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      Ivor Basque cut an intimidating figure against the backdrop of dark wooden bookshelves and leather-bound spines. And as his expectant scrutiny of me intensified, his words echoed in my head.

      “My name is Ivor Basque, and I am your biological father.”

      “Cameron?” His brow wrinkled in concern.

      This conversation, my being here, everything was surreal. “I need a moment.”

      He nodded curtly. “Of course. I’m glad that you’re taking this so well. It will make the rest easier. Have a seat. I’ll get you some water.”

      I parked my ass on the edge of the nearest chair and took the bottle of water he produced as if out of nowhere. A few glugs cleared my head, and the full impact of his words hit.

      His claim was impossible. He couldn’t be my father. Lionel was my father. What the heck was I doing even entertaining this shit?

      My face must have reflected my thoughts because he pressed his lips together with a sigh. “Ah, I suppose that reaction is more realistic. I have a lot of explaining to do. Will you hear me out?”

      “It’s not like I can make a run for it now, is it?”

      He cracked a smile. “No. No it isn’t. I suppose one could say that you’re a captive audience.”

      Was he seriously making puns right now?

      “I’m sorry. I…um…I make jokes when I’m uncomfortable.”

      “I make you uncomfortable? You’re the leader of a graynite army.”

      “I’m also a father who’s properly meeting his daughter for the first time.”

      He spoke with a sincere tone of vulnerability that brought me up short for a moment. Either he was an excellent actor, or he was telling the truth, as far as he believed it to be anyway. “The whole father-daughter thing is still up for debate. Explain it to me. Why would you think I’m related to you in any way?”

      He drew up a chair and sat opposite me, leaning forward so his forearms rested on his thighs. “I know you’re my daughter, just as I know the tempo of my own heartbeat.”

      My scalp prickled, sensing the conviction in his words, but I narrowed my eyes. “I’m going to need a little more than that. A paternity test should do.”

      “That can be arranged, although it would take some time. In the meanwhile, allow me to convince you of the truth.”

      “I’m listening…” His eyes were the same shade of gray as mine, and the arch of his brows…No, that didn’t mean a thing.

      “I didn’t know you existed until almost sixteen years ago when I felt your presence. I tried to reach out to you. To connect with your mind, but you were a child, and you were afraid. You blocked me out.”

      Wait… “I had nightmares…You were the nightmare man?”

      He winced. “I frightened you. I should have been more careful. I’m sorry.”

      There was no way he could have known about my nightmares. So, if he did, then⁠—

      “I tried again and again to reach you after that but to no avail. You’d hidden yourself from me somehow.”

      “Derek.”

      “Your shield. Of course, that would make sense.”

      But Derek was missing right now. He’d vanished during the fight with the faction graynites. He’d shifted into chimera form to save me, and then…then he’d disappeared.

      Adaline, Levi’s mother, warned us that the chimera form was unstable, and to use it would leave us unable to shift, but unlike the others, my chimera was linked to my shield, and using it had taken Derek away from me.

      Ivor had briefly met Derek at Calista’s, but I hadn’t introduced them, so… “How do you know about Derek?”

      He looked sheepish. “I’ve been searching for you for a long time, and when I found you, I made it a point of learning as much about you as I could.”

      “How did you find me?”

      “Through Romi.”

      “My brother?” I gave him a hard stare, daring him to take that away from me.

      He sighed. “No, Cameron. Romi isn’t your brother. Lionel is.”
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        * * *

      

      I glugged more water. “This is insane. It can’t be true.”

      “I understand it’s a lot to take in. When I discovered I had a child I, too, was stunned. All those years I spent searching for you…But then I found Romi. My grandson. Tracking him, watching him, led me to you. But before I could contact you, you were gone. Then the news of Romi’s death reached me, and for a moment I feared that I’d lost you too. But then I saw you at the academy.”

      “What? What do you mean you saw me?”

      He sat back, looking a little uncomfortable. “I saw you through Varsa’s eyes.”

