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  To survivors of trauma—keep up the fight.











  
  Chapter one

Cami woke up sweating ice yet again this week. Plaguing her memories wasn’t enough. The Caoranach even turned her dreams to nightmares. 
The monster’s probing eyes chilled her to the core, more than the frequent visions of death she received—perks of being a banshee. Or at least the half-breed variety she was—part fae and part human. 
Most nights, memories of her time in the Caoranach’s clutches drove her to crouch in the shower and scrub at the residue they left. As she tossed her heavy blankets aside, her black lab let out a muffled noise from the end of the bed before smacking his lips and returning to sleep. The oversize tee she wore clung to her thighs even as she walked through her icebox of an apartment. Cami ran a hand along Haldir’s thick fur while he snoozed, the sweet smile on his face making her heart squeeze tight. At least one of them would sleep tonight.
She wandered into the kitchen. The clock on her microwave glared 3:31 in the morning, competing with the soft spill of moonlight through the window of her third-floor apartment. When the necromancer Akanda had died in the Mount Moriah massacre, Cami had hoped—prayed—she could bury those memories away and forget the murders she’d witnessed and the scars she now bore. Bile rose in her throat, and her hands shook. More than the dark room they’d kept her in and the wights, the resurrected dead, Akanda sent to torture her, the Caoranach’s visits were what Cami feared most.
Cami set her kettle on the stove and rummaged around her overfilled tea canister for the remaining bag of black peach. At this hour of the night, the wintry sky grew crystal, and the stars glinted like shards of ice. She leaned against her counter, sucking in air at a one-two cycle. She waited for the water to boil, trying to settle her nerves. Even a nice warm cuppa and a good book couldn’t banish the way those icy fingers clawed into her heart.
A knock sounded on her apartment door.
Adrenaline rocketing through her veins, she shot from her perch. Nothing good arrived after midnight. She crept toward the door, her inherent magic bristling under her skin, ready to unleash at the slightest hint of trouble. Her throat dried and her body froze, mere paces away.
Fuck. Move, damnit. Even as she compelled herself to step forward, her body refused to respond. Just the cloying scent of rotten flesh and Akanda’s perfume. Just the dark of the room—too dark. Her heart pounded in double time, nearly beating out of her chest. No, no, no, she couldn’t go back there.
She forced herself to take deep breaths, and began to feel the carpet under her floor again. Ever since her time in captivity, she’d had these spells. If they were magic-induced, maybe she could conjure up a solution, but no, this was garden-variety PTSD. If something wicked this way came, she was so screwed.
The knock rattled the door again. 
“Cami, it’s me,” a familiar voice said. 
She continued to regulate her breathing. Ever so slowly, she flexed her fingers. Even though the slowness irritated her—she should just be able to walk over to her door like a normal person—rushing would send her staggering back.
“I’m coming,” she managed, her voice fainter than she would’ve liked. She didn’t want to appear weak in front of the others. Ever since she’d been saved from Akanda’s clutches, the Coven members treated her like damaged goods even when they weren’t trying to.
“Wanted to make sure you were okay.” His voice came from the door again. 
Her feet began to move again, albeit molasses-slow, as she made her way across the room. She let loose a shaky exhale and grabbed the cold handle of the door before she tugged it open.
Dante Hayes filled her doorway, his biceps bulging as he gripped the top of the frame. Shadows clung to his tan skin and deepened the stubble of his cleft chin. His mussed, dark hair drifted over his forehead as if he’d just woken up. Like her, he was a night owl, so the hour didn’t surprise her. However, the concerned press of his lips and the fear glittering in those cocoa eyes set her on edge.
“You called out to me in a dream, in trouble. It felt so much like a vision, I had to come check,” he offered, filling in the silence between them.
Cami lifted a brow and gestured him inside. “You know visions are more my wheelhouse, right?” Her heart jackhammered, and she fought to hide the tremble of her voice.
“Couldn’t take the risk,” he said, shutting the door behind him. His gaze traced her up and down, the look sending a flush to her cheeks. She tugged the bottom of the tee reaching mid-thigh. “Not with the love mark the Caoranach left with you. We still don’t know if that’s traceable.”
