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        After Azrael’s guard is betrayed and death angels are murdered, Talia returns to Heaven to recapture an escaped rogue archangel who stole the Book of Secrets. Now commanding a legion of demons and remnants of his former guard, Samael’s unholy alliance threatens to reignite Lucifer’s promise to defeat Heaven and destroy Earth.

      

        

      
        Meanwhile, back on Earth, Jack deals with his own demons and the drama of a new season on his reality TV show. But when an unlikely visitor asks for his help, Jack becomes embroiled in the hunt for Archangel Samuel, battling demons and former costars-turned-demons.

      

      

      
        
        Will they stop Samuel before it’s too late

        or will Lucifer finally usurp the powerful Book of Secrets?

      

      

      

      
        
        The Divine Newlyweds Show is the ninth book in A Game of Lost Souls. Dark, irreverent, and always romantic, this action-packed fantasy romance stars two lovers entangled in a mythic battle between good and evil that begins with a simple wager with the King of Hell.
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      A dire chorus rang out from Heaven, calling all angels home. To battle.

      Talia hadn’t heard that song since Lucifer’s march on Heaven. The Maker’s angels may have turned back the tide and kept Lucifer from exerting control over their realm, but now, Lucifer had set his sights on destroying the Creation instead.

      Talia knew that Lucifer hadn’t stopped his bid to claim the ethereal world as his own. Lucifer was trying to destroy the Creation as a step toward dominating Heaven. And she knew he would ruin it without even a passing concern. He hated humanity anyway and blamed God’s Chosen for everything that had happened to him.

      Jack Casey most of all.

      The May air was cool and smelled of brine, the sheltered cove along San Juan Island’s west side serene and shady as the sea whispered against the rocky shore. The wondrous place where Talia had spent her honeymoon with the man she loved. Her grey angel battle robes fluttered in the breeze. She had worn them for the show’s last honeymoon challenge—in case another battle with Lucifer’s archdemoness was imminent. To human eyes, her robes looked like a short grey dress. Only Jack knew the dress was her angel robes.

      The beach was empty, the show’s cast back in their cabins, preparing to return to Los Angeles, and the crew breaking down sets and packing up equipment. All around her, angels of death took flight, soaring through the crisp, spring blue sky toward the Heavens. Answering Azrael’s urgent call.

      Frowning, Jack moved beside her, Muriel, and Kesien to her left as they let their conversation dissolve into angel notes. Protecting him from himself, Talia knew. She feared that he’d get entangled in this terrible situation with Archangel Samael and his turncoat guard. She shuddered. And Lucifer.

      “What’s the matter, babe?” he asked, looking confused, his face pale as he watched all the angels taking flight. “Movie night at Eolowen? Or have the seraphim already turned Archangel Samael into a piñata?”

      He looked so sexy in that grey Henley, faded Levi’s hugging his leanly muscled body. He had on his favorite navy blue hoodie and those blue Vans slip-ons, a hint of cedar cologne hanging in the air between them. His smoldering, light green gaze narrowed, that light blond hair tousled by the wind as he gripped a smooth, blanched piece of driftwood in his hand. His gold wedding band glistened as sunlight momentarily bled through the clouds.

      Her husband. Now until forever.

      She winced. And now, she had to leave him behind and return to Heaven. For how long? She had no idea. It made her eyes sting and her stomach knot, remembering all those months that he’d been away from her—in Hell. It had been hell for her, too. And later, when Lucifer took control of her, she’d spent weeks trapped in the Middling…and away from him.

      This was the first time that she had to return to Heaven and he couldn’t follow.

      And it hurt.

      She pulled in a breath, her eyes turning watery as she gripped his hands, her heart already aching.

      “Jack…I…” she began, trying to explain what was happening—what his human ears couldn’t even hear—but her breath caught in her throat and her voice trailed away.

      That stony game face slid across his beautiful oval face, light green eyes piercing as he moved closer, that heady hint of cedar cologne washing over her, making her lightheaded. And ache all over.

      She only wanted to stay with him.

      How long would she be away from him? Was this Heaven’s way of telling her that she and Jack couldn’t remain together? And without her and her squad, who would protect him from Lucifer’s demons while all the angels of death were back in Heaven? He had Lucifer’s mark on his arm and it was active, causing Jack fevers and announcing his location to every demon in the supernatural plane.

      “Day job’s calling you back to the office, isn’t it?” he asked, offering her his best everything’s fine smile. “Guess we both knew this moment would happen sooner or later.” He glanced down at his feet and looked up at her through that thick fringe of dark blond lashes. “How long will you be gone?” he asked.

      She heard the little wobble in his voice that he’d tried to hold back. His mouth quivered and he ran his hand across it to hide his emotions. She hadn’t seen his game face slip like this before.

      He bit his lip and looked past her at the waves whispering against the rocky cove as another squad of death angels took flight.

      “Oh, God, Talia…please tell me this isn’t the end.” He pulled in a shaky breath. “The end of us.”

      His voice cracked and he turned away, hands on his hips. Staring at the sea.

      “Oh, Jack, no—” she cried and slid behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist, holding him close. “No, of course not!”

      He was shaking, hands trembling as he laid them on top of her arms. She heard him swallow a breath, trying to gain control of his emotions. In that moment of turmoil and hurt, she’d never loved him more. To see him so broken up over that possibility showed her how much he loved her. He pulled in a sharp breath. And another.

      “The call home just rang out from Heaven,” she said, trying to make him understand the urgency and importance—that it wasn’t an excuse to leave him behind. “The call is summoning every angel back to the ethereal plane. Every angel, not just angels of death.” She sighed. “Jack, it’s a call to battle that I must answer.”

      “Of course,” he said in a tight but understanding voice. “You’re an angel of death. A soldier. This thing with Samael’s huge. I understand, babe.” A deep sigh rattled through his chest and he turned around in her arms, pulling her against his chest.

      He held her so tight, like it was the last time he’d ever hold her. And it made her eyes well with tears, turning to crystals that fell against the sand.

      “Just…” He pulled in another shaky breath. “Come home to me, okay? I love you, Tal. Now until forever.” He laughed softly. “And if I don’t hear from you in a human week, I’m flying up there to find you. Got me?”

      “You promise?” she said, holding onto him.

      “With everything I have,” he said. “I can’t lose you, Tal.”

      He pressed his mouth to hers in a frantic, aching kiss that burned through her heart and shot down to her wing tips.

      She gripped his face in her hands, memorizing the soft curve of his oval face and those sexy, bow-shaped lips that turned up at the corners. The intense burn of those pale green eyes and his strong, squared hands holding her against his chest.

      “Oh, Jack,” she said, unable to hold the back the trembling in her voice. “I’m terrified to leave you—especially right now with Lucifer’s bounty and every demon from here to Hell hunting you. Including that archdemoness.” She winced. “I can’t stand the thought of flying away without you beside me.”

