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      Magically Delicious is book one in the series and it introduces five archangels who must find their archeia. Each book can be read separately for the romance, but much is missed in the world building. I suggest starting with book one. Here is a peek of the series:

      I never thought cakes could save the world. I only baked them. Then a courtroom I cared about was rigged by demons, a prince walked into my life like a thunderstorm, and I learned that my hands hold more than flour. He calls me his archeia. I call him a walking subpoena.

      

      Across five books, we follow our odd, furious crew—bakers, ravens, archangels, and a few thieves—through motel rooms, Valhalla trials, and underworld bargains. We steal books back from necromancers, retrieve jasper from frozen ice caves, and sleep beside each other while gods decide our fate. Love here is not a tidy prize; it's the only leverage against true death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Moira’s magic potion for love
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        A spoonful of  honeycombs

        One cup of thyme of romance,

        A zest of orange tenderness,

        Two cups of compatible flour,

        Half a cup of humorous lavender,

        Two heaps of sugar kisses,

        A strudel of cinnamon passion,

        A pinch of sweet laughter of mint.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Moria’s crumb cake

          

          CRUMB CAKE RECIPE FROM BAKINGAMOMENT.COM

        

      

    

    
      Crumb Cake Muffins

      Prep Time

      25 mins

      Cook Time

      17 mins

      Total Time

      42 mins

      Tender sour cream coffee cake, ribboned with cinnamon and topped with a crumbly streusel topping. These crumb cake muffins are a great way to start the day!

      Course: Breakfast, Brunch, Snack

      Cuisine: American

      Keyword: coffee cake muffin recipe, coffee cake muffins, Crumb Cake, Crumb Cake Muffins

      Servings: 12 muffins

      Calories: 459 kcal

      Ingredients

      For the cinnamon crumb topping

      •	1/2 cup (1 stick) unsalted butter, melted

      •	1 1/2 cups all-purpose flour

      •	1/2 cup packed light brown sugar

      •	2 teaspoons ground cinnamon

      •	1/4 teaspoon kosher salt

      For the sour cream coffee cake muffins

      •	3 cups all-purpose flour

      •	1 cup granulated sugar

      •	1 tablespoon baking powder

      •	1/4 teaspoon kosher salt

      •	1/2 cup (1 stick) unsalted butter, melted

      •	1 cup sour cream

      •	3 tablespoons milk

      •	2 large eggs

      •	1 1/2 teaspoons vanilla extract

      Instructions

      To make the cinnamon crumb topping:

      1	Toss the melted butter, flour, brown sugar, cinnamon, and salt together with a fork until crumbly.

      To make the sour cream coffee cake muffins:

      1	Preheat the oven to 425 degrees F and line a muffin pan with papers.

      2	Place the flour, sugar, baking powder, and salt in a large bowl and whisk to combine.

      3	In a smaller bowl, whisk the melted butter, sour cream, milk, eggs, and vanilla together until smooth.

      4	Add the sour cream mixture to the dry ingredients, and fold together until just barely combined.

      5	Fill the wells of the muffin pan halfway with the sour cream coffee cake batter, then top with a few teaspoons of the cinnamon crumb topping.

      6	Divide the remaining batter equally among all 12 wells of the muffin pan, and top with the remaining cinnamon crumb topping.

      7	Bake the crumb cake muffins for 5 minutes at 425 degrees F, then turn the oven temperature down to 350 degrees F and continue to bake for 14 to 18 minutes, or until a toothpick inserted in the thickest part of a muffin comes out clean or with a few moist crumbs.

      Recipe Notes

      More great muffin recipes:

      •	Morning Glory Muffins
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      The Curse

      Yahweh and Diablo once ruled in harmony, Yahweh over the spiritual part of the universe and Diablo over the physical aspect of it. However, a rebellion by Diablo sparked a war between Yahweh’s loyal angels and Diablo’s demons. Lucifer disagreed with the separation of power and led his supporters in defiance of Yahweh’s rule.

