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  Chapter 1

  
  




Savannah




Had Savannah Delseno known that death would land her in a waiting room with elevator music, she might have tried harder to stay alive. 

The hum of fluorescent lights above grated on her nerves almost as much as the wails of the recently deceased filling the room. Across from her, a gaggle of socialites clung together, hysterical and lost. Savannah tried to focus on anything but them. Her gaze fell on a man in the back who looked as bored as she felt. Their eyes met more than once, lingering over the course of however much time they had spent waiting for… whatever came next. 

Her stiff plastic chair clashed with the billowing white wedding dress she wore. Why couldn’t I have died in jeans and a t-shirt? She glanced down, sliding up the skirt to reveal her shoes—a silver strappy pair of heels. At least they were cute. She’d have been furious if one drop of blood had gotten on them. 

A woman from the socialite group let out a wail so shrill it would have curdled Savannah’s blood, if she still had any. It was bad enough that my fiancé murdered me. Now I have to die listening to this noise? She stood, hands on her hips. 

“Will you be quiet?” she snapped. “Honestly, I suffered enough with dying. Do I really have to suffer through your breakdown? It’s called rest in peace, after all.” 

The room fell silent, every eye trained on her. The woman she had addressed seemed to shrink in her chair, looking genuinely crushed. Savannah didn’t feel the slightest bit of guilt—in fact, she only felt more irritated. She hadn’t tolerated whiners in life and certainly wasn’t about to start now. 

“Well, excuse her for not accepting her death as well as you,” one woman retorted, her voice cutting and icy. “Some of us had reasons to live.” 

Savannah rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’m sure the soccer mom’s two-point-five kids, her minivan, and her yuppie husband in the bedroom were well worth every screech she’s letting loose now.” She added a sarcastic smile for emphasis. 

“You don’t have to be so nasty,” muttered the group’s leader. 

“Believe me, that wasn’t nasty,” Savannah replied, letting herself smile for real this time. She shrugged and turned away, catching a prickling sensation down her back. She expected to find the man from earlier watching her, but he was gone. 

She sat back down, savoring the quiet, and rested her head against the wall. Eyes closed, she could feel every woman in the room shooting metaphorical daggers at her, and for the first time, peace seemed possible. 

“Excuse me,” said a tiny voice. Savannah opened one eye, looking down at a woman who couldn’t have been more than four feet tall, carrying a clipboard nearly the size of her torso. 

“The time has come for everyone to go to their destinations. Please form a single line… except for you.” The woman pointed to Savannah, who blinked, sitting up straight. 

“Damn. Guess I’m going to hell after all,” she quipped. 

The woman didn’t smile. “He will be with you shortly. The rest of you, please follow me.” The clipboard carrier led the group through a door, leaving Savannah alone. 

After a few moments, she got up, stretching out of habit. Her mind told her that she should be loosening her muscles, but she couldn’t feel them. Do I even have a body anymore? Or is this all some kind of elaborate illusion? 

She tapped her foot against the floor, savoring the click of her heels in the silence, breathing just for the comfort of the sound. 

“That’s no longer necessary,” a deep voice said. 

Savannah nearly jumped out of her skin, swinging around to face a man who hadn’t been there a second ago. His dark gaze fixed on her, and he looked far too amused. 

“What?” she said, playing for calm. 

“Breathing,” he replied smoothly. “You’re dead.” 

Thank you, Captain Obvious. 

“You’re quite welcome, Ms. Delseno,” he replied, one eyebrow raised. 

Savannah cocked her head, appraising him the way she would a pair of designer shoes that were overpriced and probably painful to walk in. 

“Who are you?” she asked, leaning forward. 

He smirked. “Well, I’m not shoes.” The smirk drew her attention to his lips—full and soft. He had that lean, athletic look without the bulk, and his eyes, two different shades of green, pulled her in. She resisted the urge to run a hand through his thick black hair. 

“Look,” she said finally, tearing her eyes away. “Who. Are. You?” 

“I’m Death.” 

“A little late, doll. Already dead,” she replied, letting her sarcasm have full rein. 

“What if I told you, you weren’t entirely dead yet?” 

She eyed him skeptically. Her dad used to warn her against Greeks bearing gifts. This one had “Trojan Horse” written all over him. 

“Which is it, then? Dead or not? You sure are inconsistent,” she said, keeping her tone light, trying to ignore the flicker of fear rising within her. 

