain back, exhausted, brought the baby to her
breast.
He shook his head. Finish up. As Cora nursed the baby, Setebos
completed the remaining post-birth tasks of cutting the cord,
delivering and disposing the placenta, cleaning Cora, switching out the
blood-soiled towels and sheets with fresh ones, and cleaning himself.
Afterwards, he pulled up a chair next to Cora’s bedside. He stared as
the boy suckled – a creature so tiny and helpless and yet so powerful
in bringing Setebos to his knees.
She looked up at Setebos, her face glorious even though she was a
mess, post-birth. “His name is Caliban,” she said softly. “He was the
first Lord of Ilaeon – the father of my people.” She started to cry. “Is
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that good?”
“That’s good.” Cora didn’t need to send, as Setebos felt her
emotions, the grief over the loss of her home and people, the joy that
she held the next generation. He himself felt a combination of
hysterical giddiness and absolute fear, as he finally understood his
fellow Watchers who had sired children, in their obsession to remake
the world so that their children could thrive. “Cora,” he began, but he
saw Cora’s eyes close, even as she softly smoothed the tiny wisps of
Caliban’s newborn hair.
Exhausted, she was going to sleep.
Setebos let her be. He closed his own eyes, as he let realization wash
over him. For he loved this child -- this strange, squirmy primate
creature with the eyes of an angel, born on the Moon. And, as he saw
Cora cradle little Caliban in her sleep, he loved this child’s mother, as
well. There was nothing he could do with that knowledge, and he felt
worn. Five minutes, he thought, and he drifted off.
After a few hours, Cora woke up first. She glanced down, seeing
the baby sleeping, and glanced to the side, seeing Setebos dozing where
he sat. In that peaceful moment, she felt happy. She savored it,
knowing it wouldn’t last.
Careful not to disturb the baby, she did a quick check of herself,
not surprised that she had mostly recovered from the violent bodily
exertions of childbirth. Carrying the baby, she slid off the bed,
grabbing the smallest of the clean sheets, and made her way to the
galley kitchen. There, with its deep sink, she gave the baby a warm
bath, dried him, and swaddled him in the sheet. Returned to the
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sleeping quarters, she set the still-sleeping baby in a cushioned box that
she placed in the middle of her bed. Gathering a change of clothes, she
returned to the main floor and took a long shower with water so hot
that it stung.
She tried hard not to think of the future.
Clean, dried off, and clothed, Cora went to the galley again, this
time to make herself another cup of weak hazel herb tea. She stopped
short, as if hitting a wall.
“Hello, Cora,” Uriel said, standing in the middle of the galley and
offering her a cup of tea. “I believe you’ll need this.”
Steeling herself, Cora nodded and accepted the offered cup.
“Thank you.” Keeping her hands from shaking, she took a sip and
then asked, “Was it a mistake, Uriel? Letting us leave Earth when the
Reboot would happen so soon?”
“No.”
Cora let that answer sink in. “Setebos said you would never disobey
orders. So our leaving Earth was allowed?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Central needed more data about who Setebos had become and
who you are. The timing of the Reboot had already been determined
before I arrived at Setebos’ location, but once I relayed that you were
with child, then I received orders to extend your human assessment
study, in relation to Setebos and your pregnancy.”
Cora stared at him, taken aback by Uriel’s matter-of-fact clinical
explanation. “So these past two months were an EXPERIMENT?”
“No. An evaluation.”
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“Same difference!”
Uriel stood, his face placid and unflappable.
Cora sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s been… it’s been a long two months.”
She took another sip of her tea out of nervousness. “I assume the
study’s done since you’re here. What happens to us now?”
“You have been exemplary, in spite of your traumatic
circumstances. Central accepts you to cross over, but it must correct
Setebos’ error first, when he intervened when you were a child.”
“You mean – I was supposed to die back then. So I’ll die now.”
“Yes.”
Cora’s heart beat fast and hard. “And my child? Caliban?”
Uriel turned his head slightly, as if listening to something. “We’ve
determined that you need to know this.” He looked a little surprised.
“Cora, the Reboot resets the Earth by returning it to as close to its
original creation state as possible, by using the particular properties of
a substance not found in your material dimension called the Purgatorial
Sea. It’s used to prepare a Heaven-bound soul, to cleanse it from any
remaining error that would otherwise prevent it from crossing over to
Sacred Space. You’re familiar with Lethe sleep, yes?”
“Yes.”
“Are you familiar with portals – the method I use to travel between
your material dimension and the transcendent one, where creatures
such as I reside?”
Cora shook her head. “No.”
“Well, now you know. Both properties – Lethe sleep and portal
teleportation – are properties within the Purgatorial Sea. The Reboot
is a diverted fraction of the Purgatorial Sea, appearing from ethereal to
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material. From the vantage point of anyone on Earth, it would look
like rain coming out of the clear blue sky. We of the angelic host will
personally address the nephilim and the fallen Watchers. Meanwhile,
humans who are dying or were meant to die but prevented by
supernatural means will face death in the Reboot, their souls teleported
to the transcendent dimension. Humans who are alive and have many
years ahead of them will have their memories of their life prior to the
Reboot altered and then teleported further down humanity’s timeline.
The humans left, smaller in number, will be from a culture closer to
the simple, agri-nomadic culture of Earth’s early days, because they
were relatively untouched by the corruption of the nephilim and the
so-called ‘GodKings’. Humanity can progress organically from that
smaller cohort.”
Her tea untouched and grown cold, Cora stared at Uriel,
overwhelmed by this information. Sorting through ideas new and
alarming, she focused on one thought. “So I will face death in the
Reboot. I expected that. But what about my son? What about
Setebos?”
“Ah, them. Your son will be given to a family, much farther in
humanity’s timeline. Since he is a baby, he won’t remember that he was
born before the Reboot. Since he is also human, he will have a normal,
human life.”
“Will he be happy?” Cora paused, her face twisting in pain, and
continued, “Will his father and mother love him as much as I do?”
“We will place him in a loving family, Cora.”
She breathed slowly, in and out. In and out. “All right. I accept that.
And Setebos?”
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“His fate is rather unusual.” Uriel shook his head, in awe. “Your
presence in his life, albeit complicating, gave Setebos opportunities to
prove his virtues. He truly is a creature trying to live out a life of
contrition and penance, as flawed as he is. Central has granted him to
return to his original status, as an unfallen member of the angelic host.”
Cora trembled so much that she had to set down her cup on the
counter lest she drop it. “That’s miraculous,” she said.
“Yes. But there’s a cost, Cora – to both you and Setebos.”
“What do you mean?”
“A transgression has happened, Cora. Setebos fell, and he had
drawn you into his fallen state, albeit without malicious intent. In order
for your soul to cross into Sacred Space, you must forget your time
with Setebos past your childhood. The Reboot will scrub all memories
of your child and your time with Setebos at his island and here at this
lunar base. That way, you can unconditionally let Setebos return to his
role in Heaven and let your child be raised by his new parents.
Conversely, in order for Setebos to return to his unfallen state, he must
also forget about his time with you past your childhood. We will also
scrub his memories of this child and his time with you.”
Cora suddenly felt lightheaded, and she held onto the edge of the
counter. “Will it hurt – this forgetting?”
“No,” Uriel said. “It will be like Lethe sleep, but much more
thorough and permanent.”
“And my son will grow up and be happy? And Setebos restored to
Heaven?”
“Yes.”
She felt her blood roar in her ears, her heart feeling as if it were
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about to explode. She again forced herself to breathe deep and slow.
“All right,” she said, in confirmation. “I accept.”
“I DO NOT.”
Both archangel and woman turned to the entry way of the galley,
seeing Setebos standing, cradling little Caliban, who was awake and
fussing.
“Setebos --” she started.
“How can I forget you, Cora? How can I forget Caliban?” Setebos
glared at Uriel. “I can accept Cora forgetting me -- that her soul will
never recognize me -- because she will be safe. I can accept never being
in her or Caliban’s life ever again. But losing my memories of her and
this child?” He shook his head. “We are creatures of thought, Uriel.
Sentient intelligence. Who I am now – a creature whom Central feels
is worth saving – is only that because of what Cora has brought to me,
in my life. To take away my memories of her would take away the best
part of me.”
Cora walked towards Setebos, joining him at the threshold. She
stared at him, speechless. Without breaking eye contact with Uriel,
Setebos gently transferred Caliban to Cora. But then he stepped
towards Uriel until he was eye to eye with his former superior officer.
“It is cruel,” Setebos said, his voice barely restrained from his rage.
“This is not redemption. It's punishment. Pure and simple. I do not
accept this. I REFUSE.”
Uriel, calm as ever, regarded these inflammatory words. He was
about to speak when he noticed that Cora had also stepped forward,
one arm cradling the child, the other reaching out towards Setebos.
“Setebos,” she said.
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Setebos turned, looking at her. Gray eyes met dark eyes. “Cora?”
“I’m sorry.” She touched his bare arm and gave him the strongest
Lethe sleep she could give.
Setebos’ eyes became unfocused, and he fell forward.
A little startled, Uriel caught him. He said, “This won’t be
permanent.”
“I know,” Cora said, trying not to cry. “I assume your people will
make sure that it will be.”
“But why did you do this?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” She then reached out, smoothing Setebos’ dark
hair. “Because I love him.”
Uriel’s eyes widened. Then on the other side of the galley counter,
in the space leading towards the workspace, the air started to shimmer
and a portal appeared. Out stepped a person that Cora had never met
but had seen, in the sent memories of both her friend Miranda and her
beloved Setebos.
Across the counter, Ariel looked at her. He looked older than both
Miranda and Setebos, an angel whose seniority was shown in his
imposing figure and salt-and-pepper hair. “Uriel, look after Setebos.”
Then he said to Cora, “My lady, you and I need to talk.”
“WHAT--” Cora suddenly felt a rush of cold air and blinding light
streaming past her, making her wince. When she opened her eyes a
split-second later, she found herself at the shore of an unfamiliar
beach, under an unearthly blue sky. Clutching the baby close to her
chest, she stared up at the angel standing right in front of her.
“As I said,” Ariel repeated, smiling, “we need to talk.”
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“WHERE ARE WE?” Cora cried out, alarmed. “WHERE’S
SETEBOS? WHERE --”
Caliban starting crying.
Ariel placed one reassuring hand on Cora’s shoulder, another on
the baby’s head. He said, “Please, calm down.”
“Are you SERIOUSLY trying to Lethe sleep me --”
“No. Just the baby.” He moved both hands back to his sides. “You
woke him up, and babies need their sleep.”
Cora stopped, and she looked down as Caliban was soothed back
to sleep. “Oh Gods,” she said, shaking head as she felt her eyes prickle
with shamed tears.
“It’s okay,” Ariel said. “I should’ve warned you beforehand. I’m
sorry.”
She inhaled and then exhaled, stopping the tears from falling. “So
where are we, then? And why did you bring me and Caliban here?”
“One: we’re on the shores of the Purgatorial Sea, in Sacred Space.
Behind you,” he pointed to a craggy, narrow mountain, its peak
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obscured by clouds, “is Mount Purgatory, the top of which connects
with the foothills of a mountain in Heaven. Usually, humans who are
still alive aren’t able to come here, but – with you and your son touched
by Setebos’ energy – you both can. Second: why I brought you and
your son here, well.” He began walking on the rocky beach, following
the shoreline. “Follow me.”
Cora stepped quickly until she was walking by Ariel’s side. She had
so many questions in her but kept silent, quelled by the strangeness of
the sea, mountain, and angel beside her. She glanced up at him.
As if taking her glance as a cue, Ariel began speaking. “You likely
have some knowledge of who I am, but I have to say that that
information is old.” He smirked. “Very very old.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean,” Ariel said, “an earlier version of me was on Earth, at the
time of the Reboot. A fallen version.”
Cora stopped walking. “WHAT.”
He paused as well, sighing. Then he replied, “I wanted to save
Miranda from the Reboot, so I left Heaven... without securing
permission.”
“Without securing – WHY DID YOU DO THAT?”
Ariel shook his head at his prior foolishness. “Because I knew that
the answer would be no. However, because I was not cleared to know
what was happening on Earth, I didn’t know that Miranda had – well
– moved on, living as a general and nobleman for years --”
“Lord General Malech,” Cora interrupted.
“Yes. Lord General Malech.” He started walking again, walking
slower so that Cora could remain by his side. He continued, “But by
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the time of the Reboot, he was also a GodKing, who had married the
only surviving offspring of a dead king, a young woman named Mara.
They had a son.”
Cora gasped, remembering that Setebos had dreaded a similar fate
for himself. “But why would Malech do that? He knew the ills the
nephilim have done!”
“He hadn’t fallen in love with a human woman before… until he
met Mara.”
“But --”
“Cora, you yourself met Malech when he conquered Kaldach. You
know what kind of ruler he was. Even though Malech had conquered
Mara’s people, he didn’t want to rule them as a tyrant, especially since
they were suffering from an epidemic at the time. By curing them, he
endeared himself to them. However, they would only accept him as
their ruler if he had married Mara.”
Cora frowned, remembering how powerless she had felt when she
was a pawn between the Lords of Ilaeon and Kaldach, when she was
the last Lady of Ilaeon. “And what did Mara think of all of this?” she
asked.
“She accepted it as her duty. But,” Ariel added quickly, seeing
Cora’s eyes flash with anger, “Malech made certain that anything he
did, Mara would accept as well. In the end, when the Reboot
happened, he revealed himself as Miranda. He tried to save Mara and
their son Halim from death but failed.”
“Because Mara and Halim were dying anyway?” Cora asked,
remembering Uriel’s explanation.
“Yes. And as a result, Miranda went insane with grief.” He shook
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his head. “On the waters of the flooded Earth that is in your recent
memory, there was a gigantic ship: an ark that looked deceptively
smaller than it actually is. Within that ship was a safe haven of animals
and humans that were saved from the Reboot, and around that ship
was a protective shield powered from the light of Heaven itself – that
no angel, fallen or unfallen, can ever penetrate. Miranda tried to break
through that shield, but in failing that, she swore revenge. She would
find anyone on that ship, or any descendent of anyone on that ship,
and bring that person’s soul to ruin, as payback for losing Mara and
Halim.”
“Oh Gods, Miranda,” Cora whispered, looking down.
Ariel looked up, at the bright blue sky of Sacred Space. He
continued, “The fallen army of Lightbearer wouldn’t allow the fallen
Watchers to leave Hell, out of a sick sense of twisted arrogance and
spite. So Miranda, locked in time’s arrow, couldn’t slip away from Hell
until many millennia on Earth had passed. By that time, only one
family remained that carried that particular light of Heaven from that
ark, and of that family, only three members remained. They were an
old man, Zack Fitzpatrick, and his two grown children, Jamie… and
Zoey.”
Cora glanced up, noticing Ariel’s change of tone when he said the
woman’s name.
“I mentioned that an earlier version of me, a fallen version, existed
on Earth before the Reboot. The angel you see walking beside you had
spent many millennia on post-Reboot Earth, as a miserable fallen
ethereal creature, until a certain brave woman gave me the chance to
redeem myself.”
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“And that woman was --”
“Zoey Fitzpatrick.”
