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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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      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!
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        This book contains a depiction of a near child drowning and a child abduction.
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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Evelyn Addams stood in the small bathroom and gripped the sink. It was the last day of peace and quiet before her friends and parents descended on her house for her daughter’s tenth birthday party, and she was grabbing every minute of solitary silence she could.

      “Moooooooommm! Where are you?”

      Evie sighed and opened the bathroom door and stepped out into the downstairs hall of the too-large farmhouse she’d taken over when her parents had retired to Hawaii.

      “I’m in the bathroom, demon child!” she yelled back.

      “Ugh. You’re gross,” Liliana said, thundering down the stairs. She was wearing black leggings with tiny pink skulls polka-dotting them, a tunic-length orange shirt, and beat-up black sneakers—typical Lily—and had pulled her black hair into a messy ponytail. She regarded her mother with light brown eyes that lately were perpetually rolling. Her darker features—gifts from her dad—contrasted with Evie’s lighter skin and brown hair.

      “Did you need something? Help with your homework? A chore to do? Or did you just want to come bask in my beauty?” Evie stopped the grimace that tried to accompany the last question. Four decades of life and one as a single mother had added more gray to her hair and lines on her face than she liked to think about. She wanted to want to age gracefully but hadn’t quite captured the spirit yet.

      “Whatever, Momster. I just need more screen time.” Lily rolled her eyes at her mother and stuck her lower lip out in an exaggerated pout as she held out her iPad towards her mother.

      “Lily, you’ve had more than enough screen time today. Go outside. Play. Be free! It’s a gorgeous day, and you need to get some fresh air.”

      Lily heaved a sigh and fixed her mother with a glare. “You’d better be nicer to me when I’m ten.”

      “Not a chance, child,” Evie said. “As soon as you hit those double digits, it’s the Cinderella life for you. I’ll have you scrubbing the hearth every morning before dawn, doing the laundry by hand, and sewing all your own clothes.” Their banter did nothing to erase the abstract panic Evie felt every time Lily’s imminent birthday came up. It was one thing to have a child, but ten felt too close to teen which was way too close to growing up and moving out.

      “You do that, and I’ll bring in field mice to help,” Lily said. “And not just mice. Rats. Big ones. And tarantulas. They’re great at sewing.”

      Evie laughed. “You’re the worst.”

      Lily laughed and threw her arms around her mother, banging her iPad against the back of Evie’s head. “You love me.”

      “From here to the ends of the universe and back,” Evie agreed, dropping a kiss on her daughter’s head, which was just a few inches below hers now. They were already sharing shoes, and it wouldn’t be too much longer before her daughter’s height surpassed Evie’s. “Now go play. Grandma and Grandpa will be here tomorrow to help you celebrate your birthday, so it’s your last chance to play without senior citizens trailing you around the lake yelling at you to be careful.”

      Lily rolled her eyes. “Even when I’m ten?”

      “Until you’re fifty, probably,” Evie said. “Stay out of the lake, though.”

      “I know, Mom,” Lily said. “The lake is dangerous, even for strong swimmers, and I’m never to go in without adult supervision.” She mimicked Evie’s voice so well that Evie blinked in surprise before laughing.

      “Exactly. I’m so glad you’ve listened to at least one thing I’ve said in the last almost ten years.”

      “Whatever. I’ll go out. Cerberus needs a walk anyway.” Lily whistled shrilly. “C’mon, boy! Get in here. It’s walksies time!”

      Lily stood, staring expectantly up the stairs towards her room, then petted the air in front of her in three different places. “Someday, someone will invent a better leash,” she assured the imaginary three-headed dog. She stuffed her iPad in her backpack, then opened the door, ushered Cerberus outside, and ran off.

      Evie shook her head and walked towards the door. Lily’d never had an imaginary friend before, but her stuffies had always had very active lives, complete with more weddings than she could count, even though Evie had officiated most of them. Cerberus was new—he’d shown up a couple months ago—and for now, Evie was going with it. Anything that kept Lily a kid for a bit longer was good.

      She started to close it but paused when she saw Lily make a stop in the garage. Evie closed the door and watched through the small window as Lily came back out of the garage with her backpack stuffed to the gills with something Evie couldn’t make out. Lily looked around furtively, then jogged towards the small stand of trees at the edge of the property.

      Evie slipped out of the house and followed. She normally trusted Lily—her daughter had a good head on her shoulders, and although she liked a good prank, she’d been a pretty decent child—so far. But something about the way Lily was sneaking—she was usually such an out-in-the-open child—rang Evie’s alarm bells.