Ah yeah, that. Dante was the one other soul who knew about the brand the creature had given her. She slid her fingers along the raised skin, two parallel lines and a slanting one connecting them, traced by a trail of black ink like a tattoo. Cami hadn’t even told Alanna, because she couldn’t risk getting kicked out. The Coven felt like home, the first place to settle in her bones since her mom died years ago, and she couldn’t afford to lose the lifeline. A half-breed like her had to cling to whatever tethers she could find.
Despite the initial concern he displayed, Dante sank into her worn leather couch as if he owned it. He brandished the cocky smile she knew so well, the one that already sent a pulse of irritation through her. All that combined with the glint in his eyes elevated him to dangerously sexy. As if her luck the past year hadn’t been abysmal enough, her savior from Akanda’s clutches happened to be the ex-boyfriend she thought she’d left in the past.
The first time she’d seen Dante in almost a decade and of course he’d shown up while she’d been half delirious, battered, and imprisoned by the monster. The shame flooding her from fingers to toes every time they crossed paths was the exact reason she’d been avoiding him these past couple of months. Yet here he stood, showing up on her doorstep like he had years ago as if no time had passed between them. As if she hadn’t pulled the vanishing act and fractured his heart in the process. As if her own hadn’t been torn out too.
Cami scrubbed her face with her palms, trying to rid herself of the fading adrenaline coursing through her veins. “Well, I’m fine, so no need to linger.” She hoped he’d excuse himself so she could pretend she hadn’t frozen up like a coward, paralyzed and stuck in her own body.
A wicked grin spread on his lips. “So hot for me you’re trembling, darling?” Despite the way he teased, she caught the concern in the slight tilt of his brow. Her fingers curled into fists on instinct, quelling the shaking. “Besides,” he drawled, “until you tell Alanna and get some proper protection, I’m the only one who knows enough to keep your ass safe. Stop being stubborn, Cam.”
The familiar way her old nickname rolled off his tongue made her heart ache—for the past, and for the ferocity that used to flare between them before she went and screwed it all up. She heaved a sigh. Judging by the stubborn glint in his eyes and the edge to his smile, he wouldn’t be going anywhere until he was a hundred percent sure no Unseelie would bust down her door in the night. Cami nudged at his legs, which sprawled open like an invitation. Her nape prickled with heat at the rush of those memories.
She dropped onto the weathered cushions beside him, trying to ignore his intense gaze trained on her.
“Look, my imagination might just be running wild, but I’ve been having dreams of the Caoranach every night.” Relief melted through her at the admission. Hell, she hadn’t told anyone, not even Jev, about the nightmares.
“You don’t maybe think they have to do with the mark she branded on you?” Dante said, his font of sarcasm overflowing. Cami shot him a look, wishing she could tap into some laser vision powers rather than the mess that came with her banshee abilities—random seizures and freeze-ups with visions of death. She ran a thumb over the pendant she wore, part of her half-fae heritage with her essence imbued in the center. He crossed his arms, a sure sign he wouldn’t budge on this. “The Caoranach’s been trying to take over Philly for years now and has reached a crescendo these past couple. What makes you think she’s going to disappear after we’ve thwarted her plans and destroyed her favorite cronies?”
Cami’s throat dried. He was right, but she couldn’t accept the inevitability. “I can’t go there, not now.” Her voice skated a whisper. “I’m holding on by a thread here, D.” 
His eyes widened at the name from their past, and an old, familiar tension settled between them again. She couldn’t swing fending off all these ghosts from the past at once.
He brushed his fingers along her forearm before relaxing there. Heat soaked her skin at his touch, both a comfort and a danger. The way Dante Hayes stoked the fire in her veins had always, always spelled trouble. Part of her ached to accept the comfort, wanting to curl into his arms and surrender. However, desires crumbled in the wake of the hard calls life had forced on her. And Cami, might crave his affection, but she needed to be steel.
She clapped a hand over his and squeezed it in reassurance. “If the worst happens and the nightmare is back in town, I’ll let Alanna know at once. There’s no way in hell I’d let it threaten my city.”
A knock sounded on her door. Her fingers curled into Dante’s hand, which had balled into a fist. Her nails bit into his skin.
He glanced to her, his dark eyes wary. “You expecting more visitors?”
Cami shook her head as her heartbeat started a forward march. “Not in the slightest. Your visit spooked the ever-loving shit out of me.” 
His touch grounded her even though her stomach hollowed out. Cami gritted her teeth and forced herself to steady, expecting the fear to freeze her like before. The knock sounded again, a polite rap. However, unlike before, her limbs didn’t seize up, because her body had become as unpredictable as a stranger.
