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The humidity in New York City was high and still rising, but nobody seemed to notice a large crowd gathering. Faces were gaping in shock. People ignored the hooting of drivers stuck in their usual morning peak hour traffic. Only this time, they were forced to come to a dead standstill.

As the crowd magnified and the mood intensified, a siren was heard. An ambulance tried to plough its way through the heart of the dense city traffic, but it was not fast enough for the man lying in the street, whose white shirt was soaked in crimson as the blood drained out of his body. He took his last breath. 

His suit jacket lay sprawled open to reveal the pricy fashion label. His short blonde hair was streaked with blood. His gray-blue eyes were wide open, unmoving, and glasslike.

Amidst the commotion, and caught in their flailing curiosity, the crowd failed to notice as a young woman with long golden hair scurried away from the scene. They also failed to see her sudden transformation which took only a few seconds to complete – long golden hair turning black, pink floral dress turning into black leather, the former sweet, innocent face now entirely transformed and etched with a dark malevolent expression.

Her lips twisted into a wicked smirk and her dark eyes gleamed with satisfaction as she darted across the street, adrenalin pumping through her veins. She commended herself for a job well done.

***
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Slouching was an unusual stance for Kael, but it was swiftly turning into a habit as he found himself, again, leaning against one of the colossal pillars of the meeting hall at Head Quarters. This pillar was one of many that surrounded Angel Headquarters, and this pillar was fast becoming his literal pillar of support.

He frowned as he tried hard to ignore the growing tidal wave of emotions threatening to uproot his usual self-confidence. If he didn't gain control over whatever was eating him up inside – and fast – he would implode. 

For the hundredth time that morning, he grunted under his breath and shook his head, annoyed with himself. The more he tried to dispel the flood of emotions and foreboding, the louder his mocking inner voice screamed at him, toying with his nerves, and manifesting future troubles he could not foresee. It was so frustrating, almost like a hidden predator lurking nearby that he could not see, only sense, and something told him that he was the prey. 

Kael wondered if he was having a vision. Maybe a storm was building on the horizon, one so great that it would threaten everything he held dear to him. 

One thought after another harassed him, and concerns chipped away at his usually solid composure. They were purpose-driven and relentless. Burdened with this restlessness that tangled with a lethal mixture of his emotions were trying to unhinge him. Despite his efforts to fight off the foreboding black hole growing inside him, it only seemed to magnify. 

If only he could figure out what it was before it was too late.

It had taken him five long years of hard work and dedication as an Elder, a healing angel, to perfect his energy-healing abilities, before he was anointed as the Overseer of the Kingdom. Then it took him another five years to reach his goal of being a top-notch leader, which he was. Yet, a feeling of victory failed to accompany his accomplishments. Why was that? It almost seemed he had another void growing within him; searching for something; but he had no idea what that something was. But the one thing he knew for certain was that if he didn't find answers soon, an ominous gloom would consume him alive, like a hungry anaconda ready to devour its prey. 

When he first received the news of a new threat forming in the underworld, he immediately called for a meeting. He wondered about that. Surely it could not be the threat they were warned about causing him such distress, could it? There had been unrest between good and evil, between God and his angels of Light, and Satan and his demons and dark angels since the dawn of time. And good had always managed to prevail. Kael also believed that good would continue to prevail. So, what was eating away at his soul these days? Was he perhaps tired of his burden and task as an angel already? No, surely not. It had only been ten years since he became an angel. There must be something more to this brewing unrest in his soul. Was it possible that he was on the wrong path? He scoffed at himself. How absurd. This was the ultimate Heavenly path, why on earth would he feel something was amiss? No, it must be something else gnawing away at him. Something bigger than just his issues. 

That thought made him cringe. He hoped that was not the case. 

A chill then ran over him and suddenly he just knew that something huge was coming and would change everything.

Apprehension bombarded Kael and seemed to have crept into the hall. It strangled the air that clung to the high ceilings and thick walls. It was as if the ancient hall itself could sense the impending danger Kael was sensing.

Kael watched as the angels nervously gathered around before clambering to their seats, eagerly waiting to hear why the Overseer of the Kingdom of Heaven had summoned them.

Kael closed his eyes and sucked in a deep lungful of air before exhaling slowly. With strained effort, he willed his mind to release his breath to bring calmness over him. After repeating the breathing exercise three times he opened his eyes once more. It worked – a little. Next in his grounding technique efforts to bring about inner peace, he glanced around the room for a moment, soaking up the exquisite architecture.

It was a grandeur mixture of Roman and Gothic splendor. The meeting hall’s doors and windows were generously decorated with gold-laced lintels like those decorating all the doors, portals, and windows throughout Angel Headquarters. The meeting hall was a gathering place for important meetings held with various Heads from the different regions of the Kingdom. It reminded him of a Romanesque Cathedral. Three portals at the entrance were decorated with various-sized sculptures and a rose window that brought in a pleasant color. Two towers bordered them. Rows of marble pillars supported the roof, edged by one aisle. The main offices were placed on the two sides between the buttresses, and a ribbed vault covered the nave. This design was only slightly more advanced than the Romanesque architecture back on Earth, which was strange considering the infinite age of Angel Headquarters. Kael guessed an angel or two must have leaked the construct ideas to humans, and a good thing too, as the rib vault allowed for massive windows to invite in more Light. There was nothing worse than a dark hall. The hall benefited from the large windows allowing the ever-flowing glorious eternal Light to keep its magnificent interior alight. The hall, together with the adjacent courtyard and various surrounding lush gardens, were like pictures from ancient Rome, so similar it was like stepping into a different time and place – almost fictional – with all its giant marble pillars, elegantly painted high ceilings, hand-crafted marble tiles, colorful silk drapes flowing in the breeze, the gothic arches, with stone and gold integrated lintels. Not to mention the many beautiful sculptures. Angel Headquarters usually filled Kael with pride, peace, and joy, but today its beauty and magnificence offered him little solace. 

He grimaced before forcefully pulling himself together and readied himself to face the horde.

Mentally, Kael worded his speech in his mind, before raising his head as an outward display of confidence. Then he proceeded down the aisle towards the podium. All eyes were upon him now, their nervous dispositions fading and being replaced by looks of admiration as their beloved leader made his way to the stage.

Kael knew he was no ordinary angel, as he was larger than most with a well-built and muscular construct. Despite Kael’s appearance he was chosen to become an angel after his death. Kael still doubted the Kingdom's choice. He didn't feel special. However, his blood brother, Logan, on the other hand, was a choice made in Heaven, and spot on. 

He and his brother differed in many respects. Where Kael was large, like a Roman warrior of old, Logan, although almost as tall as he, was slender, and athletic in build. Kael was dark-haired and olive-skinned, while Logan was blonde with a fair complexion. Then there was Kael's over-seriousness and quick-to-anger temperament, whereas Logan was loving, friendly and humorous – perhaps a tad too humorous, Kael surmised. The only thing he had in common with Logan was their striking gray-blue eyes. Something they inherited from their mother, Linda. She had been a beautiful, loving woman. Logan took after her. 

