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      There was a boogeyman in my closet. Again.

      It was the third time this month, and I was losing my patience. I yanked open the door and stared at the mournful-eyed creature huddled in the corner of the dark cupboard.

      “Seriously, Derek? Again?”

      He moaned softly and hung his head.

      “What happened now?”

      “Eeee, oooow arghhh uuuuh.” He sighed. “Grrrrr.”

      The sounds he made, although incoherent and downright frightening to anyone else, made sense to me. “Those bastards. I swear, if I get my hands on them, I’ll extinguish the lot of them.”

      He looked up sharply. “Ungghh”

      “I know. I know you want to be friends with them, but they’re no good, Derek. You’re better than them.”

      He was. He was sweet and kind and totally not boogeyman material. But then he was mine. I’d created him, after all. He’d come from the mind of a lonely little girl in need of a companion, and now he didn’t fit in with all the other monsters under the bed, and it was my fault.

      I held out my hand. “Hey, you want some hot chocolate?”

      “Ummm, urrrgh…”

      “Yes, you can have marshmallows.”

      He took my hand and squeezed gently, his smile revealing rows of razor teeth. Gosh, he was the sweetest.

      “Brrrgggh,” he said softly.

      “Yeah, I love you too, buddy.”
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        * * *

      

      Boogeymen; the thing in the lake; monsters under the bed and shadow men, they were all real, all the same thing—tulpas. A human’s imagination could produce magic, and collectively…well, the evidence was all around us. Killing the creatures, however, was a little harder. It involved imagining a weakness into being, and then having the masses believe it. Back in the day, before the Gray messed up our world, the guardians had used the internet to keep these creatures under control. Feeding information to the masses that helped our stone protectors to take down these shadowy threats.

      There was still internet, but now it was called the Vine. It was spotty and unpredictable and frustrating as heck. Cell service was also unreliable. But we were alive, and that’s what mattered.

      The details of the Gray threat that changed our world were spotty, but that was probably deliberate. The less humans knew, the less chance they would somehow imagine something similar into existence.

      I led Derek into the kitchen, where the sun was making an arc through the sky, getting ready to sleep for the day. He had never quite caught on to the come-out-only-at-night part.

      The huge kitchen clock showed it to be a minute after five. I had a date across town in a couple of hours. A small hunt organized by the locals that involved a nest of vampires that needed clearing out.

      Tulpas weren’t the only threat in our world. Vampires, werewolves, and other demonic things existed, but most of those inhabited the city beyond the rim lands, a place warded by powerful mageri magic. It was a safe place, filled with order and rules, but it was no longer taking admissions.

      We were on our own out here in Old Town, and it worked just fine.

      Derek made a sound of inquiry.

      “Almost done, buddy.” I shot him a smile.

      Yep, I had plenty of time to give him a pep talk. He was my responsibility, and I adored him.

      He waited patiently while I made his milky drink and popped it in front of him.

      “Wnnngh argggh,” he said.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Bbbbrrf grunge beck.”

      “Yeah, buddy, it sucks. But that’s what they’re made to do. You can’t change that. You can’t make the others stop scaring kids.”

      He sighed and plucked a marshmallow from his mug before popping it into his mouth.

      I could have extinguished him a long time ago. Being half gargoyle afforded me some abilities, and extinguishing tulpas was one of them, but aside from the fact that I loved the moany freak, using my abilities would expose what I was to the people of Old Town, and to my friends, and then it would only be a matter of time before the pureblood gargoyles found me. I was sure they kept tabs on spikes of power like extinguishing. I made sure that when I hunted, I did it the old-fashioned way.

      It wasn’t easy keeping my abilities in check when people around me needed help. But I’d learned to use the tried and tested methods to take down the monsters. They seemed to work on the creatures roaming the Rim, although I’d heard the variants that occupied the city were a stronger, ancient breed than the ones out here.

      The only creatures we had no defense against were the graynites.

      “Buuurg.”

      “Yeah, I was totally listening.”

      “Hnnng, errr.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay, so I zoned out for a moment. Sorry.”

      He reached across the table and placed his hand over mine. “Inggg arrrgh burrr Romi.”

      The mention of my brother made my chest tight. I hadn’t seen him for almost eight weeks now. It was the longest he’d gone without a visit, and I was beginning to worry, which was ridiculous, of course.

      “Romi’s fine. He’s always fine. He’s probably on some secret mission for the guardians.”

      My gargoyle sibling was an elite. A pureblood. Part of the highest ranked unit in the Stonehaven Guardians. One of five, all born into the most powerful bloodlines.

      He was older than me by a decade. But despite being busy training initiates, he’d taken care of me after my human mother died, finding me a home and checking in every few weeks. Until now.

      He was fine. I was being ridiculous.