She extricated herself from the couch and let go of Dante’s hand before she approached the door. A click came from behind her, but the silver glint of a pistol didn’t surprise her when she glanced back. Despite Dante’s skill as a necromancer, his pistol remained his first line of defense. Each step forward filled her with dread, and a sense of decay saturated the air, as if she waded through a sea of smog. Whatever lay on the other side of the door was wrong. 
Cami’s throat tensed as she prepared to unleash a banshee’s shriek to stun.
Her slick palm rested on the doorknob, and she breathed in before yanking it open.
A short brunette stood before her with her hand lifted, fist ready to knock again. Cami’s brows wrinkled. The lack of wights, fae, and someone attempting her life was jarring.
“Can I help you?” Cami asked, curling her fingers into the sturdy wood of her door.
The woman looked up to meet her gaze, and Cami froze. She’d seen the pits of those molten eyes before.
“My dear, I thought it time to pay a visit,” the woman said, her hollow smile shattering Cami’s complacency and replacing her look with horror. The spiderweb voice edged with iron had echoed over and over until she’d believed herself insane.
The brunette standing before her looked nothing like the monster dominating her dreams, yet as she gripped the door facing this woman, the presence was undeniable.
The Caoranach.
The click of the safety on Dante’s pistol echoed through the quiet, and they stared down the brunette in the doorway. Bile rose in Cami’s throat. The woman’s aura slammed into her full force, an evil she couldn’t shake.
“Go the hell away.” Cami’s voice came out raw and dark. “You can find another target to haunt.”
“You know her?” Dante asked from behind. Cami nodded but didn’t budge, her muscles tensed for a fight.
“You aren’t going to invite me in?” the woman asked, her voice as eerie as the molten gleam in her eyes. The Caoranach was skinriding this human. Not a corpse, since the flesh wasn’t rotting off the bones. Besides, Cami had seen her do this before during the days she wished she could forget. Someone else possessing your body, forcing you to do things you wouldn’t, all while you remained frozen, aware, and unable to react—it was the worst sort of violation.
“What do you want?” Cami spat, her voice rising to take on a banshee edge. Her heart beat a wild tattoo, so thunderous in her ears that the sound betrayed her fear.
The brunette’s eyes narrowed as she stepped back a pace.
“Figured the mark and nightmares weren’t enough?” Cami quirked a brow.
“Never enough,” the Caoranach rasped, and an underlying edge pinged Cami’s internal radar. A wicked smile spread on the woman’s face as she stepped forward again, threatening to enter. “I’ve been fighting for this city too long, and I’ve accepted enough failures. It’s time I entered the game.”
The brimstone gaze flickered behind her, to Dante. “Going to shoot me? You’ll be sending this poor girl to an early grave. Though I suppose your kind prefers that.”
“Let go of the grasp you have on the body,” he growled, his anger vibrating the air around them. “Or are you too scared to face us in your real form?”
Cami backed up several paces until she almost bumped into Dante’s shoulder. She couldn’t let the bitch provoke him into making a mistake, into charging in half-cocked. He had no idea of the immense power the Caoranach wielded. 
Cami leaned in so close to him her lips almost brushed by his ear. “Let me handle this,” she whispered.
Dante didn’t lower his gun, but based on the way his gaze slipped to hers, he understood. Cami opened her mouth, and Dante’s fingers went straight to his ears. She unleashed the banshee shriek her kind made famous.
Banshees wails came in two different varieties—the loud but harmless ones that accompanied a vision, and then the offensive ones she controlled in varying force and degree. 
The sound ripped from her throat, the force of the howl quaking her bones. The blast stunned the woman at the door whose hands shot up like she could deflect the wail.
While those banshee abilities might not be able to do much against the Caoranach herself, the creature had forgotten rule number one about skinriding: she was restricted by the vessel she chose. The human body crumpled to the ground with a loud smack. Cami wrinkled her nose and rested her hand over her throat, which still thrummed from the force of the sound she wielded like a weapon.
“Your neighbors used to these shrieking gales rushing through?” Dante said with a wink. He stepped past her to drag the body of the woman inside Cami’s apartment. “Let’s get the rope and bind her. We’ve got a present to deliver to the Coven that can’t wait.”
