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      Confused and angry, she was back at the job, crossing over souls. Why? Why wasn’t she still with Jack Casey?

      Angel of death, Talia stood on the side of a dark, lonely stretch of wet coastal road south of Cannon Beach, Oregon. Her dove grey wings unfurled and fluttered in the wind, dusty grey robes rustling. Her halo was like a searchlight in the indigo velvet night, the air smelling of sea spray and burning rubber.

      Why was she here? She’d been human. She had a soul and someone she loved. She pulled in a breath. She’d been at Jack’s side—in his arms.

      And now, just like that, she was an angel of death again. Like none of it had ever happened. Had Heaven erased Lucifer’s wager? Cold fear trembled through her.

      And her time with Jack? Would he even remember her now?

      Something felt very wrong and she was terrified that Jack wouldn’t know who she was anymore. Now, that she was back to her angel of death duties again. Why had Heaven taken away the one thing she needed most?

      Jack Casey.

      Night was a wool blanket in the fog that wrapped around the fir and cedar trees lining the black asphalt curve. It clung to the rocky cliffs that stretched toward the wild surf pounding the beach below. The cool air smelled hot with gasoline and crumpled metal, plastic shards littering the road, a lone white car smashed against a guard rail.

      Two people sat motionless in the car. Bloodied. Trapped. Persistent tick of the engine clicked beneath the soft, steady beep, beep of a car alarm that pulsed like a heartbeat above the crashing waves below. Everything else was deadly silent, not even a seagull’s mournful call echoing across the roiling Pacific Ocean.

      And now, her heart ached at the task of crossing humans over, much worse than before.

      Before, she was numb, bitter, and angry, unable to relate to her human charges—any of them—finding them clumsy and intentionally trying to kill themselves. But after spending seven weeks among them, being human like them, she hurt for each and every human that drew a final breath. Living their final moments.

      Was that what Archangel of Death, Azrael had intended all along? Break her heart and take away the one that she loved most—to make her a better angel of death? That was cruelty that even rivaled Lucifer.

      She bit her lip, jaw tightening as she approached the car, broken window lit by the pale gold light of her halo. She knew the regrets they felt. The pain, the loss, and the broken dreams. Leaving loved ones behind. It made her eyes leak with tears and her throat clench.

      Before, she was numb. Now, she was overwhelmed. She knew that loss well. Felt it. And it was breaking her.

      Wings whispered behind her and she turned. Time stood still. Frozen.

      Behind her stood dozens of angels of death. Standing stoic. Silent along the highway’s curve. Grey wings swayed in the wind, halos like streetlights along the darkening highway as mist settled thick along the tree line and the road’s serpentine curves that stretched along the rugged coast.

      They weren’t part of hers and Muriel’s squad, or even Archangel Azrael’s guard of death angels. They were all part of Archangel Samael’s rival guard. There were other archangels of death in Heaven, but Azrael and Samael commanded the largest guards. And led the Heavens in the most souls crossed over. Not that it was a competition, but Archangel Samael made everything into one.

      And now, Muriel wasn’t here to support her. Talia felt her heart sink, fear rising. Where was Muriel?

      There had been fallout from Azrael’s wager with Lucifer. She understood Heaven acting against Lucifer’s interference, but she worried that Azrael would face retribution now. Even though he’d done it all to save her.

      To keep her with Jack as a human and now, that was all gone. She fought back tears again. She wasn’t human anymore.

      And Jack probably didn’t even remember her now. She’d lost him, too.

      The sight of all these angels of death just standing here, watching, observing—doing nothing—alarmed her. They weren’t Watchers. They were angels of death, like her. Death’s guards, led by archangels, were charged with crossing over souls and guarding humans against premature deaths. Those were the two functions of the guard. Or giving the rare gift of preempting a premature death, like Azrael had bestowed on her—much to the jealousy of many other angels of death.

      Being Jack’s guardian angel would be a poor substitute for loving him as a flesh and blood human. She couldn’t touch him, only love him from a distance. A great distance. It made her heart ache deeper than she’d ever felt.

      Talia turned toward the nearest angel, Reptev, one of Samael’s guard. A thin, curly-haired male angel with walnut-brown hair and kind, dark grey eyes. He wore mottled grey robes. His wings were the color of concrete.

      “Reptev,” she said in a quiet voice, above the high-pitched car alarm that was a solid tone now that time had stilled. “What’s going on?” she asked. “Why are all of you here?”

      He glanced over his shoulder at the flock of angels gathered like ravens along the road, unmoving, standing tall and silent.

      “We are here in protest,” he said, putting his hands behind his back.

      Talia frowned. So was she—but not like this.

      Her eyes widened as she stared at Reptev and then at the other angels of death. She shook her head and pointed over her shoulder at the car accident. “I don’t understand. There may be souls to cross over. Why do all of you just stand and stare in protest?”

      “Because of the wager,” he said, his tenor voice sharp. “Because of Lucifer’s unpunished defiance. And how you were treated—by Azrael and his guard.”

      “It’s more than a protest, Reptev,” said an angelic female voice. “We are on strike.”

      On strike? Did that mean no human souls would cross over now? Was there no death right now? Or were these angels of death leaving human souls to wander and find their own way? All these options had grave consequences.

      A tall, willowy female angel, about six feet tall, walked up behind Reptev. Talia recognized her short red hair, big grey eyes, and wings and robes the color of charcoal. Anahera, one of Azrael’s angels of death. From her own squad.

      Here? With Samael’s guard? That was not a good sign. She glared at Anahera.

      “Talia,” said Anahera, her mouth pressing into a thin, sharp line. “You were horribly wronged by that whole wager. Azrael had no right to allow Lucifer the chance to turn you.”

      “Allowing Lucifer a chance to take your wings and halo,” Reptev snapped. “That’s unforgivable.”

      Anahera walked toward her and laid her hands against Talia’s shoulders. “You made it back to us intact, thank the Maker. So, now, we’re protesting these actions.”

      Talia sighed. They didn’t understand. Azrael did it to save her!

      If it hadn’t been for that wager, she’d have no doubt fallen. An angel’s greatest fear. She pulled in a warm breath. Or whatever else Heaven did to rebellious angels. And without that wager, she’d have never met—and fallen for—Jack Casey. Or had the opportunity to feel human love.

      Fallen or fallen in love—either way, she’d lost everything.

      Yes, she loved Jack Casey and resigned to being his guardian angel wasn’t enough. She’d never be able to touch him, feel the beat of his heart against hers, the heat of his lips against her mouth. That was only reserved for humans, but now that she’d felt those sensations, felt love for this human, she couldn’t stand to be apart from it—from him.

      How could Azrael expect her to demurely give it all up and go back to crossing over souls? Especially when she’d been in Jack’s arms and then pulled away without warning.

      If she appeared to Jack now, what would he see? He didn’t know she was an angel of death. How would he react to that?

      She sighed. Badly.

      She’d been taken from him just after the final moments of The Cinderella Hour live finale aired last night and she awoke in his arms after dying a human death. As a human—with a human soul. She’d sacrificed her human soul, the one she didn’t know she had, to save him. Just as he kissed her, time paused and Lucifer demanded another wager.

      And without warning, she’d been taken right out of Jack’s arms. To this accident.

      “Azrael accepted that wager to save me!” To give back what she most wanted in all the Maker’s Creation—Jack Casey.

      Anahera patted her on the shoulder. “Of course, he did, Talia. I’m sure you believe that.”

      Talia pulled away. “Anahera! Reptev! Stop it! You’re wrong. Azrael saved me. And Jack Casey.”

      “By cheating death!” Reptev said, his voice rising. “Centuries of protocols pushed aside—for a wager! With—with Lucifer! So many angels of death have been stripped of their halos and wings for less! For breaking those protocols. Tossed into the Middling without so much as listening to their side of the story.”

      The Middling. Talia shuddered. A wasteland of the Maker’s discarded creations. Where things were sent to be forgotten. Like angels that failed in their tasks. Or didn’t follow protocols. Otherwise, it was a long fall from the Heavens into Hell.

