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      Today is not the day to mess with me. Unfortunately, there’s a demon willing to argue that.

      God, it’s ugly. Demons are usually beautiful, you know— they have to be, to lure unknowing souls in. But this one has no issue with showing off how hideous it really is.

      The Kappa stares at me with large, bulbous eyes. It’s green in color, scaly, and is dripping with muck from the river that it’s just crawled out from. It’s got webbed hands and feet, tipped with claws, could tear a human to shreds.

      I smirk. Luckily, I’m no human. Far from it.

      I’m standing on a bridge above the river at a local park in town, looking down upon it. It’s a lesser demon, some monster that was created by a real demon to cause trouble. Nothing I can’t handle— more or less a nuisance.

      Town, thankfully, is deserted at this time of day. I seriously just want to pick up my textbooks. College starts tomorrow. I don’t have time to deal with this bullshit. The bookstore is right there.

      The demon gives a thick, screechy wail. It bends down onto too-long legs and leaps into the air, landing upon the wooden bridge and shaking it. I have to grab onto the railing to keep my balance.

      “You don’t want to do this, buddy,” I warn. I throw down my purse and open my palm. Magically, a sword appears, a thin rapier with a golden hilt. “I’ve had my fair share of crap to deal with today.”

      The Kappa squeals at me again, which I take as a no. “Fine. Have it your way.”

      The demon charges. It runs at me full speed, its slick feet slipping on the boards of the bridge. When it draws near, it takes a swing, but its hand uselessly falls through thin air as I take a sharp step to the side. The Kappa stumbles and I slash the sword upward. Its left arm comes off with a simple swipe.

      “Ha!” I shout. Faline Delamore, one, demon, zero!

      When it sees its arm lying uselessly on the ground, the Kappa wails. Green goop slicks out of the open wound and onto the bridge. Its cries get louder and louder.

      “Hey, you asked for it,” I say. I rear the sword backwards to plunge it into its heart and end its suffering, but before I can, the Kappa slaps my hands away. It scrambles to the other side of the bridge and kneels. Two wings, green and splotchy with leathery membranes, sprout from behind its shoulders. The Kappa turns tail and takes off, batting its wings.

      “Well, that’s a new one,” I mutter. I’m tempted to let it go, but I know if any humans spot this nasty thing flying around in broad daylight that Dad’s going to read me the riot act. I have to chase after it.

      I don’t even have to think about it. My wings, white with a tinge of brown, appear behind me. I squat down, then leap into the air with a powerful thrust. A gust of wind lifts me into the air, and I pump my wings heavily to keep up with the Kappa.

      It’s not a very good flyer. The Kappa bobbles and weaves in the air to get away from me. By this point, we’re high above town and concealed within the depths of clouds. I catch up to the Kappa and grab onto its slimy shoulder, raising the sword high.

      The Kappa snarls. It uses its one good arm to jerk the rapier out of my hand. It tosses the sword away and wraps its long fingers around my neck, choking me.

      I attempt to wrestle its hands away with my own, but for as gross as it looks, its pretty strong.

      I can’t keep my wings pumping, and the Kappa isn’t able to keep us aloft. We hurtle toward the ground at break-neck speed. The demon panics as we tumble, yet it doesn’t want to let go.

      I raise my right leg and slam my foot into the Kappa’s middle, hard. At first, the demon’s grip is just as tight, but as I continue kicking it the demon’s hold begins to loosen.

      We catch up with my sword, which is still falling through the air. I reach out and grab it, delivering a final kick to the monster as I plunge the sword into its heart.

      The Kappa lets out a cry of suffering as it dissolves into a collection of ash. It spills all over me. I glance over my shoulder to see I have no time to bring my wings out and slow down before I hit the ground.

      I slam into a collection of tree branches before I come tumbling on top of a car. Not just any car— my beautiful, lovely, piece-of-crap sedan parked just outside of town. My body crunches into the windshield, breaking it instantly, and makes a huge dent in the vehicle.

      I groan. I lie there for a few seconds before prying myself off of my car. I look down at it, and swear. “Oh, dammit!”

      My car is totaled. That’s what you get for being a Nephilim, I guess. Super strength and a resistance to pretty much everything that can kill you means the car is the victim when you use it as a safety net.

      Yeah… I don’t have the money for this. I grab my phone and dial a number, my stomach wriggling nervously.

      “Uh… Dad? I’m gonna need you to pick me up.”
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        * * *

      

      Roman is not happy. In fact, he’s pretty furious.