Merely thinking about Logan drew a hint of a smile which even managed to chase away some of Kael’s inner demons, bringing calmness to his mind. But he knew this was only a temporary fix, but it would have to suffice for now.

"Welcome, my beloved heavenly brothers and sisters. It's good to see you all again. Thank you for coming here at such short notice." Kael greeted them with genuine affection.

Various angels sat before him; some male and others female and all from different ethnic groups. Kael held a deep kinship with each one. They were his celestial family, and more importantly, his responsibility. It was his task to ensure that they did their duties diligently. He also monitored the attendance of the Angel Study classes – a never-ending school of learning, from learning the mysteries of God and the Holy Bible to learning about the rules of the Kingdom, both past and present. He was also tasked with ensuring that all the Kingdom's angels were protected and guided to make the right decisions. But the most daunting of his duties was to ensure the smooth running of the entire Kingdom of Heaven. This was a significant challenge but one he had managed well so far. 

Suddenly a heavy fluttering of wings echoed through the meeting hall followed by a hefty shadow descending over the angels. A few seconds later, an angel with massive white wings appeared, as he came in to land. Swiftly and effortlessly his wings folded inward before disappearing behind the custom attire – a dark suit, white shirt, and blue tie – which was worn on special occasions, especially when appearing before Heads of Regions, as a show of respect. 

The latecomer cast an apologetic glance at Kael for his lateness, who, in turn, greeted him with a curt nod. The angel hurriedly took his seat among his peers. 

Once all was silent again Kael continued. "Prophet Joshua has informed us of a new threat on the rise. According to him, Satan has devised a new plan, one that aims to bring down many of our angels as quickly as possible. His dark army intends to lead us into temptation so that we will all be cast out of the Kingdom of Heaven for our sins and then be sent to purgatory to await judgment day." He paused as he noticed the fear and anxiety shadowing their faces. He couldn't blame them. When he first heard the news, he too had been unnerved. "I don't have to tell you that a step like that will most certainly leave the Kingdom vulnerable to an invasion by Satan and his hordes of demons and dark angels. If that happens, they will also be free to wreak havoc on Earth." A collective gasp could be heard, followed by frantic murmurs that spread throughout the meeting hall like a wildfire of panic-stricken echoes.

Kael remained silent for several seconds to allow the angels to process the information, before continuing. "Satan offered his demons and dark angels an incentive to drive them to achieve his goal. That incentive is-" he took a deep breath before revealing Satan's cunning plan, "-the demon or dark angel who brings down the most angels of Light, by hook or by crook, will receive the reward of becoming the next Commander in Chief of his dark army once they take over the Kingdom of Heaven."

Kael examined the horde of angels before him, some were terrified while others were angry. He had to console them. "But my beloved brethren, I assure you all right now – we have nothing to fear. As long as we endeavor to do that which you have learned through the years, and that which I have taught you of late – which is that we should continuously strive towards keeping the unity of our faith and calling strong and preserve the strength of the brotherhood and sisterhood with our love for one another, then we have nothing to fear. Where there is unity and love, there is always strength."

He inhaled a deep breath of air before continuing. "As heads of your regions, I urge you to instil the necessary courage and vigilance in those angels under your command. But most importantly-" he hesitated again to glance around the hall with an intensive gaze before adding, "-now is the time to show unconditional mercy, love, and compassion to one other, especially in these trying times."

He took a lengthy pause, switching his gaze from one angel to the next.

"We must work together, brethren, to avoid succumbing to this new threat. We cannot allow ourselves to be shrouded in chaos. I have taught you to pray and look out for each other. Remember, those who pray together, stay together. That has kept us stronger than ever over these past five years. It's been a record; no angel has fallen in the five years since I became Overseer.” He was proud of this achievement but prouder that these angels had worked hard to achieve this goal. “You have all done so well. You can be proud of yourselves. But let us continue and maintain this stream of success, especially now during this threat. I have faith in you. You can do this. Remember, all of you are precious – we cannot afford to lose anyone." He paused momentarily before adding, "Trust me, angels, again I reiterate – unified in love and one accord, we can achieve anything."

The angels nodded their heads, their courage and vigor renewed.

"Together we are a power." Kael raised his voice with intensity for inspirational effect. "Together we are a mighty force. And together we are undefeatable! We will never fall!"

As his voice rang clear over the angels, everyone joined in, echoing his words with burning fire within their hearts, their fears dispelling as their confidence returned in full force. The hall vibrated with faith and courage. It was so loud that Kael feared the hall's large windows might crack.

Suddenly there was another interruption as an angel flew into the hall. This time, the angel did not transform but flew onto the podium and landed noisily beside Kael, keeping his wings open and visible, and wearing a white travel cloak. 

He leaned over and whispered something into Kael's ear before taking off again. With a loud flapping of wings, he flew out of the hall as quickly as he had come.

The hall was silent for a long while as all the angels anxiously awaited the news that had suddenly cast such a disturbing shadow over Kael's face. It was as if the news had sucked out his very life. It even managed to void the effects of the inspirational speech he had, only moments before, instilled in them. The news had to be devastating, they realized because Kael’s face had turned ashen gray.

Panic and fear clawed at their hearts again, but no one dared speak. Deathly silence ensued. They had never seen Kael so perplexed before. For several minutes the eerie silence roamed the hall, its fingers tapping on the hearts of all, and slyly untying the bands of courage and strength that Kael had instilled in them.

Kael could not utter a single word, nor could he move. It felt like his body had been filled with lead from head to toe, cementing him to the floor. It all made sense now, the feelings of impending doom that had been accumulating inside him, the fears that had mocked him for weeks trying to unnerve him, the growing unrest. This news hit home.

Finally, he cleared his throat to speak, but his voice still sounded like grated steel. "I'm afraid it has begun," he proclaimed and paused. 

Everyone waited with bated breaths for him to divulge the news. 

With a painful swallow Kael said the words he dreaded the most since becoming an angel and that he had tried so hard to prevent, "An angel is down."

Distraught echoes swept through the meeting hall at Head Quarters.

"Don't you mean an angel has fallen?" One of the angels sitting in the hall, stood up, boldly correcting him.

"NO!" Kael blurted out angrily and instantly regretted it.

His outburst sent a shockwave through the hall and the angels froze, not daring to utter another word. The outspoken angel quickly sat down.

Kael was angry with himself for his outburst, so, he hastily added in a more subdued tone, "I will not declare him fallen until I am certain of the facts." He paused, then added, "You may all go. And may God be with you."

Once all the angels had left Angel Headquarters, Kael pushed forward on legs that felt like stubs from the numbness due to the shock of the news. He slowly made his way to his office, which was situated at the far end of the hall, and once there, and with a heavy heart, he sank into his chair. He leaned forward, placed his elbows on the desk and balanced his heavy head in his hands while panic tore through him, followed by the drowning feeling of utter despair. What was he going to do?

A small-built woman, dressed in a gray and white tunic, entered his office. Her gray hair was pinned up in a tight bun as always.

