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Makeysha

As I spotted another lost soul wandering towards me, I struggled not to let out a sigh. In the beginning, seeing the wonderment on their faces as they laid eyes on an angel for the first time used to warm my heart and fill my soul with joy. 

Now, I felt nothing. I could only be described as dead inside at best. A middle-aged man walked towards me. His familiar brown eyes widened, shock and awe glimmering through them. His thin, spindly limbs and gaunt looking features told me he suffered a drawn out, exhausting death. 

“Am I in Heaven?” he asked, casting an eye over my white, feathered wings.

I forced a smile on my face and shook my head. “No, not yet. That’s why I’m here. I will help you get there.”

He stepped closer and reached out with his hands, wanting to grasp mine. At the start, I embraced everyone who wished for that last touch of comfort, but that all came at a cost, a price I was no longer willing to pay and hadn’t paid for over a thousand years. 

I took a step back and shook my head. “I can’t touch you. It will affect your journey through the gates.” 

My words were a lie, but I figured out a long time ago that telling the same white lie a hundred times a day would make no difference to my eternal fate. If one untruth saved me from discomfort and agony, then I would be selfish and do it. Not very angel like, I know, but then neither was the life I’d been damned to.

A flicker of sadness streaked through his eyes. One of confusion and despair mixed with realisation of being dead and lost in this huge universe we were nothing more than a speck in. 

Years ago, that one single look would have tugged at my heart strings enough to make me endure the agony that comes with embracing a lost soul. Over time, I developed the ability to ignore it, almost switch off my emotions. I couldn’t say for sure whether it was an angel thing, or just my cursed job, but to touch a lost soul meant I took on all the pain and suffering they endured during their life. I felt every scorching drop of it and it burned through my veins like molten lava. 

I sucked it up for centuries, believing it may redeem me in some way in God’s eyes, but as time passed, I came to realise he hadn’t spared me a single thought and my endless torment would be for nothing. So I forbid myself from doing it anymore and here we are—me, an angel, refusing to comfort someone who had just died.

“Where do I go?” the man asked.

I turned my head to look behind me and right on cue, a bright white light appeared a few metres away, enticing the man towards it. 

“Is that for me?” he asked, dropping his outstretched arms to his sides.

I nodded. “It sure is. Have a great rest and I wish you all the best in your next life.”

“Will I see you again?”

“Perhaps.”

This particular soul I’d met twenty-five times. Our conversations in this land of limbo were always the same. Word for word, every time. His next journey would take him through the gates and into the Cave of Hypnos which would wash him of all his memories in preparation for his next life. Ergo, there was little point in me telling him the truth of the world and universe. It would only mean wasting my breath and energy.

In the first few decades of doing this, I engaged in long conversations with all of the souls. I needed some sort of interaction, some sense of belonging, some desire to feel wanted, even if only for a chat. The fact they wouldn’t remember any of it was irrelevant to me.

I remembered my first soul like she was with me just yesterday. A beautiful little girl with sunshine blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes. She had died at the tender age of eight after being lost in the woods at night in the middle of winter and freezing to death. We spent a lot of time chatting, her asking questions about the universe and how it works, and me spilling all the juicy details on God, Lucifer, and Heaven and Hell. 

The tug of sadness at my heart as I watched her walk through the white light into her cleansing and re-birth is something I’d never forget. Imagine my delight, when some eighty years later, an elderly woman wandered towards me, a familiar sparkle in her blue eyes. 

My instinct had been to rush to her and engage in conversation, eager to hear her stories from her last life, but the cruel reality was that she didn’t remember me. None of them did. And that had been the killer. The end of all conversations for me. Aside from small talk which never lasted more than a few sentences, I hadn’t had a proper conversation with another being, living or dead, for nearly two thousand years.

It has always been said the eyes are the window to the soul and I can hand over heart confirm that is true. Every single soul has its own unique shimmer that you only see through the eyes. Some shine, some gleam, others are dim, and some are just empty, but each and every one is as unique as a fingerprint. 

Of course, as the years passed by, I always held onto a small sliver of hope that one, just one of them might recognise me. But nothing. Nada. At the point of being over two thousand years in, I couldn’t do it anymore. Tired of being nothing more than a means to an end for them, I had no shame in admitting I was done. Even though I knew it wasn’t their fault, I just had to shut that part of me off. They’re stuck on this carousel of enlightenment until they’ve learned their lessons and then they’ll ascend to Heaven and live the glorious life I once had.

I watched as the man headed into the white light for another lesson to learn in his next life. I’d even given up wondering what lessons any of them have learned and what would be next. I felt nothing but numb. 

My wings shuddered, sending a tingling sensation through my skin and straight down my spine—my alert to another soul needing to crossover. Glancing up into the bright blue sky, I pushed off from the ground and soared into the sky, seeing the beautiful twilight view of Ireland beneath me. To feel the breeze in my hair and the warmth of the suns rays on my back were a small consolation for being invisible to all but the dead and the supernatural.

