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      Why did humans always insist on doing stupid things that got them killed? In terrible, terrible ways…in dark alleys. Forcing angels of death to sort it out and clean up the mess.

      And Talia was tired of it. Of them.

      Everything in the Creation had a rhythm. Pure. Rich with a sound all its own. Cicadas buzzing in August twilight. Chicago streetlights thrumming at three A.M. Steady dub dub of a human heart’s final beats against moon-washed pavement. She’d heard that sound way too many times. And when it stopped, the silence was infuriating.

      Talia shook her head, stepping over one of two dead humans, light grey shift rustling as she left the dark red-brick alley that smelled like urine and death. Rush of Chicago traffic was steady as she moved toward the busy sidewalk, people passing by on all sides.

      But they couldn’t see her or her two colleagues waiting beside her, dove grey wings flexed, gold halos spinning. She sighed. There was nothing more she could do here. She was an angel of death after all, not a guardian angel. She didn’t even have a chance to cross them over.

      Humans! She didn’t understand any of them!

      She offered one of her angel colleagues a supportive shrug as the smell of rain touched the air, ready to wash this carnage clean. First light was a couple of hours away.

      “One of yours, Talia?” Muriel asked as she slipped past with soft footfalls.

      Muriel’s flowing, dark chestnut hair framed her face and soft grey eyes, wings twitching at her shoulders, the wind billowing her light grey robes. Talia’s hair had darkened to the color of night since she’d become part of Azrael, Archangel of Death’s guard. She didn’t get out much.

      But she was done trying to save humans. They didn’t want to be helped—even when an archangel like Azrael sent her.

      She pointed at the thin, dark-haired woman’s body, spread eagle on the wet, pocked pavement in torn jeans and a dirty blue tank top. And the brown-haired, bearded man slumped beside her in a grey striped shirt and worn cargo shorts.

      She nodded. “Azrael wanted me to save the crackhead. Stupid human didn’t want to be saved though.”

      Muriel shook her head and then nodded at the man. “Neither did mine.”

      “Guess Azrael has them both now,” said Talia.

      “The shock of what these humans do to each other must make Azrael weep every single day,” Muriel replied, wincing as she squinted at the rain tapping softly against the pavement and the two bodies.

      Or he raged when he collected their souls. You did what? What do you mean, challenge accepted? Idiots! Talia could almost hear his voice thundering at them.

      “Two more clueless wonders at the pearly gates to be retrained,” Talia replied. “And so lucky to be there instead of below. With Lucifer and the other fallen angels.”

      Maybe they’d be retrained? She didn’t know where they would land. Their problem, not hers.

      She brushed the dust off her pale grey shift. How many more would follow before the day was out? The sun hadn’t even risen yet.

      Muriel nodded.

      “I’m off to report in,” said Talia. She tossed her thick, black hair off her shoulders. “Azrael’s not going to be pleased.”

      Talia knew that displeasure well and when he saw her, he’d be even angrier. The last four humans he’d sent her to protect had slipped through her fingers. Not something she was proud of either, but they were impossible!

      “See you soon,” said Muriel.

      Muriel’s dove grey wings furled a moment then stretched as she took flight, muttering to herself above the hush of wind. Above the rushing paramedics and police officers. Above the sirens’ wails and sooty grey clouds spitting rain on the sidewalks.

      Those human rhythms were once intended as poetry and beauty, sounds that made an angel weep, knowing all she could ever be was death’s servant to God’s Chosen.

      Right now, she wanted to spit on two of God’s Chosen: a crackhead and a rapist sharing a few cherished hollow points before splattering the alley walls with Chicago’s newest graffiti.

      No amount of gentle guidance and golden rays of light clued these fools into the reality of their situations. Talia was tired of the kid gloves. She was tired of the whole guardian arrangement. It was just easier to be an angel of death and carry their souls away. Sometimes, she couldn’t even do that.

      Why should she fight for these ungrateful, hard-headed, whiny humans? Insisting on destroying their lives. Maybe the Maker was better off without them?

      Every day, hundreds of them broke His heart. And every day, He forgave them. She knew she’d be better off without them. Just thinking about some of them gave her wing rash.

      I swear, if I hear one more, “Hey y’all, watch this?” I’m going to go on a rampage.

      Not that Lucifer had it right or anything: looks nine, presentation two. Sure, he was the most beautiful of angels, but his arrogance got him where he was today: a two-bit hood, nickel-and-diming souls on street corners and in bars. Making pathetic deals like a multi-level marketing shill. As if he’d keep any of those souls on technicalities. There was always an angel of death ready and willing to void one of his contracts. Angels were much nobler than these malleable humans.

      Like worn out silly putty.

      Most of them ignored magic when they saw it. The ones that noticed a little magic, didn’t understand it and they either screamed about Satan and/or crossed themselves, convinced that some wind brushing across their shoulder was a demon. When it was really her—not Lucifer—saving their miserable hides from being crushed by a speeding car.

      Being a guardian to humans shouldn’t feel like owning pets. No, it was worse than that.

      Talia walked through the crowd of people gathering at the mouth of the alley and moved toward the half-deserted streets, her dove grey wings pressed tight against her back.

      Even if they could see me, they don’t, Talia thought. I could let them all see me in a fiery burst of white light, descending from the clouds with my burnished sword raised, halo spinning. They’d just think it was a Marvel comics stunt or something.

