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TRIGGER WARNING


Implied and on-page portrayal of torture and murder, attempted sexual assault (not between main characters), portrayal of panic attacks





For the readers who can’t help but fall for the villain.






I desire the things that will destroy me in the end.

— Sylvia Plath








ONE CAMILLE


A blast of steaming-hot milk shoots from the espresso machine, narrowly missing my face. I slam my hand on the top, grumbling under my breath. I swear, making coffee is going to be the death of me.

I’ve been working at Hallowed Grounds for nearly six months. You’d think in that time I would’ve learned a trick to stop the damn thing from sputtering boiling liquid at me, but no. Safe to say, being a barista isn’t my true calling. Hell, I don’t even like coffee. The closest I’ll get is a dirty chai latte, and that’s only when I’m desperate for an energy boost.

“Are you good?”

I glance over the top of the cursed machine to find my best friend and roommate, Harper. She stands on the other side of the counter with her lips pressed together against a smile, her eyes sparkling pools of blue.

“You couldn’t have ordered something simple, like tea…or water?” I shoot back dryly before pouring the steamed oat milk into a to-go cup. The machine continues to hiss at me, but I ignore it.

Harper snorts, tying her brownish blond hair back as she leans against the counter. “When are you going to ditch this place?”

I purse my lips. “Hmm, hard to say. Probably when tuition and rent magically become free.”

She shoots me an unimpressed, squinty-eyed look at my tone. I’ve seen that expression many times in the decade I’ve known her, but it does nothing to squash my sarcasm.

I shake my head, silently asking her not to push it, before finishing her vanilla oat latte and securing the lid. Walking to the end of the worn butcher block counter, I slide it toward her.

“Thank you,” she singsongs, wrapping her fingers around the cup. Lifting it to her lips, she takes a small sip before sighing contentedly. “Do you have a few minutes?”

I wipe my hands on the apron tied around my waist and glance at the other barista working tonight. Harper’s been our only new customer in the last half hour, so she’s currently scrolling on her phone. “Marie, I’m going to take my break before you head home.”

She shoots me a thumbs-up without looking away from her screen.

I make myself a drink and join Harper at a table along the front window, passing one of our regulars on the way. It’s an older woman who likes to sit near the counter while she drinks her peppermint tea and solves the crossword in the paper.

It’s dark outside, and the weather is unseasonably cool. Something rather unusual for the third week of September in Seattle, which only makes the café feel cozier. I’ve always adored the old wood floors and twinkling lights hanging from the ceiling. Paired with the rich aroma of coffee beans and the sweetness of pastries, there are worse places I could spend my evenings. And considering my student loan debt is only getting bigger, I really need this job.

Soft rock plays through the space, mixing with the quiet conversation of a couple sipping lattes on the green velvet couch across the room.

“How’s your night going?” Harper asks, cradling her latte and tapping her fingers against the side of the cup as the faint scent of her Chanel perfume tickles my nose.

“Pretty quiet,” I say as warmth radiates from my cup and heats my palms. “I’ve been studying between customers.” We’re not even a month into the semester, but my Political Theory professor is a fan of weekly quizzes, so I’m always studying. I don’t mind it, though, and I’m already halfway through my political science degree at the University of Washington. “How was training?” A plume of discomfort hits me as the words leave my lips. I suspect where the question will lead this conversation and I kind of regret asking it.

The corner of her mouth kicks up. “I’m at the top of the leaderboard. Three months and counting, so I’d say it’s going pretty damn good.”

I find it in myself to smile. “That’s amazing, Harper. Congratulations.”

Her gaze lowers to her cup. “Thanks. I wish you were kicking ass with me, though. I’ll graduate from the academy and get partnered with some dud.”

A sigh escapes my lips. We’ve had this conversation before.

“Sorry,” she rushes to say as her brows knit. “I know your parents hound you enough about re-enrolling. Ignore me.”

I sit back, wishing my chair would swallow me so I could escape this conversation. My stomach roils at thoughts of the academy—of my parents and what they want for my future.

For as long as I can remember, I’ve known supernaturals live in the shadows of the mundane world. And while most people our age are figuring out what they want to do with their lives, Harper’s learning what both of our parents learned before us—demon hunting.

Graduating from the academy feeds you right into the Department of Demonic Protection, an offshoot of the US government unknown to the public. And my parents are in charge, leading the hunters in protecting humans from supernatural threats.

Since I turned fifteen, I started training. Following in their footsteps. Making them proud.

Until my world shattered when Danielle, my older sister, went on the hunt that killed her.

The morning after her funeral, I dropped out and swore I’d never return to that life.

Of course, my leaving five years ago hasn’t stopped my parents from doing everything they can to rope me back into the academy. They refuse to accept I’m dedicating myself to my own future instead of the fight against demons. And after losing one daughter, they’re desperate for reassurance that I can protect myself. To them, more training means less danger.

Honestly, I never wanted to be a hunter—even before Danielle died. The only reason I didn’t resist when our parents enrolled me was because Dani was training, too. Whatever she did, I wanted to do, too. To be closer to her.

I’ve considered training without intending to become a full-fledged hunter. But there’s something stopping me from bringing it up to my parents. Maybe I’m worried they’ll think their antics are working and then double down on their efforts. I’m hoping once Harper graduates from the academy this year, she’ll train me on the down low. She’s currently consumed by training and school—yet another reason I wanted out. Being a hunter takes over your entire life, and I want more. Something I choose for myself instead of the life I was born into.