He shrugged. “If you’d rather accept your death, I can call Esmeralda back. She’ll gladly take you where you need to go.” 

Savannah had played enough poker to know a bluff when she heard one. She raised an eyebrow. “Alright, call her,” she said, counting the seconds until he backed down. 

His eyes sparkled. “Ms. Delseno, I can read your mind. Fair play has never been my style. I have a proposition for you.” 

She smirked, trying to hide her curiosity. Who gets to say they amused Death? 

“Are you the Devil?” she asked. 

“Neither Devil nor God. Just Death,” he replied, eyeing her with the hint of a challenge. 

“Is that a name, a profession, or a statement?” she shot back. 

His gaze didn’t waver. “Ms. Delseno, you either want to hear my offer, or you don’t. Which is it?” 

She crossed her arms. “You’ve barely said a word about this offer. Seems a bit premature to ask me that.” 

He smiled. “If you’d cease your prattle, I’d get to the point.” 

“Listen, buddy, I’ve had a rough day. I was murdered. In my wedding dress. By the groom. Then I watched my sister walk in and kiss him. You’ll have to forgive me for not dancing to your fiddle.” 

“That would be the Devil’s role,” he said. 

“Excuse me?” 

“The Devil. With the fiddle. It doesn’t matter. Now, Ms. Delseno, are you ready to listen?” 

Despite the will to defy his words, Savannah sat. When she opened her mouth to speak, no words came out. She became irritated over his heavy handedness, so she stuck her tongue out at him.   

“Cute. You’ll do well to remember that there are worse things than death. I need an assistant. I am offering you the choice of having your life reinstated. The position has an excellent salary and benefit package.” She tried to speak again, but again could not. She pointed to her mouth, indicated that she wished to speak.   

“Oh, my apologies. Please” He motioned for her to continue. “What is the job description?” Savannah did not know what made her curious about the job. If anything, it would give her the opportunity to make sure her ex fiancé suffered the consequences of his action.  

“You won’t have to kill anyone, if that’s your concern. Humans kill each other enough that it is no longer necessary. There are some, however, that choose to remain among the living, or cannot accept their deaths. My last assistant helped bring those souls to their destination.” Savannah processed what he said. She assumed he meant ghosts. She also wondered what happened to the last assistant.  

“Yes ghosts, spirits, or poltergeist, whatever you wish to call them. They should not be among the living. Esmeralda is getting married and no longer wishes to carry on our arrangement. She chose you for this position,” he said.  

“Good God, why? I’m not exactly a likable person.”  

“I did not ask why she chose you. Her recommendation was enough. The position is yours, should you want it.” As he spoke, an idea flittered through Savannah’s mind. Before it had time to take form, he addressed it.   

“You were not killed for this position. That would have happened regardless. The only difference is, without me, you would have already gone to your destination.”   

“What is my destination?” Some questions just had to be asked. “I can’t answer that. It is part of your decision. If you feel you have led a fulfilled life, by all means, do not let me persuade you away from beginning the start of your afterlife. However, if you feel there is a life yet to be lived, consider my proposal.” A fulfilled life. Savannah led what could be described as a life of rice and toast. All substance no flavor.  

“What kind of salary?” she asked.  

“Money is no object. You will be issued a credit card that can be used anywhere, for anything. I don’t care what you spend as long as you get the job done. All training will be provided. The only thing required is that when you are called upon you answer immediately without question.”  

“Can I kill my ex–fiancé?” Again, some questions just had to be asked.  

“Why kill what you can make suffer?” It was then that  

Savannah knew she had made her decision. She would become the assistant of Death.   

“What do I call you?” she asked.  

“Gabriel.”  

“So, Gabriel, I should warn you before you hear my answer. I don’t like people. I hate mornings. I take pride in being insubordinate. I don’t think I can talk without sarcasm, I am petty and spoiled. I have no intention of changing.” Savannah waited to see if her words had any reaction.   

“Ms. Delseno, I don’t care if you had the personality of your devil. I have no intention of finding out. I accept you, flaws and all, on Esmeralda’s recommendation. Do you accept my proposition?” He stared at her. She felt his gaze sear through her soul. She neglected to inform him that he’d get to know her if she wanted him to get to know her.   

“Yes, Gabriel, I accept.”  

“Good. You will wake up in the hospital. You have been in a coma. Instructions will be given to you as you recover from your injuries. This cannot be avoided. My apologies for any discomfort you will have.” She started to reply but could not as her body flew back away from him, traveling at a high velocity through a dark tunnel.  

