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      THE AFTERMATH

      The graynite took to the air with Serath dangling, limp and lifeless, from its talons.

      A roar filled my head, and the world vanished.

      “Cam! Cam, come back. Come back, please,” someone cried.

      “Hold her, hold her down,” another voice, familiar yet distant, ordered.

      A scream. A wail of anguish, and fire raced over my skin.

      Bands circled my wrists as sobs rose in the distance.

      “Oh, God. Oh, God. Please help her. Help her.”

      “I’ve got her. Cam, I’ve got you.”

      Serath? No. Not Serath. Serath was gone. Serath was dead.

      No, no, no.

      I allowed darkness to take me back under.
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        * * *

      

      “Cameron, can you hear me?”

      I knew this voice, even though I hadn’t heard it often.

      “Cameron, you should have come to me. You should have told me. I would have helped you. Protected you.”

      Fuck off, Lionel. I’m happy here. Safe here. It’s dark, cozy, and warm, and I want to stay.

      “You need to come back. You need to surface. I’m your sire, and I will protect you.”

      I wanted to remind him how he’d never done anything for me before, but that meant speaking; it meant surfacing, something I wasn’t eager to do.

      But even if you do say those things, they’d be a lie.

      I squeezed my eyes shut against Derek’s voice in my head. I didn’t want to follow this train of thought.

      He do something for you. He give you Romi.

      Romi.

      My brother was in danger.

      But Serath was dead.

      The darkness hugged me tighter. Desperate to keep me.

      Romi alive. He alive and he need you.

      No, no, no.

      Time for us to wake up, my Cameron.

      I hate you.

      I hate me too.

      No, that wasn’t what I meant. Derek, I’m sorry.

      I sorry, Cam. I so sorry.

      As much as I wanted to hide, as much as I needed to block out the world, Derek was right: it was time to wake up.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re healing well,” Levi said. “You’ll be good as new by the morning.”

      I stared back at him from my bed in the infirmary, my thoughts numb.

      His throat bobbed. “You should have told me you’d found your fated mate.”

      He knew. Everyone knew now. “Your father is on the council.”

      His brows knitted. “And you thought I’d sell you out? So, you fake dated the Mason boy to throw me off the scent?” He shook his head in exasperation. “I knew it, that day outside Stone Comfort when you protected Serath, just before Derek showed up and⁠—”

      “Go away, Levi.” I didn’t want to remember. I didn’t want to see him in my head while speaking to Levi. His face, his beautiful face, now gone. I was done with the conversation. Done with anything that made me think or feel. I was awake, and that was enough.

      “No, Cam. I need to know. To understand how you could ever have thought I’d rat you out.”

      “Can you honestly say that you wouldn’t have told your father? In the name of protecting me from myself?”

      He opened his mouth to reply, then snapped it shut again.

      “Yeah, I thought as much.” I turned my head away, wanting to fall into dreams. Into a place where everything was like before. A place where Serath was alive. “Go away, Levi. I want to be alone.”

      “No.”

      The first flicker of anger since I’d woken flared inside me. “Go. Away.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      Something ugly and twisted surged to life inside me. “Why? Because you think you have a chance with me now that Serath is gone? You think I’ll fall into your arms, all weepy and desperate for comfort?” I sat up, eyes burning with indignant wrath and the vicious need to hurt someone, anyone. Him. “I will never love you. I will never ever love anyone again. I might be breathing, but I’m dead. You understand me? Cameron is fucking dead. Now get the fuck out!”

      Levi met my rage with calm assurance. “I’ll go. But I need you to know that I’m here for you. I care about you, Cameron, and I’ll always be your friend.”

      I turned my head away and closed my eyes, battling the heat of frustrated rage, and after a few moments, I heard the door open and close.

      He was gone, and I was finally alone. I sniffed and wiped at my wet eyes. Fucking stupid tears. Stupid world.

      I hurt. I hurt all the fucking time.

      The door opened again. Fucksake! “What is your problem?”

      Sharniza stepped into the room, trailed by Curi, Touron, Ginia, and Palia. “My problem is that my best friend is in pain,” she said, “and I can’t do a damn thing to fix it.”

      My vision blurred as the people I loved the most in the world entered the room and surrounded my bed. Derek materialized beside me, his huge, solid mass dwarfing us all.

      “I don’t know if I can do this.” My words were a whispered confession. “I don’t think I’m strong enough.”