Cora noticed Ariel’s tone of voice again. “You love her,” she
observed bluntly.
“Ah.”
She was surprised to see him blush. That’s a first, she thought. She
said aloud, “How did she help you redeem yourself?”
“Miranda believed Jamie to be the weakest, as he had become a
homeless man, living with what the humans deemed untreated
psychosis. However, when Miranda tried to take Jamie, she was
entrapped in Jamie’s interior psyche --”
“WHAT--”
“And when I was looking for a harmless human with psychosis to
just lie low and subsist on that person’s life energy until his or her death
--”
“WHAT--”
“I got entrapped as well, although I didn’t know it at the time.”
“WHAT.” She reached out and stopped Ariel’s walking. “Explain.”
“Sorry,” he apologized. “As I said, the Fitzpatricks are special, but
Jamie even more so. His soul recognized Miranda as a malevolent force
and locked her away in a form of solitary confinement. However, to
keep her there, his conscience had to be there as well, as a spiritual lock
and key. That left his living body an open shell. Meanwhile, I was in
need of another human host. As I said, I had been a miserable, fallen
creature, scraping by in my existence on post-Reboot Earth. To cause
the least harm, I would dwell within a human incapacitated with
psychotic hallucinations, making certain that I was the least intrusive
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of presences in that human’s shattered mind. For millennia I would
disappear within a human and, like a damn parasite, sip just enough of
my host’s life energy so that I wouldn’t become an absolute insensate.
Jamie was my last host. But with his psyche already sealed up with
Miranda, I essentially became him, living out his miserable, homeless
life. When his body became terminally ill, I expected to be able to leave
his body, as I had done with previous hosts. But I couldn’t.”
“Why?”
“Because Jamie’s sealing away was an all-or-nothing act. In sealing
Miranda, he had inadvertently sealed me with them as well. We were
at an impasse until Zoey, who had been looking for Jamie, found him.”
He shook his head, remembering in amazement. “You know about
sending, right?”
“Yes.”
“When Zoey found Jamie, dying in a hospital bed, she involuntarily
sent her own psyche into Jamie’s interior world.”
Cora stared at him. “SHE COULD DO THAT?”
“Yes. Shocked the both of us when she and I saw each other the
first time, in what felt like a dense forest. As we learned to trust each
other, we navigated Jamie’s psyche, to the center of his self, and broke
through Jamie’s seal. There I battled Miranda, who had been verbally
torturing Jamie for years, trying to break him, while Zoey coaxed her
brother to open himself further. In the end, Zoey saved her little
brother from Miranda – but she also saved me as well. In the parlance
of Sacred Space, she is a Beatrice, that is, a human who leads a fallen
creature back to unfallenness.” He paused. “And she is my Beatrice.”
Cora saw Ariel shake his head again, as if the angel was waking up
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from a slight daze.
Ariel continued, “The problem still remained: Miranda had
escaped. With Zoey already known by Heaven and safeguarded by me,
then she was safe from Miranda. So that only left Jamie and Zoey’s
father, Zack Fitzpatrick.”
“What did Miranda do?”
“Hitched a ride on Zack’s dying soul to here. The Purgatorial Sea.”
“WHAT?”
“Zack drowned in a vast ocean on Earth. An old navy man, he was
sailing alone when a storm caught up with him. Zoey didn’t even know
her father was still alive when she found out he had died.”
“Why?”
“That’s a long story.” Ariel sighed. “But I’ll tell you the short
version. When she was a girl, Zoey was molested… and Jamie
witnessed it once and had his first psychotic break.”
Cora stared, unable to speak.
“Even though Amy, their mother and Zack’s wife, assured him that
he wasn’t to blame for what happened to their children, Zack couldn’t
forgive himself, so he left the family. Even decades later, he still
couldn’t forgive himself, but he did send to Amy, who had died years
ago, his sorrow and contrition for leaving her and their children. That
was what saved him from Hell, but it was also what attracted Miranda’s
attention.”
Cora saw Ariel stare over the placid waters of the Purgatorial Sea.
“It happened here – Miranda trying to lock Zack into her
damnation while staying anchored in Sacred Space. It pained me, to
see a person I still loved… show how demonic and brutal she had
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become to a fellow creature. Thank God, that once she saw that Mara
and Halim had been safe in Sacred Space all along, she realized that
she had been living in a false reality. Thank God that she cried for my
help so I could finally DO something.” He gave a soft smile of relief
tinged with melancholy. “Of course, once Zack was freed, he arrived
safely to shore, and he and Amy are somewhere up the mountain. Still,
for Miranda it was a painful process.”
“Why painful?”
“The Purgatorial Sea is called that because it purges the darkness
that would hold back any Heaven-bound creature. The more a creature
has darkness within, the more painful the process. As I held Miranda
under those waters… she screamed.” He grimaced.
“So she was restored as an unfallen angel? Like you?”
“No.”
“But --”
“As Miranda had hoped, Miranda finally became Malech: a human
husband and father.”
Cora was dumbfounded. “HOW?”
“The Purgatorial Sea reduced Miranda to basic quantum particles,”
Ariel explained. “Then we used Zack’s residual human matter to create
a male human body for the particles to form a re-creation – a Reboot
on the individual scale. Malech became a living, breathing human being
for a brief moment before I induced cardiac arrest --”
“WHA --” Cora interrupted.
“—leaving a human soul behind, Heaven-bound.”
Cora shook her head, clearing her thoughts. “You had to kill him
because human beings who are still alive aren’t able to exist in Sacred
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Space, right? Is it because this is a place for ethereal creatures? Not
material ones?”
Ariel peered at her. “You are both astute and stubborn. I can see
why Setebos loves you.”
Cora looked down, unsure how to respond. In her arms, little
Caliban still slept. She asked, “And Halim – he was nephil, but you said
he is with Mara, too. So could nephilim go to Heaven?”
“No.”
“So he’s human, too, I assume. How did that happen?”
“Halim was still an innocent baby. So with the intercession of his
mother, the Reboot took care of the transformation alone as soon as
he hit the flood waters.”
Cora winced, as she imagined what that must had looked like, a
dying young mother and her baby falling from the sky into an endless
deep below. She walked in silence beside Ariel for several spans before
she asked, “Ariel, why did you bring me and Caliban here?”
Ariel stopped walking. “Cora,” he said, “can I explain something
before I answer your question?”
Cora stood upright, trying not to feel anxious. “All right.”
Ariel glanced up, as if seeking guidance, and then began. “There is
a peculiar aspect of transcendent space you need to know. Time works
differently outside of the material space of your world. In the
transcendent realm – here in Sacred Space, there in Lightbearer’s
Profane Space – everything is in the Eternal Now. That’s why it’s called
timeless space.
When anyone from timeless space looks at material space, it’s like
flipping through the pages of a book. We are both the writers, readers,
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and characters of a book that’s already written, and the various
storylines therein are our lives. We can flip backwards or forwards
anywhere in the book and stop where we need to stop. Then we can
drop into the storyline at that specific spot.
That’s how my people feel like when we go from Sacred Space to
Earth. My current self’s conscience feels time as one continuous
sequence, but I can jump into any time period on Earth from the
farthest future to the earliest of Earth’s creation, as long as I don’t
jumble my own storyline or complicate others’ – and as long as doing
so is necessary and allowed.
Cora, from my vantage point, you are from my far past, from a time
and place when I was a lost, fallen angel. From your vantage point, I
am from your far future, from a time and place that doesn’t even exist
to you at all. But from the objective reality of the transcendent realm,
we’re both temporally equals in the Eternal Now. That’s how I’m able
to speak to you, here and now. And I’m speaking to you, here in the
Eternal Now, because your storyline shows that it’s time for you to
jump ahead in time, to preserve the safety of the Fitzpatricks’ timelines,
as their guardian.”
“WHAT?” She stared at Ariel, shocked. “SERIOUSLY?”
Caliban started waking up again, fussing.
Ariel sighed and soothed the baby one more time. “Cora,” he said,
“you really do show up there, as an active agent in Jamie’s, Zoey’s, and
Zack’s timelines.”
“But why not you? Aren’t they your – your history?”
Ariel shook his head. “It’s precisely because I’m part of their
timelines, either as a clueless, desperate fallen angel or a witness of
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Zack’s struggle in the Purgatorial Sea, that I’m locked out of their
earlier timelines – to avoid ensnarling them, causing catastrophic time
paradoxes. However, Cora, you don’t have that problem.”
“But--”
“Look” Ariel interrupted, “Central has allowed you to play this
active role of service, as opposed to the original plan of wiping your
memory of Setebos and your son and having you die in the Reboot.
And, no, I don’t know why either. That’s beyond both of our current
timelines. Maybe our timelines will converge and both a future you and
a future me will know--”
“Stop.” She held up a hand. “I’m… overwhelmed.”
“Sorry.” He began walking again.
Cora saw his resigned shoulders and walked again as well, catching
up with him. “You know, even though you don’t look anything like
him, you do remind me of Setebos.”
“Heh. Well – funny that. You remind me of Zoey.”
They walked together, an awkward silence falling between them.
“All right,” Cora said.
“What?”
“I’ll go. Especially since it’s clear I don’t have a choice in the
matter.”
“Cora--”
“And especially since I did knock out Setebos for refusing
Heaven’s offer and gave him up to Uriel. I’d be a damn hypocrite if I
were to refuse, right?” She looked at Ariel. “You were Setebos’ mentor
and superior officer. So I trust you.”
Ariel returned her gaze. “Thank you.”
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“So how exactly do I do… umm…what I’m supposed to do?”
“You can ask her yourself since we’re here.”
“Her?” Cora looked around, noticing that they had walked to the
other side of the island even though it felt that they hadn’t walked that
long. At the foot of the mountain sat a young woman in white, sitting
next to a sleeping figure. She followed Ariel as he approached the
young woman. Close up, Cora discovered that she looked very young,
just a teenager, and she stared when she saw a baby looking just a few
months old, strapped to her back, sleeping as soundly as little Caliban.
The figure on the ground, also sleeping soundly, was Malech.
With the vision given to her in Sacred Space, Cora could see that
Malech was fully human, a young man not much older than herself in
appearance. With Ariel’s explanation in her mind, she also realized who
the baby was -- Halim, the nephil turned human – as well as who the
young woman was.
“I am Mara, Malech’s Beatrice,” she said. “And you are meant to
be a Beatrice, too.”
#
It was 4:00AM.
Once upon a time, when eighteen-year old Jamie Fitzpatrick had a
home and family, he once read that 4:00AM was a magical time, the
“witching hour,” when the supernatural world would give signs of
significant purpose to receptive persons living in the mundane world.
Bullshit, he thought.
Jamie had witnessed a girl get shot by her so-called boyfriend,
taking a bullet meant for him. He had seen her die in his arms as the
club security neutralized the shooter and others called 911. He had
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endured hours of giving testimony to the police, being around people
from the dance club who also witnessed the murder. He left the police
station, with the club pressing charges, and walked into the cold, early
Sunday morning. Passing by a bank building with an outside clock,
Jamie saw what time it was.
It was 4:00AM.
He walked to the center of a bridge overpass, closed for repair, with
an empty highway far below.
Her name was Lexa, a girl just as homeless as he was. Jamie was
new at being homeless, while Lexa, even being younger than he, had
been homeless longer. She was despised, being an exotic dancer with
occasional places to stay, depending on where her so-called boyfriend
TK wanted her to be. Yet Jamie could see the golden spark of kindness
in her, as she shared her bread with him under the bridge only three
months ago, when she saw him shivering on her way to work. Lexa
was the first and only girl he would love, and he was utterly helpless to
protect her.
He closed his eyes, remembering how helpless he was to protect
his sister Zoey, how helpless he was to stop his father from leaving,
how helpless he was when his mother died and his teenaged sister, just
barely graduated from high school, had to shoulder the responsibility
of taking care of his psychotic, lazy ass.
He began to learn forward.
“Don’t.”
His eyes flew open, and he whipped around to the source of the
voice. Under the cold streetlights, he saw a small, dark-haired woman,
looking not much older than he was. However, as he stared at her, he
228

THE MIRACULOUS ONES

noticed that the waves of color flowing around her was off, that she
was much older than she looked and was not all entirely human. With
a panicked cry, he asked, “Are you real?”
With two quick steps, before Jamie could run or pull away, Cora
bridged the distance between herself and Jamie and grasped his arm.
“Yes,” she said, and then she sent.
She sent the memories that Ariel gave her: A crazed fallen Miranda
trying to break an older Jamie without success. Two angels fighting in
a storm-filled sky. An older, joyful Zoey holding an older Jamie.
She sent her own memories, of the last city before Setebos’ island,
with its vast refugee camp outside the walls and street-level uprising
and child suicide bombers inside the walls. She sent the beauty of the
Earth from space, the beauty of the Moon.
She sent her fear and her hope, her faith that Jamie was stronger
than he thought. She sent that he had a reason to be, a reason to stay
with the living a little while longer until his sister could release him to
the waiting arms of his family in Sacred Space. Even an awaiting Lexa
was somewhere on that mountain. When she was done, she found
Jamie collapsed against her, crying.
“Please be real,” he cried. “Please be real.”
“I am, Jamie.”
“I’m scared,” he said.
“I know, but you can do brave things.”
“Can you stay?”
“No. But I’ve given you all you need.”
He nodded, exhausted. “Thank you,” he whispered.
Then Cora passed a hand over his eyes, giving Lethe sleep. Within
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the Lethe, she blurred the identities of herself, Ariel, Miranda, and
Zoey, leaving intact the landscape and emotions of the memories. She
left echoes of many creatures across space and time looking out for
him, even as he would live most of his earthly life seemingly isolated
and alone.
“The city can be pretty, too, Jamie,” she said, as she helped him
stand up and walk to the overpass’ edge – but this time as a viewing
spot, to see the twinkling lights of a city still asleep but waking up soon.
Feeling dizzy, Jamie grabbed the edge of the overpass, and he
leaned a little against it. He caught his second-wind, shaking his head.
This was always Lexa’s favorite time, he thought. Witching hour. Then he
crouched, his head down, and sobbed against the cold concrete.
Afterwards, as the sky turned from inky darkness to the twilight blue
of a new day, he stood up before any authorities could find him and,
alone, he walked back down into the waiting city below.
#
In the various places Cora had been when she was looking for
Setebos, she tried to make sure not to make close bonds with anyone.
While she succeeded most of the time, a few times a person would slip
into her heart. One was the man who had wanted to marry her all those
eons ago. The other was his grandmother, whose dark face reminded
her of the smooth bark of the belajoun tree and whose rich, tranquil
voice reminded her of her beloved Ina. When Cora had to disguise
herself, she chose the appearance of this wise woman, clothed in the
white and blue of a wizened nun.
Thus twenty-two year old Zoey Fitzpatrick, caught in her own sad,
angry thoughts, didn’t notice the nun quietly sharing the same backrow
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pew, sitting on the two far left seats. When the Order of the Mass came
to the taking of Communion, Zoey remained sitting, her head bowed
down with clenched fists. When it came time for Cora to stand up, she
bent down and touched Zoey’s arm.