As the tunnel progressed, she began to regain the use of her senses. The ability became overshadowed by the intense feeling of pain. The pain became so unbearable that Savannah questioned her decision. When her heart began to beat, pain exploded with each thump in her chest. As it mounted, her consciousness lessened until she slipped into the welcoming darkness of sleep.  




***  




Gabriel




“Did you find it odd that she just accepted her death, then a job offer that most would balk at?” Gabriel asked, staring out the window. His hand rested on the ledge, the other beneath his chin, thumb tracing his jawline—a habit developed over centuries, signifying deep thought. 

Esmeralda raised an eyebrow. “She’s not an average human, Gabriel.” 

He turned, considering her words. “Good. That will serve her well when she wakes and realizes she’s not quite human herself.” He kept that detail private. Savannah’s reaction to her new state would be… informative. 

“Do you find her attractive?” Esmeralda’s voice held a playful edge. 

It had been centuries since he’d thought of women that way, but he couldn’t deny it. Savannah is like a painting, he thought, with flaws that only make her more intriguing. For a fleeting moment, he saw her as she was in the waiting room—her fierce gaze defiant even as her life ended. “No, I hadn’t noticed.” 

Esmeralda smirked. “Liar.” 

He ignored her, keeping his voice even. “What made you choose her?” 

Esmeralda’s smile softened. “She’s the only human I know who finds fault in things as easily as you do.” 

He turned away from the window and looked at Esmeralda.  

“Do you believe I find fault in most things?” he asked. 

“Oh Gabriel, you amuse me so. I will miss working with you.” She smiled, and he accepted that her smile answered his question.  

“You will always have a place here, should you choose to return.” In all the years he worked with Esmeralda, he’d never been quite sure how she felt about her job.   

“My job is not finished, but my employment is. We will see each other again soon.” Gabriel had to smile as she left. He still never had a clue what she was talking about. The woman drove him positively mad with her cryptic speech patterns.  

Gabriel turned back toward the window staring out at nothing in particular. He didn’t know how long he stood there lost in his thoughts, but he returned to the present when the unmistakable smell of sulfur filled the air. He turned to greet his unexpected guest.  

“Some knock, it’s a sign of polite behavior,” Gabriel said with a smirk.  

“At least I visit. You haven’t been to see me in eons, brother,” Lucian scolded. Gabriel sighed.  

“I find it difficult to relax in your home. I do wish you’d get rid of that creature you call a housekeeper,” said Gabriel.  

“Esmeralda has taken Edger under her wing, so to speak. He worships the ground she walks on. He’s gone from demon to pet, in almost no time at all.” Gabriel heard the love shining through his brother’s sarcastic tone.  

“You just missed your betrothed,” Gabriel said.  

“Did I? Good, I’m avoiding her today. She wants to talk about wedding details. You’d think marrying the King of the Underworld would be enough. To top it off, she wants biblical vows.” Lucian made a face of pure disgust.  

“Truly? Love, honor and obey, and all that?” Gabriel tried to stifle a chuckle but could not.  

“I don’t know which is worse, her wanting them, or me going through with it because I want to do it for her,” Lucian said. Gabriel shook his head. The most feared being in all of existence has been brought to heel by a mere slip of a woman.  

“If she didn’t adore you quite so much, I’d be annoyed that you are taking my most valuable employee away from me.” In truth, Gabriel was jealous of his brother’s ability to find happiness despite what they were. The Guardians of Balance. The Keepers of souls.   

One for Light, One for Darkness, One for Death. Each brother pledged their lives to maintaining the balance for humanity. There would never be a tilted scale toward good or evil, while the three of them drew a breath. They worked for the Divine Ones, the six  

Goddesses that ruled the universe and all that it held within it.   

“You could have it too. It has been centuries since Ileana.” Only Lucian would dare to say her name in front of Gabriel. He waited for the pain to rip through his chest at the mere mention of her name. “I had my great love. I have no need of another,” Gabriel said.  

He tried to picture Ileana’s face in his mind, but she failed to appear. The pain, that had been a constant companion for an eternity, no longer plagued him. He only felt sadness that she was not there to see his release from mourning.  

“It is my hope that you meet a woman who flat out doesn’t care what you think. She will decide for you. It’s what you need.” Lucian disappeared before Gabriel could tell him what he could do with his hope. Gabriel rolled his eyes. People in love were nauseating when it came to their attempts to find the same happiness for others.  

