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      Raising a Demon

      I loved it! The characters were funny and likable. I found that it was an easy reading story and I hope to see more of these characters.

      This is my first book by Amy Cissell and I really enjoyed it...in fact it was hard for me to put down. I loved the references to the shows Supernatural and Lucifer...both favourites of mine.

      I loved this book, it is entertaining and the characters are pretty awesome. Evie is a single mom, who is sent into a crazy "revelation week" from hell (pun intended) and we discover that there is a lot more that meets the eye in sleepy Eden Valley. I'm curious about the other characters and what will happen next in the series. I just found a new series to look forward to and I think if you like fantasy, urban fantasy and hotness everywhere, this book is just for you.

      I thoroughly enjoyed Evie's story. A fresh new take on a midlife crisis! All of the characters are so well developed and a joy to read. I loved Evie's friends and family and Lily especially is a precocious little girl. Even Luc's brother and sister were fun to read. I am definitely looking forward to the next book in the series!
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        * * *

      

      Devil and the Deep Blue Lake

      Another good one!

      Love all the twists and turns of this one. Unlike some authors that have their one main character the same for all the books in their series, Amy bring forth some of the supporting characters of the previous book. You get to learn a bit more about them and how everyone is connected as the story moves along, keeping you hooked the whole time. Eagerly looking forward to the next one!

      A delightful foray back to Eden valley. I love getting to know more of these characters. Really enjoyed things from Viv's point of view and being with her in her trials and tribulations. And so many twists and turns! This book is a total page turner!!

      It’s getting even more interesting with each book. The second book in the series is even more interesting than the first. The second book follows Viv and her return to Eden. I loved it because it focuses on solving some of the mysteries and questions from the first book and you see the world building coming together and then even extend as new info and mysteries are discovered. If your into mysteries, action, soul searching and some added romance - this is a great book and series. It’s an easy read for me - finished it in a day lol.
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        * * *

      

      Valley of Angels

      You had me at mansplaining! When the heroine rolled her eyes at her boss's incessant mansplaining, I was totally hooked. This book had all the elements I love- ride-or-die friends, a heroine coming into her power, metaphorically and physically, a dire apocalypse and an adorable kitten. 

      Love the friendships through put this series and all the dynamics that are involved in the relationships. I look forward to the next book and reading the other series that has some cross over.
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        * * *

      

      Guardian of Eden

      I wanted to take my time and savor this final installment in the Eden Valley series but before I knew it the sun was coming up and I was putting the kindle down. What an amazing ride. This book focuses on Elle and it does not disappoint! I’m going to miss these characters so much but what a way to go out. If you haven’t read the series, pick up book one. Don’t hesitate… it’s too good to miss.

      Great end to a great series! This is the last book in the Eden Valley series, and I am going to miss these ladies so much. 

      Angels, demons….. I loved this book so much…. and have discovered a new obsession with books about angels! Elle definitely deserved her HEA!
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      This one’s for me

      Happy 45th birthday, you awesome woman!
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      As a subscriber to Cissell's Epistles - my amazing weekly-ish newsletter - you can pick any of these books to get you started on your journey! Sign up for my newsletter, then watch your inbox for the confirmation & download links!

      

      The series: An Eleanor Morgan Fantasy Adventure

      The Eleanor Morgan Fantasy Adventures are a 7-book series (complete) of contemporary fantasy books. Eleanor is in her mid-30s and is living a perfectly ordinary life. And then... (there's always a "and then") She finds out she was a changeling child - one left on the doorstep of a human couple by the Fae. And her quest is to reopen the gates between Earth & the Fae plane which will help bring balance back to both worlds, but maybe at the cost of destroying herself and everything she's ever known.  

      

      The freebie: The Cardinal Gate is the first in this series. Eleanor definitely has a lot more swearing, violence, and explicitly naked sexy times. There are witches and vampires and zombies and dragons and werewolves. Lots of snark. Lots of adventure. And a few broken hearts along the way. Romance isn't the main theme, but there is definitely some of that going on.  

      

      The series: Psychics of Oracle Bay

      The Psychics of Oracle Bay is a series of paranormal romance/psychic mystery stories set in a small coastal town in Washington State with unusually high per capita population of psychics - and these psychics are always, always right. That much knowledge and foresight does't always make things easy, though!  

      Not in the Cards is book 1, and it's your intro into the tight-knit group of psychics. Sandy is looking for a new life and a new home, and stumbles onto a tarot shop for rent with a living space above the shop. She pulls out the cards she hasn't looked at since college and hangs out her shingle. It doesn't take long for her almost-ex-asshat to find her... And it takes even less time for the fate of the town to rest in her (and the rest of the oracles') hands.  

