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TRIGGER WARNING


Portrayal of PTSD and panic attacks; implied memory of sexual assault, reference to past grooming and repeated sexual assault of a minor; implied and on-page portrayal of torture and murder.





To anyone fighting a battle they don’t talk about.






When is a monster not a monster? Oh, when you love it.

— Caitlyn Siehl








ONE XANDER


Pain lights up my body like a billboard in Times Square.

I can’t hear anything over the blood rushing through my ears as fire fills my veins. The sensation is so intense, so real, that I expect to find my skin blistering and melting off my bones. But it isn’t. Despite the stench being so harsh it singes the hair in my nostrils, my skin is blemish free.

Sharp pain ignites between my ribs, something akin to heartburn—only a hundred degrees worse. It somehow has the power to slow time and go on forever.

After an eternity, the sounds of Lucia’s throne room filter back in and the pain in my chest lessens, morphing into a pang of emptiness instead of the agony that moments ago threatened to bring me to my knees—like the demons before me are now. Their heads are bowed in respect or fear. I can’t quite decipher which, as my heart pounds and a chill fills the air despite the ornate chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling.

The demons are bowing to me. Their new ruler—their king.

My gaze sweeps the room, the deep red walls and black curtains, the marble floor now stained crimson and black, littered with demon ashes.

And then my eyes meet hers.

Camille doesn’t move.

Her eyes are dark, like freshly watered soil, and filled with confusion. Fear ripples off her in dark, smoky tendrils, her chest rising and falling shallowly, as if she’s struggling to keep her composure.

In an instant, Noah appears behind Camille and snakes an arm around her waist, hauling her toward the doors. Away from me. It ignites a fiery rage that has me visualizing how easy it would be to shred the hunter to ribbons. But I don’t move.

Camille’s gaze holds me in place like an anchor even as she’s pulled further away.

She doesn’t fight Noah’s grip or make a sound as her eyes stay locked on me until she disappears into the hallway, along with Harper and the hunters, whose names don’t matter.

I take a step forward, and my foot slides through the pile of black ash in front of me. What’s left of the queen. My mother. Perhaps I should feel something over that, but even as I search for an emotion, nothing comes.

Blake rises from where he’d bowed with the other demons, coming to my side and clapping me on the shoulder. “You trust me?”

When there’s no one left to trust, not even myself, I still trust Blake. My protector and confidant.

I incline my head just enough to answer.

“Good. Let’s go.”

We’re moving a beat later, Blake shoving me toward the front of the room to avoid the crowd of demons slowly getting to their feet. We slip through the heavy black curtains and walk down a short hallway leading to the kitchen.

“Blake—”

“Not yet,” he cuts me off sharply. The focus in his nearly black gaze has the question of what we’re doing dying on my lips. I let him lead me through the building, our shoes pounding the marble floor as we move at a dizzying speed that isn’t doing any favors to the thoughts racing around my head.

The cool mid-October air hits me in the face when Blake opens a door, and I realize we made it to the back entrance. The breeze is a small reprieve from the sheen of sweat covering my skin, but I don’t have more than a moment to appreciate it before we’re getting into my Camaro. It goes without saying that I’m not in the headspace to operate a vehicle as Blake slides behind the wheel and I drop into the passenger seat, grimacing at the flare of pain that charges through my limbs, cutting through the fog in my head.

Blake’s emerald eyes slide to me as he starts the car, and the concern in them is unmistakable.

“Where are we going?” I ask as he shoves the gearshift into drive and presses hard on the gas.

“Somewhere safe,” he mutters, keeping his gaze focused on the winding stone drive, putting distance between us and Lucia’s compound. His face is pale, his jaw sharp as he grinds his molars.

“Blake—”

He curses. “I don’t think you fully understand the magnitude of what just happened, mate.”

“I do,” I say automatically, tipping my head back against the seat as I struggle to fill my lungs. The weight on my chest keeps me from breathing without significant effort, which only proves to worsen the spinning sensation behind my eyes. I squeeze them shut, gritting my teeth against this feeling of not having control over myself. It slips through my fingers like water, and I grip the seat on either side of me until my knuckles turn white.

A muscle feathers along his jaw when I look at him again. “Please warn me if you’re going to vomit so I can attempt to pull over.” Blake’s voice sounds far away, as if he’s speaking to me from the bottom of a well.

I press my fists against my eyes and force out, “I’m fine.”

“Liar.” He sighs. “Just hang on. I’m taking you back to Seattle. I have a place there no one knows about. We’ll go there and come up with a plan to figure this shit out.”

Figure this shit out.

“I killed the queen, Blake,” I say in a detached voice, swallowing the bile burning my throat.

He nods. “I was there.”

“We both know what that means. What comes next.”

He drums his fingers against the steering wheel. “Maybe not.”

“There’s no running from this. Unless I want to face treason for killing my own mother, I don’t have a choice.”

His only response is a quiet sigh as the dark sky outside opens to a steady rain. Thunder claps through the air in between flashes of lightning, and Blake puts on music as we get closer to Seattle, quiet enough that we can still speak, though neither of us do.

Instead, I replay the last moments of my mother’s life. I should feel sad or guilty over being the one to end her life. But the only emotion that registers is regret, and it has less to do with killing her and more to do with the consequences of it.

I’ve been heir to the throne for as long as I’ve been alive, but if I’m honest, I never truly considered the day I would come into the position. Lucia wasn’t going to vacate it for at least a century, and by that time, I would’ve come up with a plan to get out of taking her place.

“What’s going through your head?” Blake’s voice brings me out of the haze, and I blink a few times before clearing my throat.

“I’m trying to process…everything.”

He glances sideways at me for a moment before returning his attention to the road, where he speeds up to change lanes. “Talk to me.”

Scratching the stubble along my jaw, I admit, “I don’t know where to start.”

Blake nods, pausing before he asks, “Were you planning to kill Lucia all along?”

Part of me bristles at that, but another, newly stronger part nearly purrs at the idea. It calls to me, promising to quiet the unpleasant emotions warring in my chest.

“No.” Dragging a hand through my hair, I exhale a heavy breath. “When I saw her hand wrapped around Camille’s throat, something in me broke. I’ve never felt fear like that. I lost control of myself and acted on instinct. I couldn’t let Camille die, and I was prepared to do anything to ensure her safety.”

Blake adjusts his grip on the wheel before his words pierce the space between us. “Including sacrificing your own soul.”

I nod without a word.

Killing my mother to save Camille…it shattered my soul.

“You notice the change, don’t you? You’re a full demon now.”

Another nod.

“What’s it feel like?”

Wetting my lips, I tell him, “A space in my chest where I know something used to be but isn’t anymore. It doesn’t exactly hurt, but it’s new and uncomfortable. And considering I’ve never heard of a demon getting their soul back, I’d say it’s pretty much a done deal, so I need to get used to it.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

I shrug, grimacing at the flare of discomfort in my chest. “I made the choice. I have to face the consequences.”

“I’m fucking sorry, mate. I really thought we had a fighting chance.”

