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Prologue
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It’s late spring in Minnesota, almost summer. It’s bright and colorful in the afternoon, streets populated with pedestrians, some of them students excited for the summer, chatting animatedly, walking back home from school. 

The sky is very blue and clear, only the occasional cloud floating by. Picnics in fields, kids playing, riding bikes, and chasing squirrels. It’s an exceptionally lovely day to be outside. 

Traffic moves as usual; the afternoon rush just ended, so the crush of cars on the highway is steadily trying to lessen. Honks and curses even though the traffic lights’ red. It’s a Tuesday, and several hours past lunchtime, the hubbub in several offices is back in full swing; discussions trying to override themselves, the shrill cries of telephones, printers, and scanners whirring in the background. 

It’s a lovely spring Tuesday. Some kids gang up in an alley against themselves, fighting over something insignificant. Bars are just opening and empty, but their alleyways have been operating since midnight. People exchange money under shirts—powder and other things that could get them arrested. Drunks are just starting to come to, squinting confused in the sunlight and frowning against the banging in their heads. Some of them just slouch back to the ground and wonder how everything had gone wrong. 

In the heart of May, flowers blossom, birds fly, insects buzz around. It’s a cool afternoon with great weather for plenty of pictures, a date, or even a confrontation with a rival. 

Nature is in full bloom; the earth is flourishing. It’s wonderful and normal; it’s the earth. The world. The mortal realm. There is another world, more vast, without limits, without end, yet unseen to the physical eyes and ignored by the majority of the population. 

The realm of light is a bright place filled with beautiful translucent beings. Its borders stretch without end, and its occupants multiply without cease. There is a hubbub, a collection of whispers passing between beings. They whisper and laugh, sing and play and dance. Here, spirits and souls, cherubs and seraphs and archangels mingle freely, existing in perfect spiritual harmony. 

A soul, Paul, moves to where he can stare at the mortal realm. 

It is majestic, the mortal realm, and magical. It was filled with everything and nothing. Beautiful things are living together. It was created with utmost care and perfect balance. But, its light grows dimmer with each orbit of the sun. Darkness shrouds its golden goodness, beams of light dispersed over its surface, desperately peaking out but obscured and dissipating below the spreading darkness. 

Paul stares at the world, at the earth. He is concerned and fascinated by what he sees.

An angel, a seraph, comes to him, to stand by his side and stare too into the world. 

“It looks...different,” Paul replies.

“The darkness is spreading. Earth suffocates in its greed, aggression, and selfishness.”

“From what I imagined, it is different. I’ve heard stories, but this...seems overwhelming...”

Below the realm of light, in the mortal realm, Cindy splashes in a puddle and squeals in delight. She’s just turned seven last month, had gotten the doll house she’d wanted as a gift, and now her backyard has several puddles from the rain that’s just fallen. Her mom had insisted on her wearing boots and sits on the porch, drinking coffee and keeping watch. 

In a different place, Mabel walks along the street, rolling her eyes at the group catcalling her and clutching the handle of her bag as they stalk her. With her newly done nails, she puts up a struggle when they try to viciously grab her. 

In a small, dank room, a drunk man takes another swig at a bottle of vodka. The room’s a mess, he hasn’t taken the trash out in weeks, and there are bottles of vodka everywhere. His hair’s a mess, and he’s been wearing the same clothes for weeks—he just throws on a jacket when he has to go to the liquor store. Tears stream down his face as he drinks; a picture frame lies on the ground not far from his spot, shattered with the picture of a happy couple slipping out. 

Under an elm tree at a park, Ben and Stacy embrace and kiss with fervent passion. It’s their anniversary, just two years being officially together even though they’ve known each other since middle school. They grab at each other, hands in their hair, under their jackets, behind their necks, and whisper professions of love with breathless voices. 

Tires screech on the main road as a white jeep tries to avoid hitting the back of a black Kia that’s suddenly stopped, but there’s an alarming crash, and the jeep swerves into a different car. It’s several minutes before the ambulance gets there, 

In the realm of light where Paul and the seraph are watching everything, Caviel gives a simple nod to Paul. 

Paul has never been to the mortal realm. He is a soul that has known not life and death. The world he sees is good but bad, filled with a light that’s dying and a darkness that’s spreading. 

Another angel, a cherub, makes an entrance, interrupting Caviel and Paul. Cherubs are beings of perfect appearance, this one especially with stars adorning her body and wonderous fire on her head. Her skin is snow and her flowing gown gold. Cheviel hovers barefoot, representing not just beauty but integrity—a gentle beckoning. She looks to both Caviel and Paul, glancing only once at the mortal realm. 

Caviel shakes his head; cherubs are the most dramatic of their world, Cheviel more than most. 

“What?” Cheviel asks.

“Must you always make such blinding entrances?!”