      My phone rang shrilly. I snatched it up and answered quickly. “Hey.”

      “Cameron, where are you?” There was an impatient snap to Teri’s voice that instantly had my back up, but I squashed my annoyance when I noted the time—still a minute after five. The damn thing had stopped, again.

      The low-grade buzz of power in my limbs should have warned me that the sun had set.

      A quick glance out of the window confirmed it. “Teri, I’m on my way.”

      “Liar.”

      I winced. “The clock stopped.”

      “Get a fucking watch.”

      “I’m allergic to nickel.”

      “Urgh, just get here.”

      “Give me thirty minutes. Do not go in without me.”

      “We’re not suicidal.”

      No, they were savvy and smart, and they knew success against a nest required numbers.

      I gathered my long, thick hair into a high ponytail and snapped a tie around it, then dropped a kiss on Derek’s cloaked head. “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Mmmurrg arrr buck.”

      “You want to come?” I arched a brow. “Will you help kill them?”

      He hung his head and peered up at me. “Mung org arrr.”

      “No, snuggles won’t help. Not unless you plan to smother them to death.”

      He looked horrified.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. I’ll be back soon. Watch your favorite cartoons while I’m gone. There are some discs on the top of the pile by the TV stand.”

      I grabbed my keys and my backpack filled with stakes and holy water before heading for the door.

      It was time to kick some fanged butt.
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      The war had raged for a decade. A decade where our country had been decimated. Buildings brought down and the economy all but destroyed, but aided by the guardians, humanity had rebuilt. Still, there were parts of Old Town that were in ruins, the buildings too broken to be fixed, all that history and architecture wiped out. The only evidence of what had been, could be found in faded photographs and old documentaries.

      But despite the ruins and the rubble, despite the patched-up windowless buildings, there was a beauty to this world, a defiance that gave the finger to any force daring to bring it down.

      I took the underground passages, once occupied by whizzing trains and now a graveyard of rusted metallic frames suitable only for foot patrol. Brightly lit, these routes protected against the windy, stormy elements of our city. People trudged, shuffled, walked, and jogged through the tunnels. Homeless people pushed their belongings in trolleys, woolen hats pulled low over their eyes, pink swollen digits poking out from fingerless gloves.

      It was cold in Old Town. Always so cold. But I’d heard that the north closest to the Fringe was sweltering.

      Thanks to my half gargoyle constitution, I barely felt the chill. Still, I tugged my coat tighter around me, acting the part of pure human. People respected the guardians—pureblood gargoyles that protected the Rim—but a half human, half gargoyle, was something less tolerated. Especially females like me.

      There were others like me, no doubt. Gargoyle males had high sex drives, or so I’d heard, but offspring with humans was rare. I’d never actually come across another hybrid, although Romi assured me they existed.

      I took the stairs out of the tunnels and into the icy air of east side Old Town. Paper, plastic cups, and rumpled wrappers rolled across the ground in what I liked to call debris dust bunnies. People walked fast, heads down, eager to get to their destination. I hopped on a tram and jumped off two stops later outside a strip of stores that hadn’t been open in some time. Business was not booming this side of town.

      A van sat on the corner of the street. Teri’s ride. She’d offered to pick me up more than once, but I’d turned her down with one excuse or another until she’d stopped asking. Truth be told, I didn’t want them seeing where I lived. Didn’t want them knowing I had my own apartment on the nicer side of town. They’d have questions about how I could afford it, and that would lead to lies.

      I didn’t want to lie to my friends any more than I already was.

      The apartment was a gift from Romi. An expensive eighteenth birthday present that had gotten me out from under Ralph’s roof—my legal guardian after my mother had died, and the only other person who knew what I was.

      I banged a fist on the side of the van, and the door slid open. The smell of weed hit me in the face.

      “Seriously? Before a hunt?” I glared at Fred, who gave me the peace sign.

      “Just half a joint. I got this.”

      I looked to Teri, who shrugged. “Fuck him, if he wants to get killed, he can provide chow for the suckers and slow them down.”

      “Hey!” Fred sat up straighter, suddenly sober. “Not cool.”

      “Getting high before a fucking hunt is not cool.”

      Teri was badass for a human. We’d met two years ago when I was tracking a wereboar; yep, someone had thought those up. Anyway, she’d been hunting it with Fred, and we’d linked up. We’d been working together ever since.

      The growl of a motorcycle engine had my pulse spiking.

      “Finally,” Teri said with an eye roll. “When it comes to shit time-keeping, Levi takes the cake.”

      The bike engine cut out, and I stepped away from the van in time to watch him tug off his helmet. His sea-green eyes locked onto me, and the corner of his luscious mouth tugged up in a half smile.

      “Damn, I must be late,” he said.

