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Freedom. The most beautiful word Ella could imagine. Today she would gain her freedom. She gazed over the stone balcony at the daisies in the courtyard below. Their yellow petals seemed especially bright this morning. Yellow daisies were her favorite flower. She'd planted them when she found out she was having a girl.

Of course, Yorke hadn't given a damn about her, or Daisy. The night she was knocked down the stairs in their opulent home, Yorke paused to make sure she was alive, then called for an ambulance. When she woke up in the hospital, she learned she'd lost her beautiful baby girl.

It wasn't the first time Yorke had beaten her for an imagined offense. But he always made sure the bruises were on body parts Ella would be too embarrassed to show. He even took a ping pong paddle to her once. Ella spent the rest of that night at a dinner party trying not to wince every time she sat down.

There was no one she could turn to for help. Her mother insisted Ella had to be doing something to make Yorke hit her.

The musical notes of the song, "Daisy Bell," came from her phone. She glanced down to see Yorke's smiling face illuminate the screen. He had the face of an angel. Thick, blond hair brushed neatly back, dimpled cheeks, and a million dollar smile. He always smiled pretty for the cameras.

Ella wished she could crush the phone with her bare hands. He was going to be livid that she didn't immediately answer. So what? He's not running things anymore. When the phone announced she had a voice message, she tapped the necessary buttons on the screen and hit speaker.

"Bitch, you'd better be dead, or severely injured. I'm gonna kick your ass when I get home." Yorke's voice shook with rage. "How many times do I have to tell you to answer this damn phone when I call? You dumb bi-" Ella slid her finger across the screen to end the message. Same old threats, same old name-calling. She tossed the phone to the stone floor of the balcony. His threats didn't matter. By the time he got home, she'd be gone. He would be nothing more than a bad dream she was allowed to wake from. The sun climbed higher, bouncing off the gold dome of the capital building. She'd miss Atlanta. It had been her home for more than fifteen years. But she had to go. Daisy needed her. And she needed to be with her daughter. She climbed onto the wide stone rail. Her lids fluttered closed when the gentle breeze caressed her face, and she inhaled the flowery scent of spring. The gauzy material of her white sundress brushed the backs of her legs. Freedom. She opened her arms wide and stepped from her perch, the beautiful daisies rushing up to meet her.
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Blake wandered around the base of Haven Mountain enjoying the warm night air. Although perimeter guard wasn't one of his duties as a Lespri, he liked to come out here every once in a while and shoot the breeze with the guards. His posture stiffened when the air turned cold and a bright white light appeared no more than fifty feet ahead. "Looks like we've got incoming, guys."

He followed the men to the fading light and knelt next to the unconscious woman at the base of the mountain. Her light blond hair shimmered in the moonlight. Damn. It'd been a long time since someone as young as she, appeared in Haven. Their last few residents had been well into their forties. This one looked like she could be younger than the minimum age of twenty-five. Seeing Jude appear at his side confirmed his suspicion. "Suicide?"

Jude nodded. "I don't know why the Oracles keep giving me these cases. I'm becoming the poster child for suicide residents."

"They're only trying to take it easy on you, Jude. You haven't been doing this for long."

"Cut the crap. Twenty-eight years is long enough."

"Out of eternity? Count your blessings. You're going to want these days back once they throw the hard cases at you."

Jude scowled and motioned to one of the guards. "Take her to her assigned room."

He raised his brows when Blake scooped her up. "I'll take her. I need something to do anyway."

"Fine. I'll send some ladies to tend to her."

Blake nodded. He strode toward the entrance to Haven and let the Oracles into his mind to guide him toward the newcomer's room. He always hated the sterile looking white rooms. They gave him the creeps. Thank goodness the residents could choose their own color palettes. He couldn't imagine spending eternity in a room that had all the appeal of a cotton ball.

He placed her on the bed and pulled up a chair. The lime green suit she wore was filthy. He couldn't imagine what her loved ones were thinking when they decided to bury her in it. The ruffled collar rose high and encircled her neck. Had she been alive, it'd probably choke her.

