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      Raziel and Natalia stood in horror as they watched their unhinged sister. The entire Great Hall looked like it had been repainted red, and countless bodies littered the floor. As she looked around, Raziel approached Azazel slowly as she drank from a citizen’s neck, and as Raziel crouched down to the level of the ungodly version of her sister, she whispered.

      “Sister, what have you done?”

      Azazel brought her head up from the corpse’s neck as she hissed.

      “The hunger.”

      Raziel rolled her eyes and looked back at Natalia, shaking her head. Before Azazel could plunge back into her victim’s body, Raziel snapped her fingers, causing Azazel to slump and fall unconscious.

      Raziel stood up and strode over to Natalia, who was quietly walking around the room, inspecting the damage. “What can we do?” she asked.

      Natalia sighed and replied, “I will see how bad the damage is in the kingdom. Can you ask around?”

      Raziel nodded and quickly turned to leave the Great Hall. She walked by Azazel’s body and felt sick as she saw how saturated her sister was with her kingdom’s blood. Raziel felt sick to her stomach. It had been so long since she’d seen Azazel lose herself like this; she thought Azazel was finally in control of her hunger. Raziel sighed as she thought of the unnecessary death. She approached Azazel’s chamber and could smell the stench of death. Raziel groaned as she opened the door and was immediately overwhelmed by the odor.

      She grabbed her nose in disgust and scanned the room, looking for obvious signs, and when she found none, she walked into the room further. When she passed the couch, a glint of something caught her attention. And upon further inspection, she found that it was a latch. Raziel let go of her nose and looked closer, finding that the latch was attach to a trapdoor. She stepped aside and pulled, watching calmly as the floor fell through.

      “Where do you lead?” Raziel asked out loud.

      She stood up and strolled over to the bed before rummaging through the night stands. When she got to the table that was clearly on Azazel’s side of the bed, Raziel was assassinated once again by the stench of decay. She looked at the floor and crouched down to look underneath the bed, and when she found nothing, she knew the smell was coming from the vent, and there was something beneath this room.

      She sighed as she stood up. Her sister had been busy, and if it wasn’t for a violent reason, Raziel would have been impressed. She left the bedroom and wandered the halls until she found herself in the basement—the death trail was strongest down here. Raziel came to a large room, and when she opened the door, she saw the streak of blood across the floor, and she could sense just how many men had lost their lives in this box. Fear, death, and hatred coated the entire room in a thick film, and Raziel felt heavy.

      She closed the door and decided that she had seen enough to give a full report to Natalia. Leaving the basement, Raziel couldn’t help but wonder how they had let it get to this point; Azazel looked like she had been spiraling for some time.

      When Raziel found Natalia, she was in the garden, looking at a large portrait of an incredibly handsome man. Natalia turned to acknowledge her sister when she heard footsteps.

      “The Cunning has taken place, and there was no elected winner. The projected winner took his own life after killing his opponent as some sort of political statement.”

      Raziel scoffed. “Why do humans always think their dramatic displays will trigger a chain of events that will end up changing the world for the better?”

      Natalia softly said, “Sometimes they do. Other times, there are bigger things at play that they don’t even know about. It’s the price you pay as a mortal.”

      Raziel looked at the portrait. “He’s quite handsome, isn’t he?”

      “Don’t get your hopes up, Sister. He’s dead.”

      “Shame.” Raziel looked around the garden. “How did she get a garden this incredible?”

      Natalia looked around before she answered. “I’m sure bones and blood played a big part in the growth.”

      The sisters left the blooming garden in silence and started to walk up the steps of the palace when Raziel said, “There’s a murder chamber underneath her bedroom. It’s been used several times.”

      Natalia sighed. “I’m not surprised. It’s never a simple task with Azazel.”

      As Natalia began to walk faster up the stairs, Raziel sped up and asked, “What are we going to do with Azazel, Sister?”

      Natalia stopped and looked at her. “The same thing we always do when she spirals. If anyone gets word of this and finds out what we’re doing on Earth, you know He would send the archangels after us.”