      The angelic wars caused great losses for Yahweh, including the departure of his beloved wife to live within the mortal realm. He cursed five of his sons for fighting alongside Lucifer. As punishment, he exiled their females away from Kumuria to live among the fae domains.

      The protection of their archeia was of utmost importance. So, the powerful Fates scattered the precious chakra stones of the kundalini dragon, which represented all living beings. Today,
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      humanity struggles to maintain a delicate balance between feminine and masculine energies.

      To break this curse, each chosen prince must embark on a journey to recover the scattered chakra stones of their beloved archeia’s soul and undo the destructive damage caused by Yahweh’s curse. It is only after they have accomplished this quest that we can hope for harmony and balance in our world.

      As time flew by, the memory of the curse sank into oblivion. But fate had something else in store; a mysterious force appeared from the shadows aiming to overpower all realms. Thankfully, the Sarim Archangel Princes, who could stop the endless darkness, still held the power to save the universe.

      To reach this goal, they must first find their soulmates, the archeia, and unite their spirits, so they can defeat the malicious entities. Time is running out, and the future of the mortal realm hangs in the balance, resting on the prince’s shoulders. It is essential that all five succeed; if even one fails, it could mean disaster for humanity for thousands of years. Plus the true death of the archangel’s soul.
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            Chapter One

          

          URIEL CONNER
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      Sunlight poured through the leafy canopy outside my loft’s bay window, dancing in warm slivers across the hardwood floor. I pressed my palm against the cool glass and sensed the shift in the air. Something was coming. My other hand drifted to the jagged scar over my heart. A dull ache whispered memories of Aurora, my spirit-mate banished to Earth, and for a heartbeat I tasted the hollow of loss, never to experience the passion of genuine love.

      Behind me, Luc’s footsteps tapped on the polished plank. “Coffee?” he offered, voice low as gravel.

      I turned, shrugged into my tie. “Yeah.”

      He set down a steaming mug and leaned against the windowsill. “Diablo was at Tartarus’s gate last night.”

      My throat tightened. “What did that bastard want?”

      Luc lifted his eyebrows. “Our father and uncle are locked in a tug-of-war over human souls.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Naturally.”

      Luc sipped his coffee, turned on the TV to a weather report. “Diablo wants you to lose to Samael.”

      I stared at the mug as if it held a poison. Losing had never occurred to me. I closed my eyes and sent a thought-pulse to Samael. “You’re slipping, brother. Still carrying your tail between your legs and doing what Diablo demands?”

      A low laugh in my skull. Samael's voice coiled inside my skull like a snake. "You still think the old man's favorite can keep up? My, my, Uriel. You never could take a joke."

      The taunt affected my confidence more sharply than glass. I bit back the urge to retaliate, knowing his psychic barbs were bait. "You should worry less about me and more about who's keeping score." I let my attention drift, masking my irritation, but it didn't help; the ache under my scar pulsed harder, as if my body braced for the next blow.

      Luc glanced up, no doubt sensing the static tension in the room. He'd always been the master at reading the shifts of my mood, like a hellhound for latent violence. "Let it go," his voice quiet but edged. "If you show him it gets to you, he's already won."

      I exhaled, "I'd show him a lot more if this curse didn't keep tying my hands." I flexed my left hand, feeling the phantom burn of the scar Yahweh carved into my flesh. Every angel on Earth bore a version of his mark after he lost his own spirit-mate. "He's not posturing; he wants me out before the trial ends."

      Luc set down his cup. “Watch your back. With Diablo prodding him, Samael plays dirty.” He grabbed his jacket. “Later.”

      The ache in my chest widened into a scorch. In two hours, I’d stand before a human jury, facing trial seven. Defeat wasn’t an option. I scooped up my briefcase and keys, slung on my jacket, and strode out.

      * * * *

      My office reeked of paper and stale coffee. Ron, the guard, gave a quick salute as I climbed into the elevator. On the fourth floor, the assistant nudged me toward my desk. A tabby cat slinked by, waving its tail.

