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			Praise for That Time I Got Drunk and Saved a Demon

			‘[P]erfect entertainment for my stressed out brain, and I was definitely rooting for those two wacky kids to have their HEA’

			Smart Bitches, Trashy Books

			‘I’m sorry? A fantasy romcom that is ACTUALLY funny and has a Black woman lead? And there’s buckets of nachos? And a lesbian centaur? Give me a million books in this series please’

			Goodreads review

			‘From the title I was convinced I would love this book and I did, it was funny and spicy and it was almost like talking to myself. The [heroine] was relatable with very real world problems, I too would like not to be dragged on adventures when I could just quietly farm cinnamon’ 

			Amazon review

			‘Very lighthearted read with wonderful characters, and the pacing was great!’

			Goodreads review

			‘This book had me laughing out loud . . . cannot wait to continue with the series’

			Amazon review

			‘This book is pure, sexy, dirty joy’

			Goodreads review

			‘This was so stinking cute!! The banter, between not only the love interests but everyone, was phenomenal and I found myself actually laughing out loud at parts. Can’t wait to read the next one’

			Amazon review
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			Chapter 1

			I had only two things on my mind: cheese and how to get home. All around me, people danced and sang to the drunken groove of the village baker laying his soul down on his trusty lute while his wife backed him up with her flute. Drums beat to the rhythm of stomping feet as the village came alive with the Hero’s Call festival.

			It had been a long time since the goddess Myva called upon one of us lowly humans to join the never-­ending battle against the monsters trapped behind Volsog gate. As if by some evil clockwork, the gate would weaken every fifteen years. Every manner of myths and monsters would flood through its passage and wreak havoc from our glittering coasts to the deep harsh mountains of the North, where only the maddest of men lived.

			None of that, however, was why we were celebrating. No. The reason for our village-­wide riot was the fact that we would finally be rid of the uppity brat that was chosen. Priscilla was a fine girl, if a little full of herself. Until her face appeared in the sacred chalice during the Great Calling. Each time Volsog gate opened, the goddess will shine a light into each of her four temples to call forth her chosen heroes to fight back the demons and close the gate once more. A high honor, to be sure. But everyone loved to conveniently ignore the minor issue of our heroes not always coming back.

			It was an honor that I had NO desire to be a part of. I was fine with letting Priscilla and those other fools go off and die. I’ll stick to selling my spices, thank you very much.

			My self-­preserving habits made me a bit of an outlier with the other girls in town. “Who wouldn’t want to go off on a grand adventure with a bunch of hot heroes also chosen by the goddess?”

			Me bitches. No, thank you.

			Biceps were nice, but so was not having my guts eaten by an orc. 

			Nevertheless, the promise of finding love with a handsome hero from another village was more than enough incentive to get many women praying for the day they’d be chosen as Myva’s “lucky” winner. Maybe we all just grew up reading too many fairy tales.

			Priscilla was one of them. Soon after the chipper blond was presented with her new role, no one could hear the end of her bragging until it was time to kick her ass out of the village, sword in hand.

			Bye.

			The image brought a sting of the memory of my ex leaving town for similar reasons. My lack of desire to be eaten by orcs was a turnoff, and the bastard needed a more adventurous woman. Weeks of crying later, a dear friend came over to slap me out of my sad-girl routine to remind me that “he ain’t shit.”

			Who needs him? Or any man! Love is for people with not enough wine in their hands!

			With an equilibrium entirely hampered by my love of wine, I stumbled out of the dancing crowd into the food stalls in my daring quest for more cheese. My trusted nose locked on to the smell of aged cheddar and the race was on. With a mighty step over a passed-­out blacksmith, followed by a not so graceful stumble past empty wine bottles, I found myself at the glorious cheese stall owned by my best friend and cheese­maker, Brie. Brilliant name for a cheesemaker, I know. Her mother thought herself wildly clever for that one.