      Raziel shuttered at the thought of Heaven’s most ruthless soldiers.

      Natalia continued, “Azazel has been off the leash for far too long, and now there are entire families who will never recover the generations lost.”

      Raziel agreed; Azazel had always been the more maniacal one. She sighed. “I’m going to move Azazel down to the chamber until she wakes up, and we can figure out what steps to take next.”

      Natalia nodded. “Once she’s locked up, head back to the compound. I’m going to stay here for a while longer to try and salvage what I can of the kingdom.”
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      After the fall, Raziel only had one thing on her mind: love. Every time she finished a cycle on Earth, the idea of love intrigued her. She had seen hundreds of plays and movies based on love, read countless books and poems describing the feelings that people have when they are falling for their heart’s desire, and it sounded like the next best thing to Heaven, in Raziel’s ears. While her sisters were looking for praise and power, Raziel wanted to retire on a plot of land and dive deeper into the world of love.

      Nirvana was created when Raziel fell, the compound built on the holiest land in the depths of the Amazon rainforest. For the longest time, it was just Raziel preparing the compound. She sustainably built small cabins, large gardens, and greenhouses. By the time she had completed her work, the compound became an environmentally-sustainable oasis, and when she was pleased, Raziel slept for several weeks after.

      Over time, word traveled by mouth that there was a community welcoming anyone looking to break free from societal norms and wanting to embrace their inner flame. People from all over the world came in search of free love. They lived in harmony with the other tribes that lived in the forest’s depths, and had a strong relationship with the animals that called the jungle their home. In all her years of existence, Raziel had never felt the type of peace that she felt when the walls of Nirvana were erected.

      While the people were free to come and leave as they pleased, once they felt the sense of community and the warm embrace of true freedom, no one wanted to. They lived their days working on the land, singing and dancing in the rain, and engaging in bacchanals that would cause Caligula to blush. There was no hatred, no despair, and no one ever needed to ask for anything because everything was already provided.

      Raziel treasured her community and tried to shut off her thoughts before she landed on Earth. Whenever she thought of her sisters, a pang of guilt pulled at her heart; she knew they could only stay apart for so long before the darkness took over them. Over the years, Natalia stopped requesting that Raziel come to help immobilize Azazel, which was ideal for Raziel. Azazel’s hunger scared her, and the damage she could cause left some of the deepest trauma that Raziel had ever experienced.

      The Nirvana commune had fallen into a comfortable routine, one that Raziel was prepared to live with for the rest of eternity. Everyone was in love with each other and cared about the safety and well-being of the commune, doing their part to keep the balance. Once a week, they gathered together in Raziel’s hut to talk about religious theology and discuss how their belief system could change the world for the better. Raziel taught lessons in free love and being one with nature, appreciating everything from the smallest creatures to things that seemed insignificant, like boulders or small pebbles.

      While things were mainly foraged from the jungle and their own gardens, there were certain supplies that were needed from town. Once a month, a select few would venture into the closest city to get enough supplies for their pantry.

      The city didn’t bother them, and they didn’t bother the city. While they walked the streets, they would busk to raise more money for their groceries and spread Raziel’s message of free love. By the end of their visit, however, people were usually ready for them to go back into the jungle, although after some time, the locals were unable to pinpoint exactly where in the jungle they had come from.

      While they were in the city, Raziel wouldn’t worry about them and would sleep until they were back within the walls; they had all become so close that when they were gone, she felt like a part of herself was missing, a part she could only find in sleep. The night they returned, a large feast would take place, and they would celebrate the departed members’ return for days. The commune was everything that Raziel wanted in life; she felt the most content when she was tangled up with her loves.

      The only thing she couldn’t ignore was the small and empty feeling in the deepest part of her body, and while she did feel love, Raziel always thought that she experienced it in a different way than the humans in her care did. Angels were created to carry out orders, not feel emotions, and regardless of how much she tried, Raziel couldn’t fall in love with anyone. She just didn’t feel connected to them.