      I rummaged through the paperwork until fingers closed around my Vogel crystal, a pale quartz etched with rune-like veins. It thrummed against my palm, absorbing friction and keeping my angelic energy in check. I slipped it into my pocket, grabbed the outline for today’s hearing, and headed for the underground garage. With a two-hour drive ahead; Pasadena to Orange County in rush hour meant careful timing.

      Freeway lights blurred past. In my mind’s eye, I rehearsed the courtroom dance, how to unravel Samael’s inescapable charm and paint my client, Jacobson, as innocent. My crystal pulsed, clearing my aura of doubt and calming my system.

      At the courthouse, I joined the slow shuffle through metal detectors. A pixie’s lavender spark winked at me beyond the security line. She outlined a heart with tiny fingers, scenting the air with honeysuckle, then vanished. My mother’s voice, soft and distant, urged me not to lose sight of why I fought.

      Inside Courtroom Ten, Jacobson sat stiff in his sports jacket, eyes hollow with dread. His wife and daughter bowed their heads like wilted flowers. I clasped his hand. His flesh was warm, trembling.

      I clenched my Vogel crystal, my fingers lingering there a moment too long. It vibrated against my skin, throwing off his fear, but not mine. “Relax, I’ll prove your innocence.” The words sounded hollow in my own ears.

      He swallowed hard. “Save my family.”

      “You deserves justice and today it will happen." I hoped, hearing Samael's mocking voice still in my mind.

      Above the camera rig, Archangel Mikael hovered, a silent sentinel. His wings were folded arms of iron.

      When the prosecutor’s barbed words about “ultra-affluent manipulation” dripped through the courtroom, I let them settle before standing. My suit jacket felt like battle armor. I caught each juror’s gaze: tired teacher, day-laborer, mother with worry lines.

      “My client,” I began, voice even as a blade’s edge, “is the one who got framed.” I sketched a scene of boardroom betrayal. “He fought big corporate power, not the poor he championed.” I paused, letting the silence bloom. “Does this man deserve to lose his family for a crime he didn’t commit?” I felt Jacobson’s hope kindle.

      A hush settled so deep I heard the soft click of pens. Mikael shook his head in warning.

      Lunch recess came too soon. As I left, Mrs. Jacobson’s shoulders slumped; her aura flickered pale. The teenage daughter’s glare burned with unspoken anger. I slipped a reassuring nod to security guard Kevin, then crossed the street to my usual corner booth at the cafe.

      Shelly slid an iced tea toward me. “Rough morning?”

      “Depends on your definition.” I juggled memories of the courtroom.

      My brother Gabriel appeared, grin shining. “Lunchtime guard duty?”

      I dropped into the seat opposite him. “Jacobson’s fate is stuck between the devil and the deity.”

      Gabriel leaned forward, voice low. “Lilith has Samael by the balls.”

      I braced myself. “Not another wager.”

      “She’ll withhold herself for ten years if he loses again.”

      A hollow ache hollowed me further. So, this trial wasn’t just about justice. It was Lilith’s cruel game, testing a man’s faith for amusement. “He dies in the underworld if he fails.”

      Gabriel’s face darkened. “Yahweh ordained it. Free will trial.”

      I slammed my palm on the table. Fries skittered. “I won’t accept that.”

      Shelly intervened, whisking away plates before we drew more attention. I took a deep breath. “I’ll finish the paperwork at the office.”

      Gabriel placed a twenty on the table. “Council of Sarim convenes at sunset. Yahweh demands your presence in Kumuria.”

      “A meeting during trial? Not negotiable.” My jaw clenched.

      He stood, shoulders squared. “No choice.”

      I let him go, the weight of divine decree pressing at my throat. Tomorrow the actual battle began. It was where justice, love, and cosmic wagers would collide, and I’d give everything to bend fate toward mercy.

      
        
        * * * *

      

      

      I slipped through the roaring crowd to our courtside row. Luc waved me over, nodding at the two redheads already settled in our seats. Only my twin could score L.A.’s sexiest auburns. My pulse quickened.