			“Brie!” I hollered over the music, slumping my body over the counter. “Brie, my goddess of cheese! Bring me that sweet, sweet Gouda!”

			The tarp leading to the back room of the stall opened, revealing my amused friend. Her light pink hair flitted loosely past her shoulders as she stuck her hands on her hips. Her pink locks sent my mind into a stupor until I realized we had agreed to dye our hair pink that morning. 

			“Cinnamon Hotpepper, you are drunk as a skunk!”

			OK, so maybe my mom thought she was terribly clever with names as well. 

			“Pfft, you look like you dunked your head in a pile of snapdragon,” I laughed, eyeing her hair. 

			She wiped her hands on her apron and fixed me with a glare. “Says the woman who came up with this brilliant idea. What was it you said, O wise one? ‘Let’s dye our hair pink now that the goddess finally chose her sacrificial lamb.’”

			“I may have said something along those lines.” I mean, it was true. Brie grabbed one of my pink braids and flipped it out of my face to emphasize her point. “You can’t say it didn’t work, though. Neither of us was chosen; now we can party!” My friend had always been the logical sort who shared my disinterest in danger and death. We dressed in plain clothing and tried not to stand out in the village to avoid being picked.

			It was common knowledge that Myva loved her pretty things. The heroes’ party was always made up of two men and two women. Each one was always some beautiful flamboyant nut, not necessarily the best for the job. Sometimes I wondered if Myva just picked them to be entertained. But hey, I’m no goddess, so what do I know?

			“Enough with that sour face. Gimme some cheddar to go with this wine and come drink with me!” Far too impatient to mind manners, I grabbed a slice of cheddar and bit a sizable chunk. Its sharp taste danced across my tongue in time with the baker’s lute as I took a swig from my wine glass to help wash it down.

			“Cin, my sweet girl, that was a whole-ass mood and not in a good way.” She shook her head at me disapprovingly and snatched the glass from my hand. “You’re done, hun.”

			“Lies! I have not yet begun to drink!”

			“From the looks of it, you began to drink about four glasses ago. Go home, Cin. I won’t be done manning the stall for a few more hours anyway. But tomorrow, it’s my brother’s turn. If you manage to survive the blinding hangover you’re going to have in the morning, then I promise we can make a mess of ourselves for the last day of the festival.” My stalwart companion paused her motherly ribbing to package up a few slices of Gouda before handing it to a customer to my side.

			“You pr-­promise?” I hiccuped.

			“I swear on the temple itself. So go home for tonight and sleep it off.” Her heart-­shaped face turned severe and her coal eyes danced with delight. “For tomorrow, we have two things to celebrate. Freedom from the choosing . . . and freedom from Priscilla’s constant . . . Priscillaness.”

			A mug slammed on the table, making us both jump. “Hell, I’ll drink to that!” The source of our fright was the blacksmith, John. He was undoubtedly another victim to the princess of self-­importance, as he had been tasked with making a suitable weapon for her journey. “If I ever get another request for a periwinkle sword that ‘can’t be too heavy, but not too frilly’ again, I will retire on the spot!” he hollered.

			Maybe John had it a little worse than the rest of us.

			I gave the older man a pat on the back. “But what a beautiful blade it was! I’m sure it will get our heroine to Goldcrest City without fail.”

			John smiled and nodded his head in pride. “It is a fine blade if I do say so myself. It took me two entire months to make it.” The blacksmith was a gruff fellow but never passed up the chance to talk about his creations.

			As much of a pain as our little heroine could be, all of us still wanted her home at the end of her journey. Maybe with a handsome hero in tow. Picturing her getting the fairy-tale ending she always wanted was easier than thinking about her not coming home at all. The chosen heroes had never failed in their quest before. In the end, most of the crazed demons had been killed off or pushed back behind the gate. But I couldn’t help but wonder: if the goddess was powerful enough to banish all demons when she first came to this land, why did she need heroes to repeat the action every fifteen years?

