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      Thanks so much for loving Violet as much as I do!

      If you spot any typos, please do me a solid and send me an email at authorsebabin@sebabin.com. We’re only human around here (unfortunately) and make mistakes. I’d like to know so I can correct them asap.

      Feel free to drop me a line there too, any time. I don’t have a PA, so I personally respond.

      Happy reading!
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chapter one

          

        

      

    

    
      Dave hunkering over his drink was the only familiar thing in this place. He’d kept his tentacles tucked in this time, much to the staff's relief. While we thought it was gross but harmless, the new clientele was not so forgiving. I swept my gaze around the bar, absentmindedly wiping out yet another glass.

      Landry usually took care of this chore, but he’d been out for the last few days–some kind of bachelor celebration for one of his friends. That left me, Keelie, and the ever-present and moody Olive tending the bar. Mostly me. Olive was here because I busted her sabotaging me and forced Ariel’s hand to honor the Accords. I gave the agreement a modern twist, though, because enslaving the poor fairy for what she did seemed a little much. Keelie stayed behind because I offered her a job and a contract for a hundred years. Plus, I liked her.

      Olive? Not so much.

      I’d been here for two hours so far, and the bar hadn’t slowed down a bit. The jukebox blared continuously. Demons loved music. Bad, good, weird. As long as it was on, they didn’t care. No matter when I came in, something different was on. Today, Lynyrd Skynyrd crooned about their sweet home in Alabama, of all places, followed by CCR’s Green River. It could be worse. A few days ago, someone was really into Michael Bublé, and I damn near had to break up a demon riot.

      As far as gigs went, it wasn’t bad. It helped that I negotiated an outrageous pay raise. Like reallly outrageous. Six figures outrageous. With perks. I could retire in a few years if I wanted to kind of outrageousness. Of course, I’d probably be dead in a few years, so I’d never see the money put to good use, but a girl could always dream, couldn’t she?

      Luc, as I’d taken to calling him in my head, aka Lucifer, aka Hottie Pants, gave me free rein to remodel the place however I wanted to, but as big as I dreamed, it looked pretty similar to the other Swan Noveltinis. Just…bigger. Grander, maybe. I missed having my own place. Yes, technically, this place was mine, but it came with a lot of strings attached.

      I never wanted to be a Pinocchio, but somewhere along the way, my life got complicated enough to warrant my very own Geppetto, aka the demon, giving me broody bedroom eyes from across the bar.

      I dropped my eyes before I did something stupid like blush or giggle like a schoolgirl, lecturing myself silently for about the hundredth time since I’d arrived that fateful day a few weeks ago.

      You cannot crush on the devil, Violet.

      You cannot stare at the devil’s tight tushie, Violet.

      You cannot run your fingers down his golden forearms, Violet.

      You cannot…

      Hell. I was in literal and metaphorical Hell.

      I grew up on stories about Lucifer—some good, some bad, and some terrifying enough to give me nightmares. I wasn’t sure what to expect when I finally met him, but it wasn’t what I got.

      He was a supernova, and I was a planet caught up in his magnetic field. The mark made it worse. I felt his presence even when he wasn’t close, and sometimes his moods. Knowing when Lucifer was happy or sad, or heaven forbid (I fully understand the irony) aroused, made me want to pull every strand of hair out of my head and shove it in my mouth so no one could hear me scream.

      From the gossip, the bar hadn’t been the same since I arrived. Not because of me, though one would think it. But because Lucifer was hanging around waaaaay more than usual. Almost every day. The number of patrons in the bar dropped when Lucifer decided to pop in unannounced on a regular basis, which was hurting my bottom line. Though not really, since I negotiated an outrageous salary for all of us. But still. It was annoying. Granted, the place was still hopping, but I spotted at least three open tables, which rarely happened before I’d arrived.

      But how do you tell the literal Devil to get lost? And did I really want him to go?

      I blinked. Yes. Yes, of course, I wanted him to go. If my foster father were here, he’d kick my ass for even thinking about Lucifer in that way. The man had been the literal bogeyman in almost every story Az had ever told me, so I must be a total moron to let my thoughts stray into hearts and butterflies’ territory. I blamed this on Az. He’d kept me too sheltered over the years, and I’d never had a boyfriend last more than a few months because he’d chase them away by doing something terrifying, and I’d have to start all over.

      Sighing, I finished wiping out the glasses and arranged them carefully for the next afternoon. Landry was due back tomorrow for the first shift. I had the day off but planned to pop in and do some potion work. We were running low on a few of the more popular items, and I’d avoided working overtime due to my annoying crush on my new boss.

      A soft warm light pulsed a few feet away, coming closer until Keelie landed on one of the cups I’d just cleaned, depositing a healthy dose of fairy dust inside. Normally, this would annoy me, but fairy dust was expensive, and I’d found some good uses for it over the last few weeks. I’d asked her for permission to gather it. Doing it without it felt wrong, but Keelie was delighted for someone else to use her “byproduct.” Her words, not mine. If I thought about it too much, I might start wearing a Hazmat suit to gather it.

      Olive flat out refused, which didn’t worry me too much. Who knew what kind of darkness hers held? Chancing that in a spell was a greater risk than I wanted to take. She was perpetually pissed off. Not much different from before, but now she had a reason. Getting busted was her own fault. I’d only taken advantage of the situation.

      “Hi Violet!” she greeted. Keelie had become quite the fashionista since her pay bump. I didn’t have the heart to tell her Barbie clothes weren’t all that expensive. She’d discovered Etsy, though, and even I was a little jealous of all the cute stuff she got to wear.

      Today it was a pair of dark wash skinny jeans with wedge heels, a pretty lacy camisole, and a black biker jacket. She’d wound her hair up in a messy bun and secured it with sparkling butterfly clips.

      The first time I brought her in, the demons had a field day. Not many bright and beautiful things hung around them for long, so they’d stared at her first before one ventured over. Keelie wasn’t sure what to think, but I admired her ability to stand firm even in the face of fear. A fire-wielding demon could take her out in mere seconds, but this one merely stared at her in fascination. Soon enough, she’d become fast friends with a few of them and a source of wonder for the others not yet brave enough to introduce themselves.

      As far as me, demon lore had gotten tipped on its head when I stepped in as Apothecaire and Guardian for this place. I’d seen a few demons in my day, and I’d never forgotten Az’s lessons, but my foster father had been remiss in his education. He sought to instill fear, which, considering who I was and where I came from, was a solid plan, but he’d failed to tell me about the good ones.

      One plopped down in front of me. “Hey.”

      Keelie’s dust went bright pink. “Bianca!”

      “Hey sprite.” Bianca laughed when Keelie glared at her. “You know I’m just kidding. How’s it going?”

      Lex and Bianca were usually inseparable, but I found out later Bianca was a succubus. An unusual one. Her aura didn’t look quite like the others. And…succubi were demons. Something else I hadn’t known until the madness of my current life had crept up on me. It made sense when I thought about it. Their victims give up a piece of their souls each time Bianca takes them to bed. Sounds pretty demonish when you think about it.

      “What’s up, Violet?” She tapped her fuchsia-painted fingernails on the bar. “Got the stuff to make a Cosmo?”

      “Coming right up!” I focused on making the drink as she and Keelie caught up. Bianca and I had never been as friendly as Lex and I, though even that was debatable, considering I hadn’t seen her in over a week.

      From what Bianca told me, she didn’t love coming here. Demons were wary of Seers. And Seers had every right to be wary of demons. After all, they’d hunted them close to extinction some millennia back. Lex came from a particularly powerful line and tried to keep her powers under wraps, but in the new Swan Novelties, glamours and concealment spells were swept away as soon as you stepped through the door. She’d come in once before knowing that little tidbit and lit up like a Christmas tree. I’d never seen males flock to a woman as they did Lex that night. Ten minutes after she came in, she left in a hurry, white-faced and tense.

      This was also the reason Az and Max never visited. But neither of them would be so foolish as to step foot into Lucifer’s domain, not after how they’d left him. Az wasn’t pleased with my new gig, though he knew wearing Lucifer’s mark would protect me from the others who hunted me.

      Lucifer included.

      I was a big ol’ piece of juicy bait dangling right under his nose, and Luc hadn’t yet realized it. When he did, and he realized he couldn’t harm me because of the mark…well…I didn’t even want to think about it. Hell hath no fury like the devil scorned.

      I pushed the pink concoction over to her. “How’s Lex?”

      Bianca shrugged as she pulled out the tiny pink umbrella. “She's alright. You should pop by her house sometime.”

      “I have no idea where she lives.” I bent down and grabbed a small thimble. Keelie loved Cosmos, and there was no reason to let the rest go to waste.

      Her eyes lit up as I pushed the thimble toward her. “Thanks!” She plunked herself down on the bar, crossed her legs, and sipped from it as she watched us.

      Bianca wrote down an address using a piece of paper she dug out from her purse. “Go see her,” she urged me, an expression on her face I couldn’t quite place. “Lex has been asking about you.”

      I tucked the paper into my pocket. “Sure. I’m on call every night, but I usually know when he’s about to blow my phone up.”

      Bianca grinned, knowing exactly who the he in question was. “I’m sure you don’t mind.”

      That’s the thing. I should mind. Why I didn’t was a question that had bothered me since I’d first woken up in his cozy little room. I wasn’t prone to crushes like this. No woman was immune to a hot guy, but the vast majority of us had the self-control to look and not touch. My self-control hung by a thread of fishing line, and that was definitely unlike me.

      “I do mind,” I said quietly, chancing a glance toward him. He sat at a table with a few of his higher-ranking demons playing some strange game with a handful of off-white dice, which I hoped weren’t made of bone.

      So, they were definitely made of bone.

      Ick.

      I’d kept up their drink supply without going over there too much, but it would have helped if Landry were here. A full bar was too much for one person to handle, especially while they tended bar too.

      Maybe I should hire someone. The thought of it made me itch. I’d kept myself safe by keeping people at arms-length. Adding another person into the mix wouldn’t be ideal, but it would be helpful. I’d have to talk to Lucifer about it. He didn’t have the final say, but the person would have to be trustworthy. Maybe even accept a geas, and many paranorms weren’t crazy about it.

      Bianca sipped her Cosmo and studied me. “You know, I wasn’t sure what to make of you when I first met you, but you’re proving more interesting by the day.”

      “Exactly what I hoped for,” I said dryly. “That got me plunked here in a demon bar guarding the gates to Hell.”

      She laughed. “One gate,” she clarified. “There are many.” Bianca tilted her head. “Though this is the most dangerous.”

      “Yaaaaay,” I cheered sarcastically.

      Keelie giggled and tipped her thimble back. I topped off her drink and wagged my finger. “Last one.”

      “Boo Hiss,” mocked Keelie.

      “You’re a grumpy drunk,” I said as I dripped the last of the Cosmo into her thimble.

      Bianca snorted. “Better than that disaster you have up in the lights,” she said, referring to Olive.

      “She’s mad Violet got one over on her. Fairies hate to lose,” she said cheerfully. “Olive thought she was some grand spy, but it didn’t take Violet long to catch on.”

      I gave her a weird look, but Keelie shrugged. “It’s true. We’re born and bred to be spies. Not all of us choose the path, but our queen takes pride in her ability to create the best spy army this side of the faerylands.”

      Bianca blinked and reached over to snatch the thimble from Keelie’s hands. At the fairy’s protest, the succubus laughed. “You’ll get it back when you learn to control your mouth,” she whispered, looking around. “This is a demon bar, Keelie. Always assume everyone is listening.”

      Keelie’s shoulders slumped. “Sorry.”

      Bianca’s lips thinned as she dumped the thimble back into her own drink. “Don’t apologize to me.” Her gaze slid to mine. “You both need to mind your tongues here. Never consider yourselves safe in a place like this.”

      I tilted my head. Bianca’s eyes looked haunted. Leaning in, I murmured, “You can always talk to us if you need to. But I’ll heed your advice. Thank you.”

      Bianca tipped up the rest of her Cosmo and drained it. “I’ll be back in a couple of days. Go see Lex.”

      Since she’d reminded me twice, I thought it best I move Lex up to the top of my to-do list. It wasn’t like Bianca to repeat herself. “I will.”

      She pushed a tip my way. “Be good, girls.” Bianca touched her finger lightly to the tip of Keelie’s shoe. “You have a friend in me, fairy,” she said quietly. “Remember that.”

      Keelie looked up, her sullen expression brightening. “You too!”

      Bianca gave her a sad smile before she stood and slung her purse over her shoulder. “See you around.”

      On her way out, a demon reached out to drag his clawed fingers down her arm. I watched as Bianca steeled, turned to him, and smiled, her eyes glowing with her strange pink and silver power.

      The demon’s smile slipped as Bianca reached down and grabbed him by the shirt collar.

      “Do you want to come home with me, little demon?” she purred.

      Keelie stilled next to me before she scooted a little closer to my elbow. Her tiny fingers reached out and clutched my sleeve.

      The demon swayed in her fingers, a result of the potion he’d ordered tonight. Paranorm metabolism was so high regular alcohol didn’t affect them. Or it did, but it burned off so fast the effect lasted seconds rather than hours. As an Apothecaire, I had the dubious honor of holding the power to make potions and drinks to bypass their quick metabolism and give them both the experience they sought and a wicked hangover. Some of the add-ins I offered could enhance it, and unfortunately for this poor soul, he’d ordered some doozies tonight.

      “I’d love to,” the demon slurred, seemingly forgetting about the current chokehold Bianca had around his neck.

      Conversation all but stopped as everyone watched the outcome. Bianca was a staple here, and she was popular, but everyone (except for this joker, it seemed) knew to leave her alone. She worked directly for Lucifer. I’d never seen them interact with each other, but he always nodded when she arrived and left, acknowledging her profession and allowing her autonomy—something I didn’t quite understand but still respected.

      “Hmm,” Bianca said, studying the demon. The unearthly power glowed against her skin, and as I watched, the demon began to glow, too. There was an uncomfortable shift in the room, with some demons sensing what was happening and looking elsewhere. Others grimaced but couldn’t tear their eyes away.

      I’d never seen her in action before, so I had no idea what was going on. I sensed it wasn’t good, though.

      “What’s happening?” Keelie whispered.

      “Stay quiet and unseen, Keelie,” I advised.

      She nodded and tucked herself further into the crook of my arm, peeking out behind my elbow.

      Soon, the demon’s body was outlined with a strange, red glow. As I watched, Bianca inhaled, the red glow going from the demon into Bianca. He gave her a sloppy smile and swayed against her.

      “Does that feel nice?” she said, shifting her body to keep him upright.

      “Mmm hmmm.”

      “Good.” Her eyes glowed as she drank from him.

      “Bianca,” one of the other demons at the table warned.

      Her attention snapped to him. “It’s rude to interrupt a girl’s meal.”

      The demon held his hands up and looked down.

      Bianca continued to drink, and it became apparent she had no plans to stop. I turned, gathering Keelie up in my hands.

      “Don’t look,” I told her. We headed to the back, and I pushed through the kitchen doors, not wanting to see the aftermath. I knew what succubi did, and I knew how they kept their youth and vitality. It didn’t mean I wanted to watch, nor did I want Keelie to see Bianca’s true power. Succubi were parasites, in a way, made by Lucifer himself.

      I pressed my back against the door once it closed behind me and let go of Keelie. She zipped away and hovered a few feet in front of me. “Why did she do that?” Her voice was quiet, but curious.

      “Bianca doesn’t like attention unless she invites it.” I shook my head and walked over to my spelling table. The new one was massive—stainless steel and enclosed in a carved circle within the stone floor. It made things a lot easier when I was on a deadline.

      Keelie hovered over and sat on my shoulders, holding on to a hunk of my hair as I busied myself gathering ingredients. I’d set this up first, then go out once it was done. Killing someone by draining their soul was bound to take more than a minute or two, but if it didn’t, I still needed that time to get the sight of Bianca going full-on demon out of my head.

      “She doesn’t like that demon?” Keelie asked.

      “I don’t think Bianca likes anyone who invites themself to touch her without her permission.”

      Keelie fell silent. “I agree. No one should touch you without your consent. Back home, it is frowned upon. But we don’t have the ability to…” she paused. “Do whatever Bianca’s doing.”

      I almost laughed, though the sound would be more horror-touched than amused. I had a lot of power, most of it untouched, but sucking a man's soul dry would take a lot more prep than just breathing him in and calling it good.

      “Things will be fine in a few minutes,” I assured her.

      I pulled my spelling bowl out and gathered holy water from the refrigerator and a handful of herbs. Several things ran low at the bar, and I needed to catch up before it became an issue. Keelie didn’t respond, just held onto my hair while I did my thing.

      After a few minutes, I nodded and peeked out the door. Lucifer caught my eye and gave me a short nod, a question simmering in his eyes.

      I walked back out, unsure what I would find, but Bianca was gone and there was no sign of the other demon. If she killed him, the evidence was quickly disposed of.

      Several demons raised their hands for drinks. I held up a finger and headed back to the bar.

      My momentary break was over. The clock barely read 10 p.m., so I had a while before things shut down. I tuned everything out and got busy slinging drinks.

      Such was the life of an Apothecaire.
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chapter two

          

        

      

    

    
      A disturbing rumbling came from the portal ten minutes before closing. Most of the demons had left a few minutes before, dropping tips on their table before mumbling their farewells. I’d come to realize the vast majority of them wanted a safe place to wind down. Most caused no trouble.

      Those were always my favorite patrons.

      Most passages to and from the portal were silent. Some of the more powerful demons caused a ruckus, but it wasn’t anything I got involved in. There’d be some shaking and glass rattling before it spit out someone wearing the rank of Lucifer’s favored lieutenants. I got used to it after a while.

      This felt different. Glasses rattled on the tables and bar. Books fell, shaken from the places they lay tucked on the shelves. The floor beneath me bucked and rolled, sending me slamming into the wall.

      I cursed, holding my shoulder. “What the hell? Grimael? What’s going on?”

      Lucifer left with the last batch, leaving only Grimael and two other demons, still nursing their spiked lemonades. He was a decent sort. Ugly as sin, but I’d gotten used to it after seeing him a few times. He was tall like most of them and wore strange, red armor that looked like it was part of his skin. His skin was dark gray and had the look of pumice stone. Grimael’s eyes were a flat black, but the demon usually had a sense of humor about the world.

      Until tonight.

      As soon as the tremors got worse, he snapped his fingers. The other demons grabbed the remnants of their game, shoved everything into their pockets, and headed toward the exit portal.

      “Sorry, Violet,” Grimael said. “Good luck.”

      I spluttered. “What the Hell is that supposed to mean?”

      He gave me a grimace and a wave.

      “Who’s worse than Lucifer?” I demanded to the empty bar. Keelie and Olive retired an hour ago, the latter throwing me her daily evil glare before they went home.

      The floor buckled again, throwing me against a table.

      “Shit!” I cried, rubbing my injured hip.

      A dark god stepped through the portal.

      Okay. Not really.

      If someone asked me what I thought a dark god would look like, I’d describe this guy.

      More powerful demons had more human features. Or…I guess I should say, humans had demon features. Angel features. They were the same except for the poor reputation.

      And the whole condemned to Hell thing.

      Most demons dealt in absolutes. Dark hair? Black like your soul. Blue eyes? Blue like a clear summer day. Blonde hair? Gold like spun wheat. You get the idea. Slap your favorite romantic hero in there, and you’d spit out descriptions of the higher-echelon demons.

      This one? He was…different.

      His hair was brown, but not regular brown.

      Like awesome brown.

      It moved like he stood before a nubile woman holding a massive hand fan. Strands of gold and chestnut revealed themselves as the freaking wind that I couldn’t figure out where it was coming from moved it like he was a hero on a movie set.

      What the actual fuck?

      His eyes took everything in, flicking over me before cataloging every tiny thing in the bar. They were a strange kaleidoscope of green, gold, brown, and silver. I’d seen nothing like him in my entire life.

      He was stunning. Jaw-dropping. Most beddable. I wondered for a brief moment how flexible he was and what he looked like underneath that armor.

      What the Hell was wrong with me?

      He cleared his throat.

      “Guardian?”

      I blinked.

      “Umm. Yes?”

      “Are you unwell?”

      His voice was deep and rumbling, accented from a place even I couldn’t identify. His skin was carved marble, a proud nose, high cheekbones, full lips, and a jaw so sharp it would give me a paper cut when we inevitably made out.

      Yes, I said it.

      I’d never given a demon a whirl before, but wasn’t it about time I expanded my horizons?

      Shut up, my brain whispered while my hormones screamed lalalalalalalala to shut the reasonable part of me up.

      “Yes. Fine. Totally fine.” The smile I wore must be manic. It felt manic. I felt manic. Holy shit, what was happening to me?

      “I am Samael. I must speak with you.”

      The name wasn’t familiar.

      Would you like to speak in my bedroom? Naked?

      I blinked at him.

      “Sure.” My brain finally clicked and started behaving. And operating.

      Samael stared at me like I was slow.

      “Would you like a drink?”

      He flicked his fingers dismissively. “My body is a temple. I do not poison it with Apothecaire blends.”

      Whoa. My ovaries sat down and shut the fuck up. It didn’t matter. Man, male, demon, angel, paranorm. They always ruined things as soon as they opened their mouths, didn’t they?

      “Huh,” I said and stared at him a little harder. “Would you like some toilet water, then? I have some in the back.”

      Samael blinked at me.

      “I’m sure I could dig up some sewer water, if you’d prefer that. Or I have some sketchy stuff Grimael brought back from one of his travels that he swears is Mexican tequila.” It most definitely wasn’t, and I couldn’t identify it because I was too afraid to open the bottle.

      “You are…mocking me?” His voice sounded incredulous.

      My eyes widened in innocence. “Mocking isn’t part of my job description. I’m only offering you what’s outside of my purview as Apothecaire since you have an aversion to my talents.”

      His eyes narrowed as he chewed on that.

      I turned, rolling my eyes, and made myself a pina colada. When I stuck the umbrella in and took my first sip, I looked up, only to see Samael standing in the same place.

      “You can sit down if you like,” I said, gesturing to all the chairs.

      His nostrils flared. “You are unlike the last one.”

      I clicked my teeth. “I get that a lot.”

      Samael’s boots clicked on the floor as he came toward the bar, selecting a seat directly across from me. It was the bad stool. The one I hadn’t fixed yet. The seat had a loose screw (just like this demon, I suspected), and it became a source of great amusement to leave it be and watch new demons sit on it and be too polite to say something.

      “This stool is broken,” he said right away.

      So, not polite then.

      I shrugged. “It was fine until you sat on it.”

      His mouth fell open. “It was not!” he said hotly.

      “I’m going to have to add it to your tab.”

      “I do not have a tab!”

      “You do now,” I said and took a sip of my drink.

      He pinched the space between his brows, which told me my work here was done. Samael held a finely wrought, veinless hand up, a gesture most people used to beg me to stop.

      “I do not have time for your word menagerie.”

      “Ooh,” I marveled. “Big words.”

      He inhaled a deep sigh. “Guardian, please stop. I’m here at the behest of Lucifer.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “For reasons unknown to me, your safety is paramount to him.”

      “Was that sarcasm, Samael?” I fanned my hand at my face. “So hot.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Can you take this seriously for one moment, please? This duty…displeases me. I suggested a lesser demon to ensure your safety, but you are—” he grimaced. “Important to our lord.”

      “This sticks a wrench in your machine, does it?” I asked. Leaning against the back of the bar, I studied him. Samael seemed more human than most of the other demons I’d met. The vast majority acted like they had a stick up their ass. Angels were the same way. Being separated by realms didn’t change the fact that many were haughty assholes. Samael seemed more expressive than the others.

      “Who are you anyway?” I asked as I hopped up on the bar and let my legs swing.

      His eyes flicked over them and back up to my face. “I am Samael. I’ve already told you this.”

      I snorted and waved a hand. “Yes, but who is Samael?”

      “I am the Destroyer, the Scourge of Angels, Heaven’s Wrath, General of Hell’s Most High. I am—”

      “Whoa.” I held up a hand. “I wanted to know if you like Netflix and you went all raawr, I am heaven’s destroyer. Yeesh. No need to get so intense.”

      “Wrath,” he clarified, his glare withering. “Heaven’s Wrath.”

      “Whatever.” I hopped off the bar and set my drink down. “The thing that matters here is my answer.”

      His brow furrowed, marring his otherwise perfect forehead. “Your…answer?”

      “Yep. By the way, it’s no.”

      “Nooooo.” His lips curled around the word as if he’d never heard it before.

      I nodded. “Nope. Nada. Nyet. Absolutely freaking not. That isn’t part of our deal.”

      His eyebrows rose. “Ah. You think you have a choice.” He chuckled, and I hated how it made my insides all mushy.

      I’d stifled the fear I felt when he walked in, telling myself it was only another demon, and this was my job now. Then I got promptly distracted by how pretty he was, and my brain short-circuited when he told me why he was there. Sometimes I handled fear with sarcasm and flippancy. It wasn’t always wise, but sometimes it was all I had.

      Now with him standing in front of me, telling me he was my new protector, it hit me all at once. My privacy would be extinct if Lucifer had assigned him to me. I’d rather chew rusty nails than have a bodyguard.

      As it was now, privacy came with some extra steps on my part. Lucifer’s bond added another knot in the puzzle, but I figured out how to stifle that part so he couldn’t pinpoint exactly where I was. I had a five-mile radius, which was less than I wanted, but trying for more might need more magic than I was prepared to give.

      I could still see Az and Ellie when I wanted to, though it took me twice as long to lose the occasional tail he put on me.

      So having Sam I Am over here constantly up my rear was less than ideal.

      “The Guardian Killer has become braver and more skilled as the weeks pass by without resolution. Lucifer is concerned about your safety and has entrusted his most cherished resource to protect you.”

      My eyebrow went up. “Humble, aren’t you?”

      “There is no need for humble. He sent the best, and you should be grateful.”

      His words made me grit my teeth. His expression made me want to punch him. Demons already had enough arrogance to keep themselves warm in the woods for weeks on end, but Samael believed he was the best thing since sliced bread.

      And trust me when I say there is little better than sliced bread, especially if it’s straight from the oven.

      “Lucifer doesn’t think the other Guardians can protect themselves?”

      He studied his fingernails. “They are dead, so obviously not.”

      I snorted. “Not all of them. I thought since he put up the ward, I was all protected now. Is that not true?”

      Samael’s eyes flashed. “He is concerned, that is all. You’re entrusted to my care, and I will do everything to ensure your safety.” He stood from the stool. “Now. Where do I sleep?”

      My jaw dropped. I blinked at him several times. “No,” I said quietly. This was a nightmare.

      “No what?”

      “No fucking way you’re staying at my house. This is insane with a cherry on top.”

      He rolled his eyes. A demon just rolled. His. Eyes. What fresh hell was this?

      “How will I protect you if I am not around you?”

      “No,” I said again. A hysterical giggle bubbled from my lips.

      “Yes. Show me my sleeping quarters, Guardian. My employment begins now.”

      “The hell I will!”

      Annoyance flickered in his eyes. “I don’t know how to tell you this. You and I are joined. For however long it takes to ensure you stay alive.”

      I pulled on the bond. Lucifer, I screamed into the void. Get your forked tail down here!!

      I waited, Samael staring at me like I was daft.

      Nothing.

      Lucifer!

      No response.

      Alright, I told him. You asked for this, then.

      A slow, polite smile crossed my lips. “I have some spelling to do first. It’s going to take a few hours.”

      Displeasure made his lips thin.

      “How about I put together a snack plate for you and you wait for me? Then I’ll show you to your sleeping quarters?”

      Samael heaved a put-upon sigh. “Very well, Guardian. I do not like cheese.”

      What the fuck kind of monster doesn’t like cheese?

      “Lactose intolerance?”

      The demon sniffed. “Demons do not suffer human ailments.”

      “Oh. Forgive me. Then you’re just psycho.” Rolling my eyes, I bent down to the fridge and pulled out one of my ready-made charcuterie boards. Picking off all the cheese almost destroyed my soul, but I did it, adding extra nuts and crackers and a dollop of the fresh blueberry jam I’d made a few days ago. I plopped it in front of him, poured him a beer I’d sourced from an up-and-coming New Orleans brewer, and left him sitting there.

      He didn’t have to drink the beer, but he’d be crazy not to. It was delicious.

      I didn’t have to spell, but I needed a few minutes away from him before I lost my temper.

      And I needed a few potions to ensure my escape.

      Freaking demons.
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chapter three

          

        

      

    

    
      Even though working around angels and demons was profoundly stupid to my Keep Violet Alive plan, it did allow me to perfect the potions I’d created to affect their crazy metabolisms. I’d pegged my foster dad, Az, with a pirate potion not too long ago, resulting in some pretty epic hilarity, and I’d been working on some new ones ever since.

      Samael seemed competent. Overly competent, if I were being honest, so I needed the big guns. Flipping through my cabinet, I found a few things that might help me. Az’s angelic essence glowed from the back of one of the shelves. I grabbed it, some demonic scales a few of the more inebriated customers had dropped, and several other herbs, plus a few pre-made potions I always kept in stock.

      Once I got everything on the spelling table, I crept over to the door and peeked through to ensure Samael was still snacking on his cheeseless charcuterie board. I watched as he gingerly picked up a truffle almond, studied it in the light, sniffed it to check for poison, and placed it in his mouth, where he held it far too long before he chewed.

      The look of wonder on his face was adorable, but I hardened my heart. Yes, he might enjoy my charcuterie boards, but he was still here to ruin my life. So, I’d have to ruin his first.

      Back at the table, I slipped my apron over my head, tied it, put my goggles on, and then got to work.

      

      As I worked, a plan formulated in my head. Demons were predictable. Stab something until it died was usually their battle plan. Samael might be different due to his continued survival in Lucifer’s higher than high echelon, but his insistence on gloating might be his downfall.

      I wasn’t human and never had been, but I had a somewhat human upbringing with Az. As much as he could stomach. He taught me unpredictability was the best way to stay alive. Never take the same route. Never use the predictable potion. Never pull out the big guns when the small would do just as well. And beyond everything else, confuse the shit out of your enemy until you can slip away unnoticed.

      So naturally, I started with a ghost marching band.

      It started with the drums, the smaller ones, just to get the blood pumping. I downed the first potion I planned to take that evening, waiting for the effect to tingle through my veins before I released the metaphorical Kraken.

      Cracking open the door just a hair allowed me to pour out the contents of the marching band potion onto the floor. It seeped into the grout of the stone, then the seams of the wooden floors closer to the bar.

      I grinned at the sound of the first pound of the drum but cackled when an unhinged demon scream sounded from the same place Samael sat.

      “Evanescet,” I whispered.

      My body blinked out of existence. I took the second potion, whispered “Executo,” and passed through the kitchen wall. It wouldn’t do to announce my presence by opening the door, would it?

      The marching band wreaked total havoc. The demon stood with his back against the wall, his eyes wide, as the ghosts danced and played Oh When the Saints at full blast.

      It wasn’t good. Not even a little. Every single instrument was out of tune. All the ghosts were murdered in some awful, terrible way, so ectoplasm body parts fell off as they boogied.

      His expression started with surprise, horror, then disgust before his lips curled, and his head snapped to the kitchen.

      “Guardian!” he growled.

      I held a hand over my mouth to keep from howling with laughter.

      Before he reached the kitchen, I popped the cork of a third potion.

      The pièce de résistance.

      One I’d been working on for weeks.

      Lucifer appeared at the portal. If you looked hard enough, one might spot some inconsistencies with the real demon versus my expertly crafted (if I do say so myself) opaque hologram.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Lucifer boomed, his incredulous gaze going from the marching band to the demon standing frozen with one foot up. Samael’s face fell.

      “Uh.” He bowed deep. “I am concerned the Guardian is up to…shenanigans.”

      My shoulders shook with laughter as I slowly inched my way over to the human door.

      “Shenanigans,” Not Lucifer said flatly, but shouted actually because remember the marching band?

