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        A supervillain in chains.

        Emboldened archangel treachery.

        A Heavenly tribunal convenes.

      

        

      
        Will Jack and Talia lose everything?

        As the Maker decides Lucifer’s fate.

        And theirs.

      

      

      As their first wedding anniversary approaches and ratings on the show plummet, Talia and Jack are summoned to testify at Lucifer’s tribunal. But when a group of archangels openly protests their forbidden relationship–and Jack’s angel powers–Talia and Jack find themselves on trial.

      But the erratic behavior of the Archangel of Wrath prosecuting the case causes chaos as disgruntled archangels grows bolder, threatening to seize power and unleash a forever war between Heaven and Hell as a new villain rises in the shadows of judgment and whispers of Armageddon echo across the Heavens.
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      Jack never dreamed that he, Talia, and his friends could shut down the apocalypse payloads of all seven Hell Princes. Or reach Heaven’s Throne room in time to confront Lucifer and stop him from killing the Maker. Jack never expected to survive the King of Hell’s all-out assault on Heaven and Creation—much less take Lucifer prisoner. At full power.

      Jack even lived to see his twenty-seventh birthday. With Talia still beside him.

      But that deep, burning dread still roiled in his gut like bad gas station pizza.

      This wasn’t over yet. Not by a long shot.

      He’d actually stood in the presence of the most supreme being in the universe. Now, he felt like three-day-old Sesame Chicken, microwaved too many times.

      Fridge light burned against the set trailer’s dim lighting as he stared into the stainless-steel abyss, the chill reminding him he’d survived the apocalypse and was still alive—and hungry.

      He scowled at his mostly empty fridge, staring at the old red and white cardboard container marked Sesame Chicken—the only thing in there besides two bottles of local microbrew and six cans of Coke Zero. Gianni and Banks had given him the beer. Ironically called Lucifer’s Rage and Apocalypse Ale. Dudes both had wicked senses of humor. But after dealing with Lucifer for so long and his Hell Princes, Jack found nothing funny about the apocalypse or the King of Hell.

      Nothing at all.

      Even though he and Talia defeated that douchebag, Jack knew that by bringing Lucifer down, he may have doomed his marriage to Talia. Every angel and demon in Creation knew about their relationship now, reminding the Maker of their ongoing forbidden relationship.

      The fridge alarm startled him, screeching like the entire world would burn unless he closed that door. Growling, he slammed the door shut. He’d just watched the entire world seconds from burning and it sure as hell didn’t look anything like warm beer and an open fridge door.

      Saving the world was a thankless job—especially for a soon-to-be out-of-work actor who’d married an angel of death despite their forbidden relationship. Along the way, angels, archangels, seraphim—even the Maker and their Scribe—let them stay together. Unofficially sanctioning their relationship. Allowing it to deepen and grow. Now that all of Heaven and Hell knew, the Maker suddenly wanted to address it. Before all of Heaven.

      Nothing good could come out of that, but he had to hold onto a flicker of hope anyway.

      Talia was the one thing he couldn’t lose. And he had nothing else to give.

      Now that his show was in trouble, he’d probably lost all the ground he’d gained with his mother, too. She’d have nothing to do with him now that the popularity of his show was waning. Without his fame—and fortune—he’d be uninvited from family holiday dinners again.

      He smiled. A small price to pay for stopping the apocalypse.

      He opened the lacquered grey kitchen cabinets one by one, finding them all empty, not even some stale goldfish crackers or a bag of microwave popcorn left. It’s not like the apocalypse had left him any time to get some groceries delivered.

      God, he was starving after his early morning set call and filming all the last-minute shots leading up to the finale of The Celestial Couples Show. So much of the show had been interrupted by the apocalypse. The rest of the cast knew. They’d helped him make up excuses and back up his reschedule requests for his and Talia’s couple’s spots.

      Images faded into focus on the large television screen mounted on the trailer wall beside the taupe couch. He cringed. Dailies.

      Of Rachel’s latest onscreen meltdown.

      He sighed, beginning to pace at the muffled voices growing louder, his stomach rumbling.

      Since he and his Hollywood squad had neutralized the final Hell Prince’s payload, the skies had returned to normal and the world had gone a little crazy for a few months. Shooting schedules at the studio got postponed. Whole episodes got delayed until after the new year when the show resumed filming in February.

      Over the past couple of months, he and Talia had done enough onscreen home renovation to make his head spin. So had Gianni and Izzy, Banks and Morgan. And Rachel and Eric. Much of that time, though, Talia had been absent from filming. At times, Jack had to remind himself that she still existed, to remember that they were still together by watching videos on his phone. Replaying moments in his head with her. Remembering when they’d been inseparable. When the only place she’d wanted to be was at his side.

      “Ow!” Rachel’s raspy alto voice echoed through the dimly lit trailer as he continued to stream the dailies on the television screen.

      But he couldn’t watch what came next as Rachel incited an entire on-set meltdown—with the entire cast. It was the worst one to date and he just couldn’t stomach watching it unfold.

      He looked away, but the voices still transported him back to this morning’s on-set brawl.

      “Dammit! Not another one!” Rachel’s angry voice was louder, sharper this time.

      Hearing the start of her onscreen explosion cut through him like broken glass, especially when he knew what came next. It hurt to watch his hit show—and the cast—coming apart at the seams.

      “Let me see, babe.” Eric Saunders’ calm, patient baritone voice was soothing against the sharp grate of Rachel’s tired, raging voice.

      A pause.