      “You saw me…What the fuck?” This was too much. It made no sense.

      “Varsa was caught in the crossfire of a false graynite attack several years ago. He was badly injured. I was able to heal his body but not his mind. Healing him formed an unwitting connection between us, allowing me to look through his eyes.” He smiled softly. “To see you. To spend time with you in Willowman’s garden…”

      Oh God… “That was you?”

      “Yes.”

      It hadn’t been Varsa I’d shared a connection with; it had been him. He’d been there all the time. We’d talked for hours. We’d been…friends.

      His eyes lit up as he watched the revelation unfold on my face, but I dropped my gaze, not wanting to give him that connection. Not yet. Not until I understood it all. He’d been there when Varsa died. Varsa’s final words came back to me. “I’ll see you soon…” They’d been Ivor’s words, not Varsa’s. The poor goyle had been nothing but a spying vessel and…wait a second… “The orb…Willowman’s transport orb. Did you switch it out?”

      “I did. I needed to get you out of the academy and here, safe with me. I knew you were in danger there. That there were forces who wanted you dead. I admit, it did not go to plan. Ignus was…He was a little overzealous in his approach.”

      Overzealous was an understatement. He’d scared the shit out of me. “He made me believe he could take me to Romi.”

      “We did have Romi’s location for a short time. But he was moved to their main base, and we don’t have that location.”

      “The faction…”

      “Yes.”

      Silence fell between us, deep and introspective.

      Could it be true? Could he be my father? But if he was, then that would make me… “I’m not a graynite. My mother was human, and graynites can’t procreate with humans.” But even as I said it, I knew it to be false. I had fae blood, which meant my mother hadn’t been fully human, but… “She loved Lionel. She had a contract with him and⁠—”

      “The woman who raised you was not your mother.”

      “What?” I sat up straighter. “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not. When I found you, I had my people look for your mother, for the woman I loved, but there were no official registers of your birth, and on further investigation, I found that the woman who everyone believed was your mother was not my Melanie.”

      My pulse thundered in my veins so that when I spoke, my voice sounded small and distant. “Melanie?”

      “Yes. Your real mother’s name is Melanie. I’ve searched for her for years to no avail.” He continued to speak, but his words were drowned out by the buzzing in my ears and the rush of blood in my head. “And now I have no idea what became of her. What Lionel did to her and⁠—”

      “She’s dead.”

      His eyes flew wide. “What?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Melanie…I’m pretty sure she’s dead.”

      The look of pure devastation on his face was so raw, so genuine, it made my chest ache. Not just for him, but for her too. The specter that had haunted the academy for far too long. It had to be her. The timing, the stories…Everything connected.

      “Tell me…” he said softly. “Tell me everything.”

      And so I did. I filled him in on Melanie’s spectral condition. On how she’d helped me by getting into the academy filing room, and how her mind had been compromised. Her memories taken. I told him about Travani and Carter and what they’d done. How they’d been manipulated into kidnapping Melanie and ultimately killing her.

      “And the baby…” His voice cracked. “You were taken…”

      The baby…the baby they’d left at the church had been me. I knew it now. Felt it in my bones to be true. That this man…this graynite was somehow my father.

      “Lionel did this,” Ivor said. “He found out that Melanie was pregnant before I could, and he took you.”

      Emotions tumbled inside me, anger, grief, and shock, all fighting for dominance. I pushed them all down because right now I needed to think. To focus.

      “But why? Why would he do any of this? You’re his father.” Wait… “Oh god, he knows you’re his father, doesn’t he? That you, a graynite, are his…I’m so confused.”

      “I’ll explain all of that to you later, but for now, all you need to understand is that you’re an anomaly. A halfblood graynite, something we weren’t even aware was possible until I discovered your existence. After that, we went in search of others like you. The children we hadn’t known we’d spawned.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Graynites cannot procreate with humans or any other supernatural race, but it seems we can do so with a fae blood.”