Gabriel sat down at his desk, shaking his head as if in denial. He would never let another woman have the ability to cause him the devastating grief he experienced due to Ileana’s death. To that day he never understood her decision. He could have given her eternal life. They could have been together forever. Each time he thought of it, he held on tighter to the conviction that he failed her. As much as he loved her, he didn’t succeed in making her want to spend eternity with him.  

That part of his life was over. He accepted that.   

For a fleeting moment Savannah’s face appeared in his mind. It occurred to him that Esmeralda picked Savannah for more than her ability to handle the aspects of the job. Esmeralda was mistaken if she thought a beautiful face was enough to turn his head. She could keep her matchmaking to herself. Though he had to admit he was looking forward to seeing Savannah again.   

He didn’t think he’d ever forget the image of her staring down the man who murdered her. Her gaze had not held a hint of fear. When the man struck her with the blade, she fell to the ground without a sound. In the end, the only thing that came close to breaking Savannah’s spirit had been the image of her sister showing her allegiance to the one who took her life. Even then, it was not pain or sorrow that her soul cried out in, it was pure unadulterated rage.   

Gabriel made the decision to visit the living plane. To appease his ego, he told himself that he was going to ensure his new assistant didn’t land herself in prison. Seeing her again had nothing to do with it. Nothing at all.  
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  Chapter 2

  
  




Savannah




“Good morning, Jane! It’s the first day of spring; don’t you want to wake up today?”

The woman’s chipper voice cut through the fog of Savannah’s mind, and she groaned. She didn’t know who the woman was talking to, but they both needed to go away.

“Was that a grumble I heard? Perhaps you’re already awake?”

“Will you shut up and let me sleep?” Savannah muttered, her voice barely a croak.

“Oh, Jane! I’m so excited to hear your voice. We didn’t think you’d ever wake up!” The singsong voice continued as if Savannah hadn’t spoken.

“Who the hell is Jane?” Savannah asked, sitting up abruptly. Something fabric-like obscured her vision, and she reached to pull it off.

“Oh no, don’t take those off yet! The doctor will do that soon,” the nurse chirped. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

“Where am I?” Savannah asked, ignoring the nurse’s instructions and removing what felt like layers of bandages from her head.

“Now, now, let me help.” The woman clucked, helping her remove the last layers.

Savannah blinked, squinting against the brightness that made her eyes burn. As she adjusted, fragments of memories flooded in—her wedding, Edward, his betrayal, the waiting room, Death himself…

“Ah, Ms. Doe has awakened. Excellent.” A familiar male voice echoed through her mind. Savannah started, realizing it was the same voice that had spoken to her in the waiting room.

“Alisha, turn off the lights, please.”

“Oh, of course, Doctor.” The nurse flipped the switch, and the lights dimmed.

“And Alisha, schedule a full workup. Let’s make sure our Ms. Doe is in perfect health,” Gabriel instructed, his voice low and smooth.

“Yes, Doctor. Jane, I’m so happy you’re awake! Welcome back.”

Savannah watched the nurse bustle out before looking up at Gabriel, her eyes narrowing. “I’m not dead again, am I?”

A faint smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I wondered if you’d ever wake up. Humans are so… delicate.”

“So, you’re real,” she murmured, the memories sharpening in her mind. “Why was my head bandaged? I remember being stabbed.”

“It’s best that no one knows who you are,” Gabriel replied calmly. “A coma patient who arrived in a wedding dress and miraculously revived might raise too many questions. So, for now, you’re simply… Jane Doe.”

Savannah’s hand flew up to her face. “So there’s nothing actually wrong with my face?”

His eyeroll made her smirk. Alright, then—face intact.

“Are you ready to leave?” he asked.

“They’re not going to let me out of here; didn’t I just wake up from a coma?” She shifted, irritated by a hot, itchy sensation on her back.

“Are you ready to leave?” he repeated, watching her intently.

She shrugged. “Yeah, but my back is itching like mad.”

“That’s your wings coming in. They’re why we need to leave. Now.” Gabriel placed his hand on her arm, and the hospital room vanished.

As her vision adjusted, she found herself in a bare studio with wide windows, flooded with light. Just as curiosity rose to explore, the itch on her back erupted into a searing pain.