As I flew higher and higher, thoughts of home popped into my mind and I couldn’t help but wonder if anyone even missed me anymore. I didn’t miss the strict routines in Heaven, but I did miss my own kind and the beauty of simplicity lived up there.

Passing over South Carolina, my alert to descend and help yet more lost souls flooded my body with pins and needles. Ignoring it, I cruised right over and headed for home, set in my head that I’d done enough work today. After two millennia of working twenty-four seven, I’d made the executive decision to quit a few years back. 

I deserved a place to call home and some time to rest, so I took my well over-due sabbatical leave. But I quickly became bored, so after a few years I decided to carry on my work on an ad-hoc basis. If I woke up and felt like helping souls, then I would. If I woke up and felt like doing nothing, then I would do nothing. 

As of yet, I’d received no come back from God, so I figured he paid little attention to the eternal damnation of my job that he cursed me to anyway. 

Home for me happened to be an abandoned crypt in Odd Fellows Cemetery, New Orleans, Louisiana. This peaceful, picture-perfect graveyard found itself condemned by the humans years ago. After initial plans to refurbish it fell through, they locked the place up and left it to ruin. It was the perfect situation for me, so I took full advantage and moved right on in. 

It’s kind of sad that I’d lived here for years and no one knew of my existence. Even if the humans could see me, no one came in here, the rumours of daylight muggings and murder all too rife.

Finally landing at home, I sucked in a deep breath and closed my eyes as I exhaled. It felt good to have somewhere familiar to come back to instead of being just as lost as the souls I’m supposed to help. I thought back over the seventy souls I helped today over twenty-three different cities worldwide. 

Before me, no one helped the lost souls. They were just left to figure things out on their own and either head towards the white light or become a ghost. In the seven days it takes for the soul to leave its fragile human shell, the disorientation and confusion in some of them is downright concerning. 

The majority manage to fumble their way to the gates for their next round of life, but there is a minority who don’t. In the horrid limbo that death leaves the soul in once they’ve left their shell, having a mere thirty-six hours to find their bearings and their white light is a hard task. Those who don’t make it are left behind, turning into residual energy full of negative emotions from their lives and their treatment after death. 

Those are the ones I’m trying to prevent becoming more of a population. The seventy souls I’ve helped today are seventy more souls that won’t become vengeful ghosts. As I entered my crypt and collapsed back onto my magically made fluffy bed, I sighed in content at my successful day.

As always though, once my day quietened and my mind was not busy focusing on lost souls, thoughts of home and that fateful day soon crept in. I remembered it like it happened an hour ago. Every last little detail.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Heaven—Two Thousand Years Ago

I woke in my chambers, bright yellow rays of sunshine blazing through my window with the promise of another extraordinarily beautiful day to enjoy. My wall length window gave the perfect view into Heaven which amazed me every day with its splendour. 

As far as the eye could see stretching across the horizon were fluffy white clouds, bright blue skies, and perfect rays of golden sunshine to bask in. It was everything humans thought it was and more.

My chambers were nestled inside a castle, a magnificent gothic style building with seven huge turrets jutting out from various points and angles all around. White bricks, black slate roofs, and ornate decorations of gargoyles and other nightly creatures, living in such a place could be described as nothing but a privilege. 

The castle itself belonged to Gabriel, the archangel. Each of the archangels had their own castle meaning that Heaven had seven of these exquisite buildings to enjoy the view of every day. Each castle had its own architecture and colours, depending on the archangel and their personal preferences. 

In my opinion, Gabriel’s was the best but I felt pretty certain all of my fellow angels felt the same about their castles too. The archangels were in charge of every single angel that lived inside their castle and that collection of angels was called a clan. Gabriel was firm but fair, unlike a couple of the others, namely Barachiel and Uriel, who were nothing short of drill sergeants. Their clans were always tired and seemed a notch underneath happy.

Today was Selaphiel—or Thursday to humans. That meant that Selaphiel and her clan could rest today whilst the remaining six clans carried on with the many tasks needed to keep Heaven running smoothly.

All tasks were shared so that skills were developed as a whole and nobody had it easier than anyone else. My duty today would be cleaning The Great Hall—a grand, imposing temple like building where God held daily meetings with his archangels and closest confidantes. Nice, easy, no stress, and I would be finished earlier rather than later which was always good news.

Throwing back my covers, I stretched and yawned before hopping out of bed and waltzing over to my wardrobe. Angel dress code wasn’t very exciting—females always wore brilliant white floor length maxi dresses complete with flat gold sandals. Male angels wore a gleaming white suit finished off with gold shoes.

Stripping my white pyjamas from me, I slipped a dress on over my head, slid my feet into a pair of sandals and headed into the bathroom. The colour theme in the bathroom didn’t differ from anywhere else in heaven—bright white. I often found myself wondering if humans painted the walls of their hospitals white in order to feel closer to angels. Then again, no human had visited heaven and gone back to tell the tale so that scenario would be more than unlikely. 