      He winced. Waiting for it. Dude, don’t turn around. Don’t watch this disaster start again.

      “You’re okay,” said Eric finally in his comforting, smooth voice. “Nothing a manicure can’t fix.”

      “That’s the third nail I’ve broken this week!” Rachel shouted, her shrill voice scraping down’s Jack’s spine. “I didn’t sign on for this. Why can’t my stunt double break her nails?”

      Stunt double? No one had a stunt double on this show. She was delusional—as always.

      “Stunt double?” Izzy’s voice was sharp with annoyance, but quiet enough that only the mics picked it up. “Is she serious? Wish they’d replaced her with a stunt double.”

      Izzy was so over Rachel Daniels. She’d had enough for a lifetime.

      He couldn’t help it. He turned around. Watching it all unfold again. This time from the objective view of the lens and not from his own point of view. Maybe it wasn’t that bad?

      He sighed. Like the apocalypse hadn’t been that bad.

      “I don’t need a manicure! I need reconstructive hand surgery! This is ridiculous!”

      “Don’t say it, Izzy,” Jack said with a groan. “Please don’t say it.”

      Like his wish for a different outcome would change anything. Yeah, he still had seraphim powers and Talia’s rare powers were still mirrored in him. But even if he used them all right at this moment, and somehow changed the outcome of this daily, he couldn’t change them all.

      Couldn’t change the inevitable.

      Besides, he’d drained all of his power in the Maker’s Throne room when the Rod of Creation absorbed it all, neutralizing the blast and his powers. Drained every last drop. Berith said it would take him some time to regenerate and replenish it all.

      He might have just enough juice left to change these dailies, but using them might draw Lucifer’s scattered demon army (and the Hell Princes) back to the studio for another shot at the title. At him. That might include Lare Dumont, Kesien’s former death angel squad, and maybe even Archangel Samael.

      He couldn’t risk that—not for this. It wouldn’t change tomorrow’s dailies. The day after’s dailies. Or the inevitable. Besides, he’d never used his powers for his own gain and he wouldn’t start now.

      Izzy’s commanding alto, evening news anchor voice filled the trailer. Jack pulled in a breath, teeth gritted.

      “Can’t handle a little hard work for once, Rachel?” Her tone was icy, dripping with frustration. “Don’t you have people to do the work for you?”

      Jack cringed as onscreen, Rachel screeched out an exasperated shout and lunged at Izzy. They tumbled to the set’s dusty maple hardwood and rolled across the sun-drenched living room floor, the set empty of furniture, walls theatre-screen white. He could almost smell the sawdust and the freshly opened cans of paint surrounding a stack of lumber as Rachel and Eric struggled to finish framing in a wall that had been taken down to its studs.

      Izzy, in tan coveralls, and Rachel, in pink coveralls, rolled across the hardwood floor, kicking up plumes of sawdust. Rachel tried to hit Izzy who dodged her fists’ wild flailing. Jack had faced her in a cage fight down in Hell. Izzy was in over her head. Even with those broken fingernails.

      Almost on cue, Jack watched as he entered the frame and threw himself between the two of them. Holding Rachel back. Gianni grabbed hold of Izzy, peach-colored paint daubing his face. He wore tan coveralls like Izzy, a pale blue T-shirt, and dark blue sneakers.

      “Stop it!” Gianni shouted.

      Jack groaned. Like that’s ever stopped a fight?

      “Izzy, enough!” Gianni snapped, grabbing his wife around the waist, and hauling her back from Rachel.

      And then Eric had Jack around the throat, dragging him back from Rachel who exploded across the set. Lunging at Izzy again.

      Banks and Morgan, dressed in sunny yellow coveralls, stepped in front of Rachel who veered left.

      Jack wanted to cover his face, to stop watching Eric choke the life out of him onscreen. But he couldn’t. He couldn’t stop watching as Rachel knocked over five cans of paint that spilled an angry river of turquoise, peach, old gold, glass bottle green, and cornflower blue across the brand-new, just installed maple hardwood floor.

      Hardwood flooring that he and Talia had spent an entire evening installing. Board by board. No angel powers or archangel intervention. He couldn’t move off the trailer couch for two days afterward.

      “Way to help out, Banks!” Gianni shouted, keeping himself between Rachel and Izzy as the paint oozed around his feet.

      “Like that was my fault?” Banks replied, stepping over the river of paint. His spiky brown hair and gently lined face were stippled cornflower blue and old gold. “She’s too fast.”

      “Izzy started this, not Mark,” Morgan said with a glare at Gianni, her thick brown bangs spattered pale green, hands on her hips. “So, don’t be mad at him.”

      God, it hurt to watch this.

      “You’re still within reach of a throat punch, Morgan Boyer Banks,” Izzy growled, glaring as she faced off with Rachel.

      Poor Gianni was sandwiched between Rachel and Izzy as they lunged at each other now. His black hair was disheveled, those warm brown eyes fearful, his Cary Grant poise eroding quickly as Banks and Morgan tried to step over the widening river of paint. To hold back Rachel.

      “A…little—help here,” said Jack onscreen in a tight voice, gasping, still trying to shove body builder Eric Saunders off him.

      Rachel’s fiancé outweighed him by a good forty pounds.

      Finally, Jack slid out of Eric’s headlock and dropped him to the paint-covered hardwood with a punch to the kidney.

      In the trailer, Jack held his hands over his face, but he splayed his fingers, unable to look away, watching himself leap across the overturned cans of paint as Rachel did a pivot turn and slipped past Banks. And Gianni.