      “Then we’ll be strong enough for you,” Curi said. “You’re not alone.”

      “We fight,” Derek said. “We fight, and we get Romi.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, dislodging tears. “It hurts. It hurts like it will never stop.”

      Derek put his arm around me. “Then we share the hurt. We bear it together.”

      “We love you,” Ginia said.

      “So much,” Palia added.

      “But you need to get out of that bed and on your feet,” Sharniza said, her tone hard and unforgiving. “You owe it to Serath and to Romi, but most of all, you owe it to yourself.”

      Romi…How the fuck would I save him now? How would I avenge Serath? “The elite team is gone. No Prasan, no Serath and Selas…” Selas was injured so badly she’d had to be taken back to Arcadia for treatment.

      “Selas is strong,” Touron said. “She’ll heal. But we need to make the motherfuckers who did this pay.”

      I looked up at his determined face. “Without an elite team?”

      They exchanged glances. “No,” Sharniza said finally. “You’ll have a team. Elite trials are in less than three weeks, and you won’t be taking them alone.”
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      ONE WEEK LATER

      Serath was dead.

      I’d lost count of how often that thought stopped me in my tracks.

      But if I closed my eyes and pretended hard, then I could imagine him here with me, standing behind me, the heat of his body brushing mine. Sometimes, I could even feel the weight of his hands on my shoulders. And in that moment before waking, when the world was soft, fuzzy, and unreal, his gruff, rumbling voice would tease my senses.

      But reality always seeped in, and the tiny voice inside me that refused to allow me to succumb to delusion would remind me of the bitter truth.

      Serath was dead.

      He was gone.

      But I was here, and I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t curl up and die. I didn’t have the luxury of crawling into the bosom of my grief and staying there. So, I ate and walked and talked. Trained and breathed, all the while carrying an empty place inside me where my heart had once nestled.

      Serath was gone, and I would never be whole again.

      The only thing that kept me going was Romi. My brother was alive. I’d save him. I’d use everything that Serath had taught me and make him proud.

      The tentative knock on my door made my teeth ache. Everything was eggshells and hushed voices. Everything was cotton wool and care, and although part of me understood that my friends were trying to help, that they cared about me, loved me even, the other part, the beast inside was enraged by it.

      We were not weak.

      We would not fall.

      We would find Romi and kill the alpha, avenging our mate.

      “Cam?” Curi called through the door. “The meeting starts in thirty minutes. We should leave.”

      I closed my eyes and breathed to center myself before pulling open the door.

      Curi was in full lastonflex initiate uniform, blue hair pulled back in a knot so that his brutal features were highlighted to their best advantage. To someone who didn’t know him, he could come across as intimidating, frightening even, but not to me. Not when his dark eyes were brimming with concern. My agitation ebbed. For some reason, it was impossible to stay angry around Curi.

      “You good?” he asked.

      No. My mate was dead, but I was still breathing. “I’m good.”

      He exhaled and nodded. “We just need to get through this meeting, and then we can focus on the mission.”

      They’d made us wait one week before calling for a meeting to determine what exactly had happened the night of the cadet exams.

      One whole fucking week!

      My blood simmered, and it took every ounce of will to soothe it. “Where are the others?”

      “Headed to the main building. I volunteered to come get you.” We headed down the stairs. “Any news on Selas?”

      “I spoke to my uncle last night. She’s stable, thanks to the antivenom that Willowman brewed up, but she’s badly wounded. They’re not sure if and when she’ll be able to return to active duty.”

      Which left Orix as the only active elite. There was only one way forward, and we’d waited a week for it to be confirmed.

      This meeting was more than just about rehashing the events of the attack. This meeting was about rebuilding the only team that could take down the monster who’d ripped out my heart.

      “Are you ready for this, Curi?”

      “I’ve never been more ready in my life.”

      Good, because if all went to plan, I wouldn’t be the only one taking the elite exam in two weeks. Curi, Sharniza, and the next Halle in line, whoever that was, would be taking it with me.
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        * * *

      

      The main building was buzzing with goyles, all here to hover, to get a listen in on the proceedings that were about to take place. Personally, I thought this meeting was a waste of time. Everyone involved had given their statements. The goyles who’d come to our rescue had seen what happened. This…this was a waste of time, but it was protocol. An informal face-to-face fact-finding exercise was what they called it, but there was nothing informal about the cloaked and hooded alchemists that crawled over campus.