      Combining AI with magic was freaking awesome, if I do say so myself. As long as the demon stayed on a somewhat normal conversational path, the projection would carry on speaking to him for at least ten minutes.

      With some…flourishes.

      “Yes, Lord. She is proving resistant.”

      One of his dark eyebrows went up, in one of his ever-so-common imperious gestures. “Resistant?” he shouted.

      Exasperation flashed over Samael’s face as he shouted back. “Yes, Sire. She does not like…supervision.”

      All his pauses were making me apoplectic with hilarity.

      Lucifer gestured to the marching band, now slipping and sliding on their slime but still happily playing the same song repeatedly. “I wasn’t aware you liked trumpets.”

      Samael’s eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t, Sire.” He blew out a strangled breath.

      “I wasn’t aware you liked trumpets,” Lucifer repeated in the worst-timed glitch of all time.

      Oh shit. Samael’s attention snapped up, and his eyes narrowed.

      Time to goooooo.

      I bolted through the door and fell out onto a New Orleans street. Keeping the invisibility cloak potion active, I downed another spell, took one deep breath, and concentrated on where I needed to be.

      Seconds later, I landed on Az’s doorstep.
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chapter four

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie was breathless with laughter, gasping in gulps of air as I recounted what I’d done to the demon. Az sat with one ankle crossed over his knee, torn between worry and amusement.

      “A murdered ghost marching band,” Ellie breathed. “I’m telling my book club this story.”

      “Minus any identifiable details,” Az warned before he chuckled and shook his head. “Samael. I can’t believe it. No one has seen him for thousands of years. In some ways, the General is worse than Lucifer.”

      “I can believe it,” I said, kicking off my shoes and tucking my feet under me. I sat on their comfortable old couch, nibbling at the charcuterie board Ellie had pulled from the fridge. She’s the one who got me hooked on always having a snack available, but also showing me variety is where it was at. “Samael doesn’t like cheese,” I mused. “He’s obviously psycho.”

      “You fed him?” Ellie blurted before starting to snicker all over again.

      “I did. It was the least I could do.”

      Az snorted, his fingers toying with Ellie’s golden hair. “This is a problem, Vi. Your…interesting solution aside, you need to figure out a way to either ditch him for good or devise a workable solution. He can’t know we’re alive.”

      Ellie, wiping her damp eyes, sobered. “Az is right. We trust Max.” She paused. “Mostly. Our secret is safe with him because he has as much to lose as we do.” Her eyes softened as she thought of her onetime best friend and what he’d gone through. “Maybe more.”

      A knock on the door silenced our conversation. Az held a finger to his lips and got to his feet in one liquid motion.

      Moments later, Max walked in.

      Mephistopheles, if you wanted to get technical. Powerful angel, blah blah blah, but he sold me out to get what he wanted. Only he didn’t get what he wanted. It was a miracle my parents still spoke to him, but I guess when you’re eleventy bajillion years old, grudges didn’t last too long. Plus, they understood where he was coming from. It didn’t help that Ellie was involved in his wife’s death, though none of it was her fault.

      I, on the other hand, might be immortal, but my grudge game was strong. I doubted I’d ever fully trust him again. Even if he’d sort of redeemed himself in the end. I think.

      I had two new marks on my body. A pitchfork, which seemed a little too on the nose, etched behind my ear. And a golden feather seared into my upper thigh.

      The Fallen never changed. Max loomed in the hall, studying me, his eyes carefully blank. He was just as pretty as I remembered. Hair the color of night. Strange green and gold eyes. Straight nose, full lips. Dark wings. Sex on a stick.

      I don’t like sticks, especially not when they came with the name Max.

      “Hey,” I said flippantly as if we didn’t have a world of bullshit between us.

      Max nodded. “Violet.”

      Ellie rolled her eyes at our greeting. “Want some wine?” she asked.

      Max shook his head.

      “Come on in,” Az said, turning away and warning me with his eyes to behave. Just like he did when I was a kid.

      I smiled prettily and batted my eyes at him. Az rolled his eyes.

      “How can we help?” he asked. "I'm sure this isn't a social visit."

      My attention strayed from Max to Az. From the icy temperature of his tone, Az hadn’t forgiven Max for his actions before. Like Father, like Daughter, sometimes.

      Ellie’s soft exhale let me know how she felt about that, but she said nothing, only puttered to the kitchen in her bare feet probably to get more cheese.

      “It’s good to see you well,” Max said.

      “No thanks to you,” I muttered, just because I could.

      Az huffed a laugh.

      Max sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Look, I hope we can start over. My methods might have been suspect, but my reasons were pure.”

      Ellie came back, holding cheese and a bottle of water. She frowned at Max as she handed the bottle over. “I told you before. Leah won’t be the same.”

      Max’s gaze was stricken. “I need to see it for myself, Ellie. Surely you can understand.”

      Az’s jaw tightened. “Corrupted souls bring great evil to the world. You of all people should know this. Your Leah is not who she once was. There comes a time when you must make peace with her memory and lay your desires to rest.”

      Max squared his shoulders. “I’m here to tell you I plan to look with or without your help. I need to see her one more time. Now that I know her death wasn’t what I thought it was, I need closure. Surely you could understand.”

      Ellie’s eyes softened with sympathy, but Az’s hardened.

      I was firmly in Switzerland territory and kept my mouth shut. This wasn’t my fight, nor was it in my yard. I had no dog here.

      And then Max turned to me.

      “Violet, surely you can see—”

      I cut him off. “Nope.”

      His jaw tightened. “Violet, please. I—”

      “No,” I said again.

      He threw the big guns out. “I gifted you a mark I didn’t have to.”

      Az choked on his wine. Ellie made a hmmm noise, and I resisted the urge to lean over and choke the life out of him. A murdered ghost marching band was way too good for him.

      “You did,” I allowed. “But don’t try to pretend it was completely altruistic. You’re keeping tabs on me and Lucifer through my bond to him.”

      He didn’t deny it.

      I snorted. “And so far, it hasn’t helped me one bit. I know you sensed Samael, didn’t you?”

      Max’s silence spoke volumes.

      “You slippery son of a—” Az growled.

      Ellie reached over and put a hand on his arm. “Az. Honey. Let’s take a breath.”

      Az inhaled, but his eyes still looked murderous. “You push too close to the edge of my limits, Meph. No matter what we’ve been through together, Violet takes priority. She and Ellie are my family, and I will go to the ends of the universe to protect them. You’ve shown yourself untrustworthy in times when being so benefits you. How am I to trust you have Violet’s best interests at heart?”

      “You can’t,” I interjected helpfully.

      Ellie shot me a look.

      Max, to his credit, didn’t deny it. “You speak of your first priorities and judge me for mine, friend.”

      Az was unmovable. “Your wife is dead.”

      Max flinched like Az had punched him.

      “It is indisputable.”

      Ellie winced. “Az—”

      He held up a hand, a gesture he rarely used to silence the love of his life. “It is necessary.”

      Ellie’s eyes lowered. She sat back, her face impassive. Empathy flickered in her eyes, but she didn't try to contradict Az.

      “Your wife is dead, and Violet and Ellie are alive. They take precedence. Violet’s assistance will come at no coercion, do you understand? You must convince her you are worth helping.” His gaze found mine. “I hope you’ll find she is as easy to convince as I am.”

      I smiled. “I believe in a mutually beneficial partnership.”

      Max sat like a stone.

      “I’m not only Az’s daughter. I am a Brewer, an Apothecaire, and my assistance will come at a great cost to you. Your mark has not served as protection, and until it does, I owe you no favors, angel. Are we clear?”

      He blinked at my formal tone, but I’d been trained by the best. We both knew I failed to mention I was the Guardian of the New Orleans Hell Gate. All capitals because I was Important with a capital I. And I was Lucifer’s new shiny toy. Not as awesome, but still important. This made my assistance even more valuable and dangerous to me. If Lucifer knew I assisted a rogue Fallen, I’d be in even more danger than normal.

      “Very well,” he allowed. “I shall come up with something acceptable to barter with.” He stood, taking the water with him. “Az. Ellie.” Max nodded to both before turning to me. “Guardian.”

      I imperiously wiggled my hand like I was royalty dismissing him.

      Max rolled his eyes and disappeared in a puff of black feathers. I grinned. Never leave a trace behind. Without waiting, I snatched up the three dropped items and tucked them into my purse.

      Az’s wicked chuckle made me grin.

      Like father like daughter when it really mattered.
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chapter five

          

        

      

    

    
      When the dreams came, they threatened to pull me under and never let me go. They'd started a couple of weeks ago and came intermittently. Though I thought it strange I dreamed of the same woman, after all this time, I realized it was no longer a coincidence. I'd never seen her before, but there was something so familiar about her that I couldn't shake the feeling of knowing her.

      "I must find you," the woman kept saying. She stood tall, her figure willowy but lean with strength. Bright green eyes peered at me from a heart-shaped face with blood-red lips. She was stunning, possessed of an unearthly beauty. The kind that would stop traffic.

      I knew enough about the world not to give her any information. I didn't think she meant to harm me, but who knew who she really was and what her real motives were.

      I had too much to lose to be loose with my whereabouts. One wrong step might reveal too much.

      Tonight started much the same. She stood at the edge of a cliff, ebony strands of hair whipping in the breeze. Her profile reminded me of a painting.

      "You're here," she said and turned. The dress she wore was always red, but tonight it was blue, a strange shade of cerulean that made her eyes glow.

      "I can't seem to help it." It didn't seem right she got to wear pretty flowing dresses while I ended up here in whatever pajamas I'd had the energy to throw on. Tonight, it was Winnie the Pooh, his rear end hanging out of the jar as he desperately searched for another honey fix.

      Kind of like me, except I was searching for answers on how to fix my life.

      Her gaze flickered over my attire, full lips curling as she registered the bears on my cream-colored pajamas.

      "I wonder many things about you," she said. "Did you like teddy bears growing up?"

      I stilled, peering at her curiously. That was an odd question. I was old when Winnie the Pooh emerged, but it still reserved a special place in my heart. As far as teddy bears, not really. Teddy Ruxpin killed it for me. Animatronics don't belong in cute stuffed creatures. "Why does it matter?"

      "I suppose it doesn't." She lifted a pale shoulder in dismissal. "But I still wonder."

      I walked up beside her and sat on the cold ground, tucking my legs underneath me. "Why do we always come here?"

      She looked down on me. "We always meet in the place of your choosing. Does it not hold special meaning for you?"

      "I've never been to this place."

      Something curious flicked over her expression before she smoothed it away. "Interesting."

      She bunched her skirts in her fists and arranged them so she could sit beside me. The crinkle of crinoline and satin crunched in the breeze as she adjusted them around her.

      "That has to be annoying," I said after a moment.

      She snorted. "You dress me too, Violet."

      My eyes widened. "Do not."

      She looked down at the skirts bunched around her like waves and laughed. "You do. I wouldn't lie. I am starting to wonder if you are a masochist, though."

      I blanched. "How do I get you out of them?"

      She laughed. "I've no wish to be naked. Let's hold off on that for a bit and chat, if you don't mind?"

      She turned to look out at the crashing sea. I tilted my head up, the sea salt coating my face with its frigid spray. I’d never been here, but I loved it. The cliffs felt wild, the sea angry and full of turmoil.

      “How are you?” she finally asked.

      “Why do you care?”

      A smile lingered on her lips. “I care about few things, but you are one of them.”

      Who was this woman, and why was she haunting my dreams? “I’m fine, I guess.”

      “I guess is a way to brush off how you feel.” She slid a glance to me. “And fine means you aren’t fine, but you also don’t want to discuss it.”

      I squirmed, the frigid wind cutting through my thin pajamas. She snorted and touched my knee. Just as I was about to jerk away, warmth spread through me.

      “Better?”

      “Thank you.” The warmth soaked all the way to my bones, sending a sigh shuddering through my body. I shouldn’t feel cold in a dream. It wasn’t real, but I couldn’t control this one. Or at least I didn’t know how to.

      “You are in danger, Violet. You’ve surrounded yourself with dangerous creatures to save your life but landed in a pit of vipers.”

      “Including the original one,” I said with a chuckle.

      The woman snorted. “Funny. The original serpent is far more dangerous than the others. He approaches you with kind eyes and concern, but know he is ageless and far craftier than anyone gives him credit for. But I don’t think he’s your true enemy this time.”

      “I’m sure they don’t give him too much credit if all the stories written about him are true.”

      “Most aren’t completely truthful, though some are close.” She sighed and pulled her knees up to her chest, resting her chin on them as she gazed out toward the sea.

      A boat bobbed far away, battered by the angry sea.

      “I’d like you to trust me.”

      I tapped my lips. “Hmm. You won’t tell me who you are. You tell me I’m in danger, but you won’t elaborate, and you have magic. That’s going to be a hard pass for me.”

      The woman’s shoulders rose with her sigh. “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me. I don’t think you’re ready to hear what I have to say. But I can’t. I’m under a geas, prohibited from saying anything about my true identity to anyone.” She smiled then. “I trust you are smart, and you will figure it out for yourself.”

      Oh gee. My favorite thing. A puzzle! “Then I think we’re at an impasse, aren’t we?”

      She snorted. Her hair streamed like a ribbon behind her, curling and tangling in time with the wind, only for the tangle to slip out as if made of silk. I envied it. Mine never surrendered a tangle, like every curl had a grudge against each other.

      “You will see who you can trust and who will fail you.” She rose in one graceful move and held her hand out.

      I studied it for a second before deciding I couldn’t die in dreams (or at least I hoped not) and took it. With surprising strength, she hauled me to my feet.

      “It’s time for you to rest now, Violet. Enemies lurk around all corners.” She drew me forward and placed a kiss upon my brow.

      I reared back and stared at her, the place she’d touched with her lips warm. Too warm.

      “A blessing. That is all.” Without another word, she disappeared in a whirl of blue silk and crinoline.

      I awoke, confused and disoriented, rubbing the spot on my forehead.

      While the rest of my skin felt cool, it briefly pulsed with a strange warmth before dissolving away.

      Disturbed, I lay there for a moment, trying to calm my whirling thoughts.

      A dream.

      It was only a dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            



        

      

    

    







chapter six

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucifer sat at the bar tonight. Unusual but not unheard of. This meant he felt chattier than usual. Normally, I was all ears, but the dream still had me feeling a little out of sorts.

      It felt more real than the others and had left a lasting mark. Was the woman real? I always felt she was familiar, but if she was real, how was I supposed to figure out who she was if she wouldn’t answer any of my questions?

      “Violet?” Lucifer’s eyes held concern and a little curiosity. “Are you well?”

      I passed another Cosmo over to him, heavy on the Triple Sec, light on the lime juice. He smiled and picked it up, taking a sip and sighing.

      The Devil loved Cosmos. I’d never recover.

      “Just a little tired. All good.”

      His eyes said he knew I was lying. His smile said he’d let it pass. “Very well. I am here if you wish to talk.”

      I was on call for 24 hours tonight. I had a place to stay in the back of the bar, one I only slept at when I might have to come back to the bar. Landry was due back the next day, a little later than expected.

      I nodded and smiled, making a tick on the notebook I kept to tally all Lucifer’s drinks up. Not that I planned to charge him. I kept it for curiosity, mostly. Something interesting I noted was he drank more on the days I’d be on call. I couldn’t make anything out of it for now…just a random pattern I’d discovered.

      The bar was rapidly filling, the portal a steady hum of noise in the background when the jukebox died. I recognized almost everyone but a woman idly flipping through a copy of Outlander. She hadn’t ordered anything yet, but I planned to check on her again in the next few minutes.

      No sign of Samael either. I wasn’t looking forward to seeing him, but a tiny, smug part of me was curious to see how he reacted. Not that he’d admit being anything other than unflappable, but now that I’d heard him scream like a teenage girl when confronted with that awesome marching band, we both knew the truth.

      I filled the next round of drinks, took a few extra orders, and finally made it over to the woman sitting alone.

      “One of my favorites,” I observed.

      She shrugged. “It seems overly descriptive.”

      A surprised laugh bubbled out of me. “Yes, in some parts. But it really matters when it comes to the sex scenes. Then you’ll appreciate it.”

      She laughed and met my gaze. “I’ll take your word for it. How do I check it out?”

      I made a note on my pad. “I just need a name and an address. You can take it for a week.”

      The woman was obviously not human, but no one would mistake her for one, even in the bar’s dim light. Her hair was a similar color to mine, but where mine was a riot of curls on the days I didn’t straighten it within an inch of its life, hers was a scarlet river pouring down her back.

      She had eyes the color of whiskey and a peaches and cream complexion. All things to describe a pretty human, but the aura of power beating from her had me staying way out of her personal space and keep a wide berth. She sat still, only looked up at me with those eyes, but danger oozed from her. As much power as I had on my side, I’d be smart to stay on her good side. I couldn’t beat her without tapping into the other powers I kept a tight leash on, and that would result in death, anyway.

      Better to keep your enemies closer and all that, but my hope was this woman wouldn’t become an enemy. Maybe a dangerous acquaintance whose drinks I paid a little more attention to.

      “Call me Lam.”

      My pen froze in the act of writing the name down. “Lam…” I drawled.

      A slow smile curved her perfect lips. “Short for—”

      “Lamashtu,” I breathed. Holy freaking shit.

      I stood in front of the most powerful female demon in history. Terrible deeds were recorded in her name.

      “That’s right. I prefer Lam, though.” She flipped Outlander open to a new chapter and skimmed before shutting the books. “Jamie better be worth it,” she murmured.

      I swallowed hard. “Um. The vast majority of women think he is,” I said lamely.

      Lam pulled the menu closer. “Anything you’d recommend?”

      Tread lightly, Violet. “Magic, or no?”

      She shrugged. “I highly doubt anything you have here would affect me.” A smile hovered over her lips. “But I’ll give one a whirl.”

      I cleared my throat. “There’s a disclaimer on the bottom of the menu. I suggest all new…patrons to the bar read and understand it. As Apothecaire, my ingredients and recipes are all proprietary and some of them have…unusual side effects on demon and angel anatomy.”

      Lam gave me a flat look. “Girl, you may be an Apothecaire, but I’m the oldest demon in this bar.” She flicked her fingers at Luc. “Even that old geezer.”

      I choked on a cough. “I’m well aware of how powerful you are. But I’ve worked on and perfected these recipes over years. They might not work, but you should know, they also…might.”

      Clearing my throat, I offered a bright smile. “I’ve been doing this for a while, Lam. If you aren’t up for the effects, I’d choose a regular drink.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she sat back in her seat and studied me. “You truly think your work is better than that of all the other Brewers I’ve visited?”

      “No. Of course not.” I shook my head. “All of our work is different, though. My brewing techniques are unusual.”

      “This is either the most thorough unnecessary warning I’ve ever received, or you truly believe your drinks are the real deal.” Lam tapped her fingernails on the menu—painted scarlet because, of course, they were. A second later, she grinned. “I’ll have the Webster’s.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from chuckling. “That’s a mild one.”

      Her eyes crinkled at the edges. “I’m toeing the waters. We’ll see.”

      I wrote her order down. “Anything to eat?”

      “I hear you make a mean charcuterie. Surprise me.”

      “Will do.” Nervous, I walked back and started making drinks. If whatever I made her affected her in any way, I deserved a raise.

      Ten minutes later, Lam staggered over to the bar, her eyes wide.

      “I find this drink piquant and stunningly pleasant. I shall sing epics of your exploits when I leave this snuggery!”

      My mouth fell open before a laugh bubbled out. Lam followed with a hysterical laugh of her own.

      Lucifer muttered something under his breath.

      “Elucidate, Prince of Darkness!” Lam hollered. “This is a pleasant diversion from my eternal reverie, and I am forever cured of my Clinomania!”

      The entire bar fell silent as Lam went on a tirade of obscure words, thoroughly confusing the shit out of just about everyone.

      “My long sleep is over! As I enter into this new phase of my immortal existence, I feel positively novaturient, and I have Violet to thank!”

      Lucifer threw me a positively black glare.

      I chewed on my lips. “Uh. Oops?”

      

      The bar closed a couple of hours later. Lucifer’s mood got darker the more Lam spouted off dictionary terms, eventually heading to the dance floor and shouting out random words every few seconds. Most of the bar had shaken their heads and put her antics out of their minds, but Lucifer kept giving me strange looks.

      Perhaps I overplayed my hand. If my work could affect someone like Lam, they had the potential to affect anyone. In the wrong hands, I’d be a dangerous tool.

      Of course, I was already in the wrong hands, working for the most dangerous demon the world had ever seen.

      Male demon, I guess I should say.

      When closing time came, Lam bounded over and crossed the bar in one lithe motion worthy of an assassin and crushed me to her chest. She was taller than I expected, and wore heels, so I got a face full of ample demon boobs.

      “Mmmfff,” I said.

      She bent down to drop a kiss on top of my head but instead leaned down.

      “You are most powerful, Brewer,” she gently whispered, “and I fear have overplayed your hand. Downplay your abilities to Lucifer, or he will uncover secrets best left hidden.”

      Even though she bounced me around like a toddler with a kitty cat, I stilled in her arms.

      Lam took me for one final spin before releasing me. She bowed with a flourish and winked at Lucifer before disappearing in a flash of scarlet.

      “Violet,” he began.

      The portal hummed a familiar sound. I closed my eyes when I realized who was coming through the portal.

      He stepped through wearing strange shimmering armor, his expression one of glorious retribution as we locked eyes. Instead of fear, I felt…smug. A slow grin crossed my lips.

      Lucifer’s eyes ping ponged between us. “Something I should know, Guardian?” he asked quietly.

      “I just beat ol’ Sam I am at his own game.”

      Lucifer snorted and rose from his seat. “Don’t forget. You are on call tonight. Is your phone on?”

      I gave him a withering look. It was always on.

      With a flash of a grin, he nodded at his General and stepped through the portal. On call days, he stayed longer, but Samael’s presence seemed to rattle him a little. Odd, but I wasn’t about to look that gift horse in the mouth. I could handle one arrogant demon. Two might be too much for my gentle disposition.

      He said nothing as he took a seat and looked over the menu.

      The other demons cleared out in under a minute, some offering sympathetic glances as they passed through the portal.

      I didn’t give Sam the chance to choose a drink. Instead, I made him something I’d been working on for a while. A Bloody Mary made with my own special tomato blend. When I finished, I passed it over to him.

      His brow furrowed, but he took a sip, his expression brightening as he did.

      “This is—” he cleared his throat. “Acceptable.”

      I laughed. “Still can’t say anything nice?”

      Samael snorted. “You disappeared.”

      “I did. But I did it with pizazz.”

      He gaped at me for a second before closing his eyes as if he was praying. If demons could pray. Maybe they could to Lucifer? Weird. I’d have to ask next time I saw him.

      “You wouldn’t have escaped without the distraction.” He said it so matter of fact that red hazed my vision.

      “Oh?” I said calmly, scrubbing at a non-existent spot on the bar.

      “Yes,” he said with utter certainty. “Distractions are good for battle, but a good warrior fights his battles face to face.”

      I laughed out loud. “I’m an Apothecaire with no battle training. You’d encourage someone like me to face their battles head-on, so what…I can die?”

      He looked offended. “You would not come to harm by my hands!”

      “Distraction is an art,” I continued. “One you’d do well to learn. We can’t face every battle by stubborn bullheadedness. Some we have to win by subterfuge.”

      Samael shook his head. “It is not honorable to win with deceit.”

      My mouth fell open. “You’re a demon!” I spluttered. “Deceit is written into your very DNA!”

      “Then you don’t know much about us.” He studied me as he slurped down his drink. Part of me wanted to rip it away from him just to be spiteful.

      “I know plenty about you.” Az insisted on it.

      “No. You know nothing about me.” His eyes took on a fervent look. “I shall teach you,” he said.

      I barked a laugh. “No, thank you.”

      Surprise registered on his face. “You’d turn down lessons on the art of war from Lucifer’s great general?”

      “It’s weird when you speak about yourself in the third person.” I slapped the dish towel down on the bar. “And yes, I would. I’ve been alive for longer than most people think. You know how I stayed that way?”

      Sam rolled his eyes. “Through untruth.”

      “Uh. Yes. That’s exactly how!”

      The asshat had the nerve to roll his eyes. “It speaks poorly of your character.”

      “You know nothing of my character!” Anger burned within me. “You are alive because you are sheltered, Sam.”

      He blinked. “Sam?”

      “You live in Hell where you are both feared and revered! Maybe you have to fear a coup every now and then, but I’ve lived on Earth where I have to fear many things. Especially in NOLA! Random stabbing? Maybe. Car crash. If it’s Tuesday. Spiked drink? Odds are high!”

      The demon blinked and stared at me, tilting his head as I railed.

      “I might be a Brewer, but I’m also a female, you thick-headed troll! It’s four times harder for me to survive than for you. In fact, having a penis automatically means you can walk down the street at midnight and have over ninety-five percent odds you’ll survive.”

      His brow furrowed. “I—what? What does walking down the street have—”

      I held up my finger. “And I bet you can walk past a construction site without harassment. You can have a drink in the bar and leave it while you go to the bathroom. You aren’t hunted every single second of every single day!”

      Sam blinked several times. “I—I don’t think we’re talking about war anymore.”

      “We are!” I screeched. “I might not be human, but I look that way, and men are the worst! So don’t you sit there and defend your holier than thou technique that would only serve to get me killed.”

      Sam sat back in his chair and studied me. “I have struck a nerve.”

      “You are the king of idiots,” I muttered. Snatching up my jacket, I shot Landry a text telling him I’d come in early and clean the mess I was about to leave.

      He responded right away telling me not to worry about it. Good dude, that guy.

      Sam rose. “I’ll walk you home.”

      “The fuck you will,” I muttered.

      He sighed. “I will need time to ponder your words, but you are right. I do not understand what it is to be…female.”

      “You aren’t walking me home,” I said again. I reached for my purse and headed out the Earth-side front door, Sam hot on my heels.

      Sighing, I tugged a potion from my belt and chugged it down before chasing it with a scent eliminator.

      I disappeared so completely I couldn’t even see myself. The first time I’d done it, it disoriented the hell out of me. It took a while to get used to, but now I was old hat at it. Looking longingly at my car, I took off in the opposite direction, careful not to disturb anything on the ground.

      Sam stood at the door looking around, a thunderous expression forming on his face. “Violet?”

      Even though he couldn’t see it, I held my middle finger up and waved it around. It did nothing but make me feel better. Grinning, I rounded the corner, careful to keep my steps light and nimble.

      Head on, my ass.

      Survival sometimes meant monkey jumping on someone’s back and stabbing them in the throat when they least expected it. I’d leave the more “honorable” work to the demons.
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chapter seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Lexi’s house wasn’t far away based on Bianca’s directions. I deftly avoided suspicious puddles—never trust a NOLA puddle—and turned down a street lined with gorgeous, mature trees. Her house was third down on the right, sandwiched between a godawful Pepto Bismol pink and a bright blue monstrosity with the strangest staircase I’d ever seen. Lexi had gone for a modest white with black shutters, pretty normal by NOLA standards.

      The hair stood up on the back of my neck. Someone was watching me. Careful not to give myself away, I bent down to tie my shoe, sending a thread of magic out to see if I could figure out who was there.

      The culprit stepped out from behind one of the trees and leaned against it, his posture casual and amused.

      Samael. How the hell had he found me? Suspicious, I straightened.

      “Hello, Brewer,” he said politely.

      “What do you want.” It wasn’t a question because I didn’t care, nor was I interested.

      “Don’t you want to know how I found you?”

      I shrugged. Inside, I was dying to know the answer, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. “Maybe I wasn’t stealthy enough this time.” My eyes slid to Lexi’s house.

      “A friend of yours?” he asked politely, eyes gleaming under the artificial streetlights.

      “Nope.” I wasn’t about to tell him who lived here, though I knew he’d find out soon enough. He wouldn’t be as revered as he is without due diligence. “Just out for a stroll.”

      “Mmm,” he said noncommittally.

      A strange whining noise sounded from somewhere behind me. Sam pushed away from the tree, hearing it too. His eyes widened a hair before he leapt for me.

      A scream tore from my throat as we went down. Above us, an arrow had pierced through the tree trunk, humming as the fletching reverberated with the impact. Something viscous dripped from the tip.

      In a graceful leap, Sam rose, then crouched in a defensive position, wary eyes scouting. I, much less graceful, rolled to my side, winced as rocks crunched against the thin layer of my shirt, and got to my feet, dusting off the seat of my pants. With my other hand, I uncorked a shield potion, feeling the strange, almost liquid layer settle over my skin. It wouldn’t stop me from being decapitated or anything, but it could hold off a few blows while I got my bearings.

      “Come out,” Sam called, his voice way more nonchalant than it should be. “We got your message.”

      I snorted. Another whizzing in the air, and I hit the ground, flattening myself to the cool earth.

      Sam snarled. Dark magic snaked from his hands in the direction of the arrow. A high-pitched scream sounded in the night. A scuff of shoe came from behind me. I barked a warning and rolled, uncorking another potion and tossing it in the direction of the noise.

      A high-pitched squeal made me grin. I got to my feet and watched as one of the culprits came into focus. A hunch-backed creature stood before me, humanoid in its appearance but definitely not human. Fire licked its skin, and its howls of torment only served to annoy me. What did it expect? I wasn’t all that easy to kill.

      “What the fuck,” I muttered. It looked like a house elf with a massive wrinkly penis. “Eww.”

      “The Brewer must diiiiiieeeee,” it said in between hoarse screams. “Diiiieeeee!”

      Behind me, Sam snarled, the sound of battle making it hard to understand exactly what was happening.

      “Forfeit!” An unholy voice screamed. “This is not your fight, Samael!”

      “The hell it’s not,” Sam barked. I took a few steps back until we were shoulder to shoulder.

      “Does yours look like Dobby?” I asked.

      Sam blinked. “What?”

      “Dobby,” I said again. “Short. Gray. Wrinkly with weird ears?”

      “The fuck, Violet? No.” He shook his head and gave me an exasperated sigh.

      I chanced a glance and wished I hadn’t. Sam’s opponent was no house elf. It had come straight from the bowels of Hell or…wherever since Sam didn’t seem to recognize what it was.

      “Identify yourself, foul beast.” Sam was still way too calm. Did the guy never lose his shit about anything besides ghost marching bands?

      The beast stood at least seven feet high. It was made of night, its form wavering in and out of shadow. Massive black horns curled over the top of its head. Its eyes were two pinpricks of fire, but its nose had gotten lost somewhere along the way. It had a skeletal face made of shadow, and thorns inched along its arms and torso, pulsing in and out of its skin in eternal torture.

      The beast’s armor shimmered with electric blue where the light struck it.

      “I am Azaroth, servant to the one your lord cast out. If you step away now, I will spare your life. I only want the Guardian.”

      Sam straightened and studied the beast for a long moment. “If I walk away, my life is forfeit. The Guardian is under my protection, and I shall fight for her as long as I am contracted.”

      Aww. That was the most romantic thing I’d ever heard. I snorted. “And here I thought we were friends, Sam.”

      “Shut. Up. Violet.”

      “Then you shall perish, and I will take the Guardian anyway.”

      Sam slid a wicked sword from the sheath on his back. At first look, it seemed made of gold, but fighting with solid gold would be stupid, wouldn’t it? It’d collapse at the first strike.

      When the streetlights hit it, I realized it was both gold and silver, and shimmered with a strange unearthly light. Sam fed it magic, the shadows in his skin sending strange runes across the blade. He took up a defensive stance. I took a step back, wondering why weird Dobby didn’t try to attack me. His screams had stopped, but flames still licked at him, sending portions of gray skin melting down his body. Super gross.

      “I look forward to our duel,” Sam said.

      I rolled my eyes and pulled another potion from my belt. The instant their swords connected in a teeth-jarring clang, the not a house elf leapt for me.

      But I was ready for him. I tossed the potion at him, leaping out of the way. It struck him in the face and shattered, blue liquid splattering in his eyes and nose. It screamed again.