      With each passing year, the feeling became harder to ignore. She eventually reached a point in her leadership where she wanted to enforce rules that would benefit the entire community. Raziel saw how large the group was getting and knew that to maintain order, boundaries were a necessity. When gathered the community together in her cabin and laid the rules out, which included prohibiting violence, negativity, and monogamy.

      Raziel came to the conclusion that because access to every person in the community was open, there wasn’t a need for monogamy, and Raziel had gone through enough violent situations during her time of being on the front line of Heaven’s most loyal defenders.

      The Nirvanians were welcoming and open to the rules and had abided by them for centuries. The one thing that Raziel wasn’t prepared for was the sting she felt when members of the community died. It left holes in her heart, and even when new members came looking for their Nirvana experience, it still wasn’t enough to repair the woe that she felt for every lover she’d lost. While Raziel tried for millennia to fall helplessly and deeply in love, regardless of what she did, she could never achieve the exact feeling that she had always dreamed about. Most of the time, she just felt numb.

      If she had it her way, she would have been forgotten. Raziel always felt like the responsibility of being an angel was too much, and rarely enjoyed going to Earth with her sisters. It always turned into some sort of battle, and by the time Raziel fell, she was beyond ready to leave Heaven and the tyranny that came with it. And while her sisters needed time to understand and cope with the Creator’s decision, Raziel thrived in her exile.

      And even when new people coming in to the compound became a rarity, she had grown to appreciate the community she had and realized that they were worth their weight in gold. They had all fallen into a comfortable way of living. Everyone played their part, and Raziel kept intruders and malicious characters away from the compound with an invisible barrier around the outskirts. It cloaked the community from any sort of scanning devices, satellites, and even signals would be lost if explorers got too close.

      It had gotten back to Raziel that locals had started to refer to their corner of the forest as the fauna Devil’s Triangle. This brought Raziel much relief; it meant that people wouldn’t look for a third fallen angel in case her sisters were ever discovered and overpowered. Over the years, Raziel stopped thinking of her sisters and focused on her own world. The longer she was on Earth, the less she cared about a search party coming for her or for her divinity. Eventually, people stopped wanting to leave, and babies started being born within the walls of Nirvana.

      It truly did take a village to raise a child, and that’s exactly what conspired. Raziel cherished every baby as if the infant were her own, and ensured that both the mother and child had everything they needed—plus more—to achieve the highest quality of life in the community.

      At first, Raziel had concerns about the men in the community. But then she came to realize that all the men who had journeyed to Nirvana were a different breed of man, more in touch with their feminine side and did the work to close the toxic masculinity wound that so often took over men’s lives. Each man cared for the children and allowed the women to heal themselves both physically and mentally. It was better than Heaven; it was a new kind of bliss, and Raziel wished that her sisters could have stayed and enjoyed it with her.

      Raziel was brought out of her daydream by the sound of a ringing bell. She looked around and realized that she had been so deeply entrenched in her memories that she had completed the entire potato harvest without even paying it any attention. She smirked, pleased with her work. She turned to the baskets and picked them up to bring them inside. When she got closer, she heard her people singing, singing their praise and gratitude for her bringing them all together, for her choosing Earth over Heaven, and for her wanting Nirvana to rival Heaven in every way.

      The people here experienced a love like nothing else, and they were in constant awe of her and what she could offer them in terms of leadership. They had their own beliefs in the commune; they didn’t pray to the god that banished Raziel and her sisters. No, after years of restructuring the humans in her care, Raziel taught them to give thanks to the Universe, thanking the cosmos for blessing them with her and guiding them to Nirvana.

      Even though she didn’t need any kind of nourishment, the prayers revitalized any depleted energy, and Raziel felt ready to face her family, the people who made Nirvana otherworldly and truly a better Heaven. She walked through the large doors and greeted the community. They all erupted into thunderous applause when she walked to the front of the large room, waving at everyone and greeting anyone who ran up to her. The children ran around her in excitement and tried to pull her to where they were sitting. Even though she had never felt the deepness of being helplessly in love with someone, this type of love had its own kind of magic and was something Raziel would be eternally grateful for.