      They’d arrived the day after the attack, and it was now clear that they had no immediate plans to leave. Our security had been upgraded by mind readers, a precaution to ensure that any other moles were rooted out quickly.

      Goyles stopped talking to look our way as we passed, then the whispers began. Curi’s grip on my hand tightened, not the grip of a lover like we’d faked the past few weeks, but of a friend loaning support in the face of controversy. Because my secret was out.

      My reaction to Serath’s death on the battlefield had been witnessed by all. I’d blacked out, and the moments after were a blur, but I’d heard the accounts whispered on campus and relayed to me by a stone-faced Sharniza.

      According to them, I’d torn off my clothes and gouged welts into my arms and face. I’d been incoherent. Crazed.

      The actions of a grieving mate.

      My secret was out, but Serath was dead, and my sire had been true to his word, reminding all that would listen that they needed me.

      I was still here.

      Unpunished by them but ruined by fate.

      “Can’t believe they hid it all this time…”

      “A mercy he’s dead⁠—”

      A low growl rumbled up my throat, head whipping around to face the speaker.

      The goyle recoiled, holding up his hands, but my beast was awake, pushing against my skin, incensed, because how fucking dare he? How fucking⁠—

      Shadows bloomed in my path, coalescing into a familiar form. “No,” Derek said. “We not do this, Cam.”

      The rage bled out of me, and my shoulders slumped. I was tired. So fucking tired.

      Derek put his arm around me and drew me close. “We get through this. Together.”

      I looked up into his beautiful diamond eyes filled with love, compassion, and regret, and couldn’t help but wonder what if. What if I hadn’t made Yarrow promise to keep Derek away from the cadet exams? Would it have made a difference if he’d been able to get to me?

      Would Serath still be alive?

      But these thoughts were redundant.

      The past couldn’t be altered.

      All we could do now was move forward. One moment to lean into Derek, to squeeze Curi’s hand, to draw strength, then I was standing on my own two feet, untethered, chin up as we walked past all the prying eyes and whispering mouths, up the stairs and down a long corridor to the assembly chamber.

      Shar, Touron, Ginia, and Palia waited by the assembly room doors, along with several other cadets who’d survived the attack. Waxen and Hawke were among them.

      We exchanged nods before my attention was drawn to Orix standing by a side door, deep in conversation with a dark-haired woman. There was something familiar about her—something in the curve of her mouth and her almond-shaped eyes.

      She must have felt me staring because she looked over. Her mouth turned down as she said something to Orix before breaking away from him to stride toward me.

      I wasn’t sure why, but I braced myself.

      “Cameron Basque, my name is Nandini Aziza. I hear you killed my son.”

      My stomach went rock hard. This was Prasan’s mother. “I didn’t kill him, but I wish I had.”

      Her jaw flexed. “You misunderstand me. I’m grateful to you. What he did…” She swallowed hard. “He has brought shame on our family, and I assure you that I will personally stop at nothing to uncover the full extent of his duplicity. I’m…I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Serath…

      I pressed my lips together because there was nothing more to say. Her son had been a murderer. He might not have struck the killing blow, but he’d orchestrated the attack that had. I was not sorry for her loss. Not one bit.

      She inclined her head and slipped away through a set of side doors that led fuck knows where.

      “Haven’t seen her in years,” Sharniza said, joining us.

      It was odd to think that Shar could be related to Prasan, the traitor, but they were blood. Distant cousins on her sire’s side.

      “The woman is married to the Stone council,” Shar continued. “One of the few omegas to take a post outside of Arcadia’s nest. She practically lives at HQ from what I’ve heard. Azizas value their reputation above anything else, and her mate will blame her for Prasan’s defection. Any negative traits or fallacies are always blamed on the mother, and any triumphs are attributed to the sire.”

      I didn’t have it in me to feel sorry for Nandini. Emotions had been running a little dry as of late; the only ones that seemed to come unbidden and easy were anger or rage. They seemed to traipse about hand in hand, waiting for any small fracture in my emotional shields to seep through.

      But tonight was about poise and calm. Tonight, I’d get what I needed by using logic and clean-cut argument.

      “We should be called in soon,” Orix said. “Once this is over, we can focus on the mission.”

      “They’ll address the elite issue?” Shar asked.

      “I’ll make sure they do,” Orix said.

      There were dark circles beneath his eyes. Lack of sleep had caught up to him. The loss of his team—one friend’s betrayal and another’s death…

      I’d been so caught up in my own loss that I’d failed in acknowledging the pain of those around me. Grief was indeed a selfish beast.