She smiles at him. “I was made to shine as bright as the sun,” and to Paul, she asks, “Are you ready?”

Paul has his attention back on the mortal realm, having recovered from Cheviel’s theatrical appearance. “I don’t know if I am.” He looks up at her and asks, “How can I know?”

“You were chosen at this time because you are ready, Paul,” Caviel says. “You were chosen, that’s how you know.”. 

“But many were chosen as well, and they failed. What if I lose myself? What if I can’t find the way home?”

“Have you spoken with Father?” Cheviel asks. 

“I have. I chose a difficult path...to honor Him.”

“It’s not going to be easy; there is no memory of this eternity; it’s why they lose their way.”

Paul is unsettled now. The light of his form flickers as he gazes on the earth intensely. Caviel stands a bit closer to him. 

“You won’t be without your gifts, Paul. Take comfort in that.”

“Yes, that should help,” Cheviel adds, “You will touch many lives, but in order to do so, you will need to overcome yourself, your humanity, your weakness, and your demons.”

Paul inhales deeply. Caviel sighs as well and watches him. He has not moved or spoken. The realm of light is filled with whispers because its inhabitants love to talk or sing or do anything other than stand still and quiet. It worries the seraph how Paul’s light has settled to be a bit less bright. 

Still, Paul is silent. 

Both angels hear something inaudible to Paul and turn their heads towards it in unison. “It is time,” Cheviel says solemnly. It’s a sad thing that she cannot find something comforting to say to him. 

Now, he must follow her to where he will be taken to the mortal world and be born. 

“Perhaps,” he says as Cheviel turns, speaking to Caviel. “Perhaps if I lose my way and cannot seem to find it...perhaps you might guide me.” 

Caviel attempts to speak, but Cheviel cuts him. “He cannot...unless Father permits him, which might not happen if you do not ask it of Him in prayer. Do not forget that Father’s gift to them is free will, there will be no interruptions from any of us. No matter how much it hurts us to watch.” The last sentence is barely audible. 

Caviel has nothing else to offer but a smile and a kind farewell before Paul follows Cheviel. They walk away from the realm of light and all its splendor, and soon the hubbub fades into perfect silence. No whispers, no songs, no circle of perfect cherubs dancing and laughing. It makes Paul’s light dim further. 

“Your connection to here won’t be fully untethered. It’s the reason you’ll still have your gifts; your link to your eternal self won’t be severed completely. Consider that a gift.” 

She stops and steps aside, gesturing for Paul to continue the rest of the way. It’s a long winding road, with the surreal dimness of the mortal world waiting at its end. 

“I say that, but you must know that nothing in that world will be familiar.” 

Paul sets on the path to mortality, alone, excited and unsure. The only thing guiding him besides the sharpness of the road is the echo of Cheviel’s voice.

“...nothing in that world will be familiar...”

––––––––
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CLARE, A YOUNG WOMAN curled into herself, sits in a corner. She’s trembling and crying, half-naked in the dirty, dank room. The clothes on her back are ripped, a thrifted dress she’d been excited to find for its bargain price. Pieces of it are on the floor, mixed in drying blood. 

The man, standing over her, swaying with the effects of alcohol—maybe drugs—grunts as he zips up. The rank smell of his cheap cigarette wafts about the room, and he leaves after flinging some dollar bills and an insult at her. 

Neither of them sees it; the small light illuminating from inside Clare’s womb. It’ll be a few more weeks before she notices anything, a few more months before she swallows her fears and does a test. It’s not her fault; nobody wants to remember a nightmare. 
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Chapter ONE
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It is raining. The sky is overcast with dark clouds that have plunged the world into a dull, wet depression. The wind is chilly and bites as it razes through streets and alleys, buildings and cars, carrying its cold howling rage through parks and their dying trees. 

The earth is sick, it says, and the people—the pollution they have brought, and their neglect for what it does—are its sickness. 

Cars blare their horns furiously, their drivers agitated and hollering obscenities at one another through their windows. Traffic is at a standstill in the Minnesota capital, and the torrential downpour is causing jaywalkers to run and pedestrians to flee to close-by stores for cover.

Women snatch up their toddlers and sprint for buses. Tires screech past a puddle and splash dirty water on a vagrant lying motionless on the sidewalk. He startles awake into a coughing sprint while the driver jeers at him. 

“Loser!” 

Some people, bored with the traffic and the rain, snicker and whisper while he tries to recover his lungs. He pushes himself off the cement, soaked through with the dirty, cold water, his tattered clothes clinging to him. The store glass behind him is warm to touch, but the owner comes out almost as soon as his hands touch it and threatens him with a broom to move. 

The attempt to flee fails almost immediately as he falls to the ground, but somebody catches him when he tries to stand again, helping to steady him
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He sees what others can’t. Now the city’s fate
depends on whether he cares.
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