      It took a moment to sink in. “You’re saying that Melanie was fae blood…”

      He nodded slowly. “We met on one of my sojourns outside our wards.”

      “A sojourn like you made to go see Calista?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Calista is not part of this story, Cameron. But, yes, she is a friend to the graynites.”

      I wanted to know more about Willowman’s friend, but it would have to wait. “Okay, go on…”

      “Melanie didn’t know who I was or what I was. I didn’t plan to tell. She was meant to be a…diversion. What do you young people call it? A fling. But I fell in love and took risks to see her. Lionel obviously discovered my association with Melanie somehow. I think…I think there may have been a photograph of Melanie and me together. I should have taken it from her, but I wanted her to have something of me when I left her.”

      “You never planned to come back?”

      “No. It was safer for her that way. To have the memories of our time together.”

      “Did you know she worked at the academy?”

      “Not at first, and by the time I found out, I was too infatuated to stop seeing her. One more day, I’d tell myself. One more day…”

      “Enough to get her pregnant.” I sounded bitter, and maybe I was. Bitter on Melanie’s behalf. A woman who’d been punished simply for loving the wrong man. But if she hadn’t done so, then I…I wouldn’t exist. I was grateful to be alive but hated that my existence had caused her so much pain.

      “I didn’t know it was possible for me to sire a child. I didn’t know she was fae blood. I didn’t know…” He squeezed his eyes shut. “And now she’s gone.” His eyes snapped open. “I need to see her.”

      And she deserved to see him. To have her questions answered. To get closure but… “She’s trapped in the academy walls.”

      “Because of her trauma, because she doesn’t know the truth,” Ivor said. “But you can set her free. Once it’s safe to do so, you’ll tell her who you are. You’ll set her free to find me, won’t you?”

      He looked so earnest, younger somehow in that moment.

      “I will. I promise you that.” Melanie was my mother. I was her child, taken from her all those years ago, but fate had unwittingly brought us together again because Travani and Carter hadn’t known who I was when they assigned me that room. Their part in my abduction was horrendous, but they weren’t the only ones to blame.

      I closed my eyes, my head buzzing with information that spawned more questions. “Lionel sent Romi to find me. He knew my mother…the woman who raised me. It all points to him. He killed Melanie, and he placed me with…” But I’d loved her. Loved the woman who raised me. “I need a moment.” Maybe more than a moment.

      “Of course. I…I’m sorry this is so much to take in. There is more. About the faction and when we believe it was formed and who we think might be overseeing it. But that can wait until your team is present.”

      I nodded mutely, still processing. Wait…who they thought might be overseeing it? “The alpha is in charge of the faction, right?” I met his gaze. “That’s what we’re taught. That killing the alpha will bring down all the graynites and…” That didn’t make sense now, now that we knew the faction used artificially created graynites. The alpha was meant to be the first, the linchpin, the…Revelation hit me like a slug to the chest. “It’s you, isn’t it? You’re the alpha.”

      He smiled wryly. “Yes, Cameron. I’m the alpha.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I’d assumed that the alpha would be with the faction, because in my head, he was the bad guy and so were the faction, which meant that they belonged together, but now that I was thinking clearly, now that I had more information, of course it didn’t make sense for an original graynite, for the alpha, to be with a group that was using artificial means to create his kind.

      No, the alpha was here.

      Standing in front of me.

      The alpha was my father…

      “It’s a lot to process,” Ivor said gently. “But I promise to explain everything soon. You have nothing to fear from me or my people. I understand the reputation I’ve been given, but I can assure you it’s mostly fabricated.” The corner of his mouth tipped up. “I’m tough and ruthless, but I am not evil.”

      No…No, he wasn’t. I sensed no insidious intent. No deceit. “I believe you.”

      The tightness around his eyes eased, and it hit me how much he wanted me to like him. To accept him.

      “Good,” he continued. “Ignus will take you to your elites. I’ll join you in an hour.”

