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      The sun was making its way to midday position when I cracked open my dorm-room door to peer down the corridor.

      All clear. Thank the gods.

      “Cam?”

      I jumped, hand flying to my chest. “Touron.” I laughed weakly. “You startled me.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Startled you? Since when do you get startled so easily?”

      A shadow moved at the bottom of my corridor. I dragged Touron into my room, slammed the door, and pressed my ear to the wood.

      “Um…Cam? What in the world are you doing?”

      “Shhh!”

      Touron squeezed my shoulder. “You’re freaking me out.”

      I hushed him again, listening for any sounds of movement outside my door. Long seconds ticked by, and finally satisfied that there was no one loitering outside my door, I turned to face him. “My ex is here.”

      “What?” His gaze flew to the door. “When? How?”

      I’d been asking myself the “how” ever since Levi had shown up on my doorstep a few hours ago. “He turned up after you guys left this morning. I thought it was you. That you’d come back for your sweatshirt and then…” Levi’s face filled my mind. His smile, the light in his eyes at seeing me and the answering lurch in my chest followed by a hollowing of my stomach because he couldn’t be here. “This is fucked up.”

      “What happened? Tell me everything.”

      The hollow feeling returned. “He tried to kiss me, and I pushed him away. It was instinct, but the look on his face…” I squeezed my eyes shut. “Touron, he was so hurt.” My stomach tightened recalling the look of pain in his beautiful sea-green eyes.

      “What did he say?”

      “Nothing. He didn’t get a chance, because Mr. Raffi, the dorm master, showed up, asking him who he was. Levi went off with him, but he promised to speak to me later.”

      “And you thought later might be now?”

      “I’ve barely slept. Touron, what am I going to do? If Levi is here, it means he came for me, because he loves me, but I…” Urgh.

      “You’re not in love with him anymore.”

      My heart ached beneath the weight of loss. “I can’t be.”

      The pity in Touron’s eyes made mine sting with the threat of tears.

      He cupped my shoulder gently. “Cam, the mate bond is powerful and primal, and it will inevitably lead to love because your fated mate is your perfect match in every way, but the love you had for Levi was real too. You’re allowed to mourn it.”

      Yes, that was what this feeling was. Grief. Loss for what could have been. “All I want now is Serath, and I know I can’t have him, but⁠—”

      “He’s your fated mate,” Touron said. “Whether you can have him or not won’t change the connection between you. Can you trust Levi?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Then you need to tell him the truth. About Serath being your fated mate, about you being a Basque, and about the fast track to elite and why. Bring him into the circle of trust.”

      He made it sound so simple. “I wish I’d come and talked to you earlier.”

      He shrugged. “What can I say? I have excellent problem-solving skills. Now, how about you shower and sort your hair out.”

      I reached for my hair, finger snagging in the tangles formed from all the tossing and turning I’d done. “That bad?”

      “You look feral.” He gave me half a smile. “On second thought, leave it. It’s kinda adorable.” He ruffled my already ruffled hair.

      “Adorable?” I shuddered. “Hell no.”

      Compared to my frazzled state, Touron looked put together—fresh from the shower, sandy hair still damp, jaw clean-shaven. “You’re up early, aren’t you?”

      He snorted softly. “You’re not the only early riser in this dorm.”

      I usually was. My halfblood nature meant that I needed more sleep, so I usually went to bed earlier but woke before the other goyles. They didn’t go to sleep until well after dawn and, even though they needed less sleep, weren’t usually active till well after midday.

      He patted my messy hair and headed for the door. “I’ll put the coffee on.”

      “If you see a big guy with neck tats, tell him…tell him I need to speak to him.”

      “Neck tattoos?” His brows shot up. “Nice.”

      He closed the door softly behind him, and I grabbed a hairbrush and headed for the bathroom.

      I’d broken up with Levi before coming to the academy, not because I’d wanted to but because I’d needed to let him go. I’d hoped to find him again, though, to rekindle things once my mission of finding out what happened to Romi was complete, and he’d probably realized that. He wouldn’t be here otherwise.

      But everything was different now. My wants, my goals…me.

      Levi deserved the truth.

      He deserved for me to let him go properly.
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      This early in the day the kitchen was free, allowing me and my friends to convene in private. I was on my second cup of coffee and all talked out. Sharniza, Palia, and Ginia were now also up to speed on Levi’s arrival.

      “I thought cadet intake was over,” Sharniza said. “How did he get in?”

      “Maybe his sire pulled some strings,” Touron said. “Allowed him to take the entrance test late?”

      “For a halfblood?” Palia looked skeptical. “His sire would have to have some serious clout to do that.”