      She felt him pull in another hard breath. He was struggling through this sudden separation, trying to hold his head high and keep that game face in place. But this time, it was slipping.

      “Azrael better take good care of my wife up there,” he snapped.

      Again, the call to battle rang out from the Heavens.

      She had to go. It made her ache all over, but she had to leave him now.

      “Promise me you’ll stay safe, Jack,” she said, holding him out at arm’s length, memorizing his face and the feel of his arms around her. “That you won’t go looking for Dumont and Hughes or any other demons. That you’ll be here when I get back. No matter where in this world you are, I will find you, Jack.” She kissed him hard on the lips again. “My bond with you will locate you anywhere. I love you, Jack Casey. Now until forever.”

      He forced the corners of his mouth into a sexy smirk and laid his hand against her cheek, cupping it in his warm fingers.

      “I’ll be at my shithole apartment, waiting, babe. Kick Samael’s ass and come home to me. I love you, Talia.”

      Still smiling, he laid his hand against his heart and held out his open hand to her. Holding out his heart to her.

      She bit her lip as she reached out and grasped his hand in her closed hand. She pressed his hand against her heart, cradling it a moment.

      “Talia, we really have to go,” said Muriel as she landed beside her on the beach. “Sorry, Jack. Azrael’s calling all of us back to Eolowen. For the record, I hate this and none of us are happy about leaving you unprotected. Especially with all of Lucifer’s demons and an archdemoness gunning for you.”

      Talia turned toward Muriel, took two steps toward her, and then rushed back to Jack, throwing her arms around him one more time. He held her.

      “I can’t do it, Muriel,” she cried. “I can’t fly away and leave Jack unprotected like this. Not with all of Hell hunting him. I can’t!”

      Muriel pointed behind him and she turned her head as Jack shifted his body.

      Standing behind him were six Watchers with blue eyes and an assortment of pale hair colors from white to light brown. Some were dark-skinned, others light, and others with a tawny cast, wings crisp and white as the flock hovered around him.

      “Jack,” said Muriel with a relieved smile. “Looks like Azrael sent Watchers. They’ll alert Heaven the moment they sense demons approaching. We can have cherubim blink into an interception almost instantly. With your seraphim powers, you’ll be fine until Talia can get back to the Earth.”

      To Talia’s surprise, Armand Gianni moved toward her and Jack from the footpath that meandered up to the overlook and its cabins. He couldn’t see all of her guard taking flight. Just her and Muriel. Kesien and Deemah had already left for Heaven alongside Anahera and Daidrean, leaving her and Muriel as the last stragglers. If she didn’t hurry, Azrael would be furious.

      “Don’t worry about Jack, Talia,” said Armand, laying his hands on Jack’s shoulders. “I’ll make sure he’s okay. When we get back to L.A., Izzy will be spending time with her family, so I’ll keep watch on Jack until you’re back.”

      “Thanks, dude,” said Jack as Armand let him go.

      “Thank you, Armand,” said Talia, relief in her voice. “That’s a great comfort.”

      “Be safe, Talia,” he said with a nod and moved back toward the footpath, giving her and Jack a few last minutes alone.

      Jack turned back to her and slid his arms around her waist, nodding. “See, babe, with Gianni on my six, I’ll be fine.” His gaze moved to Muriel. “Keep my wife safe, Muriel. She means everything to me.”

      “I will, Jack,” said Muriel in a quiet voice. “I give you my word.” Muriel patted Jack’s shoulder as he reluctantly let go of Talia.

      “I love you, babe,” he said, that game face in place at last, and nodded toward Heaven. “Now, go kick some traitor archangel ass. And give Samael a punch in the face for me.”

      Talia leaned over and kissed him one more time. Turning away, she unfurled her wings and lifted off the beach. Her heart ached, eyes filling with tears as she flew away from Jack toward the clouds and Eolowen. Answering Heaven’s call to battle.

      To locate and apprehend Archangel Samael. And the Book of Secrets. Before both ended up in Lucifer’s hands. In Hell.
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      Jack paced his shithole studio apartment. Out of his mind worrying about Talia and the guard confronting that traitorous bastard Archangel Samael. Without him.

      It was a short trip around the five hundred square-foot space with its lack of furniture and amenities. About fifteen paces from the creaky Murphy bed to the worn-out Harvest Gold appliances in the kitchen. Twenty-five or so across hellhound-scuffed floors to his demon-torn green couch and the white clock that hung crooked above it.

      Where was Talia right now? Flinging Holy fire at that loser archangel that had abused Heaven’s trust to side with Luci? Was she fighting off demons? Had she stepped into a trap? Fallen into Lucifer’s hands again?

      God, his mind was on fire with the thousands of terrible things that could be happening to her right now!

      The old, beat-up pine floors, marked by hellhound claws, creaked as he made another lap past the green couch, whup whup of helicopters passing over in the night as he headed toward the bed. His footfalls softened against the tan area rug that he’d thrown over the deepest demon and hellhound claw marks gouged into the hardwood floor.

      Was Talia safe? Was she protected by seraphim wards?

      A million horrible thoughts rushed through his head and he tried to keep them at bay. But at night, when the gunshots started popping above the helicopters and constant hiss of cars rushing past on the freeway, his imagination wandered.

      Outside, beer cans crashed against concrete, the loud woofing of the neighbor’s sasquatch-sized dog, Bruce, temporarily drowned out the gunshots and screaming kids next door. Eased by the skunky smell of weed wafting underneath the broken weather-stripping along the patio door.

      What scared him the most was Samael’s boss. Lucifer. The King of Hell was behind the whole High House jail break and archive heist. Archangel Samael was little more than a pawn, following his boss’ orders. But why bother to jail break Samael out of High House?

      Archangel Samael was one surly archangel among dozens. Might have been tough to find one that had a price on his or her loyalty after Raziel bought it, but still, it was one archangel. And maybe it was Samael who recruited Raziel?

      Maybe Lucifer needed some of the death angel guard’s numbers alongside a shitload of demons to assault the archive and take the Book of Secrets? Jack thought he remembered Pravuil saying that book had been locked up tight by the seraphim. How had a valuable book like that ended up lying around in the archive where almost any angel could grab it? Like that douchebag, Samael.

      It’s not like that part of the Heavens was in east L.A. or something. It was supposed to be a lawful place, where everyone did the honest and right thing. Even so, Pravuil said that book had been locked up by the seraphim. Probably after that dickhead Raziel had changed Heaven’s landscape with his betrayal—right alongside Samael.

      He groaned. Remembering something else that Pravuil had said. Back in his and Talia’s cabin. God’s Scribe had said that they consulted that book to cure Talia’s demon paralysis.

      And from the vineyard to the island, he and Talia had been herded.

      He was damned sure of it now. Led down a carefully orchestrated path and hit with a series of painstakingly crafted incidents.

      To get the Book of Secrets out of God’s vault—into someplace where it could be stolen.

