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        In Heaven, reunited lovers Jack and Talia become entangled in an angelic civil war. Archangels battle for power. Lucifer prepares to march on Heaven. And the seraphim remain strangely silent.

      

        

      
        To stop time on Earth from spinning out of control, Talia must awaken another rare angel power. But Lucifer’s traitorous agents force them to compete in a deadly angelic challenge. In the heart of Heaven.
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        THE RISING SPIRITS SEASON

        Lisa Silverthorne

        Copyright © 2021 by Lisa Silverthorne

        Published by ElusiveBlueFiction.com

        Elusive Blue Fiction Logo designed by Samantha Romage

      

        

      
        Cover Design and Book Layout by Lost Souls Studio

        Cover Imagery by Benny Productions, Brusheezy, Creative Fabrica, Creative Market, Chesire Studios, Deposit Photos, Dreamtime, Obsidian Dawn, Pixabay

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        This work, or parts of this work, may not be reproduced in any form without prior written permission from the publisher, except brief quotations for review purposes.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, places, or events is merely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Isabel’s Tears by Lisa Silverthorne]
        

      

      
        
        Get Isabel’s Tears FREE for joining the Mailing List!

      

        

      
        Don’t miss another book by Lisa Silverthorne!

        Subscribe for news on my new book releases.

        No spam or wasting your valuable time.

        Only occasional book releases and special fiction promotions.

      

        

      
        Or Follow Me on BookBub for new book alerts!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        
          Sneak Peek: The Eternal Souls Season

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Newsletter

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my mom. Because I will never stop missing you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Novels by Lisa Silverthorne

      

        

      
        Standalones:

        ISABEL’S TEARS

        LANDFALL

        PACIFIC BLUE TATTOO

      

        

      
        A Game of Lost Souls series:

        THE CINDERELLA HOUR

        THE PRINCE CHARMING HOUR

        THE EVER AFTER HOUR

        THE FALLEN HEARTS SEASON

        THE RISING SPIRITS SEASON

        THE ETERNAL SOULS SEASON

        THE ROYAL WEDDING HOUR

        THE HEAVENLY HONEYMOON HOUR

        THE DIVINE NEWLYWEDS SHOW

        THE CELESTIAL COUPLES SHOW

        THE ENOCHIAN APOCALYPSE SHOW

      

        

      
        Curse and Crown series:

        THORN & BLADE

      

      

      

      
        
        The Spiral series:

        BETWEEN

        REPRISE

        AVENGE

      

        

      
        The Resurrectionist Papers

        GRAVE RECKONING

      

        

      
        Short Story Collections

        THE SOUND OF ANGELS

        THE MAGIC OF ORDINARY THINGS

        TIMELESS

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Science Fiction Writing as L.S. Silverthorne

        Standalones:

        REDISCOVERY

      

        

      
        Experiencing True Purple series:

        RECOMBINANT, Book 1

        HELIX, Book 2

        SPLICE, Book 3

      

      

      

      
        
        FORTHCOMING!

      

        

      
        A Game of Lost Souls series:

        The Angelic Anniversary Hour, Book Twelve

        The Perdition Picture Show, Book Thirteen

      

        

      
        Curse and Crown series:

        Storm & Steel, Book Two

        Dagger & Flame, Book Three

      

        

      
        The Spiral series:

        Ruin, Book 4

        Descent, Book 5

      

        

      
        The Resurrectionist Papers:

        Corpses Delicti

        Stiffed Again

        Cease and Deceased

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Science Fiction Writing as L.S. Silverthorne

        Experiencing True Purple series:

        Cipher, Book 4

        Renascence, Book 5

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: Angel Wings]
          

        

      

    

    
      Archangel of Death, Azrael stood with Berith the Fallen in High House’s Cloud Chamber, the seat of the seraphim, the highest ruling power in the Heavens under the Maker. Berith huddled close to him on the pyre, the platform that floated in the serene blue sky and among the surging air currents where cottony cloud tops rose through the sun’s warm light.

      Seraphim hated closed spaces and their devastating powers burned even an archangel like Azrael if they were too close. They rarely spoke aloud and they did not negotiate. He just heard their questions and statements in his thoughts. And he tried to avoid agitating them. Which even then, might get his eyebrows and wings singed.

      How will you repent?

      Seraphina floated near the platform, but at a cool distance. Her six wings fanned around her, robes and face obscured in the brilliant glow of white-gold light that emanated from her body and her halo.

      The seraph expected Berith to explain how she would make things right after the devastating Rebellion that nearly destroyed the Heavens.

      The Archangel of Death stood stoic, but worried as Berith snapped her hunched frame into an attentive posture. Her dark hair was smooth and tied into a shiny knot at her nape. Her thin frame barely filled the silky, charcoal angel of death robes she wore and her grey eyes were watery and lacked that bright afterglow without the light of her halo. She looked so small and frail without dove grey wings at her back as she faced the seraph.

      She looked visibly moved by being in the Heavens again after millennia in Hell. And terrified to be in the presence of the seraphim. Fearing they would destroy her.

      He felt her turmoil and the emotions overwhelming her.

      “If you would grant me this incredible gift of mercy, seraphim,” said Berith as she turned toward Seraphina, “I will continue fighting for the Heavens by using my ample healing talents to help all angels and my struggling human charges. If allowed to resume my former station as an angel of death.”

      He wasn’t worried about Berith. Yes, she’d taken such a huge risk in Hell to help human, Jack Casey, keeping him safe and healing him. Many of the fallen angels still walked away unharmed during that fight, returning to Hell. But through Jack’s peculiar human magic, she’d found her way out of the darkness. And Jack was the love of Talia’s life, his best angel of death.