      They rose as I approached.

      “Moira, Brigit, this is my brother, Uriel.”

      Moira stepped forward first, her nails painted deep sapphire, auburn waves catching the lights like embers. She squeezed my hand just a beat too long; her eyes shone with humor.

      Brigit looped an arm around Luc. In ripped jeans and scarlet stilettos.

      “Courtside. Impressive,” Moira murmured, voice soft as cake batter.

      I grinned. “Basketball fan?”

      “On TV,” she laughed, and honeysuckle drifted off her, familiar so I couldn’t forget.

      “So, what do you two do?”

      Brigit raised a brow. “Paranormal investigator, CIA branch.”

      Luc whistled, eyes roaming over her dragon-and-flame tattoo. “Never guessed.”

      “And you?” I asked Moira.

      “I own Feathery Bakery and Cafe. Our crumb cake’s legendary.”

      “Best in the state.”

      Luc folded his program. “Cupcakes too.”

      I glanced at the court. “Odds?”

      Moira’s eyes shifted to the scoreboard. “Lakers by six, but Washington might sneak a two-point win.”

      I chuckled. “A loyal fan.”

      Brigit high-fived her. “I told you that you would like them.”

      Moira’s russet curls framed pale skin; beneath her glamour I sensed gold-and-green light. A nordic signature. “What pantheon?”

      She met my gaze. “Seidr of Alfheim.”

      “I’m a Throne angel of Kumuria,” I admitted.

      She only smiled. “I know who you are.”

      A hush fell as the anthem soared in her clear, lyrical voice. Memories of Aurora’s song stabbed at me. I closed my eyes, forcing calm.

      The game began. I leaned forward as the balls thundered.

      Moira nudged me. “Lawyer?”

      “White-collar trials.” The thought of Jacobson under Lilith’s torture shadowed me. “One case worries me.”

      She stared at me. “Trouble off the court?”

      “Always.”

      Her lips curved. “I’m a light fae.”

      “Honeysuckle gave you away,” I said.

      “My best friend, Katrina, has a signature scent.”

      "Katrina visits the courthouse periodically."

      She blinked. “She mentioned you and said we should meet.”

      I settled back. “Why are you here?”

      Brigit’s fingers tapped her knee. “We need passage to Tartarus. A demon, Valefor, stole a necromancy grimoire.”

      I laughed softly. “Tartarus? Angelic law forbids it. Only Luc’s key opens any underworld gate.”

      Luc stiffened, hand brushing the infinity key at his neck.

      “We have other value to offer,” Moira voice low.

      They drifted off toward the concession stand. I watched them go, unsettled.

      Moments later, Brigit reappeared, slipping her hand into mine. “Quiet spot?”

      I led her down a dim corridor. Neon light glinted on her determined face. “Why Tartarus?”

      “Valefor fled to the underworld with the book. If he vanishes through Muspelheim, we lose him and the grimoire.” She drew a breath. “Ecne sent us.”

      My chest tightened. Ecne, old war brother. “Your cousin?”

      “He said you’d understand once you accepted the call.”

      I exhaled. “You need my permission to break angelic law.”

      “Just permission and a distraction for Lycre’s Ravens while we search.”

      Lycre, Raven leader, another pantheon’s enforcer. “You’d force me to betray my oath.”

      Brigit’s eyes flared. “We wouldn’t come if it weren’t urgent. A Fomorian witch, Carman, will escape Muspelheim without that grimoire.”

      I pressed my palm against the cold wall. “I can’t grant you Tartarus entry.”

      She stepped back, chin high. “Then we’ll find another way.”

      Her defiance burned brighter than any ember. I turned and left her in the corridor.

      Back at my seat, Moira pumped a fist as Lonzo sank a buzzer-beater. “Sweet cheese, I live for that!”

      Luc elbowed me. “So? What’d they want?”

      I leaned in. “Brigit needs access to Raven territory and Tartarus to trap Valefor. We have to warn Odin and Lycre.”