      The freebie: Wing and a Prayer is the third in the series (and shorter than the rest) but can be read as a stand alone. If you like grumpy fallen angel/risen demons/stuck on earth bartenders, feisty psychics, and a totally irreverent and highly attended apocalypse, you'll want to grab this one!   There are currently 5 novels published. Books six and seven will be released in Spring 2023.
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        The series: Vamps in the Vineyard

      

      

      
        
        The Vamps in the Vineyard series centers around a group of middle-aged vampire slayers who are fighting the good fight against the vampires who are moving into their small, eastern Washington State and trying to take over the vineyard Charlie has put her blood, sweat, and tears into. There’s no romance in this series - it’s all slaying, no laying - and the vampires are never the sexy, misunderstood, morally ambiguous  characters they sometimes are in popular media (including my Eleanor Morgan series). They’re all evil, all the time. 

      

        

      
        Here to Slay is book 1, and it's your intro to Estaca Corazón, Charlie’s vineyard & winery, her journey into accepting her slayer powers at the same time she’s hitting menopause, and how her friendships are what saves her.  

      

        

      
        The freebies: Stakes and Stems is a prequel novella and Charlie’s first major event at her winery. The Valentine’s dinner doesn’t quite go as expected. There’s a rash of vandalism, vampires at dinner, and Charlie’s first (and accidental) slaying.

      

        

      
        Slay Bells Ring is a holiday novella set after Here To Slay. It’s a bit of a crossover with Eden Valley (as in, it takes place in Eden Valley), but you don’t need to read that series to follow this. You may want to have already read Here to Slay, though!
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        Get your free books by subscribing to my newsletter!

      

      

      
        
        Cissell’s Epistles
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        Moments after Shelby Hill Wood opened her Pandora’s box and changed the world forever.

      

      

      A glowing, golden table—large enough to seat a couple dozen people—appeared in the middle of one of the many featureless white rooms in hell.

      An ethereally beautiful figure stood at the head of the table. She looked human. Mostly. She was tall and had dark brown, almost black skin and long, wavy, glowing white hair. Light bathed Her, highlighting the gold in Her flowing, crystal-encrusted Grecian-style evening dress and making thousands of crystals sparkle, casting their rainbow glow throughout the room. She looked around and wrinkled Her nose.

      “I hate it when it’s your turn to host,” She said. “Hell is so…sterile.”

      A curl of dark smoke tinged with orange and yellow appeared at the other end of the table. It swirled upwards until it coalesced into a man. Like Her, Abaddon was dark-skinned, but that’s where any hint of family resemblance ended.

      Dark ebony horns curled up from the sides of his head, perfectly framing his electric blue fedora. He wore a suit in the same shade, set off with a black shirt and blue tie. He wasn’t wearing shoes—so hard to find a good shoe for cloven hoofs—but he had a cane topped with a silver ball. A tail, long and sinuous, wound around his body. He spread his arms to take in the room. “Why Grandmama, you cut me to the quick! This is, after all, what heaven is meant to look like, is it not? If it would make you feel more at home, I can add clouds and cherubs with harps.”

      “Enough.” Her voice vibrated the room. “I am not here to bandy words about, nor am I interested in letting you believe you have a chance in hell of winning a battle of wits. Where are the rest? Let’s get this over with so I can get out of here and back to somewhere with color.” She sat in the great rose-gold throne that materialized behind Her, flanked on either side by tall, glowing figures with wings spread wide and swords in their hands.

      “There’s no need for your bodyguards. It’s just me today. The others couldn’t make it.” The demon conjured up his own throne, but his was chiseled obsidian with ornate carvings representing the seven deadly sins. Abaddon settled into the seat and ran a hand over the realistic forms of several nude creatures, human and not, twining around each other.

      “What is the meaning of this? I do not have one-on-one meetings with my subordinates. That is a hellish invention.” The room darkened for a moment, and thunder echoed.

      “I am not your subordinate, and this is not a one-on-one. Something has fallen into my possession, and I wanted to discuss the best way to manage this item for the least possible…disruption. To me.” Abaddon snapped his fingers, and a figure appeared at his side, holding a box awkwardly in hands loosely bound with handcuffs so black they seemed to absorb the surrounding light.