“It’s okay,” I finally say, tucking a stray bit of hair behind my ear. Most of my brown waves are piled into a messy bun at the crown of my head, but some pieces always seem to escape while I’m working. “I really am happy for you.” It’s the truth.

Harper lost both of her parents during a demon attack a few years ago. Her response was the opposite of mine. Where I turned my back on the hunter’s organization, she dedicated herself even harder. Some days I struggle with the fear of losing her like I did Danielle. She’s the closest thing I have to a sister now. We’d do anything for each other—which includes me listening to her talk about the life I didn’t choose. I’ve gotten to a place where I’m mostly okay with it, and having Harper support my decision makes the sting of my parents’ lack of it a little easier to bear.

She smiles. “And that is why you, Camille Morgan, are my best friend. Well, that, and because you give me free lattes.” She lifts her cup and shoots me a wink before finally taking a sip.

I give a short laugh and roll my eyes, then glance at the clock behind the counter. “I should get back. Are you heading home now?”

Realization seems to dawn on her. “Shit, yeah. That’s why I stopped here. I left my keys on the kitchen counter earlier, so I’m kinda locked out.”

Shaking my head, I get up and walk back to the counter to fish my keys out of my bag. I toss them at her. She catches them easily and tucks them into her pocket as I add, “You better not lock me out later.”

She nods with a faint grin, zipping up her black rain jacket as she stands. The rest of her ensemble is also black—leggings, T-shirt, and combat boots. The hunters’ unofficial uniform. “Yeah, yeah,” she grumbles around a yawn. “Fuck, I need my bed. I have training tomorrow morning before class, and I am so not looking forward to the early wake-up. Whoever thought it was a good idea to double up on hunter training on top of getting an English degree is a dumb bitch. Past me really screwed present me.”

I offer a sympathetic smile, pausing when my gaze catches a figure in the front window. Before I can say anything to Harper, it’s gone. I have half a mind to consider the possibility I imagined it. It was probably just someone passing by or checking out the menu through the glass. I turn my attention back to Harper, who’s typing on her phone.

“I’m on the closing shift, so I’ll be home late,” I tell her. “Try to get a good night’s sleep.”

She sighs. “Yeah. I probably should have made that latte decaf.”

“Then it’s a good thing I did.”

She blows me a kiss on her way to the front door. “There you go again, proving to be the bestest friend ever.”

I laugh, returning behind the counter as a few new customers enter.

Harper slips out the door, waving as she goes.

The rest of the night drags after Marie leaves. My eyes burn with exhaustion and my feet ache. By closing time at ten o’clock, I’m beyond ready to go home and crawl into bed. I have a weird feeling I can’t shake, along with lethargy clinging to my muscles. Like the hint of an oncoming panic attack. My body is trying to trick me into thinking something’s wrong, and I have no idea why.

I make quick work of the normal cleaning routine and finish by grabbing the garbage bags. Hauling them to the back of the building, I shove open the door with my hip and step outside.

The alley next to the café is almost completely dark, save for a faint glow from the light at the end of the street. My sneakers are silent against the dark pavement, still wet from the rain earlier today. I carry the bags around the corner, toss them into the dumpster, then wipe my hands on my apron as I walk back to the shop.

The sound of a glass bottle rolling across the pavement behind me halts my steps.

My breath catches, and I whirl around. Only to find nothing.

The breeze must’ve caught some loose trash. I exhale slowly, shaking my head, and turn to keep walking, picking up my pace. The streetlight at the opposite end of the alley flickers, and my pulse ticks faster as I close the distance between me and the side entrance to Hallowed Grounds.

A low growl rumbles through the damp air, and my heart lurches. My fingers just graze the metal handle before an ice-cold hand wraps around the back of my neck. A strangled sound rips from my throat a second before I’m yanked backward. White-hot pain flares along the side of my body when I collide with the brick exterior of the building across the alley. I don’t have time to catch my breath before I’m grabbed again, and my face slams into the same wall. I cry out, my head throbbing as I whirl around and come face-to-face with the most horrific creature I’ve ever seen. What should be the whites of his eyes are filled with an endless pitch-black darkness, and he bares his unnaturally white teeth at me, hissing sharply.

Demon.

Alarm bells blare in my head, shrill and entirely unhelpful now that it’s too late. Every fiber of my being screams at me to run, but my feet are blocks of concrete. I can’t move. I can’t breathe.

Two years of hunter training, and I freeze when it matters most. Granted, I left the organization while I was still only doing in-class learning—before I could even gain any fighting skills.

But something in me still clicks on, and I push off the building, setting my sights on the mouth of the alley. One of the first things I learned in training was to never run from a demon—they love the chase—but my other option is having my ass handed to me. And that’s only the best-case scenario.

My heartbeat trips over itself as my feet pound the pavement. I make it halfway to the the street before the demon snarls, making my blood freeze in my veins.

He slams into me from behind, and we topple to the ground. I yelp as pain lances up my side, and I can tell my elbow is cut up from the dripping blood down my arm. Everything moves in slow motion as the demon gets up and hauls me with him then shoves me into the cold brick wall again. He invades my personal space without hesitation, his lips curling into a cruel smirk as he keeps me trapped against the building.