      Things hadn’t always been easy. It was tough being the daughter of a single mom, especially in a town like Eden Valley where everyone knows everything about everyone…and when they didn’t have the details, they made them up. But Lily was bright, happy, and relatively well-adjusted.

      Everyone knew about Evie’s summer fling with the devastatingly handsome Luc, son of a real estate developer—or so the rumor mill said—who’d come to town looking for something. All he found was Evie, though, and he hadn’t stayed.

      Whether it was because he didn’t want to settle down, because she was damaged goods—already divorced once—or because she’d scared him off by being too forward, the residents of Eden Valley were evenly split.

      Evie’d shrugged off everyone’s speculations, insinuations, and whispers, and finally, after more than ten years, she didn’t feel like her life choices were on display anymore. Her only regret was that he’d left before she’d had a chance to tell him she was pregnant.

      Lily had been the best and most challenging thing that’d ever happened to her. The challenges were often enough to make her want to tear her hair out and were responsible for most of the lines on her face and at least eighty-five percent of the gray hairs scattered on her head. But Lily had never been a troublemaker, which made her surreptitious raiding of the garage even more out of character.
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      Evie headed towards the “witch’s clearing” that she and her friends had made when they were Lily’s age. It was nothing more than a small area in the middle of the wooded area abutting the property where no trees or bushes grew. Evie and her best friends Beverly and Genevieve had spent endless summer days cleaning up the space and decorating it with items swiped from their doll houses, matchbox car sets, and Lego builds until they had a small village overseen by a terrifying but benevolent witch.

      When she was too old for magical dollhouses, Evie had redecorated with repurposed deck furniture and an old tent, making a reading nook, and later, a place to sneak a couple beers. It was where she’d sworn a blood oath with Viv and Bev to stay sisters forever, where she’d lost her virginity, where she’d come to cry after finding Jeremy in bed with Brandy, Evie’s former boss, and where she’d hidden away from the world when all she had was a positive pregnancy test and a broken heart.

      Lily had found the spot the summer before and had dragged her best friends—Kevin and Shelby—to fix it up. It’s where her daughter hid when she was scared or overwhelmed, when she was angry with her mom, and when she needed privacy—something that’d been more and more common the closer she got to ten.

      Evie paused, the clearing just out of sight. Lily was speaking, and Evie didn’t want to interrupt in case something innocuous was going down, and Lily’d just been grabbing snacks for an impromptu meeting of the top secret “no grown-ups allowed” best friend’s club.

      Instead of giggles and the sound of junk food wrappers, she heard Lily chanting.

      “Daemon esta subjetive volunteer me. And ligandum eros partier eros coram me.”

      Evie tilted her head in confusion as Lily repeated herself. It sounded vaguely like Latin, but not like anything she remembered studying during her one semester of Latin at the community college. She crept forward, careful not to disturb her daughter, and peered into the clearing.

      Lily was sitting in the middle of the clearing, a Ouija board in front of her, birthday candles stuck into the ground at regular intervals, and the rock salt Evie scattered on the sidewalks when it was icy poured in a circle around the candles. An old can of spray paint Evie had once used to mark the underground utilities in her yard was on its side a little ways outside the circle. Inside the salt was a large box of matches and a pile of spent matches on Lily’s right side and a dusty bottle of wine on her left. Evie peered at the wine, but it was unopened—which was maybe not the most worrisome thing in the clearing, but the easiest fear to dismiss.

      Evie stopped trying to be silent and walked towards her daughter. Lily was cross-legged in the circle, palms together in front of her chest, and staring intently at a huge, ornately bound book open on her lap. Her iPad was on top of the book, an eerily familiar image clearly visible over the pictures of two men.

      Was that…Sam and Dean?

      Lily repeated the incantation, this time with impatience threading through her voice. Evie stood back, hands on her hips, and waited to be noticed.

      After a third attempt with no apparent results—Evie wasn’t sure what they were waiting for—Lily set her iPad on the Ouija board with the utmost care, then slammed the book shut and yelled, “Fucking fine! I’ll wait.”

      Evie was so startled by Lily’s cursing—more so than by her ritual—that she burst out laughing. Lily spun around in the dirt and stared up at her mom. Her eyes widened into an expression Evie knew only too well—there were about to be tears. Maybe an elaborate explanation about how none of this was technically against the rules. A denial of any culpability. A touch of blame-shifting to whoever had given her the book. And an absolution of any lingering guilt.