Zoey started at the touch of a soft, dry hand. She looked up, for
the first time seeing the gentle smile of the beautiful, elderly nun who
had sat next to her from the beginning of the service.
In Ina’s voice, Cora said, “Be not afraid is easier to say than do. But
try. Be not afraid to forgive. And live.”
“I --” Zoey stammered but stopped, trying not to cry.
Cora knew what that felt like. She touched her forehead, giving her
another bit of spiritual strength, and continued down the pew for that
service’s Communion. Even though her faith was older than the manmade institution that this church’s rites were celebrating, this particular
Eucharistic Rite was a remembrance of her own people’s deep
theology, so she joined the other celebrants. Afterwards, she left, but
not before seeing from afar Zoey, who decided at the last minute to
join the other stragglers, partaking the Communion Rite of her people.
Stepping only three years forward and many thousands of miles
away, a hidden Cora witnessed twenty-five year old Zoey visiting the
island grave of a man who had hurt her long ago. With one final gesture
of peace and forgiveness, she whispered, “Goodbye.”
Ah, Zoey, Cora thought, her heart pained with love and pride for
this brave woman. That makes this easier. She moved again, thirteen years
earlier, when Zoey was twelve years old, a rape victim recovering in a
hospital bed.
Rain beat down the island, and Cora was hidden in the drenched
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gloom of a nighttime storm. She saw the man, a young priest who
violated the vows of his position and his faith, arrive at the beach. He
entered the storm-churned sea, fighting against the waves that kept
pushing him back to land and to life. Then she saw the other man
arrive – Zack Fitzpatrick, Zoey’s father. At first, Zack seemed satisfied,
watching his daughter’s rapist attempt to drown himself. But when the
other man seemed to change his mind and Zack, hate and vengeance
darkening his soul, began running towards the man, Cora sent.
She sent to the man a memory of the future, of Zoey eventually
forgiving him for his heinous transgression. She also sent, her ethereal
voice booming with the authority of Sacred Space, If there is even a shred
of holiness left in you, you will not let this girl’s father bear the sin of murder.
The man looked up, seeing Zack for the first and last time and then
seeing Cora just behind Zack. Stricken, he nodded and then moved
back towards the sea, fighting against the waters to fulfill his suicide.
Cora witnessed Zack, staring into the sea as his quarry disappeared
under the crashing waters and then never came back up. Even with the
man’s life ended, Cora knew that his presence would haunt Zack for
the rest of his life, and she wished she could take that guilt away, to
spare a family whose painful future she had seen.
Don’t, Cora, she reminded herself. She sent into Sacred Space, I’m
done.
Like before, the portal came from within her, and with a slight tug,
she was back onto the rocky beach of the Purgatorial Sea. Waiting for
her was Ariel, his arms cradling Caliban, who was awake and playing
with one of Ariel’s white feathers.
“Where’s Mara and Malech?” she asked as Ariel transferred her son
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to her arms.
“Going up Mount Purgatory,” Ariel said. “Malech woke up as soon
as you finished, and Central requested both Mara and Malech to report
for a debriefing.”
“So I did everything right?” Cora asked.
“Yes.”
“Oh, thank the Gods.” She cuddled Caliban, who still held tightly
in one chubby fist Ariel’s feather. “Uh, this feather…?”
“It’s fine. I gave it to him, since he seemed so fascinated.”
“You materialized your wings?” she asked.
“At one point. Caliban looked a little bored.”
Cora snorted, stifling a laugh. “When you said that you would look
after Caliban, I must admit I wasn’t so sure about it at the time.”
“Ah. There’s something about me that I should say, which I can
say now that you’re done with the Fitzpatricks.”
“What’s that?”
“I helped Zoey have a child.”
Cora stared at him. “What – wait. HOW?”
“It’s similar to what Setebos did, but in Zoey’s case it was
intentional. Induced parthenogenesis, but I spliced the egg with DNA
from one of Zoey’s stem cells. So she has a non-clone daughter. Her
name is Ariel James, but she prefers AJ.”
“Ariel James.” Cora blinked. “Ariel… after you? And James… after
Jamie?”
“Yes.”
“But why were you allowed? And why didn’t you tell me this
earlier?”
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Ariel put up a forefinger. “One: to fix the injustice of Zoey’s
infertility caused by her childhood trauma.” He held up a second
finger. “Two: to give Zoey the experience of being a parent so that she
could understand and forgive her father.” Three fingers. “Three: to
have a place for your son to be when he grows up. That’s why I
couldn’t tell you earlier. Because you didn’t need to know until now.”
Cora shook her head. “You’d think I would get used to not
understanding the complicated planning of Heaven but – a place for
my son when he grows up? What does that mean?”
“Remember when Uriel said that your son is to grow up as a normal
human being, raised in a family living farther in time from the
Reboot?”
“That seems like a lifetime ago, but yes.”
“That will still happen. However,” Ariel said, seeing Cora’s face fall,
“you will be instrumental in placing Caliban with his human family and
overseeing him as his personal celestial guardian.”
Cora’s faced changed with many emotions, finally settling on
confusion. “What do personal celestial guardians do?”
“Well, Cora,” Ariel said, with a shrug and a smile, “as they say in
Earth’s modern parlance: you get to be Caliban’s fairy godmother.”
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12 THE FAIRY GODMOTHER
At age fifty, Ruth Babson realized it was always going to be like this.
She would wake up a little earlier than Will, her husband of thirty
years, and make his breakfast of eggs and oatmeal and then his
sandwich lunch. She would join Will at the table of their tiny kitchen
and, in silence, eat her oatmeal and sip her tea, waiting for the sun to
rise or the clock to strike six, depending on the season.
“Off I go,” Will would say, rising from his chair and wiping his
mouth with a napkin. Leaning forward to kiss his wife, he would say,
“Have a good day, love.”
“You too, Will.”
Ruth would see him to the kitchen door, painter’s cap on his head,
packed lunch in hand, a fifty-five year old man with a snowy head and
a snowy beard, his blue one-piece worker’s uniform faded with
multiple washings. Then she would walk to the front door, opening it
in time to see him drive off, the little blue box of a car rattling down a
lonely road. Afterwards, she would stand in the doorway for a
moment, her eyes resting across the road on the vast fields of barley
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that belonged to Angus Farms – for the most part silent neighbors
until harvest time. Then Ruth would retreat into the house.
Since she and Will lived on the bottom floor of a two-story cottage
that got repurposed as two separate flats, the housework would take
up at most two hours of the morning. Then Ruth would do some
knitting, some reading, some television watching, some web surfing.
By around eleven o’clock, the cabin fever would get the best of her,
and Ruth would take the bus into town.
There, she would wander, perusing the second-hand shops,
grabbing a quick lunch of smoked fish and fried, thick-cut chips, and
walk along the docks. She would end up on the beach, watching the
steel-gray waves of the North Sea wash upon the tan sands. If it were
summertime, then she would see kids, their skin as pale and soft as
baby seals’ underbellies, running and wading into those waters,
laughing in shock at the still-chilly waters.
Today was like any other day. Ruth sat upon the grass, watching
the waves come and go.
Then her attention was drawn to a small group of children playing
with a little dog on the wet sand. The children were two girls and three
boys, and Ruth could not help herself from thinking those names:
Little Will, Christina, Andrew, Neil, Dorothy. In her mind, she was
flung back in time, when she was thirty-five and, having suffered the
fifth and last first-trimester miscarriage, named the lost child, like she
had named the others. Even though each loss happened well before
the doctors could tell whether she carried a boy or a girl, Ruth was
stubborn in her certainty of the name she chose for her five lost babies.
Seeing those happy children with their dog, she found herself
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crying in silence. Stop it, Ruth. Just stop it, she scolded herself, wiping her
eyes with hands that smelled of smoked fish.
For the next fifteen years, Ruth learned how to let go of the dreams
she had for Little Will, Christina, Andrew, Neil, and Dorothy. Fifteen
years of therapy and medication and guilt. Fifteen years of Will holding
her and saying, “I’m sorry, love. I’m so, so sorry.”
The thought of Will made Ruth smile, and that broke the spell of
her melancholy. The sky was bright and cloudless, even on this cold
day, the day after Mothering Sunday. Ruth was warm in her coat, and
her stomach was sated and content.
“Up you go, ol’ girl,” she said, rising from the grass, smoothing flat
her coat and trousers.
She intended to go home, to wind down her afternoon, but on a
whim detoured to Arbroath Abbey because the day was so beautiful
and so cold.
On a day far from the tourist season, the worn red ruins of the
medieval abbey stood silent on a close-cropped green field. A handful
of town residents wandered aimlessly around it. Ruth walked along the
round foundation stones of long-gone columns, on grass where a
church nave used to be. She was lost in the silence of the place and so
was startled when she heard a foreign-sounding voice before her.
“Still feels holy, doesn’t it?”
Ruth looked up from her musing, seeing a little, elderly nun smile
back at her over half-moon glasses. The nun’s dark, deeply-lined skin
stood in stark contrast to her perfect alabaster teeth and cotton-wisp
hair that formed a halo under the white and blue habit. Keenly aware
that it had been years since Ruth stepped into a church, she fell shy.
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“Ehmmm…”
The nun’s smile grew wider. “No?”
Ruth blurted, “I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“Ehmmm…”
The nun laughed and placed a soft hand on Ruth’s left arm. “No
worries, dear. I’m not judging.” She walked ahead a few paces, looking
at the fallen walls which once held up a vast, cavernous ceiling. “Oh,
the faith that built those walls.” She reached out and touched the
weathered red stones. “Sometimes, it’s better to have faith in the small
than in the big.”
“Sorry?” Ruth stayed where she was, unsure whether the nun
wanted to join her or not.
Still peering at the stones, the nun declared, “Looks like rain.”
“What?” Ruth looked up, seeing a sudden ominous cloud above.
When she looked back to the nun, the nun was gone. Dumbfounded,
she stared at the empty spot before searching the areas where a little
old lady nun could have possibly gone in such a short amount of time.
She gave up the search when the first fat drops of rain came down.
“Definitely time for home,” Ruth muttered, shaking her head. It
was just a funny story to tell Will when he came home.
After slipping and sliding all the way home, Will eased the car onto
the driveway, his eyes twitchy from trying to see past the front bumper
through the downpour. Parked closest to the back kitchen door,
wishing yet again that the house had a proper garage, Will took a deep
breath and then launched himself out of the car, racing for the kitchen
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door.
“Christ!” Soaked through, Will shivered as he grabbed a towel from
the laundry basket next to the tiny washer in the kitchen. Not even
bothering to turn on a light, he pulled off his wet clothes, piling them
into the washer, and dried himself as best he could. Seeing
underclothes and pajamas in the basket, Will pulled those on. Only
when he was dry and clothed did he notice that the house was far too
quiet.
“Ruth?” Will called out. Still toweling his hair, he walked from the
kitchen, down a small hallway, to the sitting room.
“Here.”
Will stepped out of the sitting room, into the small foyer, and
stared.
The front door was still ajar. Ruth was sitting on the floor, shaking
from cold and wet and something else. For, pulled inside and just
across the threshold was a large, low wicker basket. In that basket,
wrapped in a brown blanket, slept a little baby.
“Ruth.” Will wrapped the towel around his wife.
“He was at our doorstep. Like a fairy tale. A baby in a basket.” Ruth
rocked back and forth, her hands clasped together in her lap.
“He?”
“The note.”
Next to the baby’s head was a cream-colored card. Picking it up,
Will read aloud the neat, handwritten script, “Please love this boy.”
Ruth started to cry. “What are we to do?”
Will looked at the card and then looked at his wife. “I suppose…
do what the card says.”
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Ruth gave a sharp bark of laughter through her tears. “Will --”
He reached out and stopped her rocking. “What’s his name?”
“I don’t know.”
Will set aside the card. He gathered the sleeping baby in his arms
and, sitting next to his wife, handed the child to her. “You always
know.”
Ruth bent her head low and gave the boy one, soft teary kiss. She
breathed in his sweet, new baby scent, and the name came to her.
“David.” She smiled at Will. “His name is David.”
Hidden away in the downpour, the little nun that was Cora thought,
Good name. Then she wept, her tears mixing with the rain.
#
It was lunchtime, when four-year old David declared, “Mummy, I
have a best friend.”
Ruth turned a little from the kitchen counter, where she was
preparing sandwiches for herself and David. “Is that so?” she asked.
David was always with her, so she wondered when and where he would
ever meet another child, to have a best friend.
“Yes,” he said, brightly. “She talks to me when I’m scared. When
you or Daddy aren’t around. Like at night when I’m in bed but scared
of the MONSTERS. She tells me not to be scared. That the monsters
aren’t real.”
“Does your best friend have a name?”
“She says she’s my fairy godmother. So her name’s Fairy.”
Ruth smiled. David has an imaginary friend, she thought. “What does
Fairy look like?”
David shrugged. “I dunno. I only hear her – I never SEE her. If I
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do see her, I hope she’s a dragon. Or a FLYING HORSE.” He
struggled to open up his little bag of crisps. “Mummy, I can’t open
this.”
Ruth walked over to the table and opened the bag. She saw her son
happily grab a handful of crisps and shove them in his mouth. “David
Ian Babson, manners!” she chided.
“Oh,” he said, his voice muffled with crisps. He chewed quickly
and took a sip of his apple juice, swallowing the whole mushy mass.
“Thank you, Mummy.”
Ruth shook her head, as she had scolded him for eating like a little
barbarian, not for forgetting to say “thank you,” but she still kissed the
top of his unruly, dark-haired head. “You’re welcome, Davey.” She
returned to preparing the sandwiches.
“So Fairy,” David continued, “is my best friend because she’s
always nice.”
“What,” Ruth said, “so your daddy and I aren’t nice?”
“Mummy,” her son declared, his voice authoritative, “you and
Daddy are nice but not ALWAYS nice. Like telling me to wash up. Or
– or eat vegetables.” He made a face.
“Oh, I see,” Ruth said. “Well, I’m glad you have a best friend now.
And maybe, when you start school, you can make a friend that you can
actually see. Wouldn’t that be good?”
“I dunno,” David said, frowning. “I like Fairy.”
“You can still keep Fairy,” she replied. “People can have more than
one friend.”
“Oh!” His silver gray eyes brightened up. “Okay, Mummy.”
#
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When Will arrived home late from work, he saw Ruth at the kitchen
table, drinking a bottle of beer. His wife rarely drank, so he asked,
“What happened?”
“Your son,” Ruth declared, “got in a fight at school.”
“What! Why didn’t you call me?”
She shook her head. “Nothing I couldn’t handle. And Davey’s fine
– the other boy is fine. But it’s all so stupid.” She sighed. “Wash your
hands and sit down. I’ll get your supper.”
“Where’s Davey?” Will washed his hands in the kitchen sink, dried
them with a clean tea towel, and settled his old bones before the
kitchen table.
“In his room, asleep. He didn’t feel like eating much, and I don’t
blame him.” She got the covered ceramic plate of roast chicken,
potatoes, and Brussel sprouts that sat warming in the oven and set it
before her husband, along with a fork and knife. “Wanna beer?”
“Will I need a beer?”
“Probably.”