      There was something endearing about Talia’s former human charge, something Azrael had begun to learn when the young man sacrificed himself to save Talia back on earth. Jack’s maneuver kept him and his guard from being destroyed by Lucifer, too. Even before that, Jack saved Muriel, Anahera, and several members of the guard by obliterating a greater demon. Later, he performed an even greater sacrifice by getting all of them out of the Garden and fusing the door’s lock, intentionally trapping himself inside the warded Garden with Lucifer.

      Azrael winced. He still remembered the moment that Jack physically pushed him—an archangel—out of the Garden to save him.

      He and the entire guard—especially Muriel and Anahera—had grown quite fond of Jack Casey, watching him grow from a drug-addicted, fallen Hollywood star whose soul needed saving into a reborn television hitmaker and finally, a hero wielding rare angel powers (mirrored from Talia because of a rare Phoenix shift). Jack’s sacrifice saved a lot of angels, even after Lucifer killed him. Somehow, Talia’s rare bond with Jack brought him back when Talia broke the soul tether binding his soul to Lucifer.

      No, the one thing that worried Azrael was Lucifer. Trapped in that destroyed, dark place of the Maker’s first experiment. With long-rotted fruit, dead trees, and husks of life in the overgrown brush and vines that had once been the most beautiful Garden ever created. The place where God created the first humans.

      Where Lucifer, God’s most powerful angel, intentionally wrecked His experiment, corrupting the first humans out of his jealousy and pride. Initiating the War of the Heavens that most angels called the Rebellion. Lucifer and a third of all angels fell from the Heavens that day, their wings and halos taken.

      But now, Lucifer found a way to grow back his wings and regenerate his halo, testing the theory on Talia through two innocent-appearing wagers.

      When Archangel Ramiel and his Watchers, working alongside Azrael’s guard, removed the last of the dampers that Lucifer and his demons had placed on the earth, it triggered another unstoppable Phoenix shift. Lucifer’s wings began to regrow and his halo was regenerating.

      And the moment his halo regained full power, Lucifer would break free of the Garden’s wards.

      Heaven was still trying to figure out how to restart time on earth. The only good thing about the freeze was that it had slowed down Lucifer regaining his powers. Restoring time on earth would cause Lucifer’s wings to grow back quickly and his halo to rapidly regenerate.

      And Lucifer was betting on that result.

      Slow or fast, Lucifer was counting the moments when he could finally assault the Heavens. And that attack would make the one on Eolowen look like a playground fight.

      You possess rare healing powers.

      It was a statement by Seraphina, still hovering near the platform, a cool breeze carrying away the heat from the seraph’s incredible powers. He wondered why the seraphim didn’t intervene in so many issues. With their powers, they could have fixed so much. Righted so many wrongs. Why couldn’t they have saved Jack Casey from Hell? Or at the very least, stopped Lucifer from killing Jack inside the Garden.

      But he didn’t presume to understand their powers or a hierarchy he’d never inhabited. Even within the ranks of his angels of death, they were forbidden from interfering in the natural course of the world. And in the individual lives of their human charges once those events had been written in their Books of Life and Death.

      “Yes, Heavenly Host,” said Berith, bowing her head. “That was my greatest gift before the fall. I so deeply regret my actions and the loss of those abilities. They could have helped so many and I just threw them away. Like I threw away my faith in the Maker.” She sighed, tears trickling down her face. “I let Lucifer convince me that He no longer loved the angels He created, only the humans. It was the greatest mistake of my existence.”

      You took great risks to help and heal the human, Jack Casey.

      Berith nodded. “I had to protect him. He’d done so much for me.”

      Explain.

      Seraphina wanted to understand how Jack had thwarted Lucifer’s attempt to take Talia’s rare powers. Azrael knew that she had seen what was in Jack’s heart, but he wanted Berith’s perspective. From Hell.

      “Jack showed me how wrong I was. That the Maker loved His angels just as much as His humans. That He’d wanted us to learn from each other. But we’d been too arrogant to see that. Jack showed me that love frees all. And he never gave up his love for Talia. He held onto that love and fought for it to his last breath. We, the Fallen, didn’t fight at all for it.”

      Azrael. Berith returns to your guard.

      Berith, use your healing powers. When you have atoned for your transgressions, we will discuss your wings.

      We will recall you to High House, Azrael, when a solution to the frozen time issue on earth is at hand.

      Berith’s grieving face brightened with a smile as she looked back at him. He felt her gratitude and shock at the mercy she’d been shown. And he felt her pain. She didn’t think she deserved forgiveness. Maybe in time, she’d feel differently?

      “Thank you for this mercy, seraphim,” said Azrael, picking Berith up in his arms as he flew away from the platform and out the portal.

      Back toward Eolowen to get Berith settled and see how the human, Jack Casey was settling into the grand hall. He still needed healing after the torture he endured in Hell. And the beating he took from Lucifer after trapping the two of them in the Garden.

      “Let’s get you settled into Eolowen, Berith,” he said to her.

      She nodded, looking overwhelmed.

      He remembered her as a fierce champion of her human charges, healing them and angels under sometimes difficult circumstances. She had a rare healing gift that was badly needed.

      “Thank you for everything, Azrael,” she replied, looking so small and human-like without her wings. “Especially for standing with me today.”

      “My pleasure, Berith. After everything you did for Jack and the risks you took to get that message to me. You took a lot of chances to help him. This time, when it counted, you stood with the light.”

      She nodded. “And I intend to stand with it for all time. I’m done letting others think for me.” She nodded toward the glistening white walls of the grand hall as it came into view. “Jack Casey taught me that, too.”