      He drained his beer. “Consider it done.”

      The crowd’s roar washed over me. The Lakers led, but my actual game had just begun.
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          MOIRA NAETRA
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      My lungs burned as I crashed through the hardwood trunks, splinters snapping under my boots. The forest's shadows leered at me. Cold shapes slipped through the pines. I skidded over tangled roots and pitched forward. I wrenched at the vines that coiled around my ankles, but the more I struggled they tightened like iron chains.

      I gasped and sat upright in my bed, sheets twisted around my waist, my heart hammering so hard I'm sure the walls could hear.  The morning sunlight soothed away the last of the dread as the recurring dream faded.

      I was safe. I gripped the sheet and fought back the terror of my nightmare. Ever since Valefor disappeared with the ancient book of the dark arts, I’d had horrible dreams. Concern washed over me. A magical war between light and dark factions could create a severe imbalance if the wrong person attained the knowledge of the maps to the magical passageways.

      After Velafor took the grimoire, I hid the other two books deep within Nidavellir, home of the dwarves in the Nordic pantheon, for safekeeping. I sniffled and wiped my face with the back of my hand.

      Clammy from the dream, I headed to the shower and turned it on as hot as I could stand. I allowed my body to calm as I brought my emotional chaos under control. Turning the water off, I toweled my hair and body. This morning, I’d promised my best friends pancakes.

      Looking out the kitchen door into my flower garden, I soaked up the refreshing energy of the early morning, filling my spirit with the positive emotional healing I’d need to weave and practice my spell-casting. A sigh escaped me.

      As a Seidr priestess, I would take part in the ancient Nordic ceremony on the first blue moon of the year. This year, Freyr and Freya had chosen me and five others from Mythos Academy to compete for the single position in Freya’s superior warrior squad. Being one of Freya’s mage warriors took years of training to master fighting skills, along with perfecting the use of magic in battle. They gave the honor to very few graduates of the academy of the supernatural.

      Since I was a child, I heard Father’s lecture about being one of Freya’s mage warriors. Truth be told, I preferred the kitchen. My baked goods carried healing properties that soothed a person’s darkest emotions. If someone needed to experience compassion, I’d make them orange vanilla wafers. For love, I’d make strawberry tarts, and for strength, granola spice raisin cookies.

      I tapped my fingers on the windowsill. If the books of magic disappeared and someone didn’t return them to their chamber at the academy, I would suffer humiliation in front of the entire light elves’ court. I’d only unlocked the weave to the books to practice working with the Seidr book of knowledge. Why had Valefor, a friend I’d known since childhood, taken the necromancer text? His theft bothered me unless someone forced him to steal the book.

      I closed my eyes and hoped Brigit was successful in using the amnesic potions I created to steal the key from Luc. Last night had been fun, and I regretted having to trick the Connor men, but fate left me little choice. I needed the key to follow Valefor into the celestial underworld, where rumor mentioned that Lilith desired the text.

      Flaming hot biscuits. Images surfaced of the Sarim prince, so perfect and yummy with his handsome, milk chocolate skin and his greenish-blue eyes that reminded me of a nest of robin’s eggs. If Brigit took the infinity key, any chance of another date with the Connor men flew out the window. We’d be lucky not to face the Throne court on our own thievery charges.

      Sunlight filtered through the swag of my country garden curtains. The brisk summer breeze blew in the fresh air. Blue jays sat on the rim of the fountain, chattering to my closest friend, who sunbathed in the birdbath.

      Katrina made any pool of water her playground. “We have shower facilities,” I said, out the open window.

      “And miss out on the gossip of the blue jays?” Katrina’s lyrical voice chirped like one lark flying above. In the flowerbed, blue and yellow bonnets danced to the birds’ morning song.

      “I’ll make us a cup of tea.” I put on the kettle.

      Katrina fluttered her wings and flashed to the herb garden, where she shifted into her human form.

      I pulled out a large mixing bowl, a bottle of enhanced knowledge and camouflage potion. If Brigit got the key, we’d have to act fast. We’d need all the luck in the world to find Valefor before the book fell into the wrong hands.