      Tackling Izzy to the hardwood.

      Eric lumbered up from the floor and like Hell’s linebacker, he slammed between Morgan and Banks.

      Paint cans skittered across the floor as Eric surfed through the rainbow of wet paint. Drenching Gianni and Jack as he leaped at Rachel.

      Hauling her backward.

      Bowling over Jack like a wobbling headpin. And then Izzy.

      But Eric slipped, Rachel still in his arms. And the two of them faceplanted into the river of paint.

      And then Gianni was in Eric’s face as he scrambled to his feet, landing punches. Leaving Rachel and Izzy covered in paint and back at each other’s throats again.

      Covered in four shades of trending awful turquoise and peach paint, Jack got to his feet, wiping turquoise and gold off his chin and neck.

      “Is this how we’re rollin’ now?” Jack shouted onscreen and everyone froze, surprised at his outburst. “Brawling? At each other’s throats now?”

      Jack couldn’t stand it anymore and turned his back to the television as his voice crackled through the trailer.

      “A few months ago, we were unstoppable! We took down the freakin’ apocalypse together! Now, we can’t even paint a wall without going for each other’s jugulars! If this is how this season’s gonna end, I’m out.”

      The sound of his angry footfalls reverberated through the empty living room stage as he stormed off set.

      The memory of that moment echoed through his trailer with a heaviness that still sat on Jack’s chest.

      Those reno moments should have been all laughs slapstick with the smell of pepperoni and onion pizza waiting for them offstage. Back when they’d eat meals together and hang out to watch the dailies. Now, everyone was back to hating each other again, watching the dailies in their trailers, and judging each other like a bunch of angry film critics. Like that first season on The Cinderella Hour.

      Herb didn’t even try to stop it—or send Jennifer or Steve in to stop it. They were all there. Behind the lights and cameras, filming it in brooding silence. None of them said a word or moved in to wrangle the talent while the crew cleaned up the set. He groaned. They’d just given up. Herb was so jaded that he just kept the cameras rolling, hoping for a spark—anything they could edit in, some lightning strike that might keep this show alive for one more season.

      Jack stepped into his trailer’s kitchen so he couldn’t see the screen.

      Herb didn’t even bother cutting the action. Not once. No, he just let the cameras capture it all, Jennifer and Steve looking pale and frustrated. Like the camera and set crews.

      Still seated in his director’s chair behind the two main cameras, Herb just shook his head until finally, Rhonda, one of the camera operators, stopped filming.

      “That’s it,” said Rhonda, shaking her head. “I’m done.”

      “I’m done, too, Herb,” said Roy, his jeans, work boots, and sleeveless blue T-shirt dusted with sawdust as he slid the camera off his shoulder and walked off with the sound still recording.

      Rhonda, dressed in a red tank top, Doc Martens, and jeans shorts, let a smaller camera slide off her left shoulder as she handed it to Steve. The lens fell onto its side, capturing Rhonda walking beside Roy, his short dark hair greyer. Her blond curly hair was wrapped into a black bandana.

      That left one camera still rolling.

      None of this was about breaking fingernails. Arguments. Or renovations.

      Jack remembered back in the fall when everything had been at stake. He and his costars had been so good together. Unstoppable during the apocalypse. They’d been the best friends he’d ever had, but now that Lucifer’s threat was contained, everyone seemed like they’d forgotten what had almost been lost.

      Focusing on their own little apocalypse here on set instead. The death of their hit television show.

      The show had drastically fallen in the ratings.

      And Jack knew what happened next.

      All the pandering and posturing on set, the fights, his agent taking longer and longer to return his calls. He’d been here before. Herb’s director chair had been vacant for long periods of time, leaving the episodes’ completions to Jennifer and Steve. Gianni and Banks spending a ton of time on their phones. Being late to set calls. Absent for several takes.

      Avoiding each other—and Jack.

      Even the craft services food tables on set had gotten sparse—cheaper. Emptier.

      He knew all the signs. Everyone else was in denial. Refusing to accept what came next.

      The show had run its course. It was May. Sweeps week. This finale would be their last as a cast. As a series.

      And with Heaven’s tribunal about to start, it might be the end of Jack’s marriage, too. He sucked in a pained breath.

      The end of his relationship with Talia.

      As the television went dark, Jack sat down on his angelically reconstructed taupe couch that filled the small sitting area in his and Talia’s set trailer. Talia’s squad of death angels had gotten much better at putting this stuff back together. But the cushions didn’t sit quite as high and the furniture squeaked a little when he got up.

      The maple wood floors were still a little singed—a few boards out of place. Okay, more than a few boards. No one here at Four Acre Studios would even notice—including director, Herb Rutherford. They’d never know about all the times he’d fought demons inside this brand-new luxury trailer.

      Jack smirked. But he would. And it. Was. Awesome!

      The trailer’s high-end taupe and grey finishes had lost quite a bit of their shine and luster. The L-shaped kitchen’s taupe quartz countertop was a little dull, concealing cracks that skittered across the almost indestructible countertop. Almost. Didn’t say anything about being demon-tested. Or archangel-approved.

      He studied the shiny grey European lacquered cabinets, tilting his head, squinting as he noticed that even now, they still hung a little off center.

      He glanced over at the large flat screen television, dark now, mounted on the wall that separated the bedroom from the living space. Yeah, even the television hung at a slight angle. Okay, a little more than slight. A good twelve degrees.