“Aren’t you a snack?” he purrs, his black orbs roaming over my body and making my stomach churn. His features are sharp enough to cut glass, so angular he’s hard to look at. Several bits of his shoulder-length, white-blond hair have escaped its tie and fallen into his face. He licks his lips before continuing, and the pitch black in his eyes fades into a hungry, blue gaze. One human enough that if I didn’t know any better, I might be fooled. It’s a dangerous trick that allows demons to go undetected. He lowers his voice and digs his fingers into my shoulders. “I’m going to enjoy devouring you.”

Fear grips me, like ice in my veins. A dull ringing fills my ears as my entire body continues throbbing painfully.

I’m going to die. Just like Danielle.

She warned me. Begged me to get out of the world of demon hunting. I held onto her as the life left her brown eyes—eyes that matched mine so closely we almost looked like twins—and promised her I would.

I grit my teeth and fight to shove down the terror clogging my throat.

Demons feed off the fear of humans. They also create it in their victims, usually through nightmares while they’re sleeping. Sometimes they do it in visions while the human is awake. But they aren’t known for attacking so…openly. They’re not conspicuous in their attacks, preferring to stay in the shadows to go undetected. Their stealth also keeps the general population blissfully unaware of their existence. I’ve been away from the supernatural world long enough that perhaps their hunting tactics have changed, but still—this feels targeted. Otherwise, what the hell is a demon doing hanging out behind a café?

Said demon opens his mouth, as if he’s going to taunt me some more, and—

“Let her go.”

The unfamiliar voice has my lips parting in a silent, hopeful gasp as my attacker slowly turns his head. I follow his gaze, and an embarrassing level of relief fills me when my eyes land on a male figure stalking toward us. His stride is measured, confident, but it’s the obsidian-bladed dagger in his grip that holds my attention. He’s a hunter.

The demon cackles, and I take the opportunity to throw myself forward, slamming my knee into his stomach, and duck under his arm. Stumbling to the side, my entire body throbs, and I cringe at the warmth of blood dripping down my face and onto my T-shirt.

When the demon’s gaze whips back toward me, his eyes are completely black again. A stark reminder that I’m dealing with a soulless monster. “Stupid girl,” he snarls, then turns his back to me, advancing on the hunter in a blur of white hair and darkness. Clearly, he knows the stranger is a bigger threat than I am.

I battle with the urge to fight, surprised to feel it at this moment after so long, and the knowledge I don’t have the training to do much but get in the way. My head is throbbing to the point dark spots are dancing across my vision and my knees threaten to give out any minute. Frustration makes my eyes burn with unshed tears. I’ve never felt so helpless as I do watching this hunter who just saved my life take on the demon who would’ve ended it. Clenching my jaw at the pit growing in my stomach, I tense as the hunter ducks to avoid the demon’s fist flying toward his face.

His slate-gray eyes meet mine for a breath before focusing back on the demon.

I can’t tear my gaze away from the way they dance around each other. The demon is faster, of course—he has preternatural speed on his side—but this hunter’s skills are sharp. He moves smoothly, swinging his fist and catching the demon in the jaw once, twice, three times before he jumps back to avoid the demon’s snapping teeth.

There’s a part of me that recognizes my window of opportunity to escape shrinks the longer I stand immobile. But I still don’t leave. Can’t. My knees bump together as the muscles in my legs protest, barely keeping me upright.

My pulse jackhammers at the sound of a vicious snarl, and my chest tightens as I hold my breath. Bile rises in my throat and my skin tingles in a way I’ve gotten too used to experiencing.

The panic attacks started soon after I lost my sister. Facing the same kind of monster who stole her from me brings every awful memory to the forefront of my thoughts. No matter how hard I try to shake the feeling, to force myself to move, I’m completely powerless to the visions and sensations consuming me.

Wrapping my arms around myself, I steal a glance at the door to the café. If I can convince my legs to work again, I can sneak inside and call Harper for backup. I take a tentative step, my limbs heavy and wholly uncooperative, and keep my eyes trained forward. I freeze when the hunter growls in pain, stumbling as the demon swats him sideways.

He hits the building with a grunt, then quickly recovers, tightening his grip on his dagger.

In seconds, the demon moves in front of him again, grabbing him by the throat and lifting his feet off the ground.

The hunter’s choppy, dark brown hair sweeps across his forehead and is damp with sweat, his eyes widening as they fall on the demon’s face. Death shines in the hunter’s eyes, and terror seizes me anew, flooding my veins with more ice.

My mouth opens in a silent scream, my vocal cords too tight to make a sound. I start moving away, but I don’t get far before the hunter kicks out, catching the demon hard in the groin.

He snarls in pain and drops the hunter onto the concrete.

The hunter coughs as he fights to refill his lungs with air, then pops back up before his opponent can recover. He strikes with a catlike, deadly grace, slamming his obsidian blade deep into the monster’s chest.

The demon’s all-black eyes go wide, a vein popping in his forehead, and his guttural scream fills the alley before he disintegrates into a pile of black ash.






TWO XANDER


She is not at all what I was expecting.