			Suddenly, an enormous boom shook the earth, knocking us off our feet. Near my family’s farm, a gigantic dust cloud plumed in the air off toward the East. The crowd fell silent, aside from a few startled screams. “What in the three hell’s was that?” John slurred. I scrambled back on my feet, looking around wildly.

			“Is everyone OK?” I yelled.

			“I’m g-­good,” Brie stammered. 

			All around me, villagers looked around worriedly as they dusted themselves off. The baker’s booming laugh cut through the thick silence as he helped his wife back on her feet.

			“What’s all this worry?” he began. With a pat on his lute, he began playing once more. “Can’t you lot see? It’s our mighty heroine doing her damned duty already! Kill all those damn demons, I say! By the time that firecracker gets to the castle, there won’t be any left for the other heroes!”

			“Yeah, that must be it. Give ’em the wrath of our goddess, Priscilla!” another man roared, eager to push the thought of terror away. Soon the crowd erupted in cheers of affirmation as the dust settled. All sense of danger dissipated as the other musicians resumed their playing.

			Brie looked at me with a worried expression. “I sure hope that’s all it was. The smoke cloud looked close to your farm. Is your harvest going to be alright?”

			I waved her off with a grin. “Don’t you worry about us. We’ve already brought in most of the fall harvest. If it hit the fields, there’s not much left.” 

			“That’s good to hear,” she said with a sigh. “Still. I think you should head home. You’re still looking a bit too sloshed for your own good.”

			“Yes, mother,” I teased, bidding my companions farewell with one last bite of cheese, and heading out of the festival toward home. I grabbed one of the backup torches at the festival entrance and lit it. It was way too dark to travel home by moonlight.

			Thankfully, my family’s farm was close enough to the village that I could stumble my way back with enough booze in my system to kill a moose.

			I know; I’ve done it a dozen times or so.

			Food stalls and lantern lights gave way to winding trees and glittering night stars. The spirited music died off in the distance. A bit creepy, honestly. All I could hear were my footsteps crunching the leaves beneath my feet and the crackle of fire from the torch. It was so quiet I could hear myself think. Which is not ideal. Thinking leads to worrying and worrying leads to—­

			“WHAT THE GINGER WAS THAT SOUND?!”

			I whipped around to see a squirrel darting up in a tree. The little critter stopped to eye me for a moment before skittering up into the trees above. “Oh. Of course, it was just a squirrel. What else would it be?” The all-­encompassing crunch of the leaves resumed as I swallowed my paranoia and kept going. My home was only a two-­mile walk. The blast from earlier probably just fried my nerves a bit.

			As if on cue, some twat in a black tartan and a matching scarf to cover his face jumped out before me.

			Clearly, the gods had favorites, and I wasn’t one of them.

			He brandished a relatively small hammer and pointed at my person.

			I threw my head back and sighed heavily. 

			“Give me your valuables, wench, and no one gets hurt,” the bandit said.

			“Wench? Shut the hell up. Who are you, my grandpa? No one talks like that.”

			The masked man barely stood taller than me, yet still dared to stomp his foot impatiently, and raised his hammer higher. “OK fine, whatever,” he grunted. “Just give me your coins before I get pissed off.”

			“What coins? I don’t have coins. I should rob you! I’m a farmer, dickhead. Everyone in this area is a fucking farmer!” Not exactly true; my family made nice money off of our cinnamon harvest. Primarily because we are the only ones who grow it . . . cause we won’t tell anyone else how to grow it. But hey, ya gotta make your own way in this world.

			Not that some fool trying to mug me needed to know that. 

			“I like your cloak. Cough it up,” he said.

			“You have a cloak on you. What do you want mine for anyway? You mean this green one with the yellow sunflower pattern down the rim?” I gave it a twirl to show off the pretty pattern my little cousin Angelica hemmed for me last fall. “You really think you can pull off this look? I don’t know man, seems kind of suss.”

			“Just give me the clothes, woman!”

