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Chapter 1
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The café smelled of roasted coffee beans and buttered croissants, the kind of place where ordinary Parisians came before work, murmuring gossip over cups of steaming lattes. But in the corner booth, two not-so-ordinary patrons had claimed a small marble table.

Michael sat in the ornate metal chair. His crisp white polo and navy-blue dress pants fit him as if tailored just for him. He lifted his cup, blowing across the foam before sipping.

Across from him sat his handsome younger brother. He wore a black leather jacket over a brilliant red shirt, its opal buttons glimmering in the light. “What, no pastries today, Michael? You used to wrestle me for the last one. Do you remember the time when I took yours and Father scolded me, so I stole his right off his plate?” 

Michael set his cup down, chuckling. “It’s called a life of moderation. Something you obviously never learned.”

“Oh, I learned. I just rejected it for being boring.” Lucifer answered.

“You always did have a flair for causing trouble. That’s why Father sent you away.”

Lucifer chuckled. “What you call trouble, I call fun. When did you become so boring? You used to be fun.”

“What are you talking about? I’m still fun.” 

Lucifer raised an eyebrow. “So now you’re boring and delusional. Admit it, you’re as stiff as a marble statue.”

Michael’s jaw tightened. “I am not delusional or stiff.”

Lucifer leaned forward, sensing an opportunity. “Stop it, you’re embarrassing yourself. The sad truth is you’ve lost your edge. I can beat you at any game, any sport, just like when we were kids.”

Michael’s eyes flashed like lightning. “That was long ago, and you cheated. You wouldn’t stand a chance now.”

Lucifer chuckled, pleased at getting under his brother’s skin. “Bold words for a statue, brother. Shall we put it to the test? Let’s race or maybe play a round of Pickleball? How about checkers? I wouldn’t want you to exert yourself to much. You might hurt something.” 

Michael slapped his hand against the table, rattling the silverware. “Basketball.”

“I Like it. Lucifer said in amusement.

Michael narrowed his eyes. “Angels versus demons. Best of three, and none of your tricks, you hear me?”

Lucifer tilted his head, curious at how far he could push his brother. “What shall we play for? What are the stakes?”

Michael shook his head. “No, this is just for fun.”

Lucifer laughed so loud two students waiting for service turned from the pastry case. “Oh brother, you really are boring. Tell you what . . . let’s make it interesting.”

Michael narrowed his eyes. “What did you have in mind?”

“A soul, the winner takes one human soul. I’ll even let you pick the lucky bastard.”

Michael froze. For a second his lips parted as if to argue but Lucifer’s smirk tightened the noose.

Lucifer chuckled watching his brother struggle. “Unless of course . . . you’re afraid you’ll lose!”
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Michael stared at his brother as if Lucifer had just suggested dueling with hand grenades. “A soul?” 

“Just one.” Lucifer casually answered as if ordering another coffee. “And you get to choose. How generous is that?”

Michael rubbed his temples. “It’s always the same with you . . . this was supposed to be a friendly competition.”

Lucifer leaned across the table with a wolfish grin. “It will be friendly, just with consequences.”

Michael tried to ignore the smug look on Lucifer’s face, but his pride dug its claws in. Backing down now would be an admission of weakness, and Michael couldn’t hand Lucifer that satisfaction. The truth was Lucifer had cornered him once again. Slowly, reluctantly, he nodded. “Fine. One soul. Winner Takes All, but no cheating, Lucifer.”

Lucifer raised his coffee cup. “You wound me, brother. I never cheat. I don’t need to.”

Michael’s gaze wandered over the tables, searching. If this was to be played fairly, then the chosen one had to be a random person, divinely impartial, and beyond Lucifer’s tricks. His eyes landed on a man sitting alone near the window. A middle-aged fellow, with thinning hair, wearing a wrinkled hoodie. He hunched over a teacup, muttering to himself while scribbling in a battered notebook. Crumbs from a half-eaten croissant clung stubbornly to his shirt.

Michael’s eyes narrowed. “HIM!”

Lucifer twisted in his chair. His expression slack with disbelief. “Are you joking? I would have ended up with that slob in hell anyway. Forget it. Find someone else.”

Michael nodded firmly. “No, Lucifer. I want HIM.”

Lucifer burst out laughing, loud enough to make the barista drop a glass. “Of all the souls in Paris, you choose that potato of a human being?”

Ignoring Lucifer, Michael rose and approached the table. He laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. “What’s your name?”

The man blinked. “Elliot. Elliot DeWinter.” The man stuttered. “Who the hell are you?”

“His name is Michael, and he is not from hell.” Lucifer answered, suddenly appearing at Elliot’s other side like a conjured shadow. Lucifer leaned in so close Elliot could feel the heat from his breath on his face. “But I am.”

Feeling threatened, Elliot swallowed hard, his teacup rattled in his hand. “What is this? Some kind of a prank?”

“It’s not a prank, Elliot. My brother and I are playing a game, and your immortal soul is the prize.” 

“My what?” Elliot laughed nervously. “You’ve mistaken me for someone far more interesting. I’m just an IT coordinator. I still live with my cat.”

Lucifer brushed the crumbs from Elliot’s shirt. “Don’t worry, your cat is not part of the wager.”

Michael glared at his brother. 

“Basketball!” Lucifer crowed, clapping Elliot’s back so hard his teeth clacked together. “The best-of-three series, and your eternal afterlife, goes to the winner.”

Elliot’s voice rose a couple of octaves. “You’re saying my soul is being decided by . . . by a basketball game?”

“Exactly.” Lucifer grinned. “Isn’t it poetic?”

Elliot tried to stand and get away, but Lucifer pressed him back into the chair using only one finger. “Don’t bother running. We’ll only find you again. My people are very efficient at tracking lost souls.”

Elliot’s hands trembled around his teacup. “But . . . I didn’t even feed my cat this morning.”

Michael crouched down beside him. “Do not worry, Elliot. The game will be fair. My brother and I have agreed there will be no magic or trickery, only skill.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Elliot squeaked.

“Actually, I was hoping you would shit your pants.” Lucifer chuckled. “In any case, the deed is done, the game is set, and you, dear fellow, are the prize. So, if I were you, I’d start praying that Michael gets lucky.”
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