      “Mommy,” Lily said through newly formed tears. “I’m so sorry. I was trying to make Cerberus real so you could see him. It really hurts my feelings when you call him an imaginary dog and look at me like I’m lying to you. Even if he was imaginary, I don’t think that’s a very kind way to treat your daughter, is it? And I didn’t do anything you’ve ever told me not to. I just found this old Ouija board and the paint and wine in the garage—they weren’t being used. I’ll buy new birthday candles from my allowance, I promise. It’s Kevin’s book, not mine. It was his idea to see if I could make Cerberus real. And no one was supposed to hear me say the f-word. You only heard it because you snuck up on me, something I’m not supposed to do to you, and you were spying. I have a right to privacy, and you broke your promise.”

      Evie was impressed. “That’s some top-notch blame shifting, Lily-bear. I don’t care about the swearing—as long as you save your curse words for when there aren’t any other grownups around, especially at school. I’d rather you learn what the words mean and how to use them—and when to use them. But let me ask you this…if you thought you were so blameless and not doing anything wrong, why are you trying so hard to talk me into it?”

      Lily stood up and brushed off her backside, then scuffed a break into the salt circle and walked towards her mother. “Mo-om, I’m sorry.” She tipped her head back—although she didn’t have to tip very much—and pointed her big, mournful puppy dog eyes at her mother.

      Evie looked around Lily and saw the painted pentagram on the ground where Lily’d been sitting. “Turn around, monster,” she said.

      Lily turned, and Evie took a step back. Sure enough, fluorescent pink paint adorned the back of Lily’s jeans. She sighed. This kid went through more clothing than seemed humanly possible.

      “Next time, wait until the paint is dry before sitting in it,” she advised. “Now clean up your mess—and give me that wine. I’m gonna need that after today.”

      “Yes, Mama,” Lily said. She fetched the wine and her iPad and handed them to Evie. “I suppose you’re taking away my screen time for the rest of the day?”

      Evie looked at the wine, trying to remember where it’d come from and why it was in the garage. Oh. Oh. This was the last bottle of wedding wine that was supposed to be opened on hers and Jeremy’s tenth anniversary—eleven years ago. Unfortunately, she’d spent that day in a lawyer’s office signing divorce papers instead. Her chest tightened for a moment, as it always did when she thought about her divorce, and she turned her attention to the iPad before the tears pricking at the corners of her eyes had a chance to fall.

      Sam and Dean Winchester caught her eye first—it was definitely them. Before she even had time to wonder what her daughter was doing with screenshots from a show no longer on the air that she was too young to watch, the rest of the page caught her eye—incantations used on the show to summon demons.

      “Were you… Were you trying to summon a demon based on something from a TV show?” Evie asked, not even sure she wanted the answer. “And how do you know about Supernatural anyway?”

      Lily stared at the ground. “I didn’t understand the words in the book—they don’t look like any letters I’ve ever seen. But I know there are demons on the show, so I Googled it. And you watch the reruns all the time after I go to bed.”

      “Key words: after you go to bed.”

      Lily shifted back and forth on her feet. “Sometimes I sit on the stairs and watch with you when I can’t sleep. It’s relaxing.”

      Evie closed her eyes and counted to ten. Then twenty. “An adult horror show about killing monsters is relaxing?”

      “It’s not as relaxing as when you watch true crime, but it makes me feel close to you. And I like monsters.”

      Evie shook her head. “I’ve totally ruined you. Not even ten years old and ruined for life.”

      Lily looked up at her mom through her ridiculously long eyelashes to gauge the seriousness of her mother’s words. “Are you joking with me?”

      Evie smiled. “Yes, monster. I’m joking. I’m going to take the wine, your iPad, and Kevin’s book and head back to the house. I want you to clean up the rest of your mess—and that means toss the candles and put the Ouija board, salt, and paint back where you found them, then come into the house so we can have a chat about demon summoning.”

      “Yes, Mama,” Lily said. “Do I have to put the salt I poured out back in the bag?”

      “Not right now, baby girl,” Evie said. “See you at the house.” She grabbed the book and walked back through the woods. Inside, she made herself some tea and sat at the kitchen table to wait for her kid. Discussions about demon summoning hadn’t been in the parenting handbook. Who did you even call for this? It was harmless—probably. A little amusing. Slightly concerning that Lily went for the dark arts to make her imaginary three-headed hellhound corporeal instead of writing to Santa or God or something. She exhaled forcefully and took another sip of tea. Maybe it was a mistake not attending church. Any church. Or maybe the real mistake was allowing her to read anything she wanted up to and including all the mythology books she was currently obsessed with.

      Evie looked at the book Kevin had given Lily. It was huge—at least a foot tall and almost as wide. It was bound with cracked, black leather, and the gold embossed title was illegible from age and wear. She opened it up and a sheet of paper with Lily’s scrawly handwriting slipped out.