      I couldn’t hold back my smile. “Fuck you, Levi.”

      “You wish,” he drawled. But his eyes said, later.

      Yes, I was looking forward to later because Levi was mine. Had been for the past eight months. Honestly, I hadn’t expected us to last that long, which is why I’d asked to keep it a secret from the others. He’d started as an itch I’d wanted to scratch but turned into so much more, and now…now I had a choice. I could either let him go or tell him the truth about what I was. Either way, I’d probably lose him. Most humans steered clear of halfbloods like me. My kind were anomalies. Monsters to them, just as a shifter or a vampire might be.

      Yeah…coming clean would mean losing him, both as a lover and as a friend. But breaking up with him would mean I might be able to keep him in my life.

      But not yet.

      I wasn’t ready to let him go just yet.

      Levi climbed off his bike and joined us on the sidewalk. He was a big guy. Tall and broad-shouldered, built to deliver and take hits. He’d worked for the guild up north where pockets of magic hovered over certain towns and villages, leaving others mundane and monster free. He’d chosen to come live in the thick of it, helping to keep Old Town clean, and stumbled onto our group.

      We’d taken him in, and not long after that, I’d taken him to bed. Our connection was undeniable, and the fact the others didn’t see it was a testament to our acting skills.

      “Both of you need to work on your time keeping,” Teri said, clearly irritated.

      “I was catching some z’s,” Levi said. “Had a long night last night.” He shot me a sidelong glance, and heat pooled low in my belly.

      Yes, last night had been…something. Levi was the only guy I’d been with who could keep up with me in bed. His stamina almost matched mine, and that was saying something. We worked. We fit, and I couldn’t wait to do it again.

      “Are we going to do this or what?” Fred asked, looking from me to Levi.

      Shit. I was staring at Levi. My gaze flicked to Teri to find her watching us with a frown.

      Dammit. I reached for the pack in the back of the van and grabbed a wooden stake. “Let’s just go and get this over with. If we’re lucky, we’ll catch them sleeping.” I strode off toward the graffiti-covered block of flats down the street.

      Our intel told us that the suckers had the basement level flats on this building. The rest were derelict and empty. Any poor, unsuspecting soul who wandered inside looking for shelter was in for a nasty surprise.

      These kinds of issues never made it to the guardians’ logs. They were allocated to whichever hunter party was responsible for the area. In this case, it was our ragtag motley crew.

      After we finished with this nest, the flats would be cleaned up and used by people who needed them, and in Old Town, there were plenty of humans in need of shelter.

      Teri led the charge, wooden stake in her leather-clad hand.

      There were two kinds of vampire, the ones who adhered to the old novels, living in coffins and shunning sunlight. They quoted old poetry and made out like they were doomed to drink blood, blah, blah, blah. Then you had the modern breed who liked to blend in, using their human visages to live and work among us. They usually emerged in the late afternoon when the sun was going down. They took night shifts, or worked from home, mimicking the human life best they could. This latter kind were the worst. Hard to track and kill, because unless you could get close to check out their fangs and touch their skin, you’d never know they were monsters.

      Holy water didn’t work on this breed, and I was pretty sure it only worked on the old-style vamps because they believed it would.

      The state of this building made me confident we were dealing with coffins and woe.

      We entered through the busted door and made our way silently through the hallway to the basement access at the back of the ground floor.

      This door was tightly closed, but the bloody handprint on the wall and the discarded shoe on the ground, told me we had the right spot.

      Teri reached for the door and looked to Levi. He nodded. I braced myself, wooden stake held tightly, ready to get in between them and the vamp’s fangs if need be. I couldn’t morph to full stone skin like a regular gargoyle, but my body reacted to attack by instinctively turning the body part under threat to stone.

      My ability had saved several lives over the past two years without the others ever realizing.

      Teri yanked open the door, and the loud groan of hinges had us all wincing.

      Fred set to work on those hinges, undoing them to take off the door completely. It would save us from getting trapped in the basement.

      He stretched two iron wires across the opening, placing them at neck level, one slightly higher than the other, to account for height differences and catch any runners. We’d all have to remember to crouch and scramble when exiting.

      Levi went first, his blade glinting in the gloom. He preferred decapitation to staking. I wasn’t sure which was harder to be honest. Being stronger than an average human meant both required equal effort for me.

      Bone was bone.

      Stone steps led down to basement level, and weak lights flickered as we descended. There were apartments down here, too, cheaper than the ones above, but the nest would be clustered together.

      Yep, coffins in a row in the entranceway. Doors to the flats all open.

      Fred covered his nose. “It stinks.”

      “Decaying bodies do that.” Teri pointed to the pile of body parts in the far corner of the room.

      But alarm bells were going off in my head because despite what I had said outside about hoping they were still sleeping, it was way past sundown, and suckers didn’t waste moonlight.

