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      Like smoke, a flock of ghostly angels drifted across Heaven’s darkening skies, the haunting lament of the seventh flight echoing like a requiem across shadowy cloud tops. More spirit than angel, they warned the Heavens that the apocalypse’s last, terrifying flight of angels would soon take to the skies for Earth—and usher in something far worse.

      Armageddon.

      The angelic apparitions sang their bleak liturgy, its mournful harmonies aching through Talia as the translucent seventh flight floated past in a holding pattern.

      Until morning.

      They glided over the terrace, that horrible hymn filling Eolowen’s expanse. Unnerving the guard.

      Some looked up. Others stopped sparring to stare, looking as horrified as Talia felt.

      The devastating possibility of a forever war between Light and Darkness loomed across the Heavens. Talia knew that if seventh flight touched down on Earth, they wouldn’t spill the plague of death on humanity. No, it was much worse than that.

      They would trigger the end of Creation…Jack’s world.

      Pain rippled across her dove grey wings. All those innocent humans…

      The thought made her hurt all over.

      Somehow, she and Heaven had to stop the terrible events that Archangel Samael set in motion when he took advantage of Lucifer’s capture in the Maker’s throne room. And the only way to halt Armageddon was to defeat Samael and Raum, the beast of prophecy destined to lead the army of darkness against the light. Before the seventh flight touched down on Earth or the Creation would be destroyed.

      That bottom feeder, Archangel Samael cowered in the depths of Hell alongside his hell spawn, Raum. Building an army. Daring Heaven to come after them. She and the death angel guard only had two angel days to halt the end of everything. Pause the events that would ignite Armageddon.

      And not even the Maker could stop Armageddon from playing out once that fuse was lit.

      She and the guard had to get this right.

      Talia felt the entirety of the angels’ fears and trepidations vibrating beneath the controlled chaos of Eolowen’s intense drills as Heaven descended into a state of high readiness, the shock of Lucifer’s trial already beginning to fade.

      She never dreamed that something far worse lurked in its aftermath. That was just beginning.

      “Work harder, angels!” Talia shouted as she hovered above Azrael’s dais, overseeing the guard’s final drills. “The seventh flight’s holding pattern is our constant reminder that we have one chance to get this right. To stop Armageddon. So, show me that you mean it out there!”

      The sharp, tinny clangs of Eternean blades slammed harder against shields and reverberated sharper across Eolowen’s terrace like drumbeats. Speed and dexterity drills began at a fever pitch as the guard’s anxiousness spilled off the terrace and snaked its way across the lower Heavens.

      With the entirety of Hell’s demons loose and Hell in chaos, barely held in check behind the partially opened Gates of Hell that Abaddon struggled to close, Samael and Raum gathered an army. They expected to face Heaven in the final battle between light and darkness, not realizing the fight was coming to them. Samael had to be betting on Heaven’s heavy losses of angels during the apocalypse’s sixth flight, believing that his growing army outnumbered the guard and that would lead them to victory at Armageddon.

      With only a seraph and a handful of cherubim and archangels left in Heaven, they had to remain behind to defend it. Alongside Archangel Turiel and his death angel guard and Sidriel, who’d sent her guard with Azrael. Talia’s jaw tightened. They would gather around the lower Heaven’s borders, defending it in case Azrael’s guard fail.

      A terrifying thought.

      Yes, she and the guard knew they were outnumbered. Overpowered with only one archangel among two decimated death angel guards. Racing against a clock that was quickly running out of time. With only a shadowy idea of what they faced down in Hell.

      But Talia and her guard knew one thing was certain: this fight was to the death.

      It wasn’t a search and rescue or a bounty hunt. It was their last chance to save Creation. All of it. That was evident in Archangel Azrael’s laser-focused preparations and in the guard’s unwavering focus.

      She moved around the edge of the terrace, scrutinizing each squad’s footwork and sword skills and studying how they fought as a team. Tomorrow, they were only as skilled as their weakest angels. One sloppy formation could let through a killing blow to the guard.

      Or let Samael escape again.

      Azrael had always been so protective of his guard. And now, they faced so many questions and unknowns. How many greater demons and hell princes survived? How many Nephions had Samael spawned? Were Jack’s seraphim powers enough to turn the tide down there? Enough to take down Raum?

      As commander of the guard, Azrael carried a heavy burden and as his right hand, she carried part of that load. His grim address to the guard before a final meeting in High House warned Talia and the guard that losses could be heavy down in Hell. And if that wasn’t an onerous enough load for Azrael and the guard to bear, an even bigger uncertainty loomed.

      Lucifer.

      She rose on an updraft, up to the grand hall’s rooftop, checking technique and shield work for the angels sparring above the hall.

      “Footwork has to be faster, angels!” She sang out, moving past more squads. “Sharper. And our blows must be precise. We can’t miss tomorrow.”