      Wish List for Demon

      1. Mama to see Cerberus and buy him food

      2. Meet my dad

      3. Mama to be happy more

      Evie tipped her head back and inhaled deeply. So much being said in fewer than two dozen words. She hadn’t realized Lily even thought about her dad that much. Or Evie’s happiness. Lily had asked about her dad a couple times when she was just starting kindergarten but seemed to accept Evie’s explanation and didn’t bring it up again. Damn it.

      She turned her attention back to the pages of the book. Whatever language it was written in, it wasn’t English. Or even Latin. Nothing Evie recognized. It looked like a hybrid of Arabic script, Greek, and Old Norse runes. She paged through, not surprised that Lily had given up on reading the sophisticated wingdings when something grabbed her attention. A page with only one “word” on it. She’d seen that before, and hadn’t expected to see it again, especially not in a book.

      Luc—her summer fling and Lily’s father—had this symbol tattooed on his left shoulder blade. She’d asked him about it all those years ago, but he’d shrugged it off as a family symbol, then rolled over, pulling her on top of him, and drove all questions about his tattoos out of her mind.
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Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Evie sat in the corner booth of Ambrosia, sipping her mimosa and waiting for her friends to show up. She’d dropped Lily off at the library where she usually stayed for a couple hours before wandering the half mile home.

      Evie and her friends had been having brunch at Ambrosia once a month for the last twenty-five years—since they’d graduated from high school. Even when Beverly and Genevieve headed off to college after high school, they still drove back monthly from Spokane and Seattle to keep up the tradition. Bev had moved back to Eden Valley after college, but Viv had declared she would never return to the sleepy town she’d been too happy to escape. Small towns weren’t always forgiving of differences, and Viv was different enough to feel uncomfortable all throughout high school.

      Once Viv had moved on from working for others and had started her own graphic design firm, she’d started joining Bev and Evie for their monthly brunches. She was back in town now for Lily’s birthday to fulfill her role as “Fairy Godmother Number One.”

      Evie scanned the menu the server had placed in front of her, even though she knew she’d order the same thing she’d ordered every month for the last twenty-five years.

      Bev slid into the booth next to her, threw an arm around her shoulder, and squeezed Evie in an enthusiastic side-hug. “You look great, Evie!”

      Evie rolled her eyes. “I have dark circles under my eyes, streaks of gray that my drugstore hair dye won’t cover, and more crows’ feet than the murder of crows Lily insists on feeding in my backyard.”

      Bev punched her friend in the shoulder. “You’re forty-three. You have a ten-year-old daughter. You look amazing. Not twenty-five. Just good. And that dress makes your tits look amazing.”

      The smile that spread across Evie’s face was genuine this time. “Thanks, Bev. You, look good, too, and I don’t even want to start comparing boobs. You know I’ve been jealous of yours since middle school when you had cleavage, and I had the same A cup I’m sporting now. And if I didn’t know better, I’d put you closer to twenty-three than forty-three. How do you keep your skin looking like that; you’re as much a single mom as I am!”

      “Decades of avoiding the sun while you and Viv slathered yourselves with suntan oil, skincare and makeup routines I’ve been performing religiously for fifteen years, and a thick layer of fat that smooths out my wrinkles. Oh, and I pay Heather a fortune every month to cover my grays. So, same as every time you ask.”

      Evie shook her head and looked at Bev through lowered lashes. “I just keep hoping that if I ask often enough, you’ll be compelled to reveal the location of your portrait. I’d guess attic, but you don’t have one.”

      Bev laughed. “You have always been good for my self-esteem, Evie. I hope we’re still trading compliments when we’re eighty.”

      Viv dropped into the booth opposite Bev and Evie and sighed dramatically, turning the other women’s attention to her.

      “Sorry I’m late,” she said. “You would not believe the morning I’ve had.”

      Evie grinned. Viv was always late, and there was always an amazing reason. Viv’s ability to spin a yarn and make everyone come along for the ride was one of her most amazing traits and why she was so successful as a graphic designer. She could make her clients feel her thought processes.

      “What happened this time?” Bev asked. “Were there other people on your freeway again?”

      “No one likes the snark, Bev,” Viv said, sticking her tongue out at her friend. “And yes. There was a lot more traffic than I’d anticipated, especially for a Wednesday morning. But that’s not what I was talking about. You will not believe the why.” She paused dramatically and leaned forward. “A sinkhole opened up in the middle of the exit ramp to Eden Valley. Traffic was diverted to the next exit, and I had to take a long detour to get back to find out what’d happened.”