      That’s why Lucifer sent Zanth the angel executioner after him. To scare the shit out of the death angels. And get Zanth close enough to hit Talia with something that required information from the Book of Secrets.

      Like demon paralysis. Damn.

      The big, scary angel executioner had never intended to execute anything but Lucifer’s misdirection. To boost that book and bust out Samael. But why? To what end?

      He felt like he was in an Ocean’s Eleven film.

      And now the manhunt—er, angelhunt was on, every single angel combing Heaven and the surrounding areas for Archangel Samael.

      Was the dude long gone?

      If that was true, Lucifer would already have the Book of Secrets. Dude would be blowing up his phone to brag about his success.

      Jack’s pocket vibrated, the ringer turned off. Startling the hell out of him.

      He shifted the hem of his hunter green Henley and fumbled his phone out of his front Levi’s pocket, expecting Sympathy for the Devil to screech through the apartment. He wasn’t in the mood to banter bullshit with Lucifer right now.

      He glanced as his phone screen. Text from Gianni.

      
        
        omw to your place, Jack

        be there a little after 8

      

      

      He glanced at the time. 7:57 PM. He smiled. So, Gianni kept his word.

      Jack had been afraid that after Gianni and Izzy got back to L.A. from the islands, Gianni would be too freaked out by the demons and angels to ever talk to him again.

      He texted Gianni back, thumbs flashing across the onscreen keyboard.

      
        
        c u soon dude

      

      

      Tonight, he was glad to have the company. Especially after his wife of one week was off battling demons and traitorous angels of death. While he waited for Herb’s call on whether or not the network ordered episodes of The Divine Newlyweds Show.

      Then he noticed the five other texts he’d missed. He sighed. All from Evan Bellows.

      
        
        Today 5:32 PM

        Jack, I’m begging you…please respond

        

        Today 5:37 PM

        Time’s running out for the show

        

        Today 5:58 PM

        Jack! Listen, I’m sorry about firing you—twice

      

      

      Damn, dude! Rubbing the past in his face wasn’t exactly endearing him to the idea of returning to SanFran Confidential. Especially since it was directly competing in the same time slot as his current show. That might change with the new iteration of Herb’s show. Regardless, not even two point one million an episode was a grand slam home run in his book.

      Today 6:49 PM

      SanFran Confidential needs you, Jack

      

      The profit-making machine needed him because the whole thing was going under now that Lare Dumont’s new role was Lucifer’s newest demon minion. How ironic that the fallen Hollywood star they cast aside like spoiled milk was the only one that could save the show now?

      But now that he and his costars were all married, the network worried that he and Talia weren’t ratings gold anymore (along with Gianni and Banks). That the show had no more sexual tension—or any tension for that matter.

      He hated to admit it, but he couldn’t completely dismiss Bellows’ offer. He had to at least meet with the dude, find out what was on the table, and negotiate—in case the network didn’t greenlight the new show.

      
        
        Today 7:24 PM

        Jack, please text me something to let me know you at least read this

      

      

      Sighing, Jack tapped out a response.

      
        
        Evan, contact Phil Getz, my agent about this offer and we’ll talk

      

      

      The knock at the door jolted him. Demon bounty hunters didn’t knock. Or angel executioners.

      He shoved his phone in his jeans pocket and hurried to the front door, throwing it open.

      Gianni rushed past him, a six-pack of beer in one hand, a pizza box, and another six-pack in the other. He wore a black polo shirt, jeans, and black tennis shoes. Cary Grant looked like he’d just stepped out of a war zone.

      And he had. After all, this place was south of the Fashion District.

      “Jack!” he cried, glancing around him like he was being pursued by a horde of demons. “My God! I can’t believe you live here.” He tried to catch his breath as he walked ten paces to the rickety round kitchen table and set down the pizza box and beer.

      “Welcome to the palace, prince charming,” Jack said with a smirk and closed the door. “Hope you brought your royal Glock.”

      “This place is practically a war zone,” said Gianni, still looking a little shell-shocked.

      He followed Gianni over to the table and snatched a cold beer bottle. Whoa, Stone Brewing Belgian white—the good stuff! He twisted off the cap and took a long swig.

      “Don’t mind the gunshots and freeway noise. Drowns out the copters and the screaming.”

      Still looking shaken, his dark brown hair unusually disheveled, Gianni grabbed a beer and twisted off the cap, taking a long drink.

      “First thing Monday morning,” said Gianni as his hurried breathing began to slow down, “I’m calling my realtor and getting her started on finding you and Talia a new place. Before you get killed down here.”

      Jack clinked his bottle of beer against Gianni’s. “Cheers, dude,” he said. “To good friends, new places, and high ratings.”

      And no demons.

      At last, a smile lit the taller soap star’s face, illuminating his Cary Grant silver screen good looks. He tapped his bottle against Jack’s and tipped it to his lips.

      “I’ll drink to that.” He frowned. “Unless you’re talking about SanFran Confidential.”

      Jack shook his head, letting the icy cold beer soothe his throat. “No way. Talking about Heavenly Honeymoon Hour. Wonder if Herb has seen any sweeps numbers yet.”

      Gianni shrugged and took another swig of beer. “Hoping they’re good enough to greenlight the new season with its new format.”

      “Without Rachel Daniels,” Jack added and set his beer on the table.

      “Amen to that, Jack,” said Gianni, gazing around the shoebox-sized apartment.

      “Good taste in beer, dude,” said Jack, the Cali craft beer smooth and a little citrusy.

      Like a taste of summer at the Santa Monica pier.

      He picked up the other six pick and put it inside the fridge beside an ancient jar of pickles and two cans of Natural Ice. A clear glass pitcher of water stood on the shelf above it, a six-pack of Coke beside it. He closed the old Harvest Gold refrigerator and slid over two steps to the kitchen sink.

      “Thanks,” said Gianni, leaning against the table. “Nothing but the best for my costar—and the man that saved my wife from demons.”

      Jack laughed and opened the faux pine, particle board cabinet to the right of the scuffed and lusterless stainless-steel sink and pulled out two red plastic plates. The mark on his right forearm began to burn. Dammit. Not a good sign.

      “You’d have done the same for me.”

      “I’d have tried my damnedest, Jack.”

      Jack grabbed the roll of white paper towels off the dull butcher block countertop and carried it to the table as the spicy scents of pepperoni and sausage warmed the room.

      “Wow, Bezos! Affording two meat toppings on one pizza? Look at you.”

      Gianni smiled. “And my Bugatti’s parked out front by your yacht.”

      Chuckling, Jack picked up a hot slice of pizza. It had onions and mushrooms, too. He loved deluxe pizza—even with the green peppers. He grew up eating pizza from a local Indiana favorite called Sorrento’s Pizza. Thin crust. Cut in squares. Lots of toppings.

      He took a big bite as his pocket buzzed. Evan Bellows must have gotten his text.