      Under Archangel Azrael’s intense eye, as all of Heaven held its breath, Lucifer would accompany the guard into Hell. Talia knew that everyone, including Azrael, was terrified that Lucifer would bite the Maker’s hand and rampage across Heaven again, wreaking his vengeance at last. Or that he’d return to his old ways once the guard was deep in Hell’s tunnels—and betray them. Switching sides to join Samael’s path of destruction.

      A betrayal that would wipe out Heaven’s remaining forces. Including Talia and her squad.

      But without Lucifer, they couldn’t win this fight. And she felt it deep within her angelic light’s wellspring.

      With their descent into Hell only hours away, she and the guard still struggled against Lucifer’s assignment to the guard. That order came from the Maker. Talia and her guard were handling the situation. She sighed. By pretending Lucifer didn’t exist and instead tightening their dependence on their individual squads and their own skills. Closing their ranks.

      And that included Jack.

      Her squad was treating Jack with that same silent contempt…because he’d voted to spare Lucifer.

      She circled around the hall and focused on the squads sparring in the meadow, urging them to drill harder.

      Except for her and Jack, Berith had been the lone exception, treating Lucifer with kindness and patience. Berith knew too well what it felt like to fall from Heaven. Unlike the rest of her guard, Talia knew what that felt like, too. So, she treated Lucifer with patience, too, but like the guard, she feared he would turn on them in the heat of battle.

      If Lucifer turned, she and the guard would lose everything in tomorrow’s battle. And so would Jack.

      “You’ve got to be faster!” She shouted as he watched more speed drills. “We have to show Samael that he picked the wrong guard to challenge.”

      Azrael had been curt but civil to Lucifer, doing his best to set an example, but there were moments when Talia felt his suspicion and anger and she worried it would degrade into a duel to the death between the two archangels. Or whatever Lucifer was…no one, including Pravuil, seemed to know the answer to that question. Something about those angel divisions coming later, after the first angels had been created. Lucifer was much more powerful than any archangel she had encountered, including Azrael.

      Would Azrael just let go of all that bad blood between them? Eons of it? Regardless, she admired the archangel for being so civil to Lucifer even when the guard hadn’t been civil.

      But her guard’s treatment of Jack worried her—and Azrael.

      She could almost hear his thoughts when he stood on the dais. He had to be wondering how Jack, of all people, could vote to spare that monster. She knew Azrael well enough to know that he was probably questioning his own leadership skills, wondering where he went wrong with Jack. She knew that Azrael would let Lucifer sink or swim by his own hand, but the archangel would defend Jack against any ill will from the guard.

      Regardless, Azrael had to be wondering how he would ever integrate the Prince of Darkness into the guard as an equal member…after everything they went through at Lucifer’s hand. He had to fear an angelic civil war erupting over Lucifer’s return to Heaven. One that would dwarf the war that Samael had been waging.

      And right now, Heaven couldn’t handle another rebellion. But evil never slept, making it difficult for Heaven to heal while it battled that evil.

      “Not fast enough!” She sang out to the guard. “Speed drills! Again. Let’s go!”

      The squads shifted into short sprints and weaves as they fought each other with swords and shields.

      Azrael had been there at the beginning of Creation and had a long, dark history with Lucifer. But now, the archangel was being told to forget all of that and just welcome Lucifer into the guard. Like nothing had ever happened between them. She’d always wondered how Berith fit into Azrael’s and Lucifer’s ongoing animosities…and why Berith chose to follow Lucifer into oblivion rather than stay with Azrael. She couldn’t imagine the pain he’d carried all this time. But she hoped she got a chance to hear the story from Azrael someday. And Berith. It had to be some story!

      Angels had long memories. None of them had forgotten the trail of devastation and destruction that Lucifer had wrought since the Creation, the Fall, …and that first wager. Was expecting the guard to forget all of that asking too much of them? Or was it another concrete lesson from Heaven’s tenets that now adorned the walls of the Cloud Chamber?

      They would find out at first light. When they faced Archangel Samael and his army.

      Despite all of it, Talia had seen the moments of good that Jack saw in Lucifer. The vote had been his decision, but she’d supported giving Lucifer a chance at redemption. Even though it went against everything in her angelic being.

      But she trusted Jack. Only Jack had sensed Lucifer’s deep-seated longing for redemption and Lucifer’s hopelessness, knowing such a mercy would never be granted. So, Lucifer resigned himself to his fate—until Jack’s shocking vote saved Lucifer from the Lake of Fire.

      “Again, angels!” She sang out, returning to the terrace. “Hit it!”

      Were Lucifer’s assaults on Heaven and the Maker just him acting out his rage? To make a statement? To get his father’s attention. To only injure his father…not kill him? Or had he truly been hellbent on destroying every breath of the Maker’s Creation. Regardless, Lucifer never dreamed he would be spared.

      By Jack’s vote, of all people.

      She’d felt the love and pain emanate from the Maker that day when they passed their vote to Jack. It made her see a loving side to the Maker she’d never seen before, one that was a parent’s anguish who couldn’t cast an unbiased vote regarding their own child’s actions. She felt the Maker’s torturous decision to pass the vote to one of victims and later, the relief, knowing that they made the right decision to pass that vote.