      “What did he tell you about his sire?” Shar asked me.

      I cast my mind back to the last time Levi and I had been together in the outside world. I’d told him the truth about what I was, and he’d been relieved because he was just like me. “He told me he was undeclared and in hiding, that his sire provided for him until he was eighteen, but that’s all I know.”

      I’d walked out on him. Told him I didn’t love him.

      I guess my acting skills needed work.

      Shar tapped the table with her blunt fingernails. Nails that would sprout talons when she shifted into her gargoyle form. “So, we know his sire has enough money and reach to hide his halfblood spawn.” Like Basque had done for me. “Still, to get him into the academy…that takes the ability to pull some seriously powerful strings.”

      “Cadets have a high turnover,” Touron said. “Only eighty percent survive cadet exams and make it to initiate or general training. We need all the goyles we can get, even halfblood ones.”

      “And now he’s here…” Palia sounded speculative.

      “Wow,” Ginia said. “I can’t believe he followed you. Took the entrance test just to be here with you.” She covered her heart with her hand. “Swoon.”

      “You don’t say swoon,” Palia said. “You just do the action.”

      Ginia rolled her eyes. “Well, I say swoon. He’s definitely in love with you.” Palia elbowed her. “Ouch, what…” Her eyes went round. “Ah, yes, that’s bad because you have Serath.”

      My stomach sank. “I don’t have him. I can’t have him.” Having him would kill me and drive him insane. He was a sigma, and they were forbidden from consummating with a fated mate.

      “It’s so unfair,” Ginia said. “On the one hand, you have Levi, who can be with you and who loves you, but you’re off-limits because you’re fated to Serath, who you can’t have because…” She made a slitting throat motion with her finger.

      “I think she’s aware,” Shar said dryly. “What we need to figure out is if we can trust this Levi to keep the fated mate information a secret.”

      Trust wasn’t an issue when it came to Levi. “I’ve known him for almost a year. I trust him. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt me.”

      “That may be so for the woman he loves and who he believes loves him back,” Shar said. “But a goyle scorned is a vicious thing.”

      I couldn’t imagine Levi being vicious to me. “He’s a halfblood. He’ll understand what it means to be fated.” I glanced at Touron for support, and he nodded.

      Shar sighed. “It’s up to you. I still think we should err on the side of caution and wait to see how he reacts.”

      “To what?” Touron said. “To Cam telling him she no longer loves him?”

      “Yes,” Shar said.

      “He didn’t believe her the first time,” Palia said. “What makes you think he’ll believe her now?”

      “Because this time, she’ll be telling him she’s in love with someone else.” Shar fixed Touron with a pointed look.

      Touron frowned. “What? You want me to…” He looked down at me in panic. “No. I can’t.”

      Shar’s shoulders sagged. “Right, there is zero chemistry between you two. He’d never buy it.”

      “You totally have the sibling vibe,” Palia added.

      “We need someone believable, someone…” She trailed off, gaze flicking over my head.

      “What are you staring at?” Curi demanded with his signature lip-curl as he entered the room.

      “Nothing.” Shar’s eyes gleamed wickedly.

      Curi ambled over to the fridge and yanked open the door.

      His blue hair was pulled back in a knot, and his feet were bare, giving him an almost vulnerable and approachable look. But there was nothing vulnerable and approachable about Curi. He’d been my most avid tormenter when I arrived, but somewhere along the way, he’d morphed into a silent protector. I didn’t understand the goyle, and that left me wary around him.

      Shar arched a brow at me.

      I shook my head, mouthing, Hell no.

      Curi drank straight from a carton of juice, crushed the empty box, then did a neat throw that dropped it in the trash can across the room.

      “You can continue your pathetic conversation now,” he said and left.

      “Perfect!” Ginia said.

      Palia looked horrified, but Touron seemed to be contemplating the concept.

      What the heck? “You’re crazy. Curi?”

      “He saved you on the omega moon,” Touron said. “And in the gym.”

      “He’s an ass,” Shar said. “But there’s no denying the chemistry.”

      I stifled a gag. “Puh-lease.” This was insane. “I don’t need a fake boyfriend. I can tell Levi the truth.” I looked to Touron for support again, but he had his gaze fixed on the table, chewing his cheeks in thought.

      “You can,” Shar said. “And you should, but only once we’ve seen what kind of jilted lover he makes.”

      “Shar’s right,” Touron conceded. “You’ve known the lover boy side of this guy. You have no idea how he’ll react to finding out you can’t be with him. I mean, if I was in love with someone, and she went with another goyle…” His chest rumbled in a low warning sound that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention.