With barely a thought to Gabriel, she turned away and tore off the hospital gown, clawing at the unbearable burn between her shoulder blades. The sensation only intensified, and the room spun as she struggled to keep her balance.

“It will pass,” Gabriel murmured, voice closer now. “I apologize for the discomfort.”

She nearly laughed, but the pain made her knees buckle. Her teeth clenched as bones seemed to shift, ripping through her skin. Please, just let me black out, she thought, wishing for the oblivion that had held her moments ago.

A hand cupped her face, steadying her. She looked up, seeing Gabriel’s dark eyes fixed on her with surprising softness. “It hurts,” she whispered.

“Just a moment longer,” he said, his voice gentler than she’d expected.

A final wave of pain left her gasping, and then it subsided, leaving a dull ache. As the burning faded, she pulled the gown around her front, glancing over her shoulder to find… wings. Two black wings, folded between her shoulders.

“I have wings,” she said, awe mingling with disbelief.

“Spirits aren’t bound by gravity, and now, neither are you,” Gabriel replied.

Savannah tried flexing them, and they moved with surprising ease. She wiggled her fingers, then her wings, and couldn’t suppress a grin.

She looked back at Gabriel, who was watching her with what looked suspiciously like amusement. “You better not be staring at my ass.”

“As perfect as it is, I assure you, it’s not what concerns me,” he replied, a hint of a smirk breaking through his usual calm. Despite the pain she’d just endured, she felt a thrill at his compliment.

Gabriel led her toward the kitchen, where a sleek black laptop sat on a polished counter. “There’s a laptop open to a site with clothes designed for wings. Order whatever you like; it will be here within the hour.”

Savannah’s gaze moved to the dark cherry cabinets, the black slate countertops, and the intricate black-and-white tiled floor. She stilled as she recognized the image of a pair of open black wings.

“Cute,” she murmured. “So, my new wings come with interior design perks?”

“The credit card on the counter should cover anything you need for training or comfort,” Gabriel continued, seemingly oblivious to the humor. “Esmeralda will stop by this evening to begin your training. And if her fiancé joins her, my apologies in advance for… any behavior he may exhibit.”

Before she could ask anything else, he placed his palm on her forehead, imbuing her with telepathic abilities in a moment that felt surprisingly intimate. Just as she sensed his thoughts slip into her mind, he seemed to catch himself.

I need to leave before I do something I’ll regret. The thought wasn’t her own, but she heard it as if he’d spoken aloud.

She pulled back, startled. “Did you just think that?”

He cleared his throat, face unreadable. “It seems I haven’t perfected my mind blocks. I’ll see you again soon.”

And with that, he disappeared, leaving Savannah to explore her new life—and wings—in this curious, supernatural apartment.
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  Chapter 3

  
  




Savannah




Shopping on the computer was nothing like walking through stores, but that didn’t stop Savannah from taking full advantage. She added two of everything to her cart—dresses, jeans, coats, boots, in every color she’d ever wanted. She barely hesitated. After all, why hold back? She couldn’t do this in her former life.

When she turned to furniture, the black-and-white theme in the kitchen inspired her. She chose dark wood tables and crisp white sofas with black accents for her living room, marveling at the sheer luxury of decorating without a second thought. Her jaw dropped at the price of a black-and-white painting that caught her eye. It was the one time she paused—before buying it anyway.

The doorbell rang mid-click, and she jumped. Her wings snapped open reflexively, startling her even more as they came into view at the edges of her vision. She’d been getting the hang of controlling their movements, learning to flex and fold them with muscle memory, but the instinct was still strange.

“Ms. Delseno, your packages have arrived,” a voice called from outside. “Are you easily frightened?”

Savannah raised an eyebrow at the odd question. “No,” she replied, curious.

“Good. Just letting you know we aren’t human.”

She glanced toward the door. Three hulking figures entered, dressed in black hoods and long coats, gloves concealing their hands. They looked like people bundled for a blizzard. She peered at them, trying to see what lay beneath.

“You look human to me,” she said, only to see one man chuckle and pull his hood back.

A flicker of shock hit her. He had horns—a bit more than “human.” Black, inky markings shifted like liquid on his skin, his eyes a void without whites or irises. His ears tapered outward, larger and more pointed than any human’s.

“And here I was, expecting the full monster package—horns, tail, all that. I’m vaguely disappointed,” she deadpanned.

He grinned. “Apologies for not living up to expectations.”