      No one dreamed Jack would vote to spare Lucifer. Not even Jack.

      But bringing Lucifer into the guard now—while they were trying to stop Armageddon—was horrible timing. And it was causing chaos. She’d never seen the squads so distracted. Or Jack so worried and isolated.

      When the time came, would the guard—and Lucifer—still rally behind Azrael and fight as one force deep in Hell’s subterranean tunnels? Against Archangel Samael and Raum?

      The guard had no choice. Getting to Samael and Raum meant going through Hell. Literally. Together, as one force.

      But poor Jack was taking the brunt of the squads’ anger and fear.

      Most of the guard—and the lower Heavens—was furious at Jack for voting to spare Lucifer, including her squad. And they made sure he knew it, too.

      For days, Muriel, Anahera, Kesien, and Deemah refused to spar with Jack. They wouldn’t even let him on the terrace. The rest of the time, they shunned Jack in true angel of death fashion. Even though he’d fought alongside them so many times, protected them from Lucifer, and saved them from being erased from existence. Talia didn’t quite understand why they were so angry at Jack, but she hadn’t had time to discuss it with any of them—especially Muriel.

      “That’s it!” She trilled in a series of bright angel notes. “Again!”

      Right now, Anahera and Deemah wouldn’t even speak to Jack. They looked past him like he wasn’t there—like they treated Lucifer. Muriel and Kesien were outright hostile toward Jack, like he’d chosen Lucifer over them. Muriel’s distance and Kesien’s anger hurt Jack the most—she saw it in his eyes. And Talia saw the pain on his face whenever Muriel passed him like he wasn’t there. Or did what Jack called a shoulder check, hitting him with her shoulder whenever they passed each other. Kesien was open hostile to Jack and it bubbled over into a glare, shove, or shoulder check whenever they were in close proximity.

      Jack just let it go, but it was quickly wearing him down. He’d said more than once that they were just taking their anger and frustration over Lucifer out on him because they couldn’t shoulder check Lucifer. So, he dealt with it, something she wasn’t used to seeing from Jack.

      “All right, back into your squads and spar.” She announced in a series of angel notes. “Show me your best blade and shield work. Like the Creation depended on it.” She pulled in a breath and landed in the meadow grass again. “Because it does!”

      Right now, with the guard so divided, none of the angels of death was functioning as part of a team. Somehow, she had to hold them all together under the grand hall’s roof—and on the battlefield—long enough to defeat Archangel Samael and Raum.

      But how would the guard fight as one force if they were still fighting each other? And Lucifer. While ignoring Jack?

      The crack of swords against shields was constant, reverberating like thunder, every member of the guard began frantic sparring on, above, and around the white stone terrace, tightening footwork, defensive stances, and offensive maneuvers.

      She flew over the grounds again, continuing to scrutinize the dozens of angels of death that rushed at each other across the white stone terrace now, wings extended, sword clanging against shields. Swooping, shield bash at the ready, they collided above the willow tree, along the rooftop, and over the lush green meadow surrounding Eolowen. Some angels kept glancing up at the clouds, expecting the seventh flight to glide past like apparitions at any moment—that horrible lament filling the skies—and head toward Earth to usher in Armageddon.

      Every time they passed over the hall, it distracted the guard. And Talia, chilling her to the bone.

      Azrael had left her in charge while he remained occupied with planning and other matters in High House, so she kept the entire guard busy with drills and footwork—and Jack when he returned from the Archive. She sighed.

      And Lucifer.

      But she was ready to knock heads together and settle any fights while Azrael was gone. Or stop any of them from killing each other before they even reached the crossroads.

      “Pick up the pace, angels! Clock’s ticking!” she shouted as she landed back on Azrael’s stone dais, wings spread wide, her gold Eternean armor creaking, sword hanging at her side beside a small gold pouch. “We’re about to face Archangel Samael and his Nephions—all of them. We’re running out of time!”

      Some squads lagged compared to the others, taking their time through drills and not challenging themselves. Their responses were slow and apathetic. Like Lucifer’s presence had dissolved their determination. Like they didn’t care if Archangel Samael took over Hell and started Armageddon.

      And that infuriated Talia.

      She moved left toward two sparring units and paused, watching their half-hearted sword thrusts and shield bashes. She crossed her arms, glaring at them, her wings unfurling at her shoulders in disgust.

      One of the units was her own.

      “We’re about to face the entirety of Hell’s demon hordes!” she shouted, anger setting the white fire in her eyes alight. “And all of Archangel Samael’s guard! Not to mention greater demons, Hell Princes, and Nephions…half archangels and half archdemons. And the Maker only knows what else.”

      The guard cast uneasy glances at her as they continued to spar. Picking up the pace. She gritted her teeth. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough to defeat Samael who was trapped down in Hell—and would fight them with everything he had.

      “Archangel Samael is holed up in Hell,” she sang in fierce angel notes. “Trapped there, knowing that all of Heaven is coming for him. He will throw everything he has at us—and more. So, we have to be stronger and faster than Samael and his minions!”