      Palia nodded in agreement. “Goyle males are unpredictable when it comes to what they consider theirs, even halfbloods.”

      “If he takes it with grace, then you can tell him the truth,” Ginia said. “You’ll know that he won’t go and spill your secret in a fit of jealous rage.”

      It looked like the team had made up their minds, and I had to agree that there was nothing wrong with caution. Telling Levi that I wasn’t in love with him wouldn’t be enough. Telling him I was with someone else might be, and, yes, I was curious to see how he’d take it. Curious to know if I could bring him into the circle of trust that had organically formed around me.

      But our plan hinged on an angry blue-haired goyle’s cooperation. “And what about Curi? You think he’s going to just roll over and agree to play fake boyfriend?”

      “I have a sneaky suspicion that Curi is more of a gentleman than he likes people to know,” Shar said. “I think if you tell him you need help getting rid of Levi, then he’ll do it.”

      “And Serath?”

      The room went silent. Yeah, that shut them all up. My fated mate would not take kindly to any male playing happy family with me.

      “If it keeps you safe…” Touron said. “You can tell Serath the plan. Get him on board.”

      I exhaled and dropped my head onto the table. “Fine. We’ll do it your way. Test how Levi reacts and only tell him the truth if he doesn’t go all psycho.”

      Shar patted my back. “Good girl.”

      Serath and I would be spending a lot of time together soon, seeing as my sire, Lionel Basque, had put him in charge of training me for the elite trial. My stomach trembled. Yeah, while my friends prepared for the initiation tests, I’d be training hard for the elite one, bypassing the initiation all together. I had to pass because without me the elite team wouldn’t be able to get to Romi. Without me, there was no way to take down the graynite alpha.

      I couldn’t fail.

      I wouldn’t.
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      Brown envelopes waited for each of us on the table by the exit.

      “New timetables!” Palia said, way too excited about the fact.

      Ginia smiled indulgently. “You are such a nerd.”

      Palia ignored her, too busy poring over the classes. “The new class is Supernatural Defense.”

      “I thought Arcana did that.” Ginia looked confused.

      “Aren’t you going to open yours?” Shar asked. “We might still have some classes together.”

      “I doubt that. They’ll probably have me in physical training every day.” Basque wanted me fast-tracked to elite, and with the elite test happening in less than six weeks, I probably wasn’t going to have much time for anything else. But I drew out the neat sheet of paper and studied the grid.

      “You have Arcana and Supernatural Defense with us,” Palia said, peering over my shoulder. “Herbology?” She made a what-the-fuck face.

      “I asked Willowman to teach me how to make tinctures and stuff.” The rest of my sessions were blocked out in red and blue. Blue for initiate training ground and red for instructor Halle. There was a lot of instructor Halle on the sheet, but then I was training to take the elite trial. A trial unique to the five bloodlines. My stomach fluttered at the thought of the epic gargoyle. We’d be alone…touching, because you had to touch to practice hand-to-hand.

      Fuck, what was I thinking? Nothing could matter but passing the test. I needed to be focused if I was going to learn anything, which meant that the mate bond between Serath and me couldn’t be a distraction.

      “We have extra training too,” Touron said.

      “Cadet exams are in three weeks,” Sharniza said. “They’ll be amping up the physicals.”

      “Then we’ll join you in initiate training,” Touron nudged, his forest-green eyes twinkling.

      “You better.” I swept my gaze over them all. “All of you need to make it.” I wouldn’t be taking the cadet exam. They’d skipped me over it and placed me with the initiates. My friends would join me soon, once they’d passed the cadet exams.

      A solemn silence fell over us because we all knew that there was a strong possibility that not everyone would pass and make it to initiate training. “Does anyone know what it entails? The exam?”

      “No,” Palia said. “And believe me, I’ve tried to find out, but the cadets who make it through are sworn to secrecy.”

      And I’d be on the same training ground as those cadets. Cadets who’d survived. Who’d earned their place. Could I really be prepared for elite if I didn’t earn it?

      “Cam?” Touron nudged me. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” But now that the thought was in my head, I couldn’t shake it. I needed to speak to Serath.

      “You should speak to Curi,” Sharniza said.

      “Huh?”

      “About playing your lover. We could bump into Levi at any moment.”

      “I need to speak to Serath first and let him know what I’ve planned.”

      “The elites will probably still be asleep,” Palia pointed out. “Your initiate training is at five p.m., isn’t it?”

      She had a point. Levi was a halfblood like me and a new cadet. He might not be housed in this dorm, but he could be in the same class as us… “You’re right. I’ll speak to Curi now.”