The bathroom itself I could only describe as basic and efficient, no luxury. A sink, a toilet, a corner bath, and a rainfall type shower. The only décor happened to be a gold framed medium sized mirror hanging above the sink. 

Scrutinising myself in the mirror, I pulled a face at my long blonde curls, fluffy and bed spoilt. I ran my fingers through it, teasing out the knots and trying to tame the frizz. Once satisfied, I brushed my teeth before flicking my hair over my shoulders and nodding to my reflection in approval.

I headed back out into my chambers, humming to myself, before opening my door and checking the corridor, making sure it was empty before stepping out. On more than one occasion I had bumped into or knocked over one of my fellow clan mates, usually because I’d lost track of time and was running late which then meant I had to do everything at a hundred miles an hour. Naturally. 

Aside from our modern decorated, whitewashed chambers, everything else in the castles was as it should be which meant that stepping from stark clinical whiteness into halls of ancient beauty was not only incredibly weird but also never failed to amaze me.

I had heard whispers that what we actually ‘saw’ in our chambers was merely a layer of magical painting of some sort, all the original bricks and ornate decorations were underneath the mask of whiteness. I hadn’t dared experiment with my powers to prove the rumours right or wrong. My track record of being a model angel wasn’t brilliant at best. 

Along the outer wall, every twelve feet or so, vertical, narrow slits acted as windows and ventilation. I peered out of one to see the sun starting to peek over the horizon. Panic consumed me. Muttering curse words to myself as I realised I was late, again, I sighed and broke into a jog, racing through the small corridors to join the rest of my clan outside. My sandals slapped against the flagstone floor, echoing around me and making it sound like an entire army was running through the castle.

All angels had a daily ritual called sun gazing that we did together, in our clans, barefoot on the clouds. The divine energy from the suns rays soaked into our bodies, giving us more than enough energy to work from sunrise to sunset without needing a drop of physical food. As such, angels didn’t eat—we solely survived on this energy that we drew from the sun at sunrise. It was an invigorating experience that I loved, but we had to be outside ideally before the sun rose, but no later than sunrise.

I finally made it to the top of the grand staircase, and despite having been yelled at many times, I hopped onto the smooth wooden railing that lined the wide set of white marble stairs. I knew it had just been polished yesterday which meant my descent to the bottom of the hundred steps would be slightly faster than usual.

As the end of the railing came closer, I prepared myself to jump off. This is where it usually went wrong. Inches away from hitting the huge wooden ball sat on top of the end post, I pushed myself off. Perfectly timed, I missed the bottom two steps and landed on the grey stone floor on both feet.

“Yes,” I whispered to myself, grinning from ear to ear.

“MAKEYSHA!”

Hearing Gabriel’s voice bellow my name sent a shiver right through my soul. I rushed out of the huge open doorway, pleased I didn’t have to wrestle with the two monstrous sized oak front doors. I burst outside to see my thousand strong clan, all in rows, looking at me and waiting. Twelve stone steps lead down to the clouds and my patient fellow angels.

Gabriel stood to my right, his golden eyes burning with ire. “Again?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought I was early.”

“You thought wrong,” he said. “And stop sliding on my railings.”

My cheeks burned with heat as I scurried down the stone steps to find my place amongst my clan. Apnastin, the newest male angel to join our clan, motioned for me to take the spot next to him.

“Thanks,” I whispered, trying to ignore the glowering stares from the others.

“You’re welcome,” he said, flashing me a smile.

“My Angels,” said Gabriel. “Please remove your footwear and stand upon the clouds with the bare essence of your being. Look into the sun and invite its energy to fill you up. Imagine your body overflowing with hot, yellow energy. Harness the divine energy you are blessed to bask in and allow it to fuel your day.”

The same speech, every day, without fail. Gabriel had a little bit of OCD. I think he was secretly afraid that if something happened slightly out of routine, then the rest of his day would be cursed as a result. I hadn’t ever shared my opinion though. That might just cross a line I couldn’t get back from.

I removed my shoes and then blanked my mind as I indulged in the familiar feeling of sun gazing. Looking into the sun wasn’t dangerous for angels. When you took into consideration that our eyes are the windows to our souls, closing our eyes wasn’t really an option when we needed soul food. 

My body started to hum with an addictive warm buzz as the sun recharged my body. Heat trickled through my veins, inching its way to every last cell inside me, leaving a trail of pins and needles in its wake. My soul started to lift, feeling weightless and happy, full of joy. I felt good. I felt full of life.

The sun crested over the horizon, blasting us all with its full power. I revelled in the strength of its energy, wanting to soak up more and more of its divine offerings until I felt I had the energy to last for days.

