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To Josiah, a genuine angel.

To Gabriel—

Thank you for your inspiration, your ideas, your edits, your adding words that I never knew existed, and for popping up in my life when I didn’t ask for you. Thank you for everything. 
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Chapter 1
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Josiah glanced down the long line of expectant souls awaiting entrance and sighed. Today was going to be another busy day.

He imagined himself the famed, fictional owner of the infamous chocolate factory, checking the tickets of the expectant hopefuls and determining if they were fortunate enough to have received the coveted golden ticket required for admission.

“Next!” he bellowed at the sorrowful soul cowering before him. The male’s shoulders slouched with his untimely frown. He timidly approached, shuffling his feet from side to side while his Guardian dutifully stayed to his right. A strong, white light encircled Josiah and the male, allowing Josiah to capture the man’s memories—good and bad. Josiah remained still, pausing seconds before he lifted and took one last peek at the man who was eyeing him warily. He then threw his arms out in front of him. 

The ground shook. The soil directly in front of the man swirled and spiraled, picking up speed, the grains of dirt parting with the intensity. Each rotation increased until the middle split open, creating a deep vortex of uncommon darkness—widening with each second. The man howled and fell back into the arms of his Guardian. His mouth agape, he stared wide-eyed at the dark abyss in front of him.

The Guardian hung his head in sadness, lifted the man back to his feet, and then slowly stepped aside.

In one quick swooping motion, Josiah’s hands parted to his sides, and the floor opened further. The male screamed and then bellowed. He dropped into the darkness, the suctioning strength of the tornado dragging him completely under. For a minute, the man’s human body assimilated with his spirit. The man was whole again. Bones crunched, splintering as the ground swallowed him whole. His flesh peeled from his skeleton while cries of agony followed. Eventually, the man’s cries faded as the opening closed.

Clouds resurfaced over the crisp blue color of the heavens. Josiah gave one courtesy nod to the Guardian, whose face had turned ashen. A bit of sorrowful angst grabbed at Josiah’s heart as the Guardian walked away. 

The Guardian was new. He wasn’t used to this part. He would, eventually, learn.

“Next!” Josiah shouted, a part of him relieved for the temporary distraction of another yet to be judged. If he, instead, dwelled on the sadness the Guardian was likely experiencing, he wouldn’t be able to continue his duties. Yet, his work had to be done, and he was the only one capable of completing it.

A timid female approached. The same white light appeared and encircled them. This time, Josiah pointed to his right.

“You may proceed.” He uttered the proclamation with a bright smile, pointing to where Saint Peter stood in the background. Her Guardian grabbed her hand with a joyful smile and escorted her across the feathery clouds.

“Next,” he commanded, beckoning the next soul to come forward. Two guardians accompanied this one. 

Josiah paused a few seconds and then sighed. He was right. The day was proving to be a long one, after all.

***
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Damaris strained her neck, attempting to see past the blockage ahead of her. She didn’t know how long she had been standing in the same spot, but it seemed a lifetime already. What was taking so long?

The only thing she knew was that she was, apparently, in “the tunnel.” You know—the famous one that everyone with near-death experiences spoke of. This was the tunnel that, supposedly, took one straight to Heaven or to Hell, whichever was their destination.

Damaris frowned, attempting to remember the last thing she saw. She had opened her eyes and found a very tall, handsome as-hell gentleman standing next to her in the middle of a striking blue, cloudless sky. The male didn’t speak. Instead, he gave her a determined look and then, suddenly, grabbed her arm and dragged her to the back of a long line—the same one she was standing in. 

She figured she was either dreaming or she was in that fabled spot people regaled stories of, but no one ever visited unless they almost died. Having never experienced it herself, she only knew of the stories through documentaries she had watched on TV. At the time, she didn’t know what to think, but here she was now... So, why wasn’t she going anywhere, and who were all these people standing in front of her?

No one ever mentioned traffic in the tunnel.

She dropped her gaze, staring wide-eyed for several long seconds at what she found. 

Holy hell—why were there white clouds below her feet? 

“Excuse me,” she tried, pushing past several people in front of her. She glanced down at her hands in disbelief after whipping them straight through the mirage of bodies. She attempted to grab ahold of the fellow’s shoulder in front of her and gasped as her hand slipped through. It was like she was slapping at air instead of landing on a solid surface. 

If she was in the tunnel... Her eyes widened as reality smacked her like a cold, wet towel to the face. Was she truly dead?

“You need to wait your turn.” The tall, winged, handsome male to her side—the same one who had grabbed ahold of her and shoved her in the line—said. He cupped his hand gently across her upper arm in reassurance. 