      “We have class in an hour,” Palia said. “Supernatural Defense, so be quick.”

      Speaking to Serath would have to wait. I had a blue-haired gargoyle to charm.
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      Curi yanked open his door on my third knock and then glared down his nose at me. “When someone doesn’t answer their door, it usually means they don’t want company,” he growled.

      “Well, you answered the door so…” I ducked under his arm and into the room.

      A fresh linen scent hit me, clean and pleasing.

      “What are you doing?” He sounded genuinely perplexed.

      Wow, his room was neat as a pin.

      “Walker!”

      I spun to face him. “I need your help.”

      “No.”

      “No? You haven’t even heard what I want.”

      “I don’t need to.” He crossed his arms and shook his head slightly. “I guess this is my own fault. I bail you out twice and you think we’re friends.”

      “Ouch.”

      His eyes narrowed. “We are not friends, Walker. You’re a liability. Likely to get yourself fucked, killed, or both. You don’t belong here, and the sooner you take Mistress Carter up on her offer to bail, the better.”

      I guessed the news of my promotion to Basque heir hadn’t gotten out yet. Perfect. I could use it to my advantage.

      “Get out, Walker.” He stepped away from the door and glared at me pointedly.

      “Basque.”

      “What?”

      “My name’s not Walker, it’s Basque.” Was it wrong to enjoy the look of shock on his face? But in the next moment, his eyes narrowed to slits of disbelief.

      “Bullshit.”

      “Nope. It’ll be all over campus soon enough. I’m Lionel Basque’s dirty little secret, and I’ll be taking the elite trial in a few weeks.”

      He absorbed this information in silence. Then he closed the door. “You came here to find out about your brother, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah. I did.”

      “What did you find out?”

      Curi wasn’t in the circle of trust. “Nothing that wasn’t already common knowledge, but my sire found out I was here. They need a Basque to complete the elite team, and I’m the only adult Basque they have.”

      “Well, that sucks for you. You won’t survive to initiate, never mind elite.”

      No need to tell him that they planned to fast-track me because I planned to change that. “Maybe not, but I’m going to try. But that isn’t what I came here to discuss. I need your help with something…unrelated.”

      He lifted his chin. “I’m listening.”

      Smart. I was a Basque, and even if I might only be one for a short time, he knew better than to burn his bridges. “My ex is here. I broke up with him before I came, but he’s followed me, and I need him to understand that we’re over.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Go on.”

      “I need a fake boyfriend.” It sounded just as bad out loud as in my head.

      His brows flicked up. “You want me to play your fake lover?”

      Why did everyone keep saying lover? “Boyfriend. My fake boyfriend. Just for a week or so.”

      Curi dropped his arms and strolled toward me, stopping a mere foot away. “And what’s in it for me?”

      I tensed at his proximity.

      He let out a rough laugh. “Look at you. All wound tight. How do you expect your ex to believe we fuck on a regular basis if you can’t relax around me?”

      “I didn’t realize this was a test.” I forced my muscles to ease up and lifted my chin to look up at him. “I’m not afraid of you, Curi. I’m just particular about who I allow into my personal space. But I can make an exception for you…for a while.”

      He slow-blinked. “Fine. I’ll do it. On one condition.”

      “What?”

      “When it’s time, I get to break up with you.”

      I bit back a smile. “Sure.”

      His lips curved in a wicked smile. “And when I do it, I want you to cry and beg me not to.”

      I grit my teeth. “Seriously?”

      He shrugged a powerful shoulder. “Do you want me as your fake lover or not?”

      Urgh. “Fine. I’ll put on the waterworks.”

      He grinned down at me. “When do we start?”

      “We have class in”—I glanced at my watch—“thirty minutes. You can walk me.”

      “Do I have to hold your hand?” He looked down at my hand as if it was a bear trap.

      “It might help.”

      “Fine. I’ll meet you in the foyer in ten minutes.” He started pulling clothes out of his drawers. “Or you can stay and get comfortable with your lover’s assets.”

      I was out the door in a flash with the sound of his low chuckle ringing in my ears.

      Halfway down the stairs, my stomach sank. I was about to hurt the man I’d been in love with. It was the last thing I wanted to do, but Shar was right. We needed to know how he would react to know whether he could be trusted with the truth about Serath and me. I needed him in the circle of trust because I cared about him.

      Hurting him was going to hurt me too.
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      “Relax,” Curi said under his breath. “Or do you want everyone to think I’m kidnapping you?”