“And that will do, Angels,” Gabriel said, clapping his hands together once. We all tore our gaze away from the powerful solar energy and put our shoes back on. “Have a good day, Angels. Any problems speak to me directly. See you at sunset. Sharp.”

I cringed as he said ‘sharp.’ I knew that was aimed at me. We met at sunset every day to discuss the day’s events and partake in ‘clan building exercises’ which usually consisted of fun games like charades and Pictionary. Magic not allowed, of course. All the castles, once inside, were magic free spaces. I found this ironic considering the rumours surrounding our chambers and the magical paint.

“What are your duties today?” Apnastin asked.

“Cleaning The Great Hall. You?”

“Ditto.” I smiled at him, noticing his striking features for the first time. High cheeks bones, plump pink lips, a gentle curving nose, and trademark golden hair, I’d seen less attractive angels. “Fancy flying with me?” 

“Sure.” He stretched out his magnificent white feathered wings, flapping them a few times to iron out the kinks.

I held my arms out as I stretched my own wings. For some reason, it seemed to enhance the stretch, making it feel ten times better. I had experimented, it wasn’t just in my head. Releasing our wings inside the castle was forbidden which always made this even better after keeping them cramped up all night.

Pushing up on my feet, I soared into the air, my wings flapping to give me lift. Apnastin joined me, shooting upwards in a manic spiral display.

“Someone’s full of energy,” I said, surging upwards to catch him. 

He grinned. “I’m a morning person. Come see me at two o clock and I’ll be dead on my feet.”

I laughed at him as we flew higher and higher, seeking out the thermal current that would take us to The Great Hall. In Heaven, each thermal current had its own direction, kind of like humans with their tarmac roads. The current for The Great Hall sat at the top of Heaven, metres above any other updraft. 

Powering through other currents disrupted their energy and flow but flying straight up was the quickest way to get to our thermal, even though many angels frowned upon it. Apnastin blasted through a current, inches away from two angels heading towards the laundrette. The ripples from his sudden invasion threw the two angels from Raphael’s castle backwards.

“Hey!” one of them shouted, flapping his wings to right himself, narrowing his dark eyes at us. “Take the long route like everyone else!”

“No can do, sunshine,” I replied, laughing as I followed Apnastin up.

I kept my focus on Apnastin and our thermal current, ignoring the burning stares from the two angels we’d just upset. They’d get over it. 

Without any more upsets or near collisions, we found our thermal ‘road’ and relaxed, allowing its current to float us along to our destination with little energy needed from our wings. 

“I hear you’re quite the troublemaker,” Apnastin said, flashing me a cheeky grin.

I looked across at him, as we were now side by side, and smirked. “Oh really? And who told you that?”

“Just whispers I’ve heard around the castle, that’s all. It seems you’re the topic of conversation almost every day.”

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” I said, raising an eyebrow.

He laughed. “It’s nothing bad. It’s more the angels not understanding how you don’t care about being told off all the time.”

I grinned. “I’m used to it. Every human life I had I was in trouble for one thing or another. I guess it’s just a part of who I am. I don’t conform to rules and authority very well.”

“How many lives did you have?”

I giggled. “Twenty-seven.”

“Wow,” he said. “That’s quite some going. Over how many years?”

“Somewhere around three thousand years. How about you?”

“Thirteen over five hundred.”

I balked. “Oh my goodness. That’s bordering on archangel territory.”

He grinned. “I know. Gabriel has already spoken to me about the next level. He wants to see how I perform for a few decades as an angel first though.”

“That’s amazing. Congratulations.”

“Thanks.”

I mulled over the soul flying next to me. How someone could be so almost perfect baffled me. My record of twenty-seven lives over three thousand years was pretty horrendous. There were some angels in the thirties and forties so I wasn’t the worst, but the average tended to be between eighteen and twenty-two over fifteen hundred years, give or take a century or two.

The general basis was the less lives a soul lived, the better, as it took fewer lessons for you to achieve Nirvana. The same went for the amount of years it took you to live those lives. Generally, the shorter the time period it took you to live your lessons, the better. My record basically meant I’d been a stubborn ass who needed long breaks in between lives in the hopes I might learn something from the deep reflections done after each life.

They’d hoped wrong.

Apnastin, however, had only had thirteen lessons in five hundred years. He was obviously a quick learner who conformed to what God wanted. The total opposite of me.

For archangel territory, the number of lives had to be below fourteen, and the number of years below six hundred. All of the current archangels were below ten lives and four hundred years. I’d never wanted to be an archangel anyway. All the responsibility and pressures weren’t something I wanted to deal with, nor could I be bothered to. Not even for my own castle, clan, and enhanced powers.

We flew on in comfortable companionship. After several minutes, The Great Hall finally came into view in front of us. Resembling an ancient Greek temple, the huge building was nothing short of a sight to behold. 

The entire thing was made from sparkling white marble. It shone back at us, the gold flecks within the marble highlighted like gems under the sun’s rays. The ornate columns, all twelve of them, were huge masses of intricately decorated marble. Decades of work had gone into this magnificent building.