"So, are you going to tell me who it is?" she asked, her voice shaky and her eyes stricken with fear. The thought of an angel falling brought a heaviness to her heart that only a mother could feel when losing a child. To Maria, all the angels were like her own children.

Kael battled to respond due to a massive lump lodged in his throat. He swallowed painfully a few times before finally replying, "It's – Logan." His words were barely a whisper.

"No! It can't be," she gasped in disbelief. "I don't believe it." She could not move from the shock, but her need to protest quickly freed her. "Logan is so full of life. He has such a joyful, youthful spirit, how can that be?" She paused as if deep in thought before she finally shook her head. "No, being an angel means everything to Logan. Why would he fall? He easily laughs off temptations!"

"Exactly. That's why I've decided to go down to Earth to investigate the matter myself," Kael informed her, unyielding determination suddenly filling him to the brim and replacing the inner chill of despair that numbed his insides.

Maria gasped out loud in protest. "No! You can't! You're the Overseer of the Kingdom. You're not a Guardian Angel like your brother. Your responsibility is being the Overseer of the entire Kingdom, it lies here in Heaven. You need to remain at Angel Head Quarters."

Kael stood up, a stoic look of resolve in his eyes. "He is my blood, Maria," he argued. "So, that makes him my responsibility too."

"I understand. But you can send Archangel Michael and his warriors, or even Fabrio and his Guardian Angels to look into the matter, but you, Kael, you cannot go."

With a voice now fueled with anger Kael blurted, "I'm not going to sit around here and leave the fate of my brother to faith with the hope that someone will bother to investigate the matter. Faith, as I teach all the angels, is not a matter of simply believing. It's about putting action to one’s faith that counts."

"I know but..."

Kael interjected, "And that's exactly what I intend to do. My action will be to go down and investigate this matter thoroughly. To others it might appear that Logan has fallen due to temptation, but not to me, Maria, not to me. I know Logan. He is innocent. There has to be more to this accusation than meets the eye and I'm going to get to the bottom of this, even if that means I have to break a few rules doing it."

Maria gasped out loud again.

To soften the shock his words had just evoked in her, he quickly added, "I will appoint Custo as Acting Overseer in my stead while I'm away. He's more than capable of taking care of things in the Kingdom. I won't leave the Kingdom high and dry, I promise," he assured her, knowing that during these trying times the leaders needed to stay strong for the Kingdom's sake. But he had no choice. This was something he had to do himself.

Frowning and feeling immensely unsettled, Maria merely gawked at him but knew better than to argue with Kael. Once he had decided on something, his determination would yield nothing to achieve whatever he set out to do. She guessed that is what made him a good Overseer in the first place. She wouldn't admit it to him, of course, but deep down she was relieved that he was the one who would be investigating this matter, as Kael would not leave any stone unturned until he discovered the truth. She was not willing to accept losing Logan to such a dreadful fate. Still, this was all too much for her to bear. It was taking its relentless toll on her not just psychologically but physically as well. 

With shaky legs, she moved to one of the chairs on the opposite side of Kael's desk and fell into it, her eyes glazing over with memories. "I remember when you and your brother died in that tragic car accident ten years ago and then the both of you were chosen by God to become angels. Your resurrections seem like just yesterday to me." A slight smile lit up her face as she affectionately reminisced.

Kael thought back to that day. It had been such a clear day. Not a cloud in the sky. No warning of the tragedy that was to come. It had been one of the toughest days of his mortal life; and Logan's.

Ten years earlier...

"Kael, don't do this." Logan tried to stop him from walking out the door by blocking the way with his body. But he knew he was no match for Kael.

Trying to avoid his gaze, Kael graced the floor with his focus instead, as he spoke. "I have to go. You'll be fine."

"How do you know that? Please Kael, you can't leave me. You're the only family I have left now," Logan pleaded, tears in his eyes.

Kael sighed and felt as though his heart had just broken into millions of tiny shreds like a broken snow globe. If he didn't leave now, he would implode. His life was unravelling, and it was time for a new start.

Logan continued to object. "Mom's corpse is not even cold, and you're leaving. I don't get it." Logan was distraught. 

When he saw his younger brother this distraught it wrenched Kael's stomach muscles tightly together. Logan was always the one keeping things light and joyous, creating a much-needed joyfulness in their home, especially under the dire circumstances in which they had lived for so long.

"I have to go." Kael could hear his voice crack with emotion.

"But why?" Logan's tear-filled words were like knives.

"Mom's gone now. Finally. No more pain and suffering for her. And you – you've just graduated from college. The world is yours for the taking. You no longer need me."

"But you're my brother," Logan objected profusely.

But Kael couldn't stay. If only Logan could understand that. He had faith that his kid brother would, in time to come. "You're big and ugly enough to take care of yourself now. You can sell the apartment and move anywhere. Start over. New beginnings."

"I don't want new beginnings. I want you. You were the one who practically raised me. We've just lost mom; I can't lose you too." Logan's voice was rough with emotion.

It was true, he had been the only father figure his brother had ever known. When their mother had fallen pregnant with Logan, their father had pulled a disappearing act on them, leaving Linda to raise their two sons on her own. Being nine years old at the time, the responsibility had fallen to Kael to be that father figure in Logan's life. Then when their mother fell ill with cancer, Kael was forced to drop out of college and get work to support the three of them. With his minimum wages and hard manual labor as a building contractor, he had somehow managed to put Logan through college.

"Family should stick together. You taught me that," Logan reminded him.

"You can do this," Kael assured him.

But Logan refused to move.

Kael sighed. He didn't want to argue anymore, so he shoved Logan aside, as gently as he could manage, and exited the apartment.

He threw his duffel bag in the back of his old pick-up and clambered into the driver's seat. But much to his dismay, Logan jumped into the passenger seat.

"I'm going with," Logan insisted.

"Get out."

"No!" Logan crossed his arms and refused to budge.

"Logan!"

"I'm not leaving."

"Fine!"

"Fine!"

Kael took off, not intending to go far, hoping Logan would come to his senses. But he never got the chance to. Nor would Logan ever have the opportunity in life that was waiting for him – a new graduate entering the world with a promise of a bright future that Kael had tried so hard to give to him because out of nowhere, an armored vehicle ploughed into them, killing them instantly, before reversing and then driving away.

Maria's loud giggle drew Kael back into the present moment. 

"Logan was so amazed at everything in the Kingdom." She let slip another giggle. "And his sense of humor – oh boy, he knows how to brighten up my life when he visits. He's always been such a joy to be around."

Then her smile faded again, immediately replaced by a frown. "I just don't understand it. The idea of being chosen to become an angel filled him with so much pride. And he loved knowing that you were right here when he needed you. So why would he be foolish enough to compromise that?"

"He wouldn't, and that's my point," Kael replied.

"Since you two became angels, the Kingdom has united and grown more compassionate. I know what I’m talking about – I’ve been here forever." She had regained her mother-like composure and confidence. "Take you, for example, you have become a most revered and loved leader, and, truth be told, the most powerful Overseer the Kingdom has ever seen to date, even Satan's afraid of you."