      She blinked back onto the terrace, studying the squads along its white stone length.

      “Do I need to remind you all again that we’ll face Hell Princes. Greater demons. Hellhounds and Hell creatures. Not to mention our own kind—angels of death. Samael has an army of demons, damned souls, fallen angels, and angels of death traitors. Plus, the foretold beast of prophecy…and Heaven knows how many others like him. So, we have to be faster. Smarter. Together—as one. So, fight like you mean it!”

      The murmur of the nearby stream meandering beside the white stone pergola along the meadow soothed her anger like the scent of roses and honeysuckle as the guard’s shouts grew louder and more intense. But it didn’t take away her worry.

      Kesien, still healing from all of his injuries, was still slower than normal…and weaker, wings drooping, sword thrusts lagging despite his best effort. But she watched his movements quicken, sharpen as he trained harder alongside the unit. Gritting his teeth as he struggled through the drills.

      Talia knew she’d never convince him to stay behind. He and Deemah had scores to settle with Samael and their former guard. They had justice to bring and traitors to apprehend. They would not stand down, no matter how much injury they carried. Besides, even injured, the guard needed him in this fight. And Deemah’s fearless shield bashes.

      She made another loop around the circuit, trying to motivate them somehow. “C’mon, guard! Show Heaven how it’s done! Let’s go!”

      But like it or not, the guard needed Lucifer, too. Even though his presence in the guard had been aloof and distant. He preferred to train alone and Azrael let him.

      Talia trusted her squad and the guard with her life. They would come through. But only Jack trusted Lucifer. Somehow, she needed to bring all of them together by tomorrow.

      Even if they tried to kill each other.

      Her squad would fight alongside her (and Jack even though they were furious at him), watching her back when the guard brought down Archangel Samael and Raum. She’d let Azrael handle Lucifer.

      She gazed across the meadow, searching for Jack’s light blond hair and silvery grey wings, but he hadn’t returned from the Archive yet. From Pravuil’s office. Instead, she saw Lucifer’s curly sunlit-blond hair.

      Beside the willow tree, the air fragrant with jasmine, Lucifer trained alone again, shackles gone. He trained a marked distance from the terrace where most of the angels of death sparred. Talia knew it was on purpose. He wore dark trousers, black knee-high boots, and a double-breasted charcoal grey military coat with gold buttons and flourishes, his black wings shiny against his shoulders, blood-red halo bright and terrifying. He was the tallest angel on the field and his very presence frightened the guard. Set them off balance—even at a distance.

      She felt the guard’s barely suppressed anger roiling beneath their angelic calm. Lucifer had to feel it, too, but somehow, he’d ignored it, focusing on training.

      Tall and lean, those tousled blond curls bright in the sunlight, he drilled with a flaming sword and Eternean shield, his moves sharp and precise, his strength and dexterity as evident as his training. He was deep in concentration and she was surprised that all she felt from him was determination. That deep, intense, almost-nauseating fury he had carried for so long seemed to have dulled. Dissipated.

      He paused against the willow tree, wiping his brow as the sword’s flaming blade turned cool and the flames went out. He set the gold angelic shield beside two Eternean swords that leaned in the shade against the willow tree’s trunk and from the air, he summoned a flaming sword in each hand and began working through another set of drills.

      In the Beginning, he led Heaven’s army. Against what foes, Talia had no idea, but it was obvious that his prowess with a sword had not suffered from his exile in Hell. Despite her fears, she saw the beauty and precision in his form, in his movements, and she knew that he had a lot to teach the guard who had become Heaven’s special forces unit. Even more so since the sixth flight of angels had flown over Earth.

      In every drill, even without an opponent, Lucifer’s footwork was perfect, his sword thrusts deadly, his shield bashes flawless. He was formidable—and the sight of him made her tremble with fear as he drilled alone. But even without that clash of swords, he was perfection. And she couldn’t help but wonder how they’d ever managed to defeat him, especially in the Maker’s Throne room. And she knew the guard—and her squad—was thinking the same thing.

      “Impressive, Lucifer,” she called to him, landing in the grass beside him. “The guard will learn much from you.”

      “Perhaps,” he said, pausing, his enigmatic gaze settling on her, bringing back a flood of bad memories from when he had controlled her against her will.

      She fought down a shudder.

      “In a millennium or so,” he continued in that precise British accent. “If we manage to cross all of this distance. Right now, they are too angry—or frightened—to see me as anything other than their archenemy. And that’s on me.”

      Lucifer knew how difficult his path was now—and the guard’s—but he didn’t flinch from it. And he was accepting that responsibility instead of blaming the guard. She was surprised. His demeanor had changed right before her eyes.

      “Talia,” he said and let the flaming swords in his hands disappear in the breeze. “I know how difficult this is for you, and quite frankly, I’m as surprised as you are that I still exist. Much less, my being part of Azrael’s guard. I have no good word to offer you or any sort of proof that I won’t turn on Heaven without any warning.”