      He was giving me space, and after everything I’d just learned, I was grateful for a little time to process. “Thank you.”

      He smiled, but his gray eyes were dark with sorrow. “I’m sorry for any pain my truths have caused you today. But I can’t lie about how happy I am to have you here with me, even if it is only for a little time.”

      This was my father. A graynite. The fucking alpha. I was a graynite and the fucking alpha’s daughter. Wait, what did that mean for me? “Will I change? Will I shift into one of you?”

      He shook his head. “Only time will tell. It’s different for each halfblood graynite. And for you, my daughter, I can’t say.”

      I was already different, with Derek as my shield and the strange needing that my fae blood evoked. I didn’t want any more surprises.

      He must have picked up on my disquiet because he said, “Whatever happens, I will be here to guide you.”

      But that wasn’t enough. I needed to understand… “What are you? Really? What is a graynite?”

      His smile was thin and mirthless. “I’ll tell you everything you need to know in an hour.”

      I blew out an agitated breath and nodded. I’d waited years to discover the truth of my heritage, what was one more hour?
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      Ignus was surprisingly quiet as he led me through the network of corridors back to Serath’s room, and I was grateful for his silence. I needed time to fully digest Ivor’s revelations. Over the past few months, everything I’d known about myself had been challenged, turned on its head, then been completely obliterated. Embracing change was never easy, and what Ivor had told me…Well, it changed everything. My view of myself, my allegiance, my path.

      “Here we are.” Ignus’s crisp, cultured accent pulled me from my thoughts outside Serath’s room. “I’ll wait while you let him know where you’re going.”

      Going? I wasn’t leaving Serath out of this. “He needs to be with us for this conversation.”

      “We should monitor him for another twenty-four hours to ensure that nothing⁠—”

      “This is bullshit. He’s fine. He’s himself. Let him out.” He’d been held captive by the faction, and now he was being held captive here. I was done with this.

      “Your mate is no longer an elite. He is no longer a regular gargoyle. He’s a graynite now. The first of his kind to still retain his soul.”

      That brought me up short. “Graynites don’t have souls?”

      He canted his head and tutted softly. “I see Ivor still has much to explain. Needless to say, we’ve never seen a graynite like Serath before.”

      Which was why they’d slapped a cuff on him to stop him from shifting. Fear of the unknown could produce toxic reactions. “Just because you’ve never seen a graynite like him doesn’t mean that he’s a threat. Ubron is gone, and I need my mate by my side. Drop the boundary in the room and let him out.”

      Ignus looked down his nose at me for several beats, lips pressed together so that the corners of his mouth dimpled. “Very well.” He sounded resigned. “I’ll approve an early release.” He pressed his hand to the wall outside the door, and a hidden panel slid open onto which he keyed in a code. “The boundary is deactivated.”

      Serath stopped his pacing as soon as I entered the room, relief coloring his features. His long dark hair looked mussed, as if he’d been raking his fingers through it.

      “Hey…” I crossed the yellow boundary keeping him caged and stepped into his arms, into a hug that drained all the tension from my body. He kissed the top of my head, his sigh filtering over my scalp, his scent filling my nostrils and soothing my beast. I pressed my cheek to the soft cotton of his shirt, allowing his body heat to seep into me.

      “I woke and you were gone,” he said. “I wasn’t sure what to think. But I knew you weren’t hurt.”

      He’d sensed me through the bond we’d solidified a few hours ago. “Ivor wanted to see me.”

      His eyebrows flicked up. “You met the alpha?”

      “You knew the alpha was here?”

      “You didn’t?”

      We stared at each other for several beats, and then I exhaled on a laugh. “I suppose we should have talked a little more last night.”

      His arm around my waist tightened. “No. I’m perfectly happy with how we spent our time.”