      “Six coffins. All closed,” Levi muttered. “Either these fuckers like to lie in or⁠—

      “Welcome to our humble abode.” A male vampire dressed in a Halloween Dracula cape, dark hair slicked back, emerged from one of the rooms. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

      The coffins all creaked open at the same time, and six ratty-looking vampires sat up. The males wore capes and nineteenth century ruffled shirts, and the women were dressed in corsets and ankle-length dresses. Which fancy dress store had these fuckers raided?

      I shook my head. “Like hell did you know we were coming.”

      He lifted his chin, attempting to look enigmatic. “I have my sources.”

      “Security camera,” Fred said, peering past the vamp.

      The leader growled. “You will pay for your trespass onto our territory.”

      “Pretty sure you’re squatting, mate,” Levi said.

      “We do not squat. We conquer,” he replied. “We are undead creatures of the night.”

      “Soon to be dead.” Teri held up her stake. “Stand still and take it like a champ, will ya?”

      That was our cue.

      We rushed into the den, keeping to our assigned pairs. Teri and Levi, Fred and me following the usual routine.

      Slam them down and punch a hole in them.

      The first two went down easy, but then they fought back. Attacking with claws and fangs. Leaping and screaming. Messy stuff that might work on a regular human to shock them into submission or make them freeze in horror.

      Not a seasoned hunter, though.

      Three minutes later, six vamps were down, and the leader was running up the steps.

      I tucked my stake into my belt. “Wait for it.”

      “Unggg.” Thud, thud, thud, thud, thud.

      Dracula wannabe’s head landed at the bottom of the steps and stared at us accusingly.

      “I’m hungry.” Fred stepped over the head. “Anyone fancy pizza?”

      I bit back a smile and followed the crew back up the steps. We’d log this with the guardians now because, like fuck was I doing clean up.
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      Pizza Delight did the best pizza in Old Town. The décor was cozy with leather booths, wooden tables, and soft, warm lighting. It was our go-to place after a hunt, and the owner, Keryanne, always threw in some extra garlic bread with our order. She knew what we did to help keep the streets safe. There wasn’t an official hunter team allocated to Old Town, and small teams like us were all that the town had to rely on.

      Huddled in a booth with three humans, it was easy to pretend that I was one of them. That I was normal. That these people I hung out with regularly were my friends. It was easy to push aside the truth while we sat, stuffing our faces with delicious cheesy pizza.

      But the reality was, that I’d never have real friends while I was forced to lie to them.

      “And then he kissed my feet!” Teri finished with a snort. “I mean, no. Just no.”

      Fuck, I’d totally zoned out, and now Teri was looking at me, waiting for a response.

      Think, think. “I need to pee.”

      I slid out of the booth and headed to the washroom. Once I got there, I found that I did, in fact, need to pee. One less lie, I guess.

      I washed and dried my hands while staring at my reflection in the mirror above the sink. “You’re a coward and a liar.” I closed my eyes. “If they’re your friends, they won’t care what you are. If he cares about you, he won’t care…”

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Cam?” Levi knocked again.

      Fuck. “Coming.” I opened the door to find him leaning up against the wall opposite the washroom, his eyes dark with concern.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re lying.”

      He had no idea. “I’m fine. Honestly.” The words tasted bitter on my tongue.

      He held out his arms, and I stepped into them, laid my head on his chest, and closed my eyes. The steady beat of his heart soothed away some of the conflict in mine.

      This was a side of him not everyone got to see. The caring, nurturing side that he reserved for me. For our time alone. To the others he was sarcastic and cocky, but to me he was just…my Levi.

      “You know you can always talk to me, princess.”

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat, past all the things I’d love to say but was too afraid to reveal.

      “I know there’s stuff,” Levi said. “Like why we’ve never hung out at your place…”

      My expensive apartment in the fancy side of town would pose questions about my finances and my family. Things I couldn’t…wouldn’t talk about without the risk of revealing my nature and heritage.

      I’d have to lie again. “You know I’m a slob.”

      He sighed and stroked my hair. “No, Cam, I don’t know that. Because you’ve never invited me over.”

      “The others⁠—”

      “Need to know that we’re seeing each other.” His tone was firm.

      Panic seized me. I pulled away to look up at him, scanning his face to gauge the seriousness of his suggestion. “What? No. We agreed that we’d keep it a secret.”

      “That was six months ago, Cam.” He sounded almost weary. “That was before I fell in love with you.”

      My heart stalled in my chest. “What…”

      He cupped my face. “I’m fucking head over heels in love with you, Cam.”

      No, no, no. Why was he doing this? Why was he saying those words and making my heart beat so hard and fast that I was afraid it might burst from my chest?