      “No!” Talia cried, gripping Anahera’s sleeve. “You’re wrong! It wasn’t like that.” She glared at them. “You weren’t there.”

      Anahera nodded, leaning against the taller angel of death. “Reptev’s right, Talia. How many angels of death have fallen over broken protocols? How many others that bent those protocols were discarded into the Middling? Then Lucifer just breaks them with abandon. And Azrael allows it—and Lucifer—into the grand hall! Into the Heavens!”

      “And look what Azrael allowed that rebel Muriel to do,” said Reptev, his eyes turning fiery. “Looping time! Repeating it for a single human death. That’s never been allowed. Archangel Samael is furious. Improper conduct for an archangel of death. And against protocols.”

      Archangel Samael bent the protocols and used his guard in whatever ways it best suited him. Or positioned him in Heaven’s hierarchy. Talia rolled her eyes. Archangels like Samael loved his hierarchies as much as his protocols. And he loved to scream about them, too.

      “Where’s Muriel?” Talia demanded, hands on her hips. “What’s happened to her?”

      “She’s been imprisoned, pending Seraphina’s decision on her fate,” said Anahera. “And Azrael’s punishment.”

      A cold chill brushed across her wings and Talia felt her halo dim for a moment. A seraph was involved now. Seraphina was one of the highest-ranking angels in Heaven, second only to Seraphiel. This was way beyond two warring archangels of death. Was this just archangel posturing—or was it about the wager with Lucifer?

      Reptev nodded, wings rustling. “I hope they take her wings and toss her into the Middling for her role in this insurrection.”

      “Muriel did nothing wrong!” Talia shouted. “Do you hear me? She did nothing wrong. And she did what she was told to do. Handle unusual circumstances in the best way she could.”

      “Unusual circumstances?” Reptev scoffed, frowning, halo brightening. “It was against the protocols,” he said in a dark, matter-of-fact tone. “She should have refused.”

      “Refusing an archangel of death’s direct order?” Talia snapped, eyes narrowing. “Breaking protocol? Wonder how that would have turned out? Muriel was damned no matter what she did apparently.”

      “Talia!” Anahera cried. “She’s still an angel of the light.”

      “For the moment,” Reptev said. “Wait until Seraphina finishes with her.”

      “Not on my watch.” Talia glared at them, her gaze encompassing the other useless angels of death on strike along the road. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have souls to cross over.” She lifted her arms in the air. “All of you, leave. Now. You’re worthless to this couple. Stop staring and go!”

      She turned away, wading through the thick backwash of time that stood still around her. Like walking through pea soup. She wanted to take care of the humans and then get back to her human.

      She couldn’t hold back her smile. Jack Casey.

      But she had to find him first. Tell him that she wasn’t human. And soon. She couldn’t just disappear from his life for long periods of time. She feared his response. Would he want nothing to do with her after she told him?

      “So, you aren’t with us, Talia?” Anahera asked as she moved closer to the wreck.

      “Not now, not ever.” She straightened her robes, wings flapping in the rising wind coming off the ocean and dark line of clouds. “I still take my charge seriously, wager or not. And you can shove all those protocols into your halos because I do this job for our humans. Not for Azrael or Seraphina or the death angels’ guard. We exist to help humans, not to be slaves to protocol.”

      “Then I guess you don’t know.”

      Anahera’s voice rang out, the crystalline notes hanging in the fog like a requiem. She froze, the finality of her tone dark and foreboding.

      “Know what?” Talia replied, her back to the other angels of death.

      “As if the previous failures weren’t bad enough,” said Anahera, the soprano notes echoing in the stillness. “Lucifer demanded a rematch with Azrael.”

      Talia felt her anger swell, remembering Lucifer appearing to her just before she faded from the Earth and Jack’s arms. He demanded a rematch. Another wager, but she told him it would never happen.

      She whirled around, wings whipping, halo spinning. “I told Lucifer to forget another wager. That it wasn’t happening!”

      Anahera shook her head. “Well, no one told that to Archangel Azrael.”

      “What?” She felt cold fear grip her insides.

      “That’s right, Talia,” said Anahera, a hand on her hip. “Azrael accepted Lucifer’s demand for a rematch. Another wager. And the stakes couldn’t be higher. That’s why we’re on strike against the Heavens. Against Lucifer.”

      “Why would Azrael do that?”

      She was shocked. It made no sense. Azrael despised Lucifer.

      “You’ll have to ask him,” said Anahera.

      Talia waved her off. “As long as it doesn’t involve me, he can do whatever he likes. I’m going to go do my job now.”

      Standing beside the wrecked car, she reached toward the broken car window, toward the man slumped against the airbag. Frozen in place. Sandy brown hair hanging around his shoulders. Stocky, young, wearing a red and black flannel shirt and jeans. Wedding ring on his left finger. In the passenger seat, a woman in a plum-colored dress lay crumpled against the other airbag, long chocolate brown hair flowing around her face. Arms flung wide.

      Trying to protect her husband, Talia realized, her heart sinking.

      Time was still paused.

      The wind turned sharp. Cold even for October. Colder. Like the grave. Like the Middling. Like losing Jack Casey all over again. It chilled her down to her wing tips.

      Dimming her halo.

      “Whatever made you think this no longer involved you, my dear, Talia?”

      The smooth, grinning tone reverberated against the sky as thunder rolled across the dark ocean. Lightning crackled through the sky. One by one, the angels of death disappeared from the desolate, time-frozen highway as her skin began to crawl.

      Feeling the approach of the darkest thing she knew. The most dangerous creature in the universe. Deadly in his guile and manipulation. She shuddered.

      Lucifer.

      Lightning flashed electric purple, the smell of ozone burning her nose. She looked up.

      No! She wanted nothing to do with Lucifer. Or his wagers.

      He leaned against the crumpled white car and silenced the pervasive beeping with the wave of his hand. Tall, slim, his hair like sunlight on a spring morning, eyes as pale blue as Starling eggs, beautiful face like it had been rendered or painted by Titian. He wore a pale blue suit, thin butter-yellow tie, pressed white shirt, and white shoes.

      He held out his arms, glancing at his shoes. “I’ve defied the Labor Day no white shoes edict. I’m such a rebel. There’ll be Hell to pay.” He chuckled, the sound like wind chimes over a tiger pit.

      Deadly handsome and fatally stylish, in colors reminding her of a poison dart frog or a blue-ringed octopus. Once God’s most beautiful angel, Lucifer always had a Hollywood smile and a wager to offer, the fine print way too small. And not fine to read.

      She glared at him, arms crossed, trying to hide her revulsion.

      “Talia, Talia, Talia,” he said with the click of his forked tongue. “You’ve caused me a bit of trouble.”

      The destroyed car ticked and popped, thunder shaking the trees, and lightning illuminating the growing night that oozed around this small curve in the road. Where time had stopped. But not the whisper of the tide below.

      “Way less than you caused Jack Casey and Muriel,” she said, eyes narrowed as she stared at him. “Not to mention, my boss, Archangel Azrael. And me.”

      “Come now, Talia,” he said, looking bored. “Did you really think I’d let you stay human? Or get what you want before I do?”

      Talia scowled at him, the heat rising at her temples, wanting to smite this monster. He was the reason she was an angel of death again. The reason she’d been taken away from Jack.

      He grinned and stepped away from the car, his shadow long and lean in the headlights, forehead budding with horns. His feet were cloven with hooves as he walked with slow steps toward her.

      “I love it when you’re enraged, little angel of death. But back to the point.”

      He paused in front of her, hands splayed. She saw the thin white scar across his forehead, from his fallen halo.

      “See, I should have won that wager,” he said in dulcet tones. “Now, things are…well, complicated.” He shook his head. “So tragic about your colleague. Muriel, isn’t it? And Archangel Azrael.” He clicked his tongue. “So rebellious. What would He think about such disobedience?”

      His laugh reverberated through her rib cage, making her wings tremble.