      That sent a chill through her wings. Was he plotting violence still? Against Heaven? Against the Maker? His own father?

      She didn’t know what to say to him. They’d been through so much, battling each against other, enemies at every turn—fighting almost to the death. But the angel who stood before her now was not the same angel that she and Jack fought in the Maker’s Throne Room. He seemed so different. Focused. Wise. Free. Still, she couldn’t help but worry that it was all an act.

      “Just know that I intend to see this arrangement through,” Lucifer said, bowing his head. “I’ve never known my father to grant such a mercy before, one unheard of back in the days of the Rebellion and certainly not now. Especially a mercy I did not deserve. And I intend to show him that it wasn’t wasted.”

      This was such a different side of Lucifer. Words without malice or lies. She felt a twinge of relief swell over her.

      Above the willow tree, a flash of pale blond hair and silvery grey wings blinked over her head.

      Smiling, she looked up.

      Jack landed in the meadow beside the willow tree, dressed in faded Levi’s, a light green Henley, and those beat-up blue Vans he still wore. He clutched some sort of map in his fist as he turned to Lucifer with that typical bewitching Jack Casey smile, like Lucifer was just another one of the guard. A typical smile that had won over entire guards of death angels and most television-watching humans. A smile she had fallen for the first day she met him beneath those hot Studio 22 stage lights. A smile that made him the love of her life…and her his wife.

      “Hey, Tal!” he said, kissing her in a quick peck. He turned to Lucifer and gave him a nod. “Hey, Luci, how’s training going?”

      For several moments, Lucifer looked at Jack with a mixture of surprise and confusion.

      “Hello, Jack,” he said finally. “Back from High House so soon?”

      Jack shook his head. “Archive. Pravuil needed to have words about Talia’s and my marriage. For my Book of Life and Death, I guess.”

      Lucifer nodded, looking pensive.

      Jack folded his wings against his shoulders and held out the map to Talia. “Scribe sent this map for Azrael, Tal.”

      “Thanks, Jack,” she said, wanting to kiss him again as she accepted the map, tucking it into the pouch at her side. “I’ll get it to him right away.”

      Jack motioned at Lucifer’s polished angel shield leaning against the tree. “You need a sparring partner, Luci?” he asked.

      Surprised, Lucifer’s gaze snapped toward Jack.

      “You want to spar?” he said, sounding amused, the corners of his mouth lifting. “With me?”

      “I know you’ll kick my ass all over this meadow,” Jack said with a chuckle. “But I can learn a lot from your technique…and how to take a fall. Now that you’re not trying to kill me.”

      Lucifer studied Jack’s expression a moment and Talia ached to know what was running through the former King of Hell’s head.

      Finally, Lucifer smiled.

      “All right, Jack,” he said. “Let’s spar. With some Eternean blades though, not flaming swords.”

      “What’s wrong with flaming swords?” Jack asked, looking surprised.

      “Those are for terrifying your opponents. Not nearly as accurate.” Lucifer pointed at the two gleaming Eternean blades that rested against the trunk of the willow tree, glinting silver and gold in the sunlight. “With the Eternean blades, maybe I can finally correct that terrible human posture of yours?”

      Jack laughed as he ran over and grabbed both weapons. “Good luck. I learned this terrible human posture from the best.”

      Jack extended the hilt of one sword to Lucifer.

      Lucifer accepted it, taking a couple of practice swings as Jack wrapped his fingers around the hilt of the other sword and lifted it into the air.

      “I got a crash course in swords when we filmed The Prince Charming Hour,” said Jack, almost apologizing for his sword skills. “I wasn’t bad—for a complete amateur.”

      Lucifer sighed. “I remember. That’s when I sent that obsessed firefighter at you.”

      Jack nodded. “Made for some incredible television—even if he did almost kill me.”

      Lucifer’s face had a pinched expression, remorse hovering there. Talia felt it this time.

      With a flick of his wrist, Lucifer plunged his sword into the grass and turned away, hands on his hips.

      Frowning, Jack stared at Lucifer for a moment and then he cast an uncertain look at her. She shrugged and motioned him toward Lucifer. She had no idea what was going through Lucifer’s head right now. If ever. And she knew even less about how to respond to it. To him.

      “Luci?” Jack said finally and set down his sword. He walked over to Lucifer and stood at his back. “What’s up?”

      Lucifer glanced over his shoulder, his glassy light blue eyes flashing red, anger mixing with confusion.

      “I don’t get it, Jack!” he shouted. “I just don’t understand this.”

      “Get what?” Jack asked, his voice going quiet.

      Lucifer whirled around to Jack, anger burning in his eyes that flashed red again.

      “You!”

      Jack held up his palms, pulling back from the former King of Hell. “Me? Not following you, dude.”

      “Of all the angels and humans at that trial, you, above all of them, should have voted to throw me in the Lake of Fire! Why didn’t you? I’ve tried to kill you—over and over.”