      I leaned into Curi, allowing our arms to touch, trying to ignore how large his hand was around mine. Levi and I had never held hands like this. Never had the chance to go out in public like this. We’d been together, but we’d never dated. Heck…I’d never dated.

      Curi was the first male I’d held hands with.

      “Why are you hyperventilating?” Curi asked, his voice a low growl of concern. “Is he here? Where?”

      “No. I’m…I’m fine.”

      Goyles appeared on the path ahead of us, all headed to the main building for class. Several glances were thrown our way, but we were quickly dismissed. These cadets didn’t know Curi’s and my history.

      “Relax,” Shar said from behind us. “Unclench your ass.”

      “Sharniza!” Palia admonished.

      Ginia snickered.

      We approached the main building, where several goyles were gathered on the porch. I recognized Dayn’s stocky form first. The gargoyle had been Curi’s minion for a little while but had turned on him after Curi refused to fight the elite Selas. Bax, another one of Curi’s ex-minions, stood with him. They fixed their stunned gazes on us as we strolled closer.

      “What the actual fuck?” Dayn said. “You’re banging the halfblood now?” He sneered at me. “If you spread your legs for him, you can spread them for us⁠—”

      Curi punched him in the mouth.

      Blood sprayed, and Bax bellowed in shock.

      Dayn wiped his lips and bared his bloody teeth. “What the fuck, Curi?”

      “Don’t talk about her. Don’t think about her. She’s mine!” His voice was a boom of authority that shook my insides.

      Damn, he was good. But then, he was a Mason, one of the five elite bloodlines.

      Dayn looked like he was about to throw down, but Saffe, one of the smaller goyles from our dorm, stepped forward. “Dammit, Dayn, haven’t you heard? It’s all over campus. She’s a Basque.”

      Dayn stilled. “What?”

      Curi smirked. “My Basque. Bitch.” Then he took my hand and steered me around the group and into the building. Silence followed us, breaking only once we were inside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “That was fucking awesome!” Ginia said as we made our way up the steps.

      “Ginia!” Palia whisper-hissed.

      Ginia ignored her. “The way you popped him in the mouth—fluid, fast. I need you to teach me how to move like that.”

      Curi slid a glance her way. “I’m not a fucking instructor.”

      Palia sucked in a sharp breath. All the cursing was probably giving her heart palpitations.

      “How much longer do I need to hold your hand?” he asked me.

      “Just till we get into class. If Levi is in there, then he needs to see us together.”

      “Harrumph.”

      We followed Palia up a flight of steps to the top of the building where the domed ceiling was situated.

      “We’re in the same room as Arcana,” Palia said.

      There was already a small line filing into the room, past all the plants that lined the corridor. No sign of Levi. Maybe he wasn’t in this class.

      Part of me was relieved, but the other part was disappointed, because the quicker we got this over with, the better.

      I stepped into the room close behind Curi, my hand trapped in his, and froze at the sound of a familiar rumbling voice.

      Levi stood at the front of the class, speaking to Yarrow. He was dressed, not in lastonflex, but in a shirt, sleeves rolled up to expose his forearms and top button undone revealing the intricate whorls of his tattoo.

      My breath stalled.

      “Cam?” Shar said behind me.

      But I couldn’t speak because Levi was looking right at me. His eyes warmed, then flicked to Curi and down to where our hands were joined. And there it was, the pain followed by the flash of anger.

      “Everyone have a seat,” Yarrow instructed. “I’d like to introduce you to our new instructor, Master Halle.”

      Halle? Serath was here? But no. Yarrow was looking at Levi.

      Levi was the new instructor.

      Levi was a Halle.
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      Levi talked, but the rush of blood in my head made it impossible to focus on what he was saying. He stood in front of the class, looking like he belonged there. Like he had wisdom and skill to impart.

      He cut a powerful and beautiful figure, and my heart ached for the pain I’d put into the lines of his face. He didn’t look at me as he spoke, and after a few moments, the buzzing in my head subsided.

      “You could have told me your ex was the new instructor,” Curi said under his breath.

      My head reeled. “I didn’t know.”

      “Hunters come in two kinds,” Levi said. “Those that are born into it and those that choose to take up the mantle.” He tapped the tattoo on his neck. “This is my hunter’s mark. A sign of the grove I was born into.”

      “What are groves?” Saffe asked.

      Levi’s gaze flicked my way, and my heart climbed up into my mouth because this was stuff we’d never talked about. Stuff he hadn’t told me.

      “A grove is a group of druids. There are several, all descended from a different druid bloodline. All with their own mark. We help to protect the natural order of things by eliminating anything that threatens it.”

      “Like graynites?”