      “What do you want?” Talia replied, eyes narrowing.

      His grin didn’t falter, pale blue eyes twinkling with delight. In her pain.

      “Azrael’s been called in front of the seraphim, you know.”

      Talia couldn’t stop her mouth from falling open. Why hadn’t they just dismissed the matter back to the archangels to handle? Was it really that serious? Azrael had to know what would happen if he wagered with Lucifer. He was smarter than this.

      Maybe that had been Lucifer’s goal all along? Maybe it had never been about her or a stupid wager at all? Or maybe this was just one more of Lucifer’s lies? He twisted everything.

      But the cold chill rattled through her again, an arctic freeze that numbed her with the awful revelation.

      Lucifer planned to start a new rebellion. And destroying Muriel and Archangel Azrael through the seraphim would cause all of Azrael’s death angel guard to rebel. If the seraphim acquitted them, then Archangel Samael’s death angel guard would rebel. It was the perfect setup for a war between the angels of death.

      And it could set off a civil war in the Heavens. That was his real goal.

      As formidable as the seraphim were with their six brilliant halos and six sets of wings spread like a shield at their backs, even they couldn’t stop an all-out war between the death angel guards.

      No, Lucifer knew all of this when he proposed that wager. But what had possessed Azrael to agree to another one? She had to find out what the new wager was and why he’d accepted it. And stop this war before it started.

      “So, aren’t you joining the death angels’ strike?” He struggled not to laugh.

      “Why are you here? Interfering with my work?” Talia demanded.

      His dangerous grin softened into a smirk. “Oh, please, do carry on with your little soul ferrying tasks,” he said and lifted his right arm into the air. “We’ll talk later about this new wager—and what’s at stake. About Muriel. About Azrael.” His chilling laugh washed over her like a tsunami. “And Jack Casey.”

      “What about Jack?” she shouted.

      “Double or nothing, Talia,” he said, still laughing. “Double or nothing.”

      And he was gone.

      The car alarm beep startled her, ocean waves swelling. Tires hissed against wet pavement. Slow blue and red turn of flashing police lights as an Oregon State police car pulled onto the shoulder beside the wreck. Two officers piled out of their vehicle and rushed over to the smashed car. Dispatcher’s voice crackled through the dark and fog, something about rescue vehicles en route.

      Talia knew that the couple in the car was beyond human help now.

      She reached through the twisted driver’s side door, to the young man as he lifted his bloodied head from the airbag.

      “Who are you?” he asked in a gritty voice, brown eyes looking dazed.

      She stretched her wings out behind her, halo glowing bright as she stood beside the stocky, bald police officer trying to crowbar the door open. The young man stared in shock as the officer pressed two fingers to his neck and shook his head.

      “This one’s gone,” he said in a slow voice to his partner, a shorter thin young man with dark hair. “Damn. Can’t get to him to do CPR.”

      He hammered the glass until it broke and reached into the car with both hands, trying to resuscitate him.

      From the other side of the car, the other officer pried open the passenger door and leaned over the woman.

      “No pulse. Attempting CPR.”

      “What’s he talking about?” the woman cried, stepping out of the car. “I’m fine. Paul, tell him we’re fine.”

      The young man stepped through the car door, through the officer, and stood in front of Talia, staring at her unfurled wings and halo with wide eyes.

      “Uh, Jodie, I don’t think we’re fine,” he said in a quiet voice, still staring at Talia.

      The young woman walked around the car, plum colored dress shimmering. She stepped through the police officer doing chest compressions on her husband’s body and stood beside Paul. Her mouth gaped—and then she saw Talia.

      “Oh, God! An angel?” She covered her mouth with her hand and glanced from Paul to Talia. “We’re dead. Oh, no…I had so much left to do. It’s too soon!”

      Talia’s eyes welled with tears as she reached out with both hands, taking hold of Jodie’s hands.

      “All because the tire blew out.” Paul’s face contorted. “Dammit!”

      “I’m so sorry,” said Talia. “It was your appointed time.”

      Paul exchanged a panicked look with his wife, shaking his head. “But why? We’re not even thirty yet! Why?”

      “I wish I could answer all your questions,” she continued. “I know I would have hundreds right now. Someone will answer them though, I promise you that. Until then, I’ll show you the way forward.”

      Paul glanced around and then up at the sky. “Up or down?” he asked with a wary look.

      Talia smiled at him and laid a hand against his shoulder. “There is no up or down. There is only forward and backward for you now. Let the angels deal with any up or downs.”

      “Then where are we going?” Jodie asked.

      “To the Corridor of Pervasive Light,” said Talia. “To meet Archangel Puriel. She handles the newly crossed over souls. She’ll help you find your place, reconnect with friends and relatives.”

      Talia gripped Paul’s and Jodie’s hands and walked through the guard rail. They hesitated, but she urged them forward. With timid steps, they both followed her through the guard rail and off the cliff as a fire truck and a blue van marked Medical Examiner’s Office pulled onto the shoulder of the road.

      She didn’t want them to see this part. It was too hard on them to watch the only life they’d ever known carried out in a body bag and carted away behind those silent flashing lights. It was an eerie, haunting feeling that she wanted to spare them.

      She walked them through the fog toward a burst of golden light that grew wider until it became a corridor of white light. She walked them halfway down until Puriel’s pearly white wings appeared, her glistening silk robes and long white hair flowing around her. Her eyes were a soft gold, her expression kind, accessible. She looked friendly and helpful. Unlike some of the other angels that were all fire or wings and eyes.

      “Welcome home,” said Puriel, smiling, holding out her arms, her wings curling around them in a protective gesture.

      Talia let go of Jodie and Paul’s hands. They gripped each other’s hands and walked toward the angel of souls as Talia backed out of the corridor. She beat her wings against the fog and night, soaring up through wind and rain until she rose on the warm updrafts.

      Ahead, through thick white clouds where the sun always shined, she flew toward the frosty stone pillars and stone dais in the courtyard of the grand hall of Eolowen. A place of Parrish blue skies, Constable white clouds flowing in lazy rivers. Lush green grass was a thick carpet across the hilly expanse that rolled away from the white stone portico. Gardenias, roses, and honeysuckles scented the meadow as a song of solitude played on the soft breeze.

      Archangel Azrael stood on the dais, silver-black hair soft around his shoulders, burnished gold breastplate and red-gold halo shining in the light. He stared at the distant grey haze on the horizon, looking troubled. Her heart twisted into a knot. At the Middling. Had the seraphim already banished Muriel there? She shuddered—or worse. Was Azrael next?

      “Talia?” He sounded surprised, turning to stare at her. “Why are you here?” His eyes were wide, his mouth open. “How are you here? We made sure you kept that human soul. And Jack.”

      She bowed her head. “One moment, I was with him,” she said with a sigh. “And human. The next, I was an angel of death again. At a car accident, crossing over souls. I thought you’d taken it all away from me.”

      The shock quickly gave way to fury burning in his steely grey eyes, flames flickering at his fingertips.

      “It wasn’t my doing, Talia.” The fury burned out quickly and his shoulders slumped, a look of pain and defeat on his face. “I—made sacrifices to ensure you kept that human soul.”

      “It was Lucifer,” she said, taking a step toward the dais. “I feel so broken. And things are spinning out of control now.”

      “Lucifer? That serpent! Explain.” It was a command.

      “First, you need to know that Archangel Samael’s guard is on strike. Dozens of them surrounded me, asking me to join them, ignoring their angel of death duties.”

      He stiffened, his hands behind his back as he stared at the horizon.

      “Then you know about Muriel,” he said, his voice strong and clear despite the news. “And my being called to face Seraphina…over the wager. And how it ended.”

      “I know,” she replied, the heat rising at her temples at the memory of Lucifer’s smug laughter. Like he’d already won.

      Azrael was going to make her force every last detail out of him. After everything she went through for his damned wager. Granted, he saved her, let her become human to be with Jack. But why didn’t he own up about this new wager? And explain what would happen if Seraphina disagreed with his actions.