      The newcomer was tall, painfully beautiful, and completely nude. Black skin glowed under the golden light streaming forth from Her throne, and long, black hair cascaded down his back. His gaze was cast down, but his shoulders were level and from his back sprang forth wings that shone with the light of a million prisms.

      Abaddon circled the naked man’s wrist with long fingers that rested just above the cuff. “I believe this was yours, was it not? And now he is mine.”

      The woman leaned forward, Her smile great and terrible. The table cracked in half and the demon flinched.

      “You will give these things back. They are not meant to be here, to be anywhere. They were guarded.” Her voice echoed in the infinite room.

      “Not anymore. That’s what, the second thing I’ve taken from you in the last couple years? First, your victory in the west, and now I have taken the last of your defenses that kept us out of Eden.” The demon smirked as he ran his hand along the strange man’s arm.

      “If you think that was my last defense, you are even more stupid than your illustrious father. You are an embarrassment to our line.” She stood, and the throne disappeared. “You will give me the box and what it formerly contained.”

      The demon stumbled to his feet, then gritted his teeth and shook his head. “I will give it to you, and with it, the garden you want so badly, but I want a favor.”

      “You dare ask me for a favor?” She laughed, and Abaddon flinched.

      “I want Hell. All of it.” There was bravado in his voice, and it barely sounded forced.

      “You are one of the kings of hell. Why do you need more?” She regarded Abaddon with a calculating gaze, the hint of a smile curling up one corner of Her mouth.

      “I am one of seven now. I’d rather be one of one. I want the high throne. I am more worthy than whoever that woman was who took it from the beast before the battle of Oracle Bay. I am the son of Lucifer, the grandson of the Most High.” This time, the bravado sounded less forced, and his smirk widened as he sketched a bow.

      “Very well. You can have it.” She was in front of him in less than a heartbeat. “We will be leaving now.” She took the unspeaking man’s hand and tugged him forward. The bindings fell from his wrists, and he raised his head. “Come. You can rest again, safe from all harm, and fulfill the destiny you once abandoned.” She smiled at the man, and even the demon felt the weight of that blessing.

      A voice interrupted Her. “You will not take him. Not now that he has returned to me after too many years away.” A woman wearing a bright yellow tank top under a leather jacket strode into the room, although where she’d come from wasn’t immediately apparent. She was taller than Abaddon—the same height as the god whose anger was palpable, but where She was ethereal, and Abaddon was strong and broad shouldered, this newcomer was both—and more. Her dark skin had an umber cast, and her white hair was cropped close and twisted into dozens of tight curls. She moved with an impossible grace, grace that would make a ballet dancer weep in jealousy. And when she looked around the room, the red glow in her almond-shaped eyes was enough to quell the spirits of just about anyone.

      “And you will be the one to stop me, Lilith? I banished you from this world and this life.” Anger vibrated through Her voice and Abaddon’s throne shattered.

      The beautiful, winged man glanced up at Lilith, and the slight widening of his eyes was so brief as to almost go unnoticed. He dropped his gaze again, and his sudden burst of tension melted away.

      “Awww, poor godlet. Did someone break your favorite toy and refuse to give you a new one?” Lilith grinned, and her teeth flashed brightly.

      “This is not a game, and you are not welcome,” the white-clad woman said through gritted teeth.

      “That’s no way to talk to your daughter-in-law.” Lilith walked forward and took the box the strange man held in his free hand, then caressed his jaw. “I’m sorry, former daughter-in-law. His second marriage might have lasted longer, but there’s no way he had as much fun with her as he did with me. And now, I am your equal. I rule Hell as you rule Heaven. No more bowing and scraping.”

      Abaddon snapped out of the hold he’d been placed in and said, “This is mine. He is mine. I found him.”

      Lilith looked down at him, and he quailed. “Are you attempting to play finders keepers with me, Abaddon? I made you. I birthed you. And I marked you. What is yours is mine, and that includes both this box and your immortal life.” She turned back to the other woman. “You have no claim over what’s ours, and what’s in hell is ours.”

      “Now you are the one playing finders keepers.” A tinge of amusement colored Her voice. “This is no more your kingdom than earth is. You may have created your demon son, but I created everything, including the hell where you ruled side by side with my most favored son until you left him for another, lesser demon.”

      “Try and take him,” Lilith challenged. “See how far you get walking out with Odraxti, the son you hid from me for too many millennia.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “I have no need for threats. I speak only truth. We all do. It is you and yours who resort to prevarication. Demons have no need to lie.” She took a step back, and the beautiful man took a step with her. “See? He is mine.”