      Landing on my shoulder, I heard a disturbing crack. Pain flared through my veins as well as annoyance, because why did I keep fucking that particular arm up?

      Moments later, the potion took effect. The screams stopped, and weird Dobby disappeared, leaving an odd gray rabbit standing in its place.

      He’d be dead in a week.

      I wiggled my fingers at it in a wave. It turned to leap away, but something swept past me in a breeze of wings and a screech of triumph, snatching the rabbit up in wicked talons and gliding away from us.

      Well. A week had been a stretch, but ten seconds was way better than I’d hoped.

      Sam and the other creature danced together in an ancient battle call, their faces scrunched in concentration. Sweat dotted Sam’s brow.

      “Need help?” I asked.

      “Not honorable,” Sam puffed. “It’s a duel.”

      I shrugged and plopped down on the curb. “Suit yourself. Lucifer is going to be really mad if I come home alone.”

      His exasperated snort made me laugh.

      I readied two potions, just in case he wised up, and watched.

      A light flicked on in Lexi’s living room. The curtains flickered before abruptly stopping. The light clicked off, and the house went still.

      Wise girl.

      The beast and Sam appeared equally matched for a while until I noticed Sam’s foot slipping. I straightened and carefully watched. Sam’s muscles strained with effort, but the beast looked none worse for the wear. Of course, the dude was made of shadow, so it probably had no physical form.

      “You should let me help you,” I called.

      Sam grunted as the beast’s shadow sword struck his, the sound making me wince.

      Moments later, Sam’s blade cracked in two and faded into ash.

      I stood.

      Shit. This wasn’t looking good for the home team. Here I thought Sam could take this guy. Maybe I should have run when I had the opportunity.

      His teeth pulled back from his lips as they dueled, but Sam was tiring. I could see it in the strain of his shoulders and the way his eyes tightened at the edges when he lost his blade.

      Magic poured from his hands, seeking purchase anywhere on the beast’s body, but they were both made of shadow, and it couldn’t find purchase.

      I racked my brain, trying to come up with an idea. Tucking one of the potions back into my belt, I pulled another one.

      “Sam?”

      “Yes,” he hissed. “Hurry.”

      The beast chuckled. “You will die soon, Scourge. How does it feel to finally be bested?”

      Rage flickered over Sam’s face. When he began to drive the beast back by sheer force of will and magic, I tossed the potion right behind it. Cavernous darkness opened behind his left foot, and I watched it expand. The beast slid back a few inches, the claws on its toes scrambling for purchase as it hit the edge of the potion’s effects.

      I’d dubbed this one Black Hole. It was one of my favorites, though I worried it would come back to bite me in the ass one day. The potion was a portal, but I’d never discovered where it led to. Nor was I brave enough to find out.

      The beast’s eyes widened. “Parley! Parley!”

      Sam snorted and sent a massive push of magic, this one solid, at it. Massive, clawed arms pinwheeled as it tried to keep its balance, but not much stopped this potion once it opened.

      “Stay back,” I warned Sam.

      We watched in silence as Azaroth fell backward, his roar of fury quickly silenced as the portal closed behind him.

      “Do I want to know what that was?” Sam asked.

      The only thing left was some ashy residue. “Probably not. I don’t really know myself.”

      Sam blanched, his features going chalk white.

      I toed the remnants of his sword. “Sorry about that.”

      He bent down and picked up the hilt, his breath blowing out in a rush. “He shouldn’t have been able to do that. This sword was forged from the bowels of Hell. It should be indestructible.”

      I peered down to study it. “What metal is that?”

      Samael shrugged. “It was a gift. I do not know.”

      “If you find out, I’ll see if I can help you remake the blade.”

      Sam’s brow furrowed. “You’d do that?”

      Uncomfortable, I turned away at the strange light in his eyes. “It’s only fair. You almost died for me, so the least I can do is help with your weapon. Even if you weren’t technically dying for me.”

      “Lucifer’s word is law,” he said quietly. Clearing his throat, he turned to face the house. “Sure you don’t want to visit whoever is inside?”

      His voice sounded strange.

      "It's your law. Not mine." I sat back down on the curb. "It must be difficult to stay loyal to someone for millennia."

      "It's not." Sam's jaw tightened before he sighed and sat down beside me.

      "I admire you," I admitted.

      His attention snapped to me.

      "Loyalty is something that cannot be bought. It can't be taught either. I've never had someone I felt like that about besides my parents, and that's too easy. Most people stay loyal to their parents, right?" I would do anything for Az and Ellie, just as I knew they'd do anything for me. But I had no friends or relatives, no one I'd willingly walk through the fire for besides them. I couldn't complain about my life. They'd done the best they could to ensure my childhood was normal, but there were times things got real weird for a kid.

      Sam snorted. "You don't have demon parents. Everything is cutthroat, especially if other children are involved. Fights for crowns. Fights for superiority." He sighed and ran a hand over his face. "It was all too much."

      He looked away, a haunted look in his eyes. We sat in silence, the breeze blowing against our skin.

      “Who lives here?” he asked quietly.

      It seemed our truce was over. “You know I’m not going to tell you.”

      “I can find out. Easily.”

      “You could.” I slid a look his way. “Will you?”

      “I’d rather you tell me. Lucifer requires information about your whereabouts. I have to tell him anything unusual.”

      “The house isn’t unusual.”

      Sam laughed, the rich sound rolling over my skin. It was a nice laugh, and I wished he did it more often. Uncomfortable with the thought, I looked away, a furrow forming between my brows.

      “You are right,” Sam said, “though I’d disagree about the fight we just had in front of it. How did they know you were here?”

      I ran a hand through my curls, wincing as they tangled in my fingers. “No idea. This is my first time here, and I hadn’t planned on coming before I left.”

      He made a curious sound. “Who lives here, Violet? It could be important.” The urgency in his tone made my spine stiffen.

      “What will you do with the information?”

      Sam scratched his chin, an oddly human gesture. “I’ll include it in my report.”

      “You can’t let anyone know.”

      Sam’s eyes narrowed. “I can’t guarantee anything.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Lucifer commands my loyalty. If he asks, I can’t refuse to answer.”

      “Of course,” I groaned. “Does that apply to all his people?”

      Sam’s eyes darkened. “No.”

      His words were clipped and sharp.

      Curious, I waited for him to elaborate, but he stayed silent. I thought about it. Could I do anything to help him?

      “How long has it been?”

      “Ten thousand years,” he said.

      I leaned back, my hands digging into the soft earth, and whistled. “Mind if I ask why?”

      “Yes.”

      I laughed. “Fair enough.”

      Sam stood and turned toward the house. I rose after him and tugged on the sleeve of his leather vest. “Come on. I need to get back to my car.”

      Sam resisted, but relented when I wouldn’t let go. “Allow me.”

      He took my elbow and made me stop.

      “It’s late. I need to get back.”

      “Stop,” Samael said. “I can get you back.” He tugged me closer. “Hold on to my waist.”

      I tilted my head up and studied him. “Is this some weird demon thing to try to get into my pants?”

      Sam chuckled. “I don't need a ‘weird demon thing’' to get into a woman’s pants.” His kaleidoscope eyes sparkled with amusement. “Trust me. Just for a moment.”

      Sighing, I moved closer and slid my hands around his waist. Sam stepped in, molding our bodies together. He felt warm and safe, and oh my dear lord, had I drank the demon Kool-Aid?

      Az’s words of warning rang through my head. “Never trust a demon, Violet. Your very life depends on it.”

      But as his arms closed around me and the scent of a salted sea and a cool winter wind assailed my nose, I wondered if maybe my father was wrong.

      Just this once.
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chapter eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Samael whispered a few words in the language of demons, something I’d tried and failed to learn multiple times, and our bodies lifted gently into the air. I sucked in a surprised breath when he leaned down.

      “Whatever you do, don’t let go.”

      In answer, I tightened my grip into one of pure panic. Were we going to fly across the NOLA sky like Superman and Lois Lane?

      No.

      Instead, every cell in our bodies flew apart, and I drifted in a place of darkness and wind. “Sam!” I screeched.

      His chuckle reverberated in a strange echo all around me. I no longer felt his arms around me. “Sam?”

      “Relax,” he whispered. “I have you.”

      Seconds later, we stood in front of my car. The scream died in my throat. Sam’s arms still held me tightly, and I stepped out of his embrace, only to punch him in the arm.

      “Ow!” he hissed, rubbing his arm and giving me an accusing glare. “What was that for?”

      “A little warning would be nice next time!”

      “What else did you think I was going to do? Fly?”

      At my silence, Sam’s eyes widened, and he burst into laughter.

      “Shut up,” I grumbled, turning away to fumble for my car keys.

      Once I was in my car, I slammed the door and flipped him off. Sam grinned and waved before he disappeared in a puff of black.

      

      The woman appeared in my dream that night, this time wearing a pair of loose, flowing pants and a white tank top. Her hair was done in a loose braid, wisps coming undone to frame her heart-shaped face.

      Again, she reminded me of someone. A memory hovered at the edges of my mind, there and gone like the kiss of a butterfly’s wing.

      We sat in a cozy library, a fireplace crackling in the center of the room. Books surrounded us on shelves at least eight feet high.

      “Wow,” I breathed. “The ocean was amazing, but this room…I could live in it.”

      She pulled her knees up to her chest, a position I found she preferred. “You like to read?”

      “I love to read. Any book. Every book. Any time. Anywhere.”

      “What’s your favorite?”

      I snorted. “That’s the worst question for a bookworm. I have so many, I can’t really name one.”

      “One of your favorites then.” She peered at me, her eyes bright with eagerness.

      It struck me that this woman, this stranger, really wanted to know.

      I thought about it. “Well, I love Oscar Wilde and a lot of Russian literature for classics. But my true love is genre fiction. Books with strong heroines and swoon-worthy love interests.”

      “Like Rhysand?”

      I gaped. “Excuse me?”

      “Rhysand.” Her brow crinkled adorably. “One of the bat boys?”

      I burst out laughing. “Yes. Exactly like the bat boys.” Leaning forward, I shook my head and chuckled. “When did you read those?”

      “A couple of years ago.” She clasped her hands to her heart. “They are wonderful! Chapter 55, you know?”

      A bark of laughter escaped me. “Oh yes. I know.” A woman of mystery. Who was this woman? “What about you? Any favorites?”

      “Besides Rhysand?” She tapped her chin. “I love fantasy. Robin Hobb, though she’s very sad, and the dragon mother lady.”

      “Daenerys?”

      She snapped her fingers. “Yes! That’s her. How dreamy is Jon Snow?” Fluttering her hands, she flopped back in her chair and sighed.

      I opened my mouth to pepper her with questions, but she waved a hand, her expression sobering. “I’m sorry, Violet. There is something you must know.” She sighed and rubbed the space between her brows. “You must be careful. Things are closing in on you.” She grimaced and tried to speak but couldn’t. “Things are not what they seem.”

      The room swirled around us, the woman’s face going in and out of focus.

      “Wait!” I cried.

      "I'm sorry. Beware the golden beast…"

      The beast?

      What beast? The one we just fought? The Mark of the Beast? Lucifer. Aaaagh. What beast?! This was just like one of my dreams. Drop a ton of unanswered questions in my lap then…

      I woke in my own bed, covered in a fine sheen of sweat.

      Slapping my palm against my sheets, I rolled over with a groan and peered at my alarm clock.

      Nine in the morning. With a sleepy smile, I yawned and stretched, just in time to remember I’d been on call yesterday.

      A strangled gasp tore from my throat. I’d be in so much shit if I missed his calls. Fumbling for my cell, I slapped the nightstand. It chirped and promptly died.

      Groaning, I fell back against my pillow and hoped the rest of my day looked up.

      He hadn’t called. I’d checked my phone multiple times, thinking something was wrong, until I finally realized Lucifer hadn’t said a word. Unusual, but not the end of the world.

      I texted him once I got to the bar, asking him if everything was okay.

      His short response left me curious, but I let it go.

      Yes.

      That was it.

      Just yes.

      Hmm.

      Landry bumped me with his hip. “Long time, no see.”

      I leaned my head on his shoulder. “Missed you. No one makes a dirty martini like you.”

      “It’s true.” He grinned, dropping a kiss on my head before reaching over and grabbing bottles of vodka and vermouth. “Speaking of which, I have several orders awaiting my magic.”

      Keelie fluttered down and hovered in front of him. “Save some?”

      “Sure thing.”

      I watched him work, marveling at how he did the same thing I did and yet his tasted twice as good. And I had magical powers.

      Landry laughed at my perusal. “We can’t be good at everything, Violet.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled.

      The bar was hopping tonight and filled close to capacity. Sam hadn’t been in, but he rarely came before closing time. I chalked it up to being antisocial, but the demon was turning into a strange enigma.

      Lucifer hadn’t been in either.

      I finally felt my shoulders relax. Tonight, it was just normal demon clientele, good books, and good brews.

      As Landry worked, Keelie fluttered over to me. “It’s busy tonight,” she observed. “Olive hates it.”

      She tittered with laughter at the grumpy fairy glaring down at us from the lights. I’d have to deal with Olive soon. I’d put it off for long enough. Sighing, I shook my head and grabbed a clean towel from the basket below the bar. Slinging it over my shoulder, I headed over to the newest group and smiled as they settled in.

      “Welcome to Swan’s.”

      Two males and a female, all dark-skinned, the female with curling red horns. She smiled, her teeth all too sharp for comfort.

      “You must be the new Guardian.” Her voice sounded like rocks grinding against each other, but she seemed friendly.

      I offered a little bow. “Violet Swan at your service.”

      One of the males, a massive demon with shoulders almost as wide as I was tall, grunted. “These for real?” he said, pointing a black claw-tipped finger at the menu.

      I tilted my head curiously. “Of course. You’re unfamiliar with a Brewer’s work?”

      “Not unfamiliar.” His voice was deep and resonant, booming around the table like a radio with too much bass. “But they never worked.”

      I lowered my pen. “Seriously? The last Brewer was ineffective?”

      The other male nodded. “Weak at best. Nothing like what you did with Lamashtu.”

      “You’re the talk of the town!” the female gushed. “No one has ever affected Lam like that.” Her eyes glimmered. “I wonder what would happen if she tried something more powerful.”

      “Dangerous,” the first male rumbled. “Lam is volatile.”

      “But if her drinks work on Lam, they’ll work on anyone, won’t they?”

      This conversation was going in a dangerous direction. “No. I had special ingredients for Lam’s drink. They’re all gone now, unfortunately.”

      All their faces fell with disappointment.

      “She was so happy,” the female moaned. “It was a glorious night.”

      “Well,” I said cheerfully, “the good news is the others on the menu are still at peak efficiency. Anything you want should work just fine on most demon anatomy.”

      I let them scan the menu and wandered back to the bar. Several more beings came through the portal. Red flashed overhead, warning me that Swan’s was a few beings away from capacity.

      Landry shot me a thumbs up and a happy grin, but something about tonight bothered me. Being busy always felt amazing. From the way the cash register kept dinging, Swan’s was killing it. But there was an undercurrent running through the jovial atmosphere. Something anxious, maybe even fearful.

      I didn’t like it.

      Not even a little.

      The night went on with no incidents. I served so many drinks my hands ached. There was laughter and romance, friendship, and a couple of fights, but that undercurrent I felt never went away. If anything, it intensified.

      I waved Keelie over when I went to the back. She flew in behind me, and I locked the door, holding up a finger to let Landry know I’d be a minute.

      “What’s up?” Keelie asked. She landed on the spelling table and crossed her legs, peering up at me with concern.

      “Do you feel anything off?”

      Keelie tilted her head and concentrated. I like how she didn’t question anything I ever said to her. She just went with it.

      “Yes.” Her eyes narrowed. “Everyone is nervous. I felt it earlier but forgot about it. It feels like that sometimes when the big guy comes in.”

      The big guy being Lucifer.

      “This feels a little different. I can’t explain it. Are you expecting any dignitaries this evening?”

      I shook my head. “Not that Lucifer would tell me, but I haven’t heard a thing.”

      She noticed my frown. “But…?”

      “I was on call yesterday and he didn’t text me once. Something is up.”

      Keelie rose, her iridescent wings fluttering behind her, spilling pale dust on the table. “I agree. Want me to see what I can find out?”

      “Please. Just be careful.”

      Keelie grinned. “I’m always careful,” she said before zooming out of the back, disappearing through the door. I’ve never been able to figure out how she did it. It’s like she went incorporeal for as long as it took her to pass through something. Handy gift to have.

      With my hands on my hips, I stood there momentarily, thinking. Something had everyone riled up tonight, but no one was spilling the beans.

      I called up a tiny drop of power, so minuscule no one should notice it. If Az saw me do this, he’d kill me. Like any kid, I tested the limits every single time he gave me a lesson, and I knew just how much I could call before being sensed.

      It was awful sometimes, feeling that well of power inside of me and being unable to use it to save my hide. Az was right to force me to learn and hone my other powers. It made me quick on my feet and a little more devious than Az might have preferred.

      With a whisper, I crouched and sent that power spilling through the floor. It glowed crimson before spiraling through the grout in a hundred different directions and disappearing through the door.

      In seconds, I felt it. Massive, frightening power hovering just outside of Swan’s, the likes of which I’d felt only once. A memory, something sharp and tangible, hovered just out of reach. Lucifer’s power was like this, but he kept it tightly leashed.

      Whoever, or whatever, this was wanted everyone to know who they were.

      “Shit,” I whispered as I rose. “Keelie?”

      When she didn’t answer, I briefly closed my eyes. “Keelie?” I called again.

      No answer.

      Squaring my shoulders, I unlocked the door and headed back into the fray.
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      I couldn’t relax. Every broken glass, sharp laugh, jarring song set my teeth on edge.

      “Vi?” Landry peered over at me. His hands were busy drying glasses, amber eyes glowing under the warmth of the fairy lights. He’d lightened up a lot since we’d made a deal with Lucifer, but he still wasn’t too much of a chatterbug. “You good?”

      I sidled over to him and lowered my voice until it wasn’t much more than a murmur. “There’s something outside. I don’t know what or who it is, but it possesses enormous power.”

      He nodded. “I felt it earlier. Not Lucifer?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’d sense if it were. Something else. I sent Keelie out and she hasn’t come back yet.”

      Landry’s attention snapped to the portal. “Vi.” He put his arm out in front of me, reminding me of a mom driving her minivan.

      I laughed, but his frame stiffened, his attention rapt. “You should go to the back,” he warned.

      I gaped at him. “No. I’m the Guardian here. I can’t cower in the back and let the demons do all the work.”

      “The threat isn’t a demon,” he said.

      The portal hummed, a high-pitched noise so off I slapped my hands over my ears. Some of the demons screamed in agony. Landry’s teeth pulled away from his lips as he clenched his jaw, but as soon as it happened, it was over, and the song turned into something…else.

      Something so beautiful tears sprang to my eyes.

      Lightning arced across the portal, jagged and white. A rumbling under our feet sent me off balance. Landry put his arm around my waist and held me close.

      “Archangel,” he breathed as something stepped from the portal.

      Numerous demons snapped out of existence as soon as the angel stepped in. Others stared in awe at the creature. Snowy white wings trailed on the floor, as she glided toward the bar, her eyes on me only.

      Not good.

      Really not good.

      She wore a pale pink gown, the color complementing the creamy perfection of her face. Her hair was a golden waterfall, spiraling past her waist and stopping at her hips. She had the same eyes as Lucifer.

      I think that disturbed me the most.

      Silence fell like an anvil. The jukebox stopped playing in the middle of a song. Demon dice fell in mid spin. Conversation fell off a cliff.

      She stopped before me and slightly bowed her head. Benevolence beat from her, the urge to like her, no love her, overwhelming me. I almost went to my knees.

      Az’s words from long ago hammered through my skull. “They mean to force your love, Violet. Remember this, and their glamour will no longer affect you. You are too powerful to succumb, but you must not show your hand if you ever face one of God’s Legion. Remember. Love must be freely given to be real.”

      Her perfect brow wrinkled a tiny bit as I straightened and nodded back.

      “Welcome to Swan’s. How may I help you?”

      Landry cleared his throat behind me. The angel’s eyes briefly flicked to him before widening in surprise. “I am surprised to see one of your kind,” she said to him.

      Landry said nothing. I resisted the urge to turn around and bug him to death about what he was, but I figured that would be bad manners.

      The silence turned awkward, but the angel didn’t drop her stare.

      When Landry finally spoke, his words were stiff. “I go where I’m wanted.”

      The angel chuckled, her amusement like silver bells. “It’s been many years. I have not forgotten of your kind, though you may wish it so. Perhaps you and I could speak at a later time? There are certain jobs available to those of your ilk.”

      “No thank you,” he said politely, ice practically dripping from the words.

      Her smile froze, the edges of her eyes tightening. This was someone who wasn’t used to being refused. “Perhaps another time, then.”

      Dismissing him with her eyes, she returned her focus to me. I’d never seen one of the high Archangels before. Az made a point to keep me away from them, and anywhere he suspected they’d be. I pressed my power down deep, praying Az’s glamour would hold.

      “You are the new Guardian?” Her voice was lilting and musical, the sound a balm for my weary soul.

      I blinked and shook myself out of it. “I am.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Lucifer step out of the portal and head straight over.

      “Welcome then.” Her eyes flicked here and there, cataloging everything. “Your tastes are unusual. Lucifer has never had a Brewer who preferred such pastimes as reading.” Her smile was thin. “I see you have modern fiction as well.”

      The way she said modern, as if it were shit on her shoe, almost made me laugh. This angel seemed like a prissy bitch. Were they all this way? I’d do well not to dismiss her power even if her attitude sucked, but she was making it easy.

      Maybe that’s what she wanted.

      “Gabriel,” Lucifer said. He came up beside her, his profile facing me. “You didn’t tell me you were coming.”

      Her eyes went frosty. “I’m not allowed to surprise my brother?”

      My eyes widened just as my stomach fell to my feet. Shit. This was Gabriel. Az showed me pictures of her, but she didn’t look the same. In fact, in his pictures, the she was a he. If I lived through this, I’d pin him down and ask him what the hell happened. Could Archangels shapeshift? Az never mentioned it.

      Lucifer’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Any of the high Archangels are welcome at the portal, especially any of my esteemed siblings.” His gaze roamed her face and down her body. When he met her eyes again, his smile widened. “I see you’ve tired of…certain attributes.”

      Ah. Well, that answered that. Cool. I wished I could that. Ellie’s glamour prevented me from doing much to change my appearance on a permanent basis unless I messed with the integrity of her spell.

      Gabriel’s cheek twitched. “You know I like to play around with this form.” She smoothed her hands over her hips. “I quite enjoy the feminine this month. Perhaps soon, I might take to flight for a while.” Her eyes went to Landry, and she gave him a secret, creepy little smile.

      Was he…was my bartender a weird bird shifter? I gave him a wtf look, but he only had rage eyes for Gabriel.

      “Why are you here, Gabriel?” Lucifer’s words were clipped and short.

      Nothing like a little sibling love to warm the heart, right?

      “Your Guardians. Potionsmasters, you like to call them. They are dying all over the world.” Her gaze met his, mocking and cruel.

      Lucifer’s jaw tightened, his face void of expression. “Yes? What does that have to do with dear ol’ dad’s domain?”

      Oooh. Daddy issue burn.

      “When the gates to Hell weaken in the mortal realm, Father pays attention, brother. You know this. He’s sent me here to offer my assistance.” The chilling smile on her face said Lucifer wouldn’t like the kind of services she planned to offer.

      No one knew what God looked like, not even Az. I assumed the Archangels did as they were his children, but angels and demons were weird about everything, so who knew?

      “The gates are steady, and my Guardian is in no danger.” His smile was tight. “Violet is more than capable of defending herself in the event of an attack.”

      “Mmm,” Gabrielle said. The way she looked at me sent disgust roiling through my body. The humanity she tried to encompass looked alien. There was no empathy in her eyes, no recognition of my status. For everything that she was, she’d never understand humans. Or others in general.

      Her glamour beat against my shields, trying to find a weak spot to slither in and prey on me. I felt it seeking, sending its tendrils around my body. Her power disturbed me on a cellular level. It felt slick and slimy, not evil, but foreign in a way I’d never get used to.

      Wasn’t it something that I’d much rather be surrounded by Lucifer than one of God’s revered angels? What was the world coming to when I felt more protected by Hell’s denizens than the Lord’s?

      If only Az could see me now. He’d be shitting a metaphorical brick.

      “I’d like to see a demonstration of the Guardian’s powers,” she said at last.

      “No,” Lucifer snapped before I could even open my mouth.

      I turned to Landry and mouthed the code word we’d established when we first moved in.

      “Mary.”

      Landry’s eyes bugged out, and he shook his head frantically.

      I urged him with my eyes to do what I asked. He shook his head again, and I flicked my finger at the back.

      Lucifer’s dark power beat back Gabriel’s seeking magic. A breath of relief escaped me, and I took a step back, feeling the wood of the bar push into my spine. Landry disappeared into the back.

      “Are you afraid your Brewer will fail?” Gabriel asked, her gaze pinning me into place. “If she’s so adept at protecting herself, I’m sure she won’t mind showing me a thing or two.”

      “My Guardian does not perform on command,” Lucifer said lightly. “Violet? Perhaps some refreshments are in order?” His eyes held a hint of…something there.

      I stared at him. A pulse flickered through our bond.

      Do your thing, Apothecaire. Show my sister what you’re made of.

      I blinked. Am I going to die?

      His dark chuckle sounded through the bond. Never under my watch, Violet.

      You asked for it, I sent back, bowing my head briefly before turning to follow Landry into the back.

      “Are you high?” Landry hissed as the door shut behind me.

      “Not yet,” I answered.

      He blew a breath out and ran his hands over his face. “This is insane. Even for you.”

      “Relax. I have Lucifer’s blessing.” I snorted as the words hit me. “You know what I mean. He told me to do my thing.” Would Lucifer burst into flame if he tried to bless anything? Flames were his jam…I was definitely asking him later if we all lived through this.

      “He lives for this shit,” Landry snapped. “Of course he’s encouraging you to make stupid decisions. He’s the literal devil.”

      Even though he was furious, he’d pulled the emergency tray out. We made these once a week, though we never added the final ingredient. There’d never been a need to. I’d grown hopeful after one of my drinks affected Lam, but Gabriel might be on an entirely different level.

      And, if one of my drinks affected her, I might put myself in even more danger.

      On the other hand, this chick was a raging, potentially homicidal bitch, and this might be great fun.

      “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you, either,” I said, wiggling my finger at him. “We’re going to talk once this is over.”

      Landry sighed. “No. We aren’t. I’m bound by ancient laws, Violet. Revealing them outside of extremely specific circumstances forfeits my life.”

      My hands stilled over the shots. “Excuse me. What?”

      He grimaced. “I said what I said. I can’t. Even if I wanted to.” Landry scrubbed a hand over his face. “And I don’t want to because you’ll make it weird.”

      I snorted. “I never make things weird.”

      Landry’s lips twitched. “You’re also a terrible liar.”

      Shaking my head, I opened my cabinet. He grimaced and took a step away, turning his face away so he couldn’t see what was inside. He had a thing against my spelling supplies storage—one I couldn’t figure out.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I crooned. This one was one of my piece de resistances. I’d sourced it from a cranky Leprechaun back in Ireland a few centuries ago. Now it was all the rage, but my stash was…supercharged I suppose you could say. A drop of this stuff would have you drowning in a vat of Doritos if you weren’t careful.

      I’d never been all that into drugs, mostly because I was afraid I’d let something slip, so I almost never indulged. Giggling, I set two shots aside. One for Gabriel.

      One for Lucifer.

      I added triple the amount of glowing green liquid to Gabriel’s drink and none to Lucifer’s. For the others, I added one drop.

      “This is a terrible idea,” Landry said.

      I was just capping the bottle when a high-pitched noise caught my ear. Spinning, I gasped as Keelie came flying in, her path lurching and wobbly. I put out my hands, and she sank gratefully into them.

      “Angel,” she breathed. “Real bitch.”

      I laughed, my heart filled with relief. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      “She spotted me. I don’t know how.” Keelie lay back against my palm. Silvery sweat pooled at her collarbone. “She trapped me in a spiderweb. It took me forever to get out of it!”

      One of the many disadvantages of her size.

      “I’m sorry.” I gently helped her out of my palm and placed her on the spelling table.

      She perked right up. “Are those the emergency shots? The Hail Mary’s?”

      “Yup. Lucifer has plans.”

      “Who is she?” Keelie asked, peering down into the glowing green glasses.

      “Gabriel.”

      Keelie swayed. “No kidding?” She shook her head in awe. “I never thought the Archangels would be such assholes.”

      Landry snorted. “You aren’t missing much with any of them.”

      I sent a sharp glance his way. Noticing my perusal, he clammed up and wouldn’t say another word. Who was this guy I hired and what kind of secrets was he hiding from me?

      I let it go. For now. Soon we’d have the necessary talk, but I couldn’t judge the guy too harshly because I was over here doing the same thing.

      “Can I have a sip?” Keelie asked.

      “No!” I lunged to prevent her from sampling. “These are too powerful for you. I’ll make you something else later.”

      She crossed her arms and harrumphed at me.

      “Trust me. These are for that jerk Archangel out there and everyone who stuck around to watch.”

      Landry still shook his head and muttered under his breath.

      “Yes,” I agreed. “It’s a terrible idea, but it’s also genius, so let me do my thing, alright?”

      “You’re going to get us all killed.”

      I grinned at him and lifted the tray. “I love you being the voice of reason, but what’s happening out there is anything but reasonable. Sometimes you gotta match your opponent’s crazy.”

      Landry snorted and walked over to hold the door open for me. “You better be right.”

      I flashed a wicked smile. “Even if I’m not, this should be awesome.”

      Keelie floated out behind my shoulder, peering over my head. Her flight pattern dipped when she spotted Gabriel, but she continued on.

      Brave girl.

      I sat the tray on top of the bar, carefully keeping Lucifer and Gabriel’s shots separated from the rest, but not so separated as to be obvious. “On the house,” I said.

      Cheers went up around the bar. Gabriel stared down at the drinks, her lips curling.

      “Alcohol. How very…human.”

      What a troll. I handed hers over. “Let’s see what you say when you’ve finished.”

      I handed Lucifer his, then motioned for everyone else to come around and get one.

      “Keelie?”

      She landed on my shoulder. “Yes, boss?”

      “Go put The Doors on the jukebox.”

      Landry choked on a laugh.

      “Sure thing.” She flew away, careful to stay high above the grasp of any curious demon and punched in some songs. The first strains of Riders on the Storm trickled out. Lucifer gave me a strange look but tilted his glass in a toast.

      Gabriel rolled her eyes and did the same.

      “To our most esteemed guest!” I cried.

      Another cheer went up and everyone slammed their shots. Except Gabriel. She sipped as everyone watched her with rapt eyes. Mary Jane took a while to take effect.

      Except when you had an Apothecaire on the job.

      Lucifer came over to stand beside me, his crisp scent teasing my nose. Gabriel put her glass down and wandered over to the jukebox. We watched her for a moment before he leaned over.

      “How long?” he murmured, his breath tickling my ear.

      “About a minute.”

      Lucifer chuckled. “Do I want to know?”

      “Mmmm. Probably not.”

      He laughed a little louder this time. “Did you dose me too?”

      I shook my head. “Seemed unwise.”

      Lucifer nodded. “Could have been fun.”

      “I try very hard not to roofie my bosses.”

      He grinned and pushed away. “Words to live by, Guardian.” I watched him walk away, salivating at the way his muscles flexed as he moved.

      “Goodness,” Keelie whispered. “He is preeettttyyyy.”

      “He sure is,” I murmured.

      It took less than a minute. People are Strange started playing and everything slowed waaaayyyy down. Gabriel stiffened the second it took effect. I watched as she slowly straightened, turned, swayed, then shot a venomous accusing glare my way. It faded almost immediately into a dreamy, thoughtful expression.