"Now you're exaggerating, Maria." Kael shifted in his seat. Compliments made him uncomfortable.

"Oh hush, will you. It's true and you know it. Since you became the Overseer, not one angel has fallen and neither have any turned to the dark side. That was your first goal and you've achieved it so far. It's an amazing achievement how you encourage and inspire all the angels. And Logan, well-," she let off a slight laugh, "-he's the most compassionate and joyful angel I know. He is truly the perfect Guardian Angel."

Then she slumped her shoulders and was overcome with grief almost instantaneously at the thought of Kael leaving.

Kael wondered how she did it. One minute all bubbly and smiles, the next super depressed from mere memories.

Between sobs, she blabbered, "I just don't understand."

In three swift strides, Kael made his way around the desk and placed his arms around her to comfort her while she sobbed away.

After a while, in a crusty voice, he whispered, "I promise you; I will get to the bottom of this, and I will bring Logan back." His words may have come out scarcely above a whisper but the determination in his voice was crystal clear.

She nodded, looked up and was immediately rewarded with an unwavering assurance radiating from his deep gray-blue eyes, eyes that matched Logan's. It filled her with hope. Just seeing his faith and tenacity quelled her fears. He was a great Overseer, so, she told herself not to allow any more seeds of doubt.  Kael would get Logan back, she assured herself. Purgatory was no place for one like Logan – a joyful, vigorous soul.
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CHAPTER 2

A dark gloomy mist encircled the oversized iron gates of purgatory. Even the large torches lighting the entrance seemed no match for the ominous darkness, which seemed to have the ability to fizzle out the lighting effects these torches were trying so hard to achieve.

Kael wore his usual outdoor attire whilst doing business in the surrounding areas of the Kingdom. Plain white cotton pants and matching white top comfortably accommodated his large, white pair of intimidating wings. He strutted along the coal-like cobble-stoned pathway with a burning fortitude. Despite the stuffiness in the air, he had strength in his step, and a determination in his heart, as he headed down the path toward the charcoal-coloured gates of purgatory. His white loafers were soon black-coated from walking over the grit and grime, but it did not bother him today, as it would normally have. His only goal right now was to prove his brother's innocence.

"Overseer Kael, it's so good to see you." One of the two angels guarding the gates greeted Kael warmly as he approached.

"Angel Dan," Kael greeted with a courteous nod, devoid of a smile.

"What brings you to the gates of purgatory, Overseer?" Dan asked.

"I need to see Jamael," Kael replied. "Please let him know I need to see him, immediately."

"Yes sir," Dan replied humbly, before turning around. He then hurried down the pathway as he did not wish to keep the Overseer waiting.

Kael took this as his chance to proceed forward but immediately stopped dead in his tracks when a sword's long, sharp edge almost touched his neck, mere inches away from piercing his skin.

Kael glowered.

"That's far enough. Step back," the second angel warned, and Kael could detect the angel's over-eagerness to challenge him.

Kael bit back his desire to teach the angel a lesson on Respecting the Chain of Command 101. But he didn't have time to waste. He knew this angel's rebellious nature all too well.

"Angel Khan," Kael greeted stiffly and then irately pushed the sword away with his index finger before regarding the angel with a quick disapproving glance. He finally broke his tempered gaze and peered through the gates, into the deep dusky depths of purgatory. He narrowed his eyes trying to recognize the angel strolling toward them. It was Jamael, the Gatekeeper of purgatory himself. An angel who refused to leave the confounds of purgatory. And the angel was taking his sweet time getting to the gates. As usual this annoyed Kael, who had a thing about punctuality and never keeping people waiting.

"Kael, I've been expecting you." The angel's voice was shrill and irritating, much like his personality.

"Then you know why I've come, Jamael. Take me to see Logan."

Jamael shook his head and Kael was almost sure he had noted a smirk smudged across his round face for a split second.

"You know I can't do that. Rules are rules," Jamael replied, his words painfully slow.

"He's my brother, Jamael," Kael's words grew louder with anger.

"It makes no difference here."

Kael fumed and his face burned red hot with a dangerous fury that kindled a growing rage deep within him. With fingers scrunched tightly together in a fist he uttered between clenched teeth, "I need to find out the truth. You are the Gatekeeper, the only one with the authority to let me in. So, let me in."

"And I am telling you now, as Gatekeeper, I cannot allow you to enter purgatory." His eyes were filled with a stubbornness that was surely made of steel, which Kael was sorely tempted to break. Nothing would please him more.

Sensing Kael's wrath the Gatekeeper quickly added, "If I bend or break the rules, then I am no different from your brother. And before I know it, I too will be sitting beside him, locked up in chains and waiting for judgment day like the rest of the fallen." He paused just long enough to add a stiff smirk. "You will have to wait until then."

"What? Wait until judgment day? Are you insane? That could be another thousand years for all we know. God has His own time."

"Precisely my point."

"No, I demand that you take me to see my brother, now."

"Not going to happen." Jamael's stubbornness was usually like glue, only this time it came with an icy frosting of spite.

Kael was ready to explode but he knew it would get him nowhere. Arguing with Jamael was like arguing with a jellyfish – you'll just get stung repeatedly.

"Fine, but hear this, I will get to the truth behind my brother's alleged falling, with or without your help. And rest assured, my brother is innocent, and he will be getting out of purgatory – and not in a thousand years, but sooner than you can blink an eyelid."

"Really?" Jamael rolled his tongue and there was no mistaking it this time; he was sneering. No wonder he was chosen to be the gatekeeper of purgatory, destined to spend all eternity within its dark and grimy borders. It suited his personality perfectly. Although purgatory was a part of the Kingdom, it was the furthest part also known as the gray area. A place where it almost seemed as though a continuous vacuum devoured the life essence right out of a soul in its proximity, draining it from the very source of light and joy.

Actually, now that he thought about it, Kael realized it was the perfect place for an angel like Jamael. He didn't belong in the Kingdom or his guard, Khan. He almost felt sorry for poor old Dan who had to put up with this gloomy duo. But then again, humble and kind Dan had a purpose for being there. He had to keep the light shining and maintain balance. It didn't make it any easier a job though, he guessed. Kael made a mental note to do something nice for Dan to show his appreciation.

"Will that be all, Overseer?" Jamael coaxed Kael.

Kael glowered and without another word, he indignantly turned and plodded back down the dark, murky road. When he returned, and he would return, then Jamael and Khan would have to attend extra lessons on Show Brotherly Love 101. It would teach them that even though the Kingdom consisted of various regions, they were all subject to the same laws of love and compassion, even purgatory. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3


[image: ]




The sun scorched the tar of the busy New York City Street, capering and creating a mirage effect on its rough surface. The heat could give anyone a headache, Kael thought glumly, especially since he was not used to the heat on Earth anymore. Reluctantly he knelt on the curb and bent over to touch the bloodstain where his brother had been killed. Immediately, Kael went into a trance as a vision appeared, transporting him into the past - to the exact moment of his brother's death...