      “Were you even going to tell me about Lucifer’s new wager?” she demanded.

      “What?” Azrael whirled around. His face was a mixture of shock and fury. “You know about that?”

      She propped her hands on her hips, glaring at Azrael. “I had a visitor at the highway crash. Besides the striking angels of death. And Anahera.”

      Azrael’s lips twisted into a grimace, his grey eyes flashing with rage until fire sparked at his fingertips.

      “Lucifer!”

      She nodded. “What’s the new wager, Azrael? I demand you tell me what’s at stake this time.”

      He was silent for several moments, a quiet she hadn’t heard in him before.

      “I had no choice, Talia,” he said, sounding exasperated, that familiar calm façade fading.

      “There’s always a choice—especially with Lucifer involved.” She glared at him.

      This wasn’t like the archangel. He could summon a flaming sword at a glance. He was a formidable match for Lucifer in a fight. Why was he giving into a second wager, knowing Lucifer would lie and cheat his way through it? It made no sense.

      The heaviest sigh she’d ever heard Azrael utter darkened Eolowen’s solitude, casting a pall over the picturesque sky and turning the breeze cold against her face.

      “Not this time, Talia,” he said in a defeated tone. “I…made a mistake.”

      “Mistakes can be fixed,” she said in a quiet voice, walking toward the dais.

      He shook his head, a hand rubbing his forehead, causing the spin of his red-gold halo to slow.

      “Not this one,” he said, a touch of finality in his stern voice. “When I sent Muriel back to Earth to stop your human soul from crossing over, Talia…I—I broke the protocols. I looped time backward and rewound your death, giving Muriel the chance to preempt it by deflecting the bullet from a killing blow.”

      “But archangel,” said Talia, frowning, “you gave me the power to preempt a premature death. Believe me, most of the other angels hate me for having that power. Muriel having it isn’t breaking the protocols.”

      He turned to face her, shaking his head. “No, no, Talia, you misunderstand,” he said. “I didn’t preempt your premature death. It had already happened. No, I changed time. I replayed the moment, allowing Muriel to prevent your death.” He sighed. “Only the Maker can approve that decision. I didn’t even ask. As an archangel of death, I have that power, but not blanket permission to exercise it.”

      Talia felt a chill wash over her. In that moment, she could have lost Jack forever. Never see him again. Instead, Azrael gave Jack back to her.

      Pain stabbed her heart. And then, Lucifer stole it away from her.

      “Did Lucifer take my human soul?”

      Without it, she couldn’t feel Jack’s touch like humans felt it. It made her sad and sick.

      “Not yet,” he said, his tone sounding apologetic. “But he says he will claim it as part of this wager.” He sighed, staring at the rich green grass below the dais. “Lucifer is blackmailing me, Talia,” Azrael said finally. “He threatened to leak my actions to God if I didn’t agree to a new wager. Double or nothing.”

      Talia shook her head, anger rising at her temples. “What does that mean?” she asked.

      He rubbed his forehead again. “It means you have seven angel days to take two souls this time, Talia. As an angel of death posing as a human. You’ll look and feel human, but have all your angel of death powers. The best of both worlds this time around.”

      “You’re sending me back to Earth?” Her mouth fell open.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “What’s at stake?” she demanded.

      “If you fail, Muriel gets banished to the Middling. And you fall. Like Lucifer. Into Hell. Forever.”

      The weight of that statement hit her like a meteor. A fallen angel? That was infinitely worse than just losing her wings and halo! But he wasn’t telling her the rest of it.

      “What about Jack?” she cried, her heart hurting. “What happens to Jack Casey?”

      He bowed his head, not looking away. A cold wind blew across her heart.

      “He dies. Like he was supposed to before the first wager. Before you changed his appointed death. Before I changed time to save you both. If you fail, you lose him forever.” He let out a heavy hiss of breath. “And I can’t stop it.”

      She was stunned silent. She collapsed on the edge of the dais and pressed her face into her hands. She couldn’t lose Jack. Not now. She balled her hands into fists. Not ever! She’d fought too hard to save him. To love him. She’d earned the chance to be with him.

      He cleared his throat. “There’s more.”

      “More than losing Muriel and Jack? And becoming besties with Lucifer at his place down south?”

      What could possibly follow that?

      “Apparently, Jack Casey’s declaration of love to you on that human television show shot its ratings through the highest Heavens. To use a metaphor.”

      “What?” She stared up at him.

      “The reality TV show you were on, The Cinderella Hour. Well, the audience has demanded a rematch. They loved you and Jack’s…what do they call it…chemistry. Jack has been contracted onto a new show, The Prince Charming Hour. As one of thirty prince charmings, he will compete for the hand of one of three princesses.” He shook his head. “Don’t ask me how I know all of this. Anyway, they want you as one of those three princesses, Talia. Puriel fielded a call from someone in Hollywood, California.” He sighed, shaking his head. “Posing as your agent.”

      “You’re sending me back to another reality TV show?” Talia felt the rage burn her cheeks and turn her mouth dry.

      “The same one, but the roles are reversed this time,” said Azrael in a timid voice. “This time, Jack will be fighting for you.”

      And he didn’t even know that the woman he professed to love on live television was an angel of death. What would America think about that reveal? What would Jack do when he found out? Would she lose him all over again?

      “When do I leave?” Talia asked in disgust.

      “Right now,” said Azrael, lifting his arm above his head. “Filming starts when you get there. You have seven angel days to cross over two souls. You’re fighting for all of us now, Talia. Fight the good fight.”

      She rose from the step and glared at Azrael one last time, angry at the mess he’d gotten her into again. And now, poor Muriel and Jack were tangled up in this new one. No, Lucifer was really the one to blame. Azrael tried to save her, nothing more.

      “Who is the first soul I have to cross over?” she asked. “To satisfy this wager?”

      He shook his head. “I have to meet with Lucifer to discuss the two souls—the seraphim will love that. I’ll send Anahera to you as soon as I know.”

      “Good luck with that,” Talia snapped, walking away from the dais. “She’s on strike.”

      The fire returned to Azrael’s charcoal grey eyes. He began to pace the dais, mouth pressing into an angry line.

      “We’ll see about that,” he said with a growl and flung sparks from his fingertips. “Expect Anahera. Soon. Or she’ll be joining Muriel in holding.”

      Azrael waved his arm in the air and Talia felt herself falling, wings folding flat against her back, halo going dark.

      She cringed. Here we go again.
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      Former television and movie star, Jack Casey woke up in his L.A. shithole studio apartment, Murphy bed squeaking, cell phone and landline blowing up with calls. He glanced across the room at the answering machine flashing 66 messages. And stared at it in awe. He hadn’t had that many messages on that old answering machine since his SanFran Confidential days.

      And his flake habit.

      He still owed his former dealer thousands of dollars. Enforcer Lenny Overton had tried to off him a couple times on the set of The Cinderella Hour. But that little weasel wouldn’t call. He sighed. No, Lenny’d just break in and shove a Glock in his face.

      Who’d leave him that many messages? He was persona non grata in Hollywood these days. Lucky that a low-budget reality TV show would even take a chance on his supernova’ed star.

      It was just past sunrise, October casting a fragile golden cast to the sunlight streaming through dusty blinds and across the creaky, old pine floor. The light enhanced the look of the beat-up Harvest Gold appliances in the ancient kitchenette. That looked old in the 70s. Besides the leaky fridge, the only appliance he ever used was the microwave. From 1986. Even it was older than he was.

      The smell of last night’s pepperoni pizza clung to the place, cardboard and grease with a hint of his cedar cologne warmed the drafty, shithole studio as he climbed out of bed in grey boxers. Wondering where Talia was today—now that The Cinderella Hour had ended. He winced. After last night’s live finale exploded across the country.

      Literally. Erica Thomlin tried to kill him on a live broadcast after he’d professed his undying love for the most incredible woman he’d ever met.

      He thought he’d lost Talia forever when she stepped in front of him, taking a bullet meant for him.

