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      I blinked blearily at the shadowed ceiling, wondering what had woken me. The street below my open windows was silent, and not even the flap of pegasus wings or the drone of a dirigible’s propulsion spells disturbed the hush. Kicking free of my tangled sheets, I checked the horizon. This time of year, the sun rose directly through the bay windows of the room I rented in Ms. Zuberrie’s Victorian house. I groaned with relief to find the sky a deep indigo. Sunrise was another hour away. Maybe by then, I would feel rested.

      A warm breeze tickled strands of hair across my forehead as I resettled myself. Footsteps thumped across the roof, making the rafters pop. One of my gargoyles was repositioning themselves. Maybe their movements had woken me.

      Yawning, I checked my mental map. Five beacons glowed in my mind, each correlating with a gargoyle perched atop the Victorian’s peaked roof. I hadn’t always been able to detect gargoyles in this manner—the same way gargoyles could sense each other. It was a new gift I treasured, even if the uniform nature of the beacons made it impossible to differentiate one gargoyle from another.

      Oddly, all five gargoyle siblings were clumped together along the front eaves. Normally, they distributed their weight more judiciously—

      A sixth beacon careened into my sensory range far to the east. The gargoyle flew erratically, bobbing and weaving as if battling their way through a hurricane instead of the tranquil night sky.

      I leapt to my feet—and promptly stubbed my toes on a bag of quartz I had stupidly left in the middle of the floor. Clutching my throbbing foot, I staggered across my room. My hip slammed into my worktable. It screeched several inches across the hardwood floor, dumping a cascade of loose paperwork off the side. Cringing, I rubbed my aching hip and limped the last two feet to the window.

      Clutching the sill, I searched the horizon. Although my room was on the second floor, it felt more like the third, since the front yard sloped away from the house. The incoming gargoyle hadn’t slowed, and their flight hadn’t gotten smoother. Above the treetops, I caught a blur of movement only because I knew exactly where to look.

      The gargoyle was small, barely bigger than the average house cat or gryphonette. From this distance it was impossible to tell if they were a baby or an adult, and the zigzagging beacon on my mental map gave me no answers, either. All I could determine was they were in trouble.

      The gargoyle’s right wing dipped, and they canted, their heavy stone body spiraling toward a brick chimney. My heart lurched. Disoriented flapping spun the gargoyle in a loose circle, then they reoriented on the Victorian—on me—and bumbled into a higher flight.

      I seized the elements. Magic roared to me, amplified by the power of five gargoyles’ boosts. A flick of fire, and a thumb-sized glowball popped into existence in the center of my room. After only moonlight, I squinted against the glare of the fiery light, but it made locating my bag without tripping over it much easier. I hefted a strap, staggering under the weight of fifteen pounds of raw seed crystal.

      A gargoyle beacon dropped from the roof to the balcony railing, then my balcony door popped open. Oliver thrust his head into my room. Carnelian from nose to tail, with a sinuous Chinese dragon body, he stretched nearly from my door to Kylie’s on the opposite side of the balcony. With his wings folded, Oliver had to squeeze to fit through my doorway, but he only thrust his square muzzle across the threshold. In the light of my glowball, the contours of his mane looked like living flame, and his wide, orange-flecked eyes were embers glowing with worry.

      “A gargoyle needs you, Mika,” Oliver shout-whispered.

      “I know. I’m coming.”

      I lurched across my room and into the hallway. My door bounced off the wall with a bang, but I no longer cared if I interrupted my housemates’ sleep. Fear pushed me faster. The incoming gargoyle’s beacon swayed dizzyingly, their flight uncoordinated and dangerously uncontrolled.

      Grabbing the stair railing, I threw myself down the steps, taking them two at a time. My bag pounded against my spine, seed crystals clacking. Recklessly, I jumped the last three steps, landed hard on the first floor, and thundered barefoot across the foyer to yank open the front door. Cool wood planks slapped against my feet, and distant pain echoed from my soles as I pounded down the porch stairs.