      “Jack is a very unusual human,” said Azrael. “He proves that to me every day.”

      “And Talia is very lucky to have his love,” said Berith as Azrael banked around the hall, circling around to the terrace, and into the nave through a portal on the rooftop. “Even in the pits of Hell, when he was at his lowest point, beaten, half-starved, and weak from blood loss, he never stopped loving her. And he fought for her to his last breath.”

      Azrael landed in the long nave, the breeze carrying in the soft scent of roses.

      “We can all learn from that,” he said as he set her down on the charcoal grey stones.

      “I sure did,” said Berith.

      “I am tasking you with his care until he’s fully healed. And then we’re going to put him through angel training.”

      Her eyes widened. “As a Watcher? Or something in the archive?”

      He smiled. “Angel of death training. I want to see what rare powers he’s mirroring. And I don’t want him out of Eolowen’s sight. With Archangel Samael’s civil war heating up, I expect him to attack us again. And with the barricades and wards still up throughout the Heavens, I can’t protect him unless he remains at the hall.”

      “I’ll make sure he’s healed, but without my rare healing gifts, I can’t heal his blood loss. His physical body will have to heal that over time.”

      Azrael had to make sure this training didn’t harm the young human. He wasn’t born an angel. His constitution was weak by comparison and so was his strength. He couldn’t fly or blink himself across distances. Huge drawbacks in the Heavens. They were designed for angels, not humans. Another reason he didn’t want one of God’s Chosen out of his sight here. But they had to know what rare powers he—and Talia—possessed. And hone them into weapons against Lucifer.

      Talia’s and Jack’s rare powers were the only things standing between Lucifer and the destruction of every angel in Heaven.
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      Jack Casey shouted himself awake. He snapped up from the crisp white sheets and flung them off. Expecting the mildewy stink of a dirty mattress under him. And the assault of Beige of the Damned plaster walls and Hell’s Own Beige linoleum floors that had surrounded him in those burned-out buildings in Hell.

      Instead of Hell’s roiling heat and heavy air that smelled like sulfur, smoke, and burnt wood, the breeze was cool, bright sunlight warming the white stone floors. His breath caught. And the bluest skies he’d ever seen filled every window.

      Billowing white clouds drifted past the summer blue sky and the air smelled like roses and jasmine and some other soft flowery smells he didn’t recognize. Long, silky white curtains hung at all the windows that had no glass or frames and pooled against the stone floor.

      His dirty, shredded, blood-soaked clothes were gone. All he had on was a pair of blue boxer briefs. And crisp white bandages wrapped everywhere. Around his ribs. And wound around his chest, left shoulder, and back. One around his forehead. His right ankle and right knee. Left wrist.

      Everything hurt. He felt smoky, dusty, and caked with dirt, ash and sulfur stink still clinging to his light blond hair. He wanted to take a week-long shower and then a week-long nap.

      And a lot of time to get through what had happened to him in Hell.

      He was afraid he was still dreaming. Afraid he’d feel a lash across his back or the burning metal bars of Lucifer’s cage against his chest. Or that all of this would suddenly disappear and plunge him back into the fire and heat and horrors.

      The sound of a dozen birds taking flight rustled past the windows, interrupting the beams of warm gold sunlight against the white stone floor.

      He glanced upward.

      Talia soared through one of the huge openings near the ceiling, dove grey wings at her back, a white-gold halo burning around her head. She only had on a short, charcoal grey robe, not that clear gold armor she’d worn when she and the guard defended that meadow against Lucifer’s forces. Her long, raven black hair hung free at her back and he wanted to dip his fingers in those shiny black ringlets.

      But the sight of her huge, unfurled, dove grey wings immobilized him.

      He’d never seen her with wings—or flying—before. Or a halo.

      He had vague memories of the day that she’d brought him back from death in that haunted, overgrown garden. Barely remembering her boss, Archangel Azrael carrying him out of that place and into this sprawling white palace with its towering ceilings and white stone walls. The last thing he saw before passing out was the bright light of her halo.

      The halo suited her, made those luminous grey eyes even brighter, but he had to admit, those wings were disconcerting. He’d have to get used to them, but he hadn’t even gotten used to the whole angel of death thing yet. Then the demons entered the picture.

      And Lucifer.

      From there, he’d just been running. Trying to stay ahead of demons. Of Lucifer. Of Rachel. And then everything exploded into chaos at the beach house.

      He and Talia just disappeared from the escape room, the final competition of The Ever After Hour. That season still felt like a dream he’d had once. More than a lifetime ago.

      Wonder what the show’s set coordinators, Steve and Jennifer thought about him and Talia disappearing? After Tyler Hughes and Nicole Reardon disappeared. Steve was probably bald now after pulling all his hair out.

      Jack had so many questions right now. How long had he been in Hell? What happened with the show? What happened now that he’d escaped? Now that Lucifer was trapped in that awful place and he was here in Heaven.

      And the big one: did Talia still want to be with him?

      If yes, then how was this going to work? Him being a human mortal and her being an immortal angel of death. And then there were these powers being mirrored through him.

      He had more questions than answers.

      Talia landed on the warm stone floor and flitted toward the bed. She flopped down on it, grinning as she threw her arms around him. Her wings slid around him in an almost protective drape.

      “You feel so good,” she said. “You’ve been laid up for a week or so. Bandaged and sleeping. Today was the first day they let me see you.”

      He struggled to put his arms around her. Even then, he had to fight stiffness and pain to hold her tight against his chest. Feeling her body against his made everything feel better though. He never thought he’d hold her in his arms again. Or even see her face.