      “I don’t expect you to feel the same way, but I need you to know that I’m in this for the long haul. This isn’t just a fling for me anymore, Cam. I love you, and I want everyone to know.”

      I hadn’t realized how much I’d wanted this until this moment. Hadn’t realized how deep my feelings for Levi had grown until now, and the fear of losing this…losing us, swept over me in an icy wave. I pushed up on tiptoe and crushed my mouth to his, sinking my fingers into his dark, silken hair and breathing in his vanilla scent.

      Why couldn’t time stand still here? Why couldn’t we just stop right here?

      I broke the kiss and stood back on my heels. I needed to memorize his face before I did this next part: his dark winged brows, high, flat cheekbones, and the bump on his nose from the break that never healed properly. I’d kissed that bump so many times. I ran my fingers down the side of his neck, tracing the runic patterns of the tattoo that vanished beneath the collar of his T-shirt. The pattern was so familiar to me now I could trace it in my sleep.

      “Cam…” There was doubt in his tone now, and my stomach knotted with anxiety.

      Just fucking do it, Cam. Break it off. Tell him you don’t love him. Do it or you’ll lose him completely. “Levi, I⁠—”

      My phone buzzed angrily in my pocket. I should have ignored it, but it felt like a sign to shut my mouth.

      “One second.” I stepped away to take the call.

      The caller ID showed an unknown number. I didn’t usually answer those, but what if it was Romi? “Hello?”

      “Hello, is this Cameron?” The voice was male, gruff, and not Romi.

      “Who is this?”

      “Is. This. Cameron?”

      My stomach trembled. “Yes, who⁠—”

      “Romi’s dead. I thought you should know.” Click

      I stared at the phone. This was a joke. It had to be. But who would do this? And how did they get my number?

      The phone rang again, and the caller ID flashed Ralph. “Hello? Ralph, I just got the strangest call.”

      “Cam…” He sniffed. “I have some bad news.”

      “No.”

      “Romi’s dead.”

      It was true.

      It was real.

      My brother was dead.
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      Ralph opened the door and pulled me into a hug.

      I shoved him away. Not wanting comfort but answers.

      I’d run out of the pizza place so fast Levi’s head was probably still spinning. He didn’t know about Romi, had no clue I even had a sibling, so explaining my fear to him wasn’t an option. But Ralph knew.

      I stormed into his tiny kitchenette and stood hands on hips. “This can’t be happening. This is Romi. He can’t be… He just can’t.”

      “It was all over guardian radio. Romi Basque killed in action.”

      Ralph worked for the local human police force. He also loved building shit and had stumbled across the covert radio frequency the guardians used several months ago.

      I might have argued he’d misheard if not for the call I’d received.

      “I’m sorry, Cameron,” he said.

      A bubble of grief swelled inside my chest, and I gritted my teeth, breathing shallow and fast to control it. “How? How did he die?”

      “They don’t say.”

      This was like déjà vu all over again. My mother, and now Romi. “I need to know. Give me his number.”

      “Cameron, that’s not a good idea.”

      “Give. Me. His number, now!”

      Ralph pursed his lips. “Your mother didn’t want you associating with that world.”

      “My mother is dead. My brother is dead. I’m done with the low profile. If Lionel Basque doesn’t like it, he can shove it up his stone ass.”

      “Your mother signed a contract, Cam.”

      A contract that my paternal parentage wouldn’t be revealed, and that Lionel wouldn’t be liable for anything when it came to me. “Yeah, I know. But like I said. She’s dead. Just give me his damned number.”

      Ralph nodded and left me alone in the room feeling like an ass for speaking to him that way.

      My phone rang, and Levi flashed up on caller ID. I hit ignore.

      Not now. I couldn’t speak to him right now.

      I pulled out a chair and sat with a thud. Romi was gone. Truly gone. A tear trickled down my cheek, but I dashed it away.

      “Don’t cry, little sister. You’re not alone.”

      The memory rose to engulf me.

      Rain lashing, battering my umbrella, and mud clinging to my new shiny black funeral shoes as they lowered the casket into the ground. My white-knuckled grip on the handle of the umbrella radiated an ache up my arm. A feeling I clung to because the rest of me was numb.

      The handful of people who’d shown up for the funeral drifted away, but I stayed, standing beneath a sky that wept for me because I’d run out of tears.

      The lady from social services stood a few feet away, clipboard tucked under her arm, ready to whisk me away to whatever home they’d found for me, because I had no one else. No family. No father. I was alone.

      The ball of emotion in my chest pulsed, but I pushed it down. Mother would want me to be strong.

      The woman took a step toward me, a signal that my time here was up, and rage starburst in my chest. She paused and looked over my shoulder, her eyes widening.