Damaris leaned away from Mr. Beauty. She stared dreamily up at him with a lazy smile. “Who are you, and why are you standing next to me?”

“I am your Guardian, Damaris.”

“My awhata? What did you say? And, how do you know my name?”

A sweet, melodic, and mesmerizing tone issued from his mouth as he softly laughed. “I’m your Guardian Angel, and, of course, I know your name. I have known you all your life, Damaris.”

“Ohhhh,” She snorted. Then she pointed at him accusingly. “You’re one of them. One of those fabled winged creatures that are supposed to guide and protect human beings. Is that right? Hahaha...You must be joking.” One glance at him told her he was not. “You’re serious... Really? I have an angel?”

The magnificent creature laughed heartily as if she had just delivered the best punch line ever.

She frowned. “But what am I doing here?” she asked, moving up a few steps as the line ascended.

“You were in a terrible car accident. They couldn’t save you. However, they did try, my dear.”

“Oh...” Her gaze swept the uneven ground as a vivid memory flashed in front of her eyes. There had been a car on her right side. Her body had jerked with the collision. That’s all she remembered.

“Wow....so.. I am in Heaven, then?”

“Not yet. Almost there, though.” He pointed ahead of them. “You see that angel down there? He will indicate the direction of your passage.”

“The direction of my what?”
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Chapter 2
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Upon his gesture, Damaris craned her neck around the gazillion people in front of her to discover who her Guardian was pointing to. Lord, there were a lot of people. Was this line ever going to end? 

Her futile attempts, however, were thwarted by the random heights and sizes of the people in front of her. She tried again, but she couldn’t see a blessed thing past her immediate space. Whoever this angel was, Mr. Beauty referred to, was surely popular. 

It was almost as if she was standing in line, waiting to buy a ticket to a rock concert. Of course, this was minus the stadium seating, the revelry, and the music. Wait a minute? Wasn’t this Heaven, after all? Shouldn’t angels be singing? Shouldn’t there be a choir behind her? Would her Guardian start bellowing out a tune soon? And where were the cherubs?

After what seemed an eternity in Hell instead of Heaven, Mr. Beauty indicated they were next.

Damaris’ heart stuttered. Her eyes widened as the floor below her opened.

Oh my god. What was that? 

Had she been judged, and she didn’t know it? Who would do that to her? Who would condemn her without facing her?

She hadn’t seen an angel anywhere except for Mr. Beauty and, of course, the ones standing in line in front of her. They had no concern for her, however, and were, instead, accompanying the people they came with. None of the winged beings approached her, spoke to her, or even acknowledged her so how did this happen? Was there no justice in the universe?

She hadn’t even been given a chance to explain... 

Her mind raced through vivid, vibrant scenes and past memories like a reader flipping through pages in a paperback to get to the end of the book. Not all of her memories were good. Although none of them warranted a lifetime in Hell—Oh god—Was she going there? 

She thought she had a chance—even a slim one, to get to Heaven, wherever that was. But nooo! Holy no! The floor opening must’ve indicated she was headed in the opposite direction. NOOO! She didn’t want to go. Could she get a second chance to try again? 

“Nooo!” Damaris screamed as she fell onto her knees, her hands slapping together in a silent plea for forgiveness. “Please, let me explain. Please. Let me talk to you, whoever you are. Please don’t let me go down there. I don’t belong there.” She pointed to the whirling rotation forming into a scary, dark vortex that seemed to be widening with every second that passed. 

The female, trembling and cringing in front of her, swiveled toward Damaris seconds before her Guardian snatched her aside, saving her from the drop below. 

Oh.. The swirling death trap in front of her wasn’t meant for Damaris. 

Damaris glanced over at the lady, shivering and distraught and, presently, in the arms of a very tall, exquisite female. The uncommonly beautiful female with long, flowing, golden hair and striking white wings stroked the woman’s hair and whispered something in her ear. 

Damaris swiveled her attention back to the clouds in front of her. They slowly parted, revealing a gorgeous blue hue and a beautiful figure that had been previously hidden by them. She stared at the man’s striking features, his chiseled chin, his full lips and then, she considered her choice of wording. No. Beautiful wasn’t a strong enough word for this—this—Statue of David-like magnificence that stood before her, clothed only in a white robe. Good Lord, the guy was stunning. She could’ve sworn beams of light shot around him, forming a brilliant, radiant glow and swirling an ethereal halo around his head. Was he...the Creator himself?