      Lucifer began to pace, an anxious confusion that almost looked like fear and remorse to Talia. Or was it guilt?

      “I’ve tortured you. I ruined your life. I sent demons after you at every turn. I tethered your soul. Turned your best friends against you. I ruined your parents’ marriage.” Finally, he stopped in front of Jack, the anger slipping into exasperation as his voice softened. “I dragged you off to Hell. And I took Talia from you more than once. Why, Jack? Why would you ever vote to spare me? Why?”

      Off to Talia’s left, all of the sparring had stopped, the terrace falling deathly quiet until she heard every creak of armor and every hiss of whispers.

      Lucifer had asked Jack the question that all of Heaven wanted answered, including Azrael. And they needed to hear his answer. Like she did.

      Why would Jack spare Lucifer after everything Lucifer had done to him? Even Talia didn’t quite understand it, but they hadn’t had a moment alone for her to ask him in any great detail yet.

      Jack stared at Lucifer a moment, taking in his expression, his mood, almost like he was afraid to speak. He pulled in a breath and fixed Lucifer with his patient gaze.

      “Because…every once in a while,” Jack said, pointing at Lucifer, “you did the right thing. Every time when I’d written you off as a hopeless monster, beyond redemption—and believe me, that was a lot—you went and did something good. Something protective. Something worthy of the once most beloved angel in Heaven. And you’ll laugh at this, but sometimes, I even saw my own life in your eyes.”

      Lucifer frowned. “Your life?”

      Jack nodded. “I know I made fun of your daddy issues. Your feelings of abandonment. Because I saw myself in those wounds. Those old hurts. My mother never wanted me. Treated me like an unwanted family pet. Her love was conditional and after my dad died, she barred me from family holidays on a whim. I was seventeen. I tried so hard to get her to love me, never understanding why she just couldn’t love me like she did my four sisters.”

      Talia knew how painful Jack’s relationship with his mother had been. And still was.

      “Not the same, of course,” Jack continued. “But I saw the same pain in you that I carried. And as much as I tried to deny it, I saw those similarities between us. And then some angels of death decided to give me a chance at redemption. So, I thought you should get that same chance.”

      Lucifer was stunned.

      “I also saw, when I was in Hell,” Jack continued, “that no one from the rebellion ever got a chance to redeem themselves. Apparently, the Maker was a one-shot kind of being. But it was obvious that they had regrets.”

      Lucifer looked surprised. “You saw their regret?”

      Jack nodded. “Berith got the chance to show her regret and ask forgiveness. And she asked to come home, but the others never got that chance.” Jack sighed and ran his fingers through his bangs. “I just thought that how you got where you were wasn’t all your fault. That there was enough good left in you that you deserved that chance. And so do the other fallen who regret what happened.”

      Lucifer looked like someone had shield-bashed him. He shook his head, a million thoughts rushing across those crystalline blue eyes as the red receded again.

      “You, Jack, are the strangest human I’ve ever met.”

      “I get that a lot,” he said with a smirk.

      “And I must confess, I am…humbled by your attitude and reasoning. I don’t think you’re the only one who will learn from our sparring.”

      “Have you and your father had a chance to talk yet?” Jack asked.

      “Not yet,” said Lucifer in a quiet voice. “Not until I have settled into the guard.” His gaze traveled across the meadow and around the terrace, startling the angels of death back out of their pauses as they scrambled back to their drills. “Which might be quite a long time away.”

      Lucifer pulled his sword out of the ground and nodded toward Jack’s sword.

      Jack picked up his sword and held it out in front of him, setting himself.

      “And when we’re done here,” Jack said, shifting his sword into a defensive stance. “I’ll take you around Eolowen. Introduce you to all of the guard. They’re some of the finest people I know. I trust them with my life. When you get to know them better, I think you’ll like them, too.”

      Lucifer’s expression lightened. He glanced at Talia. “Talia, you do know that your husband is part golden retriever, don’t you?”

      “I know,” Talia said with a laugh. “One of the things I love about him.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Casey,” said Jack with a smile and turned his gaze back to Lucifer. “Ready when you are, Luci.”

      A grin rolled across Lucifer’s face. “I’m going to enjoy this.”

      Lucifer landed a lightning-fast blow against Jack’s blade that rattled across Jack’s entire body.

      He recovered, pivoted, and returned Lucifer’s blow.

      “Not bad, Jack,” said Lucifer.

      Talia stepped back and leaned against the willow tree’s trunk, watching them spar for several minutes until she felt a tug on her sleeve.

      Muriel.

      “What’s wrong, Muriel?” she asked, glancing from Jack and Lucifer to Muriel.

      Muriel’s gaze hadn’t left Jack and Lucifer sparring.

      “Aren’t you afraid that Lucifer will plunge that sword into Jack’s heart the first moment you let your guard down?”

      In the back of Talia’s mind, she had played that fear over and over until it made her stomach ache. But regardless of her fears and emotions, that voice of reason in her head reminded her that if it hadn’t been for Jack, Lucifer would have already been thrown into the Lake of Fire. Right now, Jack should be Lucifer’s favorite person in all of Creation.