      He’d lost his mind, frantically searching for the wound, certain she was dead. He couldn’t believe it when he found only a crease across her shoulder. He smiled, the memory of her flowing black hair and piercing grey eyes burned through him. As he held her in his arms and kissed her for all he was worth, credits rolling.

      Remembering the host, Devin Van Fossen pulling at him and set coordinator, Jennifer Collins tugging at Talia, trying to separate them. He refused to let go until finally Jennifer led her away.

      He waited two hours outside the stage door for Talia to emerge, hoping to give her his number, his address, his undying love. But she never came out. Today, he’d planned to contact the show’s director down to the interns until he got her number. Hire a private detective. Put up a billboard. Blow up the internet with social media posts on every site.

      He had to find some way to contact her or he was going to lose his mind. And his heart all over again.

      It was his fault they hadn’t matched, his fault they lost the million dollars, but Talia was all he wanted. And he didn’t even have a clue where she was, where she lived. Worked. Did she even live in Los Angeles? Nearby? Did she have an agent?

      She felt the same way about him. He felt it. She hadn’t been acting last night. Why’d he let Devin separate them like that? Now, he had no clue where she was. And it was eating him alive.

      Landline on the old end table by the threadbare green couch rang again and his greeting filled the silent apartment.

      “This is Jack Casey. Yeah, that Jack Casey. You know what to do.”

      “Dammit, Jack! Remember me? Phil Getz, your agent? Call. Me. Back. I’ve called you a dozen times already this morning! If you’re drunk, I swear I’ll come over there and kick your ass. I know where you live. Call me!”

      Jack groaned, running his fingers through his light blond hair, pale green eyes still half-closed. The sun was barely up. It wasn’t even seven o’clock yet! What had he done this time?

      He picked up his cell phone from the particleboard nightstand on his left. Seventy-two missed calls. Fifty-four voicemails.

      Shaking his head, he returned the phone to the nightstand. He didn’t know whether to call the cops or a priest for last rites. Maybe both? He hadn’t even had a chance to look up today’s Variety yet, to see if last night’s finale had even made a blip across America.

      But he didn’t have time for that now. He needed to find Talia—and then more work. Rent on this deathtrap would come due in three weeks. And he needed to keep ducking Lenny until he got his last check from the show. That would finally clear his debt. He had no interest in any more flake. But he had no other marketable skills beyond his looks and at twenty-six, that clock was already ticking. He didn’t even finish his college degree. Left after the first year to move to L.A. and never looked back. Until now. When he needed a job.

      He sighed. His favorite local pizza place needed delivery drivers. Was better than nothing.

      Right now, though, he needed to find Talia. Tell her how deadly serious he’d been last night. That he’d meant every word and next time, he’d take a bullet for her. At least take her on a proper date. Flowers and dinner in a decent restaurant. If he gave plasma and skipped eating for three or four days, he could cover dinner for two. Okay, one point five. He’d just get an appetizer and drink water.

      Landline rang again. Phil.

      “Jack! Pick up your damned phone! I need to talk to you. It’s urgent!”

      The answering machine beeped. He let it go.

      Immediately, the phone rang again. “At least read Variety, for cryin’ out loud! Then call me back!”

      He let out a breath, his stomach dropping. Today’s Variety was already out? Had they mentioned The Cinderella Hour? Why else would Phil call him and tell him to read it?

      Jack lunged for his phone on the nightstand. He held his breath and pulled up Variety on his phone’s browser.

      His mouth gaped. First article.

      
        
        Killer Ratings Propel Cinderella Hour Finale to Number One Spot

        Jack Casey is back as America’s

        Leading Man!

      

      

      He couldn’t halt the grin stretching across his stubbled face. God, he needed a shave. The review of his off-script, from-the-heart declaration of love for Talia Smith was stellar. It made him sad because he hadn’t been acting. He loved Talia.

      The article’s last paragraph made him almost drop his phone.

      
        
        Fans of the show are demanding a rematch, flooding the show’s website with comments and emails. According to director, Herb Rutherford, talks are already underway for The Prince Charming Hour, a sequel with a twist.

      

        

      
        Rumors indicate that Casey and Armand Gianni, star of the daytime drama Crossing Paths, are both front runners as the participants reverse, placing Talia Smith as one of three princesses and Casey as one of thirty prince charmings sparring to match with her.

      

      

      He stared back at his answering machine. Grinning.

      Those messages were about a job. About The Prince Charming Hour. Another season of this crazy, providential reality television show that had just erased years of his bad press and bad behavior. He felt humbled.

      He was on top again.

      That was more than he’d ever dared hope for, but the most important point in that article was that Talia Smith was returning to the show. That meant another chance for him to show her how much he loved her. He’d do anything to prove that to Talia. He’d sling swords, joust, and even barroom brawl with every other participant—including Gianni—to match with Talia Smith for real this time. And if it meant winning a million dollars this go-around, then he wouldn’t turn it down.

      He couldn’t believe it! He was America’s leading man again. But more importantly, he had another shot at being Talia’s leading man. He just had to beat out twenty-nine other dudes. All younger, probably models and doctors and firemen—and all making more money than him.

      He glanced into the mirror at his disheveled blond hair, too-thin body, and unshaven face. He wasn’t a twenty-year-old hot property anymore. Or the star of the number one show in the country about to make his first Hollywood film. He was an out-of-work has-been that hadn’t had a real acting job in two years, riding a lucky break from a crazy, low budget reality TV show. That just got another level crazier.

      The Cinderella Hour might be a tough act to follow—especially for him.
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      Archangel of Death, Azrael walked off the portico, leaving the glistening white stones of the grand hall of Eolowen. He strolled across the rolling meadows, through fragrant honeysuckles, jasmine, and gardenias that misted the cool breeze with soothing scents. A mixture of remorse and cool rage made him tense, awaiting the seraphim’s summons up to the glistening white spire of High House. To answer for Muriel breaking an angel of death’s strictest protocols.

      He hadn’t intended for her to suffer for an order he gave, even though he knew she’d have gone anyway. To save that mortal, Jack Casey for Talia. Just as Lucifer had intended. He felt played by the fallen angel.

      His fault again for entering into a wager with the Prince of Darkness. He’d done it all for Talia and he’d protect his guard to the bitter end. If the seraph, Seraphina took his wings and threw him into Hell for his transgressions, then he’d accept responsibility for his actions. But he wouldn’t let Muriel and Talia fall.

      And right now, Lucifer’s double or nothing blackmail wager was the only thing stopping the seraph from smiting Muriel and him. Or for forcing a reset on his little time sequence rewind that had prevented Jack Casey from dying. And Talia from being separated from the troubled young man. A heavy sigh rattled his gold armor. He could have let Talia’s human form—and inadvertent creation of her human soul—die.

      But sometimes even the tallest spires in the Heavens just wanted to see love win. Yes, he was an archangel of death, but he was an old romantic at heart. Jack Casey loved Talia to the depths of his soul, something he hadn’t felt in a long while. Talia saved him and herself with her sacrifice, winning Lucifer’s wager. But the cost of that win was too high if she still lost Jack in the end. Even he saw that.

      That’s why he’d intervened. Broke protocol. Bent the rules of death and souls and time. And he wouldn’t deny that fact when he faced the seraphim. But, by Heaven’s highest spire, he wouldn’t let Lucifer tell his transgressions to the Maker. That was his burden to bear. And he would handle it himself.

      After the new wager.

      He wanted God to see the result of this gamble on love. To prove that love was always worth fighting for and that never and always were just two words that caused trouble even in the best circumstances.

      And Talia winning this wager to free Muriel and save Jack Casey from death meant everything to her. And him.

      As long as Talia and Jack stayed together, he’d give up his wings and halo. And that’s exactly what he intended to tell Seraphina—and the Maker—when he appeared before the seraphim in High House. In seven angel days.