      She looked around the room, trying to make eye contact with as many people as she could. Once the parents came to collect their children, she continued to the front of the crowd and held her hands up to signal that she wanted to speak. Raziel began explaining the upcoming harvest for the full moon that was due the following week. She explained that the adults would be partaking in their monthly moon ritual, and that the children were expected to be in bed and asleep long before then. Raziel made sure to wink at the small children, causing them to all start giggling in excitement and call out for her. Once they quieted down, Raziel mentioned that the wall at the south end of the compound looked like it was leaning, and immediately, several members of the group volunteered at once to fix it, making Raziel’s heart swell with pride.
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      They all said a final prayer, and Raziel gave her blessing for everyone to begin their meals while she gathered her own plate and filled it before going to sit at one of the tables that had space for her. When she settled in, one of the members at the table—who worked in the kitchen—brought up that the pantry was starting to get low again. Raziel furrowed her brow, trying to remember the last time she had sent a scavenging crew into the city.

      Once she had swallowed her food, she asked, “When was the last time we went into town?”

      The kitchen hand, Ramona, replied, “Approximately six months ago.”

      Raziel nodded. “Okay, get a group of five people together and leave tomorrow afternoon. We will move some things around and ensure that you’re prepared.”

      Ramona nodded and asked, “What about the ritual?”

      Raziel paused for a brief moment before she replied with a question of her own. “Do you think you’ll be able to get everything we need in five days?”

      Ramona looked around the table. “You think we’ll be able to get six months of rations in five days?”

      Raziel kept eating as if she didn’t hear Ramona’s question. Several minutes later, Raziel calmly said, “Ramona, if you feel like you’re going to fail, you will. If you feel like you’ll succeed, you will. If you want to get the proper amount of rations in the shortened time to make it back for the ritual, you will.” She stood up and looked around the table. “I trust that you’ll all be able to sort this out amongst yourselves.”

      Raziel walked through the aisles between the tables and stopped to talk to those who needed to. When she reached a table where several very pregnant women were eating fresh fruit, she stopped and took a seat.

      “Hello, my vessels. How are we feeling today?” Raziel reached out and gently cupped the swollen belly of the woman beside her.

      The woman smiled and inched closer to Raziel. “She’s strong. She was kicking earlier.” The woman moved Raziel’s hands to where she felt the flutters earlier, as if the unborn baby sensed her. It wasn’t very long before Raziel felt the small kicks of the life growing inside.

      This caused Raziel to frown, and she looked up at the woman to say, “You’re right, she is strong.” Raziel continued to ask each woman how they were feeling and if they needed anything. Each one declined her offer until she got to the end of the table, where a blonde woman—who was approaching her due date very quickly—was avoiding eye contact.

      Raziel approached her and grabbed her hand as she sat down beside her. “My sweet, beautiful Lily. What’s wrong?”

      Lily looked embarrassed. “I have been feeling… something. For the past day or so.”

      “You didn’t tell anyone?”

      Lily shook her head sheepishly. “I didn’t want to worry anyone. I was sure that it was just gas or something, but I’m afraid the closer you came to me, the stronger the feelings have become.”

      As she finished her sentence, Lily let out a cry of pain, and Raziel recognized it at once. She looked around to find the midwife and instructed her to ready the birthing cabin. The expecting mothers all stood up as Raziel helped Lily from the table. As she stood, there was a wet whooshing sound, followed by the sound of it splattering all over the floor. Lily’s water broke, and Raziel smiled. Lily looked up in fear. It was her first birth, and Raziel reassured her that she would be just fine as she guided her out of the dining hall.

      They slowly walked the path to the birthing cabin that was tucked away in the quietest part of Nirvana. With every contraction, Raziel guided Lily through the pain with breathing exercises, and Lily cried out in pain as the contractions started to become increasingly aggressive. When they reached the cabin, Raziel opened the door to reveal a tranquil space, complete with a birthing pool, a view of the forest with the sun poking through the spaces between the branches, candles everywhere, and the sound of a harp being played from the corner of the cabin, giving a new meaning to serenity.