“Okay, then.” Will saw Ruth open and then set down his beer
before she settled back to her chair and took a long draft from her own
beer. “So…”
“So,” Ruth said, “you know that Davey would tell us that he’d get
teased. For looking different from everyone else. For looking different
from his mum and dad. For having a mum and dad old enough to be
his grandparents.”
“Yes, but he seemed to handle it well.”
“Perhaps in his primary school. The kids all lived close to each
other, so they got to know Davey and us okay. But at his high school,
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there are more kids from different areas, and Davey says that he really
stands out. Then one boy who’s been teasing Davey since the first day
of term got ahold of his phone and saw our photo. He said that we
were old and ugly. Och!” Ruth shook her head. “That did it.”
“So Davey struck first.”
“Yes.”
Will sighed, feeling a slight ache in his head. “What was his
punishment, then?”
“Detention. He called me to say he’d be late coming home because
of it. When he got home, he was fuming. Said he hates his school, hates
this town. He wants us to move.”
Will ruminated on Ruth’s words as he ate his supper. After a sip of
beer, he declared, “At least he said he didn’t want to run away.”
“Seriously, Will?”
“We have a good kid, Ruth. He was defending our honor.”
“I’d prefer he’d defend our honor without fists, Will Babson.”
He shrugged. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. I’ll talk to him first thing in
the morning, all right?”
Ruth sighed. “All right.” She looked out the kitchen door, towards
the direction of the bedrooms, and wondered how David was sleeping.
Twelve-year old David was dreaming.
He was walking under a warm, cloudy sky, among the fluffy
cottongrass, and a female roe deer was walking next to him. She turned
her small head to him and said, “I told you it was a bad idea.”
David sighed. “Fairy, you sound like my mum. Stop it.”
She shook her head. “Well, you should listen to her. It’s not good
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to keep your anger all stuffed inside and then, when you can’t stand it
anymore, erupt in punches and kicks. You went from doing nothing
to exploding. Haven’t you heard of using your words?”
“Fairy --”
“Good thing you’re a lousy fighter, or you’d really have hurt him.”
David chewed one corner of his mouth, trying not to get angry. “I
remember when you used to be nice,” he said.
“And I remember when you used to listen to me,” she retorted.
David stopped walking; her words stung. “Don’t be mad at me,
too, Fairy. You’re my only friend.”
The little deer turned around, bent low her head under one of
David’s hands, and raised her head. In response, David slid both arms
around her warm, brown neck in a tight hug.
“Listen,” she said, “I know it’s hard dealing with awful people like
that boy. I wish I could tell you that bullies go away when you’re older,
but I’d be lying. How you win is defend yourself, yes, but in a manner
that makes everything better, even a little. And after today, all that boy
– besides everyone else who saw you -- has is the idea that you are
violent, on top of the other wrong-headed, dumb ideas he has of you.
Now, does that help you or hurt you?”
“But Fairy --”
“WELL?”
David didn’t answer.
“I thought so.”
In spite of himself, he started to cry. “It’s too hard,” he said,
sniffling. “It’s not fair.”
“Oh, my sweet boy,” she said. “You’re right. It’s not fair. But you’re
244

THE MIRACULOUS ONES

brave and kind-hearted, and you can do hard things.”
David’s legs buckled underneath him, so the little deer followed
suit, her four, spindly legs tucked neatly underneath her body beside
the boy. Still hugging her neck, David said, “I wish I could see you out
there. In real life. Not just hear your words in my head or as animals
in my dreams. I wish I knew what you look like.” He buried his face
into the deer’s neck, smelling her wonderful scent of earth, flowers,
and sweat.
“Ah,” she said. But she didn’t continue with his train of thought.
“Promise me, no more fighting. You know better than that. You are
smarter than that. I know six years feels like forever at your age, but
believe me, it will go by fast enough, and you can leave all this nonsense
behind. But only on strong footing, do you understand? Only when
you build a solid foundation can you launch into a happier life.”
“Like a rocket ship?” David asked.
The little deer smiled. “Like a rocket ship.”
He sighed. “All right, Fairy.” He sounded sleepy.
“Good boy.” She carefully dipped her head down as David
slumped to one side, and Cora left him, slumbering among the
cottongrass in his dream.
#
When David came home from work, he was surprised by his
parents waiting for him at the kitchen table. Still wearing the painter’s
uniform of his dad’s former employer, he didn’t even have the chance
to change clothes, for Will pointed to a piece of paper on the table and
asked, his voice still strong and stern for all of his seventy-six years,
“Explain this.”
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Still standing, David looked down at the table and immediately
recognized the letter. He didn’t even need to read the print, the date
of four years ago, the familiar letterhead of a university located in the
United States. He looked away. “It’s an acceptance letter.” He tried not
to get angry. “Where did you find it?”
“In the shed. Your mum and I were decluttering, and we found
this, shoved in an old box filled with your kid stuff that we were sorting
through.”
“Oh.” David shook his head, thinking, Shit, I thought I threw it away.
“This is the first time we’ve heard of this school, Davey,” Ruth said.
“If this is an acceptance letter, then why are you still here?”
“Yeah,” Will chimed in. “What the hell happened?”
David stared at his parents. “Don’t you remember, Dad? Four years
ago you fell at your job. The hospital, all that physical therapy, and they
still made you quit.”
“I retired,” Will corrected, his voice sharp.
“Whatever,” David replied. “Either way, it was against your will.”
“Davey,” Ruth said.
David heard the soft, pleading tone of his mother, and he sighed.
“Sorry, Mum.”
“Just tell us why you kept this a secret.”
He sighed even deeper and then sat down at the table. “I didn’t
know if I could get in, first of all. I mean, no one in my school even
applied outside of the county, least of all a university in another
country. Second, I didn’t even know if I wanted to leave. It’s so far
away from you and Dad.” He shook his head. “But then when Dad
had his accident, and then everything got so shitty….” He trailed off.
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“I mean, I was already working part-time at the body shop, and what
with finishing school, it was easy just to go full-time.” He looked
straight at his father’s eyes. “I don’t regret it.”
Will replied, “That’s a damn lie.”
“Will --” Ruth began.
“It’s a lie,” Will continued, not breaking eye contact with David,
“because you kept this letter, even though you turned the offer down.
You kept it as a goddamn memento.”
David looked away. “So? What if I did?”
“So I will not have you use me as an excuse to being a damn
coward.”
“DAD.”
“Your mum and I read this letter, Davey. It was a chance to get a
bachelor’s and a master’s degree in one go! With a full scholarship -in Mathematics! I didn’t even know you liked Maths!”
“That was a long time ago.”
“No,” Ruth replied before Will could interject. “Four years isn’t a
long time ago.”
“Mum --”
“Your dad and I want you to reapply.”
“WHAT.” He glanced from Ruth’s face to Will’s, and then back to
Ruth’s. “Are you serious?”
“Deadly serious,” Will said.
“But it’s too late --”
“Davey,” Ruth interrupted, “you made me a mother at age fifty.
NOTHING is too late.”
“But what if I don’t get in this time? What if there’s no
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scholarship?”
“Well, then,” Ruth said, “at least you tried.”
“With no regrets this time,” Will added.
David picked up the letter and stared at it. He looked up at his
parents, two elderly people whom he loved more than anybody in the
world.
Like a distant echo, he heard Fairy’s voice in his mind, I told you so.
He chuckled, shaking his head. “All right,” he said. “I’ll do it. But
only because you won’t shut up about it unless I do.”
“David Ian Babson, manners!” Ruth chided, while Will leaned back
and guffawed.
#
David leaned back and tried not to cry.
He had handled his mother crying in the airport okay, as she broke
down, saying, “My boy, my little boy,” over and over again. He had
handled his father with good humor as his father gave well-meaning
but embarrassing advice, reminding him to focus on his studies and
make sure not to get any American girl pregnant. Ticket counter,
baggage check-in, security screening, even waiting for boarding – all
that time, David only felt the nervous excitement of one life ending
and another life beginning.
But as the plane climbed high into the sky, he had leaned over from
his window seat to look through the little porthole window. He saw
the green coastline of his childhood home for the first time and felt a
sob rise up in his throat. He quickly leaned back into his seat, shutting
his eyes, as his thoughts raced. I’m not gonna cry, I’m not gonna cry.
“Here,” said a quiet, lilting voice.
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David opened his eyes and saw the passenger who sat in the middle
seat in that cramped economy-class section of the plane. She was a
little old nun, her dark face a mass of soft wrinkles framed with snowywhite hair and a blue-and-white veil. At the time when he boarded, his
row was still empty. When she had arrived for her middle seat, with
only a small carry-on to tuck in front of her, she had smiled at him in
acknowledgment, her eyes peering at him over half-moon glasses, but
then bowed her head down, perhaps in prayer. She remained that way,
even when the plane took off with that odd lurching sensation of
humans not meant to fly suddenly doing so. Not wanting to disturb
her, David began to look out the window. After all, he had chosen the
window seat for that reason, right?
But then homesickness hit him, threatening to make him sob like a
child in front of complete strangers.
Looking at the nun, David saw that she was offering a white
handkerchief, neatly folded in a little square. He stared at her, not sure
what to do.
“Take it, my dear,” she said, in that strange yet soothing accent.
“Thank you,” he murmured, not daring to speak more firmly lest
his voice break into a sob. She bent her head down again, giving David
a modicum of privacy. Turning back to the window, he held the
handkerchief to his face and let the tears fall in silence.
As David cried, the nun who was Cora, who had spoken to David
with her Ina’s voice, forced herself not to reach out to him, to gather
him in her soft arms as she once did when he was a tiny baby named
Caliban. Seeing him made Cora feel homesick as well: for a world that
no longer existed, for two people in her life that she hadn’t seen for an
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incalculable period of time and didn’t know where they were. Even
though she had seen David grow up and had intervened personally on
occasion when he needed guidance, she was still startled by how much
David resembled her beloved brother Peri, while having the eyes of
Setebos. And yet he was his own person, a grown man at twenty-two
years old, and she knew that her time being his fairy godmother would
be coming to an end.
Although she had given the handkerchief to David to hide his tears,
she had originally brought it with her to hide her own. As she sat there,
her head down, she felt the small tears fall, leaving little wet spots on
her clasped hands. “Here,” she heard David say. She looked up and
saw him offer her handkerchief back to her. “Ah,” she said, smiling.
“Keep it.”
“Are you sure, Sister?” he asked, looking concerned.
Oh, my sweet boy, Cora thought. “Yes,” she said aloud. She dried her
eyes with the palms of her hands. She knew that David was not one
for small talk, so she said, “I think I’ll nap now.”
“Oh, okay,” he said. “Sweet dreams.”
The transatlantic flight was an overnight one, so at one point David
also fell asleep. In his dream, he was walking again among the
cottongrass, but this time Fairy arrived from the sky, as a snowy-white
flying horse. He reached up, laughing, remembering his early
childhood wish that Fairy be a dragon or a flying horse. When she
landed, he hugged her neck, smelling that familiar scent of earth,
flowers, and sweat.
“Will you be coming with me to America, then?” he asked.
“Only if you need me,” she replied, “although you’re a grown man
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now. Aren’t you worried that I’m just a figment of your imagination
or, worse yet, some kind of hallucination?”
“Don’t say that, Fairy,” he said. “You’ll always be my best friend.”
Fairy made a sound that was both a neigh and a laugh. Without
having to be told, David hoisted himself onto her back, and they flew
up, into the bright blue sky. The summertime glens fell away
underneath them as they climbed higher and higher. Soon, David saw
the coastline of his home, then the curve of the Earth, and then,
magically, the entire planet, a beautiful marble revolving in the cold,
inky dark. He leaned forward, burying his face in Fairy’s mane, and
murmured, “Thank you, Fairy. Thank you for everything.”
David woke up to the sound of the flight attendants coming by
with the food and beverage carts. Looking for his seatmate, he saw
that the middle seat was empty; even the nun’s carry-on was gone. On
the far right was the other passenger on his row – a businessman, from
the looks of him.
“Excuse me,” David asked, “but where did the nun who sat in the
middle go?”
“What?” the businessman said. “What nun?”
“The nun who sat in the middle seat.”
“Nobody has the middle seat,” the businessman replied. “I bought
it so that I could have some space.”
David stared at him, wondering if he was joking, but the
businessman looked so severe and grumpy from being woken up that
he said, “Oh. Sorry. My mistake.” But then he looked down and saw
that he was still holding the white handkerchief. He brought it to his
face once again, to confirm that his earlier memory was real, and he
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suddenly noticed a familiar scent – of earth, flowers, and sweat.
“Fairy!” David exclaimed.
The businessman on the aisle seat, some nearby passengers, and a
passing flight attendant glared at him, alarmed.
“Sorry… sorry,” David replied, his voice quieter. He covered his
face again with the cloth, for he could feel new tears forming. Fairy, he
thought, was that… goodbye? He started to shake. Please don’t let that be
goodbye.
#
Returned to the shores of the Purgatorial Sea, Cora looked at Ariel,
her heart breaking. “Thank you,” she said.
“You only made it harder for yourself,” the angel said, “physically
appearing like that.”
“I know.” She hugged herself, trying not to cry. “But I wanted to
grant his wish, of seeing me face to face, since his time with me was
ending. I mean, I can still hear him. He misses me.”
“He will always miss you,” Ariel said, “but he’ll be fine.”
“I know. Because your daughter is there.”
“Cora, technically she isn’t --”
“You helped your Beatrice, whom you love, become pregnant,”
Cora interrupted. “In my book, that makes her your daughter. And she
probably sees herself like that, too.”
Ariel looked at Cora but said nothing.
She shook her head, her composure regained. “So,” she said, “time
for me to undergo the Reboot and lose my memories.”
“No.”
“No?” She looked at him, confused. “But you said that, once my
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time with Caliban is done, then I’m to undergo the Reboot. My time
on Earth is over.”
“Yes, I said that.” Ariel frowned. “But something has happened
since then.” He opened up a portal. “Follow me.”
“Where are we going?”
“To Setebos.”
Cora stared at him. Many questions clamored to her mind, but she
simply said, “I thought I wasn’t supposed to know where Setebos is
after Uriel took him away.”
Ariel sighed.
Cora looked at him, waiting.
“We fucked up.”
“WHAT?”
He shook his head. “You’ll see for yourself. But suffice it to say,
you are Setebos’ Beatrice – and he needs you.” He stepped through
the portal.
Cora didn’t hesitate to follow after.
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13 THE DAUGHTER AND THE SON
Stay good, AJ, stay good.
“Dr. Fitzpatrick, can we get one more photograph?”
“Sure.”
The applause still resonating in her ears, AJ forced a teeth-baring
smile again, flanked by various dignitaries and organizers of yet
another STEM conference. She was their keynote speaker, yet she
couldn’t remember all of their names, and the flash of too-many
cameras made her see only translucent green and red blobs over their
sweaty, smartly coiffed heads.
Stay good, AJ, stay good, ran through AJ’s head like a mantra.