      His mouth slanted down. “Hunters, in general, don’t have the ability to harm a graynite. We work on keeping the other threats in control to allow the gargoyles to focus on the graynite threat.”

      “You’re a halfblood, though, aren’t you?” Dayn said. “Are you saying you’re part druid?”

      “Yes. My mother is the leader of our grove.” He looked at me. “But I left that life to fly solo a long time ago. I wanted to hunt on my own terms not be bound by heritage.”

      But he’d come back to it. To this place. Into the thick of it. For me. I hated that I was doing this to him.

      “I can’t teach you how to bring down a graynite,” Levi continued, “but you won’t always be fighting graynites. There will be other threats. Mutts, fangs, and lesser-known malevolent creatures that lurk in the shadows. I’ll teach you about their weaknesses, and along with Master Yarrow, I’ll show you how to shield yourself against the negative energy they exude while harnessing the positive energy of nature that’s all around us. My technique will also help you learn to activate and reinforce your shields, should you come across a graynite.”

      Yarrow stepped forward. “This is very exciting. The arrival of Master Halle means we can hone your shields in practical tests against real threats in a controlled environment.”

      “What do you mean?” Waxen asked.

      Yarrow’s smile was thin and wicked. “It means that in a couple of weeks, you’ll be testing your shields against a real threat.”

      Murmurs broke out among the cadets. I tried to catch Levi’s eye, but he had his gaze fixed studiously on Yarrow.

      “Master Halle will teach you how to feel for and call to the power of nature to assist you.” He looked at Levi, handing the floor back to him.

      “Pureblood druids can manipulate the elements of nature. Druid hunters use nature to fight against threats; however, as a halfblood, I don’t have such a direct line. To compensate, I’ve learned how to coax my goyle shields to merge with the elemental power around me so they are enhanced. I can teach you.”

      “With Master Halle on board, we will make this class the strongest defense,” Yarrow said, his golden eyes bright with excitement.

      Levi was druid born. He was a Halle, one of the big five gargoyle families just like me, but the biggest thing, the thing that twisted my stomach into knots was that being a Halle meant he was related to Serath.
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        * * *

      

      The class passed quickly with a Q&A mainly centered around Levi’s past, things that I didn’t know about the man I’d been in love with. Things that made me see him in a different light. Not as an equal, but as someone who was above me—a mentor, a warrior.

      My attraction to him made sense now. My gargoyle nature had recognized his and been drawn to his strength. We were kindred in so many ways but not an ultimate match, according to the cosmos. Serath was my match. My mate. And now, with Levi’s association to him, it would be even harder to hide it.

      “I need to tell him the truth.”

      Shar looked torn but then nodded.

      “Okay,” Levi said from the front of the class. “If there are no more questions…”

      “I have one,” Dayn said. “What branch of Halle do you come from?”

      “Mr. Lowther, that is hardly relevant,” Yarrow snapped.

      “No.” Levi’s throat bobbed. “It’ll come out eventually, and I have nothing to hide.” His neck tensed as if he was stopping himself from turning his head to look my way. “My sire is Ulrickson Halle.”

      The room fell into pin-drop silence.

      What the fuck? Was that bad? Shar’s face had drained of color.

      “If that’s all, then class dismissed,” Yarrow said.

      Yarrow led Levi to the back of the room while everyone began gathering their things to leave.

      I had to talk to him. To tell him how sorry I was and apologize. To tell him the truth. I made to get out of my seat, but Shar grabbed my hand, her eyes wide with panic.

      “Don’t,” she said.

      “Shar, he’s related to Serath. It’ll be nearly impossible to keep him in the dark about us so⁠—”

      “His father is Ulrickson Halle.” She said it as if it should mean something to me, but the blank look on my face must have reminded her how little I knew about this world. “Ulrickson is no ordinary Goyle. He’s head councilman.”

      I shook my head. “Okay…so?”

      “Dammit, Cam. When it comes to Stone law, he is the law.”

      Needles of ice pricked my skin. “Levi wouldn’t tell him.”

      “Can you be certain of that?” Shar asked.

      I wanted to say, yes, that of course I knew Levi, but the last thirty minutes had taught me how little I knew about the man I’d shared a bed with.

      “Miss Basque,” Levi said. “A word, please.”

      Fuck.

      There was warning in Shar’s eyes as she let go of me.

      Curi stood with me, playing the dutiful boyfriend.

      Levi gave him a cool smile. “You can wait for her outside the room, Mr. Mason. I won’t keep her long.”

      Curi looked to me. “You okay, babe?”

      I bit back a wince. “Of course. I’ll meet you in the foyer downstairs.”

      He shrugged and followed the others out of the room.