      “Any word from Talia?” Gianni asked in a quiet voice.

      Jack shook his head, setting his slice on the red plate, and picking up his beer bottle. “Not a word. And I’m worried out of my mind.”

      “Bet she is, too,” said Gianni. “About you.”

      He shrugged, feeling his wings shift against his back. Talia cast some angel magic on them before she left—to keep his wings hidden. He hoped it didn’t wear off. She was probably worried sick about all of Lucifer’s demons still gunning for him, trying to collect that bounty. While she was a million or so miles away. Gianni had no idea about any of that though.

      The taller soap star fixed him with an unblinking gaze as he set down his bottle of beer.

      “Hope we don’t have to fight off any demons tonight.”

      “Same here,” said Jack, taking another big bite of pizza. “How’s Izzy?”

      He worried that Lucifer would overwhelm him with demons and run him out of seraphim power until he was power drunk and empty. And then drag him off to Hell. Or kill him outright. But even then, Lucifer couldn’t take his soul. He sighed. Or could he? The King of Hell wasn’t exactly playing by the rules anymore.

      He glanced around the studio apartment, not seeing even a pale blue eye-flash of Watchers. No whisper of wings. He shuddered. Or scritch of demon claws. He was alone for the first time in nearly a year. It made him feel…exposed and vulnerable. And without Talia beside him, he felt a little lost and a lot sad.

      “She’s doing better,” said Gianni between bites of pizza. “Said to tell you hi and that she missed you and Talia already.”

      He nodded. “Tell her I hope to see her soon on the set of The Divine Newlyweds Show.” He glanced at Gianni. “Glad you’re here, dude. I know it’s only been a few days, but I miss you and Izzy, too.”

      And Talia. He had no clue when she’d return to him, either. It could be weeks. He winced. Or even months. He had no way of knowing or contacting her.

      “She’ll appreciate hearing that, Jack,” said Gianni, pulling out a chair.

      Jack sat down at the table, chair creaking, and grabbed another slice of pizza. He plopped it on his plate and took another sip of beer.

      “Not going to lie,” said Jack, setting down his beer bottle. “I’m worried that demons will attack and overwhelm me, force me to run out of seraphim energies.” He fixed Gianni with his unblinking gaze. “Dude, if we get attacked and you hear me badly slurring my words like I’m drunk, get out of here fast, and don’t look back. Understand me?”

      Gianni glared at him. “I am not going to turn tail and run out on you, Jack. Forget it!”

      Jack reached across the table and gripped his sleeve. “Seriously…if I’m slurring my words like a drunk, it means I’ve hit my power limit and can’t summon anymore power. It means it’s over. The demons want me alive to collect a bounty, so they won’t kill me right away. You, on the other hand, they wouldn’t hesitate to end.”

      “But if we still fight together⁠—”

      “There’d be too many of them,” said Jack, shaking his head. “We’d be overwhelmed. Trust me, I know. They overwhelmed me once before and dragged me off to Hell. Gianni, you have to promise me that you’ll escape.”

      Jack took a big bite of pizza and set the slice back on the plate.

      “Forget it!” Gianni shouted at him, gritting his teeth.

      “Someone has to make it out,” he said, chewing, “to get word to Talia or the Watchers, dude.” He swallowed the bite of pizza. “You’re the only one that can do that. Promise me, Gianni!”

      Gianni shook his head and crossed his arms. “No. I won’t be the one to face Talia and tell her you got dragged off to Hell. That would kill her.”

      Dude had a point. He wouldn’t want to deliver that message either.

      “And I don’t want to watch them kill you while I’m incapacitated, dude.”

      Gianni frowned. “What is this bounty you’re talking about?”

      Sighing, Jack ran his fingers through his blond bangs, pushing them out of his face.

      “Lucifer marked me for his demons and put a huge bounty on my head. A spot high up in Lucifer’s army? First shot at me? I don’t know. All I know is that every demon in existence has come looking for me since Talia and I said I do. With her and my angel of death bodyguards gone, I’m worried they’ll attack in heavy numbers and drag me back to Hell.”

      Gianni’s eyes turned intense, his voice softening. “The angels told me everything you did, Jack. I still can’t believe that Hell is real.”

      Jack nodded. “It is. Real Hollywood-style fire and brimstone. Lava glowing bright red alongside red demon eyes and tons of souls packed into a small, cavernous place. Burned out buildings. Bridges made of bones. A little less screaming and evisceration than the 405, but it’s all real, dude. I was the only living human there and…it was brutal.”

      “Jack…I’m stunned.”

      Maybe Gianni thought he’d been damned to Hell like Lare and Hughes for selling their souls to Lucifer?

      “You understand that I didn’t sell my soul or anything, right?” Jack asked.

      Gianni nodded. “Muriel said you sacrificed yourself to protect Talia.”

      Jack slid out of his chair and began to pace the apartment again. He was uncomfortable talking about that place, but he had to make Gianni understand that he wasn’t damned. He stopped beside Gianni’s chair, studying him a moment.

      “Talia was forced into a couple of wagers with Lucifer,” he began, trying to compress all of this into a story that Gianni could understand.

      “Wagers?” Gianni cried. “With the devil?”

      Jack nodded. “If she lost, she fell from the Heavens.”

      Gianni rose from his chair, looking surprised. “Like a fallen angel?”

      “Exactly!” Jack replied. “Like Lucifer. Well, she lost the second wager and fell from the Heavens.”

      “But she still has her wings,” said Gianni, brow wrinkling. “I saw them!”

      “Because she has a rare angel power that allowed her to grow them back and regenerate her halo. That’s what Lucifer was after. To get his own powers back. She was his test case.”

      Gianni’s big brown eyes began to glaze a little, the confusion beginning. And this whole thing was so complicated.

      “She was able to regrow her wings?”

      Jack nodded. “Lucifer was counting on it. He showed up here.” Jack motioned around the apartment. “Right here with his demons and hellhounds, determined to drag her off to Hell. So, I hid her at the angel-warded beach house in Malibu for The Ever After Hour. Until Lucifer and a legion of demons breached the wards and came for her.”

      “A legion of demons?” The fear burned bright in Gianni’s eyes as Jack began to pace again.

      “Legions,” said Jack, his tone sobering. “We couldn’t hold them off in the escape room.”

      “They dragged you out of the escape room?”

      He nodded.

      Gianni stared at him, a mixture of shock and surprise on his face. Jack could almost see him flicking through his memories of the Malibu beach house and that den-turned-escape room.

      “That’s where I…”

      His breath caught and he sucked in a breath, remembering that moment so clearly. So painfully.

      “You what, Jack?” Gianni asked softly.

      He pulled in a breath. “I pushed Talia into Azrael’s arms and launched myself at Lucifer.” He winced. “So, he’d take me instead of her.”