			“You freaking bandits just be doing this shit for the giggles! Are you that bored? Go to the festival and get drunk like a normal person!”

			“Give me the damn cloak woman!”

			“You can’t pull off this look, bro. You can barely pull off that tattered scarf falling off your face.”

			The bandit yanked the scarf back up to fully cover his face. But not before I glimpsed red hair peeking past freckled cheeks. Humph. No surprise, it would be one of the Huckabee boys. Mr. Huckabee was a fisherman with five boys and no wife to keep them in line. So it fell to the rest of the village and me to smack them around from time to time. If not, their shenanigans would drive us all mad. “Maybe I’m not going to use it for myself! Have you ever thought of that? I’ll uh . . . I’ll give it to my girlfriend!”

			“Harper,” I began, putting my free hand on my waist. “Look at me. You do not have a girlfriend. I don’t know who you’re trying to fool right now.”

			His eyes went wide, and I could just picture his stupid open-­mouthed face as he took in my retort. “I’m not Harper! I’m just a roaming bandit. You’re mean!”

			“You’re trying to ROB me!” The metal of the hammer in his hand reflected the moonlight as it caught my eye. “Harper, I swear to the goddess I will shove this torch where the sun doesn’t shine,” I said, grasping the torch with two hands and giving it a test swing in his direction.

			Harper lowered the hammer and cocked his head to the side as he took in the situation. Then, slowly, he lifted his hands and backed away slightly. “You know what, I’m feeling generous. Imma let you go this time. We’ll just forget this whole thing.”

			“Yeah, I don’t think so, fish-­boy. How about you give me your cloak?” I took a step toward him and raised the torch higher.

			“Naw Cin, you don’t need this old thing. Just go on home.”

			“Ah-­ha!” My shout could have raised the dead, but I was way too drunk to care. “How do you know my name is Cin if you’re just a roaming bandit?”

			“Crap.”

			“Yeah, I got you now! Gimme that cloak!” 

			I darted toward him, but he turned tail and ran off into the woods. Without a second thought, I chased in after him. Why? I wasn’t too sure. I didn’t want his cloak. But I was sick of his shit. It was always one thing or another with those boys. If nothing else, stealing his cloak would let me get back at them for the time they tramped through my chili pepper fields with no regard for how long it took me to grow them. Such audacity had to be corrected.

			Harper was always a fast kid, but my drunken need for this vendetta propelled me forward, stumbling over pretty much every rock and branch that got in the way.

			His black attire made him hard to see in the darkness, and soon I couldn’t quite tell which way he went. Finally, following my gut, I steered left at a giant oak tree, hoping to catch up to him.

			A weak groan cut through the silence of the night, so I veered toward it full force, blood pumping in my ears. 

			Instead of my wannabe bandit, I came across the aftermath of what appeared to be a rock slide: trees were splintered into nothing, as giant piles of rocks made a scar across the land. I guess that would explain the enormous boom at the festival. Whatever demon that had disturbed Priscilla’s path must have caused this damage. Hopefully, our little heroine was able to leave unscathed.

			My thoughts were brought into focus as another weak groan cut through the night air. Panic rose in my chest. If a villager had been caught in the landslide during the battle, they could have been seriously injured. 

			“Where are you?” I called. “Keep making noise so I can find you.” 

			I looked around for any sign of Harper. If I took the time to go back to the village for help, whoever was trapped might be crushed before I made it back.

			A low cough sounded to my right, and I carefully climbed over the rocks and rubble until I grew closer to the sound.

			“I’m here,” a weak voice called. Several branches covered a slumped form, but I could see a pale hand poking out from the mess. Whoever it was could count themselves lucky that it was just branches covering him and not the boulders. I’m no pushover, but I’m no ox either.