      “I thought I’d lost you forever, Talia,” he said in a tight voice, pressing his face against her hair.

      Smelling the clean, sharp scent of rainwater, lavender, and sunlight. It had been so familiar before Hell, but now, it was the most incredible scent he’d ever inhaled.

      He pulled in a long, deep breath, his skin burning with her touch, his fingers vibrating with the feel of her soft skin that smelled like warm butter, the gentle curves of her body against his, and the long, graceful curve of her neck.

      “Oh, Jack,” she said in a hushed voice. “Everything you went through to protect me. Just breaks my heart.”

      He was shaking now, the awful memories of wailing souls, demons lashing his body, and all the things tearing at him. The roiling, oppressive heat that had sapped the life from him and never, ever cooled down. Everything burned and smoldered in Hell. And everything wanted to devour him—from succubi to demons to human souls.

      She cupped his face in her hands. “Jack? Jack, do you hear me?”

      A moan slipped through his gritted teeth and he realized that he was clutching handfuls of the white sheets on the bed and shaking. His gaze jerked back to her.

      “Talia,” he muttered, unable to hold back the look contorting his features.

      At the horrible memories that haunted him. He’d been through a lot. It was hard to just shift gears again. He wasn’t the same Jack Casey that had thrown himself at Lucifer and shoved Talia into Azrael’s arms. He wasn’t the same Jack Casey after months in Hell.

      He sighed, bowing his head. He wasn’t the same.

      “Jack, what is it?” she asked, stroking his face. “Please. Tell me what’s wrong. Let me help you.”

      “The memories of Hell are still so raw, I…” He shuddered and looked into her intense grey eyes, the light from her halo illuminating them with gold sparks.

      She was so beautiful. She just took his breath away.

      She slid her arms around him again, holding him tight against her chest. “I’m so sorry you went through that because of me.”

      He shook his head. “I couldn’t stand the thoughts of you…I couldn’t let them hurt you, Talia. Not like that.”

      His voice trailed off, breaking. He couldn’t stand the thoughts of her suffering through all those demons and beatings and attacks by Lucifer.

      “Oh, Jack,” she said with a moan, her voice soft and soothing, her hands cradling his face.

      He sighed. “I couldn’t let you go through all the pain and torture they put me through.”

      She held him tighter, those dove grey wings wrapping tighter around him.

      “Every thought of you suffering down there broke my heart. We were preparing to storm the gates of Hell, Jack. Azrael, the whole guard. To pull you out of there. But we had to find a way to break the soul tether first. Otherwise, Lucifer would have just pulled you back again.”

      His eyes got wide and he sat up, staring at her. “You and the guard were really going to storm Hell?” he cried, choking up. “For me?”

      Those intense grey eyes welled with tears. “Of course, for you. I’d have torn through that place with my bare hands for you.” Her voice got shaky, tears streaking down her cheeks and turning into crystals against the white sheets. “You mean everything to me, Jack Casey.”

      He couldn’t hold back his smile. She had been fighting hard for him here in Heaven. He didn’t realize how much that soul tether had complicated everything.

      His hand snapped to his bandaged left shoulder, feeling for the thick, blood-red cable that had protruded from his shoulder for so long. He felt for its shadowy length and for the familiar wet stickiness. The bandages were dry. Something he hadn’t felt in months.

      “It’s—it’s really gone,” he said, staring at her in surprise.

      She nodded. “I had to gather the parts of a rare power, Jack. To break your soul tether.”

      He couldn’t stand it any longer. He pulled her against him and smashed his mouth against hers, his hands frantic against her face, fingers tangling in her hair. Her wings folded flat against her back as he pressed her down on the bed, rolling his body on top of hers, his kisses hot and urgent against her mouth as he slid his hands into her charcoal grey robe. Sliding it off her shoulders.

      She ran her hands across his chest, fingers so hot against his chilled skin, running along his hips and across his stomach. He ran his hand down her thigh, underneath the short hem of her robe. Her breath quickened.

      But then she gasped and pulled at the sleeves of her robe as wings fluttered across the ceiling.

      He let her go, turning as Archangel Azrael landed in the room and set Berith down on the stone floor. He couldn’t hold back his angry stare.

      “Ever heard of knocking?” he said with a growl and sank back against the crisp white pillows beside Talia.

      Berith glanced at Azrael who smiled at him.

      “Nonsense!” Azrael replied, holding up a hand. “This is Eolowen. Angels have no need for doors or windows.”

      “Pretty fond of audiences, too.” Jack grabbed a pillow and smashed it against his chest, wanting to suffocate himself in frustration.

      Berith tried not to laugh, but it slipped through her hand as she covered her mouth.

      He glanced at Talia, that raven black hair in wisps around her face, looking like she’d just rolled out of bed. He sighed. Or his arms. She was grinning at him, trying not to laugh.

      “Yes,” said Azrael. “We usually have big gatherings here at Eolowen. Concerts, performances…meditations. It’s all very communal.”

      Jack sighed again then chewed his lip. “Swell. I can hardly wait for the communal part of this place to kick in. Around my bed.”

      Berith leaned up and whispered in Azrael’s ear. His face turned bright red.

      “Forgive me,” he said. “We came to check on you, Jack. We’ll come back later after you’ve had a chance to uh, dress.”

      He held out his arms and stared down at his blue boxer briefs. “Afraid this is all I’ve got left, Azrael. Think the clothes I was wearing fell apart somewhere between the Garden and here.”

      “Jack,” said Berith. “Azrael and I will go find some suitable clothes for you. So you and Talia can get…reacquainted.”

      He grinned. “Thank you,” he said. “Much appreciated. Just a request though…some pants would be great. I’m more of a pants dude than a robe dude.”