      Silence settled around us.

      The door closed.

      We were alone.

      It hurt to look at him. Familiar. Comfortable. Mine. But not any longer. That thrum, that connection that had existed between us was gone. At least for me, and it left a hollowness inside me.

      “You moved on fast,” Levi said finally.

      The words I’m sorry sprang to my lips, but if I was going to do this, then I needed to be confident in my decisions. “Curi is a good match for me.”

      Bitterness turned his smile upside down. “And I wasn’t?” He shook his head. “I don’t believe that, just like I didn’t believe you when you told me you didn’t love me.”

      “I don’t love you.”

      His eyes narrowed. “No. What we had. What I felt. What we felt was…is real.”

      “You’re wrong, and if you came here based on that, then you made a mistake.”

      He flinched. “You’re lying. You’re hiding something. I know you, Cam.”

      “I wish I could say the same about you.”

      He exhaled. “I was going to tell you everything that night, but you left. You didn’t answer my calls, and I knew…I knew you’d gone.”

      “So, you decided not to take no for an answer.” I forced my lips into a wry smile. “Typical arrogant male behavior.”

      “Dammit, Cam, this isn’t you. What’s going on here? I find out you’re a Basque, that you’ve been fast-tracked to take your brother’s place as an elite? Do you even know what the elite trial entails?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m doing it either way.” He didn’t know about Romi being alive and how this was the only way to save him, and I couldn’t trust him enough to tell him. His father might be head councilman, but I had no clue if Ulrickson knew about guardian activity and Romi’s predicament.

      “Listen, I get it. The next Basque is still a child. They need an adult Basque, and they’re probably pressuring you into this. I can help. I can speak to my father and fix this.”

      His father. Not his sire. My heart sank. “You two are close?”

      Levi shrugged a shoulder. “He’s always been there for me.”

      “I thought…I thought you said he kept you a secret. Provided for you but kept you a secret.”

      “Yes, he did, but only because my mother wanted it that way. She didn’t want her indiscretion getting out. The fact that she lay with a gargoyle…”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Gargoyles are outside of nature because they’re not from this world. It’s heavily frowned upon for a druid to have relations with such creatures. My father would have been proud to claim me, halfblood or not.”

      “So, what changed? How come he went back on his word to your mother?”

      “I didn’t give him a choice. Look, Cam, up until now, I didn’t care either way, but when you left…” His throat bobbed. “I knew I had to be a part of this world. That I had to be with you.” His voice cracked with emotion, and guilt crushed my lungs.

      He’d come here for me. He’d left his life behind and convinced his sire to get him a position here so he could be with me. The Levi I knew prized his independence, his freedom. He reveled in the hunt, in getting his hands dirty, but…but he’d given it up for me. He loved me…truly loved me, and I…

      I hated myself.

      My eyes heated with the threat of tears, but I blinked them back, pushing out the words that needed to be said. “Levi, I’m sorry, but it’s over. You and I are over. I’m with Curi now. I’m happy. You should…You should go back to your life.”

      He studied me for several beats, his sea-green gaze intense and probing. “This is my life now, Cam. I’m not going anywhere, and if you’re determined to take this elite trial, then I’m going to make sure you have the strongest shields imaginable.”

      My throat pinched because fuck him for being so amazing. Maybe I could trust him. Maybe⁠—

      “But I still think you need to reconsider. I can speak to my father and⁠—”

      “No. If you do that, I’ll never speak to you again.”

      He blinked sharply. “I’m trying to help you.”

      “And you can do that in your classes. Other than that, I’m fine. I’ve made friends and found my place here.”

      “You mean you found Curi.”

      There it was—the bitter edge of jealousy. “Yes. I have. Now if you’ll excuse me, I don’t want to keep him waiting any longer.”

      I headed for the door.

      “I’m not a fool, Cam,” Levi said to my back. “Like I said, I know you. I know when you’re hiding something.”

      “Yet you didn’t know I was hiding what I was.”

      “No, but I knew you were hiding something.”

      I hurried out of the door and down the corridor, his words ringing in my ears because, yes, he’d suspected I was hiding something. He’d probed for information enough times.

      Hiding my connection to Serath from him was going to be harder than expected.

      All I could do was hope it didn’t prove impossible.
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      Curi had waited for me in the foyer. It was strange to see him hanging with my friends. We hurried outside, away from all the other goyles.

      “Oh. My. God,” Ginia said. “An instructor? And he’s gorgeous.”

      “If you swoon, I’ll slap you,” Palia said.

      My heart rate slowed from its pounding pace of fight or flight. “I didn’t know he was an instructor.”