Cami’s shoulders slumped, but she moved forward to help even while her skin crawled at the foul aura lingering like fog.
As if the nightmares hadn’t disrupted her enough. With the Caoranach’s return to the city, she could kiss any hope of sleep good-bye.






  
  Chapter two

While Dante had entered the Coven building at different times of the day, four in the morning was a first. The skyscraper cut a fine figure at the end of the block, glass that darkened like black holes at night and a defined arch at the top marking it out among a skyline he’d viewed his entire life. At this time of the morning even the bar lights had dimmed, the streetlamps casting sallow amber rays to the asphalt below. 
Cami swerved her sedan into the garage, and he checked the backseat again. Parking was such a nightmare she rarely drove, except to work, where she had access to the Coven’s lot. The yellowed lights cascaded over them, splaying eerie shadows across the brunette’s face. However, she didn’t stir. Since he had no idea if the Caoranach would still be skinriding the woman when she woke up, they were playing one hell of a Russian roulette game. Either way, Alanna would be furious.
Cami pulled into one of the nearby spots. She rested her hands on the steering wheel and stared at the dashboard. Tension bubbled off her as she adjusted her glasses, and Dante just wanted to reach out and tug her into his arms. He never forgot the way she melted against him or how she bloomed brighter than anyone he’d ever encountered. After a lifetime of promises as broken as the Coke bottles littering the streets of this city, she’d been the first to offer genuine kindness and care. At first he hadn’t trusted her.
Until he fell. Hard.
Yet without warning, Cami had disappeared on him. That day gripped him like ice even with all the years that had passed. He’d shouldered his rage for so long, yet the moment he saw her again in Akanda’s grasp, battered beyond belief, all his anger drained away. In an instant, the memories came flooding back of the beautiful, resilient girl who’d opened her arms to damaged goods like him.
Every ounce of logic and sense told him to back the hell away, but he reached out to place a hand on her shoulder. “Cam, they won’t cast you out. If the Coven will even accept a fuck-up merc like me, I think they can handle this.”
Her gaze brimmed with worry. “She won’t stop until this city’s under her reign. We can’t let that happen.” 
The shadows traveled along her porcelain skin, darkening the glossy strands of her inky hair. Despite her slight frame and dainty features, the woman had a larger-than-life warmth and leaked emotions even when she tried to hold them back. Her gaze traced to where his hand rested on her shoulder, and she bit her lip, so pink and perfect he wanted to take a bite himself.
He shrugged, resisting the urge. “So, we won’t let it happen. Now, are you going to help me carry this deadweight to drop on Alanna’s desk, or will I be delivering the surprise by my lonesome?”
Cami smiled. “And miss out on the boss’s shocked-as-shit expression? Getting a reaction out of her is unicorn-rare. I’m so there.” Cami rested her hand on his, nodding her thanks before she slipped out of the car and wound her way to the backseat. The brief touch sparked, a connection he craved more than home.
Dante heaved a sigh, running his hand through his hair with the exhale. Hooked on even the briefest caress from her—he was in deep trouble. He couldn’t take another disappearance, even if he had to linger in her life as a friend. Whatever might come, he’d keep Camille Akiyama safe.
He hopped out of the car to help Cami tug the unconscious woman from the cluttered backseat. Together they heaved her out, but Dante gripped under the frail woman’s arms. He tilted his head to direct Cami toward the legs. They carried her over to the elevator and pressed the button to the top, which lit a neon red. Once they positioned themselves inside, the elevator surged upwards. Cami chewed on her lip. The closer they got to the top, the closer to a confrontation she’d been avoiding.
“We’re almost to Alanna’s office,” he said. “Can’t run away now.” The words spilled from him before he realized the bomb he’d dropped. Her eyes widened, then darkened with guilt, and the tension turned storm-cloud thick. She pushed her glasses up her nose, an awkward gesture he recognized all too well. Well, he’d slip at some point anyway. No use dodging around what had happened between them. He cared for her more than most, but at the end of the day he’d choose confrontation over any sort of games, even if feelings scraped raw in the process.
Cami straightened when the elevator reached the top with a ding. “Don’t worry, D. I won’t leave you hanging.” Based on the blaze in her eyes as she met his, she intended every word. He gave a slow nod, curiosity burning his nerves to threads.