“Wow,” Apnastin breathed. “That’s incredible.”

“Have you never been here before?”

“Yes,” he replied. “But it still never fails to take my breath away.”

“It is quite something, isn’t it?”

He nodded and slowed down, putting himself upright and using his wings as an air brake. I followed suit. We both landed on the bottom step, marvelling at the creation in front of us.

“Let’s make it shine then,” I said, running up the steep steps. “Do you know where the equipment is kept?”

“Yes, the cupboard at the back of the hall. Behind God’s seat.”

I nodded, my heart hammering inside my chest. I hated going in there, disturbing their meetings, and having to open the squeaky door behind God’s seat. Silence always fell as soon as they realised they weren’t alone, making me feel like a trespasser and that I had to get out of there ASAP.

Apnastin opened the giant double doors that led into the hall. The only thing that gave away they were doors were the two huge gold lion head door knockers. I held my breath as we walked through, expecting to be hit with the immediate silence that usually fell around the cleaners when they walked in.

But that didn’t happen today.

My mouth dropped wide open at the chaos unfolding before me. Apnastin looked at me, wide eyed, and mouthing, “What the...?”

I shook my head and shrugged my shoulders.

The glass table that seated God and all of his confidantes lay smashed into pieces, millions of shards of glass spread all over the floor, glinting under the sunlight from the open roof. God and Lucifer were in each other’s faces, bright red, pointing, and shouting over one another. The rest of the confidantes had seemingly split into two sides, each group pointing fingers and yelling at the others. 

“I told you to leave them alone!” God yelled, stabbing a finger into Lucifer’s chest. “And you ignored me.”

“Because I didn’t agree with your decision, and neither did half of this table.”

“The vote has to be a majority before you can action anything.”

“I know,” replied Lucifer. “But not doing anything was also technically actioning something.”

“Are you actually trying to get out of this on a technicality?”

“It’s not a technicality. It’s a cold hard fact. You wanted to do nothing. I wanted to do something. Either way would result in one of us getting what we wanted.”

“And you ensured that it was your way that won, not mine.”

Lucifer shrugged his shoulders. “Yes. You snooze, you lose, my old friend. Not my fault I have more initiative than you.”

God narrowed his eyes at Lucifer—his closest confidante. His golden coloured pupils turned jet black. His long sunshine yellow hair also coloured itself darker, turning as dark as a raven’s wing. God looked instantly unrecognisable. The air around him started to crackle and sizzle with energy and power.

“You will leave this realm immediately,” he said, his voice booming around The Great Hall.

The two groups of archangels and confidantes ceased their bickering in an instant. Seconds ticked by. The atmosphere grew fraught with tension.

I looked at Apnastin and whispered, “Should we leave?”

“You go nowhere!” God yelled.

I looked at God, jumping back in shock when I saw his dark features staring straight at me. 

“Call Heaven to order,” he said, pointing to The Golden Horn in the corner of the hall. “Things are going to change here today.”

My mouth dropped open. The antique Golden Horn, which was a huge feature decoration in The Great Hall, hadn’t been blown for thousands of years. When it was sounded, it called all the angels in Heaven to The Great Hall to be addressed by God for something serious and reality changing.

“What?” I said. “Seriously?”

“Just do it!” he bellowed, before turning his attention back to Lucifer.

Apnastin sprinted over to the Horn and within seconds, was blowing a deep breath into its mouthpiece. A rumbling trumpeting sound echoed around us, calling all of Heaven to order. The world around me shook and vibrated as the Horn blew on and on, demanding attention immediately.

Barely a minute passed before angels started appearing, all shocked at the scene before them. Some of the female angels started crying, saying this was the apocalypse, our time had come. We were going to die. 

“Get a grip,” I said, rolling my eyes at one angel in particular. “It’s just a stupid row.”

“Don’t you see it?” she said, her golden coloured eyes full of fear. “This is what he talked about. He knew it was going to happen!”

“Who?”

“Joshua. God’s son. He said there would be a great turmoil that would rip Heaven in half, forcing us to choose between two great powers.” She broke down in tears, sobbing her little heart out. “I can’t believe this is happening.” 

I shook my head and sighed. What a drama queen. Rumours of God having a son had banded about for years. Some people believed it, others didn’t. Earth didn’t seem any more peaceful than normal, which if God did have a son down there, something would have changed drastically.

Then there was the matter of how he’d had a son. As far as we all knew, creatures in Heaven could not reproduce with each other—including God. If he had fathered a child, then he would have had to have done so with a human. Which was forbidden. That brought about its own trials and tribulations. Of course, those who believed, said it was a necessary break of the rules to save Heaven and Earth.

I thought it was all a load of poppycock. I believed in what I could see, touch, and feel. If I met the dude, then fine, but that would make me question God’s integrity, too. 