      Gianni stood up, studying his face a moment. Then he gripped Jack’s shoulders, his gaze a little sad and emotional. “My God, Jack—you sacrificed your immortal soul and an eternity in Hell to save Talia?”

      He nodded, a little overwhelmed. “I wasn’t dead, so not my soul, but I’d have been stuck there for eternity. And I’d do it again, Gianni,” he said in a tight voice. “She means everything to me, Gianni.”

      “Jack…” Gianni stared at him for several long moments. “You really did give up everything for Talia, didn’t you?”

      His face contorted. “I couldn’t stand the thought of her burning in Hell. Forever.”

      “I’m in awe,” Gianni said finally, letting him go. “But how’d you get out?”

      Jack let a smile curl across his lips. “I played the long con on Lucifer and escaped when he assaulted Azrael and Talia’s death angel guard. Where I lured Lucifer into a trap.”

      “You conned Lucifer?” Gianni’s eyes were wide. “That would explain all those angry phone calls, wouldn’t it? I remember Muriel telling me what you did, Jack, but hearing you tell it—I have no words…” He shook his head. “But how did you escape?”

      Jack shrugged, staring at his hands a moment. “I lured Lucifer into this walled garden near Heaven, intending to fuse the gate’s lock with him inside. But I couldn’t get Azrael and the other death angels clear.” He shoved his hands into his jeans’ pockets. “So, I had to blow the lock from the inside, trapping myself in there with Lucifer.”

      Gianni’s face turned as white as the paper towels.

      “Lucifer killed me for it, too.”

      “Killed you?” Gianni looked sick.

      Jack nodded. “But Talia used her rare angel powers and somehow brought me back. I don’t remember much after Lucifer used my face as a shovel.”

      Silence descended as Jack continued to pace. Gianni still looked pensive, like he hadn’t quite let go of the story that Jack had told him. Finally, Jack returned to the table and picked up the rest of his second slice of pizza. He finished it as Gianni returned to his chair and downed the last of his beer. Jack grabbed two more bottles from the six-pack on the table and slid one across the tabletop to Gianni.

      “Dude, let’s drink to living to tell the tale,” said Jack, twisting off the bottle cap on his second beer.

      Nodding, Gianni opened his bottle and held it out to Jack.

      “Here’s to living to tell the tale,” said Gianni and clinked his bottle against Jack’s beer. “And succeeding in Hollywood without selling our souls.”

      Jack smiled. “I’ll definitely drink to that.” He took a long pull off his beer as Gianni took a big swig from his bottle.

      The doorbell rang, a faint, tinny sound that barely rose above the sputtering fridge and the freeway noise.

      “You order an uber or more pizza?” Jack asked as he rose to his feet and started toward the front door.

      Gianni shook his head and gave Jack a wary look. “You expecting more company? Like Evan Bellows?”

      “Doubt Bellows would come to South Park—even for me.” Jack felt his stomach drop. “No,” he said with a sigh. “Whatever’s at my door probably has red eyes and horns.”

      Gianni scrambled out of his chair, eyes wide as he crouched beside the table. “Don’t answer it.”

      “They’ll just come through the walls,” said Jack as he moved toward the door. “But open that closet door beside the Murphy bed. There’s a little souvenir from The Prince Charming Hour inside.”

      The taller soap star rushed over to the closet door and pulled it open. “Yes! Perfect, Jack!”

      Jack got three paces toward the front door when Lare Dumont and Tyler Hughes materialized through the closed and locked apartment door.

      “Hello, Jack,” Lare sneered, red eyes gleaming.

      “Yeah, sorry we had to rush off like that at the crossroads,” Hughes said, glaring at him.

      Lare thumped his chest and squared off with Jack. “Well, we’re here now. And you’ve got some payback coming, Casey. Before I collect your bounty.”

      “And put you on the next redeye flight to Hell,” Hughes added.

      Lare chuckled as he and Hughes advanced on Jack. “Get it, Casey? Redeye? You’re about to—right in the face.”
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      Talia flew over the crystalline rooftops and shimmering white walls of Heaven and swooped, flying low, toward Eolowen’s long nave. When she reached the terrace, she landed alongside the growing numbers of death angels in her guard. She glanced around the terrace’s white stone walls and the dais where Azrael stood, tall and commanding, as he awaited the arrival of the entire guard.

      Heaven’s clean, crisp air had a trace of brimstone clinging to it, a haze hanging over the glistening white buildings. In the distance, smoke cast a pall against the shimmering white spires and fleecy clouds scuttling past.

      Long, gold trails of liquid light stretched across the terrace’s white stones and pooled in the grass. Angel light had been spilled here—a lot of it. Talia’s eyes welled with tears and her heart clenched.

      With that much angelic light spilled, she knew that several angels had been erased from existence. After Archangel Samael’s guard of death angels had defected from Azrael’s guard and assaulted High House. They must have taken the entire guard by complete surprise when it happened.

      In order to have broken Archangel Samael out of High House, they had to join forces with legions of demons. Enough to overwhelm the seraphim long enough to release Samael and reunite with their traitorous archangel commander.

      How many angels of death did Eolowen lose today? How many were slain by Archangel Samael’s guard? And demons? Had they lost any seraphim or cherubim in this ambush? And what about Pravuil and his archive angels?

      How many had they lost at the archive, protecting the Book of Secrets?

      On the terrace, Kesien fiercely paced the stones, fury burning in his grey eyes, his mouth set in an angry line, hands clenched as his Eternean armor glistened in the sunlight warming Eolowen.

      “Forgive me, archangel,” said Kesien, pain radiating from his voice as Deemah landed beside him, a hand on his shoulder as her long, dark hair fell over her shoulders. “If I had known⁠—”

      Azrael looked enraged, grey eyes molten and steely, soot grey wings twitching against his stiff posture.

      “It isn’t your fault, Kesien,” said Azrael, an edge to his voice as he rounded the dais. “You couldn’t have known that the scores of death angels that joined my guard were traitors. No one in Eolowen—or the Heavens—expected you and Deemah to vouch for every single angel of death from Samael’s guard. This carnage was not your fault.”

      Talia stared at the gleaming pools of pale gold angel light in the grass and the trails crisscrossing the terrace like human blood. It had been a slaughter. It made her furious—and wanting justice for the angels that were erased from existence right where she stood.

      Gritting his teeth, Kesien turned toward the archangel, his hands balling into fists. “But I should have known!”

      He turned away, his heartsick gaze shifting from the light staining the white stones toward the smoke on the horizon from the spires. His shoulders hunched, his tall, lanky frame looking wilted. And shame burned in his kind grey eyes.

      “You can only know your own heart, Kesien,” said Talia, moving beside him, a hand on his sleeve. “And you aren’t responsible for their choices.”

      Kesien patted her hand and turned back toward Azrael, looking determined.

      “Sir, I give you my word that I won’t rest until I’ve hunted down every single traitor from my former guard.”