... Logan stood tall, smiling proudly at the blonde woman walking by his side, her hand in his. Together they approached the traffic light and waited for it to turn green. His handsome features lit up as he gazed into the blonde woman's azure-colored eyes. There was no mistaking it, there was a bond between her and Logan. And Kael couldn't help but notice how breathtakingly beautiful she was. Then he noticed a flash of something strange in Logan's eyes, but it was gone in an instant before he could ascertain what it was. As if on cue, he saw the woman unclasp her hand from Logan's before hastily looking around. Seconds later, swiftly, and quicker than the untrained eye could see, she pushed Logan into the street directly into the lane of oncoming traffic. Kael watched, his breath stuck in his lungs, as he saw Logan sprawling through the air and landing in the lane of an oncoming taxi. Strangely, despite the morning hour traffic, this one lane was empty, and the taxi was driving unusually fast. It hit him so hard that he was flung high into the air before dropping to the Earth like a bag of potatoes, landing in the exact spot where Kael now stood. The blonde woman then hastily moved away from the crowd who was gathering like flies, as they tried to catch a glimpse of the bloodied corpse lying in the street.

Kael felt sick to the pit of his stomach. But the vision continued. He watched as the woman pushed her way through the crowds. Then, to his surprise, she transformed. Of course – she's a demon. He growled. He should have known demons were behind this.

With jagged breathing, he watched as the vision showed how the demon scurried across the street, and then made her way into a deserted alleyway.

Kael came out of his trance and headed towards the alleyway to pick up the trail where it had fizzled out, but much to his dismay, the vision was gone and wouldn't return.

Angrily he curled his fingers into fists, tightening them so hard his knuckles clicked. With a heavy heart, he returned to the scene of the accident, and for a long while, he just stood there, staring at the bloodstain as his heart pumped painfully in his chest. He hoped this would elicit another vision or that he would simply get answers like ideas popping into mind, which happened now and again, but disappointingly, there was nothing.

"Was Logan a friend of yours?"

Kael's trail of thoughts was interrupted, and he swirled around. At the sight of the intruder, his blood curdled, and anger swished through his veins, scorching his insides.

"You!" he gasped. It was the beautiful blonde woman from his vision. After the initial shock and reminding himself that he had to be discreet with his line of questioning, he bit back his darkening emotions. So, summoning patience, he gulped down a breath of air before replying, "Logan is my brother."

"Oh, I'm so sorry for your loss. You must be Kael. He spoke so highly of you. I still can't believe he's – dead," she rattled on.

"And you are?" He showered her with a look of suspicion and accusation, which she failed to notice.

"Oh, sorry, I'm Julia – Julia Welch. I was a close friend of your brother's," she responded, stretching out her hand in greeting. Kael ignored the gesture and with growing mistrust, he goggled at her.

"Just friends?"

Unperturbed that he had ignored her gesture, she brought her hands to her side and replied honestly, "Yes, Logan was always so kind and sweet, and was somehow always there when I needed him."

Kael watched her intensely, trying to source out the truth from her in any way he could, whether from her stance, the look in her eyes, or better yet, a confession, but getting to the truth, he would. She may not be the demon who pushed Logan into the street, but she could still be involved somehow. He had to tread very carefully.

"So, you were nothing more than friends, hey?"

Julia finally grasped his insinuation. He was implying that she and Logan had been in a relationship.

"No, no, we were just good friends. Don't get me wrong, Logan was a great guy, the sweetest, most kind-hearted man I've ever known, and gorgeous, I mean, with that sweet smile and all, but, no – there was nothing between us."

Wow, she could talk - and fast. He seriously needed to steer the conversation, and perhaps be more direct in his approach. Valuable time was seeping away; the more time he wasted, the longer Logan spent in that dreadful purgatory. He needed to dig deeper and find out what she knew.

"Do you know what happened here?" He pointed to the bloodstain marking the road.

"Oh, according to the police, it was more than likely that he tripped on the sidewalk and fell right into the path of oncoming traffic when that taxi hit him. So tragic." Tears welled in her eyes, but she hurriedly blinked them away.

"Surely there had to be dozens of witnesses. And perhaps he wasn't alone?" Then a thought occurred to him. "How did you find out about the accident?"

Not at all perturbed by his relentless interrogation, she willingly replied, "A friend of mine, Laura, witnessed the whole thing on her way to work. She works there." She pointed to an office block not far from where they now stood.

She continued, "When the police questioned her about it, she claimed she saw me walking with him before it happened. Can you believe that? Me walking with Logan in the morning, as if I don't have work to do? Anyway, they questioned me about it but, as I told them, I was at school teaching class at the time of the accident, which of course, they verified."

"So, you're a teacher then?" 

"Yes." She smiled proudly, but then her smile faded as if remembering why they were there. "I'm sure glad they finally got hold of you, though. The police told me that, according to their records, you and Logan had died ten years ago in a car accident. Isn't that the strangest thing?"

Kael's skin prickled and his face paled. Even his heart skipped a beat. He had not considered the consequences of returning to Earth, nor what the police might have discovered once they ran Logan's thumbprints through their system. They would have been quite surprised as he had died ten years before. This was the second time his poor brother had died in such a tragic way. Fortunately, new bodies were created for them once they died, and another one for Logan after this death. Of course, they were replicas of their old versions, but more powerful and immortal in the sense that they never aged. Hastily he changed the subject.

"You mentioned earlier that Logan was always there for you, would you care to elaborate?"

Once again, she was not perplexed by his interrogation, even though they were like those questions the police had raised with her. She guessed she would be just as eager to find out what happened to Logan if he were her brother, so she eagerly complied.

"We were neighbors. He lived in the apartment right next door to mine," she replied with a soft smile.

Kael's face lit up. "I don't suppose you have the keys to his apartment by any chance?"

"He always kept his keys under the pot plant by his front door. He joked that they were safer there than in his pocket." She smiled fondly at Logan's memory.

"Great. What's the address?" Kael asked eagerly. A faint light of hope triggered in and started dissipating the dark clouds of apprehension crawling around him since the news of his brother's alleged falling.

"Actually, I could give you a lift. I'm heading home now. I just wanted to bring him flowers." She pointed to a bunch of white carnations lying against the traffic light, which he hadn't noticed before.

"Bringing him flowers, here where it happened, just felt like the right thing to do, if you know what I mean?" she uttered, hoping she didn't sound crazy.

Kael nodded in understanding. Something told him she was telling the truth and didn't appear to be hiding anything.

With subsided aggression, he added, "Thank you for the flowers. I'm sure he'd appreciate them. And yes, I'd also appreciate a lift."

As they walked away from the accident sight Julia shivered, "I still can't believe this has happened and to Logan of all people. He was such a nice guy."

As Julia drove them towards her apartment building, she could sense Kael's glare fixed on her. It was intense. At first, she tried to ignore the pull it had on her, but it grew to such an extent it felt as though there was a string attached and it was forcing her to look at him. Finally, giving in, she fixed an anxious gaze on him, and just for a moment, their eyes locked together. It may have only been for a moment, but it was powerfully charged with electric volts and not deadly, although it left her feeling vulnerable and needy and wanting more.