God turned towards us, his change of appearance frightening some people. “My people, my Angels, I am sorry to take you from your duties, but this is a necessity I cannot avoid. A great betrayal has happened in Heaven and I must call upon you all to cast a vote.”

The whispers, cries, and fidgeting stopped as everyone stood and listened to God. 

“There are souls, down on Earth, who have the ability to communicate with us. They have the power to pass our message on to their fellow humans, spreading love and joy all around.”

“Isn’t that what Joshua is supposed to do?” someone called out.

A collective gasp sounded around The Great Hall. I scanned my eyes over the hundreds of golden-haired heads, trying to locate the owner of the voice. 

God glared at a central point in the crowd of angels. “That is not the discussion here.”

Silence.

“However,” God continued. “As we have all witnessed, the humans are a primitive species at best, still taken with war, jealousy, and rage. We, in The Great Hall, cast a vote just last week, on whether to speak to these humans or leave them be. It resulted in a fifty-fifty split. Some of us felt they needed to be left longer to mature before being given the knowledge of their powers. Others felt the knowledge of this power could be their turn to the right path.”

Whispers and murmurs started flying around, each angel already taking sides with what they felt was the right thing to do.

“Lucifer, upon realising that by doing nothing meant I would be winning, decided to visit these humans and inform them of their powers.” Some angels shook their heads, frowning. Others started to clap and cheer. “What I want to know is, my dear Angels, what is your opinion?”

A sea of blank, unsure faces stared back at our powerful leader. 

“Please,” God said, opening his arms wide. He smiled, returning some golden colour to his eyes and hair. “Take your sides. Let’s have a Heaven wide vote. Those who agree with me, please stand to the left. Those who agree with Lucifer, please stand to the right.”

The Great Hall filled with grumbles, heated discussions, and scuffling feet. Over the next several minutes, Heaven’s angels were split fifty-fifty. 

Except for me.

I stood, rooted to the spot, not knowing which way to turn. Neither of them were right. How could I be expected to pick a side when I thought they were both wrong?

“Makeysha,” Gabriel whispered, leaning towards me from my left. “What are you doing? Make your decision. Now.”

I turned to my boss and shook my head. “But I don’t have one.”

“What do you mean? Don’t be so ridiculous. Get over here. Now.”

“But I don’t agree that they should be kept in the dark.”

Gabriel widened his eyes, their golden colour brightening as his rage flared. “So you agree with Lucifer?”

“No...” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t think they should have been told either.”

He frowned at me. “But they are the only options, Makeysha. Pick one.”

“No. They could have had their powers revoked. Why do they need them in the first place? Or tell them they can have them, but only when they’ve done X, Y, Z first.”

Gabriel faltered. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. 

“That is not the debate here,” God bellowed, making me jump. “Now choose a side, before I choose it for you.”

“You shall not!” Lucifer said, shoving God in the shoulder. “You shall not choose for her, giving your side more points. If she has no choice, then let her be choiceless.”

I started to tremble as the two great powers in front of me stared at each other like a pair of warring bulls. I couldn’t choose. My opinion on the matter was not an option they wanted to hear. I would not pick a side and they couldn’t force me to.

“Are you disagreeing with my decision?” God said, turning back to me.

All the eyes of Heaven fell upon me. I felt like I was on trial for some great crime. “Yes, I disagree with your decision.”

God flicked his hand through the air, flinging me to the right-hand side of the room. I fell down, startled. My heart beat inside my chest, hammering ten to the dozen as I found myself with Lucifer’s followers.

“Wait,” Lucifer said, holding his hand out. “You said you disagreed with my decision also?”

I started to quiver uncontrollably all over, but I couldn’t be untrue to myself. “Yes,” I said, my voice a weak whisper. 

“Then I don’t want you either,” he yelled. Motioning his hand through the air, he tossed me away from his believers, putting me back into the middle of the room. 

“Makeysha,” Gabriel hissed. “What are you doing?”

The panic in my archangel’s voice started to make me realise I was in a dire situation. Heaven was split in two halves, with no room for grey areas and loopholes.

“I’m sorry,” I said, my eyes filling with tears. “But I don’t believe in either choice.”

“Then be choiceless,” God said.

Choiceless? That word again. What did he mean by that? Fear accelerated through my veins, clouding my thoughts completely. “I don’t understand...”

God opened his hand, his palm facing towards me. An invisible force grabbed a hold of my limbs, lifting me into the air. A startled cry left my throat as I looked at the marble floor metres beneath me, quickly looking away again.

“Makeysha, you took many lives over many years to learn your lessons to be here. It seems even they have not been enough to calm your nature. There is no room in Heaven for people who refuse to follow me loyally.”

A loud rumble resonated around me. The skies darkened and the air felt thick and heavy, seeming to be charged with power. I looked over at my fellow angels, only to see them all looking down at their feet, shocked expressions on their faces.