Some hours later, after the obligatory dinner with those self-same
dignitaries and organizers, she retreated to her room, a luxurious suite
in the conference hotel, several floors above the lobby and the
ballroom below. While the hotel generally kept its Art Deco splendor
and opulence, its security systems were solidly in the twenty-first
century. The smart lock scanned AJ’s fingerprints as she twisted the
doorknob to her room; identity matched, the lock clicked open, and
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AJ stepped in without a pause. The door click-locked as soon as it shut
behind her. Privacy secured, AJ kicked off her “keynote speaker” high
heels. While she hated high heels, they looked good in photo ops (as
her university’s public relations staff often reminded her). So she wore
them for these public occasions but never told the staff that she only
owned one pair, on general principle.
Switching on old-fashioned lights, she saw snow through the
unshaded windows, miraculous snow coming down in light, fluffy
flakes. For the last two days that she had been in town, AJ had only
been in the hotel, shuffled along by conference minders. From Los
Angeles to Washington DC, from the airport to the conference hotel,
she hadn’t been outdoors, so the only bottle of whiskey she could get
was from room service.
After tossing her blazer on a leather chair next to an electric
fireplace, AJ went to the in-suite kitchen, grabbing the bottle of
overpriced booze and a small glass tumbler. With the expertise of
ritualized experience, she opened the bottle and poured about a
double-measure of the amber liquid. Returning to the sitting area in
front of the fireplace with glass in hand, she sat on the chair opposite
of the chair on which she had draped her blazer. Holding the glass, she
called out, “Transcom.”
Voice activated, an image of a keypad appeared under her right
hand on the armrest. With her empty hand, she keyed in the room’s
access code and then the phone number to her husband’s personal
comm instead of the house comm, just in case the twins were taking a
nap.
Ring-ring. Ring-ring.
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AJ sat patiently, holding her untouched glass.
Ring-ring. Ring-ring. Ring-ri – “Hi, love.”
“Hey, babe.”
She heard light crackling sounds, the tells of a personal comm being
adjusted behind one’s ear. “How come you’re not on your comm?” he
asked. “You usually hate using the hotel’s.”
“It’s somewhere in the room, and I’m too lazy to find it right now.
I haven’t worn my comm all day.”
“Ah,” he said. “Avoiding those ‘Alert! New messages!’ dings from
They Who Controlleth the Conference?”
“Yup. No reminders telling me where to go, when to go, and what
to say, which drove me crazy yesterday. Today was beautiful, blissful
silence – relatively speaking – because today’s SPECIAL.”
Her husband chuckled. “I’m going to the kitchen as we speak.”
“Where’re the kids?”
“Hanging out with the grandparents.”
From her hotel room, AJ heard him go into the kitchen, open a
waiting bottle of whiskey, and pour a double measure of whiskey into
an old-fashioned glass. As he did so, he asked, “So, how’d the speech
go?”
“Oh, you know. I stayed good and kept to the old standbys.
Ongoing applications of my postdoc work on trans-spatial quantum
entanglement communication. All my early stuff that’s still popular.
One of these days, I’ll be old news enough so that folks won’t see me
as an up-and-coming ‘young genius’ anymore, and I can actually get to
stay home more often, for a change.”
“Hey, it’s okay,” he said.
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“I know, but still.” She raised up her glass. “So, shall we toast?”
“I’m ready.” She heard him raise his glass, on the other side of the
country. “To us. Happy anniversary, AJ.”
“To us. Happy anniversary, David.”
In unison, AJ Fitzpatrick and David Babson sipped their glasses.
But then AJ drained her glass. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice thick
with alcohol.
David sighed. “I already said it’s okay --”
“It’s our third wedding anniversary, and I’m not in town to
celebrate it with you -- AGAIN. Not to mention missing your birthday
last year, Janey and Eddie’s first steps, your parents’ move-in to their
cottage in the backyard --”
“AJ.” He paused. “Does your fancy hotel transcom have holo?”
“Yeah.”
“Good. Turn it on.”
As AJ activated holo on her end, she heard a soft hum and suddenly
the voice had a body, as David switched on the holo on his comm. She
could see the full image of her husband: his dark hair disheveled, his
slim body clothed in his usual weekend wear of jersey and jeans. He
was leaning against the kitchen’s island counter, with the half-drunk
whiskey glass in view. But what she noticed most – what she always
noticed – were his piercing silvery gray eyes. Even over two-thousand
miles away, she felt those beautiful eyes peer into her. “What?” she
said.
He looked at her.
“WHAT?” His gaze was starting to make AJ’s heart beat hard and
fast.
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He smirked. “Just derailing your train of thought from the Land of
Guilt-Trip, Dr. Fitzpatrick.”
She stared and then gave a bark of laughter. “Hah! I taught you
that, didn’t I.”
“Yup.” He reached back for the glass and then knocked it back,
setting the empty glass back on the counter. “Still having that layover
in Dallas tomorrow?”
“Yes,” she said, “but not long. Just to pay my respects to my folks’
gravesite. I should be home by 5:00.”
He nodded. Early enough in their relationship, AJ explained how
important observing the Day of the Dead was for her, as she was the
only surviving member of her family until she married and had kids.
He was about to say something when he suddenly turned his head.
“Ah, I think the twins and my parents are coming over.” He looked
back at AJ. “Time to get supper going. And then the GLORY that is
grading high school pre-calculus worksheets!” He shook his head,
smiling.
AJ said, “David?”
“Yes?”
“I promise, we’ll have a proper anniversary celebration when I get
back,” she said. “Just you and me.”
Gray eyes met dark eyes. “See you tomorrow, love.”
“See you tomorrow, babe.”
David’s holo image winked out once the call disconnected.
In the kitchen, AJ poured another measure of whiskey. With glass
in hand, she walked to the floor-to-ceiling window and stood, watching
the snow fall in a dark November evening illuminated with city lights,
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cold and silvery as seen from her high hotel suite.
She smiled, remembering how she and David met.
#
Nineteen-year old AJ usually went straight home after her classes,
but today she decided to stick around on campus. The rare snow falling
on an otherwise frigid early March day may had something to do with
it, as it dusted the starkly modern metal-and-concrete buildings with
soft white, making the campus look unfamiliar and new. The Mardi
Gras festival in the student union, with its promise of free food,
definitely had something to do with AJ’s decision to stay on campus
for a little while longer.
As a commuter student who was on the accelerated Bachelor’s to
PhD Mathematics track, AJ had made no effort to make lasting
friendships in her one year as a university student. She was on track to
getting her Bachelor’s degree in May and was looking forward to
starting graduate-level coursework immediately afterwards. Thus she
was in an in-between space, where she couldn’t relate to any student
her age, yet she – who lived at home with her single mother and held
no job -- was too young to have anything in common with the doctoral
students, many of whom were Adults with a capital A. Still she perused
the festival, the space crowded with pop-up booths and students
drawn to king cakes, beads, masks, spicy Cajun food, and New
Orleans-style jazz.
In spite of the crashing sights, sounds, and smells of a festive,
colorful cacophony, AJ was drawn to one understaffed booth, to a
twenty-something year old man whom she found vaguely familiar. He
was struggling with a helium tank and failing to air up green, gold, and
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purple balloons. His frustration bled out into a bright aura of jagged
silver and purplish-red that erupted and surrounded him like an
electromagnetic field of anger and panic, a colorful field that only AJ
could see. Assuming that no one could hear him above the din, he
swore out loud, “Shit! Shit shit shit shit SHIT!”
Ah, she thought, finally placing who he was in her mind. He was
one of the grad assistants in the Mathematics Department: a tall, thin,
dark-haired fellow whose Scottish accent was a sharp contrast to his
inscrutable non-European appearance. What was his name again? Devin?
Daniel? Out loud, she asked, “What’s wrong?”
Perhaps out of frustration, he answered bluntly, while still
struggling with the balloons, “This tank’s fucking defective, and I need
to get another one, but I can’t leave this table unattended, and I have
no fucking clue where my relief is and --” He stopped abruptly as he
realized, to his horror, that he had been ranting to a complete stranger.
He glanced up. “OH GOD.”
AJ stared at his eyes: wide and silvery gray, edged with long
eyelashes. “I can man the table if you need to get another tank,” she
offered.
“WHAT? Oh, no, you don’t have to --” he began to protest.
“It’s no trouble. I don’t need to go anywhere. You’re just going to
get another tank, right?”
“Yes, but --”
“Okay, then.” AJ went to the other side of the table and set down
her backpack. “What do I do while you’re gone?”
He looked at her, realizing that she had decided to help him, no
matter what he said. He pointed to a fanned out stack of brochures
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advertising the math program, as well as cheap Mardi Gras beads. “If
anyone wants one, they can get one.”
“Okay. Simple enough.”
He looked at her one final time before he left. “I’m David, by the
way.”
“AJ.”
“Thank you, AJ. I won’t be long.” He took off, weaving quickly
through the crowd. After a brief time, he returned, pushing a twowheeled hand truck laden with a new helium tank. “How’d it go?” he
asked, unloading the new tank.
“Okay,” she said. “Although you’re running out of beads.”
He shrugged and wasn’t surprised when AJ didn’t leave. Together,
they filled up balloons, tied them off with ribbon, and attached the
brochures and remaining beads to them as a marketing ploy and
balloon weight. The balloons drew more people to the table, and by
the end of the allotted time for festival tables, all the balloons were
gone.
“I’d like to pay you back somehow,” David said, as he was clearing
out the table.
“You don’t have to.”
“I insist. You volunteered hours of your time, and you didn’t have
to.”
“Well… if you insist.” AJ shrugged. “There’s an indie flick I’d like
to see in a theater right now, but it’s not my mom’s taste, and I was
just going to wait until it shows up on streaming. We can go together.
If it’s not too awkward.”
“Why would it be awkward?”
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“It’s an erotic historical drama. With subtitles.”
“Oh.” He blushed.
“Hey, it’s okay if that’s too extreme --”
“Let’s go.”
“Are you sure?”
He snorted. “Sure.”
But, on a Friday evening, when the theater lights came up after the
end credits finished scrolling, David didn’t dare look directly at AJ as
she stood up to leave. He followed her to the theater lobby, still silent,
his heart racing.
AJ saw David’s aura – a clamoring kaleidoscope of anxiety, shock,
and horniness, all wrapped up in acute embarrassment. “Are you
okay?” she asked.
He forced himself to look at her. “I think,” he said, carefully, “I
need a drink.”
“Lead the way.”
In a nearby restaurant was the second time in a row that AJ shocked
David.
“NINETEEN?” he said, his voice cracking into an octave higher
than his usual speaking voice, the color of his aura exploding in purplered alarm.
AJ had to smile. “I was a wise baby.” She knew, even then, that
David was someone special when he burst out laughing.
“All right. Coffee it is,” he said, after he caught his breath. “Damn.
And you’ll be taking grad classes this summer?”
“Yes.”
“Christ. I feel like a slacker.”
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“How old are you?” AJ asked.
“Twenty-seven.”
“Oooh. Cradle-robber.”
“OH GOD.” He covered his face.
“Hey – hey!” AJ reached across the table and pulled his hands away
from his face. “I’m sorry. I was teasing. But I can see all of this was
really too much, too fast.” She shook her head. “That’s why I’ve kept
to myself, just focusing on school. I’ve had to grow up fast, you know?
Because of my mom, my childhood was pretty odd. Sometimes I forget
how to act around normal people.” She smiled. “Let’s call this even,
okay? For helping you on Tuesday. We can just be Math Department
acquaintances again.”
David stared at AJ’s hands, which held his hands across the table.
“No,” he said. He raised his eyes, seeing an exciting woman who was
smart and funny and kind. “No. I want to see you again. It’s just --”
He paused. “You see, I may be older than you are, but I’ve never gone
out with anyone before.”
“Really?”
David sighed. “Really.”
AJ stared at him, seeing the truth in his statement in the color of
his aura. “David, I’m not looking for anything permanent, okay? I’m
still nineteen, after all.”
“Oh.” He started to withdraw his hands.
“HEY.” She held his hands firmly. “When are you graduating?”
“I’m slated to graduate next spring.”
“That’s one year. Plenty of time to be together, don’t you think?”
David stared at her. “Do you start all of your relationships this
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way?”
She smiled and leaned across the table for David’s first kiss.
For David, being with AJ would be a dizzying series of firsts.
First date. First kiss. First symphonic performance. First
amusement park. First sleeping over after pulling an all-nighter
studying. First argument over something stupid and petty. First
meeting with a girlfriend’s mother. First road trip. First sex underneath
a starry sky.
With each week and month, David’s Master’s graduation came
closer, and, while still respecting AJ’s wishes to end their relationship
without tears and regret, he couldn’t help but feel melancholy in the
back of his mind. On the day of his graduation, his parents, due to ill
health and tight finances, couldn’t come, but he saw – shining like a
bright star – AJ cheering him on from the audience, and he dreaded
having to say good-bye.
On the last night before David left for the long road trip to
California, AJ visited him in his motel room. As she lay in his arms, he
said, “I hope this isn’t farewell forever. But wherever I end up, next
time we meet, I’m buying you a drink.”
“What drink?” AJ asked, her head resting in his chest so that she
could hear and feel his heartbeat.
“Why, love,” he said, “whiskey, of course.”
Then he was gone to a doctoral program in California. AJ remained
in Texas, to finish up her own doctorate, to have a brief fling with
another grad student before he graduated. Then, finally, AJ had her
own graduation. All that time, David and AJ kept in cordial contact –
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just two old friends casually keeping tabs on each other over social
media.
However, if AJ were honest with herself, what with her postdoc
being at a university in California, then she hoped that David would
seek her out, even though she had insisted that they part with no
conditions, no strings.
But David did have one condition: to buy her that drink once she
came of age.
She was twenty-three years old when, one day, she arrived at her
campus office early in her postdoc. Standing before her closed door
was David, a thirty-one year old high school math teacher and former
doctoral student.
“David.”
He brought out behind his back the gift of a bottle of whiskey and
an engagement ring. He handed her the whiskey and then bent down
on one knee. “AJ,” he said, “will you marry me?”
“Are you sure?”
He snorted. “Christ, woman. I’m sure.”
She smiled. “Well… if you insist.”
#
Three years of marriage, two babies, and two elderly in-laws
moving in had passed for AJ Fitzpatrick, with the land of the living.
But today she was also part of the land of the dead.
Happy Day of the Dead, AJ sent to the souls of her pre-marriage
family, the Fitzpatricks. She raised her bottle of Corona in salute
towards a clear, cool sky and drank her beer before the grave
headstones. All in a row were her mother Zoey, her uncle Jamie, and
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her grandparents, Amy and Zack, their headstones decorated with
orange marigolds and macabrely cheery sugar candy skulls, lightly
sprinkled with another bottle’s worth of Corona beer.
She looked around, seeing other groups of people clustered around
gravesites, having picnics connecting family members across the great
divide that was death. This was why she loved the Day of the Dead
festivities. While she cherished her Babson family, she was still
connected to her Fitzpatrick roots, thanks to the miracle of her own
birth, only possible with the long ago intervention of a celestial being,
and having certain inherited abilities. However, it was times like these
when she would feel a twinge of regret, of not being able to share this
singular fact of her identity with David. She knew it would sound like
the words of a madwoman and -- like her grandfather, uncle, and
mother before her -- she had hidden this part of her in order to have
a normal life.