      “Or, and hear me out,” Evie said, attempting to keep the amusement off her face, “you could’ve taken the next exit and driven straight here, adding only a handful of miles and less than fifteen minutes to your trip.”

      “But then how would’ve I known why?” Viv widened her shockingly blue eyes dramatically.

      “I want to let you in on a little secret,” Bev said, leaning forward and dropping her voice into a conspiratorial whisper. “There is…” she looked around, checking to make sure no one else was nearby, then lowered the volume even more, “…something called Google. From what I understand, you can look things up on it, even breaking news, and you can do it all on your phone from your seat at Ambrosia while sipping a mimosa.”

      Viv laughed. “But this way, I can bring you the news direct, which is more fun.”

      “For who?” Evie asked, taking another sip of her drink.

      “Me, obviously.”

      Evie relented. “Tell me more about this sinkhole.”

      Viv leaned back to allow the server to set down her mimosa. They placed their orders—same as every month for each of them—and then pulled out her phone. “Look at this pic. It’s too weird even for Instagram.” She showed them a photo of the offramp from I-94 to Eden Valley. The entire road was gone and an almost perfect circle that had no discernible bottom was in its place. It would take three of the long firetrucks blocking the exit to span the diameter.

      Bev looked skeptical. “I didn’t know there was anything too weird for Instagram.”

      Evie pulled out her own phone, tapped the Instagram app, and scrolled through her feed. “There isn’t.” She held up the post of Viv’s photo—it’d already garnered a few hundred likes.

      “Fine. You caught me. Anyway, here’s the next pic—and I didn’t post this one.” She scrolled to her next pic and passed her phone to Bev.

      “That is weird. How would that even happen? Is it aliens?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Evie said, holding out her hand for the phone. “There’s no such thing as aliens, and even if there were, why would they take out the off ramp to Eden Valley?” Bev handed her the phone. Evie glanced down at the photo and nearly dropped the phone.

      “What is it, babe?” Viv asked. “You’re almost as white as Bev.”

      Evie looked at the photo Viv had taken from above—likely the overpass. The sinkhole was deep, maintained its shape and size down to the bottom, and at the bottom, glowing red and fiery, was the same symbol she’d seen in Lily’s book—the same symbol Luc had tattooed on his back.

      She looked at her friends and handed Viv back her phone. “I have to tell you something, and it’s gonna get weird.”

      “Fantastic,” Viv said. “There is nothing I like more than weird. Tell us everything.”

      Evie drew in a deep breath, but before she could start talking—not that she knew where to begin—their food arrived. Evie looked up to thank their server Emily, one of Lily’s favorite babysitters and a senior at Eden Valley High. Instead of Emily’s cheerful smile, she met Brandy’s eyes.

      “Surprise,” Brandy said, simpering at the three women.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Viv asked. She was never one to mince words, and she’d always had more than a few choice ones for Brandy since Evie had walked in on her ex-husband in bed with Brandy. The same ex-husband who’d not only cheated but lied about the vasectomy he’d gotten before they were even married, only revealing the truth when Evie’d started divorce proceedings. Being a mother was all she’d wanted and finding out at age thirty-three that all the promises Jer had made about trying for a baby as soon as the farm turned a profit went up in smoke—along with her marriage.

      “I work here now. Didn’t Evie tell you?” Brandy smiled.

      Evie rolled her eyes. “Your employment status is so far below my radar that I’d forgotten you worked here five minutes after seeing you in here last time.”

      Viv laughed. “I don’t know what you want, Brandy, but you’re not going to get a rise out of us today. Run along now—and make sure you don’t try to scoop up Emily’s tip.”

      Brandy’s grin faltered a bit, but then her gaze hardened. “I heard your bastard’s tenth birthday is next week. How does a single mom even throw a party… Oh, that’s right. By getting your daddy to destroy my business out from under me and pay for your ‘lifestyle.’”

      “Jer was as bad at hiding his secret income as he was about hiding his secret side-piece,” Evie said. “It’s hardly my fault—or my father’s—that the divorce settlement gave me enough cash to buy your struggling bar and turn it into the most successful business in Eden Valley. Don’t you think it’s about time to let go of whatever rivalry you think we have? We’re not competing for the same man—we never were. You got Jer, and I got freedom and Lily. We’re both winners. The only thing that would make me happier at this point is if you’d walk away from this table and let me brunch with my friends in peace.”

      Brandy glared at Evie, then turned and stomped away.

      “What was that?” Viv asked.