      “Excuse me?” She hurried over. “Can I ask who⁠—”

      “No. You cannot.” The voice was firm and authoritative.

      I tipped my umbrella back to look up at the male whose shadow I now stood in. He was tall with golden hair and pale blue eyes, and he was looking at me like I was the most interesting thing he’d ever seen. There was something about him that told me I was safe.

      “Excuse me,” the woman said, indignant, “but I⁠—”

      “This child is under guardian protection,” the man said. “I have the paperwork.”

      Guardians. This was a gargoyle in his human form.

      The social worker blinked sharply then took the paper he handed to her. She skimmed it and nodded, backing away from us.

      She was leaving? I wouldn’t have to go to a group home? I peered up at my savior. “Who are you?”

      The golden-haired gargoyle smiled, and my heart squeezed painfully in my chest because I knew that smile. I’d seen it in the mirror often enough. My vision blurred, eyes hot and stinging with the threat of tears.

      He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t cry, little sister. You’re not alone.”

      I surfaced with a sob and pressed my hand to my mouth. He’d been more than a brother. He’d been like a father. He’d been my best friend, and he’d found me a home here with Ralph. A man he’d trusted to take care of me.

      Ralph and Romi were all the family I had.

      And despite our ten-year age difference, Romi and I had been close. I’d longed to be a part of his world when I’d been younger, listening in awe as he told me tales of Stonehaven Academy. I’d wanted to be just like him, but reality had always hovered at the fringes of my consciousness. We were blood, but we’d never be the same. My humanity made me too weak to be a part of his world. I was Lionel Basque’s dirty little secret, the product of his illicit affair with a human. My existence was a secret, and my heritage had been a secret even to me until Romi found me ten years ago, after my mother died. I’d been ten years old. He’d taken care of me, finding me a home, and checking in every few weeks. Until now.

      I’d loved him with all my heart, and now he was gone.

      I had to know how and why.

      Mother’s death had been sudden too. A shooting at the store she worked at. But at least I’d known the details, even if the killer had gotten away.

      I needed to know what had happened to Romi.

      Ralph returned with a slip of paper. My mother’s neat handwriting was printed on it. In case of emergency only. Then a phone number.

      I’d found the envelope in her things after she’d died and given it to Ralph. He’d known the score by then, and he’d kept it safe. I could have used it back then, but she was gone, and the contract Lionel made her sign —the contract I’d found among her things—had made it clear that he didn’t want me.

      She’d signed away my claim to the Basque fortune. Made me illegitimate, not to protect his name, but to protect me from the gargoyle world. To shield me from being treated like a freak. Like I was worthless, and I’d kept her word even after her death. I’d stayed a secret, but no longer.

      I dialed the number and waited, heart pounding because even though I hated the man who’d sired me, I’d loved his son. Even though I despised what Basque stood for, he was still the only blood relative I had left.

      There was a soft click and then a male voice answered. “Geraldine?”

      The world fell out from beneath me. Hearing my mother’s name on his lips, hearing the tentative hope, the soft inhalation, confused me.

      “No. This isn’t Geraldine, it’s Cameron, her daughter.” Her daughter, not his. “Geraldine is dead.”

      He was silent for several achingly long seconds.

      “My mother left me this number for…emergencies.”

      “Oh?”

      Oh? That was it? I bit the insides of my cheeks and breathed through my nose. I couldn’t afford to lose my shit with him. I needed answers. “I want to know what happened to Romi.”

      “He’s dead.” His tone was flat.

      He didn’t ask me how I knew Romi, which told me he’d either known that Romi was looking after me, or he had an excellent poker voice.

      “I know that he’s dead, but how did he die?”

      “It was an unfortunate accident, and that is all I can tell you. This is not your world, child. Stay out of it and forget Romi. Get on with your life.” He hung up.

      He fucking hung up.

      “Cam. Are you okay?” Ralph asked.

      I looked down at my trembling hands. The one holding the phone had gone gray and hard like stone. Shit. Breathe. I blinked back the red misty fog that threatened to eat away at my vision.

      “He hung up.” My voice was a low vibration that bordered on a growl.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Sorry? Sorry, sorry, sorry. I hated that word. “I’m not having it. I’m not going to walk away like Romi never existed. You didn’t hear him when he told me Romi died in an accident. He sounded practiced. Like a fucking automaton. No emotion. No inflection. He’s hiding something.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like maybe Romi didn’t just die. Maybe…maybe he was killed.”

      “Then why not just say it? Why call it an accident?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.” I tucked my phone into my pocket and headed for the door.

      “Cameron.” Ralph grabbed my hand. “What are you going to do?”

      My smile felt tight and controlled. “I’m going to find out what happened from the gargoyles closest to him.”