      Azrael nodded at him. “That’s a task for another day, Kesien. Right now, we have more pressing matters. Like caring for the injured ethereals that survived this ambush. And the stolen Book of Secrets.”

      Talia looked up as a flock of cherubim in eagle form landed on Eolowen’s rooftop. The round room. Carrying three injured angels, their pure white wings dripping light as the cherubim descended through a portal into the room below.

      She peered into the room.

      Inside, beyond the billowing white curtains, Berith and Oseira worked feverishly to heal a roomful of injured angels. Her stomach twisted into knots when she realized that many of them were archive angels. And worse. Pravuil, God’s Scribe lay motionless on a cloud-like pallet closest to the terrace entrance. A huge gash cut across his forehead and disappeared into his thick, short white hair, pale gold light dripping from it.

      “Sir?” she cried, turning back toward Azrael. “Is Pravuil all right?”

      Azrael gritted his teeth, holding onto the cold white fire of anger that burned through him.

      “He was fortunate, Talia,” said Azrael in a clipped tone. “If the cherubim hadn’t stormed the spire when they did, those demons and traitorous angels of death might have caused irreparable damage to our Maker’s Scribe. Berith’s tending him with her rare healing powers and Oseira is supporting her. He’ll be fine, but his anger is white hot for Archangel Samael.”

      “And so is mine,” said Kesien, pain in his voice.

      Muriel stepped toward the dais, her dove grey wings unfurled and spread wide behind her Eternean armor.

      “Has that miserable traitor been located yet?” Muriel asked in a bitter tone. “And the rest of the death angel dung that used to be part of our guard?”

      Muriel reached over and gave Kesien’s arm a reassuring squeeze as the remaining numbers of the guard crowded around him and Deemah in solidarity. The guard’s show of support eased some of Kesien’s anger and pain that was visible on his face. She’d never seen Kesien like this before.

      Azrael spread his wings wide and folded his hands behind his back as he renewed his pacing around the dais.

      “Watchers alongside the cherubim report that Archangel Samael, his surviving death angels, and a horde of demons fled along the Garden road. Past the haunted woods and well beyond the Garden walls.”

      There were so many areas that Samael and his forces could retreat to, fading into Heaven’s landscape. It would take angel-months or longer to find him—much less apprehend him. She feared they’d never see the Book of Secrets again.

      “Fortunately,” Azrael continued, his voice growing louder, “the seraphim cut off his escape route toward the crossroads. And the road to Hell. They closed ranks with the cherubim and cornered him in the sepulcher leading into Purgatory.”

      “Purgatory?” Muriel replied, eyes narrowing. “He can’t just walk into Purgatory! Even he should remember that souls have to invite angels and demons into that shadowy place.” A smile lit her face. “Then that means we’ve got him right where we want him! Trapped.”

      If that were true, then it was the first good news Talia had heard since demons and the rogue death angel guard broke Archangel Samael out of High House.

      Azrael turned toward Muriel, a grim smile lighting his face.

      “Yes, it does, Muriel.” His silver-black hair billowed as the wind blew it off his neck. “As soon as the seraphim summon us, this death angel guard will respond. Blinking across the Heavens, past the Garden, and down the road to Purgatory. To apprehend him and the rest of those traitors in the sepulcher. And then, Archangel Samael will finally face the consequences for his actions.”

      Azrael felt the same way that Talia did. Archangel Samael had a lot to answer for and she’d grown tired of his unanswered acts of betrayal against Heaven and her guard. Retribution was long overdue and had been since Jack escaped Hell into archangel politics and betrayals.

      Where the seeds of this ambush had begun, she realized.

      She glanced over at the round, white stone room off the terrace, the memory of Jack recovering in that space warming her thoughts. Holding him in her arms after all those months had been amazing after thinking that she’d lost him forever.

      After feeling him take his last breath in the Garden.

      Despite tremendous odds, she hadn’t lost Jack, but that small comfort did little to ease her trepidation at leaving him behind—a human—without ethereal protection against legions of demons hunting his soul.

      After what had transpired here on Eolowen’s terrace, it terrified her to be away from him right now.

      But she had no choice. When a call to battle rang out from Heaven, she had to answer it.

      She’d sent two dozen more Watchers out to keep watch over him and alert her at any sign of demons. So far, their voices had been silent. And she worried that they had been overwhelmed by Lucifer’s demons.

      She glanced over at Kesien who had a grim smile on his face at Azrael’s revelation.

      “Sir, when do you expect the seraphim’s summons?” Kesien asked.

      “Any time now, Kesien,” said Azrael, looking beyond Eolowen’s rooftops. “It won’t be long. They’re storming the sepulcher as I convey this information. They’ll call us in to escort the traitor and any of his surviving forces back to High House.”

      The seraphim couldn’t directly assault Samael if they wanted him to survive their burning Holy Fire. They needed a cherubim escort and the death angel guard to bring Samael and his guard back to High House.

      “Archangel,” said Muriel. “Can I pull up a chair and watch from the pyre when God’s Scribe gets hold of them? I’d rather be burned up by the seraphim than face Pravuil’s fury. At least the seraphim Holy fire would be quick. I have a feeling Pravuil’s justice will be long and painful.”

      The guard laughed.

      Azrael’s smile widened into a grin. “Couldn’t agree more, Muriel. I’ll be seated right beside you, watching justice be served. It’s been a long time coming.”

      The archangel’s gaze traveled across the hundred or so angels of death standing on the terrace and surrounding him in the grass.

      “We lost a lot of members of this guard today, angels,” Azrael began, his tone sobering. “Several angels of death were wiped out when Archangel Samael’s guard suddenly went back on their loyalties to Heaven. And to Eolowen. Without warning, they turned on my guard. Called in a demonic horde and overwhelmed them. We will not forget this act when they are apprehended either. We await the seraphim’s judgment and will abide by their decision, but we will not forget what happened here today.”

      Kesien stepped forward and turned to face the guard as Deemah moved beside him, head held high, long, walnut brown hair blowing in the breeze. He glanced over his shoulder at Azrael and then dropped to one knee. Deemah slid to one knee, her right shoulder against his left pauldron.

      “Deemah and I formally pledge our loyalty to Archangel Azrael and this guard. Eolowen has become home and we will never forget the true sense of grace that this guard embodied when it accepted me and Deemah with open arms into its ranks. When Archangel Azrael treated us like seasoned members of his guard from the moment we arrived.”

      Deemah nodded and laid her hand against her heart. “We serve the Maker. Now and always. And we pledge our loyalty to Azrael and this guard. All of you accepted us without condition, treated us like we’d always fought beside all of you.”

      “And we will always have your backs,” Kesien continued. “We will be leading the charge to apprehend Samael and those betrayers. They have a lot to answer for and Deemah and I intend to hold them accountable.”

      Talia rose from the terrace and flitted across the stones toward them. She landed on Kesien’s right and put her shoulder against his in solidarity as she turned to face her guard.