Her jaw dropped, and she could’ve sworn she was drooling. He, instead, smiled at her, flashing perfect rows of brilliant white teeth.

Inhaling deeply, she shook the crazy, random thoughts out of her head and silently admonished herself for her indecency. She didn’t even know the man, and already, she was feeling sensations in areas that shouldn’t come alive at the moment, based on her circumstances. She was helpless and at the whim of whatever was about to judge her. Ideas of bedding the man were wrong. Yet, he was so—captivating and sexy. Should she experience these types of emotions in Heaven? Did everyone feel them here? 

Yet, Mr. Beauty told her she wasn’t in Heaven—yet. And what if the man in front of her was the actual Creator? The one who created the galaxies, the cosmos and all kinds of other things her brain couldn’t quite comprehend but remained in fascination of. 

She grimaced at the thought. It was uncool and likely a hundred more other words she couldn’t think of at the moment to think of him as a mere sex object. Considering someone who was so vast and so incredible in that way was, well—unthinkable and wrong. Yet, he radiated unspoken elegance, confidence, and power. He, likely, already had fans everywhere raving about him, the way that she was.

Damaris stood as quickly as possible and then brushed her hands across her rugged jeans. Then she looked down at her hands and gasped, finding no dirt, smudges, stains, or remnants of anything on them. They were clean and perfect. Nothing on Earth was ever perfect. 

She realized that brushing her hands against something was a gesture she made to calm herself in nervous situations. Her current circumstance called for it. Most desperately. Standing in front of this Greek Adonis made her feel inadequate, at best. 

Her jaw flopped open as she stared, in fascination, at the exquisite male in front of her. If he sentenced her to Hell, she might go willingly – as long as she had several more seconds of looking upon his ravishing, ruggedly handsome features. A trip to Hell was worth that, at least. 

Momentarily forgotten, the female, who had been in front of her, tried to side-step Mr. Magnificent. He shot his arm out toward her, his smile turning quickly into a sneer.

“No one bypasses me. And here I was, ready to give you a reprieve due to this female.” He tilted his chin toward Damaris, indicating that she was the reason for his near change of heart. Then he shot a glare toward the female, now cowering at his feet.

“I’m sorry. Please. I didn’t mean any harm. I just didn’t know what you wanted me to do.”

Damaris’ eyebrows lifted with Mr. Magnificent’s sudden burst of anger. “Liar!”

Mr. Magnificent threw his hands out to his sides while the female pleaded in vain. The portal re-opened, widened, and quickened in intensity. The woman shrieked and screamed as she slipped into the vastness. Inch by inch of her, swallowed by the ravenous tornado until only a single hand was exposed. Seconds later, the hand, too, disappeared, the air settled, and clear blue replaced the darkness.

Damaris’ jaw dropped open. She stared, stunned and speechless, having witnessed a woman’s death in front of her eyes. What made it worse was the fact that she remained helpless to do anything about it. What did the woman do to deserve such an ending? Would Damaris, too, find herself swallowed up into nothingness? 

A loud sound rang in her ears. It sounded again, yet she thought nothing of it, still reeling from what she had just witnessed. Mr. Magnificent had been about to save the female from her ill fate—because of Damaris... But why? What did Damaris have to do with anyone else? Yet, that’s what he had said. 

The woman could have gone to Heaven, yet Mr. Magnificent didn’t let her.... Damaris was strongly considering changing his name to another one. After what she had witnessed, Mr. Not So Sure if he’s a Good Guy sounded more like him. 

Still, the female did try to side-step him, and the look on the woman’s face told Damaris she knew what she was doing but was trying to get away with it. Damaris had seen that look too many times on Earth. Yet this man -this supposed “Mr. Magnificent”—was scary. In the end, he showed the pleading female who was the boss.

Mr. Beauty tapped her on the shoulder, and shortly after, a loud sound boomed in her ears twice more. She turned toward him with a questioning look. “We need to go, little one. He’s calling you next.” He pointed toward a spot in front of her. 

She swiveled her head in the direction of Mr. Beauty’s index finger to find Mr. Not-so-Magnificent placing his hands on his hips. He bellowed. “Next!”

Damaris gaped at him seconds before her senses rushed back into her. Then she stomped across the fluffy floor with a pout permanently plastered across her face. Once she reached him, she poked her index finger against his chest. “You! What in the Hell did you do? Are you some kind of bully? How could you let that happen? That poor woman...” She indicated the area where the condemned woman once stood. 

Instead of replying, he grabbed ahold of Damaris’ hand and held her still. She attempted to wriggle free of him, yet his grip only tightened. Mr. Questionable gave her a cocky grin. 