      Guilt settled heavily on my shoulders as I looked, really looked, at my friends and fellow cadets—the slump of their shoulders, the smudges beneath their eyes. The loss…so much loss.

      “Any more news on Selas?” Touron asked Curi.

      “Not since last night,” Curi replied. He looked like he wanted to say more but then pressed his lips together and shook his head slightly.

      “What?” Touron demanded. “What aren’t you telling us?”

      Curi sighed. “I’m wondering what you aren’t telling us.”

      Touron’s expression shuttered. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Yeah? Well, when you figure it out, know that we’re here and…I’m pretty sure she’s allowed visitors.”

      Wait, who…Selas? The look on Touron’s face was pure devastation and longing and—Oh God…Did he have a thing for Selas?

      “Everyone,” Orix said. “We’re being summoned.”

      There was no time to press Touron on it now, because the doors to the assembly hall were swinging open.

      It was time to give testimony.
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      The assembly room was designed for graduations and special events. But tonight, the stage at the back of the room was taken up by a row of seats, each occupied by a goyle that I didn’t recognize.

      No, wait, there were six goyles and a human. The human representative, no doubt.

      More seats had been set in a row, backs against the base of the steps, taken up by more goyles, one of which was my sire.

      Lionel Basque fixed his attention on me, assessing, probably checking to ensure I didn’t fall apart.

      He’d been there for me after, and even though it didn’t make up for the years of radio silence, it mattered.

      “No one will touch you, Cameron. You’re a Basque, and I won’t allow it.” He hadn’t held me. Hadn’t comforted me with physical touch, but his words had shown his support.

      And he was here now. To speak for me, if needed, and that mattered.

      A side door opened, and Prasan’s mother entered, followed by two cloaked alchemists.

      “What are they doing here?” Touron whispered.

      “Lie detectors, no doubt,” Shar said.

      “They’ll probably be scanning our thoughts during this whole thing,” Curi said.

      I had nothing to hide. Not any longer.

      Prasan’s mother took a seat at the base of the stage while the alchemists flanked it, their faces hidden inside their hoods, hands clasped so they were hidden by the bell sleeves of their cloaks.

      The door opened again, and Levi slipped into the room. He stayed in the shadows, looking up at the stage. Of course, Ulrickson would be up there somewhere. Which one was he?

      The one in the middle with the stunning sapphire eyes like Levi? Yes, he had the same straight nose, too, but that was where the similarities ended. Where Levi’s mouth was full and generous, this goyle’s mouth was a thin slash of a line. Where Levi’s eyes held warmth and compassion, this goyle’s gaze was cold and calculating.

      He was a Halle. Serath’s uncle. But I saw nothing of my mate in him.

      He spoke, his mouth barely moving with the words. “You have been called to give oral testimony on the events of…” He looked down the stage toward the drapes that covered the side exits, where a small man was huddled over a notepad.

      The man looked up, a startled expression on his face, pushed his spectacles up his nose, and recited the date of the cadet exam. A date etched into my memory but obviously not important enough for Ulrickson to remember.

      Ulrickson nodded curtly at the man before continuing. “We have studied your written accounts of the evening in question and spoken to the goyles who witnessed, or were part of, the awful events, and we’re confident that we have a good understanding of what transpired; however, memory is a complicated beast, and there may be details buried in your subconscious minds. We will wish to view those.” View? What did he mean? “We’d also like to discuss the graynite behavior witnessed.”

      Another goyle sat forward. “You say that there were five graynites to begin with. That they attacked you with the goal of eliminating Miss Basque. This makes sense as she is our only viable Basque at present. Eliminating her would give the graynites an advantage. But your statements also assert that several more graynites joined the fray toward the end of the battle and attacked the first troop of graynites?” He swept his gaze over us. “Is that correct?”

      We all nodded and mumbled, “Yes.”

      “This is unusual behavior for graynites,” the goyle said. “Our history of conflict with them shows that their strength lies in their unity.”

      “Maybe there are fractures in their camp,” another one of the council members said.

      “Yes, Iram. It wouldn’t explain why they would want to save our cadets.”

      “Who says they were saving them?” Iram asked. “Maybe the second troop was simply taking the opportunity to eliminate the first. The cadets could merely have been a distraction.”