      “This is the eighth car you’ve totaled, Faline,” he snaps as we pull into our driveway. My car is getting towed to the junkyard. I’m out of a car the night before college. Great.

      “Every single car I’ve ever wasted is a result of me fighting demons,” I rebuke. “How is this my fault?”

      Dad lets out a sigh. He gets out of the car and walks around to let me out, a habit that he’s never quite gotten rid of. He makes sure to block me in between the sidewalk and the road as we enter our home— a standard, two-story suburban house that’s about as boring and plain as it sounds. Roman doesn’t like to decorate or do anything fun.

      “Faline!” Roman shouts as I scamper to the stairs.

      I pause on the first step before I turn around to face him. “Yes?”

      He leans on the kitchen countertop, raising an eyebrow. “In here, please.”

      I sigh dramatically and roll my eyes before I drag my feet to the kitchen. I plop myself into a high-rise chair and ask, “What?”

      His gaze is stern, but beyond that lies concern. “Are you sure you’re ready to go tomorrow?”

      “Yes, Dad!” I shout. “You know ever since I got my acceptance letter that I’ve been dying to go to Great Lake State!”

      “You’ve never been in a traditional school,” he argues. “You’ve been homeschooled all your life, not to mention you’ve never stayed anywhere but this house.”

      “Exactly. I’m eighteen years old, and I haven’t even been to a sleepover,” I say. I hate that my voice sounds whiny. “I’ve never been anywhere or done anything except hunt demons. I’ve never even had any real friends. You’ve never let me get close to anyone but you.”

      My head drops. Every time I showed any hint of developing relationships with people outside the family, Dad moved us somewhere else, until I stopped trying.

      Humans aren’t to be trusted, he told me. They’re weak. Fragile. Dangerous. Meant for us to protect, and not to befriend.

      Dad grimaces. “There’s a reason for that. I know it wasn’t easy growing up, but everything I’ve done is to keep you alive— to keep the Nephilim Council from finding you. You aren’t very careful, Faline.”

      A shadow passes over his handsome face and muddled brown eyes. There’s the darkness in him… even though he’s an angel, I know my dad would do anything to protect me— or kill anyone. After he lost my mother in a tragic fire a few years after I was born, he’s done everything to keep me safe.

      And keep me locked up.

      “The Nephilim Council won’t find me. They never have,” I insist. “I’ll be at college with a bunch of people my age. It’s the perfect place to hide.”

      “Do you know what they’d do to you if they found you?” Roman gets a cup of coffee. He sips at it tenderly, almost nervously.

      “Yes,” I say plainly. “I know they’d use me like a slave to kill demons.”

      I don’t add that I don’t see much of a difference between my dad making me hunt demons or the Council, but still.

      I get off the chair, and grab Roman’s arm. “Please, Dad. Let me do this. We agreed that if things don’t work out within the first semester, I’ll come back home. You promised.”

      Roman’s face is complex, a puzzle. I hope my thoughts aren’t so plainly written across my face.

      Truth of the matter is, I’m sick of hunting demons. All my life I’ve done nothing but train to kill the things that haunt people’s darkest nightmares.

      But what about my nightmares? The nightmares of always being stuck here, of being trapped in this two-story house and this little backwater town forever, always under my father’s thumb and watchful eye?

      What about my freedom? I don’t think I can do this any longer. Roman is a good father, and I love him… but I’m suffocating. I need to get out of here. Find out what real life is like.

      The puppy-dog eyes must be getting to him, because he relaxes, and he strokes my hair. “All right, Faline. One semester.”

      “Yes!” I jump up and pound my fist into the air, leaning over to give him a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Dad!”

      I sprint up the stairs to finish packing before he can change his mind. It feels like I’m flying, though my wings are currently tucked behind me, invisible to the naked eye.

      College is going to be sweet. I’ll finally get to be a normal girl, and make some friends!

      A broad smile stretches across my lips. This is the start of a new chapter for me. I’ll finally get away from demon slaying and being controlled. Nothing is going to go wrong.

      Not one. Darn. Thing.
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      This is sooooooo sweet.

      Great Lake State has the most beautiful campus I’ve ever seen. Even though it’s only late August, the trees are already starting to change color, complimenting the brick buildings and modern architecture. A multi-color forest closes in on campus from all sides, except for the north. At the edge of campus lies a long sandy beach, and Lake Superior beyond. The lake disappears into the horizon, creating a scene that looks like something out of a perfect dream.