Kael hastily severed the connection, but it had already left its mark. A fierce burn seared his veins, dizzying his senses. His breathing became jagged, and he battled to swallow. What on Earth was happening to him?

Confused by the strange electricity coursing through her veins, Julia tried to focus on her driving instead. She held the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles started to turn white.

An awkward silence ensued, enveloping them as they drove. There were so many questions that Kael wanted answers to but knew he would have to pace himself to avoid divulging any information about the existence of angels. Logan had been Julia's Guardian Angel, which was clear to him now, but a vital question that nagged at him was whether Logan had told her the truth about who and what he was. Angels were forbidden to disclose that information to mortals unless the need arose.

And there was the fact that Julia was beautiful; he could not deny that. There had been a spark between them, but he knew if his brother had had a similar spark, he would never have acted on it. Besides, Logan always laughed at temptation. Humor was his antidote to everything. Plus, he was steadfast and reliable and took his task as a Guardian Angel very seriously. He wouldn't succumb to temptation. Surely? Not even if the person he was supposed to guard was this beautiful woman. Would he? With an intense gaze he glared at Julia again hoping that the truth would simply appear in his mind as it sometimes did, but there was nothing.

The awkward silence that surrounded them was much too uncomfortable for Julia. And there was her character flaw - her natural abounding curiosity that always got the better of her; and always managed to get its way. So, she finally broke the silence after deciding to fish out more details about Kael. Not only was he drop-dead gorgeous, but he was interesting too, perplexing even, and some things didn't quite add up. Mystery – oh how she loved a good mystery.

"So why on Earth would the police think you and Logan had died in a car accident?"

This unexpected question hit him like a punch to the stomach.

"We, uh, - we were in an accident," he stuttered before turning around to stare out the window. An uncomfortable silence ensued again.

Really, nothing more? Disappointed, Julia sighed softly but added, "Well, I'm so glad you survived."

He almost choked and turned to look at her in surprise. That comment had been unexpected. She didn't even know him. He was even more perplexed when he noticed her smiling at him. Heaven's she was beautiful, so much so, that he found it hard to breathe again. Chiding silently, he tore his gaze away from hers and pretended to focus on the scenery outside as they drove along. Could it be true, had his brother fallen for this woman, thus breaking a cardinal rule, and crossing the boundaries between mortal and angel? Was that the reason for his fallen status? He clung to a thin thread of hope. It's not true. Please let it not be so.
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Back at her apartment, Julia fumbled in her oversized, quite well-used, handbag for her keys. She glanced over her shoulder to steal a quick peek at Kael, who lifted the pot plant on his haunches to retrieve Logan's keys. Her heart leapt into her throat and her blood pulsated vigorously through her veins – again. He was so dangerously handsome, that she couldn't help but gawk at him, like a thirsty animal standing near an oasis. Then she scolded herself. Years ago she had vowed she would never have anything to do with a man, not after what she'd been through. No matter how gorgeous he was, she would not break that rule. It had kept her safe over the years.

Kael found the keys and with relief, he smiled up at Julia. The joy in his smile made his eyes shine so brightly that it stole her breath away – or what little breath she still held in her lungs. She wanted to melt at the mere sight of his gorgeous smile. It was the first time she had seen him smile, and although he was drop-dead gorgeous even without it – Kael with a smile was ten times more appealing than Kael without one. With savage hunger in her eyes that would not be appeased, she stood there helplessly gaping at him. Her vow faded into the foggy distance like the sun chasing away a lingering gloomy cloud.

Their eyes locked but this time Kael held onto their gaze a while longer before he broke the contact again, but not before an angry frown replaced his dazzling smile.

Julia was taken aback. It was almost as if something inside him had snapped and hurled him right back into his previous dark mood. When he looked at her now, his face was filled with rage. It shocked her to the brim.

Had she done something wrong to offend him? She clumsily fumbled with the lock and key, trying desperately to hurry into her apartment to escape the devasting effects his lethal glare and associated mood had on her before it consumed her.

Once she had unlocked the door she rushed inside and almost slammed it shut behind her. Breathless, she leaned heavily against the door. She tried desperately to recover from the lethal chemical reaction that their eye contact had evoked in her belly, which had then immediately been frozen by his unexpected scowl. What on Earth was going on? She felt as though she had been impregnated with twins – fear and desire. But despite his sudden dark mood, she wanted more of him; more of the wonderful feelings he aroused within her, more of those gorgeous blue eyes staring at her. What excuse could she come up with to bother him?

Kael cursed himself. Why had he ogled her like that? What was wrong with him? He scolded himself.  He hurriedly unlocked the door to his brother's apartment and once inside, closed the door so fast and then felt relieved that she was no longer in his sight.

He scanned the area. Logan's apartment was tidy, and a tad too luxurious for an angel, he thought grimly. A dark brown leather sofa adorned the living room which faced a large flat-screen television. The television was mounted onto rich cream-colored painted walls. There was a large dark wooded coffee table standing in the center. The cream walls blended well with the brown furnishings and dark horizontal wooden blinds. The open plan kitchen decked with speckled beige and pink granite tops gave the apartment an open and free flow. This was far too elegant and luxurious for an angel undercover. Kael shook his head worriedly. Had Earth's temptations and luxuries turned his brother? No, I will not doubt you, little brother.

As he headed into the kitchen, he immediately noticed two unwashed wine glasses in the washbasin. Everything else was clean and in its place. With growing dread, Kael approached the basin. Angels were not allowed to drink alcohol. Surely that was a rule his brother would not have broken. He was certain Logan was over that allure since becoming an angel.  Logan had never liked alcohol, to begin with. Well before he had become an angel, so why start now?

His heart was pounding painfully in his throat as he picked up one of the glasses. Perhaps it was an alcohol-free drink. He breathed in the odor of the alcohol. Rising anger boiled his insides. How could his brother betray his calling like this? Kael squeezed the glass with such force that it shattered in his hand. Blood flowed from his palm where a piece of glass had slashed into his flesh, and it poured into the washbasin.

A knock at the door drew Kael out of his fury.

"Hi Kael, it's Julia. May I come in?"

Should he ignore her? That probably wouldn't stop her incessant knocking, and she knew he was there.

"The door's unlocked," he rasped and quickly slipped his bleeding hand behind his back.

"I just wanted to return Logan's bible. He was adamant that I read it, but now..."

"It's fine, just leave it on the table." Kael cut her short. He was anxious for her to leave.

She glanced over at him. His voice was so harsh she almost cringed. Had something else occurred in the past ten minutes since last seeing him? For his dark mood seemed to have sullied even further if that was possible. "Is everything okay?"

"Everything's fine," he scowled under his breath.