“Yeah,” I say, “so did I.” My chest tightens, restlessness making my knee bounce as I stare forward and swallow against the tingling sensation in my throat. The uneven tick of my pulse tells me I should feel something, like uncertainty or fear—and perhaps there are subtle hints of both weaving through my rib cage—but those emotions seem to be ebbing away.

I stare out at the traffic in front of us as the wipers clear the rain falling on the windshield.

The drive back to Seattle offers too much time to think. To come up with scenarios of what’s going to happen next. What Camille is going to do.

My chest constricts at the thought of her. Of the last look we shared. She’s likely questioning everything about what happened at the compound, trying to figure out why things went down the way they did.

What is she thinking right now?

Will she believe I didn’t plan to kill Lucia?

It doesn’t matter.

Whatever path my life was on with Camille just became a dead end. The best—the only—option now is to leave it behind. Leave her behind.

I shouldn’t feel the tug of discomfort in my gut at that, and yet there’s something urging me to feel something. It’s as if my emotions are locked behind a door I no longer have the key to. They exist somewhere, but I can’t access them.

That makes it far easier to move closer to complacency with the darkness that lingers closer to the surface than ever. It would be so simple to let go and give myself over to it. To be honest, I’m not entirely sure what keeps me from doing just that. I suppose there’s a shred of humanity left in me, after all. Maybe that will fade in time, too, or perhaps not having a soul doesn’t mean a complete absence of human emotions like I once feared.

“Hey,” Blake says, and my gaze cuts toward him. “There’s a lot happening at the moment, but you’re not alone. I’ve got you, mate.”

All I can do is nod.

“Were you thinking about Camille?” he asks, cutting into my spiraling thoughts.

My temples throb until I realize I’m clenching my jaw so tightly I’m sure to crack a molar if I don’t relax. I blow out a breath. “You’re going to tell me to forget about her.” It’s not a question. Hell, she’d be far better off without me in her life, especially now. And yet, I’m not confident I have the power to walk away from her.

“Do you want to forget about her?”

“I want her,” I say without hesitation. My desire for Camille didn’t vanish with my soul, but it feels darker. More carnal, possessive. Like I’ll destroy anyone that tries to keep us apart.

She. Is. Mine.

Nothing and no one will keep me from her.






TWO CAMILLE


Memories play on a loop in my head like the flashes of lightning striking across the dark sky as we speed toward Seattle.

The cold throne room with crimson walls and marble floors.

My best friend, bloodied and bruised.

Lucia’s hand around my throat.

Xander shoving an obsidian dagger through her heart.

Flames burn between my ribs, and I wince at the sensation of heartburn that blossomed in my chest when the queen of hell turned to ash. It was slowly fading…until my thoughts tumbled back to the scene we left in Portland.

By the time we arrive at headquarters nearly three hours later, news of Lucia’s demise has swept through the organization. I don’t know if it was one of the demon hunters who’d fought with us—the twins, Rylee, or Sophia—who filled them in. It doesn’t matter. Everyone knows Xander is…That he…

“Cami.” Harper’s voice pulls me back from the edge of a downward spiral, and I blink until I can focus on her face. “Come on,” she murmurs.

We follow Noah from the parking garage into the building, and I frown when Harper nudges me to get in the elevator.

This is the last place I want to be. I’d like nothing more than to go home, crawl under the blankets in my bed, and pretend today didn’t happen. The urge to curl in on myself, to hide from reality, is strong. My stomach is queasy, and I briefly consider the chances of throwing up as I grit my teeth against the bile rising in my throat.

I stand in the corner, gripping the handrail so tightly the cool metal digs into my palms as we ascend to the office level in silence. The buzz of multiple voices slams into me as the elevator door slides open, and I immediately press against the wall, unable to draw in a full breath.

Noah steps off first, casting a look over his shoulder. His tired blue-gray eyes connect with mine, and I clench my jaw as I struggle not to cry. He shakes his head and offers in a gruff voice, “You can’t fall apart yet.”

I bite the inside of my cheek, willing the burning in my eyes to recede as Harper wraps her arm around my shoulders, squeezing gently until I start moving.

My steps are heavy, as if I’m trudging through ankle-deep mud as we pass a row of meeting rooms filled with a sea of all-black uniforms. Hunters are shouting to be heard over others, while the rest sit and stand around the rooms with grave expressions.

When we reach my mom’s office, Noah knocks once before opening the door. The three of us file in, and Rachel stands from the chair behind her desk. She’s on the phone but waves us over, a grim look darkening her features when her eyes land on me. A stomach-knotting mix of anger and worry fills them, making my throat go dry, as if I’m expecting her to reprimand me. Maybe I am. Old habits and all.

“I have to go,” she says quickly. “I’ll call you back when I have more information, Senator.”

Harper and I sit in the stiff chairs in front of her desk while Noah stands behind us.

Rachel sets her phone down and looks at each of us before exhaling a frustrated breath. “I’m not sure where to start.”

Noah clears his throat, and the minute he begins explaining what happened at Lucia’s compound, reality starts slipping from my grasp. It’s just as well—I don’t want to exist here right now.

My gaze wanders over my mom’s pristine desk, stopping on the incredibly ugly mug I made years ago sitting next to her laptop. I can’t believe she kept it, or that she uses it. It’s a small thing, something most likely wouldn’t notice, but I can’t stop staring at it. The purple polka dots are faded, and the handle is close to breaking off. It looks wildly out of place in this office where everything is lacking personality.

I tear my eyes away from the ceramic monstrosity and shift in my seat, wincing inwardly at the flare of heartburn that seems to be back with a vengeance. I clench my jaw against the fiery sensation as it travels upward through my chest.

Dropping my gaze to my lap, I close my eyes and inhale slowly, trying to breathe through the pain I can’t figure out. Originating deep in my chest, I’ve never felt anything like it. It ebbs in and out, reminiscent of an oncoming anxiety attack. My pulse hasn’t been normal for hours and it’s taking a toll, filling my head with fog and my limbs with exhaustion. The day we lost my sister Danielle was the worst of my life, but today comes in just below that.

“Are you okay?” Harper whispers next to me.

“I’m fine,” I force out despite it being the furthest thing from the truth. I suddenly wish I hadn’t closed my eyes, because all I can see is the carnage we left in Portland. Demons and hunters alike, dead. Bodies and piles of ash.

It wasn’t supposed to happen that way.

Xander wasn’t supposed to kill his mother.

Or take her place on the throne.

“For as long as you want me, I’ll be by your side. The gates of hell couldn’t keep me away from you.”

The memory of his words hit me like a brutal punch to the gut.

Did he know how things would go down?

Did he plan to kill Lucia?

“—Camille.”

I blink back into focus at the sound of my name, but I’m not sure who said it. I glance over at Harper, but her gaze is on my mom. Her face is white as a sheet and her knee is bouncing, though I don’t think she notices she’s doing it. I frown at the tightness in her jaw, her rigid posture. She’s in shock as much as I am. Finding out Xander is her half-brother…I can’t imagine what’s going through her head right now.

“Sorry,” I say, my voice hoarse. I swallow and try again. “What was that?” I ask my mom.

Her brows knit. “Perhaps you and Harper should get cleaned up while I speak with Noah?”