      The four-hour drive from the tip of Wisconsin into Michigan’s Upper Peninsula seemed like it took a half hour. My eyes are everywhere as Dad helps me unpack the car.

      We head inside the freshman dorm. Hell, it’s even nice in here. Like some sort of five-star hotel or something. Dad and I walk into the first dorm on the right, which the sheet on the door says is mine. Dad made sure to pay extra so I’d have my own room.

      I’m not sure if it was to be nice, or to try and keep me isolated so the chances I’d come home would increase.

      A gaggle of beautiful girls passes by. I turn my back so they don’t notice me. I’m suddenly conscious of the baggy overalls and the big t-shirt I decided to wear. Nephilim are blessed with incredibly good looks, but I sure don’t act like I have them. I don’t know how to dress like a girl. I barely know how to dress like a human being. There’s not a lot of pressure to wear anything but pajama pants when all who ever sees you is your dad. The most effort I ever made to get dressed is when we went to the grocery store— or when I put on my leathers to go slaying, because anything besides leather totally stains when it comes to demon blood.

      I put makeup on this morning. But I think I used too much.

      “All set?” Roman asks, and he puts his hands on his hips. He looks around at the room he helped me set up. Everything’s in order, from the teal bedspread to the little wooden desk in the corner and the fluffy white rug underfoot. I did my best to pick out things that would make it look like a girl’s room. You know, to fit in.

      “I guess so.” I bite my lip, then lunge forward and give him a big hug. “I’m gonna miss you, Dad.”

      He smiles gruffly. “Don’t miss me too much. You’ll be visiting around Thanksgiving.”

      He kisses my forehead, then steps out. “Have fun, Faline. If you need anything at all, text me right away and I’ll come pick you up.”

      A hollow feeling enters my gut when Dad vanishes from my sight. I suddenly realize I’m four hours away from home, in a place I don’t know. Alone.

      I don’t want to feel melancholy about my dad leaving. I decide to go out and get involved in something, before loneliness sinks in and makes me do something stupid.

      I want to be here.

      I look at the packet my dorm advisor gave me. There’s a freshman welcoming party down at the beach. I bet I’ll make some friends there.

      I crumple up the packet and shove it in my pocket, then head down to the beach. Despite the chilly weather, a lot of people are in bathing suits. Most of the girls here are in bikinis that don’t leave anything to the imagination. Everyone’s laughing, playing volleyball and blasting rap music. It seems like they’re having a good time.

      I feel so small. Like this was a lesson everyone else went over in kindergarten that I never learned as an adult.

      I don’t even know how to talk to people. I’ve never been around kids my age before.

      To avoid looking like a jackass, I grab myself a pop. I sip it awkwardly and look around. Where do I go? What do I do—

      “Hey there, sweet stuff.”

      I look over my shoulder to see a drop-dead gorgeous guy towering over me, wearing a tank top and loose swim trunks. He’s got sparkling white teeth, and light blond hair that’s been dyed brown at the tips. He’s got a beer in his hand.

      “H… hi,” I stutter. I pull myself together and say, “Are you a freshman, too?”

      “Yeah. I’m Cody,” he says, holding out a hand.

      “Faline,” I say. I shake it lightly, but his grip is firm. He holds on a bit too long, like he doesn’t want to let go.

      When he finally drops my hand, I add, “Are you from around here?”

      “Naw. California,” he notes. “You?”

      “Wisconsin.”

      “That’s not so far.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      I’m so worried that I’ll be so boring, he won’t want to be around me. I flounder for something to talk about. “So, why’d you come here instead of staying out in Cali?”

      “I got a full ride for football,” he says, puffing his chest up like he’s super proud. “I’m a running back.”

      “Oh, football.” Which I know nothing about. “That’s nice.”

      “Yeah. Want to see me play?” he offers.

      “Sure.” Grateful I have something to do, I nod. Without asking, Cody takes my hand and leads me across the beach, to where a group of dudes are messing around.

      “Eyes on me, babe,” Cody drawls as he saunters over to the group of guys I’ve affectionately dubbed the Douche Crew. Seriously, these guys didn’t get into GLS on academics, if you know what I mean.

      Cody starts playing football. I make my way over to a group of blondes who are watching their chosen male compete. All are giggling and talking about makeup.

      Cody acts like an animal whenever he scores a touchdown, or a goal, or whatever they call it. He keeps looking at me like I’m supposed to be impressed. I smile and clap so I don’t look like an idiot. When the game is (mercifully) over (I was getting so bored) Cody takes my hand again and leads me to the DJ. I notice his hand is sweaty.