      “The thought has crossed my mind many times,” she said as Jack pivoted left and Lucifer rained down blows, their sword blades clashing like thunder. “But then I remember that without Jack, Lucifer would have ceased to exist, something that Lucifer is well aware of.”

      “How can you trust him?” Muriel demanded. “Even a little?”

      Talia’s gaze narrowed as she turned toward her best friend. “Because the Maker trusted him. And so does Jack. So, I will, too.”

      Muriel sighed. “I understand now.” Her brow furrowed. “But I’m still mad at Jack.”

      “For insisting on love freeing all, not just some?”

      Muriel grimaced, shaking her head. “For making me see good in Lucifer. Enough to give him a chance at redemption. Happy?”

      Talia smiled. She knew Muriel couldn’t stay mad at Jack for long. She just hoped that the others came around, too. Even a little. It would make a huge difference tomorrow when they returned to Hell. Fighting as one unit against Archangel Samael would be critical.

      A shadow flew overhead and Talia looked up. Azrael. Landing in the grass beside the Willow tree. Muriel blinked away from her, back to the terrace.

      Azrael’s face was taut, eyes steely grey, mouth set in a deep line. He had news…and it didn’t look good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When Jack saw Azrael, he took a step backward, letting his sword fall to his side as Lucifer stopped swinging his Eternean blade. They gave Azrael a wide berth as he landed between them.

      “Uh, what’s up, Azrael?” Jack asked as Lucifer’s blade shifted toward the grass. “Any word from the Maker on this whole Armageddon thing? We still have an appointment to kick Samael’s ass tomorrow?”

      “Hello, Azrael, ol’ boy,” said Lucifer, one corner of his mouth lifting. “Come to spar with us?”

      Azrael, grimacing, let his soot grey wings fold against his back as he stared at Jack a moment and then Lucifer, watching them like a nervous L.A. cop at a midnight traffic stop on Crocker Street.

      “Dude, something wrong?”

      “Everything okay here?” Azrael asked finally, brows furrowed, charcoal grey eyes churning with uncertainty as he kept glancing from Lucifer to Jack.

      Jack studied the archangel a moment. Did Azrael think Lucifer was still trying to kill him?

      Lucifer’s eyes turned steely as he folded his arms against his chest, still gripping the hilt of his sword.

      Jack shrugged, his gaze shifting from Lucifer to Talia.

      “Everything but my technique,” said Jack. “Lucifer’s wiping the meadow with me.”

      Both corners of Lucifer’s mouth lifted, almost into a smile. “You’re much better with a sword than I remember, Jack.”

      Jack smirked, leaning toward Azrael. “He’s leaving the obvious unsaid. Better than horrible. Think I should stick to murder marbles and Holy Fire.”

      Lucifer chuckled. “You and those…what are they again? Murder marbles?”

      “Never gets old,” Jack replied, still smirking.

      “Oblivion spheres, Lucifer,” said Talia.

      “Oh, I see,” Lucifer replied, motioning at Jack. “Rare angel power. Name has been Jackified.”

      Talia busted out laughing. “Jackified? Yes, it and many other things.”

      Jack shrugged.

      Azrael relaxed a little, but he was still all kinds of tense as he looked at Jack and then Talia. And finally, Lucifer.

      “Did you think Luci and I were out here trying to kill each other?” Jack asked, making Lucifer smile for real this time.

      Azrael stuttered a little, a sheepish look on his face as he brushed dust off his gold Eternean armor. “From the air, it looked like it.”

      “With my technique, that would have taken about two seconds. Or an eternity.”

      “I must be out of practice then,” said Lucifer.

      “Why?” Jack asked.

      “Two whole seconds?” he said. “I could have taken over a whole country in that time.”

      Jack chuckled. “Harsh.”

      “So is your footwork,” said Lucifer.

      “And that’s why I’m an actor not a sword fighter.”

      “Good thing that,” Lucifer said, still smiling. “You play a better sword fighter on television than that bit I just saw with your footwork.”

      “Says the angel who’s full of hot air,” Jack replied. “Can float and sting and all that.”

      “You’re just now discovering this, Jack?” said Lucifer as he uncrossed his arms and let the sword dangle at his side. “Spoiler alert. All angels are full of it.”

      Jack snickered.

      “For what it’s worth, you keep up just fine, Jack,” said Lucifer. “Better than any human I’ve encountered.”

      Jack stood a little taller. “Thanks, Luci.”

      Lucifer gave him a quick nod. “It’ll take me three seconds to defeat you instead of two.”

      “That extra second must be brutal,” Jack said, motioning at Lucifer as his gaze turned to Azrael. “See, Luci here’s stuck with me since Talia’s squad has disowned me.”

      “What?” Azrael snapped and glanced at Talia, his eyes narrowing. “Is that true, Talia? Why won’t your squad spar with Jack?”

      Talia glanced toward the terrace at her squad in a heated drill, and then back at Azrael, a frustrated expression on her face.