      My stomach flipped with the memory of last night. His hands skimming over my body, kneading and grasping, his mouth on mine, hungry and demanding, and the moment of consummation when he was finally inside me, filling me and⁠—

      His chest vibrated in a warning purr. “Cameron…”

      “Yes, Cameron. Please…” Ignus said from the doorway. “I can smell the pheromones from here.”

      Serath’s warning purr morphed into a growl aimed at Ignus.

      “Whoa, calm down, big guy. I’m just saying that if I can smell them, everyone can, and we’re in a building filled with graynites that don’t get much action. You get me?”

      Serath hugged me tighter, his chest rising and falling as he wrangled in his emotions. “We understand.” He leaned in and whispered in my ear, “Save those thoughts for later, when we’re alone and I can act on them.”

      My cheeks heated, and I nodded.

      “O-kay…” Ignus said, his tone letting us know he’d heard every word. “We should get going.”

      Serath sighed and reluctantly released me. “I’m not sure I like this waiting around.”

      “Good, because you don’t have to. Ignus has deactivated the boundary. You’re coming with us.”

      His eyes flared. “I can leave the room?” He sounded stunned, and that coupled with the wary look in his eyes had anger flaring in my belly.

      I reached up and caressed his jaw. “You can do whatever the fuck you want, Serath. No one will stop you.”

      His bright eyes seemed to glow, pupils dilating to eat away at the pale blue of his irises.

      I laced my fingers with his and drew him toward the yellow boundary. He hesitated before stepping over it, and that made the knot of anger in my belly tighter. The faction had scarred him in ways I couldn’t possibly understand, but I’d do whatever it took to help him heal.

      We followed Ignus down the corridor and up a flight of stairs.

      “What is he like?” Serath asked. “The alpha? What did he say to you?”

      Words tangled on my tongue as a tumult of emotions washed over me. “He’s…kind.” I took a breath, realizing that I’d neglected to tell him the most pertinent fact. “And he’s my father.”
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      The guest quarters were brightly lit, painted a bland magnolia and dotted with large armchairs and deep sofas designed to accommodate a goyle frame. There were a couple of doors leading off from the room and a smart dining area to one side.

      Curi and Shar sat on one of the large sofas and Adaline and Levi on the other. They broke off their conversation as we entered.

      Curi made to stand, his attention on me, before it flicked over my shoulder to Serath. He stilled, and a dull sheen stole the brightness from his dark eyes before he relaxed back into his seat.

      An aching throb opened a pit in my chest—a feeling of loss that made no sense because I hadn’t lost Curi. He was still here. We were friends, and that would never change.

      Levi, however, did stand, his chest expanding on a breath. “You’re all right.” He looked from me to Serath, involving him in the observation.

      “We’re good.” Serath closed the distance between us so that his chest was pressed to my back in a move that was probably more possessive than comforting, but after everything he’d been through—that we’d been through—I couldn’t be irked by it.

      An awkward silence fell, and Shar broke it. “Have you felt Derek? Seen him?”

      My stomach knotted. “Not yet. I’m sure he’s fine, though. He has to be.” I looked to Adaline. “Right? He used his chimera and then vanished.”

      “It may have put him in stasis,” Adaline said. “I’m sure he’ll be back.”

      “Well…” Ignus said. “I’ll leave you to catch up. Ivor will be with you shortly. I’m headed to the lab.”

      “Do you mind if I tag along?” Adaline asked, already on her feet.

      Ignus’s face broke into a warm, genuine smile. “I’d welcome the company, Adi.”

      Adi?

      Adaline’s cheeks flushed, and Levi’s brow furrowed.

      Shar caught my eye and raised a brow. Yeah, it seemed like Ignus had taken a shine to Levi’s mother.

      Adaline and Ignus slipped from the room, and I was left standing between three males that meant the world to me. Three males that I loved in different ways.

      Tension spiked—a palpable hum in the air.

      “O-kay…” Shar clapped her hands together. “Who wants tea? They brought three pots of it in a few minutes ago.” She crossed to the table where three tea trays had been laid out.