      “She’s been real weird lately,” Bev said. “After almost a decade of getting to pretend she doesn’t exist, she’s suddenly all up in our business. She was in the school pickup line the other day talking to Lily, Shelby, and Kevin when I showed up to pick them up, and she’s suddenly decided to switch banks, something she can’t possibly do without consulting the branch manager multiple times a day. I am this close to doing a murder. Or quitting my job with no notice. Banking is boring anyway. I’m thinking of leaving it all behind to become an international pop sensation.”

      “You didn’t tell me she was talking to the kids,” Evie said.

      “I forgot,” Bev said. “The instant they saw me, all three kids were in the car yammering away about Lily’s birthday party, why I never waited for Lily’s imaginary dog to get comfortable before driving off, and the cluelessness of all adults everywhere. By the time I got everyone home, it’d slipped my mind. Sorry.”

      “It’s no big deal,” Evie said. “Just weird. It’s weird, right? Why is Brandy suddenly everywhere?”

      “Maybe there’s trouble in paradise?” Viv suggested. “Ten years might be the shelf life on Jeremy Kantek.”

      “Way past the expiration date,” Bev agreed. “That’s spoiled milk left in the sun territory.”

      “Hey!” Evie protested. “I married him.”

      “We all make mistakes when we’re young,” Bev said. “Look at Viv’s track record.”

      Viv stuck her tongue out at Bev. “You’re lucky I can’t reach you right now, or I’d pull your hair.”

      Evie laughed. These ladies really were the best of the best.

      “No more speculation about Brandy,” Bev said. “Let’s get on with the weird stuff Evie wants to share.”

      Evie shoved a forkful of biscuits and gravy into her mouth to delay a little longer, trying to decide where to start. She chewed slowly, then swallowed and put down her fork.

      “Okay, like I said. This is weird, and some of it is completely unbelievable. I just need you guys to trust me. Or at least hear me out.”

      “Of course,” Viv said.

      “Always,” Bev agreed.

      “You remember Luc?”

      “The hotter than sin guy from your summer of love who left before you could tell him you were pregnant with his child? That Luc?” Bev asked. “Yeah, we remember.”

      Evie grimaced. “I started having dreams about him last summer—right around the tenth anniversary of the night we met.”

      Viv narrowed her eyes over a forkful of syrup-soaked pancakes. “Right around, or on the anniversary?”

      “Fine. They started ten years to the day I met Luc.”

      “What kind of dreams?” Bev asked. “I hope they were dirty dreams. I never have them, but I understand they can be fun.”

      “We can dig into that more later,” Viv said. “Let’s hear about Evie’s sex dreams first.”

      “They aren’t sex dreams,” Evie protested. “Well, at least not all of them. Sometimes they’re…just mundane dreams where I’m watching him go about his daily life, talk to his siblings or his dad, go to work, that kind of life stuff. There’s just one thing…in all of those, everyone calls him Lucifer, not Luc. And he has wings. Big ol’ bat wings.”

      “Okay. That is weird,” Viv said. “But I’m not seeing the connection between your subconscious trying to convince you that the absent father of your child is a literal demon and the photo of the sinkhole. You might want to run that first part by your therapist, though. And run some of the details of the sex dreams by us, so we can tell you if those are normal.”

      “That’s just the beginning of the weird,” Evie said, looking down at her hands. “Right after the dreams started, I noticed that…things were starting to happen around me. I’d be cooking dinner and wish that I’d grabbed a missing ingredient at the store, and when I opened the cupboard, it was there. Which is easy to explain away—maybe I had gotten it and just forgotten or whatever. But it was happening more and more… I’d wish for an item, and when I turned around, I’d have it. The other day, I wished I had some sexier lingerie—I haven’t bought myself anything nice in years—and when I opened my drawer, I had three Agent Provocateur bras—all completely impractical and basically high-end fetish wear—with matching barely there thong panties. I can’t explain that away by pretending I’d grabbed them on my last trip to Safeway; I’ve never even been to a store that carried that brand, and I’ve certainly never dropped a couple thousand bucks on underwear.”

      “Okay, you’re right. That is weird. So you’re basically a psychic shoplifter?” Viv asked, quirking up one perfectly manicured eyebrow.

      “Oh my god. I am. I’m a criminal.” Evie clasped her hand over her mouth and stared at her friends in horror. “I need to find out where my stuff is coming from and pay for it.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Bev said. “Simmer down a bit. You are not a shoplifter. We could call every store in the country that carries Agent Provocateur to see which one is missing bras in your size, but as much as any of this makes sense, it’s more likely you’re wishing things into existence not stealing already existing items, right?”