      “They’re feeling a little…betrayed. For the moment,” she said finally. “Sorry, Jack. They’ll come around like the rest of the lower Heavens.”

      Lucifer’s amusement told him a different story.

      “Of course, they will, Jack,” said Lucifer with that devilish smile. “Just be patient. They’re angels. They’ll come around…in a few millennia or so. There’s a reason that forgiveness isn’t written on the Cloud Chamber walls. Because angels hold grudges.”

      Dude had a point.

      “They’ll come around.” Azrael insisted with a growl. “After I’ve had a word with them.” The archangel’s mood had leveled out, but it was still dark and intense as he turned his gaze to Talia. “Talia, we need to discuss the guard and final preparations for tomorrow’s assault.” His charcoal grey eyes narrowed again. “Before I have a word with your squad.”

      “Of course, sir,” she said and turned to Jack. “And when I return, we’ll have a word with the squad, Jack.” She cast a quick glance at Azrael. “So, Azrael doesn’t have to.”

      Jack felt a twinge of guilt as he glanced over at Talia’s squad drilling on the terrace without him. They cast occasional probing glances toward the meadow as they focused on blades and footwork. He felt the distance between him and the squad lengthening. All because he’d voted to spare Lucifer. He wasn’t wrong. And he’d do it again—in a heartbeat.

      Now, after the trial, the guard treated him like he didn’t exist. And it hurt. They hadn’t even asked him why or let him tell his side of the story. So, he’d just let them be angry for now. But tomorrow, once the guard stormed Hell and battled that douchebag Archangel Samael and his Nephion spawn, Raum, Jack would make them listen. Maybe then they’d set aside their anger and make him part of the squad again? Or maybe they’d still hate him. But either way, if he had to vote again, he’d still vote the same way.

      Regardless, Armageddon might continue as scheduled, despite them taking the fight to Samael. And if the world ended—a chilling thought—then none of this mattered anyway.

      He glanced at Muriel ignoring him from the terrace. Her cold distance hurt the most. She’d always been one of his favorite angels. She’d always liked him, defended him. She’d always been one of his biggest fans, too, but now, she acted like the rest of the squad. Like she wanted him tossed out of Heaven alongside Lucifer.

      Even if Muriel hated him, he stood by his decision. Lucifer had changed. Luci and the Maker needed a heart to heart to discuss what this chance at redemption meant. But it was the first time Jack had ever heard Lucifer say he wanted that chance. Like Berith had asked for it after standing with Lucifer during the Rebellion. She’d been redeemed. So, now, it was time to offer all of the Fallen who wanted forgiveness that chance at redemption, too.

      Starting with Luci.

      Jack sighed. And Talia’s squad needed to forgive him—or at least chill about how he’d voted. The fate of everything hinged on them fighting as bros tomorrow. And they knew it.

      “So, what’d the Maker say about Armageddon?” Jack asked again.

      “Yes, what did Father have to say?” Lucifer asked. “It’s not like him to ignore treachery on this level. He took the wings and halos of a third of the angels who defied him last time. Banished them—us—to Hell. I can’t imagine him ignoring this situation with Samael and Raum.”

      Azrael glanced back at the High House spire.

      “Seraphina and Lord Kushiel both said that the seventh flight can’t be recalled by Heaven,” said Azrael in a bleak tone. “And so did the Maker. It will take flight tomorrow. Our only chance to stop Armageddon is to defeat Raum and Samael before the seventh flight touches Earth.”

      “What happens if we fail?” Talia asked.

      Azrael’s gaze hardened. “If the seventh flight touches Earth before Raum is defeated, Armageddon can no longer be stopped—even by the Maker. So, we must leave by first light for Hell or we’ll never prevent this catastrophe. The Maker asked to see you though, Lucifer. Right away in the Cloud Chamber.”

      Lucifer’s eyes widened. “Now?”

      Azrael nodded. “He’s with Seraphina and Lord Kushiel who will be taking over Hell once we unseat Samael. Kushiel will be working alongside Abaddon, but they want to talk to you about the fallen angels.”

      “Right,” said Lucifer, tossing the Eternean blade in the grass. “Must dash, Jack. I’ll return to drills shortly.”

      Lucifer leaped into the air, satiny black wings spread wide, blood red halo bright against the crisp blue skies as he blinked across Eolowen. Toward the High House spire.

      Jack’s pocket vibrated and he pulled out his phone. A text. From his oldest sister, Meredith. Asking him to call.

      “I’ve gotta make a call, babe,” said Jack, almost losing himself for a moment in Talia’s sparkling grey eyes.

      “Go ahead, Jack,” said Talia, moving over to him. She kissed him in a steamy kiss that made him want to forget about the phone call. Hell, forget he even had a phone. “Come to the terrace when you’re done. I’ll be back shortly.”

      “Love you, Mrs. Casey,” he said.

      He turned away from the willow tree, moving away from the terrace, his hand shaking as he tapped Meredith’s name. And called Meredith’s cell.
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