It accented her deathly pale skin, but he could still tell she was pretty. It would be hours before she got her pre-death color back. Lush blond lashes lined her eyelids. Her full lips curved upward in a slight smile. Long, wavy blond hair framed her face. At least her relatives hadn't let the funeral home apply the heavy makeup that made most of the newcomers look like mannequins.

What in the world had caused her to kill herself? She was so young. He imagined her as she might have been in life. She was way too short to be a runway model, but he could see her as maybe a photo model.

Maybe she had some kind of drug habit. He'd seen his share of overdose victims here. But, had that been the case, Jude wouldn't be assigned as her counselor. Could be she had a fatal disease and decided to leave the living on her own terms. Everyone at Haven had a story. Not many of them good. Nothing good came from dying young.

When the stranger's eyes slowly opened, Blake gasped and sat up straight. What the hell? She should have been out for at least another two days.

Ice-blue eyes stared back at him. Her lips spread in a weak smile. "Did I make it?"

Before Blake could answer, her lids fluttered closed. He scraped the chair back, almost knocking it over, and headed for the door, but it opened before he could get there.

Jude strode into the room with three women trailing behind him. "You still here?"

"Man, she just opened her eyes." Blake pointed at the bed.

"That's ridiculous. It'll be awhile before she wakes up." Jude glanced down at the sleeping woman and then back at Blake. "Maybe you need to get some rest."

"I'm fine. I'm telling you, she opened her eyes. She even spoke. She asked if she made it." Blake stared down at her, hoping she would open her eyes again.

"Look, we've got work to do here. The women need to get her cleaned up, and I have to get her room prepared. The Oracles have given me the power to change her room for exactly half an hour. You need to go." Jude turned his back to Blake and set to mentally changing the white silk curtains to yellow. The chaise at the end of the bed was changed to a soft gold as were the walls. Daisy filled vases appeared on every surface of the room.

The scent of the fresh spring flowers overwhelmed everyone. Even the women in the room frowned at the cloying smell. Blake held his nose and tapped Jude on the shoulder. " I know women like the scent of flowers, but this is overkill. You might want to tone it down. A lot."

Jude grimaced. "I can't argue with you there. It is a little much." He closed his eyes and concentrated. When he opened them, there was just a hint of spring in the air.

"So, what's with the daisies? Is that her name?" Blake lifted his brow, hoping his nonchalant tone fooled Jude.

"No, that's not her name. The Oracles said her name is Ella, and she has an obsession with yellow and daisies." He folded his arms across his chest, suspicion filling his face. "Why do you care anyway?"

Blake was saved from having to answer when one of the ladies interrupted. "Guys, we have things to do. Jude, if you're done with the room, please go."

Blake followed Jude from the room and kept pace with him down the hall. "I want to be there when you meet her."

"No." Jude stopped and turned to Blake. "You're not my counselor anymore. I don't need your guidance. It's an easy case. Besides, two men in the room might scare her. Especially since..." Jude abruptly turned and continued down the hall.

"Especially since what?" Blake asked. "What's going on?"

"You know I won't tell you her business. It's not my place."

"Still, she didn't seem scared when she saw me sitting next to her bed." Blake didn't know why he fought so hard for this. All he knew was he needed to be there. For some reason, it was important to him. When Jude didn't respond, Blake tried another tactic. "Let's say, just for the sake of argument, she did open her eyes and see me. If I didn't scare her then, I won't scare her when she wakes up for good. It might help for her to see a familiar face."

Jude's lips spread in a thin line. "This is against my better judgment, but, okay. But if I get one speck of fear from her due to your presence, you're out of there.

"Deal." Blake smiled and stuck out his hand. When Jude didn't shake it, he shrugged and headed for his room. Jude's loathing for his boring assignments was something Blake had become used to. He supposed he'd be irritable too if the Oracles kept unloading cases nobody else wanted on him. Thank God they took him off suicide duty a year after his arrival. He wasn't the most tactful person in the world.