      Levi’s shoulders dropped. “Tea sounds good.”

      “Yeah.” Curi tore his gaze from me. “I’ll take a cup.” He tugged the band out of his hair, then raked it all up again, gathering the blue tresses into a knot at the base of his skull.

      It was a move of agitation that I recognized. We’d have to talk later for sure.

      Serath’s sigh filtered through me. “Wait. I have something I wish to say. Levi, Curi…I know how you feel about Cameron, and I, of all people, can understand why. I know that she may have leaned on you both in my absence and that you may have grown close…” Oh fuck, he was looking straight at Curi. Curi stared back at him levelly, tension radiating off him as he waited for the punch line. “I am more grateful to you than I can express for all that you’ve done.”

      Curi’s shoulders dropped, his gaze flicking to me. Was he wondering how much I’d told Serath? I gave a slight nod, hoping that he could read that as confirmation that I’d told my mate everything.

      “But I’m back now,” Serath said. “I can take it from here.”

      And just like that, he’d set a boundary.

      Levi dropped his head in a nod. “It’s good to have you back.”

      “Yeah,” Curi said. “Cameron was lost without you.” His smile was genuine, but his eyes held the shadows of loss that echoed the ache inside me. I longed to hug him. To tell him that nothing would change, that we’d still be as close, but I’d be lying to myself and to him. Curi and I had danced around something that could have been, and during that time, he’d claimed a sliver of my heart. But a sliver was all I could offer him, and the dance had to end because it led to something that could never be.

      Not in this lifetime.

      I fixed a smile on my face. “Okay, let’s pour that tea. I’ve got a lot to share with you all.”
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        * * *

      

      Stunned silence greeted me once I finished recounting my conversation with Ivor. Shar was the first to break it. “So Lionel lied to you. He had you taken from your mother. He murdered her?” She shook her head. “I can’t fathom it. He seemed to genuinely care about you.”

      “And maybe he does care,” Levi said. “He sent Romi to watch over her, and he knows that Cameron is his…sister.” He winced as he said it. “Damn, that’s a strange thought.”

      “He killed her mother,” Shar reiterated. “Carter and Travani were given poison to give to her.”

      “We can speculate as much as we want,” Curi said, “but the only way to know for sure is to ask him. Something we can’t do without revealing our hand. We need to be wary.”

      “What if he’s working for the faction?” Shar said.

      “No,” Serath replied. “It doesn’t fit. The faction wants Cameron dead, but Lionel has done nothing but protect her. He hid her from the council.”

      “And killed her mother,” Shar muttered. Then louder… “And he hid her from the alpha. From her father.”

      “For all we know, he could genuinely think that Ivor is evil,” Levi said. “We don’t know what their relationship is like or how it ended. Lionel also put Cameron on the elite team path, something the faction wouldn’t have done if they wanted the elite team destabilized.”

      “And we have to consider Romi,” Curi said. “The faction took Romi and turned him. I can’t imagine Lionel would have wanted that.”

      And that was the most compelling piece of evidence. There was no doubt in my mind that Lionel loved Romi. There was no way he would have allowed his son to be abused and turned into a graynite. “I think we can safely conclude that, despite his crimes, Lionel is not with the faction.”

      They all murmured in agreement.

      “Then maybe we need to consider bringing him into the circle of trust,” Shar said reluctantly. “Finding out exactly what he did to your mother.”

      “No. Not yet. Not until we’re certain that he can be trusted.”

      “And how will we know?”

      I shrugged. “We just…will.”

      “The person we should be looking at is Ulrickson,” Serath said.

      Levi went as still as stone. “Excuse me?”

      Serath sat up straighter, his eyes bright. “You heard me.”

      Levi’s hands curled into fists. “My father is not a traitor.”

      “Ulrickson murdered his own brother and his sister-in-law, then abandoned his nephew.” Serath stood slowly, and Levi mirrored the action. “I believe he did it for status and power, because one moment he was an admin grunt, and the next he was on the council.”