      Her eyes stung and she balled her hands into fists. This wondrous world had lost all its magic and wonder. These humans were too busy stepping on and killing each other to see it anymore. Even when help was offered, they still made bad choices.

      Azrael must be pulling out his wing feathers by now. The centuries of senseless deaths had to weigh on him. She’d only been at this death thing for a few centuries now and she was sick of seeing intelligent creatures willingly pour out their lives like this.

      It could be worse, she reminded herself. At least she wasn’t handling the new angels anymore.

      Teaching them to fly and (even worse) land. Teaching them death angel tricks and navigation. Just the thought made her shiver. She’d moved from clueless angels to clueless humans—not sure this was a promotion.

      She leaned against a shady ash tree, its bark feathering onto the sidewalks, and closed her eyes, the shrieking pulse of police sirens grating against her ears. Now, she had to go to Azrael and tell him she’d lost another one.

      Well, not lost really. She preferred the phrase, displaced into other divine hands. She hadn’t done her job. She hadn’t kept them in the present. Kind of like going from first grade straight to college.

      She felt bad for them sometimes, knowing the hard road they had ahead of them. But right now, she felt bad for herself because Azrael would be furious. She let a deep sigh flutter free.

      He’ll probably blame me for losing Muriel’s human, too. Stupid humans.

      Closing her eyes, she unfolded her wings, halo bright in the sharp drizzle, and rose above Chicago’s Southside until everything turned into funny little shapes and winking lights.

      She’d lost another one. Time to head back to the ethereal and face Azrael’s wrath.
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      Outside the grand white hall of Eolowen, Azrael, an Archangel of Death was murderous.

      Sunlight streamed across Parrish blue skies, shadowy Constable clouds flowing like a river above. Thick green grass stretched across the hilly expanse beyond the terrace. The Middling lay beyond it, a hazy grey blot on the horizon. Faint scent of gardenias and honeysuckle from the nearby pergola sweetened the light breeze. The solitude was a song in itself, a hush that was the music of clouds passing overhead. But nothing could ease the turmoil quivering through his shoulders and wings.

      With his great, dark wings spread, Azrael paced the carpet of grass stretching around the pocked, white stone dais, awaiting Talia’s return. He wore a burnished gold breastplate and pauldrons over billowy, grey silk robes and winged sandals, his halo surging with life as its reddish gold light spun around his head. He brushed aside a thick lock of silver-black hair and leaned against a weathered white pillar, his heart heavy with duty, a hand on the hilt of his sword of Holy fire sheathed at his side.

      Once again, she’d failed in her guardianship duties. And her duties as an angel of death.

      Assignment after assignment blown. Little regard for her human charges, the other angels had whispered in his ear. When Talia made a disaster out of the novice angel training, Azrael asked that she return to training herself, relearn her duty to His Chosen. Thinking it was just boredom, Azrael instead requested her presence in the most solemn duty given an angel: shepherding a human’s moment of death.

      But her growing lack of concern for human deaths disturbed him deeply, so he gave her the power to preempt that moment, a position that every angel in service would have given their wings to possess. And so far, she’d wasted it. Again and again.

      And today was no different.

      Youth and arrogance in an angel were dangerous. Combined with Talia’s wintry beauty, Azrael worried. Worried that her path would lead her to Lucifer and his unholy pursuits. He turned as many souls to confusion as he could, sparing no tricks or disguises to get the job done. Lucifer was lost to any good cause, but Azrael wouldn’t lose Talia to the same dead end.

      Somehow, he had to get through to her. Before it was too late.

      “Enjoying the fine weather, Azrael?”

      Azrael halted in mid-stride, a cold chill fluttering at the tips of his wings.

      That sunlit-warm voice, melodic with British precision, smooth as the finest silk and as beguiling as a desert mirage. Lucifer. The Fallen One.

      Azrael turned his lean frame, storm-dark wings spread like a halo around him as he faced God’s most beautiful angel. Pale gold curly hair and sky-blue eyes, his long, sculpted face was all smiles and light. Tall and statuesque in his pure white robes, Lucifer stood with head held high, as if he was out for an evening stroll.

      Azrael stiffened at the ghost image of wings that had once stretched up into the skies at Lucifer’s back. And the thin white scar stretching across his forehead. Where his fallen halo had burned its afterimage, forever scarring his flawless face.

      Oh, Lucifer was still beautiful, charming, deceiving. Dangerous to human and angel alike. His wingless frame betrayed him to most angels, but to humans? He drew in a quick breath. He feared for them.

      Azrael didn’t pretend to know the mind of God, but it puzzled and disturbed him at Lucifer’s unfettered access to the corporeal and ethereal realms as if he’d never fallen. No other fallen angel was able to step foot into the Heavens, but somehow, Lucifer gained access again and again.

      “What do you want here?” Azrael demanded, unable to disguise the anger in his voice.

      “You seem…on edge, Azrael,” Lucifer said with a chuckle. He offered a toothy grin and held out his hands. “Can’t a former member of the guard come for a friendly visit?”

      Azrael crossed his arms against dove grey robes, unable to hold back a steely glare.

      “Nothing about you is friendly, Lucifer. Yours is the way of ruin and you’re eager to take as many of us with you as possible.”