      “You will give him to me, or you will suffer the consequences, Lilith.” Her words threatened, but Her tone was curiously bored, as if She was reading from a script She had no investment in.

      “What consequences?” Lilith asked. “There is nothing you can do to me you haven’t already done.”

      Her voice veered away from indifference into smugness. “Not to you, maybe, but I can do so many things to those who are beloved by your children. This demon here, Abaddon, father of greed, he loves. He loves his half-human granddaughters, and although they are not abominations in the way that this one is, they are tainted with evil. He loves his daughter and the human his daughter chose to partner with. He is not the only of your kings who loves, who has ties with the human world. But he is the one who dared to bargain with me. I will cut down those he loves, one by one, until what’s mine is returned to me.” Her shadow grew enormous, and golden light brought warmth to the sterility of the white walls.

      “What are his loves to me?” Lilith scoffed. “I don’t know these creatures, and I spend little time in the presence of the kings who serve me.”

      “How well will they serve when they find out your stubbornness is the reason their loved ones are dying? How long will you have the support you need to stand against me?” She snapped Her fingers, and the angelic bodyguards disappeared. “You have six human months. If I do not have the box and its occupant back by then, I will take the mortals out one by one and you can find out how far your underlings’ loyalty goes.”

      She disappeared. Lilith turned to glare at Abaddon. “You idiot! You had the box, you had my son. But instead of letting me know so we could plan and keep him safe, you taunted Her with your knowledge and tried to make a deal. You deserve whatever She does to the ones you love. And when it happens—and it will, because I have no intention of yielding to spare your too-mortal feelings—do not come to me to ask for respite.”

      “Mother,” Abaddon said, holding out his hand. “I found the box. I found the nephilim. I thought you’d be pleased.”

      Lilith glared down at her son. “I would have been if you’d brought him first to me. Your betrayal has been noted.”

      “I can secure the garden for you, and you can rule on earth and make a real play for Heaven, but I want a favor.” A note of pleading threaded through his voice, but it sounded false.

      Lilith laughed. “You dare ask me for a favor?”

      “Call it payment, then. Elevate me to the throne so I can rule over all of hell, and I will give you not only the garden, but the key to their god’s destruction.” The thread of cunning that wound through his voice was so subtle to be almost unnoticeable.

      “If you want the throne, you will find a way to mitigate the damage you’ve caused and deliver Eden to me before half a year has passed. If you do not, the punishment I will lay down will be greater than anything you can imagine, greater than anything She could devise. Six months, Abaddon.”

      “Can Odraxti come with me? It was he who broke the original gates. Once he comes to his senses, he will be able to find them again and do the same.” Abaddon regarded Lilith, the original demon and mother and grandmother and great-grandmother of demons, with the slyest of smiles.

      “Why would you think I would ever allow such a thing?”

      “Because you want to win without waiting for the next apocalyptic battle, and my brother is the only one who can set foot in both heaven and hell. If he is on our side, he will be invaluable.” Abaddon’s tail curled around his oldest brother, wrapping around his waist and twining down his legs. “Besides, I know who you are and the deception you’re weaving. You aren’t what you seem, Lilith.”

      Lilith stared at Abaddon for a moment, cunning and anger in her eyes. They flared red, then she blinked, and softness and warmth were the only things that shone forth. “And how will you anchor Odraxti to our world so that he isn’t stuffed back into the prison box to be hidden again while we wait for another innocent to breach the defenses and open it? Do you even know how it came to be found?” Lilith wasn’t looking at Abaddon. Instead, she was walking slowly around Odraxti, who was still staring fixedly at the ground in silence.

      “A necromancer, a child. She found the box and opened it, as you said would happen.” Abaddon kept his voice subdued and his eyes averted. It would not do to rile her now when she seemed so close to giving in to his demands.

      “But who led the child? Did you see?” Lilith tapped a long fingernail painted in a dark, blood red against her chin. “For surely a child couldn’t have found what she didn’t know to look for.”

      Abaddon paused. He considered. Then he answered. “It was my brother Levi. He led the child to the box.”

      “Leviathan was there, and he still lives?” Lilith’s eyes flashed red. “You had him in your hands, and you let him go?”

      “He was nothing more than smoke and spirit when I got there. His earthly vessel had been destroyed by two other necromancers, adults with far less power than the child.”

      “This child sounds fascinating.” Lilith stopped tapping her finger against her chin and pulled Abaddon into her gaze. “You may take charge of Odraxti, but see that he does not come to any harm. How will you ground him to our world and keep him out of Heaven’s grasp?”