      Traces of sulfur still tanged the air, mixed with the chemical stink of new flooring and new cabinets. Along with a touch of ozone and last night’s chicken barbacoa street tacos he’d brought back from a food truck because he couldn’t stomach re-re-warmed Sesame Chicken again. Or eating alone in the dimly lit trailer, watching some history show about mysteries of the world. Boy, could he tell this host a story or two. Dude would never believe him though. He’d be like that aliens dude only with wild blond hair, holding out his hands, babbling…angels.

      The trailer lights sputtered a moment, went dark, and then flickered back on again like a bad, straight-to-DVD horror movie.

      Demons? Again? Why didn’t this damned fridge make itself useful and screech its alarm when demons were near the trailer instead of its door being open? Warning of demons instead of warm beer. Or, hell…why not both? Now, that was his kind of smart appliance.

      Muriel said there were still some electrical issues with the trailer to work out. That was death angel code for Azrael needed to come down and zap everything back the way it was again. Maybe Herb could bring Azrael in to save the show? At least reno hell would be more interesting than just tired, scripted couples’ fights and ridiculous faux arguments about nothing. Until they were really fighting about nothing.

      Jack rose from the couch and began to pace through the dark, silent trailer.

      Who was he kidding?

      Nothing could save the show this time. But after what he’d been through during the apocalypse, he was okay with that. He had much bigger problems than wrangling another season of reality television. Like testifying about his relationship with an angel of death before a celestial tribunal—and the Maker. Like saving his marriage. And testifying as a witness for the Heavenly prosecution against The Devil.

      No pressure there.

      Ever since his birthday, Talia had been acting more and more distant.

      She had been spending more and more time in Heaven, dealing with the aftermath of Lucifer’s assault. And Lucifer’s capture. That added up to about half of every week. But after months of increasingly longer absences, Jack couldn’t help but take it personally. Like she was avoiding him. Distancing herself from him. Her husband of almost a year.

      Like she knew what was about to happen.

      He could have flown up to the lower Heavens and found her, but one of them had to keep the show going. Looking back now, he knew that was just an excuse. He was just as much to blame. He should have ignored his insecurities and gone after her, even if it was just for a moment to tell her that he loved her.

      The nights were the worst. Sleeping alone. Wondering if she was even thinking about him up there in Eolowen? Did she know how bad he ached all over when she was away from him? Or how much he hurt when he crawled into that king-size bed alone. Without her beside him?

      Now that the apocalypse was over and Lucifer was in custody, was she rethinking her life with him? Was it regret? Or Heaven recalling her to her crossing over souls duties? Maybe she was ready to move on from all of the bad memories she’d gathered from humanity. Bad experiences that all began with him.

      Or did she know something he didn’t?

      She said she was just busy with the rebuilding of High House and the aftermath of losing so many seraphim and angels. With Lucifer’s impending trial. With what came next for the death angel guard now that the apocalypse was over.

      Jack believed most of it, but he couldn’t help feeling the contradictions, too. Her turmoil. And the feeling that she was avoiding him.

      When she fell out of the sky during the Sixth flight battle above Earth and had been a breath away from oblivion, her light extinguished, he’d brought her back somehow. And together, with Azrael and her squad, they’d faced Lucifer, knowing they had almost no chance of winning.

      And somehow, they defeated Lucifer. Saved the Maker.

      He knew now that’s what he had to do with Talia. Fly up there and fight for her, tell her how much he loved her.

      But after they defeated Lucifer, he and Talia stood together in front of the Maker, flaunting their forbidden romance to the supreme being who’d declared it forbidden—but had let it alone all this time. Until it became an issue that all of Heaven and Hell knew about it.

      Now that Lucifer’s tribunal was about to start, Jack knew that he and Talia’s relationship would also be on trial.

      He winced, remembering how he’d stood in front of the Maker as a living, breathing human with angel wings (that he shouldn’t have) spread wide and halo (that wasn’t really his) spinning bright. Did it look like he’d been mocking angels? He was a recovering coke addict. A human with seraphim powers and the rarest angel abilities—not an angel. How arrogant that must have looked to all those angels.

      It must have supremely pissed off the Maker (and Heaven) and every angel he’d ever encountered when they saw what Jack was…and what he’d become.

      Ever since they’d taken Lucifer into custody, Jack had been waiting for the other shoe to drop. Waiting for his own trial.

      Waiting for the Maker to separate him and Talia. Or outright smite him for being this abomination of human and angel.

      And here on Earth, in his little world, the show’s ratings were tanking.

      He’d felt it since they started back filming again. Knowing it was the beginning of the end. He’d been preparing for this moment since he’d climbed back on top again. Because, no matter how high that rollercoaster cart climbed, it always dropped before returning to the station.

      He could handle the end of his television show. But how did he prepare to lose the love of his life? The woman he couldn’t live without? He could lose everything else and survive.

      But not Talia.

      Were these prolonged absences Talia’s way of showing him mercy? Hoping if she was gone long enough, he wouldn’t hurt so much when Heaven—and the Maker—returned him to his completely human state again. And life.

      Without wings and a halo. Without angel powers. Without his wife?

      He was nothing without Talia.

      And he was prepared to fight to stay with her at Lucifer’s tribunal. Even if the Maker smited him out of existence, he’d still fight for her to his last breath. And if it became his last breath, at least he’d know that he’d given it everything he was, everything he had.

      Wherever Talia was right now, he hoped she knew that. Knew that he’d give it all up to stay with her. Everything he had. Everything he was.