      Evie opened her mouth, then closed it again. Nothing made sense anymore.

      Bev continued, “Either way, I don’t think anyone in loss control anywhere would be interested in hearing you confess to psychic shoplifting. Get a grip, Evie.”

      Evie took a breath. “Okay, okay. You’re right. I would like to find out if I am accidentally stealing, though, so I can stop wishing for stuff.”

      Viv counted off on her fingers. “One, you’re having dreams about Lily’s dad that started ten years to the day after you met him, and in these dreams he’s a demon. Two, you’re making unconscious wishes, and they’re coming true. Anything else?”

      “I followed Lily to the witch’s clearing yesterday. She was sneaking—poorly, I might add—and I was curious. I found her trying to raise a demon. She had a big-ass book she said Kevin had loaned her, but when she couldn’t figure out how to read it, she tried a spell from the internet instead—a Supernatural fan page, in fact. She’d written down three wishes. The first was that I’d believe in Cerberus, the second that she’d get to meet her dad, and the third that I’d be happy.”

      “Oh, wow,” Bev said, hand at her throat. “That catches you right in the feels, doesn’t it? They’re not supposed to know we’re lonely.”

      “Damn kids, way too perceptive. Were we that perceptive?” Viv asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Evie said. “I was a pretty oblivious kid. But the fact that Lily doesn’t know the difference between demons, genies, and Santa isn’t the weird part. I paged through her book and found that symbol—the one that’s at the bottom of the sinkhole. Also Luc has that same symbol tattooed on his back.”

      “Let me see that again.” Bev held out her hand for Viv’s phone.

      “I’ll do you one better,” Viv replied. Seconds later, Evie’s and Bev’s phones pinged, announcing incoming messages. “Now we can all stare at this mysterious symbol at the same time without endangering our cocktails.”

      Bev stared at the image, squinting and turning it around to examine it from every angle. “I could swear I’ve seen this before.”

      “Maybe you were creeping on Luc ten years ago,” Viv suggested. “After all, he stayed with you that entire summer. It’d make sense you’d see his back from time to time.”

      “He was not staying with me,” Bev protested. “He was renting the cabin. The cabin that is not in eyesight of my house. The only way his back would’ve come into view is if he’d showed up topless to drop off his lease agreement and the rent. Which he did not, FYI. No, this is something else.” She resumed her study of the image. “I can’t put my finger on it, but I know I’ve seen this before. Let me think about it… I’ll figure it out.”

      “Of course you will,” Evie said. “You always figure everything out. It’s one of your best traits, next to your infuriating refusal to age like the rest of us.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Viv said, tossing her blue-streaked black hair and revealing her undercut with two overlapping, point-down triangles shaved into the side.

      “Nice hair,” Bev said. “Your mom is gonna freak out.”

      “I am almost forty-four years old, and I can do whatever I want to my hair,” Viv said, injecting a note of petulance into her tone and sticking out her lower lip.

      Evie laughed. “You tell your mom that when she sees your hair. But make sure you’re filming. I wanna see her reaction.”

      “Maybe I’ll show her my Instagram pics first to distract her… After a glowing hellmouth, perhaps my hair won’t seem so bad,” Viv suggested.

      Butterflies formed in Evie’s stomach and quickly turned to bats. She was a big believer in coincidences, and that was all this was. Lily’s demon summoning. Evie’s wish fulfillment. And a hellmouth opening that bore the mark of the man in her dreams. The mark she’d— “Another drink, ladies?” she asked before she could finish her thought. “I think we’re gonna need it.”
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      When they were finished with their next round of drinks, and Emily brought the check, Evie handed over her credit card to pay for brunch. Viv and Bev protested half-heartedly. It was part of the ritual. They took turns paying and protesting—and had for twenty-plus years.

      “How long are you staying in town, Viv?” Evie asked. “Please say longer than a week. It’s been ages and ages since you’ve hung out. And don’t give me that crap about needing to get back to the city for work. We all know you haven’t set foot in an office building in years.”

      “We-elll…” Viv prevaricated, not making eye contact with either of her friends. “I have an important business meeting on Tuesday.”

      Bev snorted. “You’re seeing someone new, aren’t you?”

      “Why would you say that?” Viv asked, hand on her chest in mock affront. “I am practically a nun. And if I had decided to date someone, I’m sure I would’ve told my two best friends about it before a third date.”

      Evie narrowed her eyes. “Name?”

      “I am shocked that you don’t believe me. Really, my heart is broken… So much distrust.”

      Bev rolled her eyes. “You might as well just tell us what we want to know. There’s no way you’ll be able to keep it a secret for an entire long weekend.”