      Lucifer’s eyebrows rose into his hairline as he watched.

      “Here we go,” Landry murmured as he passed by, loaded to the gills with several charcuterie boards. Once again, I was really glad I had the foresight to make extra tonight. I reached out and touched his sleeve. “Can you contact a delivery service and have chips and dips sent over?” We both looked out at the bar floor. “A lot?” I clarified.

      He chuckled. “Sure thing.”

      Keelie buzzed by and hovered in front of my face. “What did you give them?”

      “Special marijuana mixed with some magical ayahuasca and a few other things.”

      “Holy shit,” she muttered.

      The giggling came next, followed by a few gasps of surprise. It usually happened a couple of ways. Some beings were affected by marijuana more than the other, or vice versa. A few things might happen tonight. Some might reform. Some might just eat too much.

      Gabriel looked to be an odd mix of the two. She danced, caught up in some world I couldn’t see, and murmured to herself the entire time, silvery tears tracking down her cheeks.

      Lucifer walked over, shaking his head. “You’ve made a lifetime enemy,” he murmured, his voice more thoughtful than angry.

      “Who do you think she’s talking to?” I asked.

      “Father, perhaps.” He didn’t look like he believed it. “How long will this last?”

      Normally I made my potions wear off within half an hour to an hour. I cleared my throat. “I made these for emergencies only.”

      “And what does that mean exactly, dear Violet?”

      I chewed my lip. “Everyone might be really happy for the next four hours.”

      Lucifer’s eyes widened. His chest shook with laughter. “You have been a bright spot in an otherwise dull existence. My sister will be furious.” He looked down at me, his eyes crinkling with amusement. “Perhaps I should have you make up a few more of those for my own personal experimentation?”

      I shrugged. “I have another tray in the back. I suggest you don’t drive,” I added cheekily.

      “I’ll take a couple with me when I head back.” He gestured for me to join him at an empty table by the stage. “Come sit with me a while. I have something I’d like to discuss while Gabriel is…indisposed.”

      We passed by Gabriel who didn’t acknowledge us. Still caught up in her strange dance, I watched as her hair streamed away from her face. Her dress dragged on the ground, as did her wings. But she was far past caring.

      Would I go to Hell for this, I wondered.

      Lucifer snorted as he held my chair out for me. “You broadcasted that one way too loud. And no, I asked you to do this, so this one’s on me.”

      “I guess it wouldn’t be so bad,” I ventured.

      His face darkened briefly. “Hell is not the place for someone as bright as you are. There are beautiful things there, but someone like you belongs in a place where you can share your light.”

      Pleasure lit me from within. Lucifer thought I was beautiful. Le sigh. So was he.

      Landry dropped a couple of drinks in front of us. “Strawberry pina colada for the lady. Whiskey for the boss.”

      Lucifer nodded his thanks, and Landry disappeared back into the crowd. It had dimmed considerably since Gabriel’s arrival, but there were still more than enough people here to be a good crowd.

      His fingers steepled together as he studied me. “Gabriel is right about the danger to you.” He rolled his eyes. “As much as I’m loath to admit it.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “I’m aware, but it’s also my responsibility to take care of you. I cannot afford to look weak with the Archangels sniffing around.”

      “The beast is locked outside of the city still. I'm as safe as I can be.”

      His eyes flashed. “The wards are weakening every day. There’s more than one presence out there working to undermine my work. It’s only a matter of time before they fall.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “I’d like you to start living here.”

      “In Hell?” I blurted. Shaking my head vigorously in denial, I forged ahead. “Part of our agreement was I could still live at my home. I have no desire to stay here for a long time. I don’t deserve to be punished for something that isn’t my fault.”

      He held his hands up. “I understand, but it’s my responsibility to ensure the safety of this portal. And part of that is making sure you’re safe.”

      I glared at him. “No.”

      Lucifer sighed and stroked down the bond. “I can make you,” he said, his voice lowering a couple of octaves into a seductive purr.

      Demons are angels. Demons are angels. I repeated the mantra, shaking off his influence.

      “No,” I said again, my voice a croak this time. “I refuse.”

      Anger flashed in his eyes. “We will speak of this another time.” His eyes flicked to Gabriel. “Here comes my sister. Be wary.”

      The Archangel flopped into the chair next to mine and shook her finger at me. “You should be ashamed of yourself.” She ruined the effect by giggling. “I am one of God’s highest echelons and you have brought me low!”

      Lucifer rolled his eyes. “You told her to do it.”

      She shot him an icy look. “It doesn’t mean she should have.”

      “So, you’d rather her disobey an order from an Archangel?” he said dryly.

      Gabriel flicked her fingers. “We need to talk about the Guardian deaths. I propose someone to stay here for as long as it takes to resolve it.”

      “I assume that person is you?” Lucifer asked.

      She shook her head. “I’ve no desire to stay in this shithole.”

      Lucifer’s expression darkened as she laughed.

      “Oh relax. You’re such a fuddy duddy.”

      I would never have picked hearing an angel use the expression fuddy duddy for my 2023 bingo card.

      “I have someone in mind. Someone who has the…fortitude to see this thing through.” Her smile was bright. Too bright. And even though her eyes were clouded with the effects of the drink I’d given her, she was still a calculating Archangel.

      Even before she said it, I had a bad feeling.

      Lucifer stiffened. “There is no need for a representative. Everything is under control.”

      Gabriel smiled and stood, her body unable to stop swaying to the hypnotic drumbeat. “It’s out of your hands, brother. We decided a while ago, and I was only here to tell you.”

      She reached over to tug at one of my curls. “I only came to deliver the message but stayed when your Guardian proved so intriguing.” Gabriel let go and took a step back, her form starting to haze out.

      “Michael will be here in two days, Lucifer. I’m sure you two have a lot to catch up on.”

      My world shrank to a pinpoint. The tightness in my chest squeezed until I gasped for breath. As Gabriel smiled and faded out of existence, my vision blackened.

      “Violet?” Lucifer’s voice was full of concern.

      I slid out of my chair and hit the ground.
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      “You need to run,” Az said, kneeling before me. His face was a mask of worry. Ellie paced behind him, lost in her thoughts.

      “This is my home,” I said for at least the tenth time. “There’s no way he’ll know.”

      Az closed his eyes. “He will know. They always know. How do you think they hunt Nephilim?”

      “I’m not a Nephilim,” I reminded him.

      “You’re close,” Ellie said. “There are similarities between you and them.”

      “I’ve never been caught before.”

      The argument was in its third hour. I arrived here in time for dinner and waited to bring it up until I had a full stomach, knowing this would happen. Az’s main goal was to keep me safe, no matter what. Ellie had more flexibility, but this was a wrench. A massive one.

      Michael, you see, was my father.

      And if you don’t know who Michael is…well, he’s the dispenser of Heaven’s Justice. He’s the one who goes around smiting anyone who doesn’t follow God’s fickle rules. I’ve never met him. One didn’t just go up to an Archangel and say, “Hey, Dad. How’s it hanging?”

      Especially since Archangels were forbidden from procreation with anyone and anything other than other angels. Even then, it was tightly regulated.

      Supposedly. I didn't have a close and personal window into the world of angel fertility rites. What I did know was I was a big oopsie.

      Technically, I had met my father once.

      Right before he tossed me into the fires of Hell.

      Not the best way to start off a father-daughter relationship, but angels were notoriously unpredictable, and Michael was a pious asshole.

      Except for the time he dipped his wick into my mother.

      Who was most decidedly not an angel. In fact, my mother had a reputation rivaling some of the worst characters out there. Interesting that Michael took a liking to her. It inferred a few things. Michael was into bad girls.

      My mother was a more complicated creature than the lore stated.

      Michael took something he wasn’t offered and created something he didn’t expect.

      All were viable options.

      I’d never been able to find out because of the whole being tossed into the bowels of Hell thing. Michael thought I’d died. My mother thought I’d died.

      But Az, who’d watched the entire thing play out as he spied on them both, plucked me out as soon as they left. I was fine, mostly, but my once jet-black hair had turned the color of scarlet and never turned back. I was strangely resistant to fire afterward, or maybe always had been, but I didn’t care for it much. Trauma memory or something.

      Michael coming here was terrible on an epic scale. Angels could smell their children, or so I heard. Angelic parents were always involved in the hunt when a Nephilim was created because they could track them on scent alone. If he stood in front of me, there was a possibility he’d know who I was.

      Az and Ellie had placed a glamour on me long ago, masking my scent, but waving myself in front of his face wasn’t the wisest decision I could make.

      Running meant losing everything. I wasn’t sure I was ready to do that yet.

      Telling Lucifer and asking for his protection was even dumber.

      I’d landed in a fine pickle this time.

      Az took both my hands. “You have to live, Violet. He is the worst of them all.”

      Ellie sighed and plopped down beside me. “Perhaps it’s time to tell her mother.”

      Az’s gaze widened in shock. “And ruin everything we’ve worked for?”

      “She loves her, Az. You saw it just like I did.”

      They’d never kept this secret from me. From the time I could talk, Az and Ellie told me how much I was loved and how devastated my mother was by my death. When I was older, I’d asked Az why he never told her about me, and he said her ignorance kept me alive.

      Perhaps he was right, but I always felt like maybe he never gave her a fair shake.

      As I sat there, a thought occurred to me. A disturbing, potentially exhilarating thought.

      “What?” Az demanded.

      I shook my head, clasping my fingers together to keep them from shaking.

      If I was right…

      No. There was no way.

      “I want to do this.” I couldn’t explain why, but I had a feeling this was the path I was supposed to be on. Dangerous and potentially foolhardy, yes, but one I think I was always destined to step on no matter how far and long I ran.

      Az lowered his head. “Please, Violet,” he begged, his voice ragged and weary. “I cannot bear to lose you.”

      I squeezed his hands and smiled. “You’ve trained me well. Everything you’ve done for me led me to this moment.”

      Ellie put her arm around my shoulders. “She’s right, Az. This feels…inevitable. I can’t explain why, but this is where she needs to be.”

      Az’s throat worked, but he heaved a great sigh. “I can’t say no to you. You’re not a child and must make your own decisions. I don’t agree with it and will never think it’s okay for you to step into the lair of the beast. It’s bad enough you’re with Lucifer but for Michael—”

      The windows shattered, glass flying in all directions.

      Az shouted and threw up a hand, launching himself at me and Ellie. We flew backward with the force of his body as Hell on earth happened around us.

      The floor beneath us rumbled and quaked. Above us, plaster fell from the ceiling in hunks of white dust and debris. The sound of a world-shattering roar rattled the city.

      “Stay down,” Az warned. Ellie gathered me closer, her breathing harsh against my ear.

      “Let me up,” I squirmed.

      “Wait,” Az urged.

      A shout came from the front door. “Violet!”

      “Max?” I cried.

      “The ward is down! You need to leave. Now!”

      Az and Ellie let go of me. I stood, brushing off debris. The front door hung off its hinges. Max walked in, his jaw tight, eyes glowing with anger. “You need to go. Now.”

      Az and Ellie exchanged worried glances. I tugged Ellie close into a tight hug. Ellie grabbed Az, and we embraced for a long second before I pulled away.

      Max gripped me by my shoulders. “You must stay within the safety of the portal. Allow Lucifer to protect you.”

      My lips thinned. I opened my mouth to argue, but Max shook his head and interrupted. “Just for now. Being stubborn until we figure out what we’re dealing with will get you killed.”

      Az nodded his assent. Ellie pulled a necklace from over her head. “Take this,” she said. “It will send an alert to Az if you’re injured.”

      I held it in my hand. A round ball glowed with strange purple magic. “What about you?”

      A fierce grin crossed her lips. “We’re mates. He’ll know. I made it for you, anyway, and wore it so I wouldn’t forget to give it to you.” She pressed a kiss against my forehead. “Go now, while things are still volatile.”

      Az crushed me against his chest and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Call us as soon as you can.” Gently pushing me away, he smiled, tears forming in his eyes. “I hope you’re right about this.”

      “We’ll find out!” I said, sounding way chipper than I really felt about things. Waving goodbye, I headed out, pulling a potion from my belt as I walked.

      Taking a shortcut back should keep me out of most of the mess.
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chapter eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t take Max’s advice. Instead, I went home to gather some things first. If I was in for a lengthy stay at the bar, I wanted some creature comforts.

      Just as I was finishing packing, a booming knock sounded on my door. Concerned, I crept over and peeked out of the peephole.

      Lexi stood there. Her aura looked electric pink this evening and not the normal odd, soft pink it usually was. I opened the door.

      “Thank the gods,” she snapped, pushing her way past me.

      I gawked at the nerve, closing the door behind us.

      “Lock it,” she demanded, plopping down on the couch. She groaned and stretched.

      I was happy to see her, but since she had no idea where I lived, this was a little weird.

      “Umm, Lexi?”

      She snorted. “Seer, remember? I saw your house in great detail and now here I am. Lucky for you because what the hell is going on? I haven’t slept in a week over you!”

      “Uh.”

      Lexi rolled her eyes and yawned. “All I see are these weird visions you’re at the front of. I’m assuming that explosion had something to do with you?”

      “You look surprisingly unrattled for everything you just said.”

      Lexi flapped a delicate hand. “Again, Seer. You have no idea of the brain pictures I’ll never unsee. I have lots of deeply rooted trauma I’ll never be able to work through.” She patted the seat next to her.

      I sat down, confused as all get out. “Why are you here?”

      “You’re going to die, my friend. I can’t figure out if it’s literal or metaphorical.” She slapped my leg and stood. “Got any beer?”

      I gaped at her. “The fuck, Lex?”

      “Beer first,” she called as she wandered through the house looking for the kitchen. “Then we’ll discuss your impending demise.”

      Shaking my head, I followed, leading her to the fridge. When we both had beers, she clinked her bottle against mine. She looked odd in my kitchen. I never had guests besides Ellie and Az, but she was an odd contrast to my farmhouse chic decor.

      Lexi was stunning. Her skin and hair were dark, but her eyes were a stunning hazel. They could be blue or green, sometimes even light brown, depending on what she wore. Tonight, she wore a pair of white lounge pants and a pink tank top with white slide sandals. She’d tied her riot of hair up into a messy bun and wore no makeup.

      She didn’t look like the woman I usually saw in my bar.

      “Now,” I said, pushing a bowl of chips over. “Tell me about my death, Oracle.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Multiple ways. You’ve been shot, stabbed—”

      “Impaled?” I asked hopefully.

      “Yes. It’s not at the top of the list, though.”

      “Bummer.”

      She munched on a chip. “You seem surprisingly chill about this.”

      “I’ve never had a Seer friend, but I understand these are only possibilities, correct?”

      She ticked a mark in the air with a chip. “Correct.”

      “Then I can change things.”

      “But you don’t know what to change.” She sighed and put her chip down. “And it never really works. Visions are unreliable even when they’re crystal clear. They leave out a lot of nuances. This one wasn’t clear, but one thing always happened.”

      “I died,” I guessed.

      “Yup.”

      “By demons?”

      “Sometimes. On occasion by an angry golden man wielding a massive sword.”

      “Ah, yes. Makes sense.”

      Her eyebrows went up at that. “You know him?”

      “Nope. I’m about to, though.”

      She sighed. “This isn’t funny. I’m worried about you.”

      “It’s a little funny.”

      Her lips quirked. “Alright. Yes. The vision was like Groundhog Day. All you did was die. I was waiting for an anvil to come crashing down on your head, but so far, you’re good.”

      “Death similar to cartoon coyote would be awesome.”

      I reached over and snagged the chip bowl, munching thoughtfully. “I missed you,” I said after a little while.

      “So sentimental,” she joked. “Me too. I’d rather not see your death in my dreams. I try to save those for Jason Momoa.”

      “In his Khal Drogo or Aquaman guise?”

      “Neither. Vikings.”

      I sat back. “Huh. I’ll check it out.”

      “If you have time between all the dying you’ll be doing soon.”

      A laugh escaped me. “Right.”

      “Tell me about the explosion.”

      “The ward Lucifer set up to keep the Guardian murderer out went down.”

      “And…you’re the new Guardian. Awesome.”

      I touched the tip of my beer to hers. “I thought so.”

      Her face turned curious. “So why aren’t you with him?”

      “Sheer stubbornness.” I waved at my bag. “Creature comforts just in case I get stuck there.”

      “Got any good books in there?” She peered inside the bag.

      “Just Kindle. It’s easier to take on the go.”

      Lexi grunted. “You one of those spicy readers?”

      “I’ll neither confirm nor deny.”

      We grinned at each other. “I’ll text you some recommendations when I get back to the bar. In the meantime, tell me everything.”

      “That’s going to require a lot more beer,” she said, squinting at her half empty bottle.

      “Can do,” I said, opening the fridge with a flourish.

      Her eyes brightened. “It all started with a hot demon…”
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chapter twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      An overly polite knock on the door sounded an hour or so later, after Lex and I had gone through a six-pack of beer. We both froze.

      “You expecting company?” Lex asked, swinging her legs from under the table. Tension racked her slender frame.

      “Never,” I said honestly. Holding a finger up to get her to wait, I tiptoed to the front door and peeked out.

      A man and a woman stood there, though standing was an exaggeration for her. She sagged against him. It was pitch dark outside and my porch light had burned out a while ago, so I couldn’t make much out.

      “Who is it?” I called.

      “Open the door, Guardian. It’s imperative we enter.”

      “Hard pass,” I said politely.

      “I will not ask again,” the man said. “Open the door. We request assistance.”

      Lex came up beside me. “Who is it?” she called.

      I could almost hear the annoyance in the man’s voice. “Storm. Final request. If you do not, I will enjoy skewering you on the end of my blade.”

      “Wow. That’s exactly the way to get me to open the door.”

      Lex and I exchanged a look. She closed her eyes briefly, her aura flickering hot pink. “Open the door,” she croaked, her eyes wide with whatever revelation she’d uncovered.

      “You just told me I was going to die in dozens of horrible ways,” I hissed.

      “Yeah, but not by this guy,” she hissed back.

      Against my better judgment, I opened the door.

      Storm stepped in, his arm around a slender woman’s waist. She slumped against him, her head lolling forward.

      “Dear heart. Try to stand. We made it.”

      She swayed and held on to him as she finally made it upright. Her head lifted, spearing me with bright green eyes.

      The woman in my dreams. Her braid fell forward, thick and dark against her pale skin. A dozen hazy memories clicked into place, followed by a horrifying realization.

      Oh my god.

      “Mom?” I croaked.

      Tears spilled from her eyes. “Ignasia,” she whispered right before falling into a dead faint.

      Lexi sat on the couch, her eyes wide as she watched Storm and I talk. From her expression, I gathered she knew exactly who was now resting in a guest room upstairs. She hadn’t said a word since.

      “She is exhausted,” Storm said. “It took everything she had to knock the ward down.”

      My mouth fell open. “Mom is the Guardian killer?”

      Storm snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. Lucifer knew who he was locking out. He keyed it to her to make it extremely difficult for her to find her way back in.”

      Something didn’t make sense. “Why would he do that? Aren’t they on good terms?”

      Storm laughed. “Are you on good terms with all of your exes?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t really have any,” I admitted.

      Lexi choked. I glared before returning my attention to Storm. “Is she going to be okay?”

      He nodded, though concern still tightened his features. “She needs rest. She and Lucifer had a recent disagreement. He cast her out and locked her out of the city.” Storm shook his head in disgust. “This is where she’s been for millennia. Lucifer is nothing but petty sometimes.”

      “What was the disagreement over?”

      Storm’s eyes flicked to Lex.

      “She’s okay.” I hoped.

      “I can leave,” she volunteered. “In fact, I’m not even sure I should be hearing any of this. Plausible deniability and all that.” Lexi stood and picked up her purse.

      “Wise, Seer,” Storm said with a nod.

      She bent down. “Be careful,” she whispered. “He’s dangerous. I cannot be involved in this. Call me when whatever this is ends.” With that warning, Lexi headed out the door.

      A smile played over his thin lips. “She’s right. I am.”

      “So am I.”

      His eyes widened before he laughed. “So you are, Guardian. So you are.”

      “It’s dangerous for her to be here,” I warned. “Lucifer will come looking for me soon. Everyone in the city felt that boom.”

      He flicked open the curtains and peered outside. “We have a little time. Not much. You must hide us until she is awake. That’s all I’m asking. It’s too dangerous on the streets. With Lilith’s powers drained, she can’t protect us. I have magic, but I cannot conceal us.” Storm’s shoulders fell. “This is the first time she’s been this weak. It’s concerning.”

      “How did she know?” I’d wanted to ask him since I realized who she was.

      “Lots of little things. It’s better she explains it to you.” He turned to me. “Do you have sustenance?”

      I waved at the fridge. “Not a lot, but you’re welcome to whatever you find.”

      He gave an odd, slight bow and left me sitting in the living room.

      What even was my life right now?

      Storm ate most of the contents of my fridge, as I marveled how someone as whip thin as he put it all. He obviously wasn’t weak, but he reminded me more of a swimmer than a warrior. He was tall, close to six feet, but looked like he weighed 150 soaking wet. His hair was an odd silver color, bound with a strap of leather. His eyes were pale blue, so light they almost looked colorless. He had a high forehead and thin lips but a sharp jaw and stunning cheekbones.

      Dude looked like a video game character come to life. If anyone saw him on the street, some eyebrows would raise.

      He came out of the kitchen holding a beer and another plate when there was another knock on the door.

      What the hell? Was this Grand Central Station? We locked eyes.

      “Get rid of them,” he advised.

      “I don’t even know who it is,” I hissed.

      As I watched, the thin, strange warrior turned into a musclebound oaf. All his muscles grew at least four sizes larger. His armor changed from the flexible leather into something resembling more the demonkind wore. His hair turned dark and his eyes a light brown. I gaped, and he pointed to the door, rolling his eyes.

      Samael stood outside.

      Could my day get any worse?

      “I don’t have time for company,” I called through it.

      “Violet. Lucifer requests your presence. Immediately. Open the door, or I’ll break it down.”

      What was the deal with people threatening to destroy my door? “I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

      “Violet. Now.”

      I sent a look to Storm, but he merely raised his eyebrows. Thinking fast, I threw open the door and flashed a disarming smile at Sam.

      His brow furrowed before he looked inside. Sam’s expression went completely blank. Scary blank. His golden eyes took Storm in, and he pushed me aside.

      “Hey!”

      “Are you alright, Guardian?” His eyes swept the room looking for invisible threats.

      “I’m fine. Skeletor and I were just…hanging out.”

      Storm’s eyes went flat. He didn’t like the nickname, I guess.

      “Hanging out.” The words rolled around Sam’s mouth like he’d never heard them before. “Like a date?” He spun. “Are you on a date with this oaf?”

      Storm crossed his arm over his chest, but power rumbled in the living room. Sam’s attention wavered before it came back to me.

      “If it was, you couldn’t say anything about it. What I do with my personal time is none of your business.” I went up to Storm and put my arm around his waist.

      He stood there like a street pole, doing nothing to reciprocate my fake affection. “He’s the strong, silent type,” I said, tightening my grip around him.

      Storm sighed like I was trying to kill him with sheer aggravation and threw his arm over my shoulder. A smile pulled at his teeth. I almost laughed. He looked like he was a horse getting his teeth inspected by a veterinarian.

      Sam looked between us both before shaking his head. “I—I don’t care.” He snorted. “Get your stuff. You need to come with me.”

      Anger speared me. “I’ll come when I’m ready.”

      “The ward is down. You’re in grave danger.” His eyes pleaded with me.

      “I’m capable. When I finish packing, I’ll portal in.”

      His jaw ticked. “Violet…”

      “Tell Lucifer I’ll be there when I’m ready.” A tug on the bond almost sent me to my knees. “I think he heard me.” I’d never get used to that. “I’ll be there when I can.”

      His eyes flicked to Storm. “You want more time with…this?”

      Storm toyed with a strand of my hair as he stared Sam down. “She can never get enough of me. It’s unfortunate, really. I go where the wind takes me. I’m a rolling stone, baby.”

      I pinched his waist. He jerked but stopped ad-libbing. A false laugh bubbled out of me. “He’s so funny, right? Sooo funny.” I slapped his chest, surprised by the hard muscle there. It was a glamour, but it wasn’t. Weird.

      Sam stared at us. “Whatever this is…I don’t want to know. Don’t be surprised if Lucifer shows up here, Violet.” He flicked a dismissive look at Storm. “He will not be pleased by your extracurricular activities.”

      My fists clenched. “Good thing my personal life is none of his business.”

      “Goodbye, Violet.”

      “Bye!” Storm called cheerily.

      He disappeared in a mist of black shadow. I pushed away from Storm and put my hands on my hips. “A rolling stone? Seriously?”

      His glamour fell away, revealing the dispassionate expression of my mother’s…friend? Boyfriend? Assistant? “There is something off about him. Who is he?”

      I peered up at him. “You don’t know?”

      “I am not of Hell. Your mother and I know each other from past dealings.”

      Interesting. I was itching with curiosity but tabled it for now. “His name is Samael.”

      Storm’s brows went up. “Lucifer sent the General for you?”

      “Yes,” I said, flushing with color and unsure why. “He seems to think he’s the only one who can protect me.”

      He rubbed his chin, a thoughtful look on his face. “Perhaps he is,” he mused.

      A cry from upstairs sent Storm racing up, me hot on his heels.

      My mother was here. How in the world had that happened?

      Even more importantly, what did it mean?
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chapter thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      My mother sat up in bed, her face wan and tired. She smiled when she saw me and beckoned me over. Part of me wanted to stay where I was and just drink her in, but the other part wanted a hug. She was my mom. Granted, someone who’d done terrible things, but she didn’t seem awful.

      She seemed exhausted and sad.

      I sat down on the edge of the bed. Slender fingers reached out and touched my hair. “The fire,” she murmured. “That’s what did this?”

      I nodded. “It never turned back.”

      She closed her eyes and exhaled. “How can I ever apologize to you, Violet? How can I ever make up for what happened to you?”

      Tears filled my eyes. I shook my head, unable to speak.

      Storm stepped out of the room, far enough away to give us at least a semblance of privacy, but close enough to intervene if anything happened.

      “You don’t have to apologize.”

      “I do. You are my daughter. Gorgeous and beautiful…” Her brow furrowed. “Oh, Violet. But under a heavy glamour, aren’t you?” She peered at me, her eyes sweeping from the top of my head to my neck. “The hair isn’t the right color?”

      “No.” My voice was hoarse. Clearing my throat, I spoke again. “This allows me to walk among the humans.”

      She nodded and her eyes fluttered shut as her hand swept over me. Lilith inhaled. “You are stunning, daughter of mine.” A wobbly smile crossed her mouth.

      “You—you can see me?”

      “In my mind. I won’t break the glamour. It’s done by an expert. You have to touch it up?”

      “Every few years,” I said. “Ellie insists on it.”

      Her mouth parted. “Ellie.” A tear fell down her cheek. “She helped you?”

      I nodded.

      “I knew she was a good one.” She toyed with one of my curls. “Who else?”

      I shook my head. “Not now. I’m not ready to say.”

      She studied me for a moment before nodding. “Fair enough. I won’t stay here too long. It puts you in danger. I know you are in Lucifer’s employee.” Her eyes shimmered with disapproval. “I also know you didn’t have a choice, but I think you should try to break the bond. He is a dangerous man.”

      “Everyone knows that.”

      She smiled. “I suppose they do, but I was his Consort for millennia. You cannot know how his mind works so early in his employ. He plays the long game better than anyone I’ve ever known.”

      The irony of crushing on my boss who was also my mom’s long-term ex-boyfriend wasn’t lost on me, but the reality of it hit me just then. Squicked out, I pulled away, and straightened her blankets. "I should let you rest."

      She gripped my hand. "Please. Stay. I—" Her voice cracked. "I haven't seen you since I held you in my arms. Just for a little while longer."

      My heart broke at the grief in her eyes. "Sure. Of course." I sat back down.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. "I wish I could see your face, Ignasia. Your real face. The one you wear will grow on me, but I wish you could wear the one you were given."

      I don't remember what I looked like. Az and Ellie changed my face when I was just a little girl and the glamour continued to grow with me. I'd grown so used to it that I never questioned it anymore.

      Maybe one day. I smiled sadly. “I don’t even remember anymore. Things aren’t safe for me. Until they are, I’m stuck with this.” I waved a hand around my face.

      “You have my eyes, though. The shading isn’t quite right, but I’m sure Ellie did it on purpose.” She sighed. “She rarely did anything without a purpose.”

      “If you stick around, you’ll see her.”

      Lilith’s face brightened. “I’d love that.”

      “Good.” We fell silent, and I sat with her for a while until she drifted off, exhaustion lining her face.

      Storm stood in the hallway, his face stoic. When I came out, he jerked his head. I followed behind him, down the stairs, and into the kitchen.

      He gestured for me to sit. Curious, I sank into the chair and waited.

      Storm pulled a chair up close, sat, and took my chin between his fingers. He peered into my eyes, tsked, and let go.

      “Glamoured,” he mused.

      “I—what?”

      “I smelled him on you. Too close.”

      Confused, I stared at him. “Who? Sam?”

      “No, silly girl. Lucifer.”

      I shook my head to clear the cobwebs out because I had no idea what he was talking about. “He’s my boss. I see him almost every day.”

      “Lucifer’s glamour is powerful and impossible to see through. It’s a tangible thing in some ways. You have some of it on you, clinging to you like a barnacle.”

      My jaw dropped. “A barnacle?”

      Storm nodded. “If you hold still, I can take it off.”

      “What are you?” I blurted.

      “Never you mind. I can help. Your mother would want me to.” He took my face into his hands, palms on either side of my temples. “Hold onto my wrists.”

      Curious, a little afraid, and still confused, I did as he asked. Cool magic swept into my mind. I gasped and tried to pull away, only for Storm to grip me like a vise.

      “Wait,” he ordered.

      I gritted my teeth and held onto his wrists with a death grip. It didn’t hurt, but I felt him like a feather underneath my skin, sweeping through my mind. In only a few seconds, a lightness came over me, and I felt like I could breathe again.

      “Better?” Storm murmured. His eyes glowed a pale silver.

      “I—yes. What the hell?”

      “He’s in deep.” The feather light touch continued, and I closed my eyes as he rooted through my mind, loosening and burning away the Devil’s influence. It didn’t feel exactly like him, but close. Weird.

      I felt the second he finished. Storm’s eyes extinguished, fading to the color of ice, and his hands fell away.

      “There.” He leaned away. “How are you feeling?”

      I inhaled a deep breath and felt my shoulders fall. “I had no idea,” I breathed.

      His smile was mirthless. “Yes. Serpents lie in the grass in wait for their victims. Some strike quickly. Some squeeze their prey to death.” He stood and grabbed two beers from the fridge, handing one to me. “In your case, he was squeezing out your common sense. Be wary, Violet. He never does anything without reason.”

      Chilled, I rubbed my hands over my arms. Gooseflesh had risen on my skin. “Good to know,” I murmured.

      My bag still lay by the couch, ready to go. Lucifer awaited me, expecting me to be there soon. All I could do was sit there, numb. “How do I stop it from happening again?”

      Storm grinned, a frightening thing on his thin face. “Your mother is better at answering questions like that. If you stick around for a while, she can help you.”

      “You heard Samael. They want me back. I have to open the bar tonight.” The thought of it made me ill. I shouldn’t have expected him to act honorably. He was the freaking devil.

      And I was an idiot. Az had warned me all along.

      I was a pawn in a game I didn’t understand, and Lucifer wanted me for reasons unknown.

      I was an Apothecaire. Never a pawn. I stood and took my beer as I nodded at Storm. “I’ll be in the back.”

      A knowing look glinted in his eyes. “Good luck.”

      “I don’t need luck,” I muttered. “I need answers.”
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chapter fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Keelie hovered above me, peering over my shoulder as I measured ingredients.