      “When he regains his mind, I will give him into the care of my granddaughter. She needs a tutor who can travel at will between Eden and Hell and is not regarded with as much suspicion as her mother has for me. Liliana, named in your honor, will wrap him around her little demonic finger, and he will be tethered to her as much as to Earth. Heaven will hold nothing for him after that.”

      Lilith considered, looking back and forth between her sons. “This may work. The angels have no real concept of pleasure and have long since envied us our ‘sins of the flesh,’ as they like to call them. Introduce him to those sins, to the pleasures of your world, and tie him to us forever. I will keep his prison with me. It wouldn’t do to have it too close. The nephilim are clever and once he recovers from ten thousand years in an infinite black box, he might try to do something stupid and steal it to escape.”

      She strode back out of the room, box in hand, in the same manner as she’d arrived, leaving Abaddon alone with his brother.

      “Will you not speak, brother?” he asked.

      The nephilim gazed at his brother in silence.

      Abaddon sighed. “As you wish, but I dare you to stay quiet around Lily. She could pull a conversation out of a fossil. Let us go. You have preparations to make, and I have favors to call in.”

      The room filled with a sulphurous smoke, and when it cleared, it was again a blank void. No voices. No furniture. Nothing.

      Except… One golden feather on the floor and two green eyes watching from the corner. Two eyes that’d taken in everything. Two eyes attached to a child who never, ever forgot.

      A blink, and then everything was gone.
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        Six Months Later—Almost

      

      

      

      Aurielle Jones paced back and forth in the small house she’d called home since moving to Eden Valley twelve years ago with a baby and her flaming sword in the guise of a living man. Living in town was a vastly different experience—she usually guarded from a distance, unseen and uninvolved in the day-to-day mundanity. Even with more than a decade behind her, she wasn’t quite used to it. It’d been much less anxiety-provoking when her sole responsibility was protecting the town without worrying about—or ever meeting—the town’s inhabitants.

      She checked her watch. It was after five. A full hour past when Kevin was supposed to arrive home after school. She grabbed her phone and hovered a finger over the button that would open the group chat Evie had created to keep her and Bev—the mothers of Kevin’s best friends—up to date on the children’s schedules. She knew Kevin hadn’t planned on going home with either of his friends today. The calendar—also Evie’s creation—clearly stated that Lily, Evie’s half-demon child, was scheduled to spend Spring Break at her grandfather’s and Shelby, Bev’s adopted daughter and unpredictably powerful necromancer, was flying to Oracle Bay to visit her uncle Russell. Kevin was the only one who didn’t have plans for the week off school. Not that he hadn’t tried to convince Elle otherwise, but she’d held firm.

      She looked at her watch again. Five fifteen. She started typing, finger flying over the tiny screen of her phone.

      She hit send, and the door slammed open.

      Never mind. He’s here.

      There was a clatter of footsteps on the stairs, and a second door slammed on the second floor. Most evenings, Kevin retreated to his room when he was home, refusing to spend quality time with her. It wasn’t fair, nor was it right. She had sacrificed herself for him. Become mortal for him. Hid his sins for eleven years and broken the first veil of secrecy she’d shrouded herself with in order to separate him from the primordial lake monster he’d been. He owed her love and affection and respect. And punctuality. And an occasional hug—something he’d never been free with, but that she’d seen his friends offer to their mothers.

      Aurielle set her shoulders and headed upstairs. Raucous music poured out of his room, nearly vibrating the walls. She knocked. There was no answer. She knocked a second time, and when there was no response, she opened the door. Then closed it again and went back downstairs, scarlet heat staining her dusky face. Some things that were seen could never be unseen, and it occurred to her she may need to do some research on what it meant to parent an adolescent child who’d recently plummeted over the cliff toward adulthood.

      Her phone beeped with an incoming message.

      Are we still on for this evening? Bev asked.

      Yes. Please bring wine and advice on almost teenage boys. This time Elle entered the words without bothering to use her fingers. It was faster just thinking the words at the phone, but she usually tried to appear human, even when there was no one around to appreciate her efforts.

      Viv’s reply appeared almost immediately. I don’t even want to think about teenage boys, but I will bring a sympathetic ear and a crate of gym socks.

      Three dots appeared under Evie’s name, then disappeared and reappeared again. Elle stared at them in consternation. She knew it meant Evie was typing a response, but why did they blink on and off? And what did it mean when no response ever came? And why was Viv bringing gym socks? Did boys have particular feet issues she was not aware of?