“Okay,” I say automatically, reaching for Harper’s hand and gripping it tightly in mine as we stand and cross the room to the private bathroom attached to Mom’s office. It’s equipped with everything, including a shower and shelves with towels, extra training gear, and clothes.

As soon as the door shuts, I pull her into my arms. “I’m so sorry.”

She hugs me back just as fiercely. “You have nothing to apologize for.” Her voice is thick with unshed tears and her chest rises and falls unevenly against mine. “None of this is your fault.”

When we pull back, my chest tightens at the glassy sheen in her eyes. “I don’t know what to say about Xander being your—”

“Don’t,” she rushes to cut me off. “Please. I can’t. I need to keep a level head right now, and if we talk—If I think about…” Harper shakes her head, swallowing hard. “I can’t,” she repeats.

“Okay.” I grab a face towel and get it wet with warm water before directing Harper to sit on the closed toilet seat. She doesn’t argue as I get to work cleaning the blood and smudges of makeup off her face, but she winces a few times even as I try my best to be gentle. I have to rinse the cloth a few times to get rid of all the blood, then grab the first aid kit from under the sink. I find the alcohol and get to work disinfecting the cuts on her lip and brow. Her jaw locks as she grits her teeth, keeping her gaze trained forward.

“Sorry,” I murmur, “I know it stings.”

“It’s fine,” she says through her teeth.

I smear antibiotic ointment over the cuts once they’re clean. “I don’t think they’re deep enough for stitches, so that’s good.”

She nods without a word.

I toss the used gauze into the trash and the towel into the hamper across the room. Exhaling softly, I say, “Harper?”

She turns her head to look at me.

“What do you think is going to happen now?” My bottom lip tremors, and I press my mouth shut as my throat clogs with emotion.

“I have no idea,” she admits. “What happened today is unprecedented. Lucia has been the reigning monarch for over a century. No one expected Xander to take the throne from her.” She stands, placing her hand on my shoulder reassuringly. “That said, you don’t need to rejoin the organization. As much as I would love to train with you again, being a demon hunter has never been what you pictured for your life. Don’t let this shit storm force you into something you don’t want.”

I try but fail to smile through the bursts of pain with every beat of my heart. “I need the training. If for no other reason than to protect myself.” I look away.

Maybe if I’d been capable of fighting, Xander wouldn’t have been in a position where he needed to save me from his mother. Maybe we would’ve sent her back to hell like we’d planned and my heart wouldn’t feel like it’s being shredded to ribbons inside my chest.

Harper nods. “I understand, and I think that’s a smart move. None of us knows what to expect now.”

Her words trigger the pressure in my chest to intensify, and I pull in a shaky breath, trying to calm the storm. The more I think about training again, the deeper fear’s claws embed themselves in me. I’ve never had the blissful ignorance of the demon world that most do, but returning to the organization is accepting that my life will constantly be in danger for the sake of protecting those who are unaware of the supernatural. Call me selfish, but that is absolutely terrifying.

Harper drops her hand and crosses the room to grab a fresh set of clothes, quickly changing into them as I turn to the sink and splash my face with cool water. Catching my reflection in the mirror, I pull in a sharp breath at the bruises blossoming across my throat. Startling evidence of just how close I came to death at the hands of the devil.

“They’ll heal,” Harper says in a soft voice, coming to stand behind me and patting my back. “Do you want to change?”

I glance down at my clothes. Honestly, I’d love a long, hot shower, but we don’t have time for that right now. “I’m okay,” I tell her.

We walk back out to Mom’s office, where she’s on the phone again, while Noah perches on the corner of her desk.

Dad’s voice comes through on speaker, and my chin quivers. Fuck, I could use one of his squeeze-the-life-out-of-you hugs right now. “I can get on a flight first thing tomorrow morning.”

Noah and Mom glance over when Harper and I approach, and my mom says, “I don’t think that’s necessary, Scott. You need to be there to keep things calm at Ballard and the surrounding facilities.”

There’s a stretch of silence before Dad sighs. “I suppose. Please have Cami give me call as soon as—”

“Hey, Dad,” I chime in. “I’m here.”

His voice softens immediately. “Camille, I’m so glad you’re okay.”

Okay is relative, but I’m alive and figure that’s all I can ask for at this point so I don’t correct him.

“Me too.”

“I’ll let you speak with your mother, and we’ll talk soon. Sound good?”

“Sure,” I say, feeling weird having this back and forth with an audience. “I’ll call you later.”

“Okay, kiddo. I love you.”

“Love you, Dad.”

Mom ends the call without adding anything, then glances from Noah to where I’m standing next to Harper. “I’d like to speak with my daughter alone for a moment, please.”

“Of course,” Harper says before she gives my arm a quick squeeze and follows Noah out of the office.

I drop back into the chair on the other side of her desk, pressing a hand to my stomach as if that’ll ease the nausea there. It’s ebbing away, but still bad enough it has me worried I’m going to vomit. “I know I’m in a lot of trouble.”

My mom frowns, exhaling through her nose. “Camille, I could sit here and list all the organization’s rules you broke with your off-the-books mission. However, that isn’t going to change what happened. I’m deeply disappointed with everyone involved, but we need to move forward. There are far more pressing matters that need to be dealt with.”

I nod, the tiny flicker of relief easing a fraction of the tension in my chest. At least I don’t have to endure a lecture from my mother on top of everything else today. “What happens now?”

She leans back in her chair. “The organization-wide hunt for Xander Kane is still active. We suspect he’ll be keeping a low profile with this change in power.”

“Right.” The word is hollow, much like the feeling in my chest.

I’m so unbelievably stupid.

To think we’d come out of a fight with the ruler of demons unscathed. To believe Xander and I…That we could ever have a chance of making things work between us.

Mom’s expression softens ever so slightly, making me blink at her in surprise after she says, “I’m sure you were in distress when we spoke on the phone earlier. When you asked to train again. Are you ready to talk about that?”

“Not really.” I sigh, wringing my hands in my lap. “It doesn’t feel like there’s time to wait for me to be ready, so we probably should. I’m going to re-enroll in training. I don’t know what that looks like, but I figure you already have a plan.”

She regards me thoughtfully. “I know what happened today has been incredibly shocking and difficult to process, but that doesn’t mean you need to re-enroll. The organization is taking care of things. You will be protected, Camille. I’m not—” Her voice cracks, and she clears her throat. “I’m not going to let you get hurt again.”

I press my lips together as my eyes burn, threatening tears. I’m not entirely sure how to express to my mom how I feel responsible for what happened. I asked the hunters to help and keep the plan to send Lucia back to hell from the organization. Our group had my back. Elias lost his life, and for what?

“Camille?”

“I have to do this,” I say in a low voice, struggling to meet her gaze.

“Why?”

That one little word grips me as tightly as Lucia’s hand around my throat, constricting the air in my lungs.

“There’s a good chance this will sound insane, but it’s the only thing I feel like I can control, and I need that. Everything else has swiftly spiraled so far out of my control, it feels like the world is closing in on me. I can’t fucking breathe.” By the time I finish speaking, my shoulders are shaking and wetness tracks down my cheeks. There’s a dull ringing in my ears and a pressure in my chest that makes it impossible to take a proper breath. I can feel the tendrils of anxiety pounding at the door of my mind, demanding entrance and threatening to consume me the second my guard slips.