      “Not that much!”

      I jerked my hand back, my heart pounding. “Geez, Keelie!”

      She thumped me on the head. “You don’t want to use too much dust. Only a tiny bit. Too much and you risk the opposite effect—being more susceptible to glamour. Our dust is a byproduct of our magic. You must take care when you use it.”

      I peered up at her. She wore pink leggings and a white tank top today. Her hair was pulled up in a high ponytail, and she had cute little white and pink tennis shoes on. “Did I interrupt a squash game or something?”

      She giggled. “Pilates class.”

      “Pilates?” I laughed. “There’s a fairy Pilates gym out there?”

      “Not at all. I go to the regular gym and watch from the shelf with the extra dumbbells.”

      “Have you tried YouTube?”

      Keelie buzzed closer. “What tube?”

      “It’s a video site. You can type in whatever you want in the search box and pull up almost anything. They have a lot of workout videos.”

      From the expression of delight on her face, she had not.

      “Anything?” she asked.

      “PG-13 and under,” I clarified. “Just about anything.”

      “Cool,” she breathed. “Hurry up so I can go check it out.”

      “Stop buzzing in my ear, and I’ll try.”

      “Fine,” she grumbled and flitted back about a foot behind me.

      “How much now?”

      “A smidge.”

      “Keelie.”

      “A dash.”

      She threw her tiny hands up in the air at my dark look. “I don’t know! Just a teeny tiny bit.”

      Considering how teeny tiny Keelie was, getting that measurement right might be a tall order. I took the edge of my pinky nail and scooped up a miniscule bit. “Like this?”

      “Yes! That looks perfect!”

      It glowed as I gently sprinkled it on top of the concoction I was making. The Anti-glamour potion shimmered when the dust landed on top and slowly sank in, disappearing completely within a few seconds.

      I watched, holding my breath, waiting for that perfect moment to ping against my power, letting me know that combination worked.

      It came later than usual, but it still came. I groaned and let out a deep breath. “Thank goodness.”

      Since I made this one for me, it was a permanent potion, and it was made specifically for whoever’s glamour influence I was under. A little Lucifer, a little something else. He was careless with the things he dropped, and Keelie, Landry, and I had been meticulous about picking up behind him. Arrogance made my job a lot easier some days.

      Once the steam cleared from the top of the bottle, I corked it, sealed the top with wax, and set it aside. There was still one more thing I had to make. This one was precautionary and hopefully not necessary. Only time would tell.

      Keelie stayed until I finished, only leaving once I corked the second and tucked them both into my belt.

      “See you in a couple of hours?” she asked before breezing away.

      I waved absentmindedly. “I’ll be there to open.”

      “Be careful, Violet.”

      A weak smile curved my lips. “I’ll do my best.”

      My mother waited for me when I came out of the spelling room. Her long, dark hair spilled against her shoulders and down her back. She wore a pair of my joggers, but I was curvier than her, and they hung on her hips. I wanted to joke with her about eating a burger. I wanted to do many things, but we didn't know each other like that yet.

      “Did you get it?” she asked hopefully.

      My eyes went to Storm, who gave me a short nod. He'd filled her in on what had happened. To my relief, there was no judgment in her eyes.

      “I think so. I won’t know until I’m around him, but it should have worked.”

      “Good.” Her voice was vehement. “How dare he.” She opened her arms and pulled me into a hug. "Be very careful, darling. Very careful." Brushing my hair away from my face, she exhaled, squeezed my shoulders, and stepped back. "He's expecting you, I'm sure. Take the potion and discard the bottle before he can get a whiff of it. Lucifer will know what it is if it's around him. He's sensitive to glamours."

      "Good idea," I said, pulling it from my belt. Once I'd downed it, I gathered my bag and headed out the door.

      Lilith and Storm watched me until I'd disappeared.

      My mother was here. How weird was that??
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chapter fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes when your world skidded off its axis, you expect everything to be different. This assumes an arrogance that the world revolves around you. Of course, it doesn’t, and no one cares about your life as much as you do.

      Still, walking into Swan’s and seeing that not a single thing had changed disturbed me more than I wanted to admit. The people still waved like a bad episode of Cheers. The drinks still sold. The occasional fight still happened.

      Nothing had changed, and yet I felt like everything was different. Granted, nothing too earth-shattering had happened yet. Michael wasn’t here. My mother showing up had certainly been a twist I didn’t expect, but it seemed to be a happy thing so far. Until I told Az, of course. He’d predictably lose it and tell me to run far and fast.

      But the Lucifer glamour thing pissed me off. Anger burned in me as I worked, scrubbing the bar too hard, giving short answers to those who asked me questions. Landry gave me side-eye a few times and wisely kept his mouth shut.

      Lucifer hadn’t shown up yet, which was just like him. Olive kept glaring at me. Nothing new there. Even though my mood stayed dark, Keelie flew down and chatted with me for a while.

      At closing time, the bar cleared out, and Landry went home, leaving only me and the fairies. Thumbing the other potion I’d created, I thought about Lilith’s words. Would he sense what this was too, or was it only glamour potions?

      Only one way to find out.

      He came through the portal five minutes after closing, his expression carefully blank. For the first time, I felt…nothing. Yes, he was handsome, sinfully so, but my ovaries didn’t stand up and applaud. This pissed me off even more. How dare he try to affect me like that?

      “Violet,” he acknowledged, his tone cautious. “Are you well?”

      My dark mood must reflect on my face. I forced a smile. “Just peachy,” I said, but even those words sounded angry.

      He sat down at the bar and watched me, his perfect brow furrowed. “Have I done something?”

      I waved a hand. “No. Not at all.”

      He cast a skeptical eye until he shrugged, blowing it off. Of course, I couldn’t be angry at him. He was Lucifer. What a putz.

      “Good. Come with me for a little while. I’d like to show you something.”

      My hands stilled. “What for?”

      “Really, Violet. Why must you always be suspicious?”

      Uh, because you glamour-roofied me. Tossing my towel down, I slid my apron over my head and came out behind the bar. “Lead on then.”

      He headed for the portal, pausing when I gaped at him. “Well?”

      I pointed. “You’re taking me into Hell?”

      Lucifer snorted. “Of course. All the Guardians visit at least once. Some multiple times.” He stepped through.

      I hesitated, wondering if I really wanted to walk through. I was born there, cast into Hellfire lava, and rescued by an angel who thought I might be dead. Going back in seemed like the height of stupidity. Not going in would make him suspicious. Once again, I was caught in a game I couldn’t win.

      “Great,” I muttered. “Here goes nothing.”

      I stepped through the portal and left Earth behind.

      Hell had a waiting room, all in grey. The carpet, paint, ceiling, and all the furniture were in a single shade. A woman with retro glasses sat behind it, snapping gum and staring at me.

      “You got an appointment?”

      Her nails were the only thing of color—bright red and lethal looking. Her skin was pale, and her hair a strange monochromatic silver.

      “Uh no. Lucifer told me to follow him.”

      She smirked. “Sure he did, hon. Why don’tcha have a seat, and I’ll call him?”

      “Uh. I’m serious.” I jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “He just stepped through a second ago.”

      “We don’t see him when he comes through.” She held up a finger. “Hold, please.”

      I stared at her, bemused, and did what she said. Getting lost in Hell wasn’t my idea of a good time, so weird waiting room it was.

      The woman turned the dial on a rotary phone. Seriously, Lucifer needed an upgrade around here. I opened my mouth and was about to say something sarcastic when a warm hand closed around my arm and jerked.

      The screech tore out of my throat, delayed. By the time I reacted, I stood in the middle of a bedroom with a crackling fire at my back. I spun in all directions, eyes wild, only to see Lucifer lounging on an emerald-green recliner.

      “Don’t mind Helda. She has tenure and is terrible at just about everything.”

      “Tenure,” I echoed blankly.

      He shrugged. “Please.” He gestured for me to sit. “Join me for a little while.”

      I sank into the chair. A cup of coffee appeared on a small table next to me. Smiling, I added cream and sugar and sipped. He already held one; otherwise, I would have grudgingly offered him one.

      “You seem vexed with me.”

      “No one says vexed anymore,” I muttered.

      “Perhaps not, but you aren’t denying it.”

      How in the world was I supposed to dose him with him sitting all the way over there holding a drink already, and I was several feet away? Did he suspect something?

      “I’m always angry.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “But today you’re especially angry. It wafts off you like steam on a hot sidewalk.”

      “I suppose you could say that.”

      “Mmm,” he responded, continuing to study me in that strange way he had. Lucifer stood and walked over to me, crouching by my chair. He leaned in, placing his hand on my cheek. “Have I ever told you how profoundly beautiful you are?”

      Ah. So this was what we were doing today. Lucifer was in seduction mode. But why was I feeling like being seduced wasn’t such a bad thing? My eyes went into soft focus, and I leaned into his palm. His touch set my skin on fire. What the hell was happening to me? I was free of his influence, wasn’t I?

      “You have not,” I finally answered.

      He chuckled. “Fiery Violet. Your name matches neither your temperament nor your hair. Strange, isn’t it?”

      His words sent a curl of worry into my belly. Az had chosen Violet because the plants were hardy given the right conditions. He had a thing for purple too.

      “My mother had a strange sense of humor, I guess.”

      He leaned forward, his silky hair brushing against my face. Lucifer loomed so close, I could stick my tongue out and touch his nose. From the way his eyes went all soft and liquid, I suspected he had other uses for my tongue.

      Steadying my breathing, I did my best to tamp down the feelings Lucifer stirred within me. Feelings I shouldn’t have at all. Uncorking the potion with my thumb, I breathed in to cover the sound, reached up with the other to cup his jaw, then swiftly poured as much as I could into his mouth, jerking his chin up at the last moment to force him to swallow. I made it as potent as possible, so a mouthful would do.

      Lucifer jerked back, his eyes wide with horror, and choked, trying to spit out as much as possible.

      “Violet!” he boomed, rage thick in his voice.

      I stood, pointing a shaky finger at him. “You roofied me!” I screeched. “Then tried to love bomb me!”

      Lucifer blinked, the anger bleeding from his face. “I—what?” He shook his head. “What the fuck is a love bomb?”

      Fear bleated through me. My body shook. “It’s—it’s where you say all the right things, at all the right times, even though you don’t mean it, because you want something from someone!”

      He looked genuinely perplexed. The first stirrings of doubt murmured through my heart. Was I wrong?

      “And the meaning of roofied?” he asked patiently.

      “You glamoured me! Made me feel all lovey-dovey toward you. You should be ashamed of yourself!”

      He sat back, a strange expression on his face. “You feel lovey-dovey toward me?”

      “Shut up!” I screeched. “That is not what this is about!”

      His face drained of color, and he looked down at his crotch. “Violet. What did you do?”

      I smiled awkwardly.

      He closed his eyes and let out a deep sigh. “For your sake, this better be temporary.”

      “This doesn’t discount you glamouring me!”

      He looked up at the ceiling. “For fuck’s sake, I didn’t glamour you. I’m the goddamned devil, Violet. I glamour people who pretend they’re good so I can get things out of them! Not my fucking Guardians!” Lucifer ran a hand through his hair. “Now,” he said quietly. “You’re going to tell me who told you that.”

      I shook my head. “No. I was definitely under the influence of someone’s glamour. I felt it as soon as it lifted.”

      His gaze turned thoughtful. “Who else do you think it could be?”

      I tilted my head and stared up at him. “You.”

      He grinned and took a step forward. My heart went wild, my ovaries doing that cheering thing they did when he got close. I should not be attracted to him. He was my mother’s ex-boyfriend. Eww and gross, and oh my dear lord, why was he so hot?

      He tilted my chin up. “It wasn’t me. Feel the truth through the bond.”

      I didn’t want to believe him. He was the Great Deceiver. But truth pulsed through me. What the actual fuck.

      Who was responsible?

      Lucifer’s eyes widened before they turned into emerald shards of glass. “SAMAEL!”

      The general crashed into the room, a look of shock on his face. When he saw the bedroom, who was standing there, and the accusing looks on our faces, he stood, slowly brushing himself off.

      “Care to explain yourself?” Lucifer asked.

      “You told me to keep an eye on the girl. This was the best way.” He stood all proud and handsome, a smirk curling his lips. I wanted to punch it right off his face. I moved a few steps closer. His brow furrowed at my proximity, but he didn’t acknowledge me.

      “Seducing her was the best way?” Lucifer’s voice was quiet and deadly.

      “There has been no seduction.” Samael sounded a wee bit nervous now. Good.

      “You sonofabitch,” I muttered. “Should have known. Was that how you found me?”

      He grinned, completely unrepentant. “Touch tracker. Really, Violet. You should know better.”

      I could barely see through the red haze covering my eyes. In one swift lunge, I gripped his face, pushed him back against the wall, and poured the rest of the potion down his throat. Sam didn’t expect it and swallowed much more than Lucifer had.

      Speak of the literal devil, Lucifer stood behind us chortling. “Ah. I hope that lasts longer on him than it does me.”

      I turned and looked over my shoulder, a fierce grin lighting my face. “I have the antidote.”

      Sam pawed at his mouth, bending over and drooling as he tried to get the potion out.

      “You can try to purge, but it won’t work. Hope you don’t have any dates planned for the next few weeks.”

      Horror dawned in his beautiful eyes. “You—you bitch!”

      I placed a hand over my heart. “Aww. Hurtful.”

      Sam lunged toward me, but I sidestepped him. Lucifer stopped him, his fists clutching the front of his armor.

      “While I generally appreciate the use of creativity in your endeavors, you’ve overstepped on this one, General. Violet is a Guardian, an Apothecaire of rare talent. She is also bonded to me, something I haven’t given in thousands of years. It is reserved for the top echelon of people.” Lucifer sniffed. “Ask yourself why you are not one of them.”

      Samael’s jaw tightened with rage, but he looked down at his feet. “My apologies, Liege.”

      Lucifer’s gaze flicked to me. “Violet?”

      “I didn’t hear an apology.”

      He grinned at me, delight flaring in his eyes. “You heard the Guardian.”

      Sam sent me a vile look. “I apologize.”

      I chewed on the side of my lip. “Doesn’t sound like you mean it, Sam I Am.”

      Lucifer chuckled.

      Rage bristled from Sam’s body. “I sincerely apologize, Guardian.”

      I stepped into his personal space. “We could have been friends, Sam. I liked you, though now I suspect that was merely an act on your part. The next time I catch you trying to use magic on me, I’ll make it my personal mission to ensure your temporary impotence becomes permanent. You feel me?”

      Lucifer’s eyes glowed with approval. He shook Sam a little. “Hear the lady?”

      “Yes,” he said begrudgingly.

      “Good.” With a flick of his fingers, Lucifer sent Sam away. A brief flash of light and he was gone.

      “Now,” he said, returning his attention to me. “Let’s talk about these lovey-dovey feelings…”
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chapter sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It happened again on the way home, but Sam wasn’t there to help this time. Apparently, he was still butt-hurt over being busted.

      The bar closed at the regular time, though it was a little harder shooing demons out than regular paranorms. When the last patron left, I cleaned up and headed back to the house. Since Sam was the one who showed up telling me Lucifer wanted me at the bar close by but was also the same person who tried to use me in such a foul way, I chose not to believe him.

      Big mistake.

      A man the size of a damn bear stepped into my path just as I rounded the corner away from the bar. “Guardian?”

      I stopped in my tracks, craning my neck up to see him. My fingers hovered at my belt. “Can I help you?”

      “Are you the Guardian?” His voice sounded like he gargled rocks for fun.

      “Depends on who’s asking?”

      A manic grin curved his mouth. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      Iron hands clamped me from behind. I threw my head back, smashing into someone’s face. A shrieking howl pierced the night as the culprit released me, but just as I got free and went for a potion, magic lashed my hands behind my back. I lost my balance and crashed onto the cement.

      “You bitch,” the man behind me rasped. But it sounded more like “ooo betch” through his broken, whistling noise, which made me laugh. Inopportune time for amusement, but I took it where I could get it.

      The magic wrapped around my wrists felt dark and oily. I sent a small tendril of power through it, only for it to sink in and absorb it. That was odd. Concerned I might be in more of a pickle than I thought, I rolled onto my back, gasping at the pain in my shoulders.

      “What do you want?”

      The bear man grinned down at me. “It’s not what I want. It’s what she wants.” He waved his hand over me, and my body exploded into a thousand pieces.

      

      I came to tied to a chair, my head pounding in time with my heartbeat. The air around me felt stale and smelled musty. Water dripped somewhere in the building, giving an uncomfortable moist feeling to the atmosphere.

      I looked around, calculating an escape route. I had no idea how long I’d been out or where I was. NOLA was damp anyway, so I could be anywhere in the city. Or even outside it considering my method of transportation, which sucked, by the way. My body felt like a jigsaw puzzle with the pieces forced the wrong way.

      I chuckled as I thought about how much trouble Samael was in once Lucifer realized I was gone. There’s always a bright side to everything.

      “You’re awake.”

      I stiffened. The voice came from behind. Female. Soft pitched. Heels sounded on the floor until a shorter woman came into view.

      She was beautiful. From her aura, I could tell she’d been human once. Now she was something…other. Her aura was an odd mishmash of darkness, sickly greens twisted with black and grey. Madness lurked in her strange, dual-colored gaze.

      “You don’t know me, but I know you,” she said.

      The woman was blonde with one brown and one blue eye. Heterochromia. Unusual, but nothing I hadn’t seen before. It affected humans in a physical way. If a paranorm had dual-colored eyes, watch out. It usually indicated a mage willing to go to all lengths to secure more power. Unfortunately, I had no way to tell if this happened to her before or after she turned into something else.

      She wore a pair of dark skinny jeans tucked into ass-kicker boots and a white long-sleeved t-shirt. Her hair was tied in a high ponytail, and she wore no makeup. What kind of deal with the devil did you have to make to look perfect with zero makeup? Not even mascara. Life truly wasn’t fair sometimes.

      “I’m afraid you have me at a loss,” I said politely. “My name is Violet.”

      She inclined her head. “I know.”

      “Mind explaining why I’m here?” I said in a sheepish voice. “The handcuffs say I’ve done something wrong. The polite conversation infers I’m a guest.”

      The woman laughed, a husky sound in the dark. “Think of the cuffs as an insurance policy. We know what you are, Brewer.”

      Oh goodie. “Most people do,” I admitted. “But I still don’t know who you are.”

      She smiled. “You know my husband.”

      A real bad feeling unfurled in my stomach. The shadows twisted around her aura, dipping in and out of her skin. I let my gaze go soft as I peered deeper.

      Pain exploded in my cheek.

      Leah stood in front of me, her right fist bloody, while wagging her left index finger. “Ah ah ah. No peeking. It’s rude.”

      Blood poured down my nose, and I felt some empathy for the dude I punched earlier. Face hits were awful.

      “Leah?” I whispered.

      She did a little bow and rose, smiling at me. “The one and only at your service.”

      Not good. Not even a little bit. What could she possibly want with me?

      She reached behind her and extracted a switchblade. With a button press, the blade popped out, shimmering a wicked silver in the hazy lights. “You’ve been surprisingly difficult to arrange a meeting with. Lucifer keeping you all warm and cozy in his bed, hmmm?”

      “Hardly.”

      She tapped the blade against her palm. “I need some answers, and I’m afraid the other Guardians haven’t been so cooperative.” Leah smiled, a thing of madness. “Here’s hoping you’re feeling partial toward me today since we know each other and all. Well,” she shrugged, “mostly. Meph is a good guy when he wants to be, but he’s not good at saving people, you know. Just a fair warning if you want to keep hanging out with him.”

      The knife came perilously close to my face. I could heal a lot of damage, but it always pissed me off when someone went for the kill shot right up front. Women were usually particular about their face, and I was no different.

      I stalled for time, even as the realization that she might have been the thing that escaped from Hell and my mother being cast out was just a coincidence hit me like a train.

      “What do you want to know?”

      Leah stopped, the knife too close to my eye for comfort. “I want to know everything you do about the portals. How they work, where they go, who commands them.”

      Of all the questions she could have asked me, she asked me the ones I didn’t know. Of course she did.

      “I’m a new Guardian. Lucifer doesn’t tell me much.”

      The knife inched closer.

      “Since you aren’t going to let me go, I don’t see the harm in telling me what you want with the portals.” I could escape if I really wanted to, but doing so would open up an entirely new can of worms.

      Leah laughed. “I need something.”

      “In Hell?”

      She shook her head. “Not quite. Think a little higher.”

      My eyebrows climbed. “You’re trying to break into Heaven?”

      “They’ve taken something from me. I want it back.” She lowered the knife and took a step back.

      If she was talking about her soul…why the hell would it be there?

      Her eyes widened. “You know!” She pulled me out of the chair by the front of my shirt and held me off the ground. No human woman should be able to do that. Her strength was enhanced by something I didn’t recognize. Some form of dark magic.

      “Where is it?” she demanded, her eyes wide.

      “I don’t know.”

      At her screech of rage, I shook my head. “I swear! I don’t know. I don’t know anything about Heaven. It’s bad enough I’m working for Lucifer. I stay far away from angels.”

      She slammed me back into the chair, the knife at my throat. “I’m going to find out exactly how much you know even if I have to cut it from your skin.”

      I readied my magic, the forbidden one. It rose to my command like a phoenix from the ash. I wouldn’t go out this way, even if it meant my death later.

      Leah lurched to the side, a scream tearing from her throat as she clasped her shoulder. Her eyes rounded as blood poured from a knife wound.

      Who the—

      “Stay as still as you can,” my mother whispered in my ear.

      She smelled like strawberries. What a weird thing to notice right before I died.

      The magic fell away from me as Storm stepped forward, holding two more daggers in his hands. Leah’s lips pulled back in a feral snarl as she straightened. The knives flew from Storm’s hand, a blur of motion I barely caught.

      Leah threw her hand out, sending a strong blast of wind our way. Storm’s daggers flew off course, and I went ass over teakettle, smacking into the wall with a grunt. My arms were barely functional, prickling pins and needles as the feeling slowly returned.

      I couldn’t see Lilith.

      “Here,” she whispered. An invisible hand tugged me up, and I staggered to get my feet working properly as she hustled me away from the battle.

      Leah screamed in rage. I looked back to see Storm, his face a mask of concentration, steadily flinging knives at her, dodging everything she threw at him. He was a blur, moving so fast all I could see was streaks.

      “What is he?” I whispered.

      “Right now, our savior,” Lilith said.

      She moved like a wraith, even as she came into slight, fuzzy focus. I let her tug me along until we burst through two metal doors and into the humid night air.

      “Come,” she urged. I let her lead me to a parked motorbike.

      “What about Storm?”

      “He’ll be fine. Get on.”

      I jumped on and scooted back while she took the front. With a roar of sound and a clipped “hold on,” we took off like a rocket.
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chapter seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      We made it back home in a disturbingly short time. Lilith was ageless but also felt like speed limits didn’t apply to her. I knew I had several more grey hairs when I finally plowed through the front door and collapsed on the couch, thanks to her terrible driving skills.

      “You’re lucky we didn’t get arrested.”

      Lilith smirked and headed to the fridge. “Lucky?” She grinned at me and tossed me a cold beer before coming over and plopping next to me.

      A reluctant grin tugged at my lips. “You drive like Evil Knievel.”

      My mother laughed. “Now that guy was something.”

      I straightened. “You knew him?”

      “I knew a lot of people.” She pulled her knees up and plopped her chin on them. “Tell me what that was about, please.”

      “First things first. You had him follow me?”

      She shrugged. “Aren’t you glad I did?”

      When I didn’t respond, she sighed. “I felt you pulling on that magic, Violet. You would have brought a host of angels down upon our head.”

      I looked away, the feeling of rejection sitting on my shoulder like a hundred-pound weight. A cool hand rested on my arm.

      “Violet.”

      When I didn’t respond, she reached over and gently turned my head. “Honey. I didn’t judge you for it, but I’m not up to full power yet.” Her eyes flashed with rage. “I want you to use it. I want you to embrace who you are, but we aren’t ready. You aren’t ready. The magic within you is an inferno, churning and bubbling, raging to get out. It’s a miracle you didn’t combust long ago.”

      Az is why. He taught me how to contain it and steady myself even at my angriest, but I felt it too, bubbling inside of me, crying for release. It itched at me every single day.

      “I can never be who I’m meant to be. He’ll kill me.”

      Lilith’s emerald gaze met mine. “You underestimate yourself. And me.” She slowly shook her head. “He’d try. Maybe he’d succeed. But he won’t beat you if you know who you are and what you can do. You aren’t a Nephilim, Violet. You’re something more. That’s why he tried to destroy you when you were a baby.” Her lower lip trembled at the words. “He knew if you lived, you could one day take him down.”

      “I don’t want to take him down,” I whispered, dashing away the tear streaking down my face. “I just want to live.”

      A sad smile creased her face. “Honey, you can’t live while he’s alive.” She set her beer down and took both my hands. “Close your eyes.”

      I stared at her funny but did what she asked. “Why?”

      “I want to show you something.”

      Her hands were thin and cool inside of my warmer ones.

      “Take a deep breath,” Lilith said.

      I inhaled and exhaled and did it a few more times. “Good,” she said.

      Images unfurled in my head. Michael stood before me. I jerked in surprise, but Lilith held me tight. He was massive, muscular, and powerful. A golden god stood erect, his eyes full of judgment and wrath. He carried a sword twice my size and a round shield carved with strange runes that glowed with every step he took.

      “This is your father, Violet. Learn.”

      More images. Michael struck down person after person—man, woman, child. It didn’t matter. He carved a swath of death everywhere he went, a cruel smile of judgment on his lips as their life’s blood flowed over his sandals. I trembled at his vengeance, quailed against his judgment. My mother showed me the first time he saw her—his need and possessiveness of her. She tried to run from him, but there was no escaping him. Lucifer came into my vision, his face concerned, but he, too, was helpless when it came to Michael’s single-minded quest to claim her.

      Finally, I saw the resignation on her face, the moment she gave up.

      “He—” A sob bubbled from my lips.

      “No, darling. No. He didn’t.” But her voice trembled when she said it.

      “You didn’t want to.”

      “I wanted to survive.”

      My head bowed. “Mom…”

      She placed her forehead against mine and laughed. “Mom. You called me Mom.”

      “How can you love me? After what he did to you? How can you—”

      “Hush,” she admonished me. “You are the greatest gift I’ve ever been granted. The blessing I always searched for and never deserved. You are the reason I lived, Violet.” She stroked my hair. “When I saw you go under, something inside of me died. I tried to take Michael out, but I was weak from childbirth. Foolishly, I thought he might be happy he’d sired a daughter.” A wet laugh escaped her. “But Michael is vain and petty and wishes for no one to outshine him.” She sighed. “And my darling, oh how you shined.”

      The pictures faded from my mind until it was only me and my mother, her arms wrapped tightly around me. “How did you live?” she whispered.

      “Someone pulled me out. Turns out I have a strange resistance to Hellfire.”

      A sigh shuddered through her. “Thank the gods,” she whispered.

      “Mom?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I need to tell you something.”

      Az broke the door down in his rush to reach me. Again. Ellie followed behind him, her eyes frantic as she sought me out. He skidded to a halt when he saw who stood beside me.

      His expression went blank even as his gaze ping-ponged between us.

      “Dad.”

      His eyes closed briefly, and a shaky exhale racked his frame.

      Mom gave me a weird look before her expression cleared. “Oh. Oh.” She rushed forward. Dad stepped back, his hands out in defense mode, but Mom barreled into him, gripping him in a fierce hug. “Azrael. Thank you. You saved her. Thank you.”

      Ellie watched, cautious but still wary.

      Az blinked several times before his arms went around her. They embraced, and my mother fell apart.

      It took some time before she could gather herself. Az helped her to the couch and sat her between him and Ellie. I sat opposite and waited.

      “So,” Az finally said. “Lilith found you.”

      “That explosion?”

      He nodded. “Seems about right for Lilith.”

      I laughed. Mom smiled weakly. “I knew she was here. Somewhere.”

      “What’s the important news?” Ellie asked. “Your mom is obviously important, but this sounded like something more.”

      “Michael is back.”

      Az’s face went ashen. He sank against the back of the couch and rubbed a hand over his face. A myriad of emotions flashed in his eyes. Regret. Anger. Sadness. Worry.

      “Does he know?” he asked.

      “Not yet. He’s coming tomorrow.”

      Ellie exhaled a shaky breath.

      “Will the glamour hold?” Az asked her.

      “It’s held so far,” she answered. “Even with Lucifer.”

      An unspoken conversation passed between them. “Ellie will strengthen the glamour before we leave.” He leaned forward and took both of my hands. “You must promise me you won’t do anything to reveal yourself.”

      Ellie’s smile wobbled. “At least not yet.”

      “Ellie!” Az barked.

      “No.” She held up a hand. “We all knew this day would come. You’ve felt it. So have I. Violet deserves to be who she really is.”

      “It can’t be soon.” He shook his head in disbelief. “She isn’t ready.”

      “I will train her,” Mom said. “As soon as my magic fully replenishes.”

      “How soon?” Az asked.

      “A day or two. I can take her to my pocket realm and train her there. They won’t sense her.”

      “Not even Lucifer?” Ellie asked.

      Mom’s grin was wicked. “Especially not him.”

      They exchanged another look. Az nodded. “It will have to do.”

      A scream tore from Ellie as Storm appeared in a swirl of silver magic. He performed a shallow bow and nodded to Az. We all pretended not to notice his hands were covered in blood.

      Ellie gaped at the thin, unfamiliar figure standing in my living room.

      “The woman?” Mom asked.

      I noticed she didn’t say her name.

      “Escaped.” He tucked two knives back into discreet pockets sewn into his pants. “But she’s down a few helpers.” His eyes sparkled with the thrill of the hunt.

      “Damn it,” Mom muttered. “Any idea where she went?”

      He shook his head. “Disappeared without a trace.”

      “Who?” Az demanded.

      Mom sighed. “A nuisance. Nothing more.”

      Az’s eyes narrowed. He obviously didn’t believe her.

      “We’ll take care of it.”

      Mom shook her head once when our eyes met. She didn’t want them to know right now. Curious, but I’d wait. Then it occurred to me.

      The mark.

      Did Max already know Leah was alive?

      No. He couldn’t. Surely, if Lucifer didn’t know everything I was up to, he wouldn’t. If he did, he would have broken down the door before Az did. We still shouldn’t speak about it in case he popped in for a listen. I needed to experiment with those marks to see if I could listen in on him the way he seemed to for me.

      Spying was a two-way street.
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chapter eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Mom and I spent the rest of the day messing with the marks. Concern creased her brow when she found out I had two. She asked me how I was feeling, a question that concerned me. Two of them were unheard of. One was dangerous enough.

      When I asked her about Lucifer’s mark, she grinned. “I know how his magic works. I also know how to hide from him. Don’t worry about him discovering me through you. I’ve concealed myself from him for years. Worry more about Mephistopheles. He is dangerous Violet.” Her eyes sparkled as she watched me. “How is it you’ve convinced two powerful men to mark you?”

      “Not by any choice of mine,” I grumbled. “Don’t even get me started.” Something occurred to me. “I forgot to tell you!”

      Her face darkened when I told her about Samael’s glamour.

      “Not Lucifer? You’re sure?”

      “Positive.”

      Her eyes took on a faraway look. “Interesting. Storm is rarely fooled when it comes to identifying magic. He disguised it on purpose. Was he hoping you’d react?”

      It seemed like she was asking rhetorical questions, so I didn’t respond.

      “How would he have replicated his magic?” She sank onto the kitchen stool and propped her chin onto the palm of her hand. “Samael is always slippery. He’s highly intelligent and well respected. This doesn’t seem like him.” She frowned. “What purpose would it have served?”

      “Besides getting in my pants?”

      She snorted. “He doesn’t need glamour for that with most women. And you’re free to let anyone you want into your pants.”

      “Eww, Mom. Gross.”