      A smug look lit his pale blue eyes, the grin fading to a smirk as he steepled his fingers and walked toward Azrael.

      “I don’t deny that the offer to join my rebellion is always on the table,” he said in dulcet tones. “But that’s a much heavier subject than I had intended on this—” He held out his arms to the streaming clouds and bright sunlight. “On this glorious day.”

      Azrael felt the scowl twist his features when he realized the reason Lucifer had come. To gloat. He’d come to gloat that two souls had fallen into his hands.

      “What will get you on your way faster?” Azrael asked, squinting.

      “Haven’t you heard?” he said in a mocking voice. “I’m considering Talia for my flock. She’s doing some fine work for me already.” Lucifer ran his index finger across the white scar on his forehead. “Her joining us—it’s all just a formality at this point. Wouldn’t you say?” He smiled, motioning at Azrael’s wingspan. “Just need to discard those silly wings.”

      Azrael rushed at Lucifer, grabbing hold of his arms. “You stay away from her—and the rest of them! She’s young and she’s still learning.”

      Lucifer’s sky-blue gaze turned icy, that dangerous stare boring through Azrael. Maybe it was pride, maybe it was duty, but he refused to look away. He was a seasoned soldier, wielding death in one hand and life in the other. He wouldn’t be intimated by the likes of Lucifer who chose to give up a place at God’s left hand for a misguided campaign to capture the throne. From the one who made him. Arrogant and impatient to the very end, Lucifer would never stop until he or his creator was destroyed.

      But trying to sway lesser angels? A new low even for Lucifer.

      Lucifer shoved Azrael backward as the sky darkened, puffy white clouds rising into thunderheads.

      “I recognize that reckless youth, Azrael. I lived it. She recognizes the power in her hands. The glory we could all have if we rise against these little godlings and take our rightful place.” Lucifer clenched his hands into fists. “The promised place at His side—before He made the others. His children.”

      He nearly spat the word children as he thumped his fist against his chest.

      “You’re deluded,” Azrael said with a growl.

      “We were His children! And He relegated us to servants. To serve those spoiled, self-serving beasts that will one day command us.”

      Azrael shook his head. “They’re children, Lucifer! Needing our protection and our guidance. All His Hopes rest in them. To fill the void. We aren’t their servants—we’re their teachers. And we’ll walk among them one day. Not beneath them. Beside them.”

      Lucifer let out a cackle that ruffled Azrael’s wing feathers and raked his spine.

      “Beside them—you’re the one deluded, Azrael! You, of all the angels, must see their unworthiness. Why even your own charge, Talia is sickened by their presence. They’re unworthy inheritors.”

      Azrael glared at him, hands on his hips. Anger trembled through him, into his wings that flapped against the cooling air.

      “Talia is tired of their senseless deaths. Her faith is firmly in God and His Chosen.”

      The darkness lifted from Lucifer’s face, the thunderheads rolling into softer shades of grey as the sky quieted.

      “Are you ready to prove that statement, Azrael?” Lucifer asked in a soft voice as he propped his hands on his hips.

      “My angels are above reproach, including Talia.”

      “Care to test that statement in a friendly little wager?”

      Azrael’s eyes narrowed. “What wager?”

      Lucifer gestured as he paced the grass, his sandals swishing against the thickness.

      “Oh, nothing too taxing for spiteful little Talia—just saving a soul or two.” He steepled his fingers again. “In seven days.”

      Azrael inhaled sharply, his stomach twisting. He’d given Talia twenty-one days to save a drug-addicted woman from an untimely death and it ended in a gun battle and two deaths.

      “What’s the matter, Azrael?” he said with a grin. “If your master could create the world in seven days, surely your finest angel of death could save two souls in that time?” He laughed, the sound like broken glass. “It’s not like she has to save them from dying. Just keep them from me, that’s all.”

      Talia had been unpredictable for some time. Azrael rubbed a hand across his chin. He’d been trying to speak with her for days, but she’d blocked his attempts, avoided him. Talia needed to save herself before she dared meddle in human affairs again.

      “So, the rumors are true,” Lucifer said, letting out a hiss of breath. “There is dissent in the ranks. And you’ve lost your authority over the guard. Unlike Samael and his guard.”

      “You’re mad, Lucifer! You always have been.”

      Archangel Samael was incompetent at best, but his death angels’ guard was talented in spite of its leader.

      “If everything is fine, then my wager shouldn’t alarm you.”

      Azrael shook his head. “Why are you so insistent?”

      “Because I’m bored, Azrael.” He slid his hands behind his back, white robes fluttering. “And I’d love the bragging rights. A morale boost to my own followers.” He laughed. “You’re scared. Admit it. Your guard isn’t what it once was, Azrael. The younger angels are no longer following.” He stood straighter, taller. “They’re looking for new leadership.”

      Azrael felt fire burn at the tips of his fingers. If only he could smite this wretch. But that task was reserved for God’s Destroyer, Abaddon.

      “What are the conditions, Lucifer?”

      That smug look slid onto Lucifer’s long face and Azrael fought down the urge to smite him. A waste of fire, he knew, but the childish urge hovered there just the same.