“You are a feisty one, eh?”

“That is none of your concern!” She tried shoving him away with her free hand. He snatched it and pulled her closer to him.

A sudden bright light appeared and encircled them. Damaris panicked.

She thrashed her body side to side while Mr. Questionable rolled out commands that she didn’t hear. She kicked at him. He twisted to his side, thwarting her maneuver. She was soon surrounded by her Guardian, sandwiching her between himself and Mr. Unnerving. Then, her Guardian applied pressure to her right shoulder, and Damaris weakened just like one of those frail human beings she used to watch in sci-fi TV shows.

What happened? All of her resolve suddenly drained away. Instead, she was filled with an uncanny sense of calm and peacefulness. It pissed her off. 

Someone gave a heavy sigh. “Better.”

Mr. Unnerving lowered his head while Damaris glared at him in silent defiance. Her defenses might have been compromised, but she could still show him what she thought with her facial expressions. That was a trait every human had. Angel or not—she was going to show him just what human beings were capable of-in case he didn’t know. 

Mr. Unnerving suddenly dropped her hand as if touching her was distasteful. He popped his head back up and glanced, first at her Guardian and then back at her. A surprised look passed over his eyes before he grabbed ahold of a scroll that suddenly appeared out of nowhere. 

Like Santa’s fabled naughty or nice list, he unraveled the length of it and scanned across it, his gaze lowering further and further down and going back up again, repeating the process several more times. 

Damaris had no earthly clue as to what he was searching for, but whatever it was, he didn’t seem to find it. Finally, he looked back at her with furrowed eyebrows and a perplexed expression written across his face.

She sighed in exasperation. Damaris had waited a lifetime in the long line behind her and now she awaited her final sentence. The waiting had become excruciating. She couldn’t take much more. Although Damaris sought a happy ending, she knew that sometimes they were only fabled, hopeless fairy tales. 

At this point, she just wanted closure. Frustrated, she threw her hands up in the air. “Well? What does it say? What is my fate? Is it bad?” She grimaced with her last question. When he didn’t respond, she sighed loudly. “Should I make my apologies now? What? What is it? Pleeease, you’re killing me...”
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Chapter 3
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Damaris continued her pleas. 

“I know...I know...I’m already dead, so you can’t truly kill me. It’s just a thing people say, but still...” She placed her hands together, gluing them tightly as if in prayer. “Please, whatever your name is, please be kind to me. Don’t throw me to the wolves or whatever you did to that last lady. I know. I know. I wasn’t perfect, but I did try. I didn’t have the best childhood. I know a lot of people say that and use that as an excuse to get out of sentencing or to atone for their shitty actions and decisions they made in life.” She slapped one hand over her mouth. “Oh my god, I just cursed and to you, an angel. Oh shit...I am going to die, aren’t I? Oh hell...”Damaris sank to her knees.

Damaris didn’t know what to expect from this important angel who had her fate in her hands, but she did know the last thing she expected was laughter.

She jerked her head up to witness him throwing his head back and roaring with glee.

Her jaw loosened. Ready to whip out insults to this angel—whoever he was—laughing at her demise. Yet, she held back the unspoken insults when she recalled the poor lady in front of her who had dropped to her death—or was it to her eternal life—in Hell. 

Mr. Unnerving suddenly stopped and stared at her for several long minutes that seemed an eternity. Shivers ran up her spine as the abject silence continued. Her hands trembled the longer she waited. 

“Please have mercy on me. Please, whoever you are. Don’t make me go down there like she did. I don’t think I deserve that.” Damaris lowered her head, embarrassed, as tears began to fall, splashing over the rims of her eyelids and splattering across her cheeks. 

She swiped angrily at them, wanting to display courage instead of fear, but they still came. Wiping at more of them, a hand reached out and stopped her. Mr. Unnerving grabbed ahold of her hand while his other swiped at a stray teardrop rolling down her left cheek. He brought his index finger directly in front of his green eyes, scrutinizing the swaying liquid bubble as if he had never seen the substance before.

“Curious. Others have cried in front of me before, but none quite like you.”

Damaris swallowed back the dry sensation creeping up the back of her throat. 

His emerald green eyes landed on hers. A not-unpleasant shiver skittered up her spine. 

His large wings spread behind him. Damaris stared in awe and fascination as they grew wider and longer, taking up almost the entire space. She blinked to clear her eyes when she spotted glitter floating through the air around him, completely surrounding him in a magical, beautiful aura. She closed her eyes, figuring she must be seeing things
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