      She snickered. “It’s true. Far be it for me to try to control your love life.”

      Lucifer’s face flashed in my mind, quickly followed by disgust. I had to get over this weird crush. It wouldn’t do anyone any good, and honestly…Lucifer?

      How stupid was I?

      And also…

      Oh my god. He was my uncle. I gagged. Why the HELL had that not occurred to me? I guess they weren’t technically blood related. They were created from the cosmos, so it wouldn’t be incestuous, but knowing I could call him Uncle Lucifer sent a bucket of metaphorical cold water onto my crush. I felt it wash away, and a sense of relief fell over me.

      Mom watched me, a confused crinkle on her face before it suddenly cleared.

      “Oh,” she said quietly. “Oh, Violet.” She slapped her hands over her mouth, but not before a giggle escaped.

      “Mom! No. Gross. God.” Crimson crept up my neck.

      “It happens to everyone, honey,” she said through gulping laughs. “It’s impossible not to.”

      “Why are you not mad?!”

      Mom couldn’t stop laughing. “Because it’s who he is, Violet. I haven’t met a single person he hasn’t affected like that. It’s a little weird because of the relationship there, but there’s no harm from a crush.”

      I hung my head in shame. “Ugh.”

      She snickered and hugged me. “You aren’t in love. It’s only a physical attraction. When it’s love, it’s going to hit you like a semi-truck. You’ll know it. This is an amusing blip in the road.” She leaned closer and whispered in my ear. “There’s a viable rumor Michael isn’t even God’s, so Lucifer probably isn’t your uncle anyway.”

      Relief flooded through me. “Thank the gods,” I whispered.

      She chuckled. “Good chance, though not completely proven yet. But it does make sense when you think about it. I think it’s why he tries so hard. He has high standards to live up to, and he’s angry about it.”

      “Oddly enough, that does make me feel better.”

      We laughed together, and I put that crush firmly behind me. Nothing good could come of it, and I had bigger fish to fry.

      If Lucifer knew who I really was, it’d be a bucket of cold water over his head, too.

      I seriously needed to get out more.

      The following day, I awoke to Mom looming over my bed. I shrieked and threw my hands up, but Mom only laughed and plopped beside me.

      “Storm’s cooking breakfast. Let’s eat and head to the pocket realm so I can show you where you’ll train at.”

      I pulled the pillow over my head. “Five more minutes.”

      She swatted me with the other pillow. “You haven’t had French toast until you’ve tasted Storm’s. He made coffee too.”

      I peeked out at her. “The good stuff?”

      “I promise.”

      I groaned but rolled out of bed. Mom grinned and left me to get ready.

      Today was the day.

      The world’s worst family reunion happened later, only I was the only one who knew what it was.

      Did they make cakes for this sort of thing? Hi, I’m the daughter you tried to kill! Nice to meet you!

      Ugh.

      Storm stood with his back to us, expertly flipping bread on the griddle. The smell of bacon and real maple syrup beckoned to me as I headed first for the cupboard to grab a coffee cup, then over to the pot. After pouring myself a generous cup, I sat beside Mom and watched Storm work.

      “Where did he learn to cook? I whispered.

      “No idea,” she whispered back. “He refuses to talk much about his life.”

      Storm skillfully dodged flying bacon grease and sent us a withering look.

      “Oh. He hears everything,” Mom said. “Sometimes I think he can hear worms slithering in the ground.”

      “I can,” he said dryly.

      “Creepy,” I commented, reaching over to snatch a piece of bacon from the plate.

      Storm tried to slap my hand with the spatula, but I was too quick.

      Bacon ninja!

      Grinning, I waved the piece at him.

      Storm rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to the pans.

      Not long after, we all had plates piled high with goodness, and as we ate, Mom went over tonight.

      “Ellie did an amazing job on your glamour. I can’t sense your magic or what you are.” She tilted her head, her eyes glowing an odd shade of green as she studied my aura. “You look like a mix between a shifter and a witch. Most people won’t care enough to ask and the ones who do aren’t skilled enough to dig further if you provide a vague but feasible enough answer.”

      “What about the curious ones?”

      Storm chewed a bite of his toast. “Those you kill,” he said after he swallowed.

      I blinked at him. “Just like that?”

      He shrugged. “Depends on how much you like to live, I suppose.”

      I had to respect a guy who went from zero to murder while chowing down on syrup-soaked bread. Mom shrugged. “I agree with him in some ways. You can’t keep your hands clean if you want to survive.”

      I was well aware of what it took to keep breathing. Az, Ellie, and I had worked together for years to take down threats to our livelihoods and our lives. Just because I’d killed people didn’t mean I liked it or that every single life I took didn’t haunt me at night.

      But Storm was right. I did like living, and I would do whatever it took to keep myself and my family safe.

      “Is it powerful enough for Michael?”

      “I think so. If it’s fooled Lucifer, it should fool Michael.” Mom chewed thoughtfully. “Though there is some concern there. Lucifer’s powers are similar to the other Archangel’s, except he gained additional abilities during his time in Hell. Michael’s powers have always been murky. We know some of what he can do, but he’s kept other things close to the vest. If the rumors about him are true, he might sense deception and glamour easier than the others.”

      “Great,” I muttered. “Any suggestions?”

      “I’m feeling much better. By this evening, I’ll be almost up to full speed again. I’ll reinforce what Ellie has done and see if I can add some extra layers over the glamour to keep him guessing. Michael is one of the curious ones but killing him is next to impossible. We have to outsmart him.”

      Storm grunted and plopped two more pieces of French toast on my plate. “I will be close by. If anything happens, come out the front door, and I’ll be there.”

      “What if I can’t?” The thought of being impaled by that massive broadsword Michael carried was enough to send a shiver down my spine.

      “Then you think of your mother and she will alert me.”

      My attention snapped to Mom. “What does he mean by that?”

      She patted my arm and laughed. “There were times in my life when I sensed you and thought I was going insane. We have a bond between us, Violet. When I finally entertained the possibility of you being alive, it led me straight to you.”

      “Does that mean Michael has one too?” The thought of it made my knees weak.

      “If he did, he would have found you long ago.” Mom sipped her coffee and stared over the rim at me, an odd smile playing over her lips.

      “Comforting,” I muttered.

      “Interesting more than anything,” she responded. “Angels can track their children—Nephilim, at least. You’ve never been human so you can’t be classified as one. You are something other.” Her eyes took on a faraway look. “I remember when he took you from me, he almost looked fearful. Now that I see you, I wonder if he knew something I did not.”

      I stared between them. Storm wore a mild expression as if we were speaking about the weather, and Mom only looked thoughtful. No one seemed as concerned about this as I was.

      “I’m half angel and half witch,” I said with conviction. “Right?” That last part wasn’t all that convinced.

      “Hardly, darling,” Mom said. “I’m the First Witch, but I’m not only a witch. I’m also the one of the first female demons. Not quite a demon, not quite a witch.”

      I gaped at her. “You’re a demon?” Az had left some gaps in my education. He never spoke much about my mom, only telling me she loved me very much. I suppose I could have researched, but I never wanted to learn too much about her because of temptation. The urge to search for her overwhelmed me sometimes.

      I’d known she was a witch, but the demon part shook me. Maybe I should have assumed, her living in Hell and all, but I just thought her domicile was because of Lucifer.

      “How did you become a demon?”

      Her mouth turned down at the question. The amusement drained from her eyes.

      Storm gave me a disapproving look.

      “You don’t have to answer that,” I blurted. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

      She shook her head. “No need to apologize. It was a long time ago.” Storm and my mother locked eyes. “I wasn’t born a demon. I was made.” Mom laughed. “As much as they could make me into anything I didn’t want to be made into.”

      She looked down at her plate and took a deep breath. Storm spoke while she composed herself.

      “When the Morningstar fell, he wasn’t a demon. Not yet. Lilith found him and nursed him back to health.”

      My breath caught, rapt at the story I’d never heard.

      “When he recovered, Michael found him and saw a woman assisting him.” His gaze flicked to Mom. “Lilith. His anger was…”

      “World breaking,” Lilith said. “His father cast him out, but he didn’t make Lucifer into what he is now. What we are.”

      “Michael’s responsible?”

      She nodded. I sat back, my breakfast forgotten. I’d never heard this story before. “He forced you to become a demon?”

      “He did. I looked much different back then. In his arrogance, he didn’t realize who I was when we saw each other again.” She shook her head. “In some ways, I feel destiny played a hand in our meeting. To bring you into the world when he almost destroyed me seems as if this was God’s way of apologizing for his sometimes errant son. Perhaps he tricked Michael into pursuing me.”

      I grimaced. “Seems like a fucked up apology to me.”

      Storm burst out laughing. “I agree.”

      Mom laughed quietly. “Either way, I am happy now. My powers bloomed when Michael changed me into what I am today. As did Lucifer’s. I have you now, daughter and my powers. I am here with you, finally able to see who you’ve become.” Her mouth turned down. “Michael’s arrival is unfortunate. He will be a bane to you. I feel it in my bones.”

      She reached over and squeezed my hand. “You will prevail. I feel that too.”

      Mom’s vote of confidence warmed me, but unless I could tap into my powers, I was a sitting duck, and we all knew it.
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chapter nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I showed up at the bar half an hour before opening, arriving in a mist of dark shadow courtesy of Mom’s restored magic. Pretty badass way to make an entrance, though we made sure we did it around the corner so no one would suspect who was back in town. Lucifer knew, but he wouldn’t admit it even if he was caught red handed.

      But Leah on the other hand…part of me wondered if Lucifer knew who was killing the Guardians and if he cast them both out at the same time. Maybe Leah was already gone, and the ward coming down allowed her entrance in. The second one made more sense.

      I couldn’t hold the secret forever. Leah would come back for me. Az and Ellie needed to know what could come for them. Whatever she was. Soulless, that’s a given.

      But she was something more than she ever was. And I wasn’t sure any of us were prepared for what that was.

      Lucifer showed up in the middle of my shift, his face a cold mask. This was his Devil face, the one he put on when he had to fully embrace his role as the Prince of Darkness. It made me feel cold all over.

      “Guardian,” he said, nodding to me.

      “Lucifer. Drink?” I pushed a menu over. “There are a few new things on the menu, but I can make whatever you want.”

      His eyes flashed with amusement, even though his face was expressionless. “Gin. On the rocks with a lime.”

      I grimaced. “Gross,” I muttered.

      “Not a fan of gin, Guardian?”

      “Very few people like gin,” I retorted.

      Lucifer snorted. “That’s what martinis are made of, yes?”

      “Yes, but they’re also made with vodka, the king of alcohol.”

      His expression cracked briefly in a smile. “I’ll remember that.” He pushed the menu away. “No potions or mixers, Violet. We have a visitor coming in this evening.”

      My heart lurched. “I’m aware.”

      He leaned forward and pitched his voice low. “Do not bring attention to yourself. The best way to deal with Michael is to not deal with him. No matter what he does, and he will do something, ignore it completely. He is like a child, recalcitrant and sullen. We must deal with him for as long as it takes us to find the one responsible for the Guardian deaths.”

      I could tell him right now, see if we could cancel the entire visit, but the portal rumbled in warning.

      Lucifer’s expression went cold. “He’s early.” His gaze flicked to the portal. “Drink, please. Make the second a whiskey, neat.”

      “Coming up, boss,” I said and bent my head to the task, carefully avoiding looking at the portal.

      Lightning crackled. Thunder shook the room. The demons enjoying their drinks looked edgy, their attention torn between their game and the portal.

      Someone waved to me from the edge of the room. Frowning, I squinted only to see Lam sitting there, waving a purple drink with an umbrella. Landry must have made it earlier. Did she know Michael would be here today?

      She stood, ignoring the portal’s racket, and headed my way, her hips swaying hypnotically as she moved through the crowd. Nodding to Lucifer, she jerked her head to the other side of the bar. Once I pushed the drinks over to him, I followed her, wiping my hands on the damp towel I had on my shoulder.

      “Get the fairies out of here,” she murmured as I bent close. “The Archangel is a bully. If Landry has time off, encourage him to take it.” Her gaze held on the portal. “This is bad business, Brewer. Stay off his radar. Do nothing to earn his attention.”

      I swallowed hard. “I’ll do my best.”

      Her strange eyes met mine. “Do better than your best. Michael might be an Archangel, but he lost God’s favor long ago.”

      Oh shit. “Seriously?”

      She gave me a long look. “Remember. Keep your head down, and do not antagonize him. He has no patience for those who challenge him. Michael smites first and never bothers to question later.” Lam tapped her nails on the bar before rising abruptly. “He comes.” She straightened. “Remember,” she hissed before gliding over to Lucifer and settling herself beside him.

      I waved to get Keelie and Olive’s attention. “Hide,” I mouthed to them both. “Now.”

      Neither waited for more instructions. The fairy lights dimmed as they both dove behind the bar and flew to the back office.

      The portal gave one final groan before golden light filled the bar, so bright it seared your eyes. Some demons screamed. A touch of cool magic dampened the light, brushing across my skin like an old friend. A collective sigh of relief rang through the room.

      Lucifer’s. I let out a shaky breath and went back behind the bar. Stay under the radar. Do nothing to attract his attention.

      I’d always been so good at that, hadn’t I?”

      Grimacing, I grabbed the notebook I kept by the register and began tallying inventory, hoping this initial visit would go quickly.

      “BROTHER!” the angel boomed as he stepped through.

      There used to be a cartoon I watched when I was a little younger. The main character was a buff dude named Johnny Bravo who remained convinced he was God’s gift to women no matter how many times they rejected him. He was possessed of relentless confidence even through the worst of it and had a jaw sharp as a rock and a bouffant worthy of song.

      Michael was the Archangel equivalent of Johnny Bravo.

      He was massive, so tall I had to crane my neck to look up at him. His hair was a warm gold and flowed down his shoulders like a god. Light flowed around him like his own personal spotlight. His face was angular and sculpted, and his jaw sharp as a sword blade. He was beautiful in an untouchable way.

      I looked nothing like him.

      Even without the glamour from what I understood.

      I loathed him the instant I saw him. A dark hate seeped into my soul as I watched the man who’d sired me then threw me away like a bag of trash. Everything about him was perfect, and shouldn’t it be difficult to hate something supposedly made in God’s image?

      He was once God’s chosen, but I knew from the first look that poison lived in him, a toxin so ingrained inside of him it could never be expelled. How could he come from Heaven with this living inside of him?

      Lucifer stood, a thin smile on his handsome face, and allowed Michael to embrace him. I winced as Michael crushed him to his barrel chest, slapping him on the back several times.

      “It is good to see you again!” Michael’s voice boomed throughout the bar. A few demons watched, distaste for the angel curling their lips. Others shook their heads and returned to their games, but the tension in their shoulders never lessened.

      Lucifer didn’t respond. Instead, he gestured for Michael to sit beside him. The angel glanced down at the barstool, frowned, then looked around my bar, his gaze resting too long on all of my precious books.

      “This place looks different than before,” he observed before pushing the barstool in and leaning against the bar, looming above Lucifer who’d taken his seat.

      “New Guardian,” Lucifer said.

      Michael’s eyebrows lifted. “Ah yes,” he chuckled as if he’d suddenly forgotten what happened to the last one. “Shame about the other.”

      “Mmm, yes it was,” Lucifer agreed.

      His eyes swept the area before landing on me. I wasn’t looking at him, but I felt it the moment I caught his attention. His gaze felt like fire, my skin prickling with heat.

      “Is this the new Potionsmaster?” Michael asked.

      There was a pause before Lucifer said, “Violet?”

      I carefully set the bottle down, even though I itched to break it open and cut Michael’s throat open, and wiped my hands clean. “Yes?”

      “Come. Meet my brother, the Archangel Michael.”

      I bobbed my head in a nod. Here we go. Sweat dripped down the back of my neck. I wiped my palms over my pants and slapped a convincing but blank smile on my face.

      Finally, I stood before him. My father. Hate and disgust curled in my gut, but I kept my expression neutral. “It’s an honor, sir,” I said, glad my voice didn’t shake.

      His golden eyes swept over me from head to toe. “Ginger?” he said, the rebuke evident in his tone. “This is the first redhead you’ve had, Luc.” He flashed a smile at him. “Have your preferences changed?”

      Lucifer’s eyes flashed with rage. “Violet is a talented Brewer, brother. She is here at my personal invitation.”

      Michael glanced over his shoulder at Lucifer. “Personal invitation,” he murmured, sounding way too interested in that fact. “She must be something if you personally invited her to stand in.” He grinned. “Or disposable until you find the one you want.” He chuckled and flicked his fingers at me.

      “What’s your specialty?”

      Normal Apothecaires had specialties, areas of expertise they’d taken years to master. I was not one of them. The art of brewing came naturally to me, and while I wasn’t perfect at everything, there was yet to be an area I struggled too much with. Some I hadn’t nailed yet, but my studies were coming along enough to let me know I would eventually. Either way, this was a dangerous question and might make me interesting to Michael.

      I pasted a friendly and vacant smile. “Beauty.” The vainest of specialties. Glamour potions. Hair growing, acne hiding, teeth whitening, whatever someone wanted I could do. The Glamour Apothecaires were both hated and revered. They did a brisk business and never hurt for money. Some things would always be in vogue. I could make beauty potions and did occasionally, but it was one of the most boring specialties, in my opinion. "I like making the hair potions the most."

      From behind me, Lucifer’s eyebrows twitched up just a hair.

      Michael scoffed with disgust. A few demons nearby glanced at me, grins lighting up their faces, quickly subdued before Michael caught on. Everyone here knew I was a big, fat liar. There wasn't a single beauty potion on the menu and never would be.

      I could make a killing if I ever decided to stop tending bar and go down the potions for sale route, but my life had been in such upheaval lately that all I could do was wake up in the morning and try to get through the day.

      Michael smirked, his eyes glittering with disgust. “Pity.” He spoke only one word and made me feel about an inch tall, even as I knew I lied to him. Power beat from him in waves, pressing against my shields, rubbing against them as it searched for a way in. Michael was curious about me, even as his face telegraphed disgust.

      Lucifer cleared his throat. “She’s talented enough,” he hedged. “Violet gets the job done and the portal has been steady since her arrival. I’ve forgiven her for such predilections. We can’t help what traits we’re blessed with, can we?”

      Michael snorted and turned back to his brother. My shoulders sagged in relief, and I turned to walk away before he found something else to poke at me with.

      “Beauty, Lucifer? There are other Brewers available with more helpful specialties.”

      Lucifer waved a dismissive hand. “Well, she was the only one who jumped at the opportunity, and we’ve never had a redhead.”

      They laughed that masculine laugh that dismissed everything women had ever worked for. My hackles went up, even as Lucifer’s gaze warned me to stay away. I knew what he was doing, but it didn’t hurt any less.

      A few demons threw sympathetic glances my way, but I ignored them. Squaring my shoulders, I snagged my pad from my apron and headed over to take some more orders.

      

      A few hours later, Landry found me as I brewed in the back. “Trouble,” he murmured. “Michael is stirring up the natives. Got a plan?”

      For the most powerful Archangel on the planet? “Hardly,” I hissed back. “What’s he doing?”

      “Besides being a total dick?” he asked. A heavy sigh shook him. “Bullying everyone he can. Lucifer steps in when it gets too heated, but even he’s getting aggravated. I think you can help.”

      “Lucifer warned me to keep away.”

      Landry shook his head. “Normally I’d agree with him, but I think there’s about to be a riot.”

      “Great,” I muttered, taking my apron off and brushing away the herbs still clinging to me. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Don’t wait too long,” he warned, his amber eyes dark with worry.

      I came out to Michael looming over a female demon, leering down at her as one finger stroked the edge of her wing. A huge no no and a breach of etiquette. Sighing, I headed over.

      Lucifer stepped in front of me. “Don’t,” he warned.

      “Someone has to stop him. This is my bar, and no one gets abused, Lucifer. You know my rules.”

      “This is not a regular demon, Violet.” Lucifer hissed. “He is my brother. One look and he can burn you to ash.”

      I gave him a thin smile. Oh, if only he knew what Michael had already done to me. “I can handle him.”

      His face was stricken. “Please don’t. He’ll be gone soon.”

      “He won’t be gone until we find the killer, remember?” Stepping around him, I made my way over to Michael and…what was her name?

      “Kirka?” I gave her a comforting smile. “Everything okay?” I strengthened my shield as I moved closer.

      Her smile was wobbly. “Ev—everything is f—fine.”

      “Is it?” Anger boiled my blood. “It looks like you're in a bit of a pickle here.”

      Michael stiffened and turned his golden gaze my way. “Be gone, Guardian. This is none of your concern.”

      I leaned against the wall opposite him. “Oh? We’re in my bar, and everything here is my concern, including the people.

      A derisive laugh boomed through the bar. The jukebox played an old classic, but the sounds of conversation came screeching to a halt. I could almost hear Lam’s sad sigh of disappointment as I eyed the Archangel. “Do you know who I am?”

      “I’m aware. You seem to think it’s a vital part of your identity.”

      A few choked gasps of laughter cut off immediately. It seemed like the air had stopped and held its breath.

      Michael’s eyes sparked with rage. He pushed away from Kirka, who gave me a desperate look before she scurried back to her seat. Someone came up behind me. The bond pulsed inside me. Lucifer.

      He said nothing, but having here comforted me in a way I couldn’t explain. Again, how odd was it that the devil comforted me more than an angel? Everything felt opposite these days.

      “I could crush you like a bug,” Michael observed.

      I grinned. “You could try.”

      Several more gasps. The screeching sound of several chairs being pushed back sounded around us. Magic sparked against his skin. I’d uncorked a few potions before leaving the back, so a few doozies were waiting for him if he decided to push it.

      “She’s the Guardian, Michael. Violet is a neutral party. This is technically her territory. If you engage with her, I cannot be responsible for the outcome.”

      Michael’s gaze flicked to him. “You think she’ll beat me?” Amusement curled his lips before he burst into laughter. No one else around him laughed. They’d seen my work. If my potions worked on Lam, there was a damn good chance they’d work on him too.

      “I’m saying Violet is a powerful Apothecaire. That’s all, Michael.” Lucifer’s voice was markedly steady, but an undercurrent of tension ran through it.

      “Then I think she should show me what she has,” Michael mused. He stepped back and cracked his knuckles.

      I rolled my eyes, even as my heart pounded with fear. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Could I really take on my father and win? Would I expose my power if I had to save myself?

      I didn’t have time to ponder the question. Michael sent a massive wave of golden power right at my chest.

      I smashed the first bottle.
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      I’d worked on this one for a few days now after collecting a few strands of hair from my mother.

      Black smoke curled through the room, sending a cool mist against my skin. Using this one was foolhardy, but sometimes when you dealt with a douchebag, you had to bring out the big guns. I threw a second and a third bottle down and threw my hands up to absorb Michael’s power.

      It crashed against me like a lightning bolt. A scream tore through my throat as the magic soaked my shield. Fire spread over my skin, heating my blood close to the point of boiling.

      “Michael,” my mother’s voice said. “Tsk tsk tsk. You do so love to pick on those smaller than you, don’t you?”

      The magic dropped abruptly. Michael gaped at Lilith standing before him. A projection, but a damned good one. From behind me, Lucifer’s breath sucked in. I turned to see his eyes wide and haunted.

      The second potion curled around his feet in a myriad of blue, green, and purple smoke, modeled after my favorite octopi shifter—Dave. He didn’t sense a thing as he gaped at Lilith.

      She walked up to him, her ebony hair swaying against her waist. Her fingers trailed up his chest and neck, toying with a strand of his golden hair. “You’ve been a very bad boy, haven’t you?”

      “How?” he croaked.

      She pouted. “I’ve missed you, Michael. You never come to play anymore.”

      Lucifer’s jaw went taut with tension. His eyes slid to me, disapproval with a touch of amusement glittering in them.

      The third potion took longer to form. While his attention was on my mother, I sipped the third, turning my skin to iron. Then the other.

      I disappeared from the room, quietly whispering for everyone to get the Hell out of the bar. Most obeyed, some slowly shook their heads, grinning at me.

      The projection would last another minute or two, unless he tried to touch her. Knowing Michael, I had another thirty seconds.

      I crept up behind him and spilled the last potion on the ground.

      “Now,” I whispered as I uncorked another potion and tossed it back.

      Dave’s magical tentacles went taut, catching Michael around the knees. Golden chains erupted from the ground from the last potion, made with my secret stash of angel feathers, trapping him in place.

      The octopus tentacles were just for show and amused me.

      Lilith disappeared into a puff of black smoke as Michael stood there caught in unbreakable chains. A roar of outrage sounded through the bar.

      Lucifer shook his head but slowly clapped before walking before his brother and giving a shallow bow.

      “I trust this was a fair demonstration, brother?”

      Michael’s jaw went rigid. Fury beat from him. He strained against the chains, but they held him tight.

      “You bitch,” he hissed. His gaze roamed the room, but he couldn’t see me. I grinned and crept in front of him, before dropping the magic.

      “Boo,” I said, right in front of his face.

      The demons left in the bar lost it when Michael jerked in surprise, but the black fog still obscured most of the room, so he wouldn’t know who they were.

      “This is my bar,” I said quietly, allowing a hint of my power to show in my eyes. “You will follow my rules, or you will be barred.” I pointed to a sign close to the portal. “Familiarize yourself with them or I won’t be so nice the next time we tangle.”

      His eyes narrowed, but I continued.

      “The most important rule is bodily autonomy. Every person here makes the decisions when it comes to their bodies. Consider this place a museum. Look, respectfully, but don’t touch.” I came close enough to touch noses with him. “Meaning keep your fucking hands where they belong or the next time, you’ll walk out of here missing some digits.”

      With a flourish, I cut the magic off. The smoke billowed to the ground and disappeared beneath the floor. The tentacles disappeared in a puff of multicolored smoke, but I left the chains on, just to remind him who was boss here.

      “Do you understand?” I asked.

      Lucifer’s eyebrows rose. He leaned against a wall, his ankle crossed at an angle. A lock of dark hair fell over his eye. Approval curled his lips. He gave me a final nod and pushed off the wall. He jerked his head in the direction of the bar, so I left Michael standing there.

      When I passed by, he cleared his throat meaningfully. Grinning, I snapped my fingers, letting the chains fall away with a loud clinking noise.

      Every single demon in there wore broad grins they couldn’t contain anymore.

      I sensed the second he lunged for me. Landry’s eyes went wide, but I winked at him.

      The second Michael touched me, the final potion kicked in.

      Electricity arced from my skin.

      Michael squealed like a girl, but he was stuck to me like a leech. I stopped, increasing the voltage every second I stood there.

      The smell of burnt angel crinkled my nose.

      Landry’s face went blank.

      “First rule,” I said quietly, pointing again at the portal sign. “Don’t. Fucking. Touch. Me.”

      I brought it up as high as I could until Michael’s scream reached a fevered pitch.

      “Violet,” Lucifer said at my side. “I—I think you’ve proved your point.”

      I tilted my head. “Some people don’t grasp elementary concepts like they should. Remedial training is required.”

      Lam sighed again. I couldn’t see her, but I sensed amusement warring with anger.

      “I understand!” Michael screamed.

      I beamed. “Finally! Glad we’re on the same page.” Dropping the spell, I stepped away from him. Michael’s burnt to a crisp hand fell away. His glare was poisonous, and I knew I’d made an enemy today. More than he’d ever been before.

      If he wasn’t already a villain, today would begin his supervillain origin story.

      With a friendly wave, I walked back behind the bar and grabbed a new towel. The jukebox resumed playing, but the bar was still dead silent.

      Landry didn’t say a word. His stare was thoughtful, and his brow furrowed as if he had a thought but didn’t want to voice it. I pointed to a table toward the left.

      “They’re empty on martinis. Mind seeing if they need a refill?”

      “Sure thing, Vi.” Shaking his head, Landry headed over.

      Lucifer bent to whisper something to Michael. The Archangel only had eyes for me though. He stared at me with a poisonous glare, but I saw the moment the question formed in his mind.

      What was she?

      I’d expended too much power today to be a simple Brewer. Yes, we could use as many potions as we wanted to, but mine were of a higher caliber, more advanced than they should be. And…they’d worked on God’s chosen, the most powerful Archangel ever created, besides the one standing next to him.

      They shouldn’t have.

      I’d made a huge error today, but I didn’t feel guilty about it. My father was a complete douchebag and abused women.

      He deserved more than I gave him.

      But I had a target on my back now, one I wasn’t sure I’d ever get rid of.

      

      “You had to show him up, didn’t you?” Lucifer said with a sigh. He had his shirt sleeves rolled to his forearms, aka the sexiest position a man could ever put himself in, and nursed a glass of my best whiskey.

      I offered a sheepish smile. “Sorry, boss.”

      Lucifer snorted. “He won’t forget this, Violet. You’ve made an enemy today.”

      “He shouldn’t have put his hands on Kirka.”

      It was only us left. Landry and the other demons left a long time ago. Keelie and Olive abandoned the bar completely once the potions started flying. Lam left a few minutes ago after chastising me for ten minutes for being a “completely arrogant, hardheaded fool.”

      His lips pulled up. “You’ve made a friend for life in Kirka.” His bright green gaze met mine. “She has…unique abilities. Perhaps one day she may help you when you least expect it.”

      “Or perhaps I’ll get murdered in my bed before work tomorrow,” I mused.

      Lucifer laughed. “He’s not like that. He’ll murder you where everyone can see because he’s a braggart.”

      “Good to know.” I refilled his glass and plopped down beside him. “I’ve been meaning to tell you something.”

      “Oh?” He toyed with the glass, turning it so the amber liquid reflected in the bar's dim lights. It didn’t feel the same without the fairy lights. Maybe I’d run out and grab some of the permanent ones later, since Olive and Keelie would have to be careful since Michael was hanging around now.

      “I think I know who murdered the other Guardians.”

      Lucifer stilled. “And how would you know that?”

      I fidgeted on my stool. “She uh kidnapped me not too long ago.”

      “What?” His eyes were wide. “You waited to tell me?”

      “In my defense, I figured you’d know through the bond.”

      “That’s only when I’m spying on you!” he blurted.

      I laughed. “So you are spying on me?”

      Lucifer squeezed his eyes shut for a second. “Of course I am. I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t.”

      “But not all the time?”

      He sighed and sipped his drink. “Hardly ever.” His eyes met mine. “I don’t like spying on you. It’s intrusive and feels wrong.”

      Taken aback, I waited for him to continue.

      “I have this ability to know when someone has a dark heart. It doesn’t tell me everything, only if someone is here for evil.” A smile played on his lips. “Considering I’m around demons 24/7, I’d say it’s kind of a stupid ability.”

      “Demons aren’t all bad.”

      He chuckled. “They aren’t, but most are power hungry and won’t stop at anything to try to take mine. It’s part of the package you accept when you become king.”

      “I’d say you’re doing alright since you’ve been king for oh…” I squinted my eyes, “all eternity.”

      His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “It’s tiring. The constant looking over my shoulder. The political games. Dealing with my father and my brothers.” Lucifer sighed and tossed back the rest of his drink. “I should go. If Michael returns to the bar without me, call down the bond and I will arrive immediately.” He rose. “I think you should stay here for a while.”

      “Absolutely not.” I took a sip of my pina colada. “Don’t you want to know who’s killing the Guardians?”

      He brushed a piece of imaginary lint from his shirt. “I have one person missing from Hell, Violet. The killings stink of her. I’ve known since they started but haven’t been able to track her down. If she took you, it means she’s back in the city.”

      “You aren’t concerned about me?” Disappointment wound through me.

      He stopped at the portal entrance and surprised me by laughing. “After that display of power you put on for Michael?” Lucifer grinned before stepping inside. “I’m concerned for all of us.”

      He disappeared in a rumble of power, leaving me to nurse a pina colada and a whole host of worries.
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chapter twenty-one

          

        

      

    

    
      Max, Az, and Ellie sat in my living room. Mom was upstairs with Storm, keeping away from the other angel until I told her it was safe to come down. I didn’t want Max to know she was here yet, if ever.