      “Terms,” said Lucifer, still grinning, his eyes glowing with amusement. “No angelic means. She must save two souls in human form. In human fashion.” He chuckled. “I turn them all the time in human form. Surely one of your finest could do no less.”

      “Seven days in our time?” Azrael asked through gritted teeth. “That’s about seven weeks in Earth time.”

      Lucifer waved a hand at him. “Whatever. Seven of our days then.” He laughed again, drowning out the soft sound of wind. “I’ll even let you pick the first soul.”

      “What about the second soul?”

      Lucifer grinned. “My pick, dear Azrael. I think you already knew the answer to that question.” He turned away. “And you’ll say nothing of the wager to Talia or it’s forfeit. She’ll decide what side she’s on by the end of this, I assure you.”

      “What do you get out of this, you snake?” Azrael shouted.

      “Bragging rights, my friend. Bragging rights.”

      And then he was gone in a rush of smoke and the sweet smell of honeysuckle returned to the air.

      Azrael felt rage burn through him, more at himself than Lucifer. He’d let that serpent trick him into a wager for Talia’s future. And like a prideful fool, he’d fallen for it. Somehow, he had to outwit Lucifer at his own game.

      For Talia’s sake, he had to outmaneuver the Prince of Darkness.
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      Talia stood at the edge of Azrael’s stone dais, her stomach twisting into knots. Lucifer the Beautiful in all his fine white silks, blond hair like palest dawn, eyes bluer than the sky. Lucifer the Damned. Speaking her name. And the fire burning in Azrael’s dark grey eyes, halo bright, those great wings the color of soot stretched taut in the wind.

      What did Lucifer want here and why had he uttered her name?

      Her fingers trembled with cold, a deep ache settling in her dove grey wings as she wrapped them around her and huddled against a tall pillar. Had she failed so utterly this time that even Lucifer knew her deeds now?

      Talia wrapped her arms around her middle, hugging her wings tighter around her. Would Azrael clip the wings from her back? Would she plummet from the silver sky to the depths of Hell? With the other Fallen?

      Her breath caught in her chest and she held it, afraid to breathe.

      That golden, deadly laugh crackled across the hush of Azrael’s garden, souring the smell of gardenias and sharpening the brush of wind against her cheek. Again, her named rolled off his silver tongue.

      Talia clenched her eyes closed. This wasn’t happening, this wasn’t happening.

      Lucifer disappeared in a trail of smoke that coiled up into the sky and mixed with the steady stream of clouds rushing by. And the air felt cleansed. Talia rose to her feet, letting her wings unfurl and lie flat against her back.

      Azrael turned at the sound of her footsteps rasping against the stepping stones that wound through the rich green grass.

      “You’re late,” Azrael snapped, his eyes fiery as he rounded on her, wings rustling. He crossed his arms, halo tilting, glowering at her. “And you let another human pass too soon. Again.”

      Talia sighed, feeling embarrassment burn her cheeks. She nodded. “She didn’t want to be saved.”

      Azrael’s arms slapped against his side, his eyes stormy. “They all want to be saved! Haven’t you gotten that yet, Talia?”

      Her mentor was angrier than she’d ever seen him before. Had to be because of Lucifer’s appearance here in Azrael’s most private of places. To have Lucifer arrive unannounced would have unnerved her, too, but Azrael was an Archangel of Death. One of God’s most trusted angels. He didn’t fear Lucifer any more than Archangels Samael or Michael. Did he?

      “I couldn’t save her, okay?” Talia shouted, crossing her arms again. “It’s not like she’s lost forever. She’ll just need more training on the other side—I think.”

      Azrael grabbed hold of her shoulders, his grip painful. “As do you! Have you forgotten how little they know of our world? How far from us they are and how hard they struggle?”

      Struggle? Talia scoffed. They were too deep into themselves to see the higher order of things. So many were spoiled and vindictive, delighting in the misery of others.

      “They’re arrogant, Azrael. Each one thinks she’s the center of the universe. And I’m tired of watching them break His heart.”

      Azrael’s eyes narrowed. “Your contempt of humans is disturbing. As long as you choose to ignore the good in them, you’ll remain a lesser angel.”

      That stung. Talia couldn’t hold back her flinch. She dreamed of carrying a flaming sword like the higher order angels, doing battle in His name against demons and the Fallen Ones. She wanted to battle the dark, the abyss. Not protect whiny humans from themselves.

      Azrael turned away, hands clenched behind his wings, head bowed, halo brightening as he walked away from her.

      “As long as you see humans in that light, Talia, there is nothing more I can teach you.” He stopped, stretched his wings then folded them against his back. “There is nothing more any of us can teach you.”

      A cold chill brushed against her wings. He was about to dismiss her. To what? Had she failed so completely that even an Archangel of Death had no use for her?

      “Azrael, I try to understand them, I do! But their willful ignorance just fills me with anger.” Talia bowed her head, her eyes stinging. She cupped the air with her hands. “They have everything in the palm of their hands, yet they hold onto nothing.”

      Azrael turned toward her, the red, flaming glow of his halo casting such anger across his features. Tall and lean, Azrael was a forbidding silhouette in his Heavenly gold armor against the darkening clouds streaming overhead. Dark and silent.

      She fought the urge to pluck at the feathers edging her wings. She desperately wanted another chance, but she would not beg or whine. She would accept the consequences of her failure.