Taking a quick glance over my shoulder, I saw the sparkling marble floor of The Great Hall had disappeared, an ominous black void left in its place. Dark clouds of energy swirled around the edges of the opaque hole.

I turned back to God, panic rising in me like a tidal wave. “Please, no...”

Completely ignoring me, he bellowed, “I forbid you to be in my realm, Angel Makeysha. I hereby cast you from Heaven, never to set foot here again.” He moved his hand down, lowering me into the pitch-black energy mass. Then, with his free hand, he took hold of Lucifer and his followers. “And you are all traitors. Disloyal to me and my message to the people of Earth. You shall also be forever forbidden from setting foot in Heaven again.”

The invisible force that had a grip on me suddenly released, dropping me into the black hole. I found myself falling backwards, able to see the crowd of angels, and Lucifer, also falling through the void with me. 

Screams and shouts of surprise and anger banded around. Some angels tried to release their wings, only for them to be burned up or broken up from the rate of our fall. The darkness around us started to lighten into blue skies. I dared to look behind me to see what we were falling towards.

My answer was Earth. A huge crater sized entrance, the colour of burning flames, stared directly back at us from the centre of Earth’s mass. 

“That is our new home,” Lucifer shouted. “All angels head for the opening.”

I found myself thinking about the colour orange. Could orange really be the new white? As I wondered what our new home would be like, I felt my body being pushed to the right, out of the way of the stream of falling angels.

Panicking I would miss the doorway, I looked behind me again. I choked on terror as I realised I was miles off course to land where I needed to. As the earth’s landscape came rushing up to meet me, I closed my eyes and braced for impact.

My back hit the solid ground, knocking every bit of breath from my body. I lay stunned for several minutes, watching the flow of angels descending into their new orange abyss, miles away from me. I willed my body to move so I could hurry to them and get into the entrance before it closed. 

“Except you.”

Lucifer hovered above me, his magnificent wings outstretched and gently flapping in the wind. “You didn’t believe in me either, Makeysha. I don’t want you in my domain. You can stay here, on Earth, forever cursed to wander the lands by yourself. God has left your powers intact and I will grant you the same comfort. From here you shall assist souls in parting from their shells. You belong to nothing and no one.”

I opened my mouth to speak but he was gone. In the blink of an eye, he’d soared into the sky, heading towards the last of his faithful followers plunging into their new realm. I don’t know how long I laid there, broken, empty, and utterly alone. 

Finally sitting up, I turned my head left and right at such a rate of knots as I looked around me, my hair flew back and forth with the quick movement. That’s when I noticed it—my hair. My gentle golden curls had vanished, jet black waves staring back at me instead. 

I couldn’t help it then. I sat and wailed like a banshee. 
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Chapter Three
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Ronin

“Ronin!”

I sighed as I heard my mom yell my name. All I wanted this morning was to clean my bow in peace. Was that really too much to ask?

“Ronin, where are you?”

“Down by the creek,” I shouted back. 

The foliage behind me rustled as Mom blundered through the forest, not caring how much noise she made. I rolled my eyes and thanked the universe that Dad wasn’t around. He’d have had a sharp word or two for her, for sure. Dad had always taught us, regardless of our surroundings, we must always be quiet. 

“If you start being noisy at home, it won’t be long before you slip up out on the field, son,” he said to my brother and I, over and over. “And that will be the first and last time you make such a mistake.”

We lived in the De Soto National Forest, right on the border for Mississippi, Alabama, and Louisiana. Being a hunter came naturally with where we lived and of course, we all grew up learning that hunting came with all sorts of hazards. However, being a supernatural hunter came with only one hazard—death. 

In our world, every creature you could think of existed—angels, demons, dragons, witches—any monster you could think of, it lived, it breathed, and it did so right here on Earth. Our family, and lots of others, hunted these creatures, damning them back to the pits of Hell where they came from. 

It was our belief, in our supernatural community, that Lucifer’s fall from grace had turned him more than bitter, fuelling his dark actions and thoughts which had one aim only—vengeance on God. His only way to get back at God was to torture humans—God’s most beloved creation. Unfortunately for us, God couldn’t bear to see us in such agony so to save his own sanity, he turned his back on us. 

Luckily, centuries ago, some of his angels had come down to Earth to help battle the demons back into Hell. Those angels blessed certain humans with special powers, enabling them to help in the fight. But, as time wore on, the visits from his angels became less and less, until eventually they stopped. We long suspected that God had found out and banned the angels from visiting Earth altogether. All that was left of this history was our close-knit hunter community. 

“Ronin,” Mom said, sounding a little breathless as she pushed her way through a thicket of twigs and branches. “I’ve just had a call from Wanda. She’s ready for you to go see her.”

I sighed and resisted the urge to groan. “Mom, I don’t want to marry Leyani. How many times?”