Okay, something was off. In the hour she had known Kael, his mood had been broody and obtrusive, but that mood had lifted like the sun taking a glimpse behind dark clouds, before being shrouded again. Yet the raging anger that tore through him now seemed almost destructive. Surely that was not his way of coping with the death of his brother. There had to be more to it. Maybe she could help him get through it. That thought excited her. Spending more time with this gorgeous male specimen was extremely tempting. Then again, she had vowed never to be involved with a man, nor did she want to appear meddlesome in his business, so instead she decided against interrogating him. Besides, that would probably add fuel to his unpredictable mood swings, and who knew what would rise from that? Him spewing fire or producing horns perhaps – or both.

Just as she placed the bible on the coffee table, she noticed Kael standing in a pool of blood. She gasped and rushed over to him. "Oh my gosh, what happened?" She searched for his injury and noticed that he tried to hide his hand behind his back. Anxiously, she grabbed his arm. When she saw the deep gash in his hand, she squealed out loud.

"It's nothing!" he bit, darts of pure anger radiating from his eyes, which were directed at her, much to her surprise.

"Just friends hey?" he spat.

"What?" Confused, Julia just glared at him open-mouthed. What was he implying? She looked at the broken glass and the wine bottle and then understanding dawned on her. Oh my gosh. He still insisted there was a thing between her and his brother.

"Whoever Logan was seeing, it wasn't me. I told you, we were just friends," she defended herself. Not that she should need to. Besides, so what if she was seeing Logan?

"Logan wasn't supposed to be seeing anyone," Kael accused.

"Why on Earth not?" she prodded, eyeing him suspiciously before grabbing a dishtowel from the kitchen drawer. She wrapped it tightly around his hand, covering the deep wound to stop the bleeding.

Once again Kael cursed himself for not guarding his tongue. "It's just that – um – we have this agreement that we won't – date anyone."

This statement piqued Julia's curiosity. "So, you're single then?"

Their eyes locked and Julia blushed profusely.

A few seconds later Kael impatiently pulled his hand out of hers. Is that what she took out of this conversation? That he's single? Hadn't she had enough fun with his brother? "I'll be fine. Thanks. You can go."

She ignored his dismissal, which sounded very much like an order. Tough.

"That's a deep cut. Let me at least take you to the hospital to get it stitched up."

"No!"

"But Kael..."

"I said I'll be fine."

She glared at him defiantly. She wanted to argue with him. He was so pig-headed. But finally, she yielded. "Fine. But if you change your mind, or need anything, just let me know. You know where to find me."

She slowly headed to the front door, reluctant to leave him like that. When she reached the door, she turned around to study him, hoping he would change his mind, but his face still painted the picture of inner rage. With an exasperated sigh, she left without saying another word, closing the door lightly behind her.

No sooner had she closed the door, than Kael snatched away the dish towel and placed his hand inches above the injury. It hurt like hell but soon the wound began to heal. It did not take long before the wound completely disappeared.

For a while he just stood there in the kitchen, staring thoughtfully at the bible that Julia had placed on the table. His unstable emotions had calmed. Why had Logan been appointed as Julia's Guardian Angel? Maybe he shouldn't jump to conclusions. His brother was not fickle even if Julia was beautiful. He should not allow doubt to get the better of him. There could be a good explanation for the wine as well.

While lost in endless scenarios, a sudden fluttering of wings brought him out of his thoughts and within seconds an angel materialized before him.

"Overseer, thank goodness I found you."

"Tego, what are you doing here?" Kael felt a tinge of fear. Would he lose his position for breaking the rule and coming to Earth? If so, how would he free his brother?

"I'm afraid I have dire news. The Great Prophet Joshua has been murdered," Tego replied, distressed, and breathless from his urgent trip down to Earth.

"What? How's that even possible, he's the Great Prophet. Shouldn't he have seen it coming?" Kael was in shock.

"I don't know, Overseer; they're still investigating the matter. But Acting Overseer Custo said to tell you to return to HQ immediately. Your presence is needed."

Distraught and numb with disbelief, Kael nodded slowly. "Tell Custo, I'm on my way."

After the angel had left, Kael quickly cleaned up the blood on the kitchen floor tiles and, in the basin, all the while trying to process the devastating news.

Perhaps his brooding feelings of doom he had been experiencing lately, were not instilled by his brother's falling, but due to a lethal mixture of events, including the Great Prophet's death. What would be next? No, he had to remain stoic and level-headed, for the Kingdom's sake and the sake of the Earth and all mankind.
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The silence at Angel Headquarters was something that Kael had not only grown accustomed to but had relished the past few years since becoming the Overseer. However, today Headquarters was in disarray with an overflow of angels flying in and out trying to get answers and make sense of the tragic loss of the Great Prophet Joshua. The noise and chaos irritated Kael to no end, it just added to the hyped-up tension that curdled his blood.

He sat at his desk pouring through the heaped pile of documentation lying in his in-tray and gnawed at his cheeks.

Suddenly Custo and Maria barged in without even knocking. This would normally have irritated him, but today, instead, he jumped up, eager to receive further news regarding the murder.

"So, what did you find out?" Kael queried with bated breath.

"Well, what we've heard so far is that somehow Satan's demons and dark angels discovered the late Prophet's whereabouts and seemed like they had been tracking him for some time. His wife informed us that before his death, they had noticed a few suspicious people hanging around the neighborhood," Custo said and paused to take a breath before continuing. "What we think is that somehow they managed to put up some sort of invisible barrier to prevent him from seeing any visions of them, making him thus totally unsuspecting when they finally broke into his house to kill him."

"And his wife, Sally, is she okay?" Kael was eager to know.

"She's fine. She said she had been at the grocery store at the time of the murder, and on her return, she found him lying dead on the living room floor in a pool of his own blood."

"That's just terrible," Maria cried.

Kael gnarled with disgust and anger.

"What I don't get is why they targeted the Prophet in the first place," Custo remarked, trying hard to fathom it all out.

"Perhaps Satan was afraid that he might see visions that would prevent them from achieving their goals," Maria said between sobs.

"Yes, but that would warrant a lot of manpower, especially having to find the exact whereabouts of the Prophet's location. And then even more demons would have been needed to yield enough power to pierce through the protective celestial shield that was warding the Prophet's home," Kael responded. The more he thought about it, the more it made sense. If only he could find out what the Prophet had foreseen.

"Well, he did have a prophecy, he warned us of this new uprising?" Maria interjected, airing what was on Kael's mind.

Hordes of questions plagued Kael. He addressed Custo. "Did his wife tell you anything else? Was their house ransacked? Did they take anything?" he asked eagerly.

"Now that you mention it, she did say that his study had been in shambles. All his books and papers had been scattered throughout his study."

"So, they were looking for something but what, and did they find what they were looking for?" Kael asked this question more to himself than to Custo.

"This is all so tragic. Devastating. What are we going to do now, without a Prophet?" Maria asked anxiously. Her normally tightly wound bun of hair was unravelling as if she had just run a marathon.

"Don't worry Maria, we will find a new Prophet. The Lord will provide, he always does," Kael reassured her, but it didn't seem to work. Her eyes were laced over with doubt and fear.

"First Logan, now Joshua. What is going to happen to us?" Her chin trembled.

"Trust me. I will get to the bottom of this," Kael reassured her.