			“Don’t worry stranger, I got you,” I said, coming to his side. My torch flickered when I placed it between two rocks to free both my hands. Carefully, I removed the branches from the man. Mid­back length black hair hid his face from me, and he seemed much larger than anyone I knew from my village. Must have been some kind of vagabond. No one around ­Boohail had hair that long. We didn’t get too many travelers. Maybe his hometown had been overrun by demons, and he had left to find help.

			Tough luck on his end. I only hoped whatever he was running from didn’t make it to Boohail—though demons invading wasn’t something we needed to worry about so close to the village. Myva’s temple held a powerful shield most monsters couldn’t get through. Its reach spanned far enough outside our town that we would live in relative peace, even when Volsog gates opened.

			I slowly ran my hands over his form, checking to see if I could find any broken bones or large wounds. His frock was in tatters. But other than that, he seemed like he’d live. “Are you hurt? Can you stand?”

			“I’m feeling drained, to be honest.” The stranger’s deep voice sent a pleasant thrill down my spine. He sat up beside me as I knelt next to him, supporting his weight. Holy crows, this man is big! Even sitting down, his frame towered over mine. I brushed some of the long hair out of his face, noticing how his pale skin contrasted against my dark brown complexion. The sun beat down here in Kinnamo like we owed it money. The fact that the man wasn’t as red as a lobster was surprising. As my wrist moved past his mouth, he gave a small sigh. Maybe it was the alcohol, perhaps it was my paranoia, but I could have sworn I saw twin fangs peek out behind his pale lips. I cleared my throat to stop my mind from racing. “You got some pretty bad luck to be caught up in this mess. Did you see what happened?”

			The man made a strangled sound as his body began to shake. “As a matter of fact, I did. Unfortunately, however, you’re The Unlucky One in this situation. I’m afraid you’ll need to grab your torch and run. It’s poor form to let your savior die.”

			“. . . What?”

			Yellow eyes glowed beneath a halo of ink-­black hair. The stranger shook more brutally as a low growl rolled past his lips. “RUN!” he bellowed, whipping his head to look up at me. In the dim light of the torch flame, his pupils slid into cat-­like slits, his colossal frame shaking even harder.

			The air was suddenly gone from my lungs. A second later, I realized it was because a large hand was wrapped around my throat as the man-demon hoisted me off the ground. My feet kicked out, trying to dislodge him, but I may as well have been trying to push a boulder off me. A popping noise caught my attention, and I looked up to see horns as they grew out of the top of my assailant’s head. They curved back behind him before turning forward and twisting back again. They formed an S shape that was wide at the base, then tapered off into sharp daggers, serrated and full of malice. I did not doubt that they could rip the skin right off a man.

			“Oh . . . fuck no.” My Fight or Flight response kicked into overdrive. No way in hornet’s nest was I planning to die there. I clutched the torch tightly in my hand and slammed the fiery end directly into his face.

			The creature roared and dropped me to clutch at its burning face. Immediately I took off running. I doubted that I’d ever be able to outrun a freaking demon, of all things, but I did have the home advantage. My family’s cinnamon fields were a complete maze to a stranger, and right then, that was the best hope I had. My breath came out in a ragged wheeze. I forced air back into my lungs and ran. Behind me, I could hear the demon let loose an angry chorus of roars as it tore through the foliage behind me. I jumped between two trees growing close together in the hopes that it would slow him down and veered to my right, praying I would reach the fields in time.

			To my horror, a loud boom shot off behind me, followed by the crackle and groan of trees falling. Did . . . did this fool just smash his way through TREES?!

			“I am so fucked,” I muttered into the chilly night.

			Putting all my hopes and dreams into my legs, I ran faster. The smell of cinnamon called back to me like a goddamn savior as I reached the fields. I dove through several of the small trees as I zig-­zagged around the maze. Then, finally, the demon’s angry shouts quieted down.

			Did he lose sight of me?