      Berith nodded and tugged Azrael toward a tall opening in the white stone wall, covered by those long, silky white curtains.

      “We’ll be back in a while,” she said in a quiet voice and disappeared behind Azrael.

      Jack turned toward Talia who laid back against the pillow on the other side of the bed.

      “So, is sex forbidden up here?”

      She just shrugged. “I’ve never asked.” She slid closer to him, a hand on his cheek. “And I’m not about to start now.”

      “Do angels even have sex?”

      She grabbed the pillow out of his hand and tossed it onto the bed. “Angels with human souls do,” she whispered and pressed him back against the pillows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Talia met Berith and Azrael in the archangel’s study. A glass desk stood in the center of the space, bookshelves in a rich, dark wood wrapped around the room’s white stone walls. Azrael pulled out an old wooden chair for Berith and she sank into it, looking tired. The archangel floated in the air beside the desk, resting his elbows on a pile of thick, leather-bound books in blues and greens. The smell of linen and roses hung in the air

      “Talia, please, come over and join us,” said Azrael, motioning her over.

      Her wings fluttered as she rose above the desk and hovered, watching Berith and Azrael with curiosity.

      Did Azrael object to her being in bed with Jack? That had never been Azrael’s way. Besides, Jack was human and she had a human soul.

      “Archangel,” she began, motioning over her shoulder toward Jack’s room in Eolowen. “About Jack and me⁠—”

      Azrael glanced down at his hands. “Talia, I realize that Jack is human and he knows nothing about the ways of angels.”

      “And I have a human soul,” she said. “I know such physical relationships here aren’t⁠—”

      He reached out and laid his hand on her arm. “Talia, there is no shame here. Except for mine,” he said, bowing his head. “I forgot Jack is human. I forgot that I sent you with a human soul down to earth to save his. I didn’t realize the ramifications of that action.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Ramifications?”

      He nodded, his heavy sigh resonating through the room. “As long as you are part human, you will struggle between angel and human ways. But the important point here is that neither way is wrong. Humans express love very differently from angels, but the Maker made them that way.”

      “And there’s no shame in love, Talia,” Berith added, glancing at Azrael who nodded.

      “Berith’s correct,” said Azrael. “To make Jack feel more comfortable here, I’ve asked the guard to install a door and windows in his room. It’s not fair to him to have angels just flying in and out of his space when he doesn’t have wings.”

      Talia smiled. “Jack will really appreciate that, sir. He has only seen me with wings once and that was today, so our ways are still disconcerting to him.”

      At last, Azrael nodded and his demeanor relaxed a little. “I’m glad that will help,” he said, steepling his fingers. “Now, that that’s settled, we need to talk about Jack.”

      Talia’s eyes widened and she stared at Azrael and then Berith. “Is there a problem?”

      Berith glanced at Azrael again. He looked uncomfortable again, his eyes steely and his fingers laced together.

      “Azrael?” Talia replied. “What’s wrong?”

      He winced, staring around the room, his gaze finally returning to her. “I don’t think I need to tell you that Jack’s in danger.”

      “In danger how?” Talia asked.

      Azrael leaned toward her, his wings flexing. “Lucifer has triggered the Phoenix shift. His wings have begun to grow back—like yours did.”

      She grabbed hold of one wing tip, fear trembling through her. Hers had grown back so quickly. And her halo regenerated with lightning speed, too. In the span of human days.

      “Mine came back so fast, archangel,” she said in a hushed voice. “Will Lucifer’s come back in days like mine did?”

      Azrael shook his head. “Fortunately, no. Because Lucifer’s Phoenix shift is tied to earth’s frozen time, his wings will regrow slowly until time is fixed. We have to find a way to unfreeze it without introducing major issues.”

      “That might be difficult,” she said, shifting her wings until she had risen above the desk again. “And it won’t take long for his halo and wings to return.”

      “And when that happens,” Azrael continued, “Lucifer will be strong enough to break the Maker’s wards and escape his prison.”

      She felt a cold wind blow across her face. “He’ll attack the Heavens. Starting here in Eolowen and working his way up to billions of human souls. And the seat of God’s thrones and knowledge.”

      The dark look sharpening Azrael’s long, intense face and turning his charcoal grey eyes into flints said it all.

      “And Talia, I know Lucifer. He will seek revenge against us for imprisoning him. Especially against Jack.”

      “Azrael, no!” She couldn’t hold back her shout, the anger and fear churning through her.

      “Talia, Lucifer killed Jack in the Garden, so he probably thinks Jack is dead. He’ll be after Jack’s soul among the other human souls. Until he finds out that Jack didn’t die. For a while, we can hide Jack from him, but eventually, he’ll sense that we brought Jack back. Then Lucifer will target him with a vengeance.”

      She landed with a thump on top of the desk, hands on her hips. “We have to protect him this time. He’s no match for Lucifer.”

      “None of us are, Talia,” said Azrael in a bleak tone. “Lucifer was God’s most powerful angel. All of those powers will return with his wings and halo. Your rare powers and Jack’s mirror of those abilities are our only hope of stopping him.”

      She shook her head. “What about the seraphim? They’re so powerful they can’t even stand in proximity to other angels.”

      “Power is relative, Talia. Their gifts are Creation energies. While it’s true they could easily disintegrate you and me, Lucifer is much too powerful for them. The Maker made him the most powerful angel in the Heavens. He’s still that most powerful angel even without his wings and halo.”

      Talia crossed her arms. “And Jack and I are powerful enough to defeat God’s most powerful angel?”

      Fighting Lucifer would be suicide for both of them.