She shrugged. “It’s fine. Death didn’t come with a scythe, either. Apparently, the afterlife has low standards for theatrics.”

“So, my brother has the body of a god?” a booming voice filled the room.

All three deliverymen bowed, murmuring, “My Lord. My Lady.”

Savannah turned toward the voice and blinked. This newcomer looked like every storybook version of the devil brought to life—reddish skin, curved horns, and hoofed feet.

“Whoa,” she said, staring. “Now you? Not a disappointment.”

“Stop it, Lucian,” said a small but familiar voice as Esmeralda stepped into the room, elbowing him in the ribs. Lucian grinned before shifting into a human form, his devilish appearance fading away.

“Hello again, Savannah,” Esmeralda greeted, offering a polite smile. “Lucian here heard your comments and couldn’t resist playing dress-up.”

“Why did you pick me?” Savannah asked, blunt as always, bypassing small talk.

“To marry Gabriel,” Esmeralda replied matter-of-factly, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

Savannah blinked, taken aback. Of all the things she could have said…

She rolled her eyes, covering her surprise with sarcasm. “Why not? This way, the next time I’m killed in a wedding dress, at least I’ll be going home.”

“Well, don’t get dressed on our account,” Lucian teased, his gaze lingering a bit too long. His comment earned him another elbow from Esmeralda.

“Stop that. It’s you I love,” he muttered, rubbing his side.

Esmeralda glanced back at Savannah with a sympathetic smile. “Adjusting to wings can be tricky. Need any help?”




***




Gabriel




The betrayal Gabriel felt toward Ileana rose like bile in his throat. For millennia, he had been faithful to her memory. Ileana had been his perfect love, his constant. But now, after only a few moments with Savannah, temptation tugged at him, stirring emotions he’d thought long-buried.

The problem wasn’t Savannah’s beauty alone, though he couldn’t ignore it. It was her spirit, her resilience, and the unapologetic way she faced her new reality. She’d lost everything, yet the first thing she asked for was a credit card, accepting the bizarre without hesitation. Either she was remarkable—or mad.

The door opened, and Lucian sauntered in with his usual ease.

“Feeling a bit under the weather?” Lucian asked, a smirk playing at his lips.

“Go away,” Gabriel growled.

“I don’t see why you’re so miserable. Most would be thrilled after spending half the morning with a half-naked Savannah,” Lucian said, his grin widening.

“She was completely naked at times,” Gabriel muttered.

“Oh? If I weren’t marrying the love of my life, I’d be tempted to pluck that beauty right out from under you,” Lucian quipped.

Gabriel’s fists clenched, an unfamiliar heat stirring within him. Jealousy? He shoved the thought aside, but Lucian caught it.

“About time you showed some life,” Lucian observed, his voice softened with a rare sincerity. “You’ve been empty for far too long, brother.”

Gabriel seethed. “This… this isn’t about life. I will not betray Ileana’s memory.”

Lucian’s expression turned serious. “Brother, Ileana chose to die. She had eternity offered to her, and she turned away. You’re honoring a memory that gave you nothing but pain.”

That struck a nerve. Gabriel swung, aiming for Lucian’s face, but his brother dodged, his expression calm. They began trading blows, each swing fueled by centuries of frustration. Lucian fought back as an equal, each hit landing with a force that finally, finally, seemed to shatter Gabriel’s restraints.

As they exchanged punches, a force suddenly seized them, pinning them against opposite walls. Michael entered, holding them both with a single gesture.

“Gentlemen. Play nice,” Michael’s voice held a mix of command and condescension that made Gabriel bristle.

“Fine,” Gabriel muttered, his muscles still tense with frustration. “What do you want?”

Michael’s expression sobered. “There’s something you need to know about your mortal assistant. She’s… cursed.”

“Cursed?” Gabriel asked, the word thick with skepticism.

Michael nodded. “Savannah’s family made a deal with an ancient demon, pledging their first-born daughters to him in exchange for wealth and prosperity. The curse was long forgotten—until her death postponed his claim.”

Gabriel felt a chill. “Her death would have released her from the curse, wouldn’t it?”

Michael shook his head. “Not this time. Apollyon is the demon. And he’s coming for her at midnight on her thirtieth birthday. That’s six hours from now.”

Gabriel felt the weight of Michael’s words. Apollyon was no ordinary demon. His power rivaled the Divine Ones, and his wrath was legendary.