      Even if it meant her wings.

      “If you couldn’t preempt an untimely death, you could have at least made a difference in their last moments. Comforted them for even a few moments.” His voice dripped with disappointment. “That corporeal place is all they know, Talia. And all they have is a leap of faith into the next, not a shred of substance to guide them. It is that capacity of faith that makes them so important to His plan. So crucial to fill the void of His creation.”

      Talia bowed her head. He was right. That one trait was a marvel to her, given some of their dire circumstances.

      Finally, he walked toward her, hands on his hips, wings thrown back. She straightened, pressing her wings tightly against her shoulder blades. He stopped a hand’s width in front of her.

      “Tell me, Talia—what should I do with you?”

      She met his gaze. “I accept the consequences of my actions. Whatever they may be.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t want acceptance of consequences. I want understanding, learning. You are young and arrogant, Talia—great dangers to your very being.”

      Talia shuddered, visions of the Lake of Fire burning through her. Where the lost causes disappeared from existence.

      “You must want to teach them—and save them,” he said, waving his arm toward the ground that turned translucent beneath his feet, allowing her a view of the human world she’d just left. “You must also love them. Without that, you have no purpose. We have no purpose. We aren’t their servants. We’re their teachers and one day we’ll stand beside them. That’s something Lucifer never understood.”

      Suddenly, Talia felt very alone and very frightened.

      “Why did he come here? And why was he speaking my name?”

      Azrael sighed. “He sees you as a kindred spirit, Talia.”

      Talia balled her hands into fists, the anger rushing into the pit of her stomach and trembling through her wings. She gritted her teeth.

      “I am nothing like that beast!”

      “Then now is the time to prove it. It’s your last chance.”

      Last chance? Those words cooled her anger. “What are you saying?”

      He drew a long, steady breath then pointed at the human world bleeding through the grass. “I’m saying they are your last hope, Talia. You must save two of them in seven days or I—fear for your wings.”

      “Two? In seven days?”

      Azrael nodded. “Seven of our days—approximately seven Earth weeks. To turn two souls from paths of destruction. Human to human.”

      Talia shook her head, still trying to absorb what was happening. “What does that mean?”

      “It means you will return to Earth in human form and using human means, you will turn two souls to the Heavens.”

      Talia felt her knees weaken and she slumped down on the dais steps. To be stripped of her halo and wings. And trapped in human form…was this really her last chance?

      He waved his hand across the grass and a sprawling city of palm trees and money appeared. A place she knew well and did her best to avoid—so many lost souls. Those horrid white letters she’d grown to hate appeared on the hillside: HOLLYWOOD.

      The landscape rushed ahead to a huge movie studio filled with expensive cars, celebrities, and egos. She felt lightheaded. A huge billboard sign gleamed up at her. Be a contestant on The Cinderella Hour and find your Prince Charming.

      “A reality TV show? You’re kidding, right?”

      Please let this be a joke. Some harmless prank on Muriel’s part, designed to scare her. Her spirits sank. Azrael never joked about his human charges. Ever.

      “You’ll find him there.”

      “Who, Azrael?” she asked with a groan.

      “Jack Casey—your first project.”

      “Do I have any say in this?” Talia asked. “Any right of refusal? Of doing some other penance?”

      Azrael shook his head. “This is your last chance, Talia. You can’t fail. Turn two souls in seven days. In human form.”

      “When do I start?” Talia asked, unable to rein in her defeated tone.

      “It begins now,” Azrael said in a stern voice and reached toward her.

      He laid his palm against her forehead and the red gleam of his halo engulfed her, swallowing up the gold glow of her own. Tarnishing it. Darkening it. Pain shot through her shoulder blades and into her wing tips. His eyes were watery and she thought she saw a tear in the corner of his eye, but it quickly faded.

      To her horror, she felt her wings shriveling.

      “No, Azrael—not my wings!”

      She grabbed hold of the wispy feathers, trying to draw her wings around her, but they turned to dust and blew through her fingers. Talia fell forward, her balance lost without her wings. She reached out her hands toward the grass, trying to stop her fall, but she fell through it, toward the clouds below.

      And kept on falling.
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      It was noon and Jack Casey was drunk. Again. The six A.M. set call had come and gone, but he’d been too wasted to notice. Not even the four blaring alarms scattered throughout his shithole closet studio apartment registered.

      Panicked, Jack stumbled out of bed in just his blue boxer briefs and staggered around, shutting off alarms. The place smelled like days old pepperoni pizza from the eight Dominoes boxes cluttering the floor. He stepped over them as he made his way to the bathroom. This rathole shoebox with its squeaky Murphy bed, beat up pine floors, and ancient Harvest Gold kitchenette was costing him a fortune he no longer had.

      He’d missed another rehearsal and they were taping tomorrow. The SanFran Confidential cameo was the best thing he’d landed in over a year (since he left the show to pursue a movie career that tanked). Okay, when he was asked to leave. That cameo had been his rent for the month and a few decent meals. No more pepperoni pizzas. Now, he was screwed.

      Jack slipped on a grey sock and grabbed hold of the burled maple dresser (made by his late father) to keep from pitching himself into the pizza boxes. Someone he didn’t recognize anymore stared back at him from the mirror.