Her heart is a caged bird throwing itself against the gilded bars, trying to beat free of her chest. But the moment the obsidian blade turns the low-level demon to ash at my feet, her fear swiftly morphs into anger. Her russet-brown eyes narrow into an icy glare that has my brows stitching in confusion.

“Are you okay?” I wipe the weapon clean on my pant leg before returning it to the sheath at my thigh. Exhaling a heavy breath, I keep my gaze trained on where the brown-haired girl has pressed her back to the brick exterior of the café.

Her eyes stay locked on the remnants of her attacker, her hands curling into tight balls as she fists them at her sides. “I’m…fine,” she grits out, a muscle feathering along her jaw as she tears her focus away from the pile of ash.

I take a tentative step closer to her, tilting my head as I study her face, not missing the way her breath catches or the faster rising and falling of her chest. “You’re bleeding,” I offer in a soft tone, the coppery scent burning my nostrils.

“Yeah,” she murmurs shakily, as if to herself, then reaches to press her fingers to the cut above her eye, wincing at the contact. She curses under her breath before finally looking at me. Her pulse is a jackhammer vibrating beneath her flushed skin as sweat dots her brow and upper lip. She swallows and exhales an uneven breath. “Thanks for your help.” Reaching for the door, seemingly about to walk away from this interaction, she sways on her feet.

I move without thinking, steadying her with my arm around her waist. “Easy there.”

She immediately tries to pull out of my grasp. “I’m—”

    “You’re not fine,” I cut in smoothly, opening the door while keeping an arm around her. I guide her into what appears to be a small commercial kitchen.

    She moves away from me as soon as she has a counter to grab on to.

    I glance around, taking in the space that isn’t much larger than the alley we came from. The aroma of coffee lingers in the air along with something sweeter. It takes me a beat to realize the soft floral scent mixed with something like vanilla is coming from her. “Is there a first aid kit around here somewhere?”

    She hesitates, her eyes scanning my face. Calculating. “In the cupboard behind you,” she says at last.

    I turn, open the small door, and find the white container. Pulling it down, I walk over and set it on the counter beside her before grabbing a barstool from around the high top counter in the middle of the room. I move it closer to her. “Sit.”

    She blinks at me, then mutters, “I can do it myself,” before she turns around and pops the lid off, pulling wound care items out.

    Her hands are shaking even worse now, making me frown. The drumbeat in her chest hasn’t calmed as it should. The danger from the demon attack is gone. But her breath is still shallow, her pulse uneven.

    “Shit.” She stops what she’s doing, pressing her palms flat against the stainless steel countertop.

    I watch her shoulders rise slowly as she inhales a deep breath. Her following exhale is uneven as she keeps her back to me and her shoulders remain tense. I think she’s having a panic attack.

    “Hey,” I say in a gentle tone, shifting toward her again. “You’re okay.”

    Her head bobs up and down in a subtle nod, but she says nothing.

    “Will you let me help you?” The challenge of getting her to trust me at this moment is paramount. I keep my voice soft, my movements slow and careful, so as not to scare her.

    Turning slowly, she takes a few seconds to meet my gaze. Without answering, she hands me a pre-packaged alcohol swab and sits on the barstool, fidgeting with her hands in her lap.

    I carefully open it and remove the disinfectant, unfolding it and moving to stand in front of the chair. “This is going to sting.”

    She nods silently, her pulse ticking faster as she keeps her jaw clamped shut. When I dab her face, she stiffens but still says nothing. I make quick work of cleaning the cut above her brow and toss the bloody wipe into the trash bin at the end of the counter. Then I rummage through the first aid kit until I find an antibiotic ointment and a bandage. I grab a fresh dish towel from the shelf above the sink, wet it, then clean the rest of her face as gently as I can. Her gaze is trained forward and her breathing evens out as I wipe away the blood that dripped down her cheek and neck. The front of her gray T-shirt is smeared crimson, and I frown before moving on to the cuts and scrapes on her arms, pausing to lean back and look at her as I toss the stained towel away. As I’m smoothing the ointment over the injury above her brow, I ask, “Do you know what happened tonight?”

    Her gaze hardens, eyes narrowing. “Of course I do.”

    I cock my head, trying to decipher the reasoning behind her tone. I need to tread carefully here. “Not your first demon attack, then?” I set the tube aside and cover the cut with a bandage. Luckily, it’s not deep enough to need stitches and has stopped bleeding.

    She laughs, though the sound holds no humor. It’s short and bitter. “No. Clearly not yours, either. You wielded that obsidian blade like it was an extension of yourself.”

    I purse my lips, grabbing a roll of gauze and wrapping it around her elbow to bandage the deeper lacerations there. Her fingers brush my ribs as she holds her arm out for me, and I ignore the way that simple, brief touch makes my skin tingle. Fuck. I need to focus on why I’m here. I can’t waste this opportunity—or fuck it up by getting caught up in human urges of…intimacy. “Is that meant to be a compliment?”

    “Not really.”

    I lower her arm slowly so it rests in her lap. “Care to tell me why you seem more upset than grateful that I just saved your life?”

    She sits up straighter and sighs. “Besides the obvious?”

    I arch a brow, fighting the pressure in my jaw to grind my molars. What angle is she playing? “I’m not sure what you mean.”

    With a scoff, she says, “Are you really going to stand there and pretend you weren’t sent here on purpose?”