      Twenty minutes later, Kevin thundered down the stairs with his laundry hamper balanced under his arm. Elle raised her eyebrows. She might not know much about parenting almost-teens, but according to popular culture, they never did their own laundry without prompting.

      “Would you like dinner?” she asked Kevin’s back as he walked back through the living area towards the stairs. He still hadn’t made eye contact with her.

      “I kind of need it to survive now,” was the biting retort.

      Elle took a deep breath and counted to ten. She’d been under the impression that counting and breathing were the tools humans used to develop patience and calm. So far, it hadn’t worked reliably. “That is why I asked. Would you like pizza? I know pizza is a particular favorite of children in the United States.”

      “I’m not a child. And I’ll get my own food.” He grabbed the backpack he’d dumped on the floor under the hooks in the entry that had been designed to store such items up and out of the way and opened the door. Or tried. He turned around and glared. “Let me out.”

      “No. You are a twelve-year-old boy and it is getting dark. Your friends are out of town, so you aren’t planning on hanging out with them this evening. I know we haven’t been close, but it would be nice to have dinner together. You can tell me about your day and how school is going. All those things that parents and children talk about with each other.” Elle beamed at him, hoping her willingness to engage with him was apparent and that it caused him to reciprocate.

      “You can’t keep me at home. I’ll just wait until you go to sleep and leave, then.” He crossed his arms and glared at her. He was too young to look that angry.

      “I don’t sleep, and you don’t have anywhere to be for ten days. We have a lot of quality time we can spend together. I haven’t been the best mother—”

      Kevin snorted.

      Elle raised her voice. “—but I am trying to step into that role since you became human and need more care than simple food and clothing. I didn’t have parents, nor did I know any parents until I moved here. I am doing my best, but it would be appreciated if you would also make some effort. We can have pizza and soda and watch a movie. Or we can talk! Do you have any crushes at school?”

      “It’s pretty obvious you know nothing about parenting. You’ve made that abundantly clear over the last two weeks.” He continued glaring, and Elle’s eyeballs ached in sympathy.

      “If I have done something wrong, I would appreciate it if you would tell me what it was so I can ensure I never make that mistake again.” Elle thought back over the last couple weeks, her mind sifting through every conversation with Kevin—there hadn’t been many. She’d spent most of the last couple weeks—and much of the prior four months—searching with increasing desperation for the hidden door she knew had to exist in Eden Valley and couldn’t recall any promises broken or disagreements about anything except his spring break plans.

      “If you don’t know, why should I tell you?” His stance didn’t change at all, but his face relaxed infinitesimally.

      “So I will know what it is? That is a very silly question. Is this about your Spring Break plans? I know it is difficult to be left behind. You have seldom been separated from your friends, but they are both having educational experiences to better learn how to channel their inherent powers. You no longer have any, so you don’t need a similar experience.” Parenting was difficult, and there were times she rued the day she’d agreed to take on this assignment. Not that she had much choice. Assignments were often phrased as requests but were seldom treated as such in practice. She shook her head. She was thinking too much. As usual. Elle took another breath, counted to twenty, and pasted a smile on her face.

      “It’s not that.” Kevin made a grunting noise that was completely inarticulate but perfectly conveyed disgust, frustration, and eye-rolling.

      “Please have dinner with me. We can talk about what I’ve done wrong and how you would prefer I interact with you. I have board games we could play?” Her phone beeped, but she ignored it.

      “You know what? I’m not hungry after all.” He stomped up the stairs and, for the third time in less than an hour, slammed a door hard enough to rattle the house.

      Elle sagged into a chair and picked up her phone. She should’ve paid more attention to other parents when Kevin was younger, before he needed things like boundaries or affection. Maybe if she’d gotten into practice then, parenting now would be easier. She looked at the phone screen. She had a new text from Evie—the result of all the on-and-off dots.

      I know nothing about raising almost teen boys, but I will bring the vast wealth of experience I have raising an almost teen girl and being one myself, many many years ago. I will also bring a bottle of semillon. There was a small picture of a glass of wine next to a smiling face with tears spurting from its eyes. Elle knew what they represented, but it still intrigued her that humans had once considered pictographs a primitive form of communication but were now returning to the use of images to convey complete ideas.

      We will need two bottles of wine. And a magic spell to make adolescents tolerable. Elle ended her text with the image of a skull and crossbones and hit send, then thought through the potential interpretations for the skull. I do not want anyone to die. The icon is inadequate.