      As she entered through the back door, Katrina sang, bringing in a mixture of berries and honeysuckle from the garden.

      “I want elderberry cakes. A glorious way to start the day.”

      “Take a shower, and I’ll finish breakfast. Knock on Brigit’s door to wake her up.”

      I poured milk and cracked an egg into the flour mixture, then added the fresh berries. Tapping into my magical ability to connect with emotions, I dashed the mixture with a touch of optimistic hope for our success.

      Twenty minutes later, Katrina sat at the table, hair wrapped in a towel, wearing a flowing sky-blue blouse, making her appear more etheric than human. She drizzled berry syrup over her pancakes.

      “Do you want any bacon?” Witnessing her wrinkle her nose in disgust was quite enjoyable.

      “Two more pancakes, please.” I plopped two onto her plate.

      Brigit strolled out of her bedroom, hair bedraggled. She pressed the tips of her fingers to her temples and moaned. Wearing a pair of sweats and a sports bra, she sat at the table with her knees pulled to her chest. “I’ll take two of those cakes, if you don’t mind.”

      Her tone was a little too grumpy. Had she not succeeded? This was our only hope.

      “Coffee.” She’d be fine once that first shot of caffeine jolted through her veins. I’d made the pot strong, just the way she liked it.

      I smiled at my two best friends. Brigit had a terrifying right hook and a temper that matched her warrior Celtic origins. She constantly stirred up trouble.

      Thank God for Katrina, capable of channeling the powers of others. She saved our backsides many times because of her tiny size and soft-spoken, demure quality. The three of us complemented each other. It didn’t matter that I’d say a spell and the opposite would happen; then, Freya would test to see if what should happen did. Somehow, my friends would join me and take whatever tongue-lashing I received for not using my gifts. Freya complained I wasn’t embracing all my magical powers, and that I was in denial of the real magic within me. Maybe she was right, but then why was I invited to become one of Freya’s special mages?

      My fingers trembled, and I gripped the fork tighter. I had to learn why Valefor had taken the book. I placed pancakes and bacon on my plate. “When did you get home?”

      “Around three.” A red-hot glow of happiness radiated around her. She’d either succeeded, or Luc was one super stud.

      “Did you get the key from Luc?” Katrina asked through a mouthful of sweet elderberry pancakes.

      A triumphant grin sparkled in her eyes. “Success after a wonderful night of sex. I used one of your amnesiac potions after he went to sleep and switched the keys and left him a beautiful tattoo to remember me.”

      Thank the Fates. “Excellent. Let’s hope he doesn’t realize he’s wearing a replica, not the real carcanet around his neck.” Brigit reached into her sweats and pulled out the silver vintage skeleton key with a diamond dangling from the handle. She placed the key in the palm of Katrina’s hand.

      The diamond’s magic vibrated and turned into a light shade of lavender. I bit down on my bottom lip, watching Katrina tap into the stone’s power. As the power entered her body, Katrina’s aura shimmered in a variegated rainbow of color. Not sure what to do, I pushed back my chair, ready to snatch the object from her hand.

      She dropped the pendant and placed both her palms on the table. “Wow!”

      “What?” I’d never seen her react like that from touching objects. Katrina was our resident magic stealer. She could tap into an object or person’s power and enjoy their strengths for a period.

      “This is some powerful shit.” Katrina’s skin glistened a burnt orange.

      “Can you use it?” Brigit asked.

      I knew she recognized the firepower oozing from Katrina.

      “You bet I can.”

      “Throw a fireball at me. Last night at the basketball game, Uriel mentioned the fire dragons,” Brigit said.

      Katrina’s eyes narrowed as she drew back a hand and arched her arm forward.

      Brigit reached up and caught a torch of light. “This is perfect,” she gasped.

      “Look!” Katrina held her left arm across the table as a sword and flaming torch took shape on the inside of her forearm. “I could really kick some warrior butt with these.” A triumphant smile crossed Katrina’s face.