      “Together,” he said. “That’s why Lucifer needs to eliminate you or Jack. To sever this extraordinary bond between the two of you. Using your powers in tandem, you could take Lucifer down.” He held up his index finger. “If you and Jack are in tune with one another. And if you’ve honed that bond and these powers. And now that you’ve awakened this resurrect power, Talia, you need to hone that power as well.”

      Berith turned toward her. “I’m sure Lucifer has realized his mistake, that together, you and Jack are his ruin. He will do everything in his power to correct that.”

      That statement terrified her, but Berith was probably right.

      Talia studied the archangel’s expression. He still looked worried, his brow creased, lips pressed into a thin line of concern. Like he had when Jack arrived beside Lucifer on the battlefield.

      “Archangel, what else has you so worried?” she asked finally, sitting down on the glass desk. “As if we didn’t have enough to handle with just Lucifer?”

      “No, our hands are quite full with Lucifer and human time frozen,” he said. “But this situation with Archangel Samael is festering. We have to defeat him and his death angel guard once and for all. Besides, I think Samael’s mission came from Lucifer and it’s to take you out, end the threat of these rare powers. And we can’t let Samael discover that Jack Casey lives. We have to keep him hidden from Samael and his guard.”

      Talia held out her hands. “How can we do that?”

      Berith was smiling now. “I don’t know how Jack will take this, but we’re going to hide him in Azrael’s guard. Train him as a new angel of death. Hide him right under Samael’s nose.”

      She frowned, shaking her head. “How will that work? He doesn’t have a halo or wings. I know Samael and his guard are pretty slow, definitely a few prayers shy of a psalm. And some of their halos spin backward. But even they will notice a new angel of death without wings and a halo.”

      Berith motioned toward her and leaned over to Azrael. “She and Jack have similar senses of humor.”

      Azrael rolled his eyes. “Jack says she’s got an arsonist’s wit because she burns everything down with it. I can vouch for that.” He turned his gaze back to Talia. “Yes, Talia, you are correct. Even Samael and his guard would notice that. That’s why I’ve been given temporary license to grant Jack wings and a halo.”

      Talia burst out laughing. “Jack in a halo?”

      “Yes. And wings. We’ve got to hide him from Lucifer and Samael. And give the two of you time to work in tandem with these rare powers. You have to be ready to face Lucifer, Talia.”

      Berith nodded at her. “And you’ll need to teach Jack angel fundamentals, Talia.”

      Oh, no—she was back to training new angels! But this was Jack. And he wasn’t leaving her sight—or Eolowen—without her. She never wanted to go through such a horrific separation again. Teaching a human to fly after he suddenly got wings though? That was going to be hard—even for Jack. Somehow, she and Jack had to master these powers together.

      “Will Jack also mirror the resurrect power?” Talia asked Azrael.

      He shrugged. “I wish I knew, Talia. We need to find out though. Having two of you capable of resurrecting angels that Lucifer brings down would be a tremendous asset.”

      “Then we’ll see if Jack has that power,” said Talia.

      “And I will need your help, too,” said Berith. “I’m to return to the guard myself.”

      “Without wings and your halo?” Talia asked with a gasp.

      Berith nodded.

      She looked concerned, nervous, but Talia would help her in whatever ways she could. She kept Jack safe in Hell and convinced Lucifer to let her heal him. She risked a lot to care for him. She would do her best to return the favor.

      “It would be my honor, Berith,” she said and bowed her head.

      Immediately, Berith’s eyes filled with tears. She quickly wiped her eyes. “Forgive me,” she said. “I’d forgotten how supportive the Heavens had been. I’ve believed so many lies for so long.”

      “You’re among friends again, Berith,” she said, laying her hand on Berith’s shoulder. “And your healing talents are desperately needed in the field.”

      Azrael was smiling now. “See, Berith,” he said with a nod. “I told you my guard was the best in the Heavens.”

      “I already see it, Azrael,” she replied. Her gaze return to Talia’s. “Talia, you need to know that Jack is a long way from being well.”

      He had a ton of bandages, so she knew he had a lot of injuries. But she didn’t know the extent of them. She was hoping Azrael would address that.

      “I saw all his bandages, but please, tell me what he’s facing.”

      “There are quite a number of broken bones and a concussion,” said Berith. “I’ve healed the breaks and the concussion, but that shoulder is beyond my limited healing powers right now. It needs time to heal after months of having his soul tethered. And…Lucifer deliberately bled him the entire time he was in Hell. To maintain the tether. So, he’s weak from blood loss. That will take months to heal, too. So, we need to look after him until he’s back on his feet. If I had my rare healing talents back, it would be a different story.”

      “Thank you for caring for him,” said Talia. “I’ll move Heaven and earth to protect him.”

      “Oh,” said Berith, reaching into the pocket of her robe. “I forgot that Jack asked me to give you this if he didn’t make it out of Hell. Or through the battle at Eolowen.”

      Talia’s eyes immediately clouded. “He wrote me a letter?”

      Berith nodded and handed her the soot-covered, blood-stained parchment that smelled like stale charcoal, iron, and sulfur.

      “A word of warning,” said Berith, squinting at her. “He didn’t have a pen or ink in Hell, so he mixed his blood with ash to write that letter to you.”

      Talia’s mouth fell open, the tears welling in her eyes. She clutched the letter to her chest. Knowing what he had to do to write this letter made her shake all over with grief. It meant everything to her.

      “I will never stop falling in love with this man,” she said, her voice breaking.

      Berith reached over and patted her arm. “Good, because that man loves you more than his own life, Talia. And as you’ve seen, he won’t hesitate to give it up to save you. So, you need to make sure he doesn’t get another chance at that sacrifice.”