      Three thumbs up pictures quickly responded, and Elle breathed a sigh of relief that her icons had not been misinterpreted. She blew a strong breath out, bouncing her dark curls off her face, and looked around. Her usually immaculate house needed a quick once-over before she was ready to welcome her friends. She seldom hosted—Evie’s large porch just out of town overlooking the lake was the usual gathering place—but Elle hadn’t wanted to leave Kevin alone. And since his friends were out of town, it seemed a kindness to not force him to hang out at Lily’s house without her. The baby was very cute, and an unholy terror on two legs, but she was an inadequate companion for a twelve-year-old.

      Elle put a frozen pizza in the oven and set the timer. Even if Kevin didn’t want to eat food, she knew if she left it on a plate outside his door, it would disappear as soon as she was out of sight. Perhaps a lock on his door would be a good addition as well. She wrote a note to him to leave with the pizza and bottled water and willed the lock into existence. One more minor miracle, and the house was spotless again.

      She shrugged, and her silvery white wings stretched out from her shoulder blades and brushed against the walls of her expansive home. It felt good to let this part of herself out, to have friends who knew who she was, even if she still kept most of herself concealed.

      Darkness brushed her mind. It was always present—had been following her for the last six months since her first attempt to find a way into hell—but she didn’t give it room to sink in. It reinforced her decision to keep so much of herself hidden, to keep secret the commandment she’d been given last fall. The concealment was necessary to protect her friends. If Elle had learned anything in the nearly ten millennia she’d existed, it was that knowledge was a curse and not a blessing. Knowing more would always have consequences, and Elle would shield her friends from those as long as she could.

      Elle sighed, and after one last stretch, folded her wings back in, tucking them into the hidden spot between this reality and the next where they nestled against the sword that was almost as much a part of her as her wings.

      She would try again tomorrow. There had to be a way into hell. If She had given Elle this task, surely it wouldn’t be an impossible one. Elle’s god would not set Elle up for failure—not when the inhabitants of an entire town were at risk.
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      The perfunctory knock at the door followed by the sound of it opening and someone walking in yanked Elle’s attention back to the present. She’d been in the kitchen, cutting cheeses and arranging cured meats into aesthetically pleasing arrangements to serve to the women she’d become friends with over the last two years. She seldom entertained and tried to always do everything by hand when she did. No shortcuts. No miracles of cheese slicing. Just too-sharp knives. And maybe just a little of a miracle to stitch up her skin and remove the blood from the brie.

      “Elle! I brought wine!” Evie’s voice floated through the house. She sounded cheerful. She almost always did, and usually Elle found that to be an admirable quality in a friend. Now, however, it grated at her. She knew it was impolite to say so, though. She might not be human, but she’d watched enough of their media to fake it ’til she made it.

      “I’m in the kitchen—be out in a second!” Elle called back. She straightened her shoulders, picked up the large charcuterie platter and a bowl of tiny, delicious crackers, and walked into the dining room. Evie had already opened the first bottle and was pouring a dark red liquid into novelty wine glasses Elle had never seen before.

      “What are those?” she asked.

      Evie grinned, and her joy lit up her light brown eyes. “Aren’t they great? I found them in the clearance bin at the general store downtown and thought of you.”

      Elle squinted at the glasses. They were clear acrylic and decorated with garish red and pink hearts shot through with arrows aimed by a bevy of chubby, diapered, winged babies. “What are those supposed to be?” She set down the large tray and took the glass Evie handed her.

      “Cupids! For Valentine’s Day, you know?” Evie’s smile stretched so far across her face, Elle was mildly afraid she’d split her visage in two.

      “And this made you think of me?” Elle wrinkled her nose at the images and tilted her head, then looked up at her friend.

      Evie’s grin faltered for a moment. “The wings? Cherubs? Angels? I thought maybe you were cousins or something.” Her impish smile was back, and it was enough to jolly Elle out of her foul mood.

      “They are the cousins from the wrong side of the river,” Elle said.

      Evie shook her head, her brown hair now liberally streaked with enviable chunks of silver-grey swinging around her shoulders. “Wrong side of the tracks.”

      “If you say so. I am not going to argue about your strange idioms. I leave that up to Barachiel, who is also from the other side of the tracks.”

      The door opened again, and Bev strode in carrying a tin of what Elle sincerely hoped were her mouth-watering confections. She’d become used to the frequent offerings Bev made now that she spent less time shuffling money around for other people and more time getting her new bed-and-breakfast up and running, which seemed to involve a lot of experimenting in the kitchen.