      “Did he buy it?” Touron asked.

      “He thinks I’m hiding something.”

      “Dammit,” Sharniza said. She fixed a glare on Curi. “You need to play the part better.”

      Curi gave her a filthy look. “What do you want me to do? Stick my tongue down her throat in front of him?”

      “If that’s what it takes,” Shar said.

      “No!” I stared at her in horror. “Hell no.”

      Curi yawned and stretched. “You have no idea what you’re missing.” He stepped close and put his arm around my shoulder. I made to pull away on instinct, but he gripped me tight, leaning in to whisper, “He’s on the porch, watching us.”

      Shit. I turned my head toward Curi so our faces were inches apart, and I could feel his warm breath on my lips. “Thanks, I⁠—”

      “Miss Basque!” The booming voice shot straight to my core.

      I didn’t need to look to know who it belonged to, but I did anyway.

      Serath bore down on us, his huge frame taut with tension, husky-like pale eyes stark and bright in his beautiful face, which was all angles of rage right now.

      “Oh shit,” Touron said.

      “We have training. Now,” he snapped.

      Bullshit. Training wasn’t for a couple of hours, but the fire in his eyes warned me to put distance between Curi and me immediately. But Curi had other ideas.

      “See you later, babe.” He pressed his lips to mine in a soft kiss that turned my blood to ice, because he might well have sealed his own death warrant.

      But there was no roar. No bellow of rage. Nothing.

      And the reason stood beside Serath with her hand on his arm. Selas watched us with milky eyes, her lips tight as if she were in pain.

      “Meet us in training room two, Miss Basque,” she said, her voice strained.

      Serath’s jaw was tight. Was he grinding his teeth?

      I took a step toward him, and Selas shook her head, the motion so slight that if I hadn’t been looking for it, I’d have missed it.

      They turned and walked away.

      “Your ex has gone,” Curi said, but his attention was on Serath’s and Selas’s retreating forms. “I need to hit the gym. When do you need me next?”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      He ambled off, and Sharniza let out a low whistle. “That was too close. You need to fill Serath in. Now.”

      “How come your ex didn’t speak to Serath? They’re both Halles,” Palia asked.

      “I doubt they know each other. Levi didn’t grow up around the goyles.”

      “Still,” Touron said. “They’re family, and he must know who Serath is, even if Serath doesn’t know who he is.”

      “I don’t know.” And right now, it didn’t matter. “I’ll catch you guys later.”

      I had a raging gargoyle to placate.
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      So far, we’d only used training room one and the outdoor training fields but never room two. My insides felt like jelly as I made my way down a flight of steps and pushed through the double doors that led into a room lined with workout equipment and mats. The center of the room was clear of all equipment, though. Strange.

      Serath stood on the far side of the room with his back to me. His shoulders bunched at my entrance, but he didn’t turn to face me.

      Selas patted his back, whispering something to him. He growled low and menacing, and Selas stepped back, shaking her head.

      “What were you thinking?” she said to me.

      “Look, I was going to come see you and tell you⁠—”

      “Tell me what?” Serath said, his tone low and rumbling. “That you’ve taken up with the Mason boy? Is that how you intend to manage your urges?” His shoulders heaved. “By giving to him what is rightfully mine?”

      “Serath!” Selas admonished. “Cam, you can’t have a lover. Not while you’re here. Not while he’s here.” She jerked her head toward Serath.

      “Neither of us gets to fuck anyone else,” Serath growled. “Ever. You’re my fucking mate.”

      The way he said it, the possessive ownership, made the beast simmering under my skin sit up and purr. But I wasn’t allowed to have this. Enjoy this. Him. Us. It was forbidden, and now he was standing with his back to me, ordering me to suffer. To eat up the pain and deal with it.

      Rage bubbled up from the dark place inside me where all my pain and disappointment resided and spilled out of my mouth in a series of harsh words.

      “So, I’m not allowed to have a life? Date? Have sex?”

      “Cam!” Selas stared at me in shock.

      I didn’t mean it. I didn’t care about any of it, but I couldn’t stop. I was pissed. Eye-burning, pulse-thumping pissed. Pissed at how unfair this was. How much it hurt to be standing in the same room as him and not be able to claim him. Not be able to hold his hand like I’d held Curi’s.

      It wasn’t his fault, but, “Fuck you, Serath. You don’t want me, so no one gets me. I have to be a fucking nun for the rest of my life? Is that it? Is that what you⁠—”

      He moved in a blur, grabbed me, and hauled me to his body, crashing his lips to mine and turning my angry, stiff frame into putty. I melted against
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