      “Fine. Her name is Scottie, and she’s adorable.”

      “How old is she?” Evie asked.

      “Thirty-seven. I only dated someone too young that one time, and I didn’t even know how old he was at the beginning. Men are the worst—so full of lies.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Bev said. “It’s why I avoid them at all costs.”

      “That’s not why,” Viv said. “Your celibacy has nothing to do with your distrust of men. Or at least not much. You’re punishing yourself for Shelby.”

      Evie opened her mouth to intervene in the old argument that came up every time they got together and change the subject to Viv’s latest conquest, but movement near the front door caught her eye. She closed her mouth with a hard click and made a strangled noise.

      Viv and Bev immediately turned their attention away from their bickering and stared at Evie.

      “Are you okay?” Bev asked, reaching out and touching her friend on the shoulder.

      Evie couldn’t say anything. She pointed towards the restaurant entrance with her chin where a tall, mahogany-skinned man with close-cropped hair and a tight body that was evident even from this far away had just walked into the restaurant. No wings, though. She bit back her laughter, certain it would contain more than a note of hysteria, and sunk lower on her seat as if trying to slide under the table.

      Bev and Viv turned to see what Evie was looking at.

      “Is that…” Viv started, then trailed off.

      “…Luc?” Bev finished. “Holy cow. What’s he doing here, and after all this time?”

      “Do you think people will know who he is, make the connection?” Viv asked. “Because you might want to go talk to him before someone asks him if he’s back in town for his spawn’s tenth birthday.”

      “Noooo,” Evie moaned softly. “I might not want to talk to him. In fact, I would like to go into hiding. Through the floor. Why isn’t The Secret working for me right now? This is so much more important than cumin.”

      The women watched Luc as he scanned the restaurant, obviously looking for someone. Evie dropped her purse and dove under the table to retrieve it when his gaze swung their way.

      He looked past them, and Evie breathed a sigh of relief and started to sit up again when he pivoted for a double take at their table.

      Luc started towards them, but his attention was diverted when two other people joined him in the waiting area.

      “Cover me,” Evie said. “I’m heading to the bathroom and out the backdoor.”

      “Cover you?” Viv said. “This isn’t a cop show. I have no idea what you mean.”

      “I don’t know,” Evie said, a note of desperation in her voice. “Just…make a diversion or something. Anything. He can’t see me. I don’t want him to recognize me, but even worse, I don’t want him to see me and not recognize me. I have to flee.”

      “You owe me,” Viv said. “But you’ll have your diversion.”

      “Thank you,” Evie replied, sliding to the end of the booth. She waited until Luc’s attention was on the hostess, then stood up and walked towards the back hallway housing the restrooms and an unalarmed emergency exit. She heard a crash behind her and Viv’s too-loud voice expressing alarm and remorse for “accidentally” bumping Brandy’s full tray of dirty dishes and knocking everything to the ground.

      As soon as Evie was in the hallway and out of sight of her fellow diners, she picked up the pace and jogged to the back door, pushing it open and stepping out into the narrow alley that ran behind the restaurant.

      She wrinkled her nose against the smell of garbage and sulphur, then paused for a moment. Did she dare take the time to get her car from the street right outside the front door, or should she leave it for later and power-walk home? It was only a couple miles, and she was wearing her Chucks.

      Mind made up, she strode towards the end of the alley, eyes down to avoid stepping in anything unsavory. Two feet entered her line of sight, but she didn’t register them soon enough to stop walking, and she crashed into the person who was standing in her way.

      She looked up, prepared to give whoever this was a piece of her mind for not getting out of her way like a normal person, and stared directly at the stupidly handsome and unfairly unlined face of Luc Morgenstern.

      “Oh,” she said.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were running away from me,” Luc said, his honey-warm voice curling around her body and bringing her to attention. “Just like old times.”

      “Oh,” Evie repeated, trying to break eye contact and look anywhere else besides the deep pools of his dark brown eyes framed by the ridiculously long lashes Lily had inherited. She tore her gaze away and looked down, down past his long, straight nose. Down past his full, ruddy lips. Down to his shoulders and chest that were highlighted by the tight-fitting t-shirt he wore.

      Stop it. Evie told herself. Do not look any further.

      Evie’s eyes had a mind of their own, though, and kept moving down—past his taut abdomen to his narrow hips encased in dark denim. Her gaze caught there—between his hips—and she hoped he thought she was staring at the ground.

      Luc reached out and caught her chin, tilting her face up to meet his eyes again.

      “Hi, Evelyn Grace,” he said. “It’s been a while. Miss me?”
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