      A cold, sour wind swept through the meadow, Parrish blue skies turning grey, scuttling the Constable clouds into tall thunderheads. Thunder rumbled across the hilly pastures and he set himself, trying to hold back the fire at his fingertips. And his fiery sword of smiting.

      “Lucifer,” he said with a growl, glancing around as the wind swept through the lush carpet of grass and tousled his silver-black hair. “Show yourself instead of skulking around my meadow like a bored harpy.”

      Lucifer materialized on the stone walkway that wound through the grass toward the grand hall’s pergola. He wore pure white, silken robes and sandals, his short, curly blond hair like palest dawn, luminous eyes the lightest blue, pearly white teeth flashing a deadly grin.

      “Toga party at the frat house later?” Azrael replied, crossing his arms.

      “After I turn them all to my cause, of course,” he said, the shadow of wings at his back.

      Azrael knew that Lucifer never missed an opportunity to play the victim, like it had been an accident he’d lost those wings. But the halo burn was a different matter. Halos didn’t slip unless hit with an opposing force. Like darkness and evil. That scar made Azrael smile, knowing that was one thing Lucifer could never hide. It bled through any disguise or illusion he created.

      “And what cause is that, Lucifer? Poor bullied Lucifer. Didn’t get his way in High House. Couldn’t manipulate His Maker into smiting all the humans and anointing him their equals.”

      Lucifer’s grin faded to a smile, but it didn’t disappear.

      “What will you be saying after High House, Azrael? I wonder.” He motioned at Azrael. “When you get to Hell, I’ll be sure to invite you to the weekly poker game. My demons and I are all about Texas Hold ‘Em. And yes, we cheat. All of us.” He chuckled. “Oh, and I know you’ll enjoy the kayak races on the River Styx. And by kayaks, I mean souls. They also make great wake boards. Oh, we’ll have so much fun together, Azrael!”

      “Laugh it up while you can, Lucifer,” Azrael said with a growl, his steely glare burning his fingertips with flame.

      He had to hold back the fire. Lucifer had lakefront property on the Lake of Fire. Fire was Lucifer’s domain and Azrael might lose a firefight despite his sword of Holy fire.

      “Oh, I intend to,” he said, that dangerous grin returning. “All the way to the end of this wager. Can’t wait for Talia to join us. I’ll be sure to make a chair out of her beloved Jack Casey’s soul for her. So, she’ll always be near him.”

      Sparks flew from Azrael’s fingertips as he gritted his teeth, hands balling into fists.

      “You leave Jack Casey out of this, Lucifer.”

      Lucifer shook his head, his hair blowing into curly waves. “Can’t, ol’ boy. He’s such an easy mark…I just can’t help myself. Just sprinkle a little holiday flake and he’s mine.”

      A cold sense of dread drilled right through Azrael’s angelic form, shaking his wings to their core. Cocaine. That stuff had been all through Jack Casey’s Book of Life and Death. Before Talia saved him. If Lucifer got his way, he’d rewrite time and death, causing Jack’s originally appointed time of death to play out. For no other reason than his hatred of humans. And to torment Talia.

      That’s what Lucifer delighted in—torment and making human lives hell. Populating his little kingdom of pain and torture with ruined souls that never got the chance to shine. And the Prince of Darkness loved a challenge as much as he loved a good wager. With an archangel of death.

      “We can talk about your little move later, Azrael,” said Lucifer, pacing around him.

      He turned, not wanting Lucifer at his back. Flanking him.

      “Did you come here for any particular reason, Lucifer?”

      “It’s so close the Middling, where your protégé will be relocating soon.” His laugh was like breaking glass. “By the time your sentinels locate me here, on the edge of Heaven, I’ll be long gone. Face it, Azrael, Eolowen is a long way from High House.” Lucifer stared down at his hands, buffing his fingernails against his robes. “Not to impugn your position in the hierarchy, Azrael, but you are just a lowly archangel.”

      Azrael held out his arms. “Try me anytime, Lucifer and I’ll smite you with my lowly archangel sword of Holy fire.”

      “I’d like to see you try,” said Lucifer, his face darkening, smile darkening.

      “So would I.”

      Lucifer’s smile disappeared, a deadly gleam in those blue eyes as the buds of his horns appeared. Azrael always knew when he’d shaken up Lucifer because those horns began to appear.

      “Now that the pleasantries are out of the way,” said Lucifer, continuing to pace as the tips of his horns disappeared beneath his perfect complexion. “We need to discuss the terms of our new—wager.”

      “You mean blackmail?”

      “Potato potahto, Azrael,” he said with a shrug. “The terms.” He whirled around, almost standing on Azrael’s toes. “Let’s talk souls. Talia needs to take two souls this round. Through that insipid Hollywood contrivance. Humans.” He rolled his eyes.

      Azrael crossed his arms against his chest. “I was wondering when you’d get around to discussing that.”

      “First pick is yours…you being an archangel of death, it’s only fair.” Lucifer’s eyes sparked. “But the second pick is mine. As before.”

      The hair on Azrael’s neck stood on end, feeling the danger creep into the meadow on kitten feet. Last time, Lucifer’s pick almost destroyed everything. Would his second pick be just as destructive?

      “I’ve been waiting for you to ask me this question,” said Azrael, moving toward a honeysuckle vine that entwined the pergola’s white stone posts running along a burbling stream.

      He leaned down and took in a sweet breath of honeysuckles, letting the enticing fragrance calm him.

      “I’ve discussed the souls participating in this new reality television program with my guard. We’ve narrowed it down to two names, but until I have agreement from Samael’s guard, you’ll just have to trust me that one of them will be assigned to Talia to cross over.”

      Lucifer clicked his tongue. “Being coy, aren’t you?” He smiled again. “Afraid I’ll interfere?”

      Azrael frowned. “I’m never afraid of you. All right, I’ll share the two names. We’re studying the signs to determine whether Rachel Daniels or Jordan Bellamy will be the first soul that Talia must take.”

      Surprise flashed across his flawless face, quickly replaced by a gloating grin. “That’s a big one,” he said, nodding. “Not surprised you wanted to hold that first name back.”

      Azrael plucked a honeysuckle blossom off the vine, the sweet scent permeating the air.

      “The show just signed big star, Rachel Daniels to its princess roster. On purpose, from what I’ve learned. She currently stars in a top show called Harbor Bay Medical, but she is Jack Casey’s ex-girlfriend.”

      Lucifer nodded again. “You’re welcome.”

      “What?” Azrael said, grimacing. Already interfering.

      He crossed his arms against his silky white robes, that gloating grin brighter. “I convinced the director that he needed a little more drama on the show. One of Jack Casey’s ex-girlfriends and America’s favorite TV doctor for starters.” He gave a wistful sigh. “I just love Hollywood.”

      Azrael bit his lip to keep from shouting at this hateful beast. This wager had already begun on shaky ground. He worried what other tricks and traps Lucifer had laid in Talia’s way—and Jack Casey’s. And Talia didn’t have Muriel in her corner this time. But she did have her full abilities as an angel of death, something she didn’t have before.

      He needed to convince Anahera to set aside this death angels’ protest and strike long enough to ensure that Talia survived Lucifer’s deadly wager. Talia would protect Jack Casey with her last breath. He knew her heart and it belonged to Jack Casey. All of it.

      “And thank you for Jordan Bellamy’s name,” he said, that wicked grin turning his beautiful features ugly. “I’ll be watching him closely as I select the second soul for our wager. You’ll have it by the time she’s taken the first soul. And I promise not to disappoint.”

      “All that matters is that you come up short,” Azrael replied, shooing him away. “Now, get out of my meadow. You’re wilting all the flowers.”

      Lucifer’s laugh echoed in the brisk arctic breeze that swept over Eolowen’s grounds as he disappeared in a fiery burst.

      Azrael glowered at the dark clouds that slid away from the sun, returning the warmth to his meadow. He fought down the overpowering wrath, tamping down the overwhelming desire to smite something. Fallen angels. Bah! They made him want to spit fire. He turned toward the path that led back to the grand hall. He needed to discuss these two souls with Archangel Samael. And get that name to Talia by Anahera fast. He sighed. Unless she refused to abandon this death angel strike.