Cami tugged on the woman to direct them out of the elevator as they maneuvered down the corridor with more than a couple of bumps against the walls. Alanna’s door loomed at the end of the hall. While Dante enjoyed poking at the Coven leader’s nerves, he’d think twice before crossing a clever woman like her. Best choice of his life was jumping Akanda’s ship to start taking jobs for the Coven. Cami knocked, and a muffled voice came from behind the door.
A couple of seconds later, the door swung open and Sam sauntered out, his rumpled clothes and the smirk on his face telltale. Dante lifted his brows. Good for them. Sam paused as he caught sight of their burden and backtracked to get the door.
“Never ends, does it?” he murmured. 
Cami’s mouth closed tight as she nodded in response before two-stepping inside the office. Alanna sat behind her desk, face flushed and long hair around her shoulders rather than back in the usual ponytail. The moment her gaze landed on them and their burden, her eyes hardened.
“Hey, boss,” Cami announced, attempting a smile that faltered. “We’ve got a problem.”
“Please tell me you didn’t scoop some random off the street,” she muttered, smoothing out the wrinkles in her blouse. She straightened in her seat and launched into business mode.
“Just some girl looking for a ride,” Dante drawled, earning him a disgusted look from Alanna. Cami shook her head, but he caught the hint of a smile on those gorgeous lips.
“Your favorite Unseelie organization is back in practice, and this time the big bad bitch in charge is skinriding humans.” Cami lowered the unconscious woman to the floor with a thump, and Dante followed suit.
“Where did she show up?” Alanna’s voice turned razor sharp.
Dante met Cami’s gaze and held it. Even if the banshee wanted to bolt, she’d dig herself deeper if she lied. She gave him a tiny nod before a breath hissed from her.
“My doorstep. There’s something I need to tell you.”
Alanna gave her the go-ahead with a raised brow, but the press of Cami’s lips suggested the banshee wrestled with her secrets. She tugged down the neckline of her shirt to reveal the scar of raised white lines framed by black ink. “When I was in Akanda’s hold, the Caoranach branded me. I-I have no idea what the mark means, but this is the first time anything odd happened because of it.” She let go of her shirt to tuck several strands of hair behind her ear, her gaze skating the floor.
Silence reigned in the aftermath of her confession, the boss lady’s expression unreadable. Cami clenched her jaw, her eyes troubled. Dante knew the look; the woman expected the worst, like she always did.
“You should’ve told me.” Alanna’s voice was ice.
“Yeah, I should have,” Cami confirmed, meeting Alanna’s gaze with her shoulders back. Not like Dante could’ve ever fallen for some sweet submissive thing anyway. His banshee had always been warmth and kindness tempered in fire.
Alanna heaved a sigh, eliciting a grin from Sam, who leaned against her bookcase watching the show. Dante crossed his arms over his chest, curious to see what sort of punishment the Coven leader would dole out.
“You’ll need a guard on you at all times, and you can’t stay to be monitored here. I can’t allow the security of this building to be compromised.” Alanna tugged out a list and started scanning. “From here on out, you’re suspended from field duty as well. Until we know more about the mark, we can’t risk allowing the Caoranach potential control. The lack of knowledge is the number one problem right now. As for your guard—” She paused, her hand jumping to the phone.
Dante’s lips quirked as the words leaped out. “I’ll guard her.” His heart beat at a wild tempo from the impulsive decision, but at once he knew he’d made the right call, even if Cami would murder him. She glared from over her glasses, her hands balling into fists. Alanna glanced between the two of them. A vindictive sort of satisfaction welled inside him. The girl who disappeared on him would be stuck by his side 24/7.
“Well, I’d never turn down a volunteer,” Alanna said in perfect seriousness, even though the glint in her eyes suggested she knew what sentence she doled out.
“Better prepare a bed for me,” Dante said, flashing an extra-large grin as he hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans. “That is, unless you’d prefer to share yours.”
“Fairly sure he’s punishment enough,” Alanna murmured, her focus back on the passed-out brunette on the floor. Dante smirked while Cami let out a groan. The Coven leader crouched by the body in her patent-leather flats, and Sam crept behind her, his shoulders tensing at the ready. “You’re saying the Caoranach used this woman’s body as a conduit?” Alanna’s forehead creased as she flipped the woman’s wrists over, her gaze lingering on bruises and pockmarks.
“I’ve controlled enough wights to recognize a similar power in play,” Dante said, crouching beside her to scan over the body. “Except this body’s living.”