      ”But that means⁠—”

      “Yeah, I’m going to enroll at Stonehaven. I’m going to be a fucking guardian.”
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      Obviously enrolling at the prestigious gargoyle academy wasn’t as easy as just wandering up to the front desk and filling out some forms. There were…tests and procedures before I’d be allowed through the hallowed arches of the gothic structure that housed our future protectors.

      My gargoyle status had been kept off my birth certificate. My hybrid nature was a secret, which had been easy to keep because my abilities hadn’t manifested until puberty, after Romi found me. How he’d found me was a mystery—one I’d probably never solve.

      The first step in getting into Stonehaven involved signing up as a gargoyle at the nearest guardian registration offices in Denton, an hour’s train ride from Old Town. This was one of the few places where gargoyle births could be registered, including any hybrids. This was where my mother should have brought me.

      It was midday by the time I walked into the mundane red-brick building.

      It looked like any other government office. Pin boards, plastic chairs, and tacky black-and-white checked floors. Pretty sure the staff here were all human too. Gargoyles had better things to do than grunt work. Most slept during the day so they could hunt at night. The ones that did work during the day, did so in human guise because sunlight prevented them from shifting to their stone monolith forms.

      There was a woman in the queue in front of me, a scarf pulled up over her head. Was she gargoyle? I’d never seen a gargoyle female before and didn’t know much about them. But this woman looked human. She was pushing a stroller. Could the baby be a halfblood like me?

      From what Romi had told me, gargoyle babies looked human during the day and shifted at night. They also matured a lot faster than human babies, hitting puberty after five years and adulthood by ten. Romi had been twenty when he found me. Young for an elite.

      But age worked differently for gargoyles, who lived for upwards of a century.

      The woman handed in a form and left, but I didn’t get a good look at her face.

      It was my turn at reception, and the woman behind the counter looked down at my empty hands and around me at the empty space. “You must bring the child with you to register it.”

      I smiled thinly. “Oh, I have.”

      She arched a brow, gaze dropping to my abdomen. “It has to be born.”

      “It is.” I jerked a thumb at myself. “I’m the child.” I grinned at her. “Better late than never, right?”
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      If my mother had been alive, she’d have been prosecuted for keeping my existence a secret. A hybrid was gargoyle property, able to be enlisted in any government role the guardians required. Once they’d taken blood and confirmed my nature, I was handed a batch of forms listing a number of roles I could serve in.

      “We have vacancies here,” the woman said with a kind smile. “The pension is good.”

      I flipped the page over to read the fine print. Then ticked the box I’d been planning to all along before handing it back to the woman.

      She pressed her lips together when she saw what I’d chosen, then glanced about before speaking. “If you enroll, you have to take the entrance test like all the purebloods.” She looked seriously concerned about that.

      I didn’t know enough about the gargoyle world to know what she was talking about, but I’d do whatever it took to get to the elite guard, and I’d find them at Stonehaven.

      “I understand. I want to do the test. When can I take it?”

      “Listen, the test isn’t just something tha⁠—”

      “Is there a problem, Hattie?” A man appeared behind her.

      Not a man, but a gargoyle male from the bulk and size of him.

      Hattie straightened and smiled stiffly. “Not at all, Laxal. Everything is fine.”

      His gaze flicked to my application, then up to me. “A cadet, huh?” He looked back at the application, eyes narrowing. “A halfblood cadet?” His lip curled. “Halfbloods don’t get to be cadets. Sign her up for an administration position at one of the outposts.”

      The way he spoke about me, as if I wasn’t even there, as if I didn’t matter, made me want to punch him in the mouth.

      The woman shot me an apologetic look that held the edge of desperation. She feared this douchebag.

      I locked gazes with him. “No.”

      He frowned. “Excuse me?”

      “I said, no.” I smiled, faux sweet. “I’ll take the test to enroll as a cadet. Thank you.”

      He snorted. “Like I said, halfbloods don’t go⁠—”

      “Is that a rule? A law?” Gargoyles were big on law and rules.

      His eyes narrowed to slits.

      “No,” the receptionist said quickly. “It isn’t.”

      I smiled thinly up at her boss. “Then sign me up as a cadet.”

      “Have it your way,” he sneered. “Sign her up for the next run, which is”—he looked at something behind the counter that I couldn’t see—“ah, tomorrow at sundown.” The sneer turned into a smug smile.

      “There’s another in a week,” the woman said in a small voice. “Maybe we co⁠—”

      “Tomorrow,” he barked. “If she wants it so bad, she’ll make it work.”

      He strode off into the back office, and the receptionist visibly wilted. “Oh…Oh dear. I’m so sorry.”

      “What for? It’s just a test. I’ve taken plenty.”

      “Oh, sweetie, it’s not the kind of test you’re thinking of.”

      “What is it?”