      “Guard,” she announced. “As Azrael’s second in command, I support Kesien and Deemah.” She held her head higher. “No, I stand with them as equals. They are an integral part of this guard. I fight at their shoulders and I shield their backs. We are one guard. Now and forever. Samael will never change that.”

      The guard cheered and surged around Kesien and Deemah, bumping wings and thumping pauldrons.

      “Thank you, Talia,” said Azrael, his voice filling the eerie silence settling across the terrace. “If any member of this guard feels otherwise, speak now. I need to know right now whether there is cohesion or derision in the ranks of my guard.”

      Not a single angel note rose around them. Muriel nudged Kesien’s breastplate with her shoulder and ruffled the feathers of Deemah’s dove grey wings.

      “Deemah,” said Muriel, a hand on her hip. “You and Kesien are two of the best things to happen to this guard in more than a century.” She smiled. “Well, that and Jack Casey joining the guard.”

      At last, Kesien’s mood lightened as he glanced from Deemah to Muriel and finally, Talia.

      “Thank you, Muriel,” said Kesien as Deemah nodded. “And Talia. Your support means so much to us, especially right now.”

      A chorus of angels sang a requiem that pierced the silence, roiling across the terrace in a series of tense, anxious soprano discords. Azrael’s gaze snapped toward the clouds, his expression hardening.

      It was the seraphim’s summons.

      “It’s time, guard!” Azrael shouted. “Assemble into your squads. I want phalanx formations in the air and shields to the sun. In formation and await my orders. Move!”

      The sound of more than a hundred wings beat the air as angels of death lifted off the terrace and took flight. Five-member squads assembled above Eolowen’s crystal rooftops, golden shields of light burning against the crisp, Parrish blue sky, smell of smoke and traces of brimstone still tainting the wind.

      Azrael lifted into the air as another flock of cherubim landed on the atrium roof, carrying more wounded archive angels.

      “It’s time to bring Archangel Samael down,” Azrael announced in a booming voice. “Make him accountable for the loss of angels and for spilling so much light across the stones of Eolowen.”

      Talia took to the air and blinked to the front of the guard. Where Muriel, and Anahera hovered in a phalanx line, waiting for the rest of the squad. She let Deemah and Kesien shift into formation in her squad before she took her place in the center of the line. Muriel and then Anahera floated on her right as Kesien and then Deemah completed the line to her left.

      For a few brief moments, Azrael descended into the atrium room. Probably checking on Berith and the wounded. In a heartbeat or two, he shot out of a roof portal and blinked across the nave’s rooftop to the head of the guard.

      “All right, guard,” Azrael commanded, soot grey wings flexed and beating the warm air currents. “Swords at the ready. Shields to the sun.”

      The golden gleam of more than a hundred shields of light glimmered above Eolowen, reflecting the sun. Talia held her shield aloft in her left hand and clutched a guttering sword of white Holy fire in her right hand. The rest of her squad held newly forged Eternean swords. Only she possessed the archangel’s ability to summon a sword of Holy fire like Azrael.

      “Tight phalanx formations,” Azrael shouted with a wave of his arm. “To the sepulcher.”

      “To do some pest control,” Talia added.

      Muriel chuckled as Talia’s wings caught the wind ahead of her. “Who knew there were winged rats in Heaven?”

      “That’s offensive to rats, Muriel,” said Talia as Muriel soared beside her. “I like rats, not traitors like Samael and his guard.”

      “Good point,” Muriel replied and stretched her wings to catch a warm updraft. “I’ll take rats over Samael any day.”

      Talia followed Azrael closely, her squad in tight formation as the entire guard shot across Parrish blue skies, past scuttling Constable clouds. Toward the Garden. And the road to Purgatory.
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      Jack sneered at Lare Dumont, calling up two murder marbles as he glanced around the apartment, expecting to be flanked by demons. Knowing the place was about to get torched—like the honeymoon suite in Seattle.

      “You two really want to try me?” he said, rolling the gold orbs between his thumbs and forefingers, keeping them connected to the Holy fire as long as possible.

      “You’re more talk than a threat, Casey,” Hughes said with a snarl as he moved closer, red eyes glinting. “And I’d give my soul all over again to shut you up.”

      The moment the murder marbles disconnected from the light, they’d start building into an explosive force. He didn’t want to outright trash his apartment, but no matter how much noise he made, it would never compete with Bruce the sasquatch dog’s barking next door above the gunshots and helicopters.

      “I get that a lot, Hughes,” he said and kept the murder marbles tight in both fists, still connected to the seraphim Holy fire.

      He didn’t want to blow a hole in the wall on either side of his apartment. To his right, they’d be buried in an avalanche of Natural Ice cans and Bruce’s sunbaked dogshit bricks. To the left, a hole would create a giant bong and they’d be higher than the Empire State building from all the weed his neighbors smoked. For months.

      “Lucifer said the first thing he’d do when he got hold of you was rip out your tongue,” said Lare as he halted about three feet from Jack, teeth gritted, body stiff and tense.

      Keeping a little distance? Looked like Lare was afraid of him.

      Jack grinned. “Nah. After talking to you, douchebags for five minutes, Luci would really miss talking to me.”

      “Bullshit! He hates you.” Hughes.

      “That why he calls me all the time?” Jack asked.

      Behind him, something rustled against the patio door.

      Damn. He knew that sound anywhere.

      The scritching of demon claws and hellhounds. This was going to be like the night that Talia fell out of the sky and all her angel buds showed up for movie night. Until demons crashed the party. At least, Lucifer couldn’t show up this time. He cringed as he glanced at the pine wood floors.

      Shit! He was out of area rugs to cover the damage.

      “He calls you because he hates you and wants you to know it,” said Lare. “If you give up now, Jack, I promise not to kill you.”

      “Dude, Lucifer would use your body as a throw rug if you took that pleasure away from him. So, I know you and Hughes won’t try to kill me. Now, me on the other hand, no promises…”

      Lare took a step toward him. “Maybe so, but that doesn’t mean I can’t kick your ass the whole way back to Hell. Hard.”

      Jack sneered at him. “You and Hughes? Not so much.”

      The back door began to rattle and shake.

      “Oh, I came prepared, Casey,” said Lare, his mouth quirking into a smile. “I’ve got a demon horde on the other side of that door, just waiting for you to make the first move. So, they can beat the shit out of you.” He held up his hand and motioned Jack forward. “C’mon, Jack. Take a shot at me with those murder marbles. See what happens.”

      “Yeah, you ain’t got no angel backup this time, Casey,” Hughes said with a snarl.

      They were daring him to take the first shot. That meant there were a couple shitloads of demons surrounding his place. That was bad. Could he handle that many alone long enough to take them down? Without his death angel wife’s rare angel powers? Or her squad’s backup?

      Guess he was about to find out.