      “Lily, you are about to embark on the most divine journey that any birth-giver can go on.” Lily groaned, and Raziel quietly said, “Give yourself over to the pain, Lily. Birth is natural, and your body knows what to do. Stop fighting your body and let go.”

      Lily bobbed her head, and she asked through gasps, “Will it take long?”

      Raziel and the midwife, Lorena, exchanged looks, and Lorena jumped in. “The first one usually takes the longest, but it’s the perfect time to connect with your foremothers and feel what each of them went through to bring each new person into the world. Ride the waves and give thanks to the Universe for providing you the opportunity to experience it.”

      Lily screamed, “I need drugs!”

      Raziel remained calm, and Lorena replied, “It will be a long night if you think like that.” She helped Raziel lead Lily over to the sitting area. There were books, toys, and other things to help relieve pain without any kind of pharmacological interference.

      Raziel had faith in Lorena. She had over twenty years of midwife experience, and she even worked in the city’s emergency department for ten years before that.

      It had been several hours of labor contractions when Raziel heard a knock on the door. When she opened it, she was relieved to see that Ramona had brought a platter filled with food, and glasses with a pitcher of ice chips. Raziel graciously thanked her and brought everything inside to cut down on outside contamination until after the baby was born.

      She brought the tray over and set it on the small table. She then put together a glass full of ice chips for Lily, who was now lying naked on the couch, covered only by a translucent sheet. When Raziel handed Lily the glass, it slipped through Lily’s fingers and shattered all over the floor. Raziel looked at Lorena, who had a concerned look on her face and shook her head.

      “The baby is breech,” Lorena suddenly said when she took a look under the sheet.

      Raziel shook her head and asked, “What do we do?”

      Lorena ran her hand through her hair and replied, “I need to turn the baby around.” She sheepishly looked at Raziel. “We need to sedate her. It’s the humane thing to do; it’s already too much stress on the baby and on Lily.”

      “It’s your call, Lorena. It’s what you’re here for. Do your job.”

      Lorena jumped to action and rushed to the door. “I am going to the infirmary to get what we need. Keep Lily calm; that’s the key here.”

      As she ran out the door, Lily watched her and desperately asked, “Where is she going?”

      Raziel rushed to Lily’s side, paying no attention to the glass shards all over the floor. She started to pat Lily’s forehead to get rid of the sweat starting to form, and she noticed that Lily’s breathing was shallow and her eyes were darting around the room.

      Raziel started to speak in a soothing voice. “Lily, your baby is breech,” she began. This caused Lily to sit up, and before she could panic, Raziel put her hand over Lily’s chest, and as her hand started to glow, she looked deep into Lily’s eyes and said, “Lily, you’re going to be just fine. We are going to sedate you so you don’t feel anything, but you need to stay calm. It’s important that you control your breathing and focus on having a new baby soon.” She raised her hand from Lily’s chest, and Lily leaned back, her breaths slowing and her body slumping in relaxation.

      When Lorena came back, Lily was almost asleep. Raziel was cleaning up the broken glass and ice, and made sure it was clear for Lorena to walk over. Lorena was able to administer the sedative, and as Lily began to drift off, Lorena quickly turned the baby back around and got Lily back on track, checking every half hour to ensure that the baby didn’t turn around again.

      Just as the sun was beginning to rise—while the moon was faintly still in the sky—a healthy baby girl came into the world, loudly announcing her arrival. Lily fell back, exhausted, as her body gave one final push. Raziel was the one to cut the umbilical cord and placed the freshly washed baby on her mother’s chest.

      Once the mother and child were wrapped up in warm blankets, Raziel approached Lily and asked, “What name have you decided on?”

      Lily smiled and looked at the perfect new addition she held in her arms. “Oriana.”

      “It’s beautiful; she is beautiful.”

      Raziel slipped out of the cabin, filled with a renewed sense of hope. She always found so much pride in herself watching babies being born, knowing this was all her doing. A new generation of Nirvanians filled Raziel with the love she so desired that she stopped missing Heaven when she figured out how much Earth had to offer her.
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