      I’d been thinking about this over the past few days, and it didn’t make sense. Ignus saving me didn’t make sense. He’d tried to kidnap me once; if anything, I’d have thought he would have been on the side of the graynites trying to kill me…unless…Unless he wanted me alive and was working with the second troop to take me, but then why hadn’t he taken me? It had been the perfect opportunity.

      “Miss Basque? Are you listening?” Iram asked.

      Shit. “Sorry?”

      The goyle pursed his lips, clearly irritated with my lack of attention. “You say that this Ignus creature saved your life?”

      “Yes.”

      “The same creature who attempted to kidnap you a few weeks ago?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “And why would he spare you? Why not take you with him?”

      “Do I look like a mind reader?” Had I said that out loud? The stunned silence in the room said that yes, yes, I fucking had.

      “No, Miss Basque, I do not think that you’re a mind reader.” His tone was clipped. “But I think it’s time we employed the mind readers we do have to do our fact-finding. Who knows…you may learn something.”

      Two more alchemists entered, each carrying a large glass ball. They came to stand in the center of the room, putting them between us and the council. I met Lionel’s gaze and saw my confusion echoed on his face. He was just as out of the loop as I was.

      “What’s going on?” Curi said under his breath.

      “No clue,” Sharniza replied.

      The other two alchemists took a step forward, and the air crackled with strange energy. Gooseflesh pricked my skin. Sharniza sucked in a sharp breath, and Curi groaned softly, but before I could look at either of them, the center of the room was filled with images. Cadets running in battle against…graynites. Oh…oh God, this was that night. A projection of that fucking night. I spotted myself running one moment, evading the next, and then from a different angle, held captive by Prasan. My pulse raced, blood galloping through my veins, rushing to my head and filling it with a buzz of a thousand bees as Serath came into view with his back to me. The angle of viewing changed, sweeping round so we could see his profile, but beyond that, I’d been saved by Ignus, his form a shadowy figure at my back for barely a moment. I remembered what happened next…I knew what happened next, and I didn’t want to see it. I didn’t want to relive this.

      My head was suddenly tight, as if someone was pressing on it, gripping it. Squeezing.

      I cried out and clutched my head.

      “Basque is resisting,” a male voice said.

      “Miss Basque, you will allow the alchemists to do their job.”

      I didn’t want to see this. I didn’t want to watch him die again, but what if there was something in my memory that could help? What if I’d subconsciously picked up on something that could be vital?

      “Miss Basque!” Ulrickson snapped.

      I exhaled and relaxed, allowing the alchemist into my mind. But the pressure remained, a resistance that I wasn’t in control of.

      “Miss Basque, you will stop this at once!” Iram ordered.

      But I wasn’t doing anything.

      The projection stuttered and froze on the image of Serath’s profile, and a fist squeezed my heart. The vise around my head tightened as the alchemist tried to get in.

      My vision blurred, and the pressure on my mind increased.

      “What are you doing?” Lionel asked. “Two alchemists? You’ll hurt her.”

      “We must know what she’s hiding,” Iram insisted.

      A fiery blade lanced through my head, and I cried out, knees buckling. They were crushing me. Crushing my head, and the pain was so intense I couldn’t draw breath to cry out.

      “Stop it!”

      “Let her go!”

      “Oh God, she’s bleeding.”

      “No!”

      The pain cut out, leaving me clearheaded, on my knees, palms kissing cool wood. A droplet of blood hit the floor. My blood. I wiped at my nose with the back of my hand, leaving a crimson smear across my skin. Across the room, Derek’s large menacing form loomed over the two unconscious alchemists who’d tried to crack open my brain.

      “Cameron…” Sharniza gently grabbed my arm. “You okay?”

      I allowed her and Curi to help me up as the room broke into a cacophony of exclamations.

      “What is it?”

      “Surround it!”

      “Extinguish it.”

      Like hell. I broke free of my friends and rushed forward to place myself between Derek and the alchemists, my back to my buddy’s chest. “Don’t you dare touch him.”

      The council was on its feet, wary and…fearful.

      I wasn’t ashamed of the stab of satisfaction that gave me. These fuckers needed to know they weren’t all-powerful. That we gave them power with our compliance.

      Lionel pinched the bridge of his nose and stepped away from the stage so he could look up at the council.

      “This is my fault,” he said. “I neglected to mention that Cameron has a unique shield. This is Derek.” He aimed a closed-lipped smile over my head. “Say hello, Derek.”