She set down her half-drunk bottle before her grandfather Zack’s
headstone and stood up to leave but then felt that someone was
watching her. Turning around, she saw a little old nun in a blue-andwhite habit, her dark skin and white hair an external sign of the
electrical black-and-white aura swirling around her.
“Happy All Souls Day,” the nun said.
AJ regarded her, and then she remembered – a memory her mother
Zoey had shared with her in a sending, when her mother once upon a
time felt alone and frightened among the church pews. That’s you!, she
sent. Because AJ could see that the person before her had both human
and angel mixed in her aura, she identified her as nephil, one of the
rare creatures who survived an Earth recreated. Out loud, AJ replied,
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“Happy All Souls Day, sister.”
The nun replied, “Daalu,” which was “Thank you” in Igbo. It
matched the nun’s appearance, a disguise that made AJ grin since the
nun was far older than the country of Nigeria, far older than the
existence of the Igbo people.
AJ waited a little, since her mother’s experience taught her that the
nun’s appearance meant a change was about to happen. But the nun
remained where she stood and seemed to survey the Day of the Dead
festivities in general. Having a connecting flight to catch, AJ couldn’t
stay any longer, and she began walking towards the cemetery’s main
gate. Before exiting, she glanced back but didn’t see the nun anywhere,
and she stepped through the gate, to a waiting taxi cab to bring her to
the airport.
After the usual routine of check-in, boarding pass, security
clearance, and a brisk walk to the gate, AJ settled in the general seating
area, waiting for her turn to board. She leaned back, trying to get
comfortable in an uncomfortable seat, when a flash of blue-and-white
caught the corner of her eye. She sat up sharply, in time to see the nun
stand before her and touch her shoulder.
It wasn’t Lethe sleep.
Somehow, AJ knew that her physical form was still at the airport,
slightly dozing in the waiting area before her gate. She knew that her
spiritual self had been transported, to a grove of trees on top of a high
mountain. But the person who stood before her wasn’t the nun, even
though she had the nun’s energy signature. The nun disguise had
dropped away, and AJ gawped, exclaiming, “WHO ARE YOU?”
Except for her dark eyes, she looked as if she could be David’s
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sister.
“My name is Cora,” she said, “and your husband is my son.”
“WHAT?” She shook her head. “HOW?”
As an answer, Cora sent her life, her knowledge. As the sending hit
AJ, she saw AJ drop to one knee onto the forest floor. Cora crouched
down before her, asking, “Are you okay?”
AJ stared at her, her eyes bright with tears. “You could’ve warned
me beforehand. DAMN. I feel like I’ve just been punched in the head.”
“I’m sorry.”
AJ shook her head. “I’m fine.”
Cora adjusted her weight, sitting next to AJ, so with a grunt AJ sat
down as well.
AJ glanced at Cora, a woman both stranger and strangely familiar.
“So David and I are alike. A weird human having a human mother and
an angelic father-figure. Except I know who I am because my mom
raised me and told me about her and Ariel. While David was adopted
by Ruth and Will Babson and you were…” She threw her hands up. “I
can’t believe Ariel commissioned you as a FREAKING FAIRY
GODMOTHER to David. He probably thought you were just a
figment of his childhood imagination until you gave that handkerchief
to him. And even then, knowing David, he probably just rationalized
it away somehow because it’s just too much to comprehend.”
“I know. That’s likely why he never told you about me, just a
childhood imaginary friend that he outgrew.”
“And Setebos is in – what? The angel equivalent of a coma? How
is that even possible?”
“It’s not supposed to be possible. After I put Setebos in Lethe
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sleep, Uriel took Setebos and placed him in a stasis field. There, he
flooded the field with a portion of the Purgatorial Sea, to have his
memory of me and Caliban permanently removed. But when Uriel
drained the field, a narrow film of the waters froze around Setebos,
and then another force field formed over the ice.” Cora shook her
head. “To say that the Uriel was alarmed would be an understatement.
He and the other archangels couldn’t even touch the force field
without being thrown back. Then Ariel reminded them of your
mother’s intercession, that she had done what the angelic hosts
thought was impossible: save a fallen angel. He believes I have that
ability as well, especially since I’m entangled with Setebos’ energy.”
“But you failed.”
“Yes, I failed.” Cora’s fist clenched, as she remembered. “I could
get through the field, but not through the ice. I tried more than once.
They had to stop me because I wouldn’t give up.”
“What you sent, that Ariel said that you need an extra boost of
Setebos’ energy signature, to increase the signal strength. Is that really
supposed to be David? A key to open up the ice layer?”
“That’s what Ariel believes.”
“But isn’t David absolutely human? I mean, I can see the psychoemotive states and energy signatures of humans, nephilim, and angels.
David is completely human.”
“Except for his eyes,” Cora said.
“His eyes?”
“He inherited his eyes from Setebos, which signifies that he still has
Setebos’ energy signature. But, as part of the Reboot, it was repressed.”
“And what will release it?”
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“Angels are sentient intelligence. According to Ariel, all it would
take is for David to know who he is.”
“But only if David believes it.”
“He will.” There was iron-certainty in Cora’s reply.
“Why are you revealing all this to me first, instead of David?”
“Honestly? So he could have someone he trusts tell him he hasn’t
gone insane.” She stared ahead of her. “AJ, I was in your Uncle Jamie’s
head. I know how it feels when nobody believes you.” She paused.
“When you feel like you’re totally alone in the whole universe.”
AJ looked at Cora’s profile, noticing how much David resembled
this woman. “FINE,” she said. She began to scramble up.
“What?” Cora looked on as AJ stood up.
“I’ll tell him.”
“What? No --”
“You said so yourself. He needs someone he trusts to tell him he
hasn’t gone insane. The corollary is that he needs someone he trusts
to tell him, period. And since you were hiding your true identity from
David for the first twenty-two years of his life, he’ll likely have some
emotional baggage, knowing that his biological mom had been lying to
him.” AJ shrugged. “Besides, it’ll finally give me a reason to tell him
that Fitzpatrick part of me. After all, what David has to do is all coming
from Ariel, and I’m Ariel’s --”
“-- daughter,” Cora finished for her.
“Yes.”
Cora regarded AJ’s explanation and then stood up as well. “I’ll see
you and David, soon,” she said, lightly touching AJ’s hand.
AJ started from her doze, still reclined on an uncomfortable airport
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waiting room chair.
“Boarding Group 4,” the announcer declared. “Boarding Group
4.”
She glanced at her watch, noticing that she was “gone” for only five
seconds. As she boarded her flight, AJ thought, Ready or not, David –
here we come.
#
David realized it was difficult to plan a romantic anniversary date
with a house filled with boisterous two-year old twins and eightysomething year old parents slyly hinting that they understood the need
for his and AJ’s need for “privacy.”
“If you need us to keep Janey and Eddie for the night, that’ll be
fine,” Ruth said.
“Thanks, Mum.”
“After all,” Will added, making arthritic pelvic movements, “you
wouldn’t want them barging in your bedroom in the middle of --”
“Oh God, Dad, STOP.” David sighed, seeing the twins mimicking
their crazy Grandad. It looked like spastic hula-hooping.
The sound of Will Babson’s cackling still echoed in David’s mind
as he drove to pick up AJ from the airport. From the pick-up lanes he
immediately saw her. When she saw him and waved, his heart still
made that odd lurch, just like the first time she held his hands after
watching a movie that mortified him. AJ often made him do things
that tested his resolve, to discover that he was braver than he thought
he was. That was one of the many reasons why he loved her.
Her luggage loaded and the car back on the road, David noticed
that AJ looked distracted. “Are you okay?” he asked.
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At that question, AJ looked sharply at him while, at the same time,
almost not seeing him. Then she shook her head, giving a small smile.
“Yeah…” she replied.
He’d heard that tone before. “But?”
AJ seemed to struggle trying to answer.
“Lady, you have better say something,” David said, keeping his
voice playful to cover up a creeping anxiety, “or else my mind will start
wondering what the hell I did wrong.”
AJ inhaled deeply and exhaled long and slow. “Can I ask you a
question?”
“Uh – sure. What?”
“Have you ever wondered about your biological parents?”
His eyes still on the traffic in front of him, David asked, “Where’s
this coming from?”
AJ looked at him, waiting.
He sighed. “When I was younger, probably a lot. I was teased when
I was a kid for how I looked. Then I got older and other things became
important. Like moving to the States. And meeting you.” He shrugged.
“My mum actually did try to find them – at least my biological mother.
But nothing to go on except a note in a basket.” He glanced at AJ.
“Why’d you ask?”
“Because,” AJ said, her voice calm and measured, “I met your
biological mother in Dallas.”
David stared ahead, his face unreadable.
“David?’
“How could you tell?” he asked.
“She looked like you.”
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“Well,” he said, “that’s something.” He swallowed hard. “I think I
need a drink.”
AJ peered at David, seeing his hands clenched on the steering
wheel. “Go to the beach,” she said. “I have booze in my checked bag.”
David nodded and turned off from the highway, going down
smaller roads until he parked.
While AJ left a short message to their house’s comm that they
would be arriving later in the evening, David pulled a bottle of whiskey
from AJ’s checked bag. Together they walked to a lonely spot on a
beach mostly empty on a late Sunday afternoon. Without a word, they
sat down and shared the bottle. They watched the waves ebb and flow
with a load hiss on the sandy shoreline.
After a tense silence David said, “All right then. What’s her name?
And what did she say?”
“Her name is Cora,” AJ said. She paused. “And this is what she
said.” She held David’s hand and sent to her husband for the very first
time.
She sent what Cora gave her – Cora’s memories, her emotions, her
speculations. But then she sent what had always been in AJ – the
passed-down memories of her mother and Ariel, which mingled with
her own memories, desires, and fears. Of the seeming unfairness of
being in the dark, but the faith that everything would work out, in the
end. As if bottled up for eons but now freed, AJ’s sending flowed out
of her in a torrent, like the cleansing rains that restarted the world, and
she couldn’t tell if she and David had sat there on the beach for mere
seconds or whole hours. Once done, AJ felt spent, and she breathed
heavily, catching her breath.
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At one point, AJ had closed her eyes, as if shutting out the external
world would help focus her sending. So when she opened them again,
she started, as David’s eyes had turned to her, wide and glowing with
a silvery white internal light.
Unlike AJ, David discovered that he had a hidden emptiness that
he only knew existed when it began to fill up – filled up with memories,
filled up with knowledge. His hand still held by AJ’s, he raised her hand
to his lips and kissed it. “Fairy,” he said, “can AJ come with us?”
AJ looked up and saw Cora standing before them, a shimmer in the
air behind her, indicating a portal.
“I’m sorry,” Cora said. “where we’re going AJ can’t go. It’s just
souls, angels, and you and me because --”
“-- of our condition,” David completed. He frowned. “I should be
mad at both of you, for keeping all of this secret from me.”
“David…” AJ said, while Cora only bowed her head in silence.
“But I’m not,” he said. “AJ was right, Fairy. It was good that all of
this came from her first. Because I love her.” He turned his silverwhite eyes towards Cora. “This is how you feel for Setebos?”
“Yes, my boy,” Cora said.
“All right then.” He looked at his wife. “I’ll be back, love.”
“You better be,” AJ said, “or I’ll use up all your whiskey for a cake.
And then eat the cake.”
He stared at her and then suddenly laughed. AJ was relieved to hear
David sound like her husband, as opposed to this strange, hybrid
creature, of the man raised by Will and Ruth Babson crossed with the
living knowledge of celestial beings. He stood up, only releasing AJ’s
hand at the very last, and he stepped forward and through the portal.
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Cora looked at the woman still sitting on the sand. “Thank you,”
she said, “for bringing him to me.”
“Well… just bring him back to ME, okay?”
Cora nodded and then stepped through the portal, which wavered
and then dissipated.
AJ stared at the space where a mother and son had disappeared into
thin air and raised the whiskey bottle in a silent, solemn salute.
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14 THE BEATRICE
Who am I?
He closed his eyes.
It was time for Creation.
He opened his eyes to the sound of a persistent, repetitive chime,
which stopped once he sat up on top of the narrow bunk of his private
sleeping quarter. He slid off the bunk and automatically searched
underneath, where his gear was. He pulled on his gear and then walked
toward the bare wall, which divided into two and opened up. Once
outside into the wide corridor, he joined the others, walking to the
briefing room.
If one were to ask him if he knew who they were, he would have
said that he was one of them. However, he recognized no one, and if
he tried to see any one person’s face, the image would grow vague and
indistinct, as if he were seeing through water. He shook his head and
kept his eyes forward.
Once in the briefing room, he stood at attention with his cohort
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and tried to listen to their commanding officer, but just like his inability
to see his CO clearly, he heard his CO as if underwater, the person’s
voice muffled and confusing. Afterwards, he reported to the
containment room to perform his assigned duties, although what those
duties specifically were he wasn’t sure.
As he settled in before his monitor, seeing arcane figures that
seemed to swim as if they were living things trying to escape his gaze,
he glanced at the glowing sphere in the middle of the containment
room. In the center was a planet. He stared at it, squinting his eyes to
bring its image into focus even though doing so gave him a headache.
It was a rocky world, its surface primarily blue ocean, interrupted here
and there with various brown-and-green landmasses. A name flickered
into his mind, at first indecipherable but then distinct in one flash of
recognition. Earth!
Suddenly, he felt a sharp ache in his ears as a new sound
reverberated around him. He closed his eyes, dizzy with pain.
It was time for War.
He looked across the tactic’s table to his superior officer. However,
try as he might, the image and voice of this officer remained vague and
indistinct. Nevertheless, when the officer beckoned him and the others
in the tactical tent to step outside, he followed. There, he saw a massive
ship mowing down the blurred members of an army, the ground below
becoming slick with honey-colored ichor and hemoglobin-rich blood.
He heard raucous, jubilant yells through the comm in his ear and from
his peers in front of him, but mixed in those cheers were the sickening
cries of the injured and dying. He felt a dizzying wave of dread and
nausea and dropped to his knees.
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It was time for Peace.
He stood up and walked across war-churned ground. He stopped
when he reached an area untouched by war: a green plain surrounding
a lone mountain. Growing at the foot of that mountain was a small
fruiting tree. Exhausted and completely alone, he collapsed underneath
the tree, and inexplicably he began to weep.
Why am I crying?, he thought, unable to stop. His teardrops because
a trickle that became a steady stream that became a river that flowed
from the tree outward, across the plain. It began to freeze not that far
away. The icy river was the color of his eyes. It soon overran its banks,
flooding the plain and even covering him in its ice. He then realized,
I’ve lost something – what was it?
His frozen eyes stared above.
Who am I?
The ice pressing down his eyelids, he closed his eyes.
It was time for Creation.
He opened his eyes to the sound of a persistent, repetitive chime,
which stopped once he sat up on top of the narrow bunk of his private
sleeping quarter. He slid off his bunk and automatically searched
underneath where his gear was. He pulled on his gear and then walked
toward the bare wall, which divided into two and opened up. Once
outside into the wide corridor, he joined the others, walking to the
briefing room….
#
In a space reminiscent of the containment room of long ago,
Setebos lay locked in stasis, hovering above the floor as if lying on an
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invisible operating table. Only one other creature remained. Having
emptied the room of Uriel and the others after their failed attempts to
infiltrate the icy barrier that encased Setebos like a burial shroud, Ariel
waited for Cora and David to arrive.