      If he managed to survive the Maker and this tribunal with his current life intact, his and Talia’s first anniversary was coming up. First anniversary as husband and wife. Requiring an amazing first anniversary gift. But what did a dude like him give to his angel of death wife? She had no use for anything a human could give her and she could smite anyone she wanted.

      He needed to give her something special. Something that meant a great deal to him. At the party they were having for their anniversary. They’d already sent out invitations inviting all their closest friends–angels, humans, and a demon or two.

      The trailer began to shake, warm gold light seeping into the corners and drifting outward until Jack felt like he’d stepped outside without his sunglasses.

      He closed his eyes and grabbed hold of the wall, waiting for whatever angel had come to visit him materialized. Unannounced.

      That wasn’t ominous at all.

      “Muriel? That you?” he called out. “You come back with an angel reno crew for this trailer? It really could use an archangel’s touch.”

      Hell, it could use a miracle. Like his shithole studio apartment he was leaving behind this season. He really wanted to win the beach house that he and Talia had been renovating this season. But he’d already bought it ahead of the show’s outcome. For him and Talia. Their move-in date was the week of their first anniversary—and the party. They’d live here in the set trailer until then. At least Talia knew this much.

      To his surprise, Pravuil, God’s Scribe, materialized in front of the couch, dressed in his flowing white robes, crisp white wings tall and unfurled at his shoulders, white-gold halo brighter than set lights. His short white hair was windblown, gold eyes intense.

      Jack’s face felt hot as the force of Pravuil’s entrance sent a burst of warm air rolling past him. Air that smelled like new-fallen rain, sunlight, and jasmine—and a trace of ozone. He bit his lip. Almost like Talia’s scent after returning from Eolowen. God, he missed his wife.

      “Pravuil!” Jack cried. “How you been?”

      Pravuil, angel-tall at six and a half feet, ran his fingers through his thick, shaggy white hair, gold eyes stern—almost hard—as he glared around the trailer in his grumpy eagle-eyed archangel way.

      “Jack?”

      He sounded surprised. Concerned. That made Jack immediately nervous.

      “Something wrong?” Jack asked as he moved in front of God’s Scribe.

      Was Talia all right?

      “Wasn’t expecting you to be alone,” said Pravuil.

      Jack shrugged. Was that good or bad? He could never read the gruff but caring archangel. Then he realized what the Scribe meant. Pravuil hadn’t come here to talk to him. He’d come to see Talia. Who wasn’t here.

      “You’re looking for Tal, aren’t you?” said Jack as he leaned against the kitchen countertop, his stomach rumbling.

      Now, he was worried sick. He hadn’t heard from her in weeks.

      Pravuil’s gold eyes narrowed as he looked Jack up and down a moment and then gazed around the trailer.

      “I am,” he said finally. “She’s not here?”

      Jack couldn’t hold in his pain as he shook his head and shoved his hands into his jeans pockets, his pale blond hair looking a little a disheveled in the grey lacquer cabinets’ reflection.

      Pravuil’s brow furrowed. “You and Talia have a fight?”

      “I wish,” said Jack in a quiet voice.

      “Why would you wish that, Jack?” Pravuil asked, those hawkish gold eyes intense, studying him with a surprised glint.

      Jack shrugged and moved toward the refrigerator behind him, hands still in his jeans pockets.

      “At least there’d be some passion behind it. Some emotion. A little heat.”

      Pravuil gave him that dog look, cocking his head to the side in confusion. He had no idea what Jack meant. Dude was an angel after all. Emotions confused him—especially the most painful ones. Like love. Attraction. Jack sighed. And passion…especially passion.

      “Sorry, Jack—I’m not following you.” Pravuil glanced toward the ceiling. “I need Muriel here to translate the Jackspeak.”

      Jack paused in front of the fridge, bowing his head as pain twisted his chest.

      “Tal spends most of her time up in Heaven these days. I was just about to ask you if you’d seen my wife.”

      Jack leaned against the refrigerator doors and stared at Prevail, unable to keep the ache out of his face or stinging his pale green eyes that looked so haggard in the dented appliance’s dull chrome sheen.

      “Have you seen her, Pravuil?” he asked in a tight, small voice that threatened to crack.

      Pravuil stepped toward him, white robes trailing like clouds behind him.

      “Don’t need Muriel to translate that,” said Pravuil in a quiet voice as he scrutinized Jack, his brow furrowing. “That’s pain I hear.”

      Jack nodded.

      “Yes, Jack—I’ve seen her,” said Pravuil, the gruffness softening into a gentler tone. “She’s so worried about this tribunal that it’s making her sick.”

      Jack’s eyes widened and he lurched toward the Maker’s Scribe.

      “Talia’s sick? I need to find her, I⁠—”

      Why didn’t just fly up to Heaven? Right now! But that might put him front and center on the archangels’ and the Maker’s radars right now. And according to Azrael, that was the last place he needed to be.

      Pravuil gently but firmly gripped Jack’s shoulders. “Jack, listen to me. She’s not physically sick, but she’s worried about what will happen when you and she testify. In future, I’ll be more careful with my words.”

      Jack let a relieved sigh slip through his gritted teeth as he sank back against the refrigerator doors.

      “Jack, she’s preparing to fight for you when the subject of your relationship comes up with the Maker. And trust me, it will. There has never been an angel with a human soul before. Or a human with wings and a halo—and seraphim powers. It’s all over Heaven now. The Maker has to address it once and for all.”