The brunette twitched and her eyelashes fluttered. Dante froze, dropping his hand to the pistol at his side. Everyone else in the room tensed, a storm of prepared violence brewing in the air.
“Where am I?” A high voice cut through the quiet. The woman glanced around, sounding nothing like the wheedling, inhuman Caoranach. Her nails dug into the carpet and her head whipped around. “Who are you?”
Alanna rested a hand on her shoulder, projecting calm. “You’re safe. What’s the last thing you remember?” 
As the woman turned, her sleeves shifted, revealing track marks down her right forearm. Dante could identify those suckers from a mile away.
“What are you on?” he asked, his voice sharpening. A thought pulsed in the back of his head, a ridiculous, unrealistic one he hoped beyond hope couldn’t be true. Yet everything the Order of the Serpent had shown them so far defied the rules he’d learned, and he had to adjust to keep afloat. The Unseelie organization meant bad news for not just the humans of the city, but the supernatural too. 
Alanna flipped over the arm, her eyebrows drawing together. She scoured over the track marks. The brunette froze, her eyes widening like a deer tensed to bolt.
Cami crouched to their level and reached over to place a hand on her shoulder. “This isn’t the police. We’re not going to lock you up for being on something. It’s just a matter of safety.” Her voice remained calm, strong, and sweet, the same comforting tone she always used around folks who’d been frightened. The same tone to lure even hardened, bitter assholes out of their shells.
The woman bit her lip and nodded as she lifted her hand to sweep back the curls tumbled around her neck. The movement exposed more of her pale skin and a mark appearing like a bruise, but the defined shape revealed a familiar pattern. Alanna sucked in a sharp breath.
“You were taking Wake the Dead, weren’t you?” the leader of the Philadelphia Coven murmured as she balled her hands into fists.
Fuck.
Dante’s stomach bottomed out as the dots connected. Necromancers piloted wights in the same way the Caoranach skinrode this human, and Wake the Dead consisted of magicked wight flesh. The Caoranach had found a way to utilize Wake the Dead and pilot the users. The rules were broken, all bets off. The last time the drug hit the system in Philly, it had created an epidemic that took a large force from the Coven to stamp out. He’d been in the trenches, on the streets, and watched the messed-up junkies and users stumbling by. Watched them slowly degrade into wight territory.
If the Caoranach unleashed Wake the Dead on the populace again, she’d have an army of bodies to tap into.
She could be watching them through the eyes of anyone on the streets of Philly.






  
  Chapter three

All in all, the confrontation with Alanna could’ve gone worse. Cami kept a quick stride as she stalked down the street. She could’ve been hooked to a  Clockwork Orange device and forced to watch Nic Cage movies on repeat. Instead, she’d been saddled with the one person she wanted to avoid the most, the one who’d crept into her thoughts with unsettling frequency ever since he’d crashed back into her life. And the one whose self-satisfied grin made her hands itch to punch it off him.
“You’re really going to follow me home?” She glanced over at Dante, who had kept pace since she parked the Camry at the lot up the street. The past often threatened to drown her on a daily basis, but now she welcomed it into the same apartment as her.
“You heard Alanna. Someone’s got to be on you at all times.” His dark eyes glinted with a hot sort of mischief, his double entendre clear as day. She tried to ignore the shiver running down her spine at his words and the memories of just how talented those velvet lips were.
“I hope Haldir shits on your shoes,” she grumbled as she jammed her hands in her peacoat pockets, quickening her tread. The bitter chill of winter frosted the tip of her nose and dried out her throat with every inhale. Despite the distraction of Dante Hayes, the events of the night weighed on her mind. There’d be no sleep waiting for her when she returned to her apartment at daybreak. She glanced at Dante. When they returned, with his presence and their past dwarfing her tiny place. Because the universe loved to torment her in unique and intricate ways.
“That’s no way to talk to your defender,” Dante responded with a smirk suggesting he enjoyed this situation all too much. Like he’d found a chance to rekindle what they’d lost the night she ran away. And holy hell, she’d never loved anyone the way she had loved him. Never felt the incendiary spark or basked in the understanding that bloomed between them again either. Until the curse of the banshee struck. Every time her life headed in a good direction, she’d get a premonition of a death. Then either the reaper claimed tribute, or Cami meddled and needed to scram.