			Far too much of a coward to look back, I kept going further until I reached the middle of the field. In the distance, I could hear Mr. Snarls-­A-­Lot shuffling around, no doubt lost. As quietly as possible, I settled down amidst a cluster of cinnamon trees. My body shook like a leaf as I tried to control my breathing. Fuck, fuck, fuck, FUCK! How does that shit even happen? The whole point of putting up with that brat Priscilla was so the Chosen One could deal with crap like this before it came back to bite the rest of us!

			OK. That was probably really unfair to her, but still: how powerful was that freak to push past Myva’s barrier?

			After a few minutes, I could no longer hear the demon shuffling around at the edge of the field.

			Did he give up? Or better yet, did the asshole die of his injuries?

			One could hope.

			Slowly, I shifted my weight down to my stomach and crawled out towards my parent’s home. Our land spanned about four hundred acres, divided between my two brothers, myself, and my mom and pa. Unfortunately, my section was on the other side of the freaking property, the one time my stupid butt tried to help a demon. So the best solution was to do what any grown woman should do in her time of need: run home to mommy and daddy.

			The bark of the cinnamon trees scraped up my tunic as I crawled slowly forward. A twig caught the hem of my cloak, and I swear to the goddess the rip that ensued was the loudest thing on this side of the country.

			I froze. The thump of my heartbeat sounded like a thousand drums in my ears, but I heard nothing else. Crickets chirped their cares away while fireflies mulled about.

			“Is he gone?” I got up from my stomach and took off in a sprint for my pa’s house, veering left and right in a maze I grew up in. The deeper I drove into the fields, the more hopeful I became. I chanced a look behind me, half expecting a clawed hand to reach out and snatch me. But it was nothing but more cinnamon trees.

			A hysterical giggle ripped past my lips as I grew closer to my destination. I covered my mouth with my hands while I ran to keep down the frantic laughter building. The green roof of my parent’s home came into view right when a thought crossed my mind: When had the crickets stopped chirping? A sudden weight crashed into my side and my head hit the ground. Above me were the haunting yellow eyes of a predator. His large hands pinned my shoulders to the ground, and his lips pulled back to reveal sharp fangs. “Can’t . . .” I gasped to get the air back into my lungs. “Can’t we talk this through? I can get you a great deal on some spices. My family’s farm is top-­notch!”

			The demon snarled and one clawed hand moved to my throat and squeezed.

			“OK, not a spice guy, I get it.” I was rambling at that point, but I really couldn’t stop if I tried. I reached out for anything I could use as a weapon. My fingers grazed a fallen branch just within reach. I inched my hand closer, trying to grab hold. “Listen, we don’t farm much meat. I can offer you some choice goats if meat is more your style.” My vision darkened, but I used the last of my strength to snatch the branch and bring it up as hard as I could to smash it against his face. The overpowering smell of cinnamon stung my nose as the branch broke against his face. The demon snarled and rolled off me to rub at his nose. I stumbled to my feet and shot off to the front door.

			Without looking back this time, I busted into my parent’s home and locked the door shut. Then I scrambled over to the wooden kitchen table and dragged it to block the door.

			My body collapsed against the makeshift barrier as I tried to catch my breath.

			“FFFFFFUCK!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Needless to say, I didn’t get that much sleep that night. My parents woke up to find me piling half their things in front of the door and decided the smell of wine meant their daughter was a drunken mess and demanded I sleep it off. I must have spent hours peeking through windows before Ma gave up, threw a pillow at my head, and went back to bed. The night crept on with no sign of my attacker until the sun shone through my ma’s immaculately clean windows.

			The apple-­embroidered curtains lit up with morning light while songbirds mocked me with their optimistic greeting of the day. A fucking demon attacked me last night, and the day had the audacity to shine as if nothing happened?

			Rude.

			My eyes felt heavy, and I struggled to keep them open. As much as I tried to fight it, my head dropped. Maybe Ma was right? I was so tired, maybe I did just get too drunk. With a groan, I got up from my guarding spot at the window and made my way over to the guest bed. If Mr ­Snarls-­A-­Lot was real, he didn’t seem intent on coming back. With a flop, my head sunk into the pillow like a long-­lost friend. Demons and goddess shit should be left to the Chosen One. I was just the Tired One, so I’d leave it at that.