“Okay,” she says gently. “I understand.”

I swipe at the tears that escaped, clearing my throat. “Thank you.”

“I will grant your request through the official channels in the coming days. That said, your lack of experience is going to put you behind the rest of the trainees.”

“I’ll do whatever I need to catch up,” I say without missing a beat. “I’ll defer my semester at school and dedicate my time to training.”

She nods. “You’ll need extra training.”

“Of course,” I agree. “Whatever it takes.”

There’s a knock at the door before Noah slips back into the office. My mom glances up and smiles.

“You have good timing, Noah.”

What the fuck for? I want to say, but bite my tongue against the quip.

“Oh? Your assistant wanted me to check in and see if you were going to join the meeting in a few minutes.”

“I am, but we need to discuss Camille’s training.”

His gaze shifts to me as his brows lift.

“You will need to work closely with Noah,” she tells me. “He will help you get caught up to where you need to be.”

I’m shaking my head without a thought, my pulse spiking at the idea of training with Noah. It threatens to send me into a spiral of panic, especially as I recall the weird jealous vibes I picked up from him during the meeting we had before the epic failure of a mission. From there, I can’t stop my thoughts from drifting to the memory of our shared time in New York. How oddly normal it felt to spend time with him—fun even. Not to mention the ridiculously stupid crush I had on him years ago. Part of me is worried all of that will affect my training.

Another part is scared at the prospect of getting close to him. There’s also a shallow inkling of concern that I’ll embarrass myself by how unskilled I am. I shouldn’t care what Noah thinks of me—I don’t, I try to convince myself, but the uptick in my pulse works to make a liar out of me. Of course I care. Despite my mixed feelings about Noah, there’s just something about him that I find myself…I don’t know, seeking his approval? It’s ridiculous, and I definitely don’t have the time or emotional stability to explore the reasoning behind it.

“I’d like to train with someone else,” I force a level tone in hopes it comes across professional enough for her to at least consider it.

She purses her lips, her eyes flitting toward Noah for a moment before returning to me. “Why?”

“I fear his arrogance will impede my learning.”

So much for professionalism.

Noah chuckles, and I jump when the sound is much closer than I expect it to be. He grips the back of my chair, leaning down until his lips are next to my ear. “I’m the best this organization has, Cam. You’d be lucky to have me train you.” There’s a film of annoyance clinging to his tone, even as he uses the nickname no one else does. “If it makes you feel better, I get the feeling this assignment is a punishment for me and not you.”

Mom sighs. “You’re lucky unpaid mentor hours are all we’re giving you, Noah. You could very well be tossed out of the organization for participating in that mission.”

Would they really do that? I can’t picture Noah doing anything outside of demon hunting, and the organization doesn’t seem to be in a place where they can lose anyone. His response leads me to think he doesn’t see it as an empty threat, though.

His jaw works, and he nods tightly. “I understand.”

Fuck. He did just help me and defy the hunters’ rules in doing so, and I’m basically throwing it back in his face by requesting another trainer.

Whatever. He’s still a jerk.

Mom’s sharp attention returns to me. “I don’t need to remind you of Noah’s experience.”

Please don’t.

I bite my tongue. Her tone is warning enough. There is no room for argument. I want to so badly, but the longer I’m here, the closer I get to bursting into tears. So I resign myself to sit in silent acceptance of this hand I’ve been dealt. I don’t have the strength to fight. Not now. Not with the pit in my stomach and the indescribable emptiness in my chest. It’s akin to grief, though sharper somehow.

As the seconds tick by on the wall clock across the room, my pulse speeds up and my palms dampen. The hair on the back of my neck tingles, and that awful, familiar sense of dread pours in. My thoughts are short-circuiting, and I swallow against the dryness in my throat.

I’m shooting to my feet before I fully realize it, the room swaying around me.

“Camille—” Concern laces Mom’s tone at my abrupt movement.

“I’ll do whatever you want,” I say, desperation creeping into my voice as the walls feel as if they’re moving suffocatingly close. I just need this meeting to be done. I need to get out of here.

I don’t look at Noah as I flee the room. Don’t stop moving until I’m standing outside headquarters, pulling in slow, deep breaths of cool air until my pulse returns to a relatively normal pace. Anxiety still coils tight in my chest, and when I catch sight of Noah coming toward me, I have half a mind to make a break for it in the opposite direction. He’s the last person I want to witness me having a panic attack. And I sure as hell don’t want to talk about the mess of things going through my head. I just agreed to return to the life I was desperate to leave behind.

No, I asked for it.

Memories of hours spent studying the history of hunters and demons, the stark, constant fear of losing everyone I love to the monsters I was learning to stalk and kill…And now I’m right back there. It makes my skin crawl, sending a shiver down my spine at the same time.

I step back when Noah gets close, and he sighs.

“Just wait, Cam.”

“For what?” I snap. “Are you going to recite your mile-long list of reasons you’re the best hunter in the organization? Or boast about why I should be absolutely star-struck by the prospect of learning from you? Hard fucking pass.”

His gaze holds mine, and his voice is devastatingly gentle when he says, “You’re allowed to be scared.”

My stomach drops. I shake my head. I resent the burning in my eyes.

Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry.

Not in front of him.

I stay silent. I won’t give him the opportunity to call out my lie of denying the razor-sharp fear building a home inside me. Instead, I spin on my heel and hurry away from him, refusing to look back. My heart is pounding in my throat as blood rushes through my ears, and feeling so utterly unstable is making it very difficult not to burst into tears in the middle of the sidewalk.

Once I’m far enough away to know Noah isn’t following me, I stop to catch my breath and pull my phone out to text Harper.



Sorry I left without you. I couldn’t be there a second longer. I’ll meet you at home.





I slip my phone away and press a hand to my chest, closing my eyes as I try to center my breathing. My head is still spinning with a million questions I’m almost certain I’m not prepared to get answers for. Of course, most of them are about Xander.

Was his intention all along to execute his mother and take her throne?

He hated her for the pain she put him through, but the idea that he would be capable of not only killing his own mother but having the foresight to plan it has nausea rolling through me in vicious waves once more.

And if he did plan it, did he know what would happen?

When I consider that, it only begs more questions.

Is he still at the compound? What’s his next move? Is he going to continue with his mother’s plan to destroy the hunters? Something tells me no, especially after the conversation we had about how important it was to stop Lucia from doing that very thing.

That said, I feel as if I can’t trust anything I think I know anymore. And that has anger searing my skin just as fiercely as the fear wrapping its dark, thorn-filled tendrils around my heart.

I keep walking, and with each step, I home in on the anger. Because in the world of demons, anger is safer than fear. And if I’m going to survive this, I need to focus everything I have on that feeling, training as hard as I can, and pray to any higher power listening that it’s enough to save my sanity.






THREE XANDER


It takes a mere twenty-four hours for word to spread, for demons and hunters alike know what happened to the late queen of hell.