      “Want to dance, babe?” Cody asks. He starts to move. I follow him, bouncing to the beat. My favorite song comes on, a happy pop tune, and I sway even faster. This is actually kind of fun. I’m loving college!

      Then Cody starts getting too handsy. A rock song comes on, and he turns me around. He puts his hands on my hips and starts gyrating his pelvis against my ass.

      At first, I’m okay with a little grinding, but when Cody’s hands start to wander upwards, I’m over it.

      “Cody, cut it out,” I say, and I smack his hands away. “You’re making me uncomfortable.”

      Cody frowns. “I’ll be right back.”

      Cody maneuvers through the crowd. I’m left to dance by myself for the next couple of songs.

      I’m starting to get insecure, thinking he ditched me, before I notice him standing at the edge of the party with two drinks. He motions to me and I come over.

      “Thought you’d be thirsty,” he says, handing me a Solo cup. He takes a long sip of his own beer. “I decided to be a gentleman.”

      The second he hands me the cup, I can tell something is off. The Nephilim in me can smell it. What the hell! Cody totally put a roofie in my drink!

      So much for being a gentleman.

      Cody pushes the drink toward me again, but I pretend that it slips out of my hands. It spills all over the sand. “Oops! Sorry, I’m clumsy.”

      Cody’s eyes are burning. He grabs me by the wrist and pulls me to a dark corner of the beach, then pushes me up against a large boulder. Cody closes in on me and starts placing hot kisses on my neck, against my collarbone.

      I’m not ready for this. I’ve never even been on a date, let alone kissed a guy before! Is this normal?

      “Cody, what are you doing?” I ask, trying to shove him away.

      “Don’t play dumb, babe, you’ve been giving me looks all night,” Cody breathes against my neck. “I know you want me. Let’s go back to my dorm.”

      “No, I don’t want to.”

      “Come on…”

      Cody’s fingers are creeping up the edges of my shirt. I’m starting to panic. I can totally take care of this guy myself—  the lowest demon I’ve killed is ten times stronger than this guy— but I hesitate. What if I really hurt him? What if, God forbid, I hit too hard and end up killing him?

      I’ve never been around humans. I don’t know how much they can take, and I don’t feel like hiding a body on my first day at college is a great start to my Brand New Life. The Nephilim Council doesn’t know I exist, but they’ll find out if I kill a human. They always do— then I’ll be the one who’ll be killed.

      Should I just let him kiss me? Should I scream? I don’t know. I’m paralyzed by indecision. All I can do is wince as Cody presses inward, curling up his spit-covered lips to encase my mouth…

      Before Cody can put his slobbery lips on me, he’s yanked off by someone twice the size he is. I stumble off the rock and look up— who would have the nerve to put their hands on a buff football player?

      When my gaze meets his, I realize that the man who saved me has the nerve to put his hands on anybody.

      The first thing I notice are his eyes. They’re brown, rich and dark… blazing with a passion and heat I cannot describe. His skin is tan, brunette hair ruffled and messy, with a jaw that could make any woman moan. His broad shoulders block out the people behind us. He’s huge… with a guy like him around, a girl would always feel protected.

      And his clothes… his jeans and white t-shirt are covered with grease and oil, like he just got done working on a car. His leather jacket is worn and old. I wonder what it would feel like, what it would smell like, draped around my shoulders.

      Sexy. The dude practically makes my mouth water.

      This is the hottest guy I’ve ever seen, no question. This man makes Cody look like an ape. He’s so beautiful, it’s almost… a sin.

      When the man notices me, he does a double take, as if he can’t believe his eyes. His expression changes from rage to disbelief before righting itself back to red-hot anger.

      Whatever he just showed me… it was a secret.

      “Get the hell away from her,” the man says. His voice is smooth, like velvet… comforting. “Can’t you see she doesn’t want anything to do with you?”

      “Hey, no upperclassmen allowed,” Cody snarls. “This is a freshman party.”

      “More like a losers party,” the man snaps back. “Talk about lame.”

      “I’m just trying to have a little fun.” Cody laughs.

      “You obviously don’t know how to respect women,” the man seethes. “Looks like I’m going to have to teach you.”

      Cody opens his mouth to respond, but the guy’s fist is pummeling across his cheek before he can say a word. The blow sends Cody back several feet, literally. His body sails through the air before it goes splashing into the ice-cold lake.

      I suddenly
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