When he reached his room and saw his big comfortable bed, he realized Jude was right. He did feel a little tired. He lay down and stared at the ceiling until his lids wouldn't stay open anymore. Ice-blue piercing eyes filled his dreams. Something told him there was more to Ella than meets the eye.
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Chapter 2
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Ella opened her eyes and tried to make sense of the blurry yellow ball filling her vision. She blinked, trying to focus. When her vision cleared, she almost laughed out loud at the sight of the large vase of daisies on a cherry wood table in the center of the room. She threw the sunny yellow comforter from the bed and ran over to touch the delicate flowers. She lowered her face to the blooms and inhaled their fresh scent. Daisies were on every table and above the fireplace mantle.

She made it! Heaven wasn't quite what she expected, but it was beautiful. Where were the angels? She was ready for them to lead her to her daughter. Well, not quite. She looked down at the white silk and lace nightgown she wore. No way could she walk around Heaven wearing this.

Looking around the room, her gaze fell to the yellow flowered sundress folded neatly on a chair. Everything she needed was there, including underclothes and shoes. They were beautiful. She quickly dressed. The clothes fit her body perfectly. She giggled. Why wouldn't they? Of course, God knew her size.

She ran to the window and opened the drapes. Light spilled into the room. A field of multicolored daisies danced in the breeze under a crystal clear blue sky. Now that was exactly what she expected.

She jumped at the knock on her door. Did angels knock? Apparently, they did. "Come in." Her anticipation grew. Maybe they had Daisy with them. She rubbed her suddenly sweaty palms on her dress.

When two tall, black men entered the room, she frowned. The shorter of the two had a goatee and long dreads that hung down his back, gathered into a neat ponytail. The other was clean-shaven with short, black hair. Both wore jeans and casual shirts.

"Hello." The man with the dreads was the first to speak. His deep voice carried a hint of a Jamaican accent. "I'm Jude Whitten. This is my friend, Blake Sorin." He motioned to the man next to him. "Sorry we got here a little late. I usually like to be present when a new resident wakes up."

Ella cocked her head to the side. "You're not at all what I expected. Where are your wings? Or is that just a made up story?"

Blake smiled. "Our wings?"

"Sure. Don't angels have wings?"

"I don't know. I've never seen one." Blake winced after Jude nudged him in the ribs.

"I've seen you before." Ella stepped closer to Blake and surveyed his face. "I can't remember where, but I know I've seen you."

Blake and Jude exchanged looks. "I was here when you first opened your eyes," Blake said.

Ella tried to remember, but nothing came to mind. Right now, only Daisy mattered. "I'd love to stay and chat a little longer, but I really need to get to my daughter. If you'd lead the way?"

Before they had a chance to answer she slipped between them and eagerly went through the open door. She stopped dead in her tracks. The long hallway stretched as far as the eye could see in both directions. There were corridors leading left and right off the hall. Ivory chandeliers hung from the ceiling. Hardwood floors gleamed as if no one had walked on them since the last time they were cleaned. Large murals decorated the walls. Realizing she had no idea where she was going, she stepped back into the room and chuckled. "Sorry about that. I get ahead of myself sometimes. Maybe you two should go first."

"Um, where are we supposed to be going?" Blake asked.

"To see Daisy, of course." Ella tried to keep the impatience out of her voice. She didn't want to piss off the angels, but their procrastination grated her nerves.

"I think we've got our wires crossed." Jude sat on the chaise at the end of the bed and motioned at the chair across from him. "Please, sit with us."

Ella glanced from Jude to Blake and then toward the door. "I don't want to sit. I want to see my baby."

"It's okay, Ella. Listen to what Jude has to say. It's something you need to hear." When Ella opened her mouth to speak, Blake stopped her. "He'll answer all your questions."

A cold chill slithered down Ella's spine. What was the saying about someone walking over your grave? She decided it was a good idea to sit down. Otherwise, her legs would collapse. "What's going on? Where's Daisy?" One look told her the men had no idea who she was talking about. "This isn't Heaven, is it?"

Jude shook his head. "No. But it's not hell or purgatory either. This is Haven, a community of immortals."

Ella sat back and studied Jude's face. What the hell was he talking about? There's no such thing as immortals. But nothing in his expression hinted that he was lying. He believed what he said. She fought down the panic that bubbled and surged in her belly. If she wasn't in Heaven, and these men weren't angels, then who were they?

Dear God, what if she were in a mental institution? Everyone would think Yorke had every reason to lock her away. After all, she did try to kill herself.
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