      “Be careful.” Brigit took the infinity key and placed it around her neck.

      I placed a pancake on my plate. “Eat up, ladies. We have to find Valefor before someone causes him harm, or the angels learn we have the key.” Failing would not only result in my being humiliated in front of the Seidr coven, but also make becoming a priestess the least of my worries.

      
        
        * * * *

      

      

      
        
        Uriel

      

      

      Brassy fanfare exploded from the bathroom radio, Gabriel's calling card. I waggled my ebony wings, spraying water against the stone-tiled walls of my walk-in shower. The hot water eased the ache in my back from the stress of the trial. Either way, win or lose, the competition with Samael would be over.

      Using an extra-large towel, I dried my body. My wings receded into my back. Naked, I walked into the closet and put on my favorite gray, twill-woven wool suit. After I covered my sword tattoos, its power surged through my veins. I was ready for a fight.

      Luc head appeared in the doorway. His grin widened around a dragon tail ring that looped through his nipple and curled below his jeans' waistband.

      "Gabriel's trumpet squeals loud and clear, meaning father wants a word with you, dear brother."

      I slipped on a burgundy tie, totally ignoring his last comment. Looking into the mirror, I glared at my shirtless brother and stared, trying not to react to the dragon tail ring hanging from his nipple. He wore the same jeans from the basketball game, and his chain still hung between his pectoral muscles. At least Brigit did not persuade Luc to part with his key.

      “Did you score?”

      “She’s got the best pair of hot lips.”

      “Too much info, bro.” I shook my head and pointed to a gold dragon ring hanging from his left nipple with its long tail wrapped around its body and above his groin, tattooed in red. Next time! With a tiny heart.

      “What the fuck does the witch think she’s doing?”

      I fought back a chuckle at the dismayed look stamped on my brother’s face. “You’re a marked man.”

      Luc’s fist came within inches of my nose.

      With my warrior reflexes, I stopped the blow and pushed him back against the wall.

      “Glad you think this is funny,” Luc sputtered, wiping at the mocking red ink.

      I laughed even harder. Luc hated being made a fool. “Get dressed.” I went into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. I opened the door and picked up the paper from the front porch, flipping through the pages.

      After I wrapped up the Jacobson trial, I’d pay Moira a visit in Sierra Madre and see what I could find out about these mysterious books of magic.

      Her elfin image captured my thoughts, and a jolt of desire at the strange animal magnetism surprised me. I hadn’t felt such an overwhelming need to mate except for Aurora, my twin soul.

      Her internal magic was powerful, but something appeared to hold her back. Doubt registered in my mind about the elfin mage. I poured myself a cup of coffee and sat at the table. Brigit’s dragon nipple ring was a definite message, and I meant to learn what those two women hid beneath a veneer of seduction.

      Luc followe me into the kitchen and pulled out a frying pan. “Bacon and eggs?”

      “Sounds good.” I gazed out the patio door, over the cobblestone sidewalk, pondering the missing piece of information.

      “You’re a thousand miles away.” Luc cracked eggs in a bowl and whisked them into the foamy mixture he liked.

      “Yesterday, I had lunch with Gabe, and he thinks I will lose, and here’s the kicker, Lilith wants Jacobson.”

      “Shit.” Luc put two slices of sourdough in the toaster and poured two glasses of orange juice. He handed me one. “That sucks.”

      “Lilith loves to find the darkness in men. She’ll want to see if she can destroy his virtue and seduce his free will.”

      “If anyone can bend a man’s soul, it’s Lilith.”

      Luc scooped a spoonful of eggs onto his plate and patted the bacon dry. “Jacobson’s willing to sacrifice his soul to protect his daughter and wife.”

      “She’ll destroy Jacobson’s pure heart just to prove to Yahweh she can.”

      “He’s willing to be a beacon of change. Through his sacrifice, others will benefit.”

      “At what cost?” Luc sat and ate his breakfast.

      “The two-redheads they’re hiding something.” I sipped my coffee, positive I was overlooking crucial information.