“I can defend myself, thank you very much.” She tugged on the sleeves of her peacoat, wishing she had about another five layers on underneath. The Philly winter sneaked in with a bite that seeped all the way to her marrow. The skies above clouded gray with a silver glow from the radiant rise of the new dawn, a subtler herald than the normal showiness. However, based on the damp cling of her fabric to her skin, the day promised to be dismal.
This early on a Monday morning, the city streets were sparse, though commuters were beginning to file into the skyscrapers clustered throughout Center City. As she strode past another alley, her nape prickled. What might be waiting there? Who might be watching? Bad enough the Caoranach had returned, but her newfound ability to skinride anyone using Wake the Dead skyrocketed the situation to terrifying. Cami’s chest tightened. She should be packing more than a switchblade and her lethal voice. Against this sort of threat she wanted a flamethrower at minimum.
“Want to grab a cup?” Dante said, jerking a thumb at a sign for the Daily Roast, one of the best coffee places near the Coven.
She wanted to head home and sink into the tub to clear her mind, but clarity wouldn’t arrive while Dante waited a room over. Best to down enough sugar to blind herself and get a head start on the day.
“Let’s drown ourselves in coffee,” she responded, turning and making a beeline toward the shop, which had just opened. A film covered her skin, like she needed to scour herself clean for the thousandth time. Maybe she was better off staying away from home for a bit. Her skin could use a rest after her last attack. She wrapped her hand around the curved door handle and tugged it open.
Yellowed lights beamed down. The hiss of coffee in the brewer and the aroma of freshly ground beans greeted her. She walked inside, and the burst of warmth traveled all the way to her toes as she quick-stepped over to the pastry case. A tired barista nudged her glasses up on her nose before leaning over the counter.
“Hey there,” the woman slurred, her voice thick with sleep. 
Cami peered into the display case while Dante swerved by her to order a plain cup of coffee. The strawberry crumb cake caught her eye. She loved the fruit to the point of addiction. She ordered it and a small cappuccino. Even with the barista’s yawns, she moved with a surprising efficiency to drop off the swirled cappuccino and the moist crumb cake.
Dante leaned into one of the black, wire-rimmed chairs in the corner of the room, watching her with a smile that reached his eyes. She drew in a deep breath, wishing she could equip armor against the magnetism of his smile and the way his gaze made her heart ache.
She took solace in her six packs of sugar as she stirred them into her cappuccino and carried her food over to where Dante sat.
“You’re going to get diabetes,” he commented, arching a brow at her drink.
“If sugar was going to kill me, I’d get the premonition. Might as well be some use to my shitty ability.” She fixed him with a glare before lifting her crumb cake to her lips and exaggerating her enjoyment to spite him.
Dante snorted in response.
“So,” she started in-between chews. 
Dante lifted a brow. As rough and tumble as the necromancer appeared, he always got cranky about table manners, and Cami relished any opportunity to annoy him. 
“When are we going investigating?” she asked, excitement winding through her system faster than caffeine. Alanna might be keeping her out of Coven field duty, but she could still do some legwork on her own. The Caoranach had already made her interest clear, so Cami wasn’t going to loiter around waiting for the next visit.
Dante took a sip from his steaming cup and shook his head with a smirk. “Thought you were an obedient good girl now.”
She shot him a look. “Dunno, I think stopping imminent evil from having its way with the city would earn me some good cred. Besides, when have I ever been obedient?”
Midsip of his coffee, Dante spluttered into the cup. Though his dark eyes glittered with amusement, his mouth grew serious. “Level with me though. Other folks can follow this lead, ones who haven’t been at this monster’s mercy. Are you okay enough to snoop around? Shit could get real, fast.”
Cami sucked in a deep breath and tugged on her pendant, her safety line in the Otherworld and the symbol of her half-breed heritage. The softness and care in Dante’s voice slayed her. Even if she wanted to puff her chest and pretend, she couldn’t hide her feelings for anything. 
“I’m scared as shit, D. I’m getting these spells where I freeze up, where my body’s paralyzed. What I’d love to do is just hibernate under my blankets for the next couple of months with Haldir and about a thousand books. But whether I like it or not, she’s taken an interest in me, and I’m connected to this. So yeah, I’ll step up to the plate.”
He reached over and placed a hand over hers, rubbing his thumb in circles across her palm. The comfort of his touch dosed her like heroin, shooting straight through her circuits. Once, she’d been addicted to his touch, and time and distance had done nothing to dampen the intense effect he had on her. Yet every time she wanted to confess why she’d left and throw herself into his arms, doubt tugged her away.