      Otherwise, Talia was all alone down there on Earth, with Lucifer doing everything in his power to cheat his way to a win this time.
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      Talia appeared underneath a shady oak tree on the Four Acre Studio lot in Burbank, California. Outside Studio 22, a long, grey building that nestled beside a line of similar buildings. She projected her human form without wings and a halo, wearing a dark purple tunic, black leggings, and black flats.

      Palm trees swayed in the breeze, cloudless October sky a crisp, serene blue, a hint of smoke and warm asphalt in the air. Studio 22. Where her human adventure began with the production of the reality TV show, The Cinderella Hour. She smiled, feeling the blush of warmth in her cheeks, in her chest.

      Where she first met Jack Casey.

      “Talia! Over here!”

      The familiar sound of set coordinator, Jennifer Collins’ voice echoed above the whine of golf carts and a din of voices.

      She glanced up, seeing Jennifer rushing toward her, dark hair clipped into a loose bun at her nape. She wore a royal blue dress and black flats, that ubiquitous clipboard in her arms, cell phone in her hand. She glanced at her angel’s robes, making sure that she appeared human. Her wings strained against her back, hidden by her angel abilities, and her halo was dark, disappearing from human sight. Like her wings. To human eyes, her newly regained wings and halo simply didn’t exist.

      A little angel of death magic.

      She didn’t want to terrify anyone—especially Jack. Still, she dreaded telling him. She feared his response. What if he wanted nothing to do with her afterward? Her heart couldn’t stand that.

      “Hi, Jennifer,” she said, smiling.

      Jennifer extended her hand. Talia hesitated and then shook it. More angel magic had taken care of all the messy contracts and negotiations that preceded her second appearance on this reality television show. She had the Watcher angels to thank for handling all that mayhem.

      “It’s so good to see you back today, Talia,” she said. “Can’t believe we’re already signed to do another show when the live finale was just last night.”

      Talia shrugged. “Neither can I.” She motioned toward the studio building, the wind in her hair. “I didn’t expect that kind of response.”

      Jennifer laughed and patted her clipboard. “Believe me, neither did we. Maybe in some small way, Erica Thomlin did you a favor, pulling that gun on live television? Some people still claim it was planned. Until we show them the online arrest report and footage of the crew’s reaction backstage.”

      Talia held in her response, a mixture of fear and fury now. Her fear had been for Jack not herself, especially after Azrael looped back time to give her a second chance with him.

      Jack.

      Her heart fluttered. Shortly after that, she had just disappeared. Sent back to the job of crossing over souls with renewed passion. Far away from Jack, leaving him to wonder where she was and what had happened to her.

      But this time? Through another wager, she could physically interact with humans again. She smiled. With the power to smite them this time—and use all her angel of death powers, including her power to preempt a premature death.

      “Why do you say that Erica did me a favor?” Talia asked, brushing a lock of raven black hair out of her light grey eyes as she studied Jennifer’s response.

      “Because our ratings went through the roof when Jack Casey went off script with that empty shoebox and declared he was in love with you, Talia.”

      A wistful sigh slipped from Talia’s lips. That had been one of the best moments of her life. Human or angel.

      “Then, without missing a beat,” said Jennifer, waving her clipboard in the air, “Erica Thomlin walks on stage with a gun and fires it at him. You throw yourself in front of him and the audience is screaming from the aisles and doorways as security storms the stage. Then he lifts you from the floor, puts the glass slipper back in your hand, and kisses you. Audience goes crazy!” Jennifer gave a wistful sigh. “Best reality TV show ending ever.”

      Talia couldn’t hold in her grin. She couldn’t love Jack Casey more than that moment when he held out the empty shoebox, offering her his heart instead of a million dollars. His kiss had been electric. Wild. Like standing in the middle of a thunderstorm. She’d wanted nothing more than to stay in his arms forever.

      Her heart ached. But then the wager was over—and so was her turn at being human. She’d won fair and square, no thanks to Lucifer and his lies and tricks. But she wanted more. More time with Jack. At least a lifetime.

      Was that too much to ask?

      Jennifer laid her hand on Talia’s sleeve, squeezing. “And I can tell that neither you or Jack was acting last night. Everyone knew. The audience knew. The fans knew.” She grinned. “That’s why our office was flooded with texts, calls, emails—even visitors. All demanding that you and Jack get a rematch.”

      “A rematch?” Talia chuckled. “You make it sound like a boxing tournament.”

      “Wasn’t it?” Jennifer said, hugging her clipboard to her chest. “Jack even tried to send you home once. You, two have been nothing short of ratings gold. That’s why your people and mine got those contracts signed so quickly this morning. Placing you as the headliner of three princesses on the new show.”

      “What about Jack?” she asked.

      Jennifer sighed, glancing down at her feet, still clutching that clipboard and Talia’s heart rose into her throat. The tips of her wings grew cold as fear roiled in her stomach.

      Was he all right? Was he safe?

      “We’ve tried to reach him all morning about the new show. To sign a new contract for the next show.” She poked at the grass with the toe of her shoe, a breeze swirling through her hair. “If they don’t sign him, Talia, there won’t be another show. Fans are demanding him. Reviews were glowing, saying he was back as America’s leading man.”

      Talia felt nothing but apprehension and fear from Jennifer right now. Something was wrong. Was Jack okay? She had horrors of finding him cold and still from an overdose. She winced, trying to erase that image from her thoughts.

      “You’re worried,” Talia stated as Jennifer nodded emphatically. “Why?”

      “Because now that America has forgiven him for leaving SanFran Confidential, I’m afraid he’ll go back to his old show and leave us behind.”

      A tremor of fear shot through Talia. What if Jennifer was right? Had that been Jack’s goal all along? To return to the hit show he left? She gripped the edges of her purple tunic, twisting them between her fingers. No, that wasn’t Jack. He wasn’t shallow like so many people tried to make her believe.

      She had to believe that his words on the finale were real. That he loved her as deeply and as completely as he’d confessed. That he wasn’t some opportunist that would say anything to get back on top of the Hollywood game again. She stiffened. His words hadn’t required belief because he showed her that he loved her that night. His actions spoke volumes.

      Jennifer’s phone vibrated and she glanced at it. A big grin lit up her face like the rising sun.

      Talia squinted, trying to read the text, but the phone went dark before she could read it.

      “That was Jack!” Jennifer cried. “Texting me that he just got my messages. He’s in! He’s contacting his agent to handle the contracts, but he’s definitely in, Talia.”

      Talia couldn’t stop her eyes from misting with tears, relief pouring over her like a summer rainstorm.

      Jennifer reached out and hugged her. “Sorry to worry you. I can see you’re even more relieved than I am.”

      “I knew he wasn’t acting last night,” she said, her voice trembling.

      Wow, some angel of death she was, going all quivery and shaky like jello over a human guy. An insanely attractive, romantic human with the most hypnotic light green eyes she’d ever met. Who had laid his heart bare and told anyone watching last night that he loved her and only her.

      Even for an angel of death, that was huge.

      “For the next show, we’re reversing your roles,” said Jennifer, tapping that clipboard with short, manicured nails with white tips.

      Talia raised her eyebrows. “Reversing the roles? What does that mean?”

      “It means, Princess Talia, that you’ve graduated from cinder girl to a princess of the realm. Three princesses. And thirty prince charmings training to be knights will fight for the right to match with a princess.”

      Thirty men to choose a match from? That was an intriguing thought, but her mind was already made up. She’d loved Jack Casey from the moment she first saw him. She doubted any other man could change that.

      And that included Lucifer and his meddling. No, cheating.

      “So, this time, I get to send them home?” Talia asked with devious grin almost worthy of Lucifer. She let it fade.

      “Yes, it does.” Jennifer pointed at her with her clipboard. “You and two other princesses have that power now. Let them squirm this time. The fans are going to eat this up, watching even Jack Casey and Armand Gianni squirm.”