While demons feed on fear, I have half a mind to believe they could survive on gossip alone with the number of rumors surrounding my involvement and subsequent plan to take the throne.

I haven’t left the safe house since we arrived two days ago, and being cooped up is driving me mad. It’s a small bungalow with two bedrooms, a bathroom, a kitchen with a dining table, and a living room with just enough space for the black leather couch, oak coffee table, and one armchair in the corner.

I’ve been pacing for half an hour, tuning in and out of the flat screen TV mounted on the wall in front of the couch, when Blake comes through the front door into the living room. He’s carrying a takeout tray in one hand and a paper bag between his teeth as he pulls the key out of the lock and kicks the door shut, disrupting the curtains across the front window. They’ve been closed since we got here, even though there aren’t many houses around us.

Blake walks to the kitchen, sets everything on the table, then turns to me, bowing at the waist with a faint smirk. “Good morning, Your Majesty.”

“Fuck off with that shit,” I grumble in a low voice, claiming the to-go cup with my Americano.

“You abuse my loyalty so flippantly,” he comments, feigning disappointment as he grabs his iced matcha and stabs a straw into the cup.

I shoot him a dark look.

“Too soon?” He cocks his head to the side.

Instead of answering, I swipe the paper bag off the counter and go to the couch. Blake follows, dropping down beside me and kicking his legs up on the coffee table.

We eat in silence for a few minutes before he glances toward me and asks, “How are you feeling?”

I swallow a mouthful that tastes like nothing. “The pain I felt from Portland back to Seattle is mostly gone, besides a dull ache in my chest. Otherwise, I’m not sure I feel much of anything. Everything is…subdued.”

“Is that intentional?”

I arch a brow at him in response.

“Are you choosing not to feel?”

I consider that. “Perhaps.”

That door hiding my emotions—could I open it with force? There’s a twinge of sensation, a mild pressure in my chest that says yes, but that begs the question, Why the hell would I want to?

Blake nods. “Why do you think that is?”

“I wasn’t aware that ‘therapist’ was in your job description,” I remark dryly, taking a drink of my Americano. “I can’t let emotions distract me right now.”

“You’re concerned they’ll cloud your judgment?”

“That was made clear when I killed our queen to save a human.”

His forehead creases. “I don’t believe you would’ve done that for just any human, mate.”

“I suppose not.” I resent the way my lungs constrict at the thought of Camille. She should be at my side, and knowing she likely left the compound and went right to the hunter organization’s headquarters with her friends makes me want to go after her.

“Not to add salt to the wound, but the royal guard contacted me. They’re pissed about us going into hiding. I’m essentially flipping them the bird by refusing to disclose where you are, but I wanted to give you a day to adjust before you answer to them.”

“I appreciate your consideration.”

The royal guard has existed forever. They’re mostly ornamental, rarely getting involved in the day-to-day lives of demons, royal or otherwise. But when there’s something as significant as the death of a monarch and a transfer of power, they’re the ones who dictate the process and ensure things happen in accordance with the succession plan created a millennia ago.

“Have you given much thought to the ascension trials?” Blake asks, referring to what’s standing between me and the throne. Truth be told, I haven’t considered them as I didn’t plan to face them, but now, I can’t deny the pull, the deep-rooted desire to take my rightful place in power.

I shake my head. “I figure you haven’t stopped thinking about them since we left Portland.”

Blake nods, inhaling the rest of his breakfast sandwich. “We’ll talk about them in detail after we meet with the guard later today. You know, before they send an army to eviscerate me for helping you avoid them for days.”

My back straightens at his words. “They’re not going to touch you,” I assure him firmly, earning a cheeky grin.

“Ooh, possessive. I like it.” He shoves my shoulder. “Have you decided who you want on your council?”

“Besides you?” I offer, shaking my head. “Not really.” I take another bite of my breakfast sandwich, chewing slowly. I’m not sure if my body requires human sustenance anymore, but the pang of hunger seems to fade. Demons who didn’t once have a human side don’t have to consume food to survive, though some, like Blake, enjoy it nonetheless.

His lips twitch before his expression turns serious again. “With the explosive news of you making a move for the throne, I’ve been keeping my ear to the ground.”

I swallow a mouthful of egg and cheese. “Oh?”

He leans against the cushions, extending his arm along the back of the couch. “There have been whispers of doubt surrounding your reign, provided you complete the trials.”

I laugh humorlessly. “Do tell.”

Blake appears less than pleased when he says, “Some believe you’re too human to rule.”

After crumpling the empty parchment from my sandwich and tossing it onto the coffee table, I angle myself toward him. “Perhaps I was,” I say, “but not now. That throne is mine, and I’m going to take it.”

He crosses one leg over the other, drumming his thumb against his thigh. “Hang on to that. I think you’ll find you need to embrace your deepest demonic nature to make it through these next couple of months.”

“Right,” I offer mildly.

“Easy peasy,” Blake adds, slapping his knees before standing. “Now, let’s get you ready. This—” he gestures at my casual attire, “isn’t going to cut it.”



The royal guard is comprised of four high-level demons that have been around for millennia. If they ever had an ounce of humanity between them, it burned out centuries ago. Lucia Kane was a golden retriever compared to these demons.

Blake keeps a few paces behind me as we climb the cracked front steps to a large wooden door that has seen better days, with chipped white paint and a dull, once-gold handle. The door creaks as I push it open, announcing our entrance to the rundown foyer, and the gloomy sky outside adds to the eerie atmosphere.

“It’s a foreclosure property that was abandoned decades ago,” Blake explains as he closes the door behind us, the sound echoing through the empty space. We walk further inside, and I look around at the wallpaper peeling away and the sconces barely hanging on by thin electrical wires. Any windows are either smashed or covered in a thick layer of dust, making the air stale and warm.

I swipe at the sweat dotting my brow as we pass the grand staircase in the middle of the space leading to the upper level. An unlit antique chandelier hangs from the second floor, hinting at the opulence that this house once had.

“Are you ready?” Blake asks under his breath as we walk to the back of the house, down a dim hallway toward a set of closed mahogany doors.

“As I can be.”

A meeting with the royal guard isn’t something I had on my bingo card, but here we are. While I never expected to be in this position, to have any desire to sit on the throne, losing my soul to stop my mother from taking Camille’s life has changed things.

The only way I can describe it is like waking up after being in a deep sleep for the last twenty-five years. I’m stronger, my path is clearer. I know what I have to do.

Blake opens both doors with a flourish, and I almost chuckle before remembering why we’re here. I inhale deeply through my nose, then exhale and step into what appears to be a formal dining room. My eyes immediately land on the four demons dressed in crimson robes, sitting at the dark wood table facing us. Behind them, a dozen more stand against the wall, wearing all-black attire and blank expressions.

I focus on the ones we’re here to see, meeting their gazes one by one. Dominic, Rupert, Malachi, and the only female in the windowless room, Lorraine. The royal guard is nothing if not behind the times. They should be thrilled for the return of a king.

“Xander Kane,” Rupert says first. “I can’t say I truly expected this day to come.”

I simply nod, and Blake stays silent beside me.