As he stood, Ariel remembered the last time he saw Setebos
reclined: underneath Heaven’s Tree of Knowledge during twilight,
fretting about the reality of angels falling from grace. Part of him
wished Setebos had never gone to Earth, to spare him this present pain
of being trapped between Heaven and Hell. But if Setebos had stayed
in timeless space, then the Cora of the here and now wouldn’t exist,
Ariel would never have met Zoey, and AJ wouldn’t have been born.
All of their timelines were entangled, and sparing Setebos from pain
would have prevented the joys of many others.
“Now you know for yourself, old friend,” Ariel murmured. “Free
will complicates everything, especially when love is involved.” He felt
a pressure change behind him, and he turned around to see the
quantum transfer of the open portal. He saw Setebos’ son step through
first. “David,” Ariel acknowledged, noticing immediately Setebos’
energy signature active in the man’s eyes.
“Sir,” David replied, instantly recognizing him. He looked around,
feeling out of body, as the deep knowledge that was in his head didn’t
match his own lived experiences. He turned around when Cora
stepped through. He saw Ariel nod towards her and close the portal
with a small hand wave. I guess we’re doing this, he thought.
In the close quarters of the stasis room, they all stood around
Setebos’ floating form. Ariel said to David, “You have Setebos’ sight
and knowledge, correct?”
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“Yes,” David replied. He shook his head. “It feels strange, suddenly
KNOWING. Like having a program uploaded straight into my brain.”
Ariel nodded. “That makes the process easier. Both you and Cora,
in sharing Setebos’ energy signature, will be able to touch the field
around Setebos, unlike me and the others who were repelled whenever
we tried. David, you’ll need to place your palms directly on the field
around Setebos’ temples. As soon as you find a thin spot in the field,
visualize opening it, like a key opening a lock. Cora, you’ll need to place
your palms on the field around Setebos’ heart. As soon as David
unlocks the field, visualize pushing into a heavy yet unlocked door. Just
like Zoey was able to enter her brother’s psyche because of their
mutual emotional entanglement, so will you with Setebos.”
“Will it be like Jamie’s interior space? Some type of Hell, wherein
I’ll have to search for Setebos?” Cora asked, trying not to sound
nervous.
“Yes,” Ariel said, “although what that would look like I have no
idea. As we’ve discussed before, Setebos being locked in like this is a
phenomenon the angelic hosts didn’t think was even possible.” He
shook his head, feeling powerless. “Let’s get started.”
David and Cora placed their hands, palms down, on their assigned
areas. The force field felt thick and electrical, but it didn’t bounce them
off. With a slight additional pressure, they pushed through and made
contact with the icy layer.
“How long will it take --” Cora began.
“Got it!” David interrupted.
Startled, Cora pressed down. Suddenly, she collapsed on top of
Setebos.
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“WHOA!” David exclaimed, as his body was thrown back.
“Are you okay?” Ariel asked. He held out a hand and helped David
up from the floor.
“Yeah.” David shook off the last bit of residual electrical blowback. He ran his hands through his dark hair, exhaling. “Her soul made
it inside Setebos’ psyche, but as soon as she did, the field slammed shut
the opening. I won’t be able to open it again on the outside.”
“So Cora needs to find Setebos, to open the field from the inside,
or else she’s trapped?”
“Yes, sir.”
Ariel folded his arms. “Hmmm.” He stared at Cora’s body slumped
over Setebos’ hovering form.
David also stared at the two unconscious persons before them. My
mother and father, he thought, still feeling astonished at the fact. “I know
why Setebos’ condition is like this, sir.”
“Oh?”
“The Reboot sequence was supposed to selectively delete Fairy’s
and my existence from Setebos’ memories, right? But in doing so, the
sequence went out of control since Setebos’ sense of self had become
entwined with those memories. All this --” David made a curt hand
gesture “-- was a defense mechanism by Setebos’ psyche, to try to
freeze what was left of him. But even in the short period of time I had
contact with Setebos, I’ve seen the damage. It’s extensive.” He shook
his head.
Ariel regarded David’s information. “Are you worried about
Cora?”
David’s answer was quick. “No, sir.”
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“Why not?”
“Because,” David replied, “I know Fairy. And she’s amazing.”
“Hmmm.”
David glanced sharply at the angel but decided not to argue,
reminding himself, He’s AJ’s DAD. He coughed, to cover up the
awkward silence. “So, sir, what do we do now?”
“Now? Now we observe for any changes in Setebos and Cora.”
“You mean, we wait.”
“Yes.”
David sighed. “I hate waiting.”
Ariel smirked, crossing his arms. “Welcome to my world.”
For Cora, the subdued lighting of the stasis room suddenly
disappeared, and she found herself in a tiny, one-room military-style
sleeping quarter that would only accommodate one person. The gray
room was empty and spare, with no window nor obvious doorway.
However, while the room was spare in material things, it was not silent,
as a persistent white noise static was just within earshot, enough to
make Cora feel uncomfortable and eager to find a way out. She ran her
hands along the three blank walls and jumped back when one of them
split open, revealing an exit. She carefully stepped outside, finding
herself in a bright yet empty wide corridor, its walls, floor, and ceiling
the same nondescript gray as the sleeping quarter.
“Hello?” she called out. Her voice echoed down both ends of the
corridor. Setebos, she sent again, can you hear me? It’s Cora. Where are you?
She stood in the corridor. All around her, she felt the same jumbled
static. However, this static was louder, like what the old-time analog
282

THE MIRACULOUS ONES

televisions would have between channels. It was distracting, and even
when she covered her ears, she heard it. Argh, won’t it shut up!, she
thought. But then she realized that her anger wasn’t helping, and she
forced herself to breathe. Calm down.
Letting the static become part of the background, she mentally
searched for the focused signal of Setebos amongst the static’s white
noise. Picking up on a faint echo, she walked down the corridor,
ending up in a large, empty room, with a raised dais on one end. She
slowly walked around that cavernous room, trying to pick up the signal
again amidst the static, and then walked out. Walking around, she
thought she was following the signal but then realized she had returned
to the same cavernous room.
Picking a different direction, she followed the signal again, but then
she lost it, as the white noise grew louder. She stood staring at the gray
walls around her, paralyzed by the thought that she was lost. Don’t look,
she said to herself. This isn’t real anyways. She closed her eyes and
continued to walk through a maze of corridors that, by its hypnotic
sameness, had induced confusion and fear. Trusting her own inner
compass to follow Setebos’ signal, even though she saw nothing, she
walked, all the while her mind flooded with maddening white noise.
She ended up in a place where the white noise suddenly cut off. She
opened her eyes, seeing a large room that reminded her of a control
center. But instead of a bank of workstations on one side of the room
and a large screen on the other side, the workstations formed a wide
horseshoe around a massive glowing sphere situated in the center of
the room. Curious, she walked up to the sphere but abruptly stopped.
In the center of the sphere was the Earth. It was new and pristine,
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the oceans dark blue against the brown and green of the continents,
the striated clouds of the high atmosphere marbling the planet. She
reached out, but her hands passed through the Earth as if it were made
of light and smoke, trailing a bit of blue and white from her fingertips.
Next to the Earth was its Moon, luminous in its powdery gray-white.
It was the Moon of the beginning, so of course it wouldn’t have the
lunar outpost, yet it still filled Cora with bittersweet memories that
caused her heart to ache. The longer she stood before this glowing
sphere of the Earth and Moon, the more melancholy sadness held her,
and she became reluctant to leave.
But then she noticed that she couldn’t hear Setebos’ signal, even
though she felt relief not hearing the distracting static. She shook her
head to clear it from its melancholy musing, steeled herself to endure
the white noise again, and stepped outside of the room. At once, the
white noise slammed into her mind, but among its jumble, she felt the
signal again, leading to outside the building. After traversing another
maze of corridors with her eyes closed, Cora stepped outside but then
quickly clapped both hands over her nose and mouth as the stench hit
her. All the while, the white noise continued to buffet his mind. Afraid
of what she would see, Cora opened her eyes.
The ground, as far as her wide, horrified eyes could see, was dark
and wet with blood and ichor, churned up and jumbled with
dismembered, headless bodies from humans and angels. Half buried
in the mud were arms and legs, torsos and wings. She stifled a scream,
forcing herself to survey the macabre landscape underneath a placid,
gray sky. Like a glowing, silvery line, the signal ran from the building,
through muck and corpses, all the way through the fields of death.
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Oh Gods, Oh Gods, her mind chattered. She forced herself to walk
across that unhallowed ground, her body jumping with sharp jerks
every time she stepped on a submerged body part. In her terrorized
mind, she thought she could feel those dismembered corpses twitch
every time she took a tentative step. She had seen war. She had been
in battle. But this landscape, and her walking across it with one
squelching footstep at a time, felt like sacrilege: a living, named person
violating the helpless, nameless dead. She fought the urge to turn back
to the building, where the only creature being hurt was just herself.
Automatically, without conscious thought, she sent fervently, not even
knowing whether it was to Setebos or to another she was sending,
Forgive me, forgive me, forgive me….
After a time, the terrain changed, and the white noise again reduced
to just within earshot. The fields of death were behind Cora, and the
ground was more firm and solid. But she also noticed that the air felt
colder, and her feet crunched on grass frosted over with ice. Looking
ahead of her, she saw a tall, narrow mountain that was more a massive
butte than anything else. At the bottom of the mountain grew a lone,
gnarled tree, looking tiny in the far distance. Cora looked down, seeing
the silvery signal trail run across the grassy plain covered with a thick
layer of ice and terminating at the base of the tree, where the signal
was strongest. Are you there?, she sent, receiving no reply. Her feet
coated with bloody mud, she made her way through the icy plain,
taking careful, measured steps, leaving muddy footsteps behind her.
The air grew frigid, and Cora shivered violently, but she pressed
on. The closer she got to the tree, the larger it became until it loomed
over her. Up close, it seemed to have grown out of the base of the
285

RUFEL F. RAMOS

mountain, its trunk, slick with ice, wide with a complicated branchand-root system that reminded her of a banyan tree. Trying to gain
sure footing over an icy ground grown unstable by the tree’s roots,
Cora stepped closer to the tree, where the signal was strongest. She
slid, stumbled, and began to fall forward. Catching herself with
outstretched arms, she winced, gasping as the pain shot up her palms
and wrists. When she opened her eyes, she stared down at an iceencased face.
Setebos!
His eyes were closed, his body lying between two thick roots and
entirely entombed in a thick layer of ice.
No! No no no you shouldn’t be like this! You were supposed to be safe – you
were supposed to be happy! Her body aching with cold and her wrists
hurting, she kneeled beside Setebos and placed her palms on the ice,
directly over Setebos’ heart. She visualized melting through the ice,
focusing the angelic energy into her hands and downward. The ice
melted but, before his chest could be exposed to the frigid air, the ice
refroze, thick as before. She focused more energy into her hands and
sent in fast cycles of energy transfer, reaching deep within herself,
sending out, reaching deep again, and sending out. Her body was
freezing, but her hands burned.
When she could see Setebos’ chest just underneath a thin sliver of
stubborn ice, she used her hands to pound and rip away the ice,
shutting her eyes tight against the pain that radiated up from her wrists.
Finally, the ice was unable to reform, and she broke through, reaching
Setebos. But then the white noise static suddenly increased in volume,
making her feel sick and nauseous.
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So tired, she thought, as she felt her energy stores tapping out. Her
energy transfer to break through the ice so exhausted her that she
could feel herself becoming emptied of it, for the first time in her long,
unnatural life, and it frightened her, that she wouldn’t have enough to
bring back Setebos. She feared her impending long-sought mortality,
and with that fear, the white noise grew even greater.
“NO!” she cried out loud, her voice shattering the white noise
around her.
Digging deep within herself, she let her anger, fear, regret, and guilt
come but not conquer her, using her negative emotions to fuel her
fight against her exhaustion. Striking Setebos’ chest with bloodied fists
grown cold and numb, she sent her memories -- her childhood, her
time with Malech, her time with Setebos, her work as a Beatrice, their
child growing up and finding love and a family. She sent her desires,
of wanting that love and family as well, from him. She sent who
Setebos was: an imperfect, infuriating creature of light whom she
couldn’t live without. DAMMIT, Setebos, WAKE UP!
The ice on the vast field behind her sublimated in a massive wave
of fog that dissipated, revealing a white expanse of hazel herb flowers.
The gnarled, banyan tree transformed into a majestic belajoun, its
branches spread wide in a welcoming canopy. The air grew warm and
bright, the beginnings of springtime, and the mountain before them
became weathered ocean limestone, its peak covered in verdant green.
But Setebos remained still and cold.
Battered and empty, Cora’s fists dropped to her lap. Too tired to
send, she spoke out loud, her voice barely above a raspy whisper,
“Please. Please come back to me.” Shivering uncontrollably, she
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bowed low, her forehead touching his chest, and her tears fell.
“Setebos. I should’ve never let you go.”
“Something’s wrong,” David said.
“But the ice sublimated,” Ariel declared. “We just need to be
patient.”
“No,” David replied. He pointed to the tears flowing from Cora’s
shut, unresponsive eyes. “Fairy’s crying. And that field is still there.”
He reached out, touching the force field that enveloped both Setebos
and Cora, and while it didn’t repel him, it didn’t let him in either.
“DAMMIT. I know that Fairy’s in trouble.”
“Hmmm.” Ariel walked over to Cora. With his palms held a few
inches above her back, he did a deep assessment. After a couple of
seconds, he said, “Well.” He turned to David. “You were right.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning she’s almost depleted of Setebos’ energy signature. When
the last of that angelic energy is exhausted from her body, her mortal
body won’t be able to stay here any longer because it’s alive.”
David stared at Ariel. “But her soul’s still sealed up with Setebos!
What’ll happen to Fairy if her soul can’t return to her living body?”
“I’m not sure,” Ariel admitted. “This has never happened before.”
“GREAT.” David threw up his hands. “My family is just one big
fucking miracle, isn’t it. Setebos shouldn’t be able to be in an angelic
coma, yet here he is! Fairy shouldn’t be an immortalized human being,
yet here she is! And I’m not supposed to be some kind of chimera
freak, being purely human – except for the bits where I AM NOT –
yet here I am!”
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“David,” Ariel said. “Calm down.”
“ARGH!” David struck the field in frustration. “We’re just one
fucking tangled mess.” He started pacing, fuming. But suddenly he
stopped. “SHIT. Wait.” He clapped his hands on his head. “I know
what to do!”
“Oh?”
“We ARE one tangled mess. We’re entangled! AJ’s work is in
entangled communication. I know how that works now! I may not be
able to send my soul or even my energy signature through the field,
but I should be able to communicate with Fairy and Setebos – right?
And since this coma is just Setebos’ defense mechanism, then if I can
just reach him, to get him to stand down, then Fairy’ll be free and he’ll
wake up.”
Ariel nodded. “We can assume that Cora has restored Setebos
enough, based on her current energy status, so your plan should work.”
David looked at Ariel. “You knew all this, didn’t you, sir.”