      That’s what worried her the most. That Jack would sacrifice himself again to save her. Berith was right. She had to make sure he didn’t get another opportunity.

      “I will do everything in my power to prevent that,” said Talia.

      “Don’t tell him I gave you that letter,” said Berith. “I think he didn’t expect to be around when you read it.”

      “I will keep this letter against my heart,” she said. “Always.” She turned to Azrael. “When will you give Jack his wings?”

      “In a few days,” said Azrael. “Need to give him more time to rest up before we do anything strenuous. Like teach him to fly.”

      She wondered if he would take to the wings like a bird or be totally overwhelmed by them. She sighed. Or be adamantly opposed to them. He hadn’t even gotten used to seeing hers yet. Or seeing angels in general. And now, they were going to disguise him as one. But with Archangel Samael’s civil war in play, they had to keep Jack hidden and safe. From Lucifer.

      Wings beat the air, flying low over Eolowen. Two dozen angels of death. An attack by Samael’s guard!

      Azrael jumped to his feet and took to the air. “Berith, go stay with Jack. Talia, with me. We’ve got some mosquitos to swat.”

      Talia grinned and leaped into the air, wings spread wide. “Nothing would make me happier,” she said and rose toward the ceiling.

      “I’ll make sure Jack is safe,” Berith called to them.

      Talia zipped out through the opening and somersaulted into an upward climb. Gaining on the force of death angels that Archangel Samael had sent to attack Eolowen.

      Too bad they wouldn’t be reporting back.

      Talia smiled as she materialized an oblivion sphere in both hands. She raced past them, wings slicing through the air stream as she turned and lobbed both spheres into the squadron of death angels.

      She waved goodbye at them as the spheres exploded, taking the entire squadron with them.

      Whirling around, she dived after Azrael as he engaged five more of Samael’s death angels. And the fight above Eolowen began.
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      Jack eased out of the bed as wing shadows danced across the portals all along the high ceiling of the room. It was austere, only a bed and one white, wooden chair in the whole empty space that dripped with sunlight and cool, rose-scented breezes.

      But the rush of wing shadows surged past the openings again, making the blood pound at his temples.

      He flashed back to the shadowy ooze of demons through Hell, the ones that blinked and appeared beside him, just shadows on darkness. Baring teeth and glaring with bright red eyes.

      The angels rushing across the rooftops didn’t look friendly, their shadows dark and menacing.

      He shuffled around the room in only his blue boxer briefs, searching for a weapon—a club, a rope—anything!

      Nothing flying, walking, or crawling was going to drag him back to Hell. Not in this lifetime.

      A soot-winged, grey-eyed angel rolled through one of the openings near the ceiling and glared at him.

      Jack whirled around as it landed with a thump against the floor.

      “Vallis!” the angel shouted over his shoulder, toward the roof. “They are hiding a human!”

      “Coming here was your first and last mistake, asshole,” said Jack with a growl.

      He smirked. He had plenty of weapons at his command.

      He opened his right hand. A gold murder marble appeared in his palm.

      The angel blinked across the room. In a moment, he was in Jack’s face.

      “Mistake’s yours, little human,” said the six-foot-five, dark-haired, grey-eyed angel of death. “Being born, that is.”

      Jack smiled. “But my soul will rise and you’ll still be my little bitch,” he said and dropped the murder marble into the death angel’s hand.

      “What’s this?”

      “Angel hash in three, two, one⁠—”

      “No!” The angel’s eyes bugged out.

      The oblivion sphere exploded, scattering angel matter and feathers all over the room.

      Then the angel called Vallis stuck his shaggy, dark-haired head through the opening and somersaulted down to the floor, black wings extended. The room thundered as he stretched to his full six-foot-six height. Glaring at Jack who felt small now at six feet tall.

      He sighed. In just his boxers.

      Damn. Did all of these angel dudes look like gladiators with boas? Er, wings?

      “Samael’s gonna love this.” Then he frowned, looking around. “Where’s Epos?”

      Jack shrugged. “He kinda went to pieces when he saw me.”

      “What?” Vallis shouted, curling his lip, his squared jaw like an anvil, grey eyes like granite as he advanced on Jack. “Where’s Epos?”

      Jack pointed toward the bed. “He’s over there. And there. And there.” He shrugged again. “Mostly.”

      Vallis growled and grabbed Jack by the left arm. Lifting him into the air. Ten feet. Almost to the ceiling.

      The pain was excruciating.

      He winced and struggled to call up another murder marble. It took some concentration through the pain, but he managed to materialize another one.

      With his right hand, he fumbled the murder marble into the grey armor breastplate that covered this granite mountain-of-a death angel’s massive chest. He patted the metal armor.

      “Enjoy your trip,” Jack muttered through the intense pain tearing at his left shoulder.

      “What trip?” Vallis shouted in his face.

      “Your trip to Hell. Better fasten your seatbelt, dude.”

      Vallis exploded into a shower of grey bits. Dropping Jack.

      He crumpled against the white stone floor as little bits of charred angel robe fluttered down around him like charcoal butterflies.

      Why’d that jackass have to grab him by his left arm anyway? Did everyone in Heaven and Hell live to re-open this hellhound bite? After Talia removed the soul tether, the wound had finally stopped bleeding. Now, it leaked like a broken water heater. Made him want to explode Vallis all over again.

      “Jack!”

      Berith rushed over to him, but didn’t let him get up from the floor. “No, no! Don’t try to move. Tell me what happened first.”

      “Couple of angels just tried to express mail me off somewhere.”

      “You broke free?”

      “They broke,” he said.