      “I was thinking the same thing.” He set his fork on his plate.

      “Last night, Moira sought the key to enter the underworld. When I refused, I expected her to protest, but she didn’t.”

      Luc reached for his chain. The key was around his neck. “Brigit never mentioned the key, so I had no reason to suspect foul play.”

      “While I’m in court, pay the ladies a visit. Something is definitely not right. This will give you a chance to rattle their chains and see if they reveal any useful information.”

      Luc took a gulp of his coffee. “That will be my pleasure. Brigit’s got some explaining to do.”

      “You find the most interesting women.” I wolfed down my eggs and bacon. Glancing at my watch, I knew I needed to go. “Text if you learn anything of importance.” I grabbed my suit jacket, Vogel crystal, and my briefcase. After tossing my things onto the front seat, I drove the four blocks to the tower building and parked.

      Ron, the security guard, opened the glass door. “Thanks.”

      “Good luck.” The security guard, a stout, short man with jolly red cheeks, reminded me of a protective parent watching the tower entrance. I punched the elevator to the fourth floor and the offices of Connor and Connor.

      Evelyn cooed at the monstrous tabby cat sitting atop her desk. I swore if I could shift, it would be into a feline. Inside my office, my phone pinged with a text. Got the information you wanted? I’ll meet you in the west parking lot across from the courthouse.

      In the underground garage of our law firm, I tapped the keychain, and the doors of my black BMW unlocked. Traffic on the 57 freeway was relatively light for a Friday morning. I parked at the Santa Ana courthouse.

      Joseph, my paralegal assistant, parked beside me and hurried out of his car. Through the window, he handed me a set of files with updated information on two of the jurors. “Good luck, sir.”

      “Thanks.” I skimmed the document, looking for jury tampering. There had to be a reason my brothers felt Samael wouldn’t honor the verdict. Nothing. I put the files into my briefcase and headed across the street to the courthouse.

      “Hello, Mr. Connor.”

      Kevin ushered me through the gate. I hurried to the courtroom and took my seat beside my client.

      Jacobson gave me an anxious smile. I tapped into his emotional aura and touched Jacobson’s shoulder. He flinched. His body was ready to shatter at the slightest provocation.

      “Good morning.”

      “Morning.”

      The desperation in his tone sounded as if he’d accepted his fate. “I’m confident we’ve won the case.”

      “I’m not.” Jacobson turned to the gallery, his shoulders slumped.

      The shadow of doubt irritated me. Never had I experienced a client so sure he would lose—especially a client who was innocent. I touched my crystal to balance my aura before I faced the gallery of spectators. The benches were full. People waited in the hallway. Extra security arrived and ushered the overflow to another room. Single file, the jury came in and took their seats.

      The judge fixed the lead juror with a expectant look. "Has the jury reached a verdict?"

      "We have," the foreman replied, his voice firm.

      “He’ll please Lilith,” Samael’s voice blared in my ear. “She’ll enjoy toying with his mind. Such weak humans. She’ll make him one of her soldiers.”

      My fingers tightened into a fist at my side. “Get out of my head.”

      Click-click-click-click. The clock’s second hand slowed like a time bomb.

      “We, the jury, find John Jacobson guilty on all counts of fraudulent conspiracy.” The foreman’s voice reverberated throughout the courtroom.

      The collective gasp startled me. I turned to the gallery in utter disbelief. I shot up. "Your honor, I request a poll of the jury."

      The bailiff called each name. One by one, they answered. I sifted each answer and tested it for truth. Ten minds rang pure; two showed foreign threads of dark tendrils, revealing demonic interference. This didn't feel like Samael's work but another demonic force that had twisted two of the jurors’ thoughts.

      I placed a steady hand on Jacobson’s shoulder. He looked up at me, hope and fear mingling in his eyes. I swallowed the bitter taste of defeat. “I’m sorry.” My voice was tight as steel. Then I turned away, the courtroom haze blurring around me. I had gambled with lives and lost.
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