“Hmmm.” Ariel shrugged. “If Cora was able to release Setebos
alone, then your role in opening the field for her would have been
enough. As it stands, what with Setebos’ condition being much
tougher to resolve, it’s good that you’re here as a fail-safe.”
David stared at him, but then he shook his head, smirking. “I can
see where she gets it.”
“Who?”
“AJ. Your daughter. Being so matter of fact that way. It’s
infuriating.”
Ariel shrugged again. “There’s a huge chunk of her mother in AJ
as well. Speaking of which, do you know what you’ll say to your
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parents?”
David positioned himself so that he stood between Setebos and
Cora, resting one hand on the field over his father’s forehead, the other
over his mother’s back. “Yes.”
Cora was so exhausted that she didn’t notice the voice over the
persistent white noise.
“Fairy.”
Her breaths were low and shallow as she shivered.
“FAIRY.”
She raised her head. “David?” She looked around, bewildered.
“Where are you?”
“I’m in your head, Fairy. Just like when you talked to me when I
was a kid.”
“How --?”
“It’s ’cause I’m your son. Look, I’ll explain later. What are you
doing right now?”
“Besides giving up?”
“FAIRY.”
“I’m doing nothing, David. Leaning against Setebos’ chest and
crying like a little girl.”
“Well, just rest for now. Okay? Your energy level is so low that
Ariel says that you won’t be able to get back into your body if you keep
doing what you’ve been doing.”
Cora sighed. “What’re you going to do?”
“I’m going to give my father a stern talking to.”
She stared into the air. Then, in spite of her exhaustion, she started
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laughing.
“Remember what you said to me? To use my words?”
Cora smiled weakly. “I love you, my boy.”
“I love you, too, Fairy. See you soon.”
He opened his eyes to the sound of a persistent, repetitive chime,
which stopped once he sat up on top of the narrow bunk of his private
sleeping quarter. He slid off the bunk and automatically searched
underneath, where his gear was. He pulled on his gear and then walked
toward the bare wall, which divided into two and opened up. He was
about to step outside into the wide corridor, where he would join the
others to walk to the briefing room, when he heard a voice declare
behind him.
“You don’t want to go out there.”
He started. “What?” He looked back into his sleeping quarter but
saw no one. “Who’s there?”
“Before I answer that,” said the disembodied male voice, “who are
YOU?”
He opened his mouth to answer but realized he had no answer,
even though he felt that he knew. He frowned, but as he tried to
remember, his thoughts slipped and slid beyond his reach, as a prickly,
electrical sensation emerged behind his eyes and in his ears. He shook
his head, as if trying to shake it off, but the discomfort persisted. “I –
I,” he stammered. His conscious mind clamored, wanting to leave the
room, but his body, especially his heart, felt a deep dread at the thought
of leaving.
“You don’t want to leave until you know, don’t you,” the voice
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said. “That’s good.”
“Why is that good?” he cried out, and he was surprised by the pain
in his voice.
“Because you’d rather know instead of being comfortably
ignorant.”
“But you’re not telling me anything!”
The voice chuckled. “All right, then. My name’s David, although
that means nothing to you. And right now, I would rather be with my
wife, who is currently waiting for me. Yet here I am – talking with you.
It kills me that I’m not with her right now because I love her. Do you
even know how that feels like? Have you ever had someone who was
willing to wait for you, no matter what?”
He was about to answer “No,” but then realized that would be a
lie. He stared into the close confines of his sleeping quarter and -- as
he wondered why it wasn’t larger, with a high, rocky ceiling -- he
brought a hand to his chest, his fingers clutching to where his heart
would be.
“You didn’t say no,” the voice said. “What’s her name?”
“I… don’t know.”
“Really? Then she couldn’t have been that important to you.”
He became angry at that. “No! It’s just… I lost,” he began, but then
he staggered backwards, as the prickly sensation became a painful
stabbing. It felt like hot daggers, forcing him to his knees as it tried to
rip away the incipient thought from his mind. He felt dizzy and
nauseous, but he held onto his answer and spoke it out loud, afraid
that the answer would disappear in his confusion. “My Cora.”
Suddenly, a searing wind blew away the room, as if it were smoke,
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and he found himself before a massive tree, under which were two
persons. He exhaled sharply, seeing Cora’s gaunt form, her body wet
and cold, her hands torn, fractured, and bleeding. She was kneeling
before the other person -- and the other person was him.
“You’re wrong,” the voice said. “She’s waiting. She’s been waiting.
She’ll always be waiting. Don’t you remember?”
He stood up and staggered towards her, but when he reached for
her, his hand went through her, as if he were smoke. “I’m a dream,
aren’t I.”
“Something like that,” the voice said. “So what do you want to do?”
“To wake up.”
“Good call.”
He turned to the sleeping form that was him, and he knew who he
was. “David? My name is Setebos, but you knew that already. So why
are you helping us? How are you helping us?”
“Ah that. Well,” David said, “you actually knew me, when I was a
newborn.”
“What --”
“I’ll see you soon when you and my mother wake up.”
Setebos groaned.
Startled, Cora sat up, falling back to Setebos’ side.
Still feeling cold and stiff, he sat up, blinking as if newly born, as he
recalled all of his memories and all of Cora’s sendings. His wine dark
wings, long imprisoned in him, emerged and spread wide, like a
butterfly released from its cocoon. But then he saw the exhausted
woman with the broken and bloodied hands sitting next to him. He
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looked at her; he knew her. He reached for her hands and, holding
them in his, he healed them, as her healing factor was gone. She had
poured out all of the angelic energy that was in her to break through
to him and heal his damaged spirit. Both he and she knew that she was
mortal once again.
But then he felt a shift in her energy signature – now entirely her
own, yet grown solid, strong, and perfect. Fully restored to his unfallen
status, Setebos knew what had happened, and he smiled at her, ecstatic.
“Cora,” he said.
Then everything around them became a blinding white as they
woke up.
The force field around Setebos and Cora flickered and then winked
away as they awoke. Still holding Cora’s hands in his, Setebos shifted
his body so that he stood on solid ground. The stasis room faded away,
revealing a sun-filled garden, with two massive fruit trees, grown and
twined together, in the center. Ariel and David stood to the side, as
witnesses to Setebos and Cora’s return.
“Ariel!” Setebos exclaimed happily. Then he saw the other person,
a man who resembled Cora’s brother Peri and yet had his own silver
gray eyes. Even though Cora had shared with her sending David’s
upbringing, he still found himself astonished to see this grown man as
his son Caliban. “David?”
“Yes, sir.” David grinned.
Cora looked around, seeing where Setebos’ stasis room had been
hidden all of that time. “This is the Garden Paradise, on top of Mount
Purgatory,” she said, marveling.
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“Yes,” Ariel said.
“But how can I be here?” she asked. “I’m mortal again; I’m still
alive.”
Setebos turned to Ariel and then to David. “Well, gentlemen, what
do you see?”
David, his mind full of the arcana of angelic knowledge, gave a
whistle of appreciation. “Fairy, you are mortal,” he said, “but your
mortal lifespan is over.”
“WHAT?” Cora frowned. “I don’t understand -- I’m not dead!”
“It’s a rare honor, Cora,” Ariel said. “You’ve crossed over without
having to give up your mortal body to death.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means,” Ariel said, “your body is both immortal AND fully
human.”
“So you don’t have to leave Sacred Space because you belong
here,” David added.
She stared, incredulous, as the enormity of what she was now hit
her. “But where would I live?”
“Well, Cora,” Ariel explained, smiling, “since you’re Setebos’
Beatrice, you can stay with him.”
Setebos blushed as he said, “If you want to, Cora.”
“Oh!” Cora replied with joy. She suddenly sprang forward and
kissed Setebos deeply and passionately. But then she broke free just as
quickly, stammering, “What am I doing?” She reared backwards.
Looking down, trying to pull back her hands, she cried out profusely,
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry! You were always afraid that I would – and you’re
– you’re restored! I shouldn’t be doing that, I shouldn’t --”
295

RUFEL F. RAMOS

Still holding her hands, Setebos said, “Please look at me.” He
waited until her dark eyes met his silver gray ones. “You’re my Beatrice,
Cora. There isn’t any ‘shouldn’t’ between us anymore.” Then he pulled
her towards him in a tight embrace and returned her kiss, with the
same zeal and feeling, if not more.
David, feeling a little embarrassed, turned to Ariel and murmured,
“AJ will have my head if I don’t get back. We still haven’t had a proper
anniversary, sir.”
Ariel chuckled and quietly opened a portal. David stepped through
first, Ariel second, and the portal shimmered away.
Setebos and Cora weren’t offended when they forgot to say
goodbye.
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EPILOGUE
Cora flew.
The sky was the sky of Earth, but no one would be able to see her,
as she maintained a field that bent all wavelengths of light around her,
rendering her form invisible from any man-made detector. It was the
same field that kept hidden her and Setebos’ home, an island in the
middle of an ocean that used to be a landmass before the Reboot. As
she flew, she saw their island, an ancient limestone mountain risen out
of a deep blue sea, the top relatively flat and thick with green
vegetation. But in one clearing was a field of hazel herb flowers
surrounding a massive belajoun tree that served as her and Setebos’
private space. Looking down, she saw the three round tables already
set, and she swooped down, her bare feet barely skimming the hazel
herb, and then landed before her beloved, who looked at her, amused
by her glee.
“You’re never going to get tired of that, are you,” he said. He set
down the last platter of food – an assortment of smoked fish -- on one
table.
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“Tired of the fact that I can fly? NEVER.” She grinned, taking in
the incongruity of an angel preparing a feast and setting the table. “Just
like the fact that you can actually cook, even though you don’t need to
eat.”
“Hey, you live with humans long enough, you learn to pick up a
few things here and there,” he said. “Anyhow, we’re still early, so….”
He took a running start and jumped, his wine dark wings materializing
outward and beating down hard as he took off, quickly gaining altitude
with every wing beat.
Cora looked up, seeing Setebos’ form against the bright, blue sky,
and she felt her heart beating fast, as if about to burst. You’re beautiful,
she sent.
Heh. Flattery will get you everywhere, he replied.
She stuck out her tongue, and she saw him laugh. Then Setebos
shot up, higher and higher. Unlike Cora, who preferred to fly low,
gliding along in circles and spirals, Setebos was like a rocket, climbing
high into the atmosphere in a straight shot, to the edge of space.
Watching him fly, Cora was still amazed that, as a Beatrice who crossed
over with her body and soul still integrated, she had all of the same
abilities as Setebos. That fact allowed for their life together, to live on
Earth and monitor the status of any nephil who had survived the
Reboot. Setebos would scan the planet from low-Earth orbit for any
suspicious nephil activity, relaying information to Cora, who would
then investigate any far-flung location.
But today was their holiday. Before breaking through the
atmosphere, Setebos turned around and then dropped down like an
unearthly peregrine falcon turned shooting star. His wings were folded
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back as he streaked across the sky. He pulled up before striking the
waters and then leveled off, alighting in front of Cora once again.
“Show off,” she said.
“You love it,” he said, smirking, and swept her up. But then he felt
the tell-tale pressure change of several portals appearing, and he set
her down. “Rain check,” he said.
Cora looked up, taking in Setebos’ silver gray eyes, shining in
triumph. “You better,” she said, her hand giving Setebos’ hand a
meaningful squeeze.
They both turned to the line of portals, seeing their guests arrive in
groups, to celebrate their first Day of the Dead together. Even though
the dead outnumbered the living, that didn’t matter. On this island,
where spacetime and timeless space intersected, the living could touch
the dead, and Setebos and Cora warmly embraced every single one of
them in welcome. They directed their guests to the round tables, where
they clustered together like grapes. As Cora and Setebos finally sat
down before the feast, Cora realized that everyone’s timeline were
interwoven with everyone else’s, creating a fabric that was Setebos and
Cora’s family.
Zack Fitzpatrick and his son Jamie ate rice, beef, and mango as they
witnessed in amusement Zack’s wife Amy, who leaned forward and
gossiped with Lexa, Jamie’s beloved. At their table also sat Zoey, who
saw Ariel entertain twin preschoolers Janey and Eddie Babson with an
energy ball that he would make appear and disappear. At one point,
Zoey pointed out to Ariel, “They’re your grandchildren, too,” which
almost made Ariel drop the energy ball in astonishment.
In another table, Malech fed baby Halim a soft rice porridge as
299

RUFEL F. RAMOS

Mara sampled the smoked fish, thick-cut chips, and strawberries
dipped in chocolate. They both observed with empathetic smiles
David and AJ comforting Ruth Babson, who wept upon holding her
husband Will’s hands again. It had been a hard three months for Ruth,
with Will’s death. Being able to touch him once again was a wish she
had had for ninety days and ninety nights.
“Oh, love,” Will said.
In the table where Cora and Setebos sat, the Houses of Ilaeon and
Kaldach were joined. Perse, Cora’s Ina, spoke of her adventures
traveling the world as a young woman as Setebos, Helio, Machus, and
Kirka listened, feasting on wine, roast meats, bread, and pomegranates.
But Cora, Peri and Agem were not. Discretely, Cora saw Peri turn to
Agem and say, “You never married.”
“I never married.”
“What am I to do with you?” Peri said, but his voice was kind. He
reached out and held Agem’s hand, and Agem looked back at him with
joy.
Agem then noticed Cora was watching and said, “Thank you,
Cora.”
“For what?” she replied.
“For giving me the chance to be a good man, all that time ago.”
“Ah, Agem,” she said, reaching out and holding both her brother’s
hand and the man she came to see as a brother, as well.
The day would turn to evening and then night, as they feasted and
swapped stories under starlight and candlelight, before the scent of
hazel herb and marigold, the little ones sucking on candy sugar skulls.
Conversation, both spoken and sent, filled up the evening, with some
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well-meaning albeit slightly drunken singing, instigated by Ruth
Babson’s husband:
O, my luve’s like a red, red rose
That’s newly sprung in June;
O, my luve’s like the melodie
That’s sweetly play’d in tune.
“William Caleb Babson!” Ruth had chided, embarrassed at being
the reason for her husband serenading a Robert Burns love poem in
public. But then she had laughed at her own scolding, and she joined
Will in the singing:
Till a’ the seas gang dry, my dear,
And the rocks melt wi’ the sun;
I will luve thee still, my dear,
While the sands o’ life shall run.
And fare thee weel, my only luve!
And fare thee weel a-while!
And I will come again, my luve,
Tho’ it were ten thousand mile.
By the next day, their extended family was gone, having returned
in the early morning hours to either Los Angeles, the Garden Paradise,
Heavenly Elysium, or the compound of Central. The island needed
clean-up, post-celebration, and then Cora and Setebos had to prepare
for their patrol work. After catching some sleep, Setebos woke up first.
He started to get out of bed.
“Hey.” Cora’s hand reached out from the warm confines of their
ethereal bed. Her hand caught his hand, her fingers entwining with his.
“You owe me a rain check – remember?”
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Gray eyes met dark ones. Setebos felt the life giving energy of a tree
that only existed on that island, and he felt the life giving love of a
woman whose existence would always be a miracle to him. “Yes,
ma’am,” he said. He returned to her, her warm body atop of his.
Work could wait for a bit.
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