“So, I can either do nothing and let her pay for an ancestor’s bargain… or marry her and start a war with a demon who could bring hell down on us all.”








  
  4

  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Savannah




Savannah stood on the rooftop of her studio, gazing down at the street fifty stories below. She’d spent the last hour hovering a few feet above the ground but yearned to fly, to feel the rush of wind blaze through her new wings. Standing at the edge, she argued with herself about the wisdom of leaping without training. The old Savannah would have never done this. Her former life had been a constant weighing of risks. But this? This was her new life.

She rose onto her toes, the street below calling her to take that first leap. What’s the worst that could happen? She might fall, but she’d heal. That was a risk worth taking.

With a powerful flap of her wings, she pushed off, free-falling toward the ground. Adrenaline thrilled through her, the sensation unlike anything she’d ever felt.

But as she neared the street, her wings didn’t slow her—they accelerated her descent. Panic seized her as she tried to flap them back, but she only gained speed. She braced for the impact, a scream tearing from her throat.

Just as she prepared for a painful end, strong arms caught her mid-air. She gripped the familiar frame and breathed in Gabriel’s scent, relief flooding through her. He flew her back up to the rooftop, and she clung to him, her heart racing.

“Maybe next time, learn to fly before you jump off a skyscraper,” Gabriel said, steadying her once they landed.

Savannah pulled back, meeting his gaze. “Next time, maybe don’t disappear before teaching me how. Anyone with wings would want to try them.”

“From fifty stories high?” Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “Most people might start smaller.”

“Well, most people haven’t died already. What’s the worst that could happen?”

His expression shifted. “Funny you should say that. How do you feel about eternal servitude to a demon who makes death look like mercy?”

Savannah stared, caught off guard. “I’d say that sounds like my worst nightmare.”

“Good. The alternative is marriage to me,” Gabriel said, his tone flat.

Her mind reeled. Gabriel, marriage? A thousand questions spiraled through her mind, but she saw something shift in his expression and realized he knew about the curse. So much for wanting him to see her as more than a doomed responsibility.

“Did you hit your head when you caught me?” she asked, masking her hurt with sarcasm.

“No, Savannah. These are your choices: Apollyon or me.”

“And I can’t just say no?”

“The curse doesn’t care about your opinion,” Gabriel replied.

“Well, I don’t believe in curses, least of all one that binds women to mythical demons.” She met his gaze, defiance flashing in her eyes. “I don’t intend to marry anyone.”

“You may not believe, but it doesn’t change the facts. And without fulfilling the bargain, your life is forfeit.”

Savannah’s jaw clenched. So be it. She wouldn’t have Gabriel tied to her because of an ancient curse. She’d lived her life by her own terms, and she would keep it that way.

“So, that’s why you were so accepting of all this,” Gabriel said slowly, his eyes narrowing. “You’ve been waiting for a way out.”

“More like biding my time,” she replied. “At least I got to shop, redecorate, and test my wings. One kiss from you, and I could let go without a regret.”

Gabriel’s eyes widened, surprise flashing in them before she reached up, her palms pressing against his shoulders as she kissed him. Her lips were soft against his, coaxing, and he responded instinctively, pulling her closer. His hand moved through her hair, deepening the kiss as her hands slid beneath his shirt, tracing the hard lines of muscle.

When he abruptly pulled away, disappointment surged through her.

“Why did you stop?” she asked, reaching out mentally to catch his unspoken thoughts.

“This is… wrong.” He stepped back. “I’ll marry you to save you from Apollyon, but it will be a marriage in name only.”

He stormed off toward the door that led to her studio. Savannah could do nothing but stare after him. She tasted the heat from his kiss, the barely concealed passion that was just out of her reach. She focused on his thoughts and wanted to rage against the other woman in them. If he thought he could hide behind the ghost of a dead love, he was sorely underestimating her. Savannah lived her entire adult life according to her own set of rules, this would be no different.

She’d take on an all-powerful demon and let him know that she wasn’t part of his deal, and she’d chase away the ghost of the woman that haunted Gabriel. It was going to be an interesting night. Her first thought of removing his wife from the forefront of his mind consisted of seducing him until he couldn’t think of anything beyond the name, Savannah Delseno. She feared that would only be a temporary solution. In the end, she wanted all of him, not just his desires.

The ability to read minds had quickly become her favorite tool.