      “You have news, I presume?” Max said. A bottle of wine sat in between him and my parents, half empty, mostly thanks to Ellie.

      “I do, and you aren’t going to like it,” I said.

      “I’ll be the judge of that.” He gave me a cool look.

      “Leah is alive,” I blurted.

      A myriad of emotions crossed his face. Shock, anger, despair, followed by desperate hope. “That’s wonderful news!” he exclaimed, standing up and gathering his weapons. His fingers trembled. When he saw my notice, he clenched his fists and released a breath.

      “Wait,” I said. “That’s not all.”

      Max snorted. “What else could there possibly be? My wife is alive!”

      "Your wife isn't well."

      Max rolled his eyes. "She's missing her soul. Few people would be well without one."

      He turned and headed toward the door.

      Ellie and Az said nothing, only watched me. They knew this wasn’t the end.

      “Max. Stop.”

      He paused at the door. “Why are you trying to delay me, Violet?”

      “Leah tried to kill me.”

      Several things happened at once. Az exploded to his feet, a thunderous glare on his face. Max spun around, his face a mask of disbelief. Ellie pinched the space between her brow and sighed.

      “Lies!” Max screamed.

      “Violet! You didn’t think that was an important thing to tell us?” Az quivered with rage, looming over me like a god of vengeance.

      “Calm down, Dad.”

      “Calm down?” His nostrils flared. “Someone tried to kill you, and you tell me to calm down?”

      Ellie put her hand on Az’s hips. “She’s fine, Az. It’s okay.”

      “She couldn’t,” Max said, but his voice trailed off as he considered the possibilities.

      “She did.” I gestured for him to sit even as I gave Az a meaningful look. He shot one back telling me we would be discussing this later. Ellie patted his knee fondly and winked at me as he settled back into his seat.

      I explained what happened, leaving out the parts about Lilith and Storm. Max didn’t know they were back, and I’d like to keep it that way. When I finished, Max scrubbed a hand over his jaw, his eyes haunted with the possibilities.

      “There’s something else.”

      My gaze locked with Az’s. He knew what I was about to say. As did Ellie. Her eyes went to Max who looked a little lost.

      “She’s the one killing the Guardians, Max.”

      He snorted. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “She’s looking for her soul,” I said softly. “Lucifer knows as well. She was in Hell. I don’t know how she escaped, but she thinks Lucifer has her soul.”

      “Does he?” Max demanded.

      I laughed. “Lucifer doesn’t bare his soul to me. I have no idea. He didn’t say anything about it, only that he knew she was missing and suspected she was responsible for the killings.”

      “What is he doing about it?” Ellie interrupted.

      “Nothing,” Az said with a snort. “He’s watching to see how it all comes out. Violet is under his protection because he realizes how powerful she is. She’s the guardian of his most powerful portal.”

      Max’s eyes closed shut. Pain flashed across his expression before his face turned to stone. “He’s going to kill her when he finds her.”

      None of us agreed. We all knew he was right.

      He stood abruptly. “I need to go.”

      I tugged at his hand. “Wait. Max. She’s—” I licked my lips. “She isn’t okay.”

      Max grimaced and wiped his hand on his pants.

      “Sorry,” I said and pointed to my glass of white wine. “Condensation.”

      He shook his head, a glimmer of annoyance crossing his face. “Regardless of what any of you think, she is still my wife. Even if she isn’t the same person I love, I owe it to her to help her find what she’s looking for.”

      I slowly shook my head. “It doesn’t make any sense for her soul to be in Hell,” I said slowly. “Lucifer doesn’t need it.” I chewed my lip. “She was human, correct?” I asked Max.

      He nodded.

      “When someone dies does their soul die with them?”

      Ellie shook her head. “The soul travels to Heaven, Hell, or Purgatory.”

      “Since she was separated from her soul, her corporeal form was in Hell?”

      Max sank down onto the couch, but Ellie shook her head. “No. Remember, I burned her body.”

      She was right. I’d forgotten. “Then I don't understand. She had her soul in Hell?”

      Az inhaled deeply. “Ellie, did you burn every part of her?”

      Ellie blinked. She opened her mouth to speak, then slowly closed it. “I burned her body to ash.”

      “Is it possible something wasn’t completely cremated?” Az asked.

      She sank against the back of the couch. “Not likely.”

      It wasn’t a no. Max paled. “Someone reformed her body. But why?”

      Ellie shook her head. “There was no reason to. Why is she so important?”

      “Me. They want me. Lucifer knows I’m still alive.” A look passed between Az and Max.

      “Why?” Ellie asked. “He has Samael and numerous powerful demons with him.”

      Az’s smile was mirthless. “He doesn’t like to lose.”

      As we all chewed on that for a moment, Max stood again. “I need time to think.” He turned to me. “Please tell me if you hear anything.”

      “Or if your wife kidnaps me again?” I wanted to take the words back as soon as they came out.

      Max’s lips went tight. Without another word, he sailed out the door.

      “Violet,” Ellie admonished. “He’s grieving.”

      I bowed my head. “Yes. That was shitty. Sorry.”

      Lilith and Storm came downstairs. “I overheard,” she said. “That was Mephistopheles?”

      “It was,” Ellie said.

      “Lucifer was very angry when he left. I am not surprised his hand is in this.”

      “But how far in it?” I wondered aloud.

      “Everything Lucifer does is complicated. Knowing he wants Max is the key to figuring it out. Figure out why he wants him, and you shall have your answer.”

      “Dad?”

      He looked at me and shook his head. “He’s powerful, yes. Extremely powerful. But so am I. So is Ellie. Why is he only looking for Meph?”

      Lilith perched on the edge of the couch. “Perhaps he is looking for all of you and knows if he draws one of you out, he might get all of you.”

      Az’s expression sobered. His fingers twined with Ellie’s. “We must take great care.”

      “It is Mephistopheles you must worry about. He has always been hotheaded. If he thinks Leah’s soul is in Hell, then that is where he will go.” Her gaze touched mine. “He has already sold you out once. He won’t hesitate to do it again if his goal is within reach.”

      That was a comforting thought.

      “He wouldn’t help her, would he?” I asked Ellie.

      “Kill Guardians, you mean?” Ellie sighed and took a long sip of her wine. “I would hope not.”

      “I’ll kill him,” Az seethed.

      “Calm down,” Ellie said. “We’re speaking in hypotheticals.”

      “He already sold her out once,” Az retorted.

      “Then we have to keep tabs on him,” I said, a slow smile forming on my lips.

      Ellie’s eyes narrowed before she burst out laughing. “You dosed him, didn’t you?” She snickered. “The condensation.”

      Lilith glowed with pride. “Good girl.”

      “I should be able to pin him down within a 200 feet radius. As long as he doesn’t figure it out. But it’s a Brewer potion mixed with a little extra, so it’s going to take him a while to figure out how to deactivate it.”

      “Good girl,” Az murmured. “Since he knows Leah is in the city, he’ll start looking for her right away.”

      “Can I trust you to follow him?”

      Az’s grin was one for the ages. “We’ll be happy to.”

      I pushed my hair away from my neck and removed the pendant I wore from my neck. I held it in my left hand and whispered, “Invenio.”

      It pulsed a cerulean blue three times, then faded into a strange purple. “Get a good map. Hover the pendant and it should lead you right to him. We should have three or four days of tracking unless he figures it out and finds a way to remove it. By now, the potion should be dry. He’ll discard the pants in the wash, but it had already soaked into his skin. I only needed a drop.”

      I handed the pendant to Ellie. She held it up to the light and stared at it with a critical eye. “Clever. Great work, honey.”

      I blushed. “Thanks, Ellie.” As weird as I thought it might be to have my real mom and my foster parents all together, it wasn’t. They all wanted me to succeed, and wasn’t that something?

      Mom smiled at me, pride filling her eyes. I blinked and looked away, suddenly overcome with emotion.

      Storm cleared his throat. “Lilith and I will try to find out if her soul is there. It won’t be easy getting through the portal, but we’ll do our best.”

      I stared at the door. “And I’ll see if I can figure out what’s so special about Max and why Lucifer wants him back so bad. I don’t think it’s all ego. What does Max have that no one else does?”

      We agreed to meet again in 24 hours. I hugged Az and Ellie before they left, and soon enough, it was Storm, Mom, and I sitting around staring at each other.

      She and Storm shared a look before she slid from her perch on the side of the couch onto the cushion next to me.

      “I know why Lucifer wants Max.”

      My jaw dropped. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Because it involves Az.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            



        

      

    

    







chapter twenty-two

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucifer sat at a table, nursing a glass of whiskey I hadn’t poured him.

      “Hey,” I chided as I walked in and saw him. “No touching the goods.”

      When he looked at me, the smile I wore slid off my face. I dropped my purse. “What is it?”

      “Another Guardian died this morning.” His fist clenched. “Michael has taken it upon himself to extend his visit.”

      I sat opposite him. “Who?”

      “Baton Rouge. The portals here are closer together than normal. No one knows why.”

      “Didn’t you build them?”

      Lucifer snorted. “No. Hell was here long before I came into existence. Only my father knows, and he never gives answers to anything without great cost.” A grimace crossed his face. “We haven’t spoken in thousands of years. If Michael doesn’t know, he won’t ever tell me.”

      I voiced the thought I’d been toying with for a while. “I don’t understand why you can’t find her. Aren’t you able to find anyone?”

      He chuckled, but it lacked warmth and humor. “I find their souls, dear Violet.”

      It took me a second. “Oh. And she’s missing hers.”

      Lucifer sighed. “It’s in Hell, isn’t it?” A half-crazed laugh tore from his throat. “That’s why she’s murdering the Guardians. She’s trying to get to Hell to steal it?”

      I stared at him for a long moment. “You didn’t know that?”

      He gaped at me. “Why would I know that?! Leah was the beloved of someone I cared for very much. When I saw her come to me in the form she did, I questioned it, but she remembered nothing. Her time here wasn’t a vacation, Violet, but I did the best I could for her.”

      Who the fuck was lying to me? Was he the devil? Was he an angel? Was I losing my frigging mind? Every time I talked to him, he seemed…good. Reasonable.

      Were we all being played?

      “What?” he demanded, sitting up straighter. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Someone is lying to me.”

      He nodded slowly. “And you believe it’s me.” The way he sounded…so defeated.

      Shit. I felt like I was losing my marbles. Closing my eyes, I sent a soft tendril of power through my body searching for any glamour, any spell, anything that might tell me if I was being played right now.

      When that led to nothing, I opened up the bond. Really opened it up, allowing Lucifer to see more of me than I was comfortable with, but also allowing me to see more of him.

      His eyes widened. “Violet?”

      I held up a finger.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      I’d shut down most of my powers when I took that mark, nervous he could deduce what I was if we were linked. Opening myself up was risky, but I needed to know who I could trust because I trusted almost everyone in my circle.

      But maybe I shouldn’t have trusted my mother.

      Or maybe we were all being played.

      “Are you lying to me?” I asked. My voice sounded strange. I opened my eyes.

      His breath hitched. "Your eyes…"

      "Are you lying to me?" I pushed the bond further, diving beneath the surface of it.

      I landed in darkness.
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chapter twenty-three

          

        

      

    

    
      The feeling of claws against my mind forced me into stillness.

      “Do. Not.” Lucifer said, his voice whispering against the bars I still had up against his bond. “You think to best me, Guardian?”

      The bar swept into the blackest of nights, plunging us into total darkness. Few people know what complete darkness is. There are lights and sounds, stars and planets. Even in the forest, there is almost always light to see by.

      Here there was nothing. Only Lucifer and me.

      “You wish to know me?”

      His chuckle rasped against my skin. “I do know you. I know you hide deep secrets from me. I know you’re more powerful than you should be. What are you looking for that you must try to violate my mind?”

      “The truth.”

      “Truth is relative. There’s my truth and your truth. The truth of a murderer staring down at his victim, justifying his actions. The truth of a spouse coming home from a rendezvous with a secret lover. The truth of a president striking against his people, undermining their very existence with his politics. What is your truth, Violet?” Those dark claws stroked against the bars.

      “Did you have Leah killed?”

      He avoided my question. “What are you? Are you a demon? One of mine? An angel? Something different? Perhaps something I’ve never seen before?”

      “I am nothing.”

      He laughed again. A light flickered to my right, the soft glow of the faerie lights, making the bar look almost ethereal. “Does Keelie know? Or Olive? What about Landry?”

      The devil walked around me in a circle, his eyes everywhere. My soul felt exposed to him, even as I struggled to hold onto those bars, to keep him from my deepest secret. Our bond made it difficult. Standing there in front of him, I knew if he wanted to, he could strip those bars away and find out my truth.

      “Don’t,” I whispered.

      “Why should I stop when you’re trying to do the same to me?” He lifted a curl from my shoulder and stroked it with his fingers. “Such vibrant hair. Magic clings to it. Did you know that? Is your hair truly this color or is it something quite different?”

      My heart pounded in my chest. “I don’t want all your truth,” I said honestly, licking my dry lips. “Just this one.”

      “What use would I have for killing Leah?”

      “I don’t know. What use would you have for killing anyone?”

      He came to my front and peered at me, his face made of granite. “I only kill those I need to. Most people bring about their own downfall, you know. I rarely have anything to do with it.”

      “You bargain for their souls,” I accused.

      “Lies,” he said mildly. “My demons bargain for their souls. I have no use for them any longer.”

      “Please,” I whispered.

      “Please, what, Violet? Let you go. Relinquish this opportunity to slake my curiosity? What about you? Will you let go?”

      “Did you kill her?” I asked again.

      He sighed. The claws loosened just slightly. The urge to use my power almost overwhelmed me. I could force him to let go if I could use it…

      “I did not.”

      “How can I trust you?”

      His laughter slid over my skin like silk. “How can I trust you? I wasn’t the one to violate the bond. I kept to my side and never pushed. We all have secrets, some bigger than others. If you push farther, I promise I will crack your mind open like a walnut.” He sighed. “Or perhaps I shall do it now just to see what’s lurking.”

      The way he said it sounded like he was talking about the weather.

      “You bring me here as Guardian and give me your mark. Why? Why me?”

      The claws slid from my mind, and I could breathe fully again. The room came fully into focus again, and I found myself back in my seat.

      “You intrigue me. Why haven’t I heard about you? Why hasn’t anyone ever told me about the powerful Apothecaire living right under my nose?”

      “That isn’t really an answer.” I relinquished my hold on the bond. Lucifer shuddered as my magic let him go.

      Interesting.

      “Very few things interest me anymore. I brought you here because my portal needs additional protection. It is the only portal in the country powerful enough to allow me and those like Samael to pass.”

      Speaking of Samael. “Where is he? I haven’t seen him around.”

      Lucifer gave me a thin smile. “He is making amends for his treatment of you.”

      I grimaced. “That might be unnecessary.”

      His eyes flashed. “I find it very necessary to remind him of who he’s dealing with. He seems to have forgotten.” Lucifer picked up his whiskey and took a sip, eyeing me over the rim of his drink.

      “You really didn’t kill her?”

      “I did not kill her, Violet. Nor do I know who did. What’s more curious is why she landed in my domain in mortal form and why.”

      I couldn’t answer him even if I wanted to. It made zero sense to me.

      “You don’t know where her soul is?”

      His eyes glowed vivid green for a moment. “No. And I should. Someone is deliberately hiding it from me.”

      “Why would they steal it?”

      He tilted his drink and studied the play of light on the amber liquid. “Your guess is as good as mine. Perhaps I shall do some further investigating when I return.”

      I thought about Max and wondered if my parents had found anything out yet.

      “What should we do about Leah when we find her?”

      Lucifer snorted. “My dear, you should kill her. For good this time.”

      At my gasp of surprise, he shrugged. “Let us speak of other things for now. Specifically, how you’ll keep my brother from killing you the first chance he gets.”

      

      Michael didn’t show up that night. Lucifer didn’t come back after he left, either. We briefly chatted about his brother and how to protect myself best, but Lucifer still wasn’t satisfied I wouldn’t wake up with Michael hovering over me with a sword to my neck.

      The thought of it made me break into a cold sweat, but the damage was already done. I’d played my hand, at least the Apothecaire one, and I had to deal with the fallout of it.

      Landry came in, more subdued than usual. He jerked his head toward the back, so I followed him in after asking Keelie to watch the bar and disappear if golden light shimmered around the portal. According to Lucifer, that was the only way to know if Michael was coming through.

      Landry leaned against my spell table and narrowed his eyes at me.

      “The hell, Violet?” he blurted.

      “Uh…” I stared helplessly.

      “What were you thinking taking Michael on like that? Are you insane?”

      “He was about to violate that woman!”

      “She is a demon! It was Lucifer’s duty to step in.”

      “Maybe so, but I won’t be the kind of person who allows something terrible to happen just because the person who was supposed to step in failed to do anything!”

      He rubbed a hand over his face and sighed. “You’re going to die trying to be a hero. Figures.”

      I gaped at him. He never raised his voice to me. What was going on? “Landry, I can’t help who I am. Michael is a bully.”

      “Yes, he is. And we should all give him a wide berth.” He turned away, his muscled shoulders flexing as he clenched his fists. “Listen, it was a risk for me to come here, and I’ve already been identified once. The least you can do is try to stay off everyone’s radar.”

      I snorted. “So this is about you?”

      He exhaled. “It’s about all of us. You’d think you would want to stay far away from trouble in your…unique situation too.”

      My jaw dropped. Silence stretched between us. “What do you mean by that?” My voice was low and deadly. Had he figured out what I was?

      “You know what I mean. Your cabinet isn’t normal. Nor is your control of your magic. Something burns within you, Violet. Someone like me can see it. I don’t know what you are, but you must be careful. Playing with Archangels never ends well.”

      He pushed away from the table and walked away, leaving me standing there stunned by his outburst.

      It made me wonder if I was somehow drawn to those people who held as many secrets as I did. Was I in danger from other beings who might sense I was more than I seemed on the surface? Or was this merely a warning from Landry to watch my back?

      For the first time in my life, things felt out of control. And I felt like some days I was leading the charge to keep it that way.
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chapter twenty-four

          

        

      

    

    
      “He’s on the move,” Az said that same evening. We sat around munching on the snacks I had in the pantry, Ellie’s ever-present wine bottle open on the table between us.

      A map lay on the floor to the side, the pendant plopped right in the middle of the French Quarter. Az had rigged up an ingenious stand he could set the pendant on. It was flexible and moved wherever the pendant went. When it dropped, the hook released, allowing it to fall wherever it needed to.

      “Seems awfully public,” Lilith mused.

      “It’s New Orleans. The crowds are the best places to hide,” I said, popping a cheese curl into my mouth.

      “How many places has he gone?” Storm asked.

      “All over the city,” Ellie said. “But he never stays for long. He’s been there for several hours.”

      “Then there’s a good chance he’s there,” I said.

      “Better than good.” Az frowned. “We can’t take on Max without collateral damage. He’s powerful and is willing to do what we won’t to save his wife.”

      “I can restrain him,” Lilith said, her eyes unreadable as she looked at the map.

      I watched her carefully. “Lucifer said he isn’t behind Leah’s murder but confirmed she came to him in her mortal shell.”

      Lilith’s brow furrowed. “How was it not destroyed when she crossed?”

      “I can’t answer that, but when Lucifer saw, he took care to preserve it for her. He does not know how she escaped and didn’t seem to realize her soul is there.”

      “Then someone is going to extreme lengths to conceal it,” she said.

      “But who has that kind of power?” Ellie asked.

      We all looked up at the same time. “Michael,” I blurted.

      “Didn’t he just get here?” Lilith asked. “He possesses the power, but what benefit does one mortal soul bring him?”

      Silence fell as we all pondered it. That was the question, wasn’t it? What was the benefit?

      An answer came to me, something I would never expect after what happened the last time. But…could it be possible?

      “What if Michael was building an army?” I asked.

      Lilith’s attention snapped to me. Az straightened, his entire body stiffening. His eyes squeezed shut. “He would be a fool,” he said, his voice ragged with shock.

      Ellie’s face was grim. “The world wouldn’t survive a second time.”

      Lilith’s face was chalk white. “Lucifer must be informed.”

      “I’ll tell him tomorrow. We still aren’t sure that’s what this is. But Leah isn’t important to him, only to Max. By controlling her, he controls Max. Michael must know your relationship, so he hopes to get three birds with one stone. He’s smart enough to recognize this.”

      “He’s building an army,” Storm murmured, his face thoughtful.

      “Let’s hope not,” my mother said with a sigh. “If he is, I fear for all of us. Human, angel, and demon alike.”

      On that somber note, our hunger dried up, and Az and Ellie departed, hugging me and telling me they’d come up with a plan for us to confront Leah and Max by tomorrow. It was too soon for us to mount an offensive, especially with the potential new information we had.

      We couldn’t afford to take Michael on with Max’s life in the balance.

      Things had just escalated far more than we were ready for.

      I didn’t wait for tomorrow. After crawling into bed that evening, I tugged on the bond to get Lucifer’s attention.

      Yes, Guardian? The thought whispered into my mind.

      We need to talk about Michael.

      Amusement filtered through the bond. You’re in bed, and you want to talk about my brother? How very droll.

      I couldn’t muster amusement over the sick feeling in my stomach. I think your brother is raising an army.

      The bond went taut with alarm. Lucifer said nothing for a long moment. Magic bloomed against my skin, dark as night, before he reigned himself in. Why do you say that? he asked, his voice rigid with tension.

      It’s the only thing that makes sense. He’s the only one with the power to hide a soul like that from you, and that particular soul belongs to the spouse of someone who used to work at your right hand. Gaining him for his army would be a boon.

      It’s curious you know this, Guardian. Care to elaborate on how you know Mephistopheles?

      I do not, I responded. Just accept that I do and tell me how we’re going to stop it.

      We aren’t going to stop anything, he said. You will continue to protect the portal, and I will be the one to confront my brother.

      I didn’t tell him we knew where Leah was, and Max would be with her. Fully trusting him was a fool’s game and one I didn’t want to play. New Orleans isn’t the place for a battle, Lucifer.

      I’m well aware. You believe Leah’s soul is a pawn to ensure Max’s cooperation?

      I do.

      I’m curious how you deduced all this in a matter of hours.

      I sat in the first row during school.

      His low chuckle told me he was amused but didn’t believe a word I said. More secrets. You rival me for the sheer number you keep.

      I like to be mysterious. My advice is not to confront Michael head on.

      Lucifer laughed again. Battle advice from a young Guardian? Violet, I’m well equipped to know how to handle my brother. Stay out of this before you find yourself hurt. You took Michael by surprise the other night. He will be prepared for whatever you try next.

      He shut down the bond without another word. I flopped back against my pillow and groaned. The next day or so should be interesting.
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chapter twenty-five

          

        

      

    

    
      I got to the bar later than normal. Landry opened today, so I had a few extra hours to myself before my shift started. I spent that time in my spelling room, prepping extra potions for later.

      Michael sat at the bar. My heart sank, and I skimmed the room to see who else braved his presence.

      Lam waved at me from the back. I smiled and shook my head as I headed to the back to drop off my stuff. Michael’s gaze burned into my back as I passed by.

      It would be a miracle if I made it out of this shift without punching him in his smarmy face.

      Once I got it open, I deposited a few of the potions inside of the spelling cabinet and added a few more to my belt, whispering a concealing spell for the ones with questionable ingredients. I wouldn’t have bothered if I were just with the demons. Everything about them was questionable, and they wouldn’t bat an eye over anything I chose to carry.

      Michael had too much arrogance and too much self-imposed authority and could cause issues if he questioned me. Of course, I could handle myself, but Landry’s words kept coming back to mind.

      Considering the trouble I might be in later tonight, I chose to be good today.

      I took a cleansing breath and pasted a vague smile on my face before I pushed open the door and started my shift.

      Things were fine until an hour before I was supposed to leave. The jukebox decided of its own accord to play Take Me To Church of its own accord. I winced, even as a few awkward demon chuckles sounded through the bar.

      Gary the Jukebox sometimes had a mind of his own. Tonight, it chose violence.

      Michael’s posture stiffened as the lyrics rang through the bar. Lam grinned at me and stood to dance.

      Instigator.

      Shit. I went to the back, opened the cabinet, and dug down deep for the box I’d stored my daggers in. I’d stored them for their own safety and to give them a chance to get to know each other. Having cursed magical toys around demons seemed an excellent way to stoke curiosity that I didn’t need, so I’d talked to them about it. They grudgingly agreed, and I hadn’t spoken to them since.

      But Michael seemed way too wound up over a song, and I needed all the protection I could get. I wouldn’t take him by surprise twice.

      When I lifted the sound dampening cloth, Chires and Callie woke up.

      “Violet? That you!”

      “Yes,” I said urgently. “I’m sorry to disturb you but I might need some help.”

      “That’s what we’re here for, sweet cheeks.”

      “There’s so much power here tonight. Who is the Chosen now?”

      I paused before I told them. If Callie already recognized the danger, there wouldn’t be any harm telling them. Maybe it could even help them prepare.

      “Michael,” I whispered.

      Neither dagger said a word until Chires cleared the throat he no longer had. “Michael. As in Michael the fricking Archangel Michael or like Michelangelo or something?”

      “I wish it were Michelangelo,” I muttered.

      “Violet. He is too powerful. We cannot beat him,” Callie said.

      “Speak for yourself, woman,” Chires chided. “You don’t know what Violet is packing in that tiny little body of hers. With her power and ours combined, we stand a fighting chance, don’t we?”

      I hoped. Sheathing them both in the potion belt, I murmured, “You’ll have to stay silent when you’re in the bar area. I don’t want anyone getting too curious about you.”

      “Done,” Callie said.

      “Chires?” I asked.

      “You really know how to ruin the fun,” he grumbled.

      “Promise,” I said sternly.

      “Fine, fine. Let’s go.”

      A faint hum of magic buzzed against my hips. Squaring my shoulders, I walked out into complete and total chaos.

      Michael stood in the center of the room, arms raised, golden light streaming from his body. Every demon except Lam cowered underneath their tables.

      She stood at her table, fists clenched at her sides, her eyes completely blacked out.

      “The one true God is the only God!” Michael boomed. “Forsake him and be forever cast out!”

      Furious beyond belief, I tried my best to say something calming and intelligent, but what came out was, “Yeah, no shit. Did you forget we’re basically at the border to Hell?”

      A deep sigh came from behind me.

      Landry.

      I turned and gave him a sheepish smile.

      Michael laughed and turned up the wattage.

      “Stop, Michael. This place isn’t yours. Turn down the lights, or you and I are going to tangle again.”

      “Tangle, Guardian? You sucker-punched me before, and I admit I wasn’t expecting your…creativity. If you’d like to really tangle, you should be prepared for your soul to burn in Hell.”

      I shrugged. “I never expected to go to Heaven anyway. It seems awfully judgmental up there.”

      Lam appeared beside me, so suddenly I jerked in surprise.

      His face reddened. “Heathen!” he screamed. Magic coalesced in a beam of golden light and headed right for me.

      I was too late to draw my daggers. All my potions were corked and snug inside their belt. I could do nothing but watch golden death come my way.

      Then Lam stepped in front of me.

      Darkness swallowed Michael’s light. “You are no agent of God,” Lam declared, tilting her head as she stared at him curiously. “Your soul is darkened, Archangel. By what I don’t know, but your purity is tarnished, and you turn your anger into cruelty. Tell me, Son of God, why has He forsaken you?”

      Ohhhhh shit. That made total sense.

      “My father has not forsaken me, Demon. You misspeak.”

      “No,” Lam said calmly. “I don’t think I do.” She held his magic in thrall.

      His jaw clenched as he took a strained step forward. “Do not test me, Lam. You will see why I am the chosen.”

      “Again,” Lam said. “You are not. God has chosen someone else. Who is it, hmmm?”

      Lucifer stepped out of the portal, his power channeling into Lam’s. Shadows licked at my hips, curious about my potions, but curling around my daggers, investigating even as the others sought to stop Michael.

      “I am,” said Lucifer.

      Literal Hell broke loose.
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chapter twenty-six

          

        

      

    

    
      Shock roared through my bones. Lucifer…chosen by God? What alternate universe was I living in, and how did I get out of it?

      I stared at him, my mouth agape.

      Michael roared with denial, golden magic shooting from his palms, heading straight for Lucifer and Lam. Thankfully, he’d forgotten about me for the moment, so I stepped back and turned, heading straight for Landry.

      “Leave,” I murmured. “Ensure Keelie and Olive are safe, and don’t return until I call you.”

      Landry gave me a long look but didn’t argue. In less than thirty seconds, he went to the back and disappeared.

      Uncorking several potions, I drank the first, disappearing behind a veil of invisibility, and crept over behind Michael where I spilled a few drops on the ground. Once I escaped the line of fire, I dropped the veil and watched.

      Michael’s legs were planted wide, teeth drawn back from his lips in a grimace of effort. Lam and Lucifer looked like this was a normal Sunday, but as I watched, Lucifer’s darkness sparkled.

      Sparkled? What the hell?

      Michael faltered, driven a step back.

      The other demons quietly rushed to the portal, disappearing one by one until only the three of us were left in the bar.

      A massive burst of power came from Lucifer, driving straight into Michael’s chest. His scream of pain rattled my ears, and Lam took the advantage to move behind Michael. Her fingernails stretched to wicked claws, but Michael disappeared in a shower of golden light as she lifted her hand to strike.

      The only silence was Lucifer’s ragged breathing. Lam’s attention turned to me.

      “Guardian.”

      I nodded.

      A faint smile played over his lips. “You have a profound ability to talk shit for someone so small.”

      A strangled gasp of laughter came from Lucifer.

      I pulled up a chair for him, and he sank into it with a grateful smile. Not acknowledging Lam, I headed to the bar and brought them two glasses and a bottle of my best whiskey.

      Lam’s eyes lit up as she dragged another chair over. We sat around the table, and I watched the two demons help themselves.

      “Where do you think he went?” Lam asked after her first sip.

      His eyes turned dark and unreadable. “Ask Violet,” he said quietly. “I suspect she knows.”

      I gaped at him. “How would I know?”

      Lam laughed. “You don’t even sound convincing. Tell me, Guardian. Why are you privy to Michael’s whereabouts?”

      “Hold on. Let’s talk about Lucifer being chosen by God first.”

      Lam’s eyes sparkled. “Ah yes. Let’s do that.”

      Lucifer gave me a dark glare. “It’s new,” he bit out.

      “Uh yeah. Hot off the presses, I’d say.” I wiggled my fingers and floated a glass to me, then poured myself a drink. “Daddy dearest finally deigned to speak to you?”

      He sighed. “You are terribly disrespectful of divinity.”

      Lam snickered.

      “Divinity has never been terribly respectful of me,” I said as I saluted him with my glass.

      “Touché,” Lam murmured. She reached over and clinked my glass with hers. “Tell me, Devil, what cockamamie scheme has your father involved you in now?”

      He gave her a dry look. “My father…” Lucifer paused, sighed, and took a longer pull of his whiskey. “My father has offered to reinstate me to Heaven if I uncovered the details surrounding the coup he suspects Michael is trying to bring to fruition.”

      Lam sat back and blinked, shock registering over her stunning face. “No shit.”

      “No shit,” Lucifer agreed. “How fucked up is that?”

      “Super fucked up,” Lam agreed. Her attention turned to me. “You trust your Guardian with this information?” she mused, her question for Lucifer.

      “She figured it out before I did,” he mused. “Dad came to see me a few hours ago, apparently after spying on my Guardian.”

      I blinked, the whiskey turning sour in my stomach. “God was spying?”

      “He’s always spying, my dear.” He grinned. “Like Santa Claus.”

      Lam laughed in delight. “He’s back in?” she said.

      Lucifer groaned and rubbed his face. “As much as we don’t want him to be, God has reentered the world of angels and demons.”

      “And Michael is unhappy about it,” she assumed.