			“Ooh, watch out Cin! I’m a scary demon!” my older brother Cumin shouted, kicking in the door to the guest room. I sighed heavily and rolled over, bringing the pillow over my head to ignore him. “Leave me alone, Cu,” I muttered.

			The sudden weight on the bed meant I was completely ignored. “No can do sissy poo!”

			“Sissy what?!” I snarled, smacking him upside the head with a pillow. It gave a satisfying whack as his long dreadlocks whipped back from the force of the blow. Cumin raised his arm up in defense, smirking at his stupid nickname. 

			“Mercy, you bog witch!” The spry little shit jumped up to avoid more of my assault. He wore his everyday field clothes, a simple off-­white tunic with mud-­stained brown pants. It must have meant he had no plans of bringing our goods to the market today. Strange, as it went on every weekend.

			What even was the time? I was so tired. I brought a hand up to rub my sore eyes.

			“Listen, I think Pa’s taken your drunken tale a little too seriously. So he sent for Chili and me to take you to Myva’s temple to ask for protection.”

			I groaned. At least someone had enough sense to believe me. Our pa always had been an overly cautious one. The goddess’ temple lay on the outskirts of Boohail. It was more of a cave that housed the goddess Myva’s sacred grail, but it got the job done. The holy power that seeped from the cave was enough to keep any demons away from it—so asking the goddess for help wasn’t a bad idea at all. I thought about bringing a few sweets as an offering. It wasn’t often my family went to the temple, aside from the occasional holiday, so we’d usually bring a few treats that might sweeten my plea.

			“But can it wait till after a nap?” I asked.

			“Sure,” he replied in that easy tone of his. “I’m stuck in the village anyway. That earthquake from yesterday knocked a few trees onto the main road. So I won’t be able to make my market trips until they clear it.”

			“That explains the work clothes,” I said.

			“Welp, since you feel the need to sleep the day away, I’ll be taking your cinnamon rolls then!” Cumin tore the pillow from its casing as I sprang up, then pulled the pillowcase over my head and shot out of the room to the kitchen.

			I stumbled out of bed, tripping over the covers in my haste to chase after him. “You donkey’s ass! Those are MINE!” The sound of his cackling could be heard throughout the entire house.

			“I hope you choke on it,” I muttered, shambling into the kitchen.

			“Young lady, no wishing death on your brothers,” Ma chided as if we were all still younglings clinging to her apron. Her apple apron had ripped frills and stains for days, but my ma refused to ever get rid of it. When my siblings and I were little, we all pitched in to embroider her signature apples on to  the simple white fabric. Most of the apples are lopsided, easily identifiable as children’s work, but she loved it all the same. I often wondered if one reason she refused to let it go was its reminder of Cherry. My little sister’s empty placemat at my side of the table still felt heavy, even after four years. Try as I might, the empty space remained a constant reminder of what happened when you stepped out of the goddess’ protection.

			Ma’s head was recently shaved, showing off the sharp lines of the tribal tattoos adorning her skull. They were a beautiful remnant of the Scarlet Thorn tribe she hailed from. The bold red ink gave a fierce undertone to her usually friendly demeanor. Barbed thorns wrapped around her skull like a picture frame, while the pattern in the center told the legend of a fierce warrior woman and a werewolf who fought off a massive kraken together. My sister and I would beg her for stories of her homeland in the Far West as kids. Her tales were always of Old Gods in a land lush with adventure and monsters. Sometimes the heroes were fighting with the monsters, others against them. The tales came from before madness took over all demons. Before Myva rose up to save us with her gate. Cherry and I often dreamt of the day where we’d go beyond the bayou of our home and find adventure ourselves. It was an idiot child’s dream with deadly consequences. I shook my head to clear my depressing thoughts.