      “No one knows. We don’t even know where it takes place. All I know is you either pass and end up on our system marked as a cadet, or your name comes up as deceased.” She chewed on her lip. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      I’d be an idiot not to feel a stab of fear, but I never let fear stop me from going for the things I want.

      Aside from Levi…

      I shut down the annoying voice.

      Right now, I wanted answers. I could either do this or spend the rest of my life wondering how my brother died. “I’m sure.”

      She tapped something into the computer, and the printer whirred and spat out some paper, which she folded and handed to me. “This is your ticket. The bus leaves from Central Station at two p.m. tomorrow. If you want your shot, you’ll need to be on it.”

      I took the ticket and tucked it into my pocket. “Thank you, Hattie.”

      “You’re welcome. And best of luck.” She smiled wistfully. “It’s about time one of us got into that place.”

      One of us? She was like me? A halfblood? She smiled and I returned it.

      “I hope to see your name on my system,” she said.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      I had no clue what was in store for me tomorrow, but I was one step closer to my goal, and that would have to do for now.
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      The ticket wasn’t just a ticket; it had a list of instructions on it too. Instructions that told me to pack an overnight bag with essentials and a change of clothes. That took me ten minutes. The instructions also said I had to leave my mobile phone behind.

      I tugged it out of my pocket and stared at the four missed calls from Levi, and the knots in my belly tightened.

      Derek moaned softly from the shadowy corner of my room. He’d stuck around as if sensing my agitation.

      “Unnng arghh?”

      “I don’t know what they’ll do.”

      “Mmmmg hugh argh usss?”

      “No idea where the academy is. The location is secret.”

      He was silent, then moaned softly, words that made my heart ache.

      “I’m sorry, Derek. I have to do this. I’ve got to go. But I’ll try to come back for you if I can. I swear it. In the meantime, Ralph has a closet you can bunk in, or stay here if you want. The place is yours while I’m gone.”

      He groaned and then dissipated, leaving me riddled with guilt.

      My phone rang. Levi again.

      I owed him answers. I owed him some closure. I took a deep breath and answered the call. “Hey…”

      “Cameron, fucking hell. Are you all right?”

      “I’m…Can I see you?”

      He was silent for a long beat. “Do you even have to ask?”

      “I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”
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      I sucked on Levi’s bottom lip, fisting his hair and yanking his head to the side so I could get to his manly throat. He groaned as I sucked on his skin, hard enough to leave a mark.

      This was bad.

      This was wrong.

      I hadn’t come here for this, but I needed it. I needed this one last time with him before it was over.

      “Fuck, princess…you make me so hard.”

      I hadn’t wasted any time once I’d gotten here, stripping down in seconds, and climbing onto his delectable body. He was all dips and valleys of beautifully carved muscle.

      Fuck talking. Fuck the breakup and the lies. He was mine for a little while longer.

      His cock slid between my folds, throbbing and eager to be inside, but I wanted to play first. Nip, lick, and suck.

      He groaned. “Harder, princess. Do it harder.”

      I bit down on his shoulder and sucked, making him swell further.

      I wanted to ride him. I rose and adjusted my hips, widening my thighs so that his cock rubbed against my clit, sliding back and forth to leave me panting.

      He watched me, lids heavy with desire, fingers digging into my thighs. “Fuck, yes, fuck. I need inside you. Now.”

      I took him deep, sinking down with a groan of satisfaction. We rocked together for a moment, adjusting, building the tempo.

      He cupped my breasts, thumb flicking my hard nipples and sending shockwaves of pleasure through me. “Pinch me.”

      He obliged, but not hard enough.

      “Harder.”

      He increased the pressure, and my pussy flooded with heat. “Yes. Fuck. Yes.” I rode him, slick and hard, our bodies slapping together until I crested the rise, coming with a growl that had him pulsing with his own release.

      He held me afterward, stroking my hair as my heartbeat steadied. “Are you going to tell me now, Cam?”

      Damn him and his insight.

      A weight settled on my chest.

      I’d come here to lie one last time. To tell him I didn’t love him and that I couldn’t see him anymore, but he deserved more than that.

      It was time to tell him the truth. I owed him that much.

      He didn’t stop me from slipping out of his arms, as if he knew. As if he sensed that I couldn’t be touching him when I told him what I’d come here to say.

      I tugged my clothes on, ready for when he kicked me out.

      “Cameron?” He sat up with a frown. “Just say it.”

      I shoved my feet into my sneakers, blinking back the threat of tears. “I’m not human, Levi.” I looked up and locked gazes with him. “I’m part gargoyle, and I’m leaving to enroll in Stonehaven Academy tomorrow.” He stared and stared for long moments. “Levi? Did you hear me?”

      “A gargoyle, as in…a halfblood?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      He let out a bark of laughter and slumped
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