***




Gabriel




Gabriel walked into Savannah’s studio, taking in the transformation. In a single afternoon, she had turned an empty apartment into a vibrant home. The colors, the details, the furnishings all reflected her touch. He found himself smiling—until he noticed a stranger sitting casually on the pristine white loveseat.

The man wore a tailored black suit and a red silk tie, holding a glass of wine as though he owned the place.

“Fancy a glass of red?” the stranger asked, his tone polite.

“She’s not going with you,” Gabriel said, his certainty instinctive. There was no question—this man was Apollyon.

Apollyon looked at him over the rim of his glass, his eyes dark, ancient. “And why is that?” he asked smoothly.

“Because I won’t allow her to be taken against her will.”

Apollyon’s lips curved slightly. “And if it were her will?”

“It isn’t,” Gabriel stated, meeting Apollyon’s gaze without flinching.

“No, it isn’t,” Apollyon agreed, a hint of amusement in his tone. “You misunderstand my intentions. Old age teaches patience, after all. I simply came to meet the lady in question.”

“If you get one drop of red wine on my brand-new loveseat,” Savannah’s voice cut in from the doorway, “demon or not, I’ll have your head.”

Apollyon raised his glass in a mock toast, a faint smile on his lips. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Care to join me?”

Savannah crossed her arms. “Why don’t you look like the other demons?”

Apollyon’s gaze held hers, intrigued. “Would you like to see my true form?”

Gabriel watched, tense, as Apollyon’s skin darkened, and black markings snaked across his visible skin like ink. The demonic figure before them was imposing, elegant—and undeniably powerful.

“If you come here again, come as you are,” Savannah replied, nonchalantly pouring herself a glass of wine.

Gabriel was struck by her courage, watching as she met Apollyon’s eyes with unwavering confidence.

“Tell me of yourself, Savannah,” Apollyon said, pouring wine into her glass. “Are you happy?”

“Happy with what?” she asked, unfazed. “Be specific.”

Gabriel’s wings ached to burst forth, his adrenaline spiking as he braced himself to defend her. But Apollyon only chuckled.

“She’s refreshing, isn’t she, Gabriel?” Apollyon mused. “You’re worried I might find her words insulting?”

Savannah shrugged. “I’m well aware of what he’s thinking. But you—I can’t read you. Why is that?”

Apollyon regarded her with a glint of amusement. “Some mysteries remain my own. Now, are you happy with your new life?”

“It’s hard to say,” Savannah replied. “I feel cheated. I’ve barely begun to enjoy my freedom, and suddenly there’s a legendary demon at my doorstep. Kind of takes the fun out of things.”

Apollyon raised an eyebrow. “It seems there are no hidden truths with you. Refreshing, indeed.”

“I don’t do hidden agendas,” she replied.

Apollyon inclined his head. “Would it be acceptable if I returned sometime? Gabriel, of course, may join.”

“You’re leaving?” Gabriel asked, thrown by the sudden shift.

“A gentleman never overstays his welcome in the home of a single lady,” Apollyon said, placing his glass down. “I do hope you’ll allow me to visit again. Rest assured, Savannah, that I have no immediate plans to disrupt your existence. Enjoy it… while it lasts.”

“I would enjoy another visit from you,” Savannah said.

“Wonderful,” said Apollyon. “Until then.” With that he disappeared.

Gabriel felt a surge of anger as he watched them interact. How dare she kiss him so passionately on the rooftop, only to flash that same smile at Apollyon moments later?

He didn’t know what to make of his own reaction, but he knew he didn’t like the way she looked at the demon.

“You were flirting with him!” Gabriel exclaimed, the words sharper than he’d intended.

Savannah’s eyes narrowed, her own irritation flashing. “So what if I was? You’ve made it crystal clear there’s no point flirting with you!” She turned on her heel, striding toward the adjoining room and slamming the door behind her.

Gabriel stared at the closed door for a moment, then sighed. He could have handled that so much better. Not just this moment, but everything since the rooftop. Savannah made him question far more than he was comfortable with. She was a storm he hadn’t anticipated, a disruption in the careful order he’d crafted for himself. And tonight, for the first time, he hadn’t thought of Ileana at all.

None of it made sense anymore. His emotions felt tangled, volatile, and for a brief, vulnerable moment, he wished he had Ileana there—if only to talk him through this turmoil.

Instead, he’d have to face it on his own. But first, he needed to make amends with his brother. He couldn’t believe he’d let his temper get the best of him like that. It was unacceptable.
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