      “He’s not a puppet.” I turned away from them, dismissing them in favor of my friend. “It’s all right, buddy. I’m fine.” He continued to stare at the council, his body vibrating with rage. I placed a hand on his chest. “I’m okay. Honestly.”

      He exhaled and slowly dropped his gaze to my face. “Are you sure, my Cameron?”

      I forced a smile. “Positive.”

      A muscle feathered along his jaw as he looked back at the stage. “If you try and hurt my Cameron, I will hurt you.” His diamond eyes narrowed, chest rumbling in a low-grade growl. “Do. Not. Touch.” He misted into shadow and melted away.

      Nandini rushed over to the alchemists and crouched to take each one’s pulse. “Their pulses are strong.”

      “That thing can’t be permitted,” another council member said. “It’s dangerous.”

      “No more dangerous than any goyle’s shield.” Yarrow strode into view. I hadn’t seen him come into the room. “Derek is a part of Cameron. He is her shield made sentient.”

      “How is this possible?” Ulrickson asked.

      “We don’t know, but there is much we don’t know about halfbloods.”

      “It hardly matters,” Lionel said. “Cameron felt threatened, and her shield protected her. It’s a natural response.”

      One of the alchemists sat up with a groan, and his hood fell back to reveal a young man with closely cropped dark hair and lean features. He looked up at Nandini with a dazed expression. “What happened?” His gaze cleared, expression hardening. “Wait…she ejected me.”

      “Her shield protected her,” Lionel said.

      “Shields don’t work that way against alchemist intervention,” the alchemist said.

      He was right. It hadn’t been Derek stopping them getting into my mind. It had been something else. Something innate. But they didn’t need to know that.

      I looked down my nose at him. “Mine does.”

      The alchemist stood up. “No shield should. We’re trained to bypass any blocks.”

      “Maybe you require more training,” Lionel said dryly.

      “Are you questioning my ability?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Lionel drawled.

      “I can prove it. I can look in your mind.”

      “Raffe!” Ulrickson barked the name, and the alchemist’s head whipped up. “You know the rules. The council and supporting council’s minds are not to be probed.”

      Raffe’s jaw flexed, eyes flashing, and for a moment I thought he was going to argue, but then he pulled up his hood. “Apologies, Master Halle.”

      The second alchemist woke, and Nandini helped him to his feet.

      “I think we’ve seen enough,” Ulrickson said. “Alchemists, you may leave the room.”

      All four robed figures glided out, and my gaze flicked to Lionel in time to see his shoulders relax. He caught my eye and dropped me a slight nod before reclaiming his seat.

      Around me, my fellow cadets were subdued. The council had torn open a wound that had barely begun to heal. Seeing the events play out before us like a movie had shaken us all. The alchemists had somehow infiltrated all our thoughts at the same time to create a full picture of events, all angles, all the tiny details. Everyone’s memories except mine.

      “The graynites are obviously divided for some reason,” Ulrickson said. “We can use that to our advantage. Attack the alpha while their forces are weakened.”

      Lionel sighed. “For that, we must assume that the second troop in this scenario had no interest in the cadets.”

      “The fact that they attacked the first troop, then left, rather than finishing off the cadets, indicates just that,” Ulrickson said.

      “Or maybe they were protecting us?” The words were out before I could stop them, and the room fell silent.

      “What is this academy teaching its cadets?” Ulrickson looked about as if searching for a tutor to hold accountable. “A graynite is a gargoyle’s mortal enemy. They seek to wipe us out so that they can claim this world as their own. That is their only purpose. Their only goal.” His eyes bore into me. “To entertain anything else is to weaken our defense.” I pressed my lips together to hold back my arguments. “Besides, can any of you say with certainty that it wasn’t one of the second troop that murdered Serath Halle?”

      My heart dropped into my stomach.

      He held my gaze. “I believe it happened right before your eyes, Miss Basque. Although we were unable to view it.” He let the dig settle before continuing. “We are forced to rely on your oral and written account of the incident. So, can you say for certain that the killer wasn’t a graynite from the second wave?”

      The hollow pit inside me expanded, and the room melted away, and despite my desperate bid at blocking it out, the memory bloomed in my mind. For a moment, I was back in the field with Serath the instant before talons exploded from his chest. I didn’t want to see this. Didn’t want to remember.

      There was movement in the periphery of my vision from where Levi had been standing, but my focus was wholly on Ulrickson—the bastard intent on poking at my wound. “What possible benefit would killing Serath have for them? You have other Halles to take his place on the elite team.”