      Five gargoyles launched from the Victorian, sweeping overhead, but my attention remained locked on the beacon of the unknown gargoyle careening over the treetops.

      I spun air element into a dense net. The stone walkway flashed past. I leapt the sidewalk and sprinted into the empty cobblestone street, stuttering to a halt.

      Above my own heavy breathing, I could hear the erratic clatter of stone feathers and the softer susurrus of my gargoyles’ wings. I squinted at the night sky, my view obscured by the cottonwoods lining the street and my night vision ruined by the street lanterns’ light reflecting off the undersides of their leaves. The beacons in my head swirled around the unknown gargoyle, and snatches of their words filtered down to me.

      “Get beneath—”

      “—can’t catch—”

      A flash of orange-red wings and a sinuous carnelian body swerved between trees five houses away before the shadows swallowed Oliver again. Seconds later, Quinn swept into view, his huge citrine lion body and long wings glinting like gold in the lantern lights. Anya swooped in behind him, flying close enough for her dark blue dumortierite and green aventurine panther body and wings to be mistaken for Quinn’s shadow. Both dove toward me with heart-stopping speed, but the smaller bundle of jasper quartz plummeted faster.

      They were all too close together for the spell I intended. Before I could modify it, the unknown gargoyle collided with Quinn. The smack of their stone bodies resounded like a thunderclap in the still air. The small gargoyle bounced, skipping off Quinn’s slick back. Claws scrabbled and caught, briefly, on Anya’s wing. Then the gargoyle tore free. Legs and wings flailing, they hurtled straight toward me. I locked eyes with the terrified gargoyle, registering an impression of tiny paws and a pointed muzzle before I flung myself out of their path.

      “—going to hit—”

      I whipped around, magic already extended. My net of thickened air closed around the gargoyle inches before they crashed into the cobblestones. If my spell had been built with my strength alone, it would have shattered, but enhanced by five gargoyles, the net held. The gargoyle landed with a muffled clop and slid, cocooned in the pillowy spell.

      “Mika, duck,” Quinn shouted.

      Twin beacons speared toward me from behind. With a squeak, I dropped to a crouch, bracing my hands against the cold cobblestones. Quinn, then Anya, whooshed past, dodging to either side, wing tips slicing the air above my head. My loose hair whipped into my face, stinging my eyes. The gargoyles landed, quartz feline paws hammering the cobblestones more deafeningly than a herd of galloping centaurs.

      The bobbing flight of Oliver’s beacon warned me a second before he landed behind me. In two loping strides, he fell in beside me as I bolted for the distressed gargoyle. They were trying to rise, but I couldn’t make out what kept causing them to stumble, not with Quinn and Anya hovering over them.

      “Easy, easy. Let me through.” I touched Quinn’s flared wing, then Anya’s rump, and they shifted aside for me. Oliver pushed his way forward, too, so the four of us ringed the newcomer. I refined fire element into a glowball the size of my fist and floated it above our heads.

      Twin honey-ginger eyes blinked at the light, unfocused but bright with pain. The little gargoyle had a raccoon’s face, with striations of vivid-vermilion, creamy-orange, and parchment-white sardonyx mimicking the markings of his furred counterpart. Ruddy jasper fur covered his petite feline body, transitioning back into a fluffy ringed-sardonyx tail. His head was proportional to his smaller feline body, his tail long enough to arch over his entire back and his paws barely as wide as Quinn’s individual toes. Even his orange-and-rust calico wings were small, barely larger than a crow’s. Despite his diminutive size, though, I thought he was full grown.

      I cataloged his wounds: a deep scrape down his right cheek bleeding multicolored quartz dust, half an ear missing, scratches along one shoulder and the opposite hip, and several clipped feathers. None accounted for the gargoyle’s perilous, uncontrolled flight.