      “What? Armand, too?”

      She felt her stomach drop, remembering how jealous Jack had been of Armand’s classic silver screen looks. But it wasn’t his fault. Morgan Boyer had set all three of them up, causing Jack to think she was playing games with his heart. For the show. Only when Morgan confessed did Jack realize how much Talia cared for him.

      Jennifer nodded, smirking. “Fans will go berserk when they see Jack sparring with Armand again. Especially since he had a thing for you, too. It’ll create a little uncertainty. And more drama.”

      “Oh, it’ll create more drama all right,” Talia said with that sinking feeling again.

      She wondered if Jack knew about Armand reprising his role as Jack’s biggest competition. And there were twenty-eight other prince charmings in training he’d worry about, too. She hoped nobody got hurt this time. But the nagging thing in the back of her mind that terrified her was the nature of Lucifer’s wager.

      She wasn’t saving souls this time. She was taking two of them as a big, scary angel of death. And if she knew Lucifer, the names of the two people soon to leave this Earth would be big and dramatic. They would be prominent or part of the cast. She knew him too well. He wanted the biggest impact of pain and torment that he could create.

      He was a huge jerk that way. She couldn’t forget how he led her on through weeks of stumbling through being human, knowing that the second soul she had to save was her own new human soul. She had to be on extreme guard against his lies, deceit, and cheating this time. The fallen angel would do anything to win this wager after losing the first one.

      Still, she worried about what would happen to Azrael this time around. Either way, he would lose this wager. Even if she won again, she knew that Lucifer would still tell the Maker about Azrael creating a time loop and rewinding it. It was too late to undo any of it, but she was terrified God would order Jack’s soul recalled as was originally written.

      She’d seen Books of Life and Death rewritten in many different ways, things crossed out, added, and even erased. Not even those tomes were set in stone—until a soul crossed over. That was why the paper and ink remained fluid. And frequently changed. At the hand of Pravuil, God’s Scribe. Keeper of the Books and Heaven’s archive. Every time she’d seen those Books on their celestial pedestals, there had been a magical inkwell, blotter, and an eraser.

      And she’d be the first to point that out to the seraphim in High House. If it came to that.

      “Come on,” said Jennifer, turning away from the tall, shady oak tree. “I’ll introduce you to the other two princesses, newly signed this morning.”

      “Do I know them?” Talia asked, wondering if any of the other women were also returning.

      She frowned. Like Claire Olsen who wanted Jack in the worst way. At least Morgan had matched with Mark and wouldn’t be returning to drive a wedge between her and Jack again.

      “Not this time,” she replied, moving toward Studio 22’s grey façade. “But our fans and audience will.”

      Jennifer motioned her toward the grey door into the long, flat building, phone vibrating in her hand again. Talia gasped. With a line of attractive men stretching down the sidewalk and around the building.

      Like the line of beautiful women she had seen when she first arrived here without her wings and halo. It had been sweltering hot then. October had cooled things off. Angels didn’t appreciate the heat, preferring cooler climates. As far away from Lucifer’s furnace-like realm the better. But angels of death could still handle all that heat.

      “Ready to meet your fellow princesses, Talia?” Jennifer asked and opened the door into more noise, the set crammed full of men.

      She smiled. At least two dozen young, attractive men in all shapes and sizes stood inside the studio, the rest still lined up outside. Tall, short, light, dark, but all handsome. After being human for a couple of months, she’d learn to appreciate all of them. But as exceptionally beautiful as many of them were, she still only had eyes for Jack Casey.

      Her stomach twisted into a knot. She just hoped Jack appreciated all types of women. Like angels of death for instance.

      Jennifer nudged her forward as the men turned toward her, some whistling, some calling her name, others waving and clapping. Making her feel self-conscious.

      “Guess you all know who this is, don’t you?” Jennifer replied to the men.

      One tall (at least six foot four), very attractive man with light brown hair and hazel eyes stepped forward, dressed as a firefighter. He bowed and then took her hand, “Milady,” he said. “Jordan Bellamy.”

      The rest of the group crowded around her and she felt like a deer caught in headlights. Hot, insanely attractive headlights, but she felt overwhelmed by so many men at once.

      It brought out her smite first then cross over reaction and she kept her arms at her side, fearing her angel of death powers might hurt someone. She had to be careful now, keep her wings folded flat against her back. She was no longer human. And in her present form, potentially dangerous to humans.

      Finally, she held out her arms, forcing them to step at least a foot back from her.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet all of you,” she said, offering a conciliatory smile. “I look forward to getting to know all of you.”

      “And I look forward to knowing you, Princess Talia,” said the intensely serious fireman, Jordan Bellamy, taking a step forward again. With the dreamy hazel eyes. “I hope to prove my worth and win your approval.”

      “I look forward to the competition,” she responded.

      She was back to her angel of death form. Words meant nothing without action. She’d seen far too many humans accept stupid challenges and do things that opened the express lane to summoning an angel of death. She didn’t want to encourage more reckless behavior than humans normally exhibited, but she knew now that the power of love surpassed everything. Whether it was unrequited or reciprocated, it held the greatest power over humans. Good and bad, all human actions seemed to begin or end with love.

      She didn’t see Jack or Armand in this group, but she knew that filming would start almost immediately. Everyone wanted to keep the momentum of the show’s new fame rolling. She smiled, feeling butterflies flutter in her stomach. Jack Casey would be on set very soon.

      “Later, gentlemen,” Jennifer called as she led Talia across the soundstage toward a door with a private room.

      Jennifer adjusted a clip holding her hair off her nape and then knocked on the door, opening it and entering the room. Talia followed.

      A long, rectangular wooden table sat in the center of the room, painted a soft green. More than a dozen padded grey office chairs crowded around the table. It looked like a classroom with whiteboards on three of the walls, the fourth wall a window overlooking the soundstage.

      The scent of warm pumpkin and cinnamon hung in the air as two women sat at the table, a chair between them. Each had tall, paper cups of coffee. One woman had a headful of long, auburn curls, her skin milky and pale, eyes smoky with a ton of eye makeup, lips lined and shined with mauve lip gloss. She had a perfect, upturned nose dusted with freckles and over-bright blue eyes that looked like contacts. She wore a tight pink lace dress and matching heels. She looked up at Talia, then down at her coffee cup, and finally, her phone. The other woman had a Mediterranean complexion, a thick, coppery brown bob, big brown eyes softly lined, and bare full lips. She wore grey leggings and a silky burnt orange tunic. She looked up from her phone and smiled.

      “Talia Smith,” said Jennifer, extending her hand toward the table. “This is Isabella Castilla, evening news anchor for Bay Area News Six in San Francisco. And this is Rachel Daniels, star of Harbor Bay Medical. One of America’s favorite TV doctors.”

      “Call me, Izzy,” said the woman with the bob. “Loved watching you on Cinderella Hour, Talia. You’re the reason I applied to the show.”

      “Me?” Talia cried, a hand against her chest.

      Izzy nodded. “You were so refreshing to watch. And by the end, you enchanted all of us. I died when Jack opened that box and it was empty.” She laughed, gesturing with her phone. “But when he approached you with that heartfelt plea—” She pulled in a breath. “I just melted. Please tell me that wasn’t part of the script.”

      “It wasn’t,” said Talia, smiling at her. “None of that was scripted. We had no idea what was going to happen.”

      “Oh, please,” Rachel replied, her expression stone-faced. “You expect me to believe all of that slop was organic?”

      Talia turned to the other woman, urge to smite rising. “That slop was the most honest thing that Jack Casey has ever said on camera.”

      As an angel of death, she could look up every single thing he’d ever uttered. Pravuil recorded it all as God’s Scribe. He could just lay his hand on a person’s Book of Life and Death and tell her if that was true or not. Pravuil always relayed any discrepancies before she crossed them over. She’d held Jack in her arms when his heart stopped, so she knew every truth within him. And the words he’d spoken to her on last night’s finale had been the starkest truth he’d ever uttered.
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