      She frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “They broke. Because I lobbed a couple of murder marbles at them. They won’t be carrying me off anywhere. Next time I fly, it’s gonna be first class. With a lot of free booze.”

      “Oh, no—Jack…your shoulder.”

      He groaned, shaking his head. “I know. Shoulder’s all mangled again. What is it with these asshole angels and demons just auto-grabbing my left shoulder? It’s like everybody knows to squeeze it like an orange and juice as much blood out as they can. It’s really pissing me off.”

      He glared at the bloody bandage at his shoulder. Not again.

      More angels swished past the openings in the crystal ceiling in a mix of shadows and gold light.

      “So, what’s going on out there?” Jack asked as Berith helped him up from the floor.

      He could barely move after that fall.

      “Archangel Samael’s guard has gone to war against Azrael’s guard. The Heavens have barricades and wards across its cities and parks and spires. Even High House has been warded, its entrances barricaded. Guarded by a seraph.”

      “This dude sounds like a real dick,” said Jack. “What’s his issue with Azrael?”

      “Jealousy. Like Lucifer. Azrael’s guard is the best death angel guard in the Heavens. Samael can’t stand it. We think he’s in league with Lucifer, trying to take out Talia.”

      “Talia!” he cried, trying to pull free.

      Berith’s hold was solid and he was too damned weak from Lucifer kicking his ass and being bled for months in Hell because of that soul tether.

      “Let go! I need to go help her!”

      “Jack, relax,” she said, pushing him onto the bed. “Talia and Azrael are shredding all of Samael’s forces.” She glanced around the room, seeing the mess of feathers and silky grey fabric pieces. “Kind of like you.”

      “You sure?” he demanded. “If she’s in trouble⁠—”

      She pressed him back against the pillows and began unwinding the heavy bandage around his chest and back, away from his left shoulder.

      “She’s fine, Jack. Now, you just lie still and let me clean and re-bandage this wound.”

      “It’s never going to heal now, not after King Kong mangled it. It’s bleeding all over the place again.”

      She began mopping away the blood with a clean cloth.

      Three angels surged past the openings near the ceiling. Two angels in hot pursuit behind them.

      “We have to make sure that no one from Samael’s guard sees you,” said Berith.

      He winced as she applied a warm, dry cloth to the throbbing wound. Soaking up more blood.

      “Or that they don’t make it back to Samael to report,” he added. “Like Vallis and Epos.”

      Berith nodded, applying gold light to his shoulder. It made him sleepy. She stayed with him as he dozed off and on until he heard Azrael and Talia in the room. His eyes snapped open.

      Azrael was frowning, talking to Berith while Talia stared at the feathers and fabric all over the room.

      “There were two then?” said Azrael glancing around the room and up at the ceiling. “Samael sounds like he’s searching Heaven for Jack. Probably checking on earth, too.”

      Pulling himself up against the wall, pillow behind his shoulders, Jack stared at Azrael and then Talia.

      “I couldn’t stop them, Azrael,” said Berith, shaking her head.

      “Then how did all this debris get into the room?” Azrael asked as Talia bent over and picked up a piece of fabric.

      “This is definitely from an angel’s robe,” she said.

      “That was all me,” said Jack, his voice sounding rusty.

      Talia’s gaze jerked toward the bed and she rushed to him, sitting down on the bed beside him.

      “Jack, you’re awake,” she said, reaching up to caress his hair.

      “You, Jack?” Azrael replied. He moved toward the end of the bed, standing there in stoic silence, dark grey wings extended. He had a frosty look in his grey eyes, brow furrowed, and mouth taut. “Tell me what happened.”

      Jack pointed toward the ceiling. “First one dropped through there and shouted to his bro when he saw me. Tried to grab me and carry me off.”

      Anger began to simmer in Azrael’s grey eyes. “Already?”

      Jack nodded. “We traded a few insults. Then I handed him his ass and a murder marble.”

      “Jack!” Talia cried, giving him a wary look.

      To watch his mouth maybe? Guess he kept forgetting that he was in Heaven.

      “Uh, I mean—we traded a few insults and I handed him an oblivion sphere.”

      Talia chuckled, a hand over her mouth.

      “Insults?” Azrael asked, raising an eyebrow as he glanced from Talia to Berith. “What kind of insults?”

      “Well, I told him this was a mistake and he said my mistake was being born.”

      Azrael probably wouldn’t appreciate the rest of that conversation. The archangel crossed his arms against his chest, wings flattening against his back.

      “And?”

      Sighing, Jack looked away from Talia. “I sort of told him my soul would rise and he’d still be my little bitch. Then I handed him a murder marble. And boom! Angel hash.”

      “Jack!” Talia said again.

      “Well, that’s what I said,” he replied, giving Azrael an apologetic look.

      This time, Azrael smiled through his stern expression. Talia’s eyes grew wide and she exchanged a surprised look with Berith.

      “And the other angel?” Azrael asked, that steely look returning.

      “Came looking for his bro. He got all pissed off when I pointed to the places around the room he should start looking. Tried to carry me off.”

      Talia was snickering now.

      “Then what happened?” Azrael demanded.

      “I sort of put a murder marble in his pocket and told him to enjoy his trip to Hell. And that he better buckle up.” He made an explosion sound and mimicked it with his hands. “Boom! It’s raining angels. Sorry about the mess.”

      Talia had to turn away and cover her mouth to hide her laughter.

      Then Azrael busted out laughing. Talia turned around, looking shocked by his reaction.

      “The guard assured me that you were quite entertaining, Jack. Fighting Samael’s guard with you is going to be—an experience.”

      Jack just shrugged. Then he realized what Azrael had said. About
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