      His eyes stung at Pravuil’s words. She was preparing to fight for him!

      “But she’s been avoiding me for weeks, Pravuil,” he said in a heavy tone.

      Pravuil lowered his voice. “Jack…there are angels who don’t approve of yours and Talia’s relationship. And they are furious that you—a human—have received seraphim powers. And rare angel gifts. Gifts coveted by nearly every angel in Heaven. And they’re furious that these powers are being wielded by a human.”

      “Wait a minute,” said Jack, anger burning at his temples. “I never asked for any of these powers. Well, I asked to keep them that one time—so I could defeat Lucifer. But I’ve never used these powers for anything but saving my world. And the angels.”

      “I know that, Jack,” said Pravuil, waving him off. “Every angel of death in Heaven and several of the archangels knows that, too. They’ve fought beside you. They know better. But there are some…lesser angels—putzes who still believe Raziel’s lies. They want to see you stripped of these powers and those powers returned to the angels.”

      “They want the powers for themselves, you mean.”

      “Greed isn’t a uniquely human emotion, Jack.”

      From Pravuil’s restrained tone, Jack knew the Scribe wasn’t telling him everything.

      “All right…spill it, Pravuil,” he snapped, sliding his hands out of his pockets. “What else?”

      Pravuil stared down at his feet and Jack stiffened. This wasn’t going to be good.

      “Some of the archangels…agree with—Samael.”

      “What?” Jack roared.

      Pravuil’s gaze snapped back to Jack and Jack saw disgust. Whatever it was, Pravuil didn’t agree. At all.

      “Some of them are just stodgy purists, Jack,” Pravuil began as he paced from the kitchen to the sofa. “Misguided fools. They don’t believe angels and humans should ever mix—much less love and marry. They don’t believe in love—one of our seven tenets.”

      “Humans and angels should never mix? Or hell, save the Maker together, either,” Jack snapped. “Or the world.”

      A snarky smile lit Pravuil’s face. “That’s the Jack Casey I know. You were starting to scare me a little, Jack.”

      Jack shuddered as the rush of emotions swelled inside him—quickly wrecking him. Like Talia’s continued absence.

      “Sorry, Scribe,” he said in a quiet voice and leaned back against the fridge again. “I’m just going out of my mind without her. It’s been so long…”

      Pravuil laid his hand on Jack’s shoulder a moment, squeezing.

      “I know time is such a tidal force to humans. It passes so quickly—or slowly—and it all carries so much weight. Angels forget how painful that can feel to humanity.”

      He paused as Jack turned toward the fridge and opened it, its thin gold light paling against Pravuil’s warm angelic glow.

      “She’s not avoiding you, Jack. And you know she still loves you. She’s doing everything she can to keep the two of you together when you stand before this tribunal. Hasn’t been one of these in millennia. Biggest shindig since The Fall.”

      Jack whirled around.

      “Did you just call Lucifer’s trial a shindig?” he said, chuckling.

      Pravuil shook his head, pointing a finger at Jack. “I did. You humans are a bad influence, you know that, Jack.”

      “Lucifer being tried and possibly thrown into the Lake of Fire,” Jack said with a snicker. “And you call that a shindig?”

      He broke up laughing as Pravuil’s face turned red.

      “Okay, yes, it’s a very big deal. And it’s not a shindig, all right. Having the Maker presiding over the trial of the millennia in the brand-new High House Cloud Chamber…well…it has me a little nervous, okay, smart guy?”

      Jack laughed harder as he reached into the fridge and pulled out the two bottles of microbrew.

      “Well, let’s toast a big yee-hah to having this shindig over soon,” he said and held out the two bottles. “What’s your poison, cowboy? Er, Pravuil? Lucifer’s Rage or Apocalypse Ale?”

      Pravuil squinted at both bottles and gave Jack that familiar look of disdain, one white eyebrow raised.

      “You’re serious?”

      Grinning, Jack nodded.

      “Fine. I’ll have the Apocalypse Ale. Humans…always so glib.”

      Jack handed him the bottle and twisted off the cap on his Lucifer’s Rage ale. “Angels. No sense of humor.”

      He took a big swig of Lucifer’s Rage, the cold, yeasty beer easing some of his warring emotions. It was good. Locally brewed. He just hoped he would be as good as this Hefeweizen at quelling Lucifer’s rage at his trial. And the Maker’s at seeing a human walking around with wings and seraphim powers.

      Pravuil threw a massive book on the kitchen counter.

      “Where’d that come from?” Jack asked, squinting as he took a long pull off his ale.

      Had the Scribe pulled it out of thin air? Or those archangel robes of his?

      “You don’t want to know,” Pravuil snapped. “It’s been my life’s work since we captured Lucifer. Now, before that trial, I want you to go over the events in the Throne room as they were documented by the Throne angels.” He patted the heavy dark blue book. “In here.”

      “What are you, my public defender? I’m not the one on trial here, Pravuil.”

      Pravuil slapped his hand against the book.

      “Jack Casey, don’t think for one moment that you’re not on trial, too. Because those problem archangels know you’re walking around with seraphim powers in addition to that halo and wings. And mirroring Talia’s rare powers. Powers they want. They’re going to spin everything to make you look reckless and unable to control those powers, hoping to get them stripped from you. So they can get the powers for themselves.”

      Jack rubbed his hand over his face and took another long drink of ale. Were they going to try to tie him as an accessory to Lucifer?

      “And for the record, Jack,” said Pravuil, an angry edge to his voice. “I’m a judge not a solicitor.”