Dominic clears his throat, and I shift my attention to the demon with shoulder-length black hair and olive-green eyes. His expression is mild, as if he’s bored with this meeting already. His hands are folded on the table in front of him, and he taps his thumb absently as he stares at me.

No, through me. It’s rather unsettling.

“You killed your queen,” he finally says. “Your mother.”

I swallow, my eyes narrowing slightly. “I did.”

Dominic cocks his head to the side. “Why?”

My mind goes blank. Any response I could’ve crafted vanishes, replaced by a heavy, barbed pit in my stomach. I knew as soon as it happened that killing Lucia would have consequences. It would come with questions, and Dominic just asked the most obvious.

I could lie, tell them I was sick of waiting for the throne and decided to take it by force, but my confidence in successfully selling that is abysmal. The real reason won’t go over well with my present company. I can’t stand before them and explain that I was terrified to lose the human woman I’d fallen in love with and acted on instinct to save her life.

So, I don’t say anything.

The royal guard can’t know about Camille. Who she is, that she even exists. If any demon discovers her, they’ll believe they found something to use against me.

Things would be a lot easier if I could simply stop caring about her. But even as I stand here having decided to leave her in my past, there’s a stone-cold certainty that some part of me still somehow does care. My connection to Camille is so deeply ingrained in me that the thought of losing it—

I nearly stumble back a step as realization hits me like a vicious blow and my pulse careens into dangerous territory.

No.

No, no, no.

I felt that connection shift in my chest. I felt it break. It shattered along with my soul when I killed Lucia and lost my humanity.

But that feeling was more than heartbreak.

More than fear for what came next.

I didn’t know it then, but now, there isn’t a doubt in my mind…

Camille was my soulmate.

It’s a ridiculous notion, and yet, it’s the only thing I know to the marrow of my bones to be true. I haven’t a clue how I’m certain, but I’ve never been more certain of anything. If I’m honest with myself, I think I knew the moment before Lucia was going to end Camille’s life. There was too much happening from then until now that I didn’t fully consider it. I couldn’t.

Soulmate. Soulmate. Soulmate.

“Xander,” Blake says in a near-whisper, his tone deep with worry.

I shake my head and swallow the bile in my throat, standing straighter. I have to keep it together. They can’t see me stumble.

Malachi sighs, scratching the dark stubble along his jaw. “It doesn’t matter why he did it, Dominic. What’s done is done.”

Dominic holds up a hand as if to disagree. “Had it been any other demon than the queen’s son and heir, they would be facing punishment for treason.”

“The trials will be punishment enough,” Lorraine chimes in with a subtle twist of her lips. The delight shining in her piercing blue eyes tells me the idea of my torment is of great amusement to her.

“Perhaps we should discuss the trials,” Blake offers.

“Hmm,” Rupert hums, seemingly in agreement. “The ascension trials were created to ensure the strength of the one meant to sit on the throne.” His eyes meet mine. “You will be tested physically and mentally. You must complete the trials before the next solstice or you will be deemed unfit to rule and banished to your birthplace, where you’ll exist as a lowly guard patrolling the pits of hell.”

I hold the demon’s dark gaze, and while I’ve never felt quite so out of my element, I force a level tone and say, “I understand.”

“Have you selected your council?” Lorraine asks.

My eyes flit toward the female demon. “Not yet.”

She scrutinizes me with an unwarranted level of disdain. “You have one week to put it together. The trials will commence shortly thereafter, when and where we decide. There will be no warning, so I suggest you prepare yourself now.”

“Not a problem,” Blake says, and I have to stop myself from shooting him a look. His breezy response offers the illusion it’ll be easy to gather a group of demons I can trust and who will want to stand with me. His confidence in that is much stronger than mine. There are bound to be demons who judge me for killing Lucia. She had a vast collection of devoted followers. Those who are certain to see me as a monster. Someone unfit to rule. And perhaps I am. Maybe killing Lucia is proof that I’m no better than she was.

“Very well,” Rupert says, and I don’t miss the flicker of suspicion in his eyes. “You are dismissed.”

I turn to leave with Blake at my side. My heart thumps against my ribs with each step through the empty house, and I don’t stop moving until we get to the car. Blake says nothing until we’re far away from the property.

“Care to tell me what revelation you had back there, mate? You froze the second Dominic asked you why you killed Lucia and then you got this look like you’d seen her fucking ghost.”

I shake my head, my chest constricting as my lungs struggle to fill with air. “Camille,” I force out.

“Is fine,” he says, glancing toward me. “She—”

“Camille was my soulmate.”

In seconds, Blake pulls off the road and slams the gearshift into park. “I’m going to need you to say that again because there’s no shot I heard you correctly.”

I sigh. “You did.”

He blinks, the utter shock on his face nearly laughable if the situation wasn’t what it is. “Fucking hell, Xander.”

“But you—”

“I know.”

“This can’t—”

“I know,” I all but growl at him.

He blows out a breath, turning his attention forward again. “Do you think she knows?”

My stomach drops at the thought. “I don’t think so. Even if she felt what I did when everything happened, she wouldn’t think that. Why would she?”

Blake presses his lips into a thin line for a moment. “Right.” He glances sideways at me. “Where do we go from here?”

I rake my fingers through my hair. “Wherever we can find a group of demons just crazy enough to agree to be on my council, I guess.”

He exhales a short, hollow laugh that lacks any real humor. “We’ll figure it out, mate.”

I nod, drumming my fingers on my thighs as I stare out the windshield.

“What’s that look?”

I cut a sideways glance at him. “What look?”

His eyes narrow. “You’re going to do something stupid, aren’t you?”

I offer a short laugh. “Probably.”

“Xander—”

“I want to see her.”

Blake blinks at me. “No good can come of that. Not to mention getting anywhere near her, especially right now, is reckless as shit.”

“You’re right.”

His brows knit, and he mutters, “Bloody hell.” Sighing deeply, he gets back on the road, shaking his head. “We need to figure out the safest way to pull this off that doesn’t end with either of us on the sharp end of a dagger.”

I nod, adjusting my seat to lean back a bit. “Still sure you want to stick by my side?”

Blake rolls his eyes, keeping his attention on the road. “Prick. You know I’m not going anywhere.”

I may not always deserve the loyalty Blake has shown me since we met, but there’s no question that I’m glad for it. And something tells me that’ll be especially true in the coming weeks.






FOUR CAMILLE


Sleep continues to evade me since the night we got back from Portland. I spend hours staring at my ceiling or shifting from my back to my side, desperate to find a position comfortable enough to fall asleep. Nothing works. Nothing eases the foreign sensation in my chest that I can’t quite explain. It’s almost like a nagging ache that I’m forgetting something important. I know it’s missing, but I can’t put my finger on what exactly it is.

It’s shortly after ten on the third night of barely any sleep when I give up tossing and turning and switch on my bedside lamp to grab my phone. Dad’s always been a night owl, so I’m not worried about waking him when I hit the call button.

He answers on the first ring, his voice laced with concern. “Camille, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I say quickly to put him at ease. “I just couldn’t sleep and figured you were up.”

“I understand,” he says in a less panicked tone. “I’m about to head home from the office.”

I lean back against the mountain of pillows at my headboard, tucking my knees to my chest. “Sounds like a long day.”