    I stiffen. There’s absolutely no way she knows the truth. And yet, the tightness in my chest clamps down harder as I stare at the distrust in her eyes. I need to turn this around, flip the script and regain control of the narrative. I recover with a short laugh. “Sent here?” I shake my head, feigning confusion. “I happened to be in the right place at the right time.”

    She crosses her arms over her chest, clenching her jaw briefly at the discomfort the movement must’ve caused her injuries. “Hmm. What’s your name, Mr. Right Place, Right Time?”

    “Xander,” I say, offering her my hand.

    She eyes it suspiciously before uncrossing her arms and sliding her hand into mine, giving it a brief shake before pulling back. She doesn’t recross them.

    I hope it’s a sign I’m making progress with her. “And yours?” I ask.

    “I don’t believe for a second that you don’t already know it.”

    My brows lift at the certainty in her voice. Despite the underlying warning that causes, I find myself intrigued by it. This back and forth with her, while dangerous, is quite entertaining. “Why’s that?”

    “Well, Xander, from what I saw tonight, you’re good at what you do. Considering that, I’m sure you’re well known in the organization. Which, of course, means you’re well known to my parents. The very same people who have been trying to rope me back into training since the day I walked away from it.”

    Part of me relaxes at the confirmation she doesn’t know why I’m truly here. She thinks this was a setup arranged by her parents.

    Rachel and Scott Morgan are something of a legend in the world of demons and hunters. From what I’ve heard, even after their divorce, they continued training and working with hunter recruits as a team. Married more to their work than each other. Perhaps that has something to do with their daughter’s reluctance to join the organization. Of course, the main reason comes from losing her sister during a demon attack five years ago. But I’m sure the complicated relationship with and between her parents doesn’t help.

    “Look…” I pause, holding her gaze as I wait for her to give me her name. She needs to think I don’t already know it.

    After a beat of silence, she offers, “Camille.”

    “Camille,” I echo before continuing, “Your parents didn’t send me. You have no reason to believe me, considering we just met—in the midst of a demon attack, no less—but I’m telling the truth.”

    “You’re right.” Camille slides off the barstool. “I don’t believe you.”

    I nod but don’t move away. “Fair enough.”

    The top of her head is level with my chin, and she tips her head back to meet my gaze. For a moment, we stand there silently. Her eyes roam over my face, studying me, and I soak up the warmth that comes with her attention. I’m enjoying it.

    “Are your parents also hunters?”

    My lips twitch, though some of that warmth fizzles away. “No.” Far from it.

    She arches a brow. “What’s funny?”

    “Nothing. I’m just thinking after learning who your parents are that we may have more in common than either of us realizes.” I note the confusion on her face and continue, “My mother wasn’t around much while I was growing up, and I’ve never met my father.”

    The hardness in her eyes softens, and she drops her gaze, her lashes fanning her high cheekbones. “Oh. That’s…I’m sorry.” Her voice is gentle, and I can’t help but notice the tinge of pink in her cheeks.

    Reaching out, I touch her shoulder so she’ll look at me again. “We don’t choose our family,” I say. “I’m sorry your relationship with your parents isn’t what you’d like either.”

    Camille nods, seeming to relax a little. “Thanks. Mostly for saving my ass, but for this, too.”

    I give her shoulder a gentle squeeze before lowering my arm back to my side. “You need a ride home?”

    She lets out a breath, putting space between us as she walks to the other side of the kitchen, grabbing a jacket and purse off a hook on the wall. “No. My car is a few blocks away, but thanks. I was about to finish closing up and head out for the night.”

    I nod. “Do you want me to stay? I don’t mind.”

    A hint of a smile touches her lips as she shoulders the purse and folds the jacket over her arm. “I’m okay. You can go. I’m sure you have someplace else to be.”

    “On a Tuesday at almost midnight?” I remark in a teasing tone. “Yes, I am overwhelmingly busy.”

    She offers me a dry look. “Funny.” Glancing toward the doorway leading to the café, she sighs. “If you really want to hang around, I can only offer you bottom-of-the-pot coffee or a day-old blueberry muffin.”

    I close the distance between us in a matter of a few steps. “How about your phone number?”

    A surprised laugh escapes her lips. “Yeah, that’s not on the menu.”

    My lips curl into a grin as I hold her gaze. “No?” Leaning toward her, I add, “Come on. What are you so afraid of?”

    Camille lifts her chin—as if she’s triggered by the challenge in my tone. “Why do you want it?”

    I don’t miss a beat. “Because I want to see you again.” No point in beating around the bush. “Despite this not exactly being a meet-cute from a romance novel, I’ve had a nice time talking with you tonight. I’d like to do it more, preferably in a less hostile environment.” My lips twitch into a faint smirk, and I add, “Though I’ll take what I can get.”

    Her cheeks go pink and her pulse jumps. “Hmm…You’re quite the smooth-talker, Xander.”

    I decide at that moment I enjoy her saying my name. Probably too damn much. “Thank you,” I say in a low voice, laced with mild amusement.

    Camille blinks at me before exhaling a deep sigh. She holds out her hand, waiting.

    I pull my phone from my jacket pocket and set it in her open palm.

    “If you text me even once about demon hunting, I will block your number,” she warns, tapping on the screen for a minute before handing my phone back. Her tone is stern, but there’s a lingering tiredness beneath it.