      Bloodshot, light green eyes, over-brightened teeth (he’d charged on his Visa and still owed for), and disheveled pale blond hair. The dullness in his expression disturbed him. And a face much thinner than he remembered. A face that had once appeared every Thursday night in living rooms across the country. Topping the Nielsen’s for two seasons running just before streaming services went wild.

      Until the night his girlfriend and costar gave him something for the exhaustion.

      A pick-me-up. Something for the pressure. It was cool—everybody was doing it. Everybody who’d already tanked their acting careers.

      After a while, he was showing up late, forgetting his lines, pissing off stage hands and guest stars until no one would work with him. And the final threads unraveled in the fourth season when the producers asked him not to come back until he was clean and sober.

      That was two years ago.

      When he’d launched his so-called movie career. One movie made it into the can. A dreary drama that even Jack hated. He’d had company. The critics hated it as much as the public did.

      The bathroom’s pale, yellow walls were soothing to his hangover as he pushed the Speed Stick, Bic razor, tube of Crest, and a half-soaked towel out of the sink and ran some water. The bathroom smelled like mint and mildew.

      Over and over, he splashed cool water across his throbbing forehead and cheeks. Drying his face with a blue, crumpled hand towel, Jack saw the little square mirror lying near the sludgy bar of Dial soap.

      Three powdery trails, scraped together by a razor blade, gleamed up at him. The last of the loan he’d taken out to buy it.

      They’d come collecting soon—with a tire iron.

      Still, he felt the ache in his gut and the fog in his head. He’d do a couple of quick lines and take a shower. Then he’d beg the director for one last chance. For old times’ sake. For his kneecaps’ sake.

      He padded out of the bathroom, kicking a beer can out of his way, and hurried into the kitchen to find a dollar bill to roll up. But he stopped when the old answering machine’s red flash caught his attention. A fist squeezed his heart into a knot as he moved toward it.

      Was it already too late for one last chance?

      The number twelve flashed at him and he swallowed hard, pressing the message playback button. His stomach twisted into knots.

      “Casey, you there? It’s Phil, where are you? Call me.”

      Jack smashed his eyelids closed. His agent.

      Beep.

      “Jack. It’s um, Amy from makeup. You’re supposed to be in my chair right now. What’s up? Call in, okay?”

      Beep.

      “Jack! Phil. It’s 8:47 A.M. and they’re ready to shoot your scene. Where the hell are you? You assured me you’d be there.”

      Was it today they were shooting? Jack sank down against the cabinets, gripping his knees to his chest, his mouth dry, his stomach burning as the messages grew angrier and more desperate. He dropped his throbbing head into his hands. He’d screwed up bad this time.

      Beep.

      “Jack—you’ve got to get down there. Now. Remember me? Your agent? The guy who got you this job. The guy who put his reputation on the line to vouch for you—that’d you’d be there. Pick up, dammit!”

      Beep.

      “Jack! If you’re not there in fifteen minutes, you’re done. Got it? This is the big one, Jack. If you don’t get your butt in there now, your career’s over.”

      Beep.

      He rocked his head back against the cabinets, his eyes squeezed shut, the walls closing in. With all the curtains drawn, the apartment felt like a tomb and he was suffocating.

      Two years ago, his face had been on posters, T-shirts, and all over late-night television. And the paparazzi were relentless, following him everywhere, snapping his every movement. The return cameo to SanFran Confidential had been little more than an audience test. To see if they still remembered him.

      In Hollywood, everybody claimed amnesia until it suited them otherwise. Like his ex-girlfriend who walked out on him after that last day on the set. With the rent due and other bills he couldn’t pay.

      One snip and his dramatic reappearance on the police drama was on the cutting room floor. Gone! Like he’d never been cast. Like he’d never been missed. The audience would never even know he’d been there at all.

      And the money was all gone now. All gone. First the car, the vintage Alpha Romeo (sold to his brother-in-law attorney in Santa Rosa). Then the bungalow in Malibu. He’d snorted all of it up his nose. At least he hadn’t graduated to heroin like some of the others. His hands shook. Broke with a high-priced habit.

      Shaky and sick at his stomach, Jack rose from the floor and retreated to the bathroom. He laid his forehead against the cool, yellow tile walls, the toilet still running.

      “Okay, think, Jack. Think! You’re going to shower, shave, and crawl on your belly back to Evan Bellows and beg for one last chance.”

      If that didn’t work, he’d hit the pavement. A commercial, a game show—he didn’t care. Anything not to lose his apartment. It was a shithole, but it wasn’t his car.

      He still remembered the lean years, the early years when he couldn’t even afford a pound of chicken. He’d lived on Ramen noodles and peanut butter, sometimes sleeping in his car until he’d finally broken through. And right now, that was a step up from here.

      The panic seemed to retreat a little now that he had a plan. He turned on the shower and undressed, climbing into the warm spray. The room swayed a little, the drunk still on him as the water rushed over him.

      In twenty minutes, he was dressed in jeans and blue striped shirt and out of the apartment, driving north toward Burbank. The bright sun burned through his Ray-Bans, making his head ache as the beat-up black Explorer chugged west. He’d driven this route a million times, in the dark predawn on his way to the set of SanFran Confidential. They probably wouldn’t even let him on the lot now.