“One of many to come, I’m afraid.”

“Right.” I stop my train of thought before it can speed away and exacerbate the anxiety making my lungs feel too heavy to take a deep breath.

“Do you have something specific you want to talk about, kiddo?”

“Not really,” I admit, plucking at a loose thread on my comforter.

He hums softly. “I spoke with your mom after you left her office. There were some logistics to work through regarding you coming back to the organization.”

“Oh, um, yeah. Thanks for figuring all that out.” I’m certainly in no headspace to do it.

“We still have some things to coordinate. I wanted to talk to you about your training with Noah.”

I groan. “Do we have to?”

“He agreed to accept a temporary transfer to Seattle to work with you, but I think a change of scenery might be beneficial. What do you think about coming to stay in New York for a while? You could train with Noah at Ballard.”

I sit up, my heart beating faster as I hug a pillow to my chest. “You want me to move there?” The fluttering in my stomach can’t decide if the idea is more exciting or terrifying. I adore New York, and being close to my dad would be great, but the thought of leaving Seattle is equal parts enticing and heartbreaking. As if packing my bags and boarding a plane will be accepting that I lost the love I thought Xander and I had.

“I’d like you to consider it, yes,” Dad says. “You’re welcome to stay with me, but if you want your own space, we can arrange an apartment rental. I’m not sure how long you’ll be here, and I want to make sure you’re comfortable.”

I take a deep breath, exhaling slowly. Distance will be good for you, I tell myself as pressure lingers in my rib cage at the logistics that’ll need to be worked out. “Okay…I’ll come.”

Dad makes an audible sound of relief. “I’m glad to hear it, kiddo.”

“I told Mom I’d defer my semester at UW to focus on hunter stuff considering how far behind I am in training and how much work I’ll need to do to catch up.”

“How do you feel about that?”

Like I’ve already lost so much. I bite my tongue at the sudden burn of tears in my eyes. “I’m—” My voice cracks, and I clear my throat. “Honestly, I’m really overwhelmed, Dad. I’m doing my best to stay clear-headed, but I feel my control slipping and I don’t know what to do. Now I have to book a flight and pack and pull out of classes and—”

“Camille,” Dad interrupts gently. “Take a breath.”

“Sorry,” I force out, my voice thick with tears as I try to blink them away, licking the dryness from my lips.

“You’re not in this alone,” he assures me. “Let me book your flight and contact the admissions office at your school, okay?”

“Dad, you don’t have time for all that. I can do it.” I just need to cry about it first.

“I know you can, but you don’t need to. Let your old man deal with these things. Let me take care of my little girl.”

His words pull at my chest, and I sniffle, my vision still blurred with tears. “Okay,” I finally say.

“Whenever you’re ready to leave Seattle, I’ll get you on the next flight to JFK. Sound good?”

“Sure. I’ll start packing some things and let you know. Thanks, Dad. I love you.”

“I love you, kiddo. See you soon.”

We end the call, and I set my phone down as the building pressure in my chest gets too strong to swallow. I inhale a strangled breath and immediately choke on a sob that clogs my throat.

The weight of the world presses down on me and heat flushes through me as my limbs tingle. I squeeze my eyes shut, willing the bile churning in my stomach and burning a path up my throat to recede. My thoughts race, and I rock against the pillows, white-knuckling the one in my hands.

I resent the tears that roll down my cheeks as my shoulders shake, but letting them flow seems to ease the weight in my lungs. The sensation of dread still coils around me like an unwanted embrace, making me lightheaded as I climb out of bed and pace my room. I need to move—I can’t sit still right now.

I swipe at the tears still rolling down my cheeks and try my hardest to focus on my surroundings in an attempt to ground myself and diffuse the panic attack. It feels as though it takes forever, like time slows to force me to endure the anxiety, but finally, the tears stop. Or maybe I’ve cried myself dry. I sniffle, wiping my nose with the back of my hand. My eyes are tired and puffy, and exhaustion clings to every muscle in my body.

Crawling back into bed, I’m desperately grateful when sleep finally pulls me under.



After sleeping in for the first day in too long, I spend the next afternoon going through my things to decide what I’m taking to New York and what Harper gets to keep for herself or donate. It feels oddly therapeutic, as if I’m starting fresh, parting with things I no longer need.

It’s also helped to keep busy. The less free time I give myself, the fewer chances I have to relive almost dying at the hands of the devil and spiraling into a panic attack. It simmers just beneath the surface, waiting for me to let my guard slip so it can flood in with the power of a tsunami.

I pause my closet clean-out to have lunch with Adrianna and break the news that I’m leaving Seattle. We haven’t been as close since Phoebe and Grayson died, but I’ve done my best to keep in touch.

After a misty-eyed goodbye, I return to my apartment and spend the afternoon stress baking cookies, muffins, and several loaves of banana bread. I blast music and drink wine until I have a decent buzz, making my list of problems seem not so scary. It’s too bad the reprieve from one emotion gives way to a profound sense of emptiness the minute I slow down.

Collapsing onto the couch, I press a hand to my chest over my heart. I close my eyes, counting beats that feel hollow and untethered. My most vital organ is utterly broken, beating only for the sake of mocking me and my stupidity for getting into this mess in the first place.

Except, this feels deeper than heartbreak. It’s as if something in me has been severed, leaving jagged edges behind, and there’s nothing I can do to repair them. I’ve never disagreed with time being a powerful healer as vehemently as I do now.

It’s a day short of one week since Xander killed Lucia. I haven’t seen or heard from him, not that I expected to, but I haven’t stopped thinking about him. What happened to him after Harper and Noah dragged me out of the room of demons? I have no idea what follows the death of the monarch in the demon world, just that it’s caused turmoil in the hunter organization. Harper has been out of the apartment most days, and Noah flew back to New York almost immediately.

I resign myself to finish going through my clothes the rest of the day. After wrestling another sweater off its hanger and folding it to fit in my suitcase, I glance at my phone to check for any messages from Harper. It’s nearly midnight, and she’s been gone since lunchtime, either on patrol or in training sessions to expedite her hunter graduation. If I had to bet, part of her is keeping busy so she doesn’t think about Xander either. She’s not ready to address being related to him, and I don’t fault her for that.

The front door shuts as I zip my suitcase closed and exhale a soft sigh. I rub my eyes and yawn, walking out to see how Harper’s day went, in hopes she picked up food on her way home.

“Hey,” I call out as I open my bedroom door. “I went through my jackets and left you the—” My voice vanishes, and I freeze the instant I find Xander standing in my apartment, barely ten feet away.

He’s dressed casually in dark jeans, a black shirt, and combat boots. His hair is messily tousled like usual, and his jaw is shadowed with stubble. I’m not sure what to think about him not shaving in over a week. Was it intentional to make himself appear older? Or does he not care about keeping up with it? The flare of concern that invites makes my jaw clench, because as much as I wish I could switch off caring about Xander, that’s not something I can do—and I hate how weak it makes me feel.

Xander slides his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket. “Hi.”

I blink hard, waiting for him to disappear, but he doesn’t.

He’s really here.

When he steps closer, I move back, keeping distance between us.