      Suddenly, he felt Gianni standing at his right shoulder, something silver flashing in the warm wash of lamplight that filled the apartment. He glanced at the taller actor, his Cary Grant poise unfaltering as he stared at Lare and Hughes in silence. His right hand was behind his back, cold steely anger hardening his brown eyes. Jack hadn’t seen that much fury in Gianni’s eyes since they’d battled that possessed bodybuilding firefighter on The Prince Charming Hour.

      “Maybe not angels,” Gianni replied in a deathly calm voice as he glared at Lare and Hughes. “But he’s definitely got backup.”

      Lare motioned toward Gianni and snickered. “What? You gonna sprinkle some salt or Holy water on us? Or act your way out of a demon beatdown?”

      Gianni gave him a slow shake of the head as he slid the sword from behind his back. He raised the blade across his body in a defensive position, holding the hilt loose against his fingers.

      It was the razor-sharp blade that Jordan Bellamy almost killed Jack with on The Prince Charming Hour. Set coordinator, Steve Kosinski gave it to him after filming wrapped. Gianni had been a fencer in college and had proven on that show that he was damned good with a sword. Lare and Hughes would soon learn how well he wielded that blade, too. Like a pro.

      Gianni set himself, lifting the sharp blade higher. “Not salt,” he said, fixing Lare with an unblinking stare. “I’m going to sprinkle your body parts across Jack’s floor.”

      “We prefer the direct method of dealing with demons,” said Jack, giving Gianni a firm nod as he clutched murder marbles in each fist. “Now, we could call some roach exterminators, but we’d prefer to stomp both your asses ourselves.”

      Didn’t want them to think that Talia and her angels of death weren’t a shout away.

      Something skittered across the patio and thumped hard against the back door. Startling Gianni whose glance shot over his shoulder to the patio door and back again.

      Jack didn’t even turn to look. He’d seen this horror movie before. He wasn’t opening the closet door this trip. Besides, they’d bust through that door whether or not he turned toward it.

      “You cheap bastards! Didn’t even bring a bag of chips to this party,” said Jack. “And Gianni and I don’t feel like sharing our beer.” He rolled both murder marbles across the tips of his fingers.

      Lare’s eyes narrowed, the red glow deepening as the loud crack of splintering wood echoed above the freeway noise, letting in the whup, whup, whup of helicopters and Bruce’s constant barking. And the skunky weed smell as Jack set himself.

      “Guess that’s it for the icebreaker portion of the evening,” Jack replied with a shrug. “Let’s skip the swimsuit competition and go directly to the talent portion. Hope you packed your evening gown and heels, Lare, ‘cause you’re gonna paint the town red tonight. In demon goo.”

      Smirking, Jack flung the two murder marbles at Lare and Hughes as assassin demons busted through the patio door, flooding into the apartment. Hellpoodles followed, snarling, baring pointy teeth.

      “Run!” Hughes shouted.

      Lare and Hughes both leaped away from the blast as it shook the apartment hard.

      Filling it with smoke.

      Gianni’s eyes got huge as he turned sideways, sword raised, gaze shifting around the apartment.

      “Jack…what’s happening?”

      “You can’t see them, can you?” Jack whispered.

      He shook his head, but his frenetic gaze tracked left to right. He felt them around him even though he couldn’t see them.

      “Here, let me fix that,” said Jack, herding Gianni to the right, toward the Murphy bed.

      That was probably the apartment’s most defensible spot. No doors or windows. And the bathroom and closet were off to the left. A possible plan B if they had to barricade themselves against a legion of demons.

      But this time, there was no cavalry to call. No angel of death wife to drill the fear of Holy fire retribution into these bastards. No archangel to throw down unending waves of Holy fire. No seraphim to nuke the site from orbit either.

      It was just him against all these demons. They might be screwed this time.

      Jack waved his hand around the room, using seraphim powers to reveal every demon as it stepped into the apartment.

      Gianni’s mouth gaped as he backed toward the Murphy bed that was closed and upright against the wall.

      “Here,” said Jack, reaching toward the sword. “Let’s even the odds a little.” He touched the blade, calling up his seraphim powers to imbue the blade with flames of Holy fire.

      “Whoa!” Gianni cried. “Nice!” When he looked past Jack, his expression hardened, mouth pressing into an angry line. “Oh, God—I preferred the demons when I couldn’t see them,” said Gianni with that Cary Grant nonchalance that almost made Jack laugh.

      Lare and Hughes ran at them as the lights throughout the apartment dimmed.

      Jack held up his hand, palm up, and slammed Lare with a gold shield of light.

      “Shield bash is my favorite,” said Jack with a snicker.

      Gianni laughed and lifted his sword, clocking Hughes in the face with the hilt. “Mine, too,” said the taller actor. “With a little improvisation.”

      “Just hope my neighbors don’t swat my apartment over the noise,” said Jack as he threw three murder marbles into the shadowy horde of assassin demons crouching in panther form.

      Snarling Hellpoodles trotted behind the shadow panthers as the murder marbles clattered against the pine hardwoods.

      “Tell them you’re having a party.”

      Gianni lunged forward, blade arcing.

      He cut through three shadow panthers and reduced them to ash. Already, the air was thick with sulfur as more demons flooded into the apartment from the patio.

      “You wanna throw a party, huh?” said Jack as he dropped to one knee and slammed his left hand against the pine floor, sending a cascade of Holy fire across it. “Let’s set the mood with a little candlelight and music then.” He tapped his phone in his jean’s pocket. “Siri, play my demon-splattering playlist.”

      Electric guitar riffs warbled through the room as the wave of Holy fire hit the demons and hellhounds. They screeched and whimpered, Jack’s seraphim power knocking them around the apartment like bowling pins as an electric guitar thrummed an anthem. Drum kit pounded out a throbbing bass beat, cymbals ticking as a raspy voice filled the apartment.

      Gianni grinned at the thumping rhythm as the apartment walls began to shake, the floor quaking to You Shook Me All Night Long.

      “AC/DC?” Gianni asked, sword arcing, taking down another rush of demons. “You weren’t even born yet.”

      Jack rocked his head to the beat as he shield-bashed Lare and Hughes again.

      “Metal forever, dude,” he said with a grin and glanced at Gianni. “Let’s get this party started.”

      As the song crescendoed through the apartment, Jack whipped a handful of murder marbles into the writhing mass of demons that tried to overwhelm them.

      “Duck!” Jack shouted, dropping to the floor.

      Gianni fell to his knees as Jack’s wings unfurled over top of them. The explosion shook the place again.

      “Damn you, Jack!” Lare shouted. “Turn off this noise and stop lobbing missiles at us!”

      “Siri, max the volume,” he said, tapping the phone with his seraphim powers. “And don’t forget, Lare—you started this.”

      The room filled with louder electric guitars and booming base, the AC/DC song looping as it thumped through the apartment. Jack flexed his wings and lifted off the floor, pulling Gianni up beside him.
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