      “But no other Basques,” Ulrickson said. “Prasan Aziza must have known about your fated pairing.” He waited for me to confirm or deny, but I kept my mouth shut because saying anything would call into question who else had known. There was no way I was getting my friends into trouble over this. Ulrickson must have realized I wasn’t going to give him anything because he continued. “We all know that losing a fated mate can break even the strongest gargoyle, and you, Miss Basque, are a halfblood.”

      “If that was the case, then why come in two troops?” Sharniza said. “If they had the same goal, then why not attack together?”

      Silence greeted her question, and it was Lionel who finally broke it. “With all due respect, council, I don’t think there is anything further that we can glean from our cadets. We should simply consider the facts. Fact one, there were two troops of graynites, one which attacked our cadets, and one which attacked the first troop. This suggests a conflict within the graynite camp, which, yes, we should exploit. Fact two, the first wave of graynites wanted my daughter dead.”

      His daughter? He’d called me his daughter…

      “Fact three,” he continued. “Prasan Aziza was working with the graynites”—Nandini made a soft sound of distress—“which means there could be other moles, not only at this academy but higher up.”

      One of the council members bristled. “What are you suggesting?”

      “What we all should be considering,” Lionel said. “This incident has taught us that we must look within and increase our security protocols.”

      “I think we’re forgetting another important fact,” Ulrickson said. “Your daughter was fated to a sigma and kept it a secret. She broke the law.”

      “And we have discussed this,” Lionel snapped, his eyes bright with anger. “As the only adult Basque, Cameron has been absolved of her crime. It has been agreed. We need her for the elite team.”

      “At present we have no team,” Ulrickson said. “Something that must be addressed.”

      Finally.

      “The council has spoken on the matter,” Ulrickson said. “Selas Mason may not be fit for duty for some time and therefore must be replaced. We have agreed that Curi Mason step into her place, and Sharniza Aziza fill the role left by Prasan Aziza. And the Halle spot…” His gaze flicked across the room to where Levi stood, and my pulse stuttered. “The Halle spot will be taken by Levi Halle. My son.”
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      I was the first out of the assembly hall, leaving the others behind in my desperation to get away.

      He’d known. Levi had known what his father was going to do. Had he suggested it? To take Serath’s place?

      My stomach rolled with nausea as I hurried out of the building and down the steps, where I stopped to suck in huge gulps of crisp, cool air.

      “Cam! Cameron, wait. Please!” Levi hurried toward me.

      “No.” I backed away from him. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

      “You can’t avoid me forever.”

      “No, I suppose I can’t, not now that you’ve insinuated yourself onto the team. I told you we were over. I fucking told you there could never be anything between us. Why can’t you back off? Why can’t you let it go?” My voice rose, clawing at the night.

      “Because you could die!” He glared at me, chest heaving. “The trials could kill you, but if I’m there, I can help. Once I’m in the trial with you, I can help. I can tell you what to expect.”

      I stared at him in dawning comprehension. “Of course…you know what the trial entails…”

      “Yes, but the council doesn’t know that I know. I had to convince my father how badly I wanted to prove myself. He likes the idea of his son being elite, so he pushed it through.” He reached for me, but I backed away. “Cam, I want to help. That’s all. Nothing more. I would never presume…” He put his hands on his hips and tucked his chin in, taking a moment to compose himself. “Look, I know you’re hurting, and if it makes you feel better to hate me, if it helps with the pain to have a target for your rage, then I’ll be that for you, but you need to let me help you pass the trials. Let me help you save Romi and then…then I’ll step down and leave. I promise.”

      My anger evaporated, leaving me drained. What was I doing?

      I turned away and headed for the elite tower.

      “Cameron? Cam?” Levi called after me.

      But I didn’t stop.

      And this time he didn’t follow.
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        * * *

      

      The observatory was my go-to place when I needed to be alone. No one came up here anymore. Not even Orix. I’d claimed it as my spot, bringing Orix’s favorite chair up close to the window and claiming it as mine also.

      Taz, however, didn’t understand the concept of privacy. If the darn cat wasn’t with Orix, then he was trailing me. Jumping up onto my lap and expecting to be petted.

      Orix said it was Taz’s way of soothing me. That he could sense my sadness, and when I looked into his peridot eyes now, it felt like he was peering into my soul.

      “I’ll be okay, Taz. I will…eventually.”

      The pain would fade…eventually.
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