      “A judge?” Jack frowned.

      “Yes, a judge. So, get used to it. And this is the last time we’ll speak before the tribunal. That clear?”

      Wow, Pravuil would be passing sentence on Lucifer. He shuddered. And maybe on his and Talia’s relationship? At least he knew Pravuil would be fair. And was in both his and Talia’s corners.

      “Crystal, Pravuil.”

      “That a yes?”

      “That’s a yes.”

      “Humans,” he said with a groan. “Never say what you mean.”

      Pravuil froze, his gaze jerking around the room. Like he’d seen something move.

      “What’s wrong?” Jack whispered.

      The Scribe’s eyes narrowed. “Demons. Sniffing around your trailer. They must have followed me.” He pointed at the book again. “You! Open that book and start studying while I ward your trailer and eliminate a few demons.”

      Jack motioned toward the taupe couch. “Sure we can’t invite ‘em in? I’ll put on a little AC/DC, call up a couple of murder marbles, and have ourselves a little shindig.”

      Claws raked along the side of the trailer.

      Jack turned.

      As six demons leaped through the walls at him and Pravuil.

      “There’s too many!” the Scribe shouted.

      Jack smirked and held out his bottle of ale as he called up a sparkling gold murder marble in his left palm.

      “Pravuil…hold my beer.”
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      Talia floated on a warm updraft above the newly erected High House spire that climbed high into the cottony billow of Constable clouds skittering across the vibrant Parrish blue skies, the air sweet with traces of jasmine and honeysuckle. Heaven’s beauty was returning—almost erasing the memory of the carnage that had happened here.

      Almost.

      The memory of the hard-packed rubble and the black, smoking stone spires remained, their tops torn away like someone had lopped them off with a scythe.

      Her dove grey wings gently beat against the air currents in an even rhythm, Muriel on her right and Azrael on her left as cherubim floated in eagle forms above the spire’s new golden dome and lowered a golden dove finial onto the rooftop. With a burst of angelic fire, the cherubim anchored the dove finial in place.

      It glowed white and gold, sparkling with sunlight and angel light that quickly cooled, shimmering a sunny rich hue that radiated whorls of gold and blue and violet light against the clouds floating past. An ethereal melody, like a chorus of wind chimes, floated at the edge of her hearing, the layers of harmonies and melody familiar and soothing. She hadn’t heard music in the lower Heavens for so long that she’d almost forgotten what it sounded like. She’d always hated harp music, but even the sharp thrum of harp strings would have eased her anxiety.

      For the events to come.

      “High House is at last complete,” said Azrael, grinning, arms spread, his flowing charcoal grey locks were more silver-white now around his shoulders.

      The apocalypse had changed him. Especially the battle in the Maker’s Throne room.

      His hair was lighter now. Charcoal grey (what happened to archangels of death’s hair) had given way to a silvery archangel white. Even his red-gold halo had lightened to a lustrous white gold. An archangel’s eyes turned gold, the color growing more intense with their bravery and good deeds. Azrael’s should have been liquid gold and hair pure white by now, but he was an archangel of death. Dealing with death kept his eyes charcoal grey instead of archangel gold, but the weight of it all—an archangel’s responsibilities—had caused his hair to lighten.

      Angels of death were different from other angels, regardless of their status. Their hair turned darker with experience as the rest of their form turned pale from dealing with constant mortality. But the grey color of their eyes grew more intense, almost silvery. Jack had been telling Talia for months—on the rare occasions she got to spend time with him—that her eyes were so light and vibrant.

      Thankfully, all of this interaction with angels hadn’t changed Jack’s eyes. They were still that irresistible, intense pale green she’d fallen hard for, his light blond hair as bright as the Southern California sun. Had Jack realized that her hair had darkened since the apocalypse? They hadn’t been together enough lately for him to have even noticed.

      Most of that was her fault.

      She was doing her best to keep all attention—especially the Maker’s—off Jack. Hoping her distance would protect him. She couldn’t take it if something happened to him. All she wanted was to drop through these clouds and follow the airstream right back to Burbank, California. Where Jack waited for her in the studio lot’s set trailer. Alone. If she knew her husband, he was probably wondering what he had done to make her avoid him like this.

      She only wanted to return to him. To hold and kiss him and make love to him. Show him that he was still the love of her life. That she hadn’t forgotten him.

      Now, in the aftermath of the apocalypse, Azrael had the weight of Creation, Heaven, and Hell on him. And the Maker’s tribunal. So many angels had been lost during the Sixth flight. The Enochian Apocalypse. The worst loss of angels since Lucifer’s fall. And with only one seraph left after Lucifer blew up High House, Heaven was short on angelic presences. Only the Maker could create angels—or bring the ones lost back again. If there had been even a trace of light left, she and Berith could have brought those angels back again with resurrect. But without that light, only the Maker could recover them from oblivion.

      Talia had no idea how the Maker would address the loss of so many angels. Or the fate of the few humans who helped foil the Hell Prince payloads. They wouldn’t be summoned to Lucifer’s trial, but she wondered if the Maker would allow them to remember the apocalypse—and their roles in it.

      “Let’s hope no one else tries to bring it down,” said Muriel, a wariness in her voice.

      Like she expected Lucifer’s army to attack again. Or Archangel Samael, who was still on the run and taunting Heaven with his treachery.

      “It’s more beautiful than ever, isn’t it?” Azrael said, his face aglow in the wash of angelic light surrounding the new spire.