      The drive was long and his stomach ached with hunger. He’d limited himself to one line of coke with his coffee. His money would run out within the week, so two lines were the last of his cocaine stash. He rubbed his hand over his mouth. With no paycheck to follow, he’d be quitting cold turkey.

      At twenty-six, he was at the top of his game. There’d be another job. Something he wouldn’t get fired from. He’d get lucky again—he felt it. He knew it.

      Jack Casey bounced back from everything.

      Forty-five minutes later, he was outside Four Acre Studios in Burbank, his old stomping grounds. A sprawling complex of squat grey buildings and palm trees, gated from the public by tall fences and a security booth. The air smelled like car exhaust and eucalyptus.

      He’d talk to his former costar, Laren Dumont. And former best friend. They’d spent a lot of hours on set and off. Lare hadn’t nose-dived his career and was still going strong on SanFran Confidential, America’s top-rated crime drama. Winner of three Emmys, including best actor and best series, and eight People’s Choice Awards. No, good ol’ buddy, Lare had kept it together while he and Rachel had turned Jack onto coke and watched silently as his career unraveled at the seams.

      Jack drove up to the booth and rolled down his window, the hot air smelling dry. He smiled. Teddy Roswarski was on duty. The man had been with the studio eight years. Teddy would remember him.

      The tall, greying black man smiled and extended his hand. “Well, Jack Casey! Good to see you.”

      Jack shook the man’s meaty hand. “Teddy. Good to see you. How you doing?”

      Teddy nodded. “Good.” His expression changed as Jack pulled off his sunglasses. “You’re looking a little thin. Everything okay?”

      Jack flashed his five grand smile. “Doing great! I’ve got some great projects lined up. My agent’s in talks with Affleck’s people—looking at a Grisham script and some other things.”

      An eviction notice and the want ads, Jack thought.

      Teddy studied Jack’s four-year-old Explorer then squinted at him, taking in every detail. Teddy didn’t miss much.

      “I’m glad to hear that, Jack. Glad we’ll get to see you on the screen again soon.”

      Jack nodded at the gate. “Wanna buzz me through?”

      He held his breath, hoping the director hadn’t barred him from the lot yet. Maybe the news of his screw-up hadn’t filtered down to security yet?

      For a moment, Teddy hesitated. “Sure. You take care, Jack. Hope to see you again real soon.”

      Jack let his breath out in a nervous hiss. “Thanks, Teddy,” he said. He slipped his sunglasses back on and drove through the opened gate.

      He drove past the commissary and row of sound stages until he found Studio 18, home of SanFran Confidential. Pulling into a visitor space, he shut off the engine, his gut quivering. As he started rolling up the window, a bright blue billboard caught his attention.

      The Cinderella Hour. Reality with princes, glass slippers, and a twist. Coming soon to Real Television. Audition now in Studio 22.

      Jack shook his head. Another reality show. One less fall slot for trained actors. He opened the SUV’s door and climbed out.

      “Don’t bother getting out, Casey. You’re through on my set!”

      Director Evan Bellows stood on the sidewalk in front of Studio 18. Fifty-something, balding, dressed in tan pants, white shirt, and a tan vest, Evan pounded across the sidewalk, Ferragamo’s clicking. The sound of money.

      Several actors and crew huddled on the steps leading into the squat grey building. Rick, Sally—Amy the makeup artist—all of them stared with dull expressions. Jack leaned against the nose of his Explorer, arms crossed, Ray-Bans in his shirt pocket. The air smelled hot and dry with a trace of hot rubber and asphalt. A scrawny palm fanned the building with a feeble summer breeze that smelled like eucalyptus.

      When Evan reached the SUV, Jack moved toward him, his tough dude stance melting. He splayed his hands.

      “Look, I seriously overslept and I’m really, really sorry. Please, can’t you give me one more chance, Evan?”

      He and Evan were eye to eye now, Jack almost matching the man’s six two frame. But Evan had at least fifty pounds on him. Evan propped his hands on his hips, squinting into the sun as he glared at Jack.

      “It’s a cameo, Jack,” said Evan. “Just a cameo. And you couldn’t even show up for that.” Evan shook his head, kicking at a pebble on the sidewalk. “I thought maybe these last two years had humbled you, but you’re still the arrogant little shit I remember. No regard for anyone else’s time.”

      Jack bowed his head, the shame burning in his stomach. He brushed damp blond bangs out of his eyes. “I set four alarms, but somehow, I slept through them.”

      Evan pointed toward the set, his mouth pressed into a tight grimace. Dark hair short and gelled into place. “You kept ten actors and countless crew standing around for hours, Jack. Hours! Waiting and wondering when you’d grace us with your presence. For a lousy cameo!”

      He sighed, nodding his head as he stared at the ground. “You’re right…and I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “You never mean to, Jack! That’s the problem! That was the problem three years ago.”

      Jack couldn’t find any anger or ego to even reply. Evan was right. He’d been an arrogant egomaniac, so high on coke and his own success that he thought he was untouchable.

      When he looked up, he realized Evan was staring at him.

      They’d been friends once. Or something close to that. Jack had admired the man’s success and direction and there’d been a time when he’d even been willing to learn from the man. The fame had been so intoxicating for a college kid from Indiana. It’d been beyond his wildest dreams, but his ego had killed it all. In ten years, he’d be on one of those VH1 Where are they now specials. A one-hit wonder. And he’d sank so low that he’d even screwed up a cameo on his former hit TV series.