He frowns briefly as his gaze sweeps over my face. “Camille—”

“Why are you here?” I’m surprised at how even my voice comes out while my heart beats like the wings of a hummingbird in my chest. “You shouldn’t—You can’t be here.”

“I know,” he offers, but makes no move to leave.

I find myself stepping closer, my pulse in my throat as I repeat, “Why are you here?”

His chest rises and falls with a sigh. “We need to talk.”

I nod. I have so many questions, yet the only thing that leaves my lips is, “Thank you.” I have to get it out before he says what he came here for. I anticipate the look of shock on his face and continue, “For saving my life. I can’t imagine how difficult it was—”

“It wasn’t,” he cuts in, stealing more of the space between us. He’s close enough now I could reach out and touch him, but I keep my hands glued to my sides.

“Choosing between Lucia and you was the easiest decision I’ve ever made. Everything that’s come since, however…” He trails off, pulling his hands from his pockets and flexing them.

“Taking the throne,” I offer.

Xander purses his lips, a conflicted expression passing over his features. He looks tired now that I’m seeing him up close, his eyes shadowed by the dark circles beneath them. “I haven’t taken anything,” he says. “I have to earn it. Prove myself worthy of it through the ascension trials.”

My brows lift. I’m not sure why I didn’t think there’d be more to it than killing the queen to take her place. “Is that why you’re here? Is this part of your trials?”

He shakes his head. “I had to see you before it all starts.”

I stare at him as understanding washes over me. “Because once it does…” I trail off. The ‘we can’t be together’ goes without saying.

“Once it does,” he echoes in agreement, nodding. “I don’t know who—what I’ll become, just that I won’t be good for you.”

I stare at him, resenting the burn in my eyes. The carpet continues to be pulled out from under me again and again. “You’ve gone ahead and decided this for me, have you?”

“Camille—”

“No,” I interrupt harshly. “You did this. You fucked up, Xander.” I bite the inside of my cheek, willing the burning in my eyes to recede. I can’t lose it right now. I will not cry in front of him. “If you had just stuck to the plan, none of this would be happening, and we could—”

“We could what?” His brows tug closer, and he shakes his head. “Live happily ever after? You’re not naive enough to believe that.”

Xander’s words are as sharp and painful as a slap to the face. I swallow past the lump in my throat, praying my voice doesn’t crack. “Get out.”

His expression softens just enough I notice the subtle shift. “I didn’t come here to fight with you.”

“No, evidently you came here to break up with me—even though we aren’t together.” Despite my words, the feeling of my chest caving in threatens to steal my breath as I cross my arms.

He still doesn’t move. “I’m sorry.”

His words ignite fire in my gut, making my cheeks flush with warmth. “I don’t believe you.”

“I know,” he says in a low voice.

I exhale a heavy breath. “Just…Get out. Now.”

The glimmer of darkness in his eyes makes me think he’s going to refuse. That there’s more he needs to say. But after staring at me a moment longer, he turns and walks to the door, leaving without another word.

I rush to the door, shoving the lock over as the burning in my eyes becomes impossible to fight back.

Tears spill down my cheeks, and I fall against the door, choking on the lump in my throat. My chest tightens until I’m desperately trying to pull air into my lungs, and I slide to the floor as my shoulders shake with silent sobs.

I let myself cry until I can’t stand sitting on the floor any longer. Only then do I force myself up and go to my room, where I push the clothes I’d been sorting earlier off my bed and crawl under the covers.

Tossing and turning, I struggle to find a halfway comfortable position, cozy enough for the thralls of sleep to come.

When I open my eyes, my blood runs cold.

No, no, no.

I’m back in that place, that room. Lucia sits upon her throne, looking every bit as chillingly regal as she did that day.

I try to move, but I can’t. I’m stuck in place against the wall, watching the horror unfold exactly as it did the first time. And when Lucia appears in front of me, fingers wrapped around my throat, my lips part in a silent scream. Not for fear of my own life. But for what I know is coming. I’m powerless to stop it, forced to watch Xander take his mother’s life again.

It’s not real.

It’s not real.

IT’S NOT REAL.

But when my eyes meet Xander’s pitch-black gaze, I almost forget. The air gets stuck in my lungs, and I choke on a gasp. I swear it’s happening in real time, as if Xander’s experiencing the nightmare with me. Something shifts in his expression, but it’s gone too quickly for me to decipher before the entire scene fades, giving way to endless darkness.

My bedroom materializes as I wake with a gasp, my chest heaving with each breath and my skin coated with sweat despite the shivers wracking my body. I press a trembling hand over my heart where it pounds so loud it drowns everything else out. Slumped against the headboard, my eyes burn with tears, my mind racing as I desperately claw for answers.

What the hell was that?
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Everything comes in flashes of violence and pain. I’m powerless—I can’t change the course. I’m forced to endure this fucked-up out-of-body experience where I kill my queen, my mother, again.

My eyes meet Camille’s as the demons left standing sink to their knees before me. The confusion in her eyes and pure terror radiating from her in dark waves steals my breath. I can’t pull air into my lungs as I stand frozen in that moment. It suffocates me. My chest burns, lungs demanding oxygen they’re not getting.

And then everything goes dark.

I shoot upright, blinking quickly as the newly familiar bedroom of the safe house comes into focus around me.

Fucking hell.

It was a dream—a brutally vivid nightmare—but it felt so damn real, as if Camille was there with me, reliving the single worst moment of my twenty-five years.

Going to see Camille at her apartment last night is a very close second. She didn’t deserve the pain I caused her, ending things so coldly. The sound of her crying on the other side of the door stuck with me the entire drive back to the safe house. But I had no other choice, and what I said about not being good for her is the simple truth. Because even if she could get past what I did to save her, what I’ll become to take my place on the throne, she’ll never be safe in my world.

Unless once I’m king I make it clear that Camille is off limits…No. It wouldn’t work. Demons would deem me weak for assigning importance to a human life, especially over them. They’d target her, use her against me, and I won’t allow that to happen.

With an aggravated sigh, I snatch my phone off the table next to the bed and squint at the backlit screen to see it’s a few minutes before six. I toss my phone aside and scrub a hand down my face. Exhaustion clings to me like a heavy film, nagging at me to feed. It’s not something I’ll be able to neglect as much in my position now, and the idea of feeding more frequently sparks a twisted sense of excitement in my chest.

That’s new.

Before I can sit with it for any length of time, I get up and shuffle out of the bedroom. Blake meets me in the hall, bare-chested and hair tousled from sleep. He grumbles a quiet, “Morning,” around a yawn as he makes his way past me and to the coffee machine in the kitchen.

I follow him, lured by the promise of caffeine. Once I have a steaming mug cradled in my hands, I lean against the counter and close my eyes, allowing myself a sliver of peace as the coffee warms a path to my stomach.

“You look like shit, mate,” Blake comments, his British accent is thicker when he first rolls out of bed. He’s looking at me when I pry my eyes open and narrow them at him. “In all seriousness,” he adds, “you good?”

Offering a tight-lipped smile, I lift my shoulders in a shrug. “The universe has a delightful sense of humor.”
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