      He ignored Muriel’s comment, but Talia felt the same way. She worried how long it would be until another demon attack. Would they regroup and attack Heaven again—trying to free Lucifer? Or would Samael return to finish what he’d begun at the grand hall of Eolowen?

      “I will never forget the image of High House in smoking ruins, Azrael,” said Talia.

      “Can’t say it was my favorite place after they almost reeducated me,” said Muriel with a shrug. “But seeing it destroyed was awful. Hope I never see that again.”

      “Me either,” said Azrael as he watched the cherubim in eagle form fly in formation around the Cloud Chamber and then blink through the clouds toward the square below.

      “How will all of Heaven get to see this tribunal, sir?” Muriel asked. “Since it’ll be held in the Cloud Chamber. So that Seraphina can sit in attendance. And face Lucifer.”

      Azrael pointed toward the curved white platforms being erected in the square below.

      “Those platforms will float around the spire as the tribunal is projected from the Cloud Chamber onto the spire walls of High House. The platforms will encircle the spire and allow every angel left in Heaven the chance to witness Lucifer’s fate.”

      “Why even give him a trial?” Muriel demanded, her brow furrowing, velvety black hair floating around her shoulders, her eyes a bright grey. “It’s not like the evidence isn’t overwhelming.”

      “Every angel has the right to face their accusers and the accusations against them,” said Azrael. “Even Lucifer.”

      “I guess it will be a short tribunal, then, won’t it?” Talia offered.

      How could it not be?

      Lucifer had done so much harm to Heaven and the Maker’s Creation. And to humanity—especially Jack as his latest obsession. Would Jack have to face Lucifer like this, too? Or would the Maker allow Azrael—or her—to face Lucifer on Jack’s behalf? But she knew the answer to that question. Jack had already been called before the Maker. And now that the Maker realized the totality of what Jack had become—and her—they had no choice but to rule on Jack’s fate. And the fate of this forbidden romance. Hers and Jack’s marriage.

      She remembered a time when the Maker let them remain together. But that had been before the realization that Jack’s wings and halo couldn’t be removed. Before Jack had absorbed the rarest of angel powers. And seraphim powers. It was a good thing he still had those powers after Lucifer erased most of the seraphim from existence. But now that all of Heaven—and its angels—knew about Jack’s incredible powers—and their marriage—Talia knew the Maker would rule on it.

      On Jack.

      And she was terrified for her husband.

      Could those powers be extracted from him at all now? Without killing him? Or destroying his soul? His existence? Could the Maker just take them back again? And what about her relationship with Jack? Would the Maker separate them now? Erase her memory of Jack? Or Jack’s memory of her? Rewind time to before they had ever met?

      She couldn’t take seeing that blank look on his face. That do I know you look she’d seen on his face before, but never directed at her. Not even the first day they met beneath the hot, sweltering set lights of Studio 22. He had been so scorching hot that day. Temptation personified—and he took her breath away (and still did). Resisting him had been impossible. Not showing her attraction required Heavenly intervention. Even now.

      She and Jack went through something similar together when Lucifer took control of her through a rare angel power (cast by a fallen angel). The moment she no longer recognized Jack had broken him and he nearly died when he challenged Lucifer after arming all his seraphim powers to ignite. Fortunately, Berith found a way to save Talia’s memories while the seraph found a way to save Jack.

      Talia knew Jack couldn’t go through that a second time. It would destroy him.

      She planned to throw herself on the tribunal’s mercy—the Maker’s mercy—and beg for Jack’s life. His soul. And she would offer up her wings, her halo, and her rare angel powers to stay with him. She loved being an angel and she loved crossing over souls to a new journey. The thing she hated for so long had become a sacred privilege now.

      But she refused to give up her human soul. It was her one chance to spend a human lifetime at Jack’s side. And ascend beside him to a place where most angels could not follow.

      It felt like a lifetime ago since she’d been forced into that first wager with Lucifer and sent to Earth in human form to save two souls. Even now, those two souls were still in jeopardy.

      And she would still do everything in her power to save them both.

      Or be smited out of existence alongside Jack if it came to that. Either way, she refused to exist without him.

      “Talia? Did you hear me?”

      Azrael’s commanding voice shook her out of her panic.

      “No,” she said, forcing a sense of calm back into her body as cool air flowed through her angelic form—through her wings. “What did you say, Azrael?”

      He looked concerned as he reached out and brushed his thumb across her chin.

      “Talia, you are so troubled,” he said in a quiet voice. “What can I do?”

      She bit her lip to keep it from quivering and then stared into Azrael’s charcoal grey eyes. They could be fierce and deadly, but right now, they were soft and misty. Muriel reached out and squeezed Talia’s arm.

      “Archangel,” she began as a burst of wind rushed over them from one of the platforms below rising into the air on the wings of her squad: Kesien, Deemah, and Anahera.

      She watched as they circled around the newest, highest spire in the lower Heavens, reconstructed at least fifty feet taller than the old spire, and released the platform into a light-filled tract that wrapped around the spire. It moved slowly, like a cloud on a windless day, and floated along the trail of light.

      “Talia, what is it?” Azrael replied, shifting his body in front of her to block the wind.

      “What will happen to Jack?” she asked in a tight, pained voice, her grey eyes welling with crystalline tears.

      “Happen to Jack?” he asked, frowning. “What do you mean?”

      “Now that the Maker realizes Jack’s walking around with seraphim powers and rare angel gifts…along with a halo and wings…I
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