“Ronin,” she said, standing to my left. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see her feet were shoulder width apart, which meant she was most probably giving me her ‘attitude’ pose with her hands on her hips. “We’ve discussed this. You can’t marry any old human. It has to be someone from within the hunter community. The Shipton’s are the only family we’ve never tied ourselves to. It would be a fantastic coupling and your children would gain a whole new level of skills never yet introduced to our family.”

Purposefully not looking up at her, I ran a cloth over my bow strings, trying to work out how best to approach this conversation. At least once a day this came up, one way or another, and it had been like that for nearly a year.

Letting out a long breath, I finally glanced up at her and bit back the urge to smile. Yep, there it was—the ‘attitude’ pose. Her brown eyes were hard and full of determination whilst her chocolate coloured hair swept the top of her shoulders as a gentle breeze drifted through the trees. With her hands on her hips and her mouth set into a thin line, Mom bore a striking resemblance to a strict librarian, just minus the glasses on a chain. 

Giving her a smile to try and defrost the icy edge to her attitude, I said, “Mom, I’m not attracted to Leyani. She’s far too young for a start and I just don’t find her attractive. End of. Why not let Brandon have her? He’s been obsessed with her since he knew what females were.”

Mom sighed and tutted at me. “Because Leyani wants you, Ronin, not Brandon.” She gave me a coy smile, her bronzed cheeks creasing. “Besides, she’s not that young. She’s twenty-four.”

“Ten years is a big age gap, Mom.”

“And you’re not getting any younger, either,” she said, shifting her weight to rest all on one leg, really putting the cherry on the cake for her energy towards this conversation. “The rate you’re going, you’re going to be forty before I get any grandchildren.”

I chuckled, placed my bow on the floor, and then stood up. Placing my hands on Mom’s shoulders, I grinned. “The rate Brandon is going, you’ll have plenty of grandchildren before I’m forty.”

“Ronin, stop it. This isn’t about your brother. This is about you.”

I dropped my hands from her shoulders and stepped back, resisting the urge to grin. Talking about my little brother always exasperated her. Six years younger than me, Brandon had a lot to learn in terms of self-control and his sex drive. My parents hated it as they’d done nothing but try their best to teach us to be respectable men who kept their urges under control. After all, we couldn’t afford to be distracted by a beautiful woman. Chances were she would be some sort of creature we’d have to kill anyway, or if not, she would certainly lead to us dropping our guard and being killed.

Mom dropped her hands from her hips, her eyes softening as she turned on her womanly charms. “Will you just go and talk to Wanda anyway? Please?”

Seeing the pleading in my mom’s big brown eyes, I sighed and gave in. “Fine. I’ll go see the old witch about tying together two bloodlines. I’ll then tell her it isn’t going to happen and I wasted her time.”

“Maybe some time away will do you some good. It’ll give you time to think about things. Maybe by the time you get to Wanda, you’ll feel differently. Hey.” She clapped her hands together, her eyes lighting up with joy. “Here’s an idea.”

Oh no.

“Take Leyani with you. Get to know her a little better.”

I raised my eyebrows. “No.”

“What harm could it do?”

I stepped back and bent down to pick my bow up. “Listening to her talk non-stop about crochet? A lot of harm. To my mental health.”

“Crochet is a very handy skill for a young woman to learn. It will save you a fortune in clothes when your children are growing up.”

“Excellent,” I said, keeping my tone of voice flat and dry. 

Mom sighed again. “Ronin. Come on. Please. I’m trying to help you here.”

“No, Mom,” I replied, giving her my best smile. “You’re trying to help yourself.”

“How do you figure that out?”

Standing back up straight, I met her eye contact and said, “Because for some insane reason, you want babies in your house. It’s not going to happen. Not yet anyway.”

“But I’m the only mother who has a son over the age of thirty that isn’t married!”

Ah, there was the reality of it. Mom was feeling peer pressured and like she was some sort of failure because she wasn’t a granny yet, or even had a daughter in law. “In our community, yes, maybe, but not in the whole world, Mom. Chill out. No one is judging you.”

“Ha,” she said, snorting. “You haven’t been subjected to those judgemental sympathy ridden looks from Mary Whittaker. Then you’d understand.”

“When’s Dad back?” I said, figuring maybe getting away for a few days wouldn’t be a bad idea seeing as she was on one again about my lack of a marriage.

“This evening.”

“Right,” I said. “I’ll pack a bag and leave when Dad’s back.”

Mom leapt forwards and gave me a hug. “Thank you.”

“I’m going on my own. Just to clarify.”

She pouted a little but let it go. “Ok. I promise you won’t regret it.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Mom.”

“I’m not,” she said, drawing back and winking at me. She turned and skipped back to the cabin, humming away to herself as she blundered through the trees, not caring for her noise. 

I followed quietly, grumbling to myself about my inability to say no to my mom. As I hitched my bow onto my back, I found myself instinctively looking around, surveying the environment around me, even though I knew this part like the back of my hand. 
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