“I don’t like the idea of the bitch tormenting you again, not after what Akanda put you through,” he murmured, his voice thickening with anger.
The swell of dark emotions rose in her chest, threatening to engulf her the way they often did when her mind revisited Mount Moriah’s cemetery. If she never saw the place again, it would be too soon. The scars on her ankles throbbed, as did the ones seared into her stomach. She shuddered, gripping tight to the warmth of her cappuccino mug, as if the porcelain might keep those foul memories away.
“Well, then let’s keep her from tormenting me.” Cami forced the words out, keeping her voice tempered so as not to alarm Dante. He worried over her enough, concern she didn’t deserve after the way she’d abandoned him.
Before she could say another word, her mind swirled, and her throat tightened.
Cami had experienced this tug countless times before, the curse of her kind. Her palms slammed to the tabletop, and her nails dug into the waxy finish. The whir of the coffee beans grinding and Dante’s murmurs grew distant in the face of the live broadcast wired straight to her brain.
Rotting leaves. Shifty eyes. Cold, cold wind.
This addled mind rushed river quick with just as much wild chaos. Like always, Cami entered the mindset of the victim, watching the surrounding alley through his murky gaze. Cars zoomed in the distance, and she tried to hone in on details. Cobblestones below. Older buildings, narrow and tall, peeked out from beyond the crack of light as the alley spilled out to the street. Red shutters, glaringly bright, across the street.
A ripple shuddered the air in the middle of this narrow corridor, spreading the shadows like a stain. A harpy descended from the sky with a shriek that made the cobblestones tremble. The creature was a horror to behold, angled beak of a nose and sharp, beady eyes. The opened mouth, full of razor teeth, promised destruction. Cami tensed, waiting for the harpy to shred the human with those nasty claws.
Instead, the harpy lifted the human in the air to slam him against the brick wall as another creature slunk out of the abyss.
Obscured by the liquid darkness, Cami needed one glimpse of those molten eyes to know the Caoranach had arrived, and this time not via skinriding but a shade of her real self. A knife glinted. She slashed out, sinking the tip of the dagger into the human. Blood coursed out of the body like a tidal wave, trickling down the bricks. A couple of blinks before lights out.
Cami snapped out of the vision, her nails nearly embedded into the table. Her mouth opened, and the banshee shriek ripped from her throat with a ferocity she couldn’t control. Dante swayed on his feet, and the barista froze at the coffee bar. The wail contained the coiled intensity of grief, of all the loss she’d witnessed before and what would still come. Her throat scraped raw like it did every time, as if a creature scratched its way out.
A pair of hands grabbed her shoulders, tugging her away from the table. She didn’t resist the firm direction and followed, instinct and touch telling her she was safe. As the wail died down, her surroundings soaked back in, from the checkerboard tile on the floor to the rich aroma of coffee permeating this place. The barista behind the counter gaped at them while Dante guided Cami out of the café. At least this time she didn’t pass out. 
“She just lost someone,” he explained while they made their way to the door. Cami lifted her hand to rub at her throat, which had grown sore. The brisk air outside the coffee shop scorched her senses, snapping her to the present. She’d long since given up being embarrassed by the public outbursts her premonitions caused, but weariness settled over her, thick as tar.
“Who’s the reaper claiming now?” Dante asked, letting her go as he leaned against the brick wall. Though his eyes danced with curiosity, he remained unfazed by her premonitions, a familiarity she missed. Nothing was more hellish than trying to go on dates and meet guys when the unpredictability of a premonition might drop right while she tried to get to know them. To most, her banshee issues were a clear run-away sign, which led to guys “forgetting” to call back or tossing her number in the trash on the way out.
Except Dante. He’d accepted her banshee damage. Hell, he’d accepted the whole package: book addictions, sugar binges, empathy hangovers, and all. She leaned against the wall beside him and adjusted her glasses, letting her raw throat settle for a moment. She rummaged in her pockets, snagged a super-strength throat lozenge, and popped it in her mouth. The menthol was a familiar caress. She sucked on the candy as they stood there in silence, watching the bustle in the streets as commuters clacked their way to work along the chipped and splintered sidewalk. Dante lifted a cigarette to his lips before lighting the end.
“Like
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