    The adrenaline from the attack is likely wearing off, and I wouldn’t be surprised if her muscles were getting heavier with exhaustion by the second. She’s trying to project an air of strength, but I see her false bravado for what it is. I admire her for it—it also tells me I have a lot of work to do.

    “Understood?” she presses firmly.

    I don’t bother trying to hide my grin as I return my phone to my pocket. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem.”






THREE CAMILLE


“You came in late last night,” Harper comments from behind her mug with a suggestive grin as I walk out of my bedroom. The apartment smells of freshly brewed coffee and her favorite cinnamon-raisin bread.

I pause at the counter that separates the kitchen from the living room, grabbing a banana from the fruit bowl. “Yeah,” I say, sleep clinging to my voice. I’ve never been a morning person, but nine a.m. was the only Global Communications time slot this semester.

My eyes shift toward her as I debate how much I should share.

Once I finished closing the café last night, Xander had insisted on walking me to my car, where I thanked him again before taking off. My thoughts spiraled the entire drive home, and it took me over an hour to fall asleep. I dreamed of demon eyes and what would’ve happened if Xander hadn’t shown up.

“Hello? Earth to Cami.” Harper waves a hand in my face, arching a brow at me.

“Sorry,” I mumble, blinking back into focus. “I, uh…There was a demon attack at the café. Well, in the alley beside it.”

Her eyes widen, her posture straightening. “What the hell happened?” she demands as her breakfast pops from the toaster. She doesn’t take her gaze off me, waiting for me to answer.

I rehash what went down, my stomach twisting into knots as the memories flood through me.

“Son of a bitch, Cami,” she breathes, coming around the counter and tugging me into an inescapable hug. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

I pull back. “Thanks. I know I got lucky. If Xander hadn’t been there…” I trail off, shaking my head as I force the thoughts away.

“Cami—”

“I accused him of working with my parents,” I cut in, dragging a hand down my face. I am so not awake enough for this conversation.

She props her black legging-clad hip against the counter. “Why would you think that?”

I offer her a dry look in response.

“You seriously think it was an exercise to get you back into training?”

“The thought crossed my mind.”

Harper frowns. “As much as your parents want that for you, I really don’t think they’d use department resources in a ploy to convince you to train again. Plus, we both know the hunters have no way of controlling demons. Unleashing one in downtown Seattle would contradict the oath we take to protect everyone. Rachel and Scott wouldn’t do that.”

Pursing my lips in consideration, I let loose a heavy breath as my only response. She makes a valid point, but there’s still an uncomfortable tingle at the back of my neck that feeds my suspicion. I’m not entirely convinced they didn’t have anything to do with it. They’ve done some pretty messed-up things in the past to rope me back in. The odds of them coordinating the attack are low, but not impossible. Especially with having Xander there to step in and keep me from becoming demon food. I can’t rule it out.

That said, the same reason I have for not wanting to train is exactly why my parents want me to. Danielle. They never knew the only reason I agreed to enroll at the academy was because I wanted to be like my sister. After she died, it didn’t feel right to explain that. They would only be disappointed in me.

Harper shuffles toward the toaster to retrieve her breakfast. “I suppose you’re off to campus?”

“Yeah,” I say, peeling open the banana and taking a bite. Swallowing, I add, “I’ll be home this afternoon.”

She pauses buttering her toast and looks at me over her shoulder. “I have training this morning and then class at two. We’ll catch up tonight.”

I nod, momentarily considering asking her to see if she can find out anything about last night’s attack—about the hunter who saved me. I open my mouth, but her phone rings before I can get the words out.

She grabs it off the counter. “Shit, sorry. I have to take this.” Hurrying toward her bedroom, Harper throws a quick “Have a good day!” at me before closing her door.

Leaving our apartment, I head toward campus, electing to walk so I can enjoy one of the last warm days before the temperature drops.

Halfway there, my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and my stomach swoops as I read the new message

    
    
Good morning. I wanted to make sure you were doing okay.



    

The butterflies in my stomach flutter to life, and I press my lips together at a sensation I have very little experience with. I chalk it up to the fact this guy saved my life and is undeniably attractive. But that’s it.

I keep walking, glancing up every few seconds as I type a response.

    
    
Well, I’m alive thanks to you, so I guess that falls under “okay.”



    

    
    
How convincing.



    

    

Have you talked to anyone about what happened? Your parents?



    



I haven’t told them anything, but I talked to my friend Harper. She’s in hunter training, and if I had to bet, she’ll probably tell my mom.





Through no fault of her own, my friend has an inherent need to impress her superiors in the organization. It likely has to do with losing both her parents to demons and dedicating her life to hunting them, but that’s really not my thing to explore.



Are you okay with that?







At this point, it doesn’t really matter.





Even if they didn’t orchestrate the attack, there’s a good possibility they’ll still use it to put pressure on me to enroll again.



I can tell you’re super into this line of conversation.





My lips curl into a faint grin at the underlying sarcasm, but before I can type out a reply, another message comes through.



Can I see you today?