      “When is Michael happy about anything?” he grumbled.

      I watched the interplay between them and realized these two were friends. Actual friends. Shaking my head, I drained the rest of my glass.

      “We suspect Michael murdered Leah and stole her soul to bring Mephistopheles, among other people, over to his side.”

      “Other people?” Lam’s eyebrows went up.

      “Yes,” I said, refusing to elaborate.

      Lucifer’s eyes narrowed. “Where is he, Violet?”

      “I don’t know where Michael is, but I know where Mephistopheles is.”

      Lam’s lips twitched. “And how do you know that?”

      I wiggled my fingers. “Because I dosed him with a tracking potion.”

      Her shout of laughter made me laugh. Lucifer groaned and rubbed a hand over his eyes. “You are going to get us all killed,” he muttered.

      “But think of how fun the adventure would be,” Lam added.
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chapter twenty-seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The Devil, a demon, and a hybrid something walked out of the bar and headed down the streets of New Orleans in order to catch a rogue angel.

      It sounded like one of those gritty paranormal noirs except it was my current life. I shot Az and Ellie quick texts telling them to hide my mother and that I was coming home with Lucifer.

      My phone blew up like I’d just announced I was pregnant. I ignored them all and sent a single text back.

      Trust me.

      “I’m going to ask that you restrain yourself when you enter my home. There might be people there you haven’t seen in a while.”

      Lam hooted with amusement. “Girl, this is the best time I’ve had in ages.”

      Lucifer sent her a dark look. “Oh? Might be?”

      “Definitely will be,” I clarified. “Can we just agree on the whole the enemy of my enemy is your friend right now thing? Please?”

      Lucifer stopped in the middle of the street and turned on me. “Who the fuck are you?” he asked, his voice tinged with frustration. “How do you know all these people you shouldn’t, and why are you so well versed on our lore?”

      I kept my mouth shut and merely waited.

      Lucifer’s eyes fluttered shut, and he let out a deep exhale. When his eyes opened, my stomach flipped over with nerves. I didn’t like the look he had.

      “A bargain then,” he declared.

      “Ooohhhh,” Lam drawled.

      I gaped at him. “You want me to make a deal with the devil?”

      He wiggled his eyebrows.

      “I thought you were over that stuff.”

      He shrugged. “I am, but I can be compelled to make the occasional deal.”

      “There’s nothing I want,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Oh, my dear, there’s something everyone wants. We just have to figure out what it is.” His smile was wicked, laced with something…other.

      Of course I wanted something, but no one could help me get what I wanted. It was impossible. I didn’t think even the Devil could help me because I’d have to share too much of myself to get it. “There isn’t,” I said firmly.

      He tilted his head, peering at me in that curious way he had as if he could see deeper inside of me than anyone else. “How about an open-ended deal?”

      Lam gasped. “Lucifer!”

      He waved a hand at her. “I agree to your terms and offer you one favor, no strings attached if you tell me who you really are.”

      A favor from Lucifer himself, a demon who had it in his power to give me anything I desired. If I gave him the only thing keeping me alive.

      “You are tempted,” he said, an eager catch in his voice. “I can give you anything, Violet. Anything you desire.”

      “You deal in pretty words and empty promises,” I said quietly. “No one walks away unscathed after a deal with you.”

      Lam’s brow furrowed as she looked at me. “Violet, I’d never encourage someone to take a deal with Lucifer, but he has offered you a deal with no strings attached. You can ask him for anything. This means there are no pretty words or empty promises. Lucifer might be tricky, but his words bind him.” She put a hand on my arm. “What is worth hiding so much you pass on this?”

      “Everything,” I muttered. The humid night air swept across my shoulders and made me shiver.

      “Then I promise nothing,” Lucifer said, his eyes glittering emerald under the streetlights.

      I shook my head. “Then I will go on without you.” With a whisper, I reactivated the invisibility potion.

      “Wait!” he cried. “You think me the bad guy. I can assure you, no angel is good or bad. We just are. Hell is not an evil place. Think of it as a business. Someone has to host the souls of the wicked, but those are not all I host. Leah came to me for reasons I haven’t been able to determine, among many others God has chosen not to accept. I don’t condemn those who’ve made hard decisions to save the people they love. Murder is only a crime if it is done with malice. Saving someone is not malicious. Greed is not evil unless it harms someone.” He exhaled. “For once in your life, trust someone, Violet. I’d like it to be me.”

      For once in my life, I wanted to. I trusted Az and Ellie, but they had as much to lose as I did. We loved each other and wouldn’t betray our respective secrets, but I’d never entrusted my secret with another soul.

      This seemed like a terrible idea. I met Lam’s eyes. Hers were unreadable, but she gave me a tiny nod.

      Doing this would save Az and Ellie from his wrath. It would save me and also place Lucifer in a position where he’d be forced to protect me. I already had his mark which forced his good behavior, but there was no guarantee I’d always have it.

      I stared at the two of them. Lucifer stood stock still, his handsome face gleaming in the low light.

      “Fine. I will tell you after we deal with Michael and not a second beforehand. My family and friends are off-limits. Everyone in the bar is off limits, and anyone I ever employ.”

      Amusement glimmered in his eyes. “You think me a monster.”

      Chewing on my response for a moment, I finally said, “I think everyone has the potential to be a monster. Some just take the opportunity.”

      After a long, thoughtful look, he snapped his fingers, revealing a piece of parchment shimmering with gold floating in the air.

      After much back and forth, and with some commentary from Lam that pissed Lucifer off to no end, I signed a bargain with the Devil.
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chapter twenty-eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I texted Az and Ellie, briefing this as much as possible while leaving much information out. Lucifer still didn’t know who’d be waiting for me when we made it to my house, and even though we could have gotten there a lot faster, I refused magical transport because I needed a damn minute to calm my thoughts.

      I couldn’t think of the deal right now. It would make my head explode. All I could do was put one foot in front of the other and hope to everything I made the right decision.

      Lam assured me it was foolproof, but I’d met that woman only a couple of days ago and had zero reasons to trust her. It was a feeling, I guess. Like maybe she’d screw me over, but she only would if it were saving me versus saving the world. I could deal with that.

      We would need his help if we were to take Michael down. I’d only gotten one over on him because I’d tricked him. Looking back, he might have hesitated because of my relationship with Lucifer too. I couldn’t underestimate him again.

      We stopped in front of my house. Lucifer eyed it, his gaze assessing, before he nodded and stepped onto the front porch.

      “Remember the deal,” I murmured under my breath.

      “I always remember my responsibilities, Violet,” he said with a sniff.

      I opened the door. Az and Ellie stood there, fury shimmering in their eyes. Magic crackled in Az’s palms, and my stepmother’s eyes glowed violet with magic.

      Lam chuckled. Ellie glanced at her, eyes widening as she realized who she might be. Az’s expression remained like granite, and he didn’t even look at me. My heart broke a little at the snub, but I’d done the one thing they always warned me not to do, and then I took it a step further and was about to expose a secret that could get us all killed.

      “Ah,” Lucifer spoke. “I wondered who it was that Violet would go so far to protect but forgive me because I do not understand the relationship here or how you’ve come into contact.”

      “Lucifer,” Az said with a nod.

      The Devil stepped into my hallway, and a shiver ran down my spine at the power crackling between everyone. Hopefully my mother had vacated the premises and eradicated any trace she was ever here. I’d included her in the deal but seeing her might send him right over the edge.

      Or not. Everything was topsy-turvy, so I might be surprised.

      Lam stepped in behind him, her eyes not missing a thing. “My name is Lamashtu,” she said, placing her hand over her heart and lowering her eyes for a brief second.

      Az’s attention snapped to her, then back to me, something I couldn’t define glittering in his eyes.

      Lucifer chuckled. “She does have a way of making strange friends, doesn’t she?” He offered a shallow bow to my mother. “Shall we sit?”

      Ellie nodded, and then the hostess in her took over. “Are you hungry?” she asked.

      “Famished,” he said as he followed her.

      She led them over to the couches and held up a finger as she rushed into the kitchen. The world could be ending, and Ellie would make time to put a charcuterie board together.

      Az remained standing, his back away from the door.

      I plopped down on one of my oversized chairs and waited.

      Ellie came back in with a massive tray, a bottle of wine, and four glasses gripped between the tips of her fingers. I rose to get my own, but she waved me back down.

      “Please help yourselves. We have much to discuss.”

      Lucifer’s lips twitched in amusement as he eyed the smorgasbord Ellie had placed in front of them.

      Lam gasped in delight and dug right in.

      Az’s expression was one of affectionate exasperation. She came back with the other wine glass and poured everyone one, walking Az’s over to him. He murmured something to her I couldn’t hear, but she placed a hand on his arm and shook her head.

      “So,” Lucifer began. “I hear we have a mutual enemy.”

      An hour later, I thought we might have a miracle on our hands. No one had tried to kill each other yet, and the charcuterie board was picked clean. Lam didn’t offer much, only the occasional observation, cracking the joke that she was only extra muscle.

      We were now down to who might have joined Michael in his little rebellion. Lucifer was sure Raphael was out. Az counted Gabriel in, and Lucifer agreed. Lam mentioned Chamuel as being out as well but claimed Jophiel was definitely in because “that one is a vain motherfucker,” which made Az laugh even though I could tell he didn’t want to.

      “Uriel?” Lucifer asked.

      Everyone shrugged. “Fifty-fifty then,” he said, marking her in the unknown category.

      “Haniel?” Ellie chimed in.

      “He saw this shit coming from a mile away. No way he’s in,” Lam said.

      Lucifer nodded. “Ariel, I think, is in. She loves humans too much not to be.”

      Ellie sighed and pinched the space between her brows. “The last is Metatron.”

      Lucifer’s mouth turned down. “Let us hope not.”

      From Az’s grim expression, I agreed.

      “We’ll put him in the maybe category,” Lucifer said. “These aren’t good odds.”

      “We’ll be fine for now. Not everyone will show their hand. They’ll play both sides as long as they can,” Az said, pushing away from the wall. “Michael is in too deep and knew he’d be figured out, but he had to come to direct Leah.”

      An awful thought occurred to me. “Lucifer?”

      He popped a stray nut in his mouth. “Hmm?”

      “Where is Michael staying while he’s with you?”

      You could have heard a pin drop in the room.

      Lucifer let loose a curse word and promptly disappeared.

      Lam shook her head. “He’s losing his edge,” she mused.

      Az blinked. “It doesn’t seem like it.”

      “She gave him a thin smile. “He’s tired. God’s proposal threw him for a loop. He agreed, but he’s unsure how this will end.”

      “He’s the Great Deceiver, Lam. How do you think it will end?”

      Lam’s disapproving look made Az’s cheek redden. “Imagine for a moment that you are in his shoes. Think of the terrible decisions he’s had to make to keep his people safe—the role he’s played for millennia.”

      Ellie exhaled. “It’s hard for us to trust him. Anyone really. The angels and demons play the long game, and everyone who’s a halfway decent person gets caught up in the middle.”

      Lam smiled and sipped her wine. “That’s why you have to learn how to play the game, my dear. Think of Lucifer as a Grandmaster in Chess. Every move on the board has to be calculated thinking three moves ahead. Except this game stretches on for eternity.” She chuckled, but it sounded sad. “Or until we all destroy each other.”

      Lam set her glass down on the table. “Now tell me, new friends. Why are you hiding Michael’s daughter?”

      Ellie’s glass tumbled out of her hand. Her stricken gaze went to Az. My foster father rose to his full height, wings spreading out in rage.

      She held up a hand. “Peace, friend. I’ve known since the second she walked in.”

      Nausea roiled within me. Lucifer would find out and soon, but he was bound to keep my secret. Lam was not.

      “How?” Az bit out.

      She flicked her fingers at me. “I am made differently. Not of Lucifer’s ilk. Not of God’s ilk. I come from the earth itself—the grass, the dirt, the sun, the moon. There is no glamour that can fool me, no blood I cannot place. She smells of God’s once favored son.” A smile played upon her lips. “And Lucifer’s once favored lover.” Cool approval simmered in his eyes. “You’ve managed to fall into the most advantageous and yet the most dangerous position you could ever attain. I’m not sure whether to applaud you or feel horrified.”

      “Horrified,” Ellie mumbled.

      “Yes. I can see why you might think so. But Violet here is crafty and powerful, no doubt to her… unusual upbringing?” Her eyebrows went up. “I can see the bond between you both. You took her from Hell, didn’t you? Violet’s hair looks like a river of blood underneath her glamour. Only those touched by Hellfire have that color.” She tsked. “It looks so much better than whatever you have going on now.”

      “Thanks,” I said dryly.

      “Who else can see her?” Az demanded.

      “The LIght Dragon she works with suspects,” Lam said.

      I blinked. “What? Who?” My mind worked over what she said. “A Light Dragon? What is that? Is—”

      The truth hit me like a dodgeball to the face. “Is that why Landry is so freaking pretty?”

      “Yes, child. They are blessed with beauty and wisdom beyond the ages. Though your Landry is doing a more than a passable job at appearing regular.”

      I set my glass down on the table with a thump. “Well, I’ll be damned,” I mused.

      A shimmer in the air announced Lucifer’s presence. Soot stained his normally pristine clothes. A streak of blood marred his cheek. I stood.

      “Michael has the soul.”

      “What else?” I asked, knowing this wasn’t the end of it.

      He looked at me, but it was like he wasn’t seeing me at all. “Hell is in disarray.”

      Az’s eyebrows went up at Lucifer’s flat tone. “We need to go now. If he has her soul, he’ll make his move soon. If he hasn’t already.”

      Lucifer sank onto the couch, his head resting in his hands. “He set it up for Gabriel to force a representative from Heaven. They both knew who was killing the Guardians all along.”

      Lam sat down beside him. “We can worry about it later. The important thing now is to keep Max from siding with Michael.”

      Ellie grimaced. “As long as he controls Leah, Max will do whatever is necessary to get her back.”

      “She’s dead, Ellie,” Lucifer said. “Her mortal shell is just that. When a soul is displaced from the body, you can’t just put it back like a puzzle piece.”

      “I know that, and you know that, but Max refuses to believe it,” Ellie said quietly.

      “He’s still at the same place?” I asked Az.

      “Yes.” He held up the pendant I’d given him.

      My thoughts went to Lilith. We could really use her help right now, but I couldn’t beat a man when he was down. Even if that man was the Devil. I uncorked a potion from my belt.

      “Hold out your hands,” I said.

      Az and Ellie did right away. Lam and Lucifer were a little more circumspect. “What is it?” she asked.

      “Transport. Think about where you need to be; it will drop you a few feet away. Remember to think outside of the building so you don’t blow our cover.”

      Az rattled off the location and made sure we’d all memorized it. When he finished, I dripped some of the potion on everyone. “See you on the flip side,” I said.

      Az snorted. “We go in together and we leave together. Got it?”

      I nodded.

      “And when this is over, you and I will sit down and have a long talk, Violet.”

      Ellie sighed. “Not the time, Az.”

      “Yeah, Dad,” I muttered.

      His lips thinned. “Be careful, Violet.”

      “You too.”

      He and Ellie disappeared into thin air, leaving only me, Lam, and Lucifer.

      Lucifer stared at the place where they once stood. “Violet, I’m trying hard to be angry at you and find I cannot. Your story is one only you can tell, I suppose. Tell me, are there any more secrets in store for me?”

      I gave him an awkward smile.

      Lam laughed out loud.

      Lucifer sighed and stood. “I guess I asked for that,” he muttered.

      “What’s going on in Hell?” I asked.

      “Chaos. There is a mutiny right now. Thanks to my brother.” He snorted and shook his head. “I will take care of it when I return. Nothing I can do about it right now.”

      “Besides kill the sonofabitch who started it,” Lam said sweetly.

      “Yes, though I suspect killing Michael is a much more difficult endeavor than we expect.” His eyes sparkled as our gazes locked. “Perhaps our mysterious Guardian should have finished the job the other day.”

      “Someone told me to stay out of it,” I said, double-checking my belt to ensure I had all my best potions ready.

      “Hmmm, yes,” Lucifer said. “And you did such a fine job at that.”

      Lam grinned. “Less talking, more knocking heads together. Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      We disappeared in an instant. As we left, a shadow caught my eye.

      Lilith waved to me from the corner of my living room.
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chapter twenty-nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Az and Ellie waited for us around the corner in front of a 24-hour coffee bar. As we walked, I noticed magic sparking from Ellie’s fingers. A heavy coating of magic lay against us a second later. Lucifer stiffened.

      “Relax. She’s putting a glamour over us. We don’t look inconspicuous.”

      “What kind of witch is she?” Lam asked, a speculative look on her face.

      “Not really sure. I always assumed Earth.”

      Lam chuckled. “Uh huh.”

      I sent her a sideways look, but she pulled ahead and caught up with the group first.

      Az studied the old warehouse, his eyes taking in everything. The place was at least three stories high and decrepit with wear and abandonment.

      “Is it even safe to enter?” I asked, giving it a distasteful look.

      “For us, it is. We’ll survive if the building falls down around our head.”

      Az grinned at me. “Ellie and I will take the front. You, Lam, and Lucifer will take the back.”

      Lam shook her head. “I’ll take the sides. I can be in more than one place at one time.”

      Az’s eyebrows went up, but he didn’t ask the questions we were all dying to. There was no time. “Fine. Lam is on the sides. Our only goal is to get Max. Leah is second on the list, but she will need to be subdued before we get her out.” His eyes flicked to me. “She is volatile right now.”

      Lucifer made a noise. “When she was in Hell, she was close to normal. I suppose that’s because she was in close proximity to her soul. It may be the same now with Michael in possession of it.”

      Lam leaned forward and closed her eyes. “He’s in there. Two angels, plus a being of indeterminate origin.” Her brow furrowed. “Feels like a witch, but something more.”

      Lucifer nodded. “I can feel my brother.”

      “Try to keep the magic to a minimum,” Az said. “Violet, do you have your potions ready?”

      I uncorked a few and nodded. “Should we cloak?”

      Lucifer shook his head. “My brother will sense us when we get close enough. If he isn’t distracted. It won’t matter.”

      “Goody,” I said.

      Az tugged me close and hugged me tight. “Remember. Max first. Leah only if we can.”

      “Should we take her out?” Lam suggested.

      Az winced. “Not unless you want Max to side with him anyway.”

      “Right.”

      Lam didn’t sound convinced that sparing Leah was a great idea. I had a bad feeling about this.

      “Let’s go,” Az said, drawing magic around him.

      Ellie squeezed my arm. “Be careful, darling.”

      “You too.” I gave her my best confident smile as we split into three parties and headed for the building.

      Lucifer crept beside me. “You love them very much.”

      I glanced at him. “I do. Is that so surprising?”

      He shrugged. “Azrael is a fierce warrior. The epitome of Death. I am surprised, that is all.”

      “I’ve been surprised every day since I started working for you.”

      He laughed. “Fair point.”

      We fell silent as we got closer to the back door, stopping behind a pile of old, rusty scrap metal. The wind blew the smell of copper and sewer water to us, making my nose wrinkle.

      “We try to go in quiet, but if we can’t, we go in swinging.”

      “Agree,” I said.

      The first door we came to swung in surprisingly easy and without a sound. Someone had oiled it recently. Lucifer went in first on silent feet. I followed behind and crouched next to him as we watched.

      Michael and Max stood in front of Leah. Magic swirled around Michael, the sword at his back sparking gold in the shitty light. Leah sat tied to a chair, her face mutinous as she watched.

      “You lied to me, you angel scum!” She raged at him. “It was never in Heaven. You had it the entire time!”

      Michael ignored her like a gnat on a stone.

      “Let her go,” Max said. “She’s human and of no use to you.”

      “I beg to differ. You want her back, and I have need of your skills.”

      Max took a step back, the look on his face going from confusion to realization. “You sonofabitch,” he whispered. “You did this to us.”

      Michael laughed. “I thought you’d appreciate the long game.”

      “You killed my wife!”

      Michael held his hands out in a gesture of supplication. “As you can see, she is perfectly fine.” He pulled a glowing blue vial from the baldric he wore on his back. “You can restore her if you join me.”

      Leah screamed, an agonized sound, and lunged for the vial.

      He tsked and held it away from her. “Not so fast,” he said. “I’ll need your word.”

      Max’s thunderous glare darkened. “What do you wish for it?”

      “I’ve found my father’s leadership lacking.”

      Max paled. “No.” He took an involuntary step back. “You cannot think to do this. Not again.”

      “I didn’t do it in the first place. My brother did. You can see how well it worked out for him.”

      Lucifer stiffened beside me.

      “I’ve learned from his mistakes.”

      “And who will take over for your father?”

      Michael smiled, a terrifying, violent thing. “I will.”

      Silence fell. Max looked at Leah, twisting in her seat and trying to get free, the look of desperation on her face breaking my heart.

      “I cannot be part of another rebellion. It tore the angels apart the first time.”

      Michael uncorked the bottle and took a tiny piece of Leah’s soul in his fingers. An agonized wail tore from her as golden magic tore it to pieces.

      “No!” Max roared. He lunged toward the Archangel, but Michael easily sidestepped him. Max drew his sword.

      “I have the advantage here,” Michael said. “If you attack me, I will destroy her. With zero hesitation. Join me. Help me fight my father, and I will give her back to you.”

      Ellie stepped into view. “It won’t help her, Max.”

      Michael’s lips pulled back in a snarl. “And who are you?”

      “I’m the woman who destroyed her body.”

      He laughed at her, amusement shaking his shoulders. “And I am the one who put her back together.”

      “Max, listen to me. I’ve made mistakes. We all have. But I’m telling you that the Leah you know is dead and gone. Even with her soul, she’ll never be the same.”

      Max’s jaw tightened, his eyes lingering on the bottle Michael held.

      Az stepped in behind Ellie.

      Michael’s eyes went wide. “You,” he breathed. “My brother will be pleased to hear you’ve been located.”

      Lucifer rose and came out as well. “I am pleased. I’m also unsurprised that you’re caught up in Dad’s politics again.”

      Michael’s glare was poisonous. “You failed once, brother. I will not.”

      Lucifer shook his head sadly. “You will fail. We can’t win with Father. He’s always been four steps ahead of us.”

      “You haven’t seen him in a long time. Father is not the same.” A slow, wicked smile curved his lips. “With the help of some of our other siblings, of course.”

      Lucifer stilled. “You’re poisoning him,” he whispered.

      “With the only thing that can kill him,” Michael said proudly.

      What was the only thing? My eyes met Az’s, but his attention was on the brothers. There was a strange look in his eyes. Ellie gripped his arm, shaking her head.

      “Return the soul to me, and I will not tell Father your plans,” Lucifer said.

      “The soul doesn’t belong there. It belongs in Heaven. Hell was a temporary stop.” Michael shook the bottle. Leah’s cries had turned to soft whimpers. She looked so different than she did a few days ago that empathy stole through my heart.

      “Let her go, Michael. Max already said he wouldn’t help you.” I stepped closer, a bottle tucked into my hand.

      “You, little Guardian, have been difficult. I will enjoy breaking you,” Michael said.

      “Aww. You always say the nicest things to me,” I gushed.

      Michael snarled, and I pulled on Lucifer and Max’s bond. Now, I whispered.

      Wings the color of sparkling gold, sprinkled with marks of the deepest ebony, spiraled from Lucifer’s back. The room plunged into darkness before turning into an area of smoky gray. I strained to see, only able to make out Lucifer’s tall form and Michael’s golden guise.

      “BROTHER,” Lucifer’s voice boomed. “SURRENDER, AND I SHALL SPARE YOUR LIFE.”

      Snow white wings spread from Michael’s back, his sparkling aura spreading to try and overtake the darkness. But as I watched, a thin line of darkness spread down the edges of Michael’s wings.

      “Uh oh,” Lam cooed from right next to me.

      “Aaagh!” I hissed and jerked away. “You scared the shit out of me!”

      Lam laughed softly. “I heard all the action, so I decided to come inside.”

      The two brothers launched at each other, sending a percussive power boom through the building. The roof rattled above us, raining down dust and debris. I ducked, throwing my hands up, but Lam moved a finger, and a shield appeared above us.

      “Thanks,” I breathed.

      “You might want to get your parents away from here, child. Your angel is still angry at them.”

      I blinked and watched as Max turned to Az. They spoke briefly, and I’d just started to relax when a flash of silver from behind Max caught my eye. Knowing I was too far away, rage tore through me, and power spilled from every part of my body.

      Lam’s shocked inhalation of breath was lost as I screamed in horror and launched myself across the room.

      Black and scarlet power poured from my hands, and I focused it only on Max. Lucifer could take care of Michael. I had to take care of my father. Ellie’s eyes went wide with horror as I appeared before Max, shoving Az away with merely a thought. The angel-killing dagger drove down, straight into the palm of my hand. Pain ripped through my senses, but I was too angry to notice.

      “NO!” I screamed. Max’s eyes went wide, and he stumbled back, tripping over the edge of his wings. I followed as my power speared him right through the chest. Something tore at my back, excruciating pain. Blood soaked my shirt and the back of my jeans, but I just kept coming.

      Max’s roar of pain and outrage did nothing for me. He tried to kill Az. My foster father.

      Over a dead woman.

      “You have betrayed us for the last time,” I said, my voice sounding…off. Motes of magic danced around me. Max fell back, staring in horror up at me.

      “Abomination,” he whispered.

      “LAM!” Lucifer roared.

      I couldn’t pay attention to him right now, but from the edge of my vision, a sparkling obsidian shield rose, blocking my view of everything but me and the Fallen.

      The potion belt slipped from my hips as my body formed into something new and powerful. My breasts shrank, my hair straightening into a sleek, silky scarlet waterfall. My face reformed into something new. I couldn’t see it, but I felt the way my lips stretched, and my eyes became sensitive to the light pouring from Max as he strained to force his power to match mine.

      “Violet,” Az croaked. “Don’t.”

      “What—” Max licked his lips. “What are you?”

      A crackling boom sounded from beyond the shield.

      “I am my mother’s daughter,” I said, the words sounding foreign and strange to my tongue. “And you will die.”

      “Violet,” Ellie pleaded. “This isn’t you.”

      “It’s always been me,” I whispered. The magic was a torrent, a flood of power through my blood. It roared through me, elated at finally being set free. I was a tempest at sea, intent only on Max’s destruction. He’d betrayed me, my parents, the people I loved.

      But he’d done it for love.

      And I’d kill him for love.

      My shoulders sagged.

      The obsidian shield dropped. Michael was gone. Lucifer rushed up to me, his eyes wide in stunned surprise.

      “Violet.” His dark magic caressed my new power. “Let go.”

      “I—I can’t.”

      He sent out dark strands of power to hold Max down. With a grim look at Az, my father stumbled to his feet and gathered Max in his arms. He and Ellie disappeared at the same time. I stared blankly at the ground where he was and exhaled.

      A tear slipped down my face.

      Lucifer stepped closer, gathering me in his arms. “Shh. It’s okay, Violet. You can let go. It is not your master. You hold this power, and you can send it back.”

      His arms wrapped around me, holding me in a cocoon of dark power and safety. Lam came up to both of us and murmured something to Lucifer. His chest rumbled against my ear, and a burst of wind came around us, transporting us away from the building and the scene where I’d destroyed everything Az had worked so hard for.
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chapter thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      We landed in the same room I’d appeared in when all of this started, me tucked into his arms this time. Lam stood beside him, carefully extricating me. She laid me in the bed and took my shoes off.

      A sob bubbled from my lips.

      “Don’t cry, Violet,” she said quietly. “All will be well.”

      That was easy for her to say.

      “Did he see?” I whispered. “Does he know?”

      Lucifer’s face was grave. He sat down on the edge of the bed. “No. No, Violet. He didn’t see.” His throat worked as he swallowed. “You—” He exhaled a breath. “You are Lilith’s.”

      I nodded.

      He stared at me. “And Michael’s.”

      I nodded again.

      He rubbed a hand over his face. “I remember. Many, many years ago. Rumors of a child mixed of the light and darkness. She hid it so well from me.”

      “She hates him,” I whispered.

      “I know, my dear.” He picked up a strand of my hair and let it run through his fingers.

      It reminded me of blood.

      I started to cry again.

      “None of this is your fault. You were caught up in a game between angels and demons.” He sighed. “I guess this fulfills the terms of our bargain.” Lucifer chuckled. “What a doozie.”

      “Where is Michael?”

      Lucifer sobered. “Gone. Injured but still intent on his rebellion.”

      “And Leah?”

      He turned away.

      “Dead,” Lam said. “At Michael’s hand. Lucifer destroyed her soul. She is no more.”

      I closed my eyes. Every single part of my body felt burned and sore as if I’d briefly caught on fire and been extinguished.

      Lucifer stood. “I’ll send in some new clothes and towels. I want you to rest. We will speak again tomorrow.”

      I held out a hand. “My mother is here. In New Orleans, I mean.”

      Lucifer smiled sadly and waved his hand, revealing Lilith in the corner of the room. “I know.”

      Lilith blinked and then shook her head. “I should have known.”

      “A daughter, Lilith?” His voice broke. “You couldn’t trust me with a child?”

      She looked at her feet. “It is more complicated than that, and you know it.”

      “It isn’t,” he insisted. With a nod at me, he and Lam left, the door clicking closed behind them.

      My mother sat on the edge of the bed and gathered my hands in her. “Ah. There you are, Ignasia. So beautiful.”

      “What am I going to do?”

      She smiled and caressed my cheek. “Nothing for now. You’ll rest. Lucifer will keep your secret. He has to.” Lilith chuckled. “Smart girl to go for that bargain.”

      My lips wobbled.

      “Michael doesn’t know, Violet. I promise. He knows something happened. The blast of magic reached the outer state lines, but he didn’t know what it was. Lucifer ensured it.”

      I sighed and sniffled. “I’ve ruined everything.”

      “No, my darling.” She took my chin in her fingertips. “You’ve claimed who you’ve always been. I’ll bring Ellie in when you’ve rested. She’ll fix your glamour, and some things will go back to the way they were.”

      “And the others?”

      She laughed softly. “You will learn to harness your formidable powers, my darling. Lucifer, Lam, and I will help you. Just remember, Ignasia, the darkness is part of the light. Without one, there is no other. Embrace this part of yourself. With it, we shall defeat Michael, and you will be able to walk in both.”

      Lilith pulled me to her. A deep shudder racked my body. I was afraid. For myself and for my family. Even for Lucifer and Lam. The power I felt within me was earth-shattering. World breaking.

      Maybe instead of being afraid for myself, perhaps I should warn them to be afraid of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            also by s.e. babin

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        More like Violet?

      

        

      
        Cocktails in Hell

      

        

      
        The Goddess Chronicles

      

        

      
        Vikings of Virginia

      

        

      
        Want to keep reading Kate’s Adventures?

        Check out the entire series!

      

        

      
        The Psychic Cleaner Cozy Mysteries

      

        

      
        Want more Dakota & Poppy? Check out the first two Shelf Indulgence Mysteries and preorder the third now!

      

      

      Hardback Homicide

      Foreword Fraud

      Copycat Killer

      
        
        Want cozy paranormal hijinks? Check out S.E. Babin’s Magical Soapmaker Mysteries!

      

      

      No Lathering Matter

      Liar, Lyer

      A Spotless Crime

      

      
        
        For even more paranormal shenanigans, check out her BRAND NEW Flora and Fauna Cozy series starring Billie, an in-hiding witch running a popular nursery in Daisy Heights, Texas!

      

      

      Honeysuckle Homicide

      Don’t forget about the freebie collection for signing up for my newsletter!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            about the author

          

        

      

    

    
      Sheryl has serious plans for Violet that involve world domination and a real sassy love affair. Buckle up, demons! Also, she loves to hear from readers. Feel free to reach out to her at authorsebabin@sebabin.com.

      

      Follow her on Amazon at: https://www.amazon.com/S-E-Babin/e/B00J1J236A

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

      

    

  

cover.jpeg







images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.gif





images/00005.jpeg