      Distantly, I sensed Lydia land, the large lion-footed goose managing the quietest touchdown yet. Herbert circled our heads, then winged toward the Victorian. Doubtlessly, the entire household was awake, but I didn’t check. The sick gargoyle held all my attention.

      And it was clear now that he was sick. His calico wings flared and flapped for balance against an unseen force, and his long stone tail whipped as if he walked a swaying tightrope. He staggered half a step and collapsed.

      I dropped to my knees and cupped my hands over his shoulder and hip, gently anchoring him against the ground.

      “It’s all right. I’ve got you.”

      At the sound of my voice, the gargoyle let his head loll to the cobblestones. His gaze continued to rove aimlessly.

      “Lowell?” Oliver asked, snaking his head in front of the raccoon gargoyle’s.

      It didn’t surprise me that Oliver knew the sick gargoyle. He made it his mission to speak to every gargoyle in Terra Haven about me. As the city’s sole gargoyle guardian, I had the same goal; however, without wings, it was taking me much longer to meet every gargoyle. I had never laid eyes on Lowell before tonight.

      “Dizzy. Need healer,” Lowell slurred.

      “He was healthy the last time I saw him,” Oliver said, wings hunched in confusion.

      “I’m here, Lowell. I’m going to help you. Try to hold still.”

      Forming a test pentagram, I tuned it to the unique balance of a living-quartz gargoyle and eased it into Lowell. Pain radiated back to me. The fiery agony of Lowell’s sheared-off ear was the worst, but every ache and pang of abused muscles and abraded flesh drilled into me. I quested deeper, searching for the root of his sickness.

      A wave of discordant energy surged through Lowell. It bludgeoned my delicate magic, distorting it. Fire flared hotter. Earth compressed. I fought for control, stabilizing my magic just in time to be struck by a second wave. The elements hiccupped in my grip, flaring and ebbing nauseously.

      I released my magic and jerked my hands from the little gargoyle, catching my balance against the cobblestones rather than Lowell’s wounded side when the street tipped sideways.

      “Mika?” Quinn braced my shoulder with his wing. “Are you all right?”

      “Just caught off guard.” And confused.

      Typically, gargoyles were as steady as quartz beneath my elemental touch. I had never encountered a gargoyle with free-floating, chaotic energy inside him like Lowell.

      Steeling myself, I quested a new bundle of healing elements into the little gargoyle. Lowell’s pain barely registered before the first inharmonious surge bowled into me. My magic stretched, unraveling around the edges. Vertigo buffeted me. I clung tighter to the elements, my groan mingling with Lowell’s. Distantly, I felt my elbows buckle. Quinn caught me on the left, Oliver on the right, holding me when I would have fallen.

      Working from instinct, I countered the next wave of fluctuations in Lowell, making minute adjustments to the elements I held. The discordant wave unraveled into blessed serenity. Then the next jagged burst skittered through him. I countered it again, chasing the vibrations toward their source. Three more times, I flattened the baffling fluctuations within Lowell, pressing deeper into his body each time.

      My confusion grew. This wasn’t an imbalance from enhancing too much of one element. I recognized those symptoms well, and they were easy to fix. This was something I had never encountered before.

      My breath caught when I pinpointed the origin of the misaligned energy. It wasn’t within Lowell’s body; it was pulsing from his spirit.

      I held my magic at the periphery of Lowell’s innermost being, weighing my options against my foreboding. Healing a spirit was risky, because it required me to use my own as a conduit. Untethering my spirit—even a small portion of it—could leave me permanently unbalanced and weak, both physically and mentally, if any part of the process went wrong.

      But I had done it before. I had sat outside a gargoyles’ birthing cavern—a cynosure baetyl—dying gargoyles all around me, and I had dived my spirit into each one so deep I inhabited more of their bodies than my own . . .