      “What do you have for us today?” Evie asked, filling a glass for Bev and exchanging it for the tin.

      “Eclairs. Kind of. I’m not a pastry chef—or any kind of chef at all, actually. But Barachiel said they were good, so I’m ready to try them out on people slightly less biased.” A faint stain painted Bev’s cheeks when she said Barachiel’s name.

      Elle regarded her friend. She’d known Barachiel for most of the almost ten thousand years she’d been alive, and never in that time had she ever thought of him as either a friend or as the chosen companion of anyone else. Most angels didn’t form bonds, even with other angels. Of course, she was the only angel she knew anymore. Barachiel and Uriel, companions at one time or another, had both taken the grey, as they called it. They’d stepped down from the rights and privileges of heaven, although they both still served in some capacity. “Perhaps you should call the woman who made the food for Evie’s wedding? She is a professional and might have some tips for you if you want to improve.”

      “That’s a great idea. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it myself. And after the wedding and resulting shenanigans, I think we’re all good enough friends to put in a call for help. I’d better text her now before I forget.” Bev pulled her phone out of the pocket of her oversized hoodie.

      “Ask her if she’s seen any more vampires,” Elle suggested. “That was fascinating.”

      “I could’ve done with a little less fascinating at my wedding,” Evie commented. “I thought as long as we didn’t get hitched in Eden Valley, the biggest things I’d have to worry about were my baby making a fuss or my father-in-law being sulpherically melodramatic about our angelic officiant. But instead, new things! Just when you think there aren’t more surprises available.”

      “I always thought vampires were a myth. Even after everything here and meeting real life demons and angels and primordial beings,” Bev said. She made up a plate of cheese and meat and crackers, then took her wine to the big papasan chair against the far wall.

      “I know I asked Luc about it once, and he gave me the impression they were, but I’m willing to bet a wish that he was noncommittal and hoped it would never come up again.” Evie wrinkled her nose in an expression Elle was coming to recognize as consternation. “I guess he was mythtaken.”

      Bev groaned at Evie, who winked at her friend.

      Elle recognized and understood the joke, but she was still uncertain how she was supposed to respond to them, so she barreled forward with the conversation. “I knew there were more undead that walked the earth than the ghouls and zombies and ghosts that visited us here last fall, but had never thought to define them, even when Bev woke the one we saw at Evie’s wedding.” Elle selected an eclair from the tin, took her wine, and sat in the overstuffed chair Kevin had convinced her to buy, claiming it was very human and very comfortable. She sank back into the soft fabric of the chair, holding her wine up and away from her body to better balance it. She might be able to clean wine stains out of fabric with the snap of her fingers, but she didn’t want to waste the wine by losing her balance and spilling it now.

      “I didn’t mean to,” Bev protested. “I didn’t know what I was doing!”

      “Not to mention you were stressed and scared,” Evie pointed out. “Last fall was, as I’m almost positive the kids don’t say these days, a trip. Even if you’d been in full possession of the knowledge and training you needed to master your necromancy, getting fired for punching your boss is enough to shake even the most solid control.”

      There was a light knock on the door. It was more alert than request for entry—something Elle was learning was common among these women who’d known each other since they were younger than her…son…was now. They were so comfortable with each other and considered each other’s homes their own. She smiled. They considered her home theirs as well.

      Viv and Sam came in, fingers linked. They let go of each other the minute they were both through the doorway, but even though the physical space between them widened, red and gold ribbons bound them together. Elle blinked. She didn’t like to use her angelic vision any more than was strictly necessary and hadn’t been aware that it’d switched on. She preferred to move through the world as humanly as possible. Except for texting. And food preparation. And transportation.

      Sam grabbed a bottle and poured herself a glass. The dark-skinned demon with short, black hair and amber eyes was irrepressible, and her constant exuberance was contagious. She had a way of winning anyone over, even those who should be naturally wary. Tonight, however, her cheer seemed forced, and her wide grin didn’t reach her eyes.

      Viv dropped onto one end of the large couch that matched Elle’s chair and sighed dramatically, one hand on her forehead. “You will not believe the day I’ve had. Please, let me tell you about it. I cannot keep this bottled up anymore.”

      Sam’s eyes tightened.

      “When was the last time you kept anything bottled up?” Evie retorted, then grimaced. “Um. Sorry.”

      Viv waved away Evie’s apology. “Other than that one tiny thing…which, by the way, totally learned my lesson there! Bottling equals breakdown. That’s why I need you to listen to my drama now!”
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