      Levi’s jaw ticked. “You have no proof of that.”

      “No. I don’t. If I did, then I’d have claimed justice for my family by now. Instead, I’ve spent my life wondering what kind of male would sacrifice his blood for power.”

      Levi’s eye twitched, and when he spoke, it wasn’t to refute Serath’s claims about his father being a murderer or power hungry; he simply said, “He wouldn’t put me in harm’s way. He’s not with the faction.” But he didn’t sound too sure now.

      I stepped in. “Ulrickson is the last person we’ll be trusting either way, and Levi’s on board with that. The rest we should shelve for now.”

      Serath pressed his lips together and nodded.

      My ears picked up the sound of bootfalls drawing near. “I think we’re about to be hit by a fresh wave of information.”

      The door opened, and Ivor stood on the threshold, hands tucked into his pants pockets, a ghost of a smile on his lips.

      “Good evening. Are you ready for story time?”
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      There was plenty of seating in the room, and Curi and Serath moved the sofas so we were gathered around the large oak coffee table facing Ivor. I sat with Serath, and Curi sat with Shar, while Levi claimed an armchair.

      Tea was passed around, and we settled in to listen to what Ivor had to tell us.

      “We should start at the beginning,” Ivor said. “When the rift to the other place first opened. The gray began to seep into our world. It was their atmosphere, toxic to humans and home to terrifying beasts from their world. The gargoyles were able to withstand the gray to a degree, but the rift was guarded by creatures that even they couldn’t best, and the atmosphere close to it was lethal, even to gargoyles. We were losing the war against what was essentially a terraforming of our world. But then the high council of witches made a proposition. They’d had contact with beings from this other world—disembodied entities called shedim. These shedim were the protectors of powerful relics that were housed in the world beyond the gray. They had the power to withstand the gray and fight the beasts but not in their disembodied states. The rift opening had pulled them through, stripping their souls from their bodies in the process. Their queen promised that they could close the rift if they were given hosts.”

      I could see where this was going now. “Gargoyle hosts?”

      “Yes, but it wasn’t as simple as gargoyles agreeing to be possessed. The shedim were not ghosts. They were the souls of living creatures. And so the witches created a curse that would strip the gargoyles of their souls, leaving their bodies empty and ready to house a shedim soul.”

      My scalp pricked because I remembered Carter and Lionel telling me about a curse. One that gave the guardians the power to fight the gray at the costs of their souls. The shedim must have been the powerful force they’d mentioned, but did Carter and Lionel know that? That the shedim were the force. All Carter had said was that it was classified information.

      “But a curse can only be activated if something terrible is done,” Ivor said. “It was agreed, by all parties, that the sigma leader of the gargoyle army would be the one to activate this curse. He was bound by magic to his battalion so that the curse would strip his entire battalion of their souls, leaving their bodies free for the shedim. But to activate it, this sigma was forced to sacrifice his mate.”

      “Sacrifice?” Shar said. “How?”

      “He killed her.” Ivor blinked slowly. “She agreed to the sacrifice, knowing it was the only way to save her world and keep her son safe. They had one last night together, and during their lovemaking, he thrust a blade into her heart.” Gasps filled the room, and my eyes heated with the threat of tears. Ivor quickly continued. “It was a blessing that the curse took the sigma immediately, too, stripping his soul from his body and allowing him to reunite with his mate in the afterlife. Their sacrifice allowed the shedim to claim the battalion.”

      “They became the graynites,” Curi said softly.

      “Yes. Five graynites were chosen from five bloodlines and tasked to carry the energy of a mystical detonator to the rift. The covens sacrificed their strongest witches to create the implosion device. With a battalion to pave the way, they were able to use it to implode the rift and seal it. They gave their lives, and their sacrifice blessed their bloodlines with the ability to end the graynite who’d sparked the curse. The alpha…”

      Which meant… “You’re the alpha, so…you’re a sigma, the one who killed his mate?”