      “You meant a lot to this show once,” Evan said in a quieter voice, stepping closer. “I’m sorry it had to end like this, but maybe it’s better this way. To go out on top of the game.” He gestured at Jack with a sour expression. He looked like shit and it showed even to Evan. “Instead of like this.”

      For the first time in nearly a decade, Jack was scared. Scared of what came tomorrow. And the next day. And the next.

      He was unemployable at the thing he loved the most. The only thing he knew how to do. And the reality was killing him. His eyes stung, the coke buzzing through his veins, trying to tell him everything was okay. But standing here staring at Evan’s sad brown eyes, Jack knew he’d lost it all.

      “You’re right,” he said finally, nodding, then slid on his Ray-Bans again. “Can’t go back.” He held out a shaky hand to Evan. “Thanks for giving me a shot at it anyway.”

      A puzzled look touched Evan’s face, but he accepted Jack’s hand and shook it. He studied Jack a moment, and Jack saw a hint of worry in the man’s eyes as he let go.

      “You still out in Malibu?” Evan asked.

      Jack shook his head. “Malibu was a lifetime ago. I’m uh, between places right now. Lease is up this month.”

      That was halfway true. He looked toward Studio 18 and everyone had gone back inside. Forgetting him already.

      “Well, good luck with your next project, Jack.”

      “You, too, Evan. You, too.”

      Let’s do lunch. Have your people call my people. You know your way out.

      Trying to hold in a sigh, Jack turned toward his Explorer, but the bright blue billboard was a neon glow. And the word audition stood out. Studio 22.

      He slapped the warm hood with his palm. No, not reality shows. He wouldn’t stoop that low.

      Princes, a glass slipper, and a twist—sounded like a bad metal band or fruit punch with Everclear at some froufrou bar. But did it pay actual cash?

      Okay, it wasn’t Shakespeare or even a Michael Bay film, but if it kept him in his apartment and saved him from going back to Indiana, or getting his kneecaps busted, he’d try it.

      Jack turned around and watched Evan disappear into Studio 18 before he headed up the sidewalk toward Studio 22.

      The line was out the door and wound around behind the building, clogged with people. He rubbed a hand across his chin, regretting that he’d shaved. Made him look younger, but maybe that wouldn’t be a bad thing on this show?

      The sun was hot and the line was noisy, buzzing with chattering college students, struggling actors, and the usual assortment of fifteen-minute fame seekers. Some of them watched him as he took his place at the end of the line, squinting like they almost recognized him. But the Ray-Bans held back that last bit of information that Jack didn’t want to share.

      He didn’t want to be recognized. He didn’t want the usual questions and the blank stares.

      He wasn’t sure he could have fallen any lower until three hours later, when he made it into the cavernous studio and filled out a bunch of questionnaires. They handed him a numbered sticker to paste onto his shirt and he sat down with the rest of the herd in the line of folding metal chairs, staring ahead at a lit soundstage. And crude screen tests in progress.

      It was nearly 5 P.M. when someone called his name and motioned him toward the lit set. Jack felt no nerves. He felt at home on a Hollywood set. Even this one.

      The director, a pudgy dude in black pants and T-shirt sat behind a table in a folding chair with his entourage beside him, three assistants, two women and a man. All college aged. He reviewed Jack’s questionnaire, squinting as Jack stepped underneath the lights. The familiar smell of warm lights calmed him as he stood straight and smiled his best five grand smile.

      “Jack Casey…why is your name familiar?” the director replied.

      Jack shrugged. “I was nominated for an Emmy once. SanFran Confidential.”

      Jaws dropped. The set fell silent. Finally, the director scrambled out from behind the table and rushed at Jack, shaking his hand.

      “Mr. Casey—I’m—I’m flattered!” He thrust his arm around Jack’s shoulder and led him over to a chair beside the table and ushered him into it. “If you were interested in our show, why didn’t you have your agent contact us⁠—”

      Jack held up his hand and the director fell silent. “It was a spur of the moment thing. Saw the billboard and the show sounded interesting. So, I just got in line.”

      The grin on the director’s face was a mile wide and Jack knew that look of greed. But he no longer cared if they used him. Just to have a steady paycheck would be enough.
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She’s a bitter angel of death
He’s a Hollywood star—and temptation personified

She’s stuck in a wager with Lucifer
He’s stuck on reality TV

She’ll risk falling from Heaven to save him
He'll risk everything for her love

In a world where angels and demons walk among us, Talia
Smith is a bitter angel of death forced into a wager with Lucifer
and a dangerous game of TV matchmaking that could change
the fate of Heaven and Earth forever.

Enter Jack Casey, a scorching hot Hollywood star forced to join
a Cinderella-themed reality TV show in a desperate bid to
revive his career. Sparks fly as the danger around them
intensifies. Losing the glass slipper means Talia will fall from
Heaven and Jack will lose his soul.

Will Love or Lucifer win this game?

The Cinderella Hour is the first book in A Game of Lost Souls.
Dark, irreverent, and always romantic, this action-packed
13-book fantasy romance stars two lovers entangled in a mythic
battle between good and evil that begins with a simple wager
with the King of Hell.
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