Cutting across the student parking lot, I approach the double doors to the university building, chewing my bottom lip as I go back and forth on how to respond. Do I want to see Xander again? The rational part of me says it’s a bad idea. He’s a demon hunter, and I’ve stayed as far away from that world as possible. Living with Harper is the only exception. She’s my best friend and has been there for me for as long as I can remember. I can’t imagine my life without her. But Xander…I don’t know. The thrum of my pulse is making it difficult to deny wanting to see him again. Can I separate his job from the urge to spend more time with him? I’m not entirely sure why I even want to consider it, but there’s something in my gut nudging me toward giving it a shot.



I’m heading into class now. Busy until this afternoon.





It’s not an answer to his question, which I’m still figuring out how to address. There’s a voice in the back of my head, wondering why he wants to see me again. I’m sure I’m not the first person he’s saved during a demon attack. Still, the notion that he wants to spend more time with me makes the swarm of butterflies in my stomach flutter wildly.



Okay, no problem.





I tap my finger against the side of my phone as I linger in the quiet hallway outside the lecture hall. Harper’s always encouraging me to put myself out there. Maybe Xander waltzing into my life last night—regardless of how it happened—was exactly what I needed.

I type another message and hit send before I can talk myself out of it.



I’m done around 3 p.m. We could meet then?







Sounds good. Meet me at Storyville?





The name is vaguely familiar. I don’t recall ever going, but I’ve heard it mentioned more than once. I think it’s located inside Pike Place Market, but I check with him to be sure.



That’s the one in the market, right?







Yeah. It’s become one of my favorite cafés in the city. Besides Hallowed Grounds, of course. To be fair, I’ve only been there once and was served day-old coffee.





Heat fills my cheeks, and I press my lips together against a smile.



Funny. I’ll see you later.







Looking forward to it.





Pocketing my phone, I walk into class and drop into the seat next to my friend, Phoebe.

“Morning,” she offers in a singsong voice. She, unlike me, is very much a morning person. Having a nine o’clock lecture doesn’t stop her from curling her golden blond hair into loose waves or putting on a full face of makeup. She’s also rocking some sandaled heels with a floral blouse and high-waisted black dress pants.

The fact that I’m out of bed this early is miracle enough. I grabbed the first pair of black joggers in my dresser and threw them on with a plain maroon T-shirt and running shoes. I also tugged a brush through my hair and threw it into a messy bun, so I feel as if I fit the student persona perfectly.

“Hey, Pheebs.” I pull out my laptop and textbook, setting them up on the table in front of me. “How’s it going?”

“Same old, same old,” she says, turning toward me, sending a faint whiff of her perfume my way. It smells like the beach, all warmth and coconut. “You?”

“Me, too,” I answer, which isn’t entirely true if last night’s events are any indication. But Phoebe has no involvement with the hunters or any idea demons exist. Which, if I’m honest, is part of the reason I enjoy hanging out with her. She also has the best personality of anyone I know. Phoebe is the human embodiment of sunshine, and being near her never fails to make me happier.

“Working tonight?” she asks, drinking from the to-go cup in her hand. She runs on caffeine.

The lecture hall quickly fills with students as it gets close to nine, and I shake my head. “I’m actually hanging out with…a new friend.”

She wiggles her perfectly shaped brows. “A new guy friend?”

I nearly snort. “Yes. He is a guy.”

“Oh my god, Cami,” she squeals, her green eyes glittering. “This is so exciting. You have a date!”

I shush her, glancing around in anticipation of people near us eavesdropping. But everyone is either not awake enough or too occupied with their own conversations to care. I refocus on Phoebe. “I don’t think—I mean, I don’t know if it is.”

She sets her coffee down, clicking her acrylic nails against the table. “Do you want it to be?”

I haven’t given much thought to dating in the past. No one in high school interested me, and when I started college, my focus was on getting my degree and then a job that would take me away from Seattle.

“Relax, Cami. You don’t have to decide right now. Just have fun.” She shoots me a reassuring grin just as Professor Roth starts her lecture.

Halfway through, my phone buzzes. My stomach sinks when I see it’s a message from my mom.



I heard about the attack at Hallowed Grounds last night. It goes without saying that you should have reported it.





And yet, you said it anyway.

I flip my phone over as a pit forms in my stomach. I don’t think me not reporting it matters now, considering the demon from last night is dead, not terrorizing other humans. My mom texting me has nothing to do with checking on me. She only cares about reprimanding me for not considering a protocol that, as someone who isn’t a demon hunter, I have zero obligation to follow.



I’m okay. Thanks for asking.





I should’ve just ignored the message. It didn’t require a response, but I couldn’t stop myself. Maybe it’s childish, but part of me longs for her to recognize her text is missing what one would expect from a mother. A shred of evidence that she’s relieved the demon didn’t rip me to pieces would be better than what I got. I know she cares, but I’d like to see it during times like this.

I’ve had a strained relationship with my parents since we lost Danielle. I think there’s a level of blame toward them left in my heart that I haven’t been able to let go of. It doesn’t help that at every turn, they’re still trying to recruit me. My mom more than my dad, but that could be in part because he lives in New York. Not that I see her often, either, despite us living in the same city.

“You okay?” Phoebe asks quietly.

“Hmm?” I shake my head to clear it. “Sorry. Yeah, I’m just tired.” It’s not a complete lie. After the nightmares, I really didn’t get much rest, and I’m feeling it now.

For the rest of class, I tune in and out, replaying both last night’s events and my mother’s subsequent reprimand on a loop until my temples are throbbing.