      He was also Lionel’s father, so…Was that why Lionel hated him? For killing his mother? Did he understand the truth of what had happened? Of course not. The truth wasn’t something we were told. It had been altered over the years. The narrative changed.

      Ivor watched me process before speaking. “Yes, I am the alpha, but I am not the sigma who killed his mate. I am the shedim who claimed that sigma’s body.”

      “Fuck…of course,” Levi said.

      So, what did that make me? Was I shedim, goyle, or graynite?

      “The curse created by the witches had an unexpected effect,” Ivor continued. “It attached itself to every sigma in existence and all that have been born since. But the sigma gargoyles weren’t the only ones affected by the events. Creating the implosion device killed not only the thirteen witches taking part in its creation but hundreds more. In the days and weeks that followed, witches dropped dead. There are only a handful of their kind left now. The covens gone. The power all but dead.”

      “So, what happened then?” Shar asked. “Once the rift was closed?”

      “The five gargoyles from the bloodlines that closed the rift were supposed to kill me, thus freeing all the shedim. My people hoped to be free of these bodies and find a new home, but those plans changed once we’d seen the rift up close. There was evidence to suggest it was not natural, that someone, or something, had opened it from this side, and until we knew who, until we could be sure it wouldn’t happen again, it was agreed that we would remain. The relics my people guard cannot fall into the wrong hands. We had to ensure the rift stayed closed.”

      “It was agreed?” Levi said. “By who? The council?”

      “Yes. Your gargoyle council agreed that we would remain. But…over the decades, something changed. There were attacks on humans, and the council blamed us. And then…then we discovered the existence of other graynites. We knew it had to be related to the opening of the rift. Over the years, we tried to impress this on the council, but they refused to believe us. We are not of this world. Alien to them, and they chose to believe the worst of us. But the faction is real. And it seems that they’ve discovered a way to create graynites using sigmas, and there is no doubt in my mind that the people responsible are integrated into the highest positions in your gargoyle government.”

      “You think the faction wants to reopen the rift?” Serath said.

      “Yes. Five graynites closed it. Graynites from specific bloodlines, and from what we’ve learned, they have five graynites from those bloodlines too…at least they did until earlier today.” He looked at Serath. “We’ve slowed them down, but they won’t stop. They’ll either come for you or they’ll find another Halle sigma.”

      “There are no others,” Serath said. “Not that I know of.”

      But that didn’t mean much. “No one knew Romi was a sigma.”

      Silence fell for several beats.

      “Are you saying that the thing inside me was a shedim?” Serath asked.

      “No.” Ivor sighed. “The shedim aren’t the only inhabitants of my old world. We have been at loggerheads with the infernals for centuries. These higher beings are travelers of worlds. They consider themselves above us, better than us because they’ve created civilizations and left their mark in many realities. They believe they should be the relic keepers. Several must have been pulled through into this world when the rift was opened, but whereas we found the witches and offered to help close the rift, the infernals…well, I believe they may have allied with the faction who opened the rift.”

      “You think they want to open the rift and take the relics,” Serath said.

      “Yes. I believe so.”

      So, the faction was replacing gargoyle souls with infernal ones, using the curse to do it. “What do we do now? We can’t let them open the rift.”

      “When the curse was created, there was an anchor. Me. This body.” He lightly touched his chest. “If the faction is planning to reopen the rift, if they’re making graynites using infernals, then they, too, will have an anchor, one that must have been created when the witches were abundant.” His gaze settled on each of us. “Your elite team will need to find their alpha and kill him.”

      “Or her,” Shar pointed out.

      Ivor inclined his head. “Or her.”

      Silence fell as we all processed what he’d told us. But something niggled at me. Something he’d mentioned but then dropped. Oh, yes… “You mentioned a queen? The shedim queen?”

      He smiled sadly. “She is…no more. At least not in any form that is tangible.”
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