Finally, she nodded, letting out an audible sigh of relief. She trusted Kael wholeheartedly. She sent up a silent prayer of thanks that the Lord had put him there for them during these difficult times. The Lord must have known that hard times were coming, so He had chosen Kael – a strong, mighty man of valour – to become an angel, even with his shortcomings.

Kael leered at Custo. "I'm going down to Earth again. I will also probe into the Prophet's death while I'm there. I have a strong feeling his death is somehow related to Logan's alleged falling, and perhaps it's also linked to this new uprising the Prophet warned us about before his death. This cannot all be a coincidence."

"Kael, you know it's against the rules for you to go to Earth," Custo objected gingerly. He did not want to anger the Overseer, but rules were rules.

"Circumstances have left me with no other choice," Kael replied. "I have no choice."

"Well, if you insist on going, which, for the record, I do not condone, I will continue to take care of matters here in the Kingdom while you're away."

"Thank you, Custo."

"Don't thank me just yet. I have a condition." Custo said and noticed Kael raise his eyebrows. "You are the one who instituted the rule that no angel works alone anymore, except for Guardian Angels. Maybe you should make it so that no Guardian Angels work alone either, especially due to this matter with your brother. Anyway, I want you to follow the rules you made and take someone with you when you go down to Earth." Custo insisted.

Kael almost growled but then calmed himself. "Look, it's a necessary rule; one that has succeeded in safeguarding our angels for the past five years now, but I am fine – I don't need help. And don't worry, I won't be led into temptation, and I definitely won't fall," Kael's reply was charged with conviction, but suddenly an image of the beautiful Julia appeared in his mind and his heart skipped a beat. Agitatedly he shoved his emotions aside.

"No one is infallible Kael, Logan's living proof of that," Custo reminded him.

This time Kael did growl. "My brother is innocent. He was set up," he spat, "and I will do everything in my power to prove it to you all."

"That's what I'm afraid of," Custo exclaimed, shaking his head worriedly.

Kael ignored his remark. "Besides," Kael gnarled at Custo, "Allow me to remind you – since you're always so eager to remind me –it's not our task to judge but the Lord's. So, I suggest you do the same."

"I'm not judging you, I'm merely..."

Kael cut him short. "Are you sure about that?" Kael poured his growing anger over Custo. The short angel was relentless and unyielding regarding the rules, which irritated Kael. Yet, a hint of guilt did gnaw at him; was he going back to Earth for the right reasons, or was there some part of him that wanted an excuse to see Julia again?

Custo was adamant. "Whatever the case may be, I insist that you take someone with you. And that's not a request, "Custo ordered. "You're not above the law, even if you did make some of them yourself. I'm sure I don't need to remind you; you ought to lead by example."

"You dare give me orders? You forget your place, Custo. I am your superior, not the other way around," Kael fumed, his eyes ready to explode.

"Kael, please. Custo is right," Maria interrupted pleadingly. "Besides, if something happens to you, the entire Kingdom will be in jeopardy, and even in further disarray than it already is," Maria implored.

The in-house fighting and the recent chain of tragic events were strangling her, and they were affecting the entire Kingdom. She could no longer bear it.

Seeing him looking distraught, Kael’s anger was subdued and agreed. "Fine! Find someone who can accompany me, but make sure he is quiet. I don't need to be plagued by unnecessary chatter," Kael ordered.

Maria frowned. What did he mean by quiet?

"Today, Maria," Kael snapped, the engine of his impatience swiftly reigniting his anger.

"Sorry, yes, I will get right on it." Maria hesitated only for a second before scurrying out of his office.

"You're a strange one, Kael. I never know what to expect from you. You're highly unpredictable," Custo remarked, shaking his head displeased.

"But dear, dear Custo, you must admit, Kael's always spot on with his instincts." A heavy English-accented voice interrupted the hefty atmosphere, causing Kael and Custo to turn around and regard the newcomer. A short but sturdy-built angel was standing in the doorway and, much to Kael's annoyance had a smile that was beaming delightfully at them.

"James! What brings you out of your hole?" Kael grunted, apparent disdain edging his features.

"Funny, I would never have perceived the Pearly Gates of Heaven as a hole, but if you, the great Overseer say so, who am I to argue?" His sarcasm was as tart as Kael's disdain towards him.

When his words failed to elicit the wanted response from Kael other than a burly grunt, it managed to ignite a retort of defiance from the short angel. "Besides, I'll have you know, guarding the gates to Heaven is just as vital a role as your role as Overseer," James snapped scornfully.

"Is that why you created such an upheaval in the Kingdom when I was elected as Overseer instead of you?" Kael reminded him.

"You know nothing. Besides, that was five years ago; it's history. Let bygones be bygones," James retorted, waving aside his disdain, and offering a smile as a peace offering instead.

Kael failed to take the hook. He was not so quick to dismiss the past. If there was one thing that history had taught him – there was always a lesson to be learned. And his gut was telling him that James was up to something.

"What do you want, James?"

"Why, I'm here to offer you my assistance, of course," James replied. "It's a good thing I came along when I did as I overheard you mention you're looking for someone to take with you to Earth. You and I can investigate this matter of your fallen brother and the death of the Prophet together."

Kael was sure he noted a hint of mockery in the angel's eyes and his muscles tightened. "Not going to happen!"

"Actually," Custo interceded, "that's not such a bad idea."

Kael defied Custo's unwanted intervention by snickering at him.

Custo ignored him. "Think about it, you with your prophetic gifts of seeing past and future events and James with his ability to see deep into the hearts of all..."

"I agree," James cut in with a half-smile. "We'd make the perfect duo, you and I. Think of all the plots we would uncover," James beamed enthusiastically.

Kael cast one look of contempt at the gatekeeper, wondering what he was up to, then found a loophole in the suggestion. "He's not a Guardian Angel, so he can't go to Earth either," he emitted childishly.

"Yes, but at least there will be two of you, as per the rules," Custo reminded him.

Kael ignored Custo's response and threw a disparaging glance at James. "If you go, who will guard the Pearly Gates while you're away frolicking about and avoiding your duties?"

Before James could bark back a response in retaliation, Custo remedied a solution. "I'm sure Emile, although retired, will have no objection to filling his former post temporarily as the Gatekeeper of the Pearly Gates," he interceded smugly.

Kael cursed.

James beamed.

Custo flaunted his sweet victory. Rules are rules.
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CHAPTER 6
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The rain and sudden slight chill in the air had little effect on Kael as he shuffled through his brother's belongings. He was too preoccupied with looking for clues to help him prove Logan's innocence than to pay attention to anything else. He made a special effort to ignore the thorn in his side – James – and the irritation that his irksome presence flared up in him.

This time Kael dressed more appropriately. Both he and James wore the prescribed ambassadorial attire – full dark suits, crisp white shirts, dark blue ties, and black shoes that were perfectly polished and shining.

"It's quite an impressive apartment. It looks like your brother was victim to multiple temptations," James commented condescendingly.

"I told you, my brother is innocent, and I will prove it." Kael bit down the impulse to punch the short pompous angel.
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