Phoebe and I walk out of the lecture hall together, and the fresh air feels like heaven on my skin.

“Are you sure everything’s okay, Cami?” she asks.

I force a nod and attempt to pair it with a believable smile.

Her heels echo off the pavement as we walk across the student parking lot toward her car. “Okay, well I want to hear everything about your maybe-date with…”

Right. I hadn’t mentioned his name before. “Xander.”

“Oooh, that’s a hot name. He’s hot, right?”

My thoughts take a dive back to the kitchen at Hallowed Grounds. The way Xander took over and cleaned up my injuries when I was too freaked out to get my hands to stop shaking. The memory of his fingers brushing my skin makes me shiver. I certainly wasn’t in a place to appreciate his looks mid-panic attack last night, but thinking about him now—

“You are blushing,” Phoebe gushes, reaching over and squeezing my shoulders—just short of hugging me.

An awkward laugh slips past my lips, and I fight the urge to cover my face. “Yeah, he’s hot.”

She grins, fishing her keys out of her bag. “I knew it!” After a quick hug, she gets in and starts her car, rolling down the passenger window. “Text me later! Unless, of course, you’re busy—in which case, you have my full support to turn off your phone and get some!”

I shake my head, laughing as she backs out of the parking spot and drives away. It takes me a full minute to realize the pit in my stomach all but vanished while I was consumed with thoughts of Xander.

I might be in trouble.






FOUR XANDER


Arriving at Storyville shortly before three, I grab a seat on the leather couch in the corner near the front entrance so I can spot Camille when she comes in. The space is rather busy for the middle of the week, making it too warm to have the wood-burning fireplace lit. Still, the café has a welcoming atmosphere, with hardwood floors and exposed lightbulbs hanging from the ceiling. Soft music, the smell of coffee and baked goods, and the hum of multiple conversations from people standing in line and sitting around the café fill the air.

I stand when Camille enters, waving to grab her attention.

Her eyes meet mine, and recognition shines in their soft brown depths as she approaches.

“Camille,” I say in greeting. “It’s good to see you again.” She looks beautiful in a white long sleeve shirt tucked into black jeans and paired with ankle boots—casual but stunning. I can’t look away, especially when pink blossoms on her cheeks under my gaze. She clearly likes the attention, but isn’t sure what to do with it.

Her lips curve into a faint smile. “Under better circumstances this time.” She cringes, shaking her head, as if she wants to take back her words. “I mean, it’s good to see you, too.” After we sit on the couch, her eyes flit around the room, taking it in as she runs her fingers through her loose brown curls. “I can’t believe I’ve never been here before,” she comments before looking back at me.

I angle myself toward her, wanting to move closer but careful to not make her uncomfortable. The faint scent of her floral perfume reaches me, and I inhale slowly, finding myself wanting to savor it. “I’m sure everything is delicious, but I have to admit I’ve only ever ordered the chocolate croissant. Once I find something I enjoy, I tend to stick with it.”

    Her eyes stay locked on mine as she nods. “That sounds good.”

    “What can I get you to drink?”

    “Day-old coffee?” she says without missing a beat, amusement flickering in her gaze.

    My lips twitch. “Look who’s funny now.”

    Her lashes lower as she catches her bottom lip between her teeth for a moment before asking, “What are you having?”

    “Americano.”

    She wrinkles her nose, then exhales a short laugh. “Sorry. I’m not much of a coffee drinker.”

    “Says the girl who works at a coffee shop,” I tease, bumping her knee with mine.

    “I know, I know.” She turns her gaze toward the coffee bar. “Hmm, I’ll probably just get a chai latte.” When she reaches for the purse at her hip, I wave her away.

    “I’ve got it.”

    She pauses. “Are you sure?”

    “It’s my treat,” I assure her, standing. “Be right back.” Joining the line to order, I pull out my phone and scowl at the message from Blake. He’s my oldest, closest friend, but also the biggest pain in my ass—and today is no exception.

    We’ve known each other for over a decade. Ever since my mother showed a sliver of decency and took him in when his parents abandoned him in a murder-suicide when we were both thirteen. To this day, neither of us know much about what happened. Just that Blake’s mother stabbed his father in the heart with an obsidian blade before turning it on herself. We still don’t know why.

    It didn’t take long for my mother to start his training with the most talented, high-level demons to make him my personal guard. In formal terms, that’s what he is now, but he’s always been more like my brother. Blake would die for me—I just hope he never has to.

    

        How’s your little project going?

    

    

    

        Fuck off.

    

    

    

        No need to be mean. I’m just messing with you.

    

    

    I don’t bother responding before slipping my phone back into my pocket. A few minutes later, I return to Camille with our drinks and a plate with two chocolate croissants. I set the plate down on the glass table in front of the couch, then hand Camille her chai latte, a faint sweetness and spice wafting from it.

    “Thank you,” she says. “Next time is on me.”

    I can’t stop the smile that tugs at my lips as I sit. “Next time, huh?”

    When the steaming mug is halfway to her lips, Camille realizes what she said. “Oh,” she rushes to say, “I just mean that—”

    “Hey,” I interject, “don’t try to take it back now. I’m going to hold you to it.”

    She lowers her drink, staring into it with a small smile and quietly replies, “Okay.”
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