			One look at the breakfast feast was enough to have me drooling. There was no point in staying upset when food was on the table. Fresh cinnamon rolls, flapjacks, eggs, and bacon were laid out for a full-­on family feast. I wasn’t too surprised that Ma would go all out. It wasn’t often all of us got together for a meal after my siblings and I reached adulthood.

			“I’m too tired to plot Cumin’s downfall anyway.” The smell of baked goods rolled off my plate like a saucy temptress, one I was content to let lift my foul mood. As if time sped forward, the cinnamon rolls were gone. The only proof of their existence was the frosting around my mouth.

			Cumin blinked at me. “Cin,” he began, placing his hand on mine and looking at me with deep concern in his eyes. “You don’t have to shovel your food anymore. We adopted you from those raccoons when you were a bab—”

			My sharp flick to his forehead cut off his words.

			Across the table, Pa choked a laugh around his coffee. He never said much—Pa was always content to just sit around and watch the chaos of his family. I liked to think he balanced out his exuberant wife. My brother Chili seemed to take after him the most. Their tall, quiet presence was an easy source of comfort when the rest of the family got too rowdy and annoying. Cumin was usually annoying.

			“Where did your demon fella run off to?” Chili spoke up over his bacon and eggs.

			“Assuming he even exists, and she wasn’t just drunk off her ass. ACK!” The Loud One yelped as I flicked him again.

			My fork dug into his plate, scooping up a large piece of his bacon so I could gobble it up to add insult to injury. “I wasn’t drunk enough to make up a whole attack!”

			“So just half an attack then?”

			Ma swore, pointing her wooden spatula like a blade. “Chili! I mean, Cumin! I mean Cinnamon! Dammit, the middle child! Stop badgering the girl child!”

			Pa spilled more coffee on his shirt before doubling over in laughter. My brothers and I looked at her incredulously before roaring along.

			“Notice how she got it right on the second try, then kept going!” I giggled. 

			“Then reduced us to birth order!” Cumin roared, doubling over in a fit of laughter.

			Chili did his best to regain a straight face and slammed his fist on the table. “Spare male child! Listen to your ma!” he ordered, his face breaking into a grin.

			“SPARE MALE CHILD,” I wheezed, trying not to choke on my stolen bacon. 

			The spare male threw himself on the table in a fit of drama. “Is that all I am to you, mother?! A spare in case Chili perishes in the Great War?”

			Ma eyed him with the most deadpan face I’d ever seen in all my twenty-­four years. “Yes.”

			This sparked another laughing fit around the table. Ma smiled at us all and fixed herself a plate. With all of us out of the house and looking after our parts of the family spice business, mornings like these, laughing and sitting around the table, were few and far between. Chili was already pushing thirty and courting a pretty lass in town. With any luck, our family would grow again soon. Ma was constantly hounding us for grandkids, but Cumin and I would rather leave that task to our eldest brother. Cumin was too busy chasing skirts in his travels to nearby towns, and well . . . I just wasn’t ready to even think about kids. I knew plenty of other twenty-­four-­year-­old women who were already on their second or third child, but I couldn’t imagine doing it myself.

			“But honestly Cin,” Chili spoke again, “if you truly saw a demon, then we need to gather men from the village and find it immediately. Can you tell me what it looked like?”

			With my mouth too full of bacon, I held up a finger to him so I could finish chewing before answering.

			“I look a bit like this,” came a voice outside the kitchen window. The deep voice of my darkest nightmare made me choke on the food I was eating. Bacon grease dribbling down my chin, I turned toward the window to see a tall, lean body resting casually against the open frame. The demon’s ­shoulders were massive and his hips narrow. Why in Goddess’ name did I ogle the man who attacked me?

			His dark brows furrowed as he cocked his head to the side. “Did the raccoons teach you table manners as well?” A smirk spread across his lips. “You do know the food stays inside your mouth? Waste is an awful thing.”
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