      A whisper of the baetyl’s powers ghosted through my mind. My breath rasped out. I never expected to delve this deep into a gargoyle again. I shouldn’t—

      Harsh energy welled from Lowell’s spirit, threatening to tear my magic apart. I countered it. Another nauseous wave built behind it, and I abandoned caution. I couldn’t heal Lowell by healing his body. I had to go deeper.

      Shifting my spirit was not something anyone taught me. It wasn’t common magic—it was too dangerous. I had chanced upon it by accident and perfected it in desperation. Now, it took only a moment to locate that center, core piece of myself. It took longer and more concentration to separate a portion of it from my body.

      Cautiously, I quested the spark of my spirit deeper into the little gargoyle, savoring the harmony between us. This connection, this alignment of our core selves, was what made me a gargoyle guardian, far more than my affinity for quartz-tuned earth element. For all that splitting my spirit scared me, I reveled in the privilege of being a perfect match for these incredible beings.

      Like magnets drawn together, my spirit zinged to Lowell’s. I sailed effortlessly through his body, until he filled my vision, a brilliant golden feline figure with a raccoon face, bushy tail, and soft wings folded against his body. We floated together in a space that didn’t exist in any one place inside Lowell but permeated every cell of his body. This golden figure wasn’t real, either. It was my mind’s interpretation of the part of Lowell that made him him—his consciousness, his personality, his aliveness. His spirit. Here, Lowell existed in his purist form. Here, he should be safe, untouchable.

      Instead, Lowell’s radiant spirit self quaked like a struck gong.

      Tentatively, I stroked my magic like a phantom hand along Lowell’s glowing form, borrowing from the stillness of my own spirit. The baetyl’s song hummed at the edge of my awareness, more emotional resonance than memory. For a brief time, I had been intimately linked with the baetyl’s unfathomable intelligence and unspeakable power. I had known every note of the song of life, the elemental fusion of creation. I had possessed the power to make gargoyles.

      But my brain was too fragile, my body too finite. Maintaining a connection with the baetyl would have destroyed me. Severing my link with it nearly killed me. Now, all I retained of the baetyl’s wisdom were these rare glimpses.

      Careful not to focus on the baetyl’s song too closely and risk losing it, I tuned the elements to harmonize with its faint notes and infused my magic with the love radiating from my spirit. Gently, I wrapped everything over the glowing form of Lowell. With uncanny precision, my magic countered his quivering. Lowell stabilized.

      I rested in the peaceful, infinite space inside the tiny gargoyle. Then I retreated, drawing my spirit and magic outward.

      The pain of Lowell’s physical wounds assaulted me when I surfaced, but they emanated from a steady, stable body. My grip on the elements quivered, and I let my magic dissipate. My spirit pinged back to my body along a gossamer thread, snapping into place with an electric jolt. I forced out a shaky breath, then another, grounding myself in my own body and in the feel of Oliver and Quinn on either side.

      Lowell stirred, quartz paws grating against cobblestones. I opened my eyes to check on him. He twisted to sit on his haunches, his raccoon nose inches from mine. Soft orange eyes focused on me, and when he smiled, sharp canines peeked past his lips.

      “Guardian,” Lowell breathed, reverence and relief in his whispered word.

      “Hi, Lowell,” I said.

      I stroked a hand down his uninjured side, surprised when the simple motion took effort. Despite Oliver’s and Quinn’s support, I sagged over my knees.

      Footsteps slapped down the Victorian’s porch stairs and raced toward us.

      “Mika, how can I help? Herbert said there’s a sick gargoyle . . .” Kylie trailed off, skidding to a stop behind Anya. Unlike me, my best friend looked ready for work, not as if she had been woken minutes earlier. Only the misaligned buttons of her blouse and the snarls in her white-blond hair betrayed the haste in which she had dressed. She took in Lowell, then my slumped posture, and dropped to her knees beside me. A swirl of heated air spun around me, chasing away the morning’s chill.

      “Thank you. I need to finish heal—” I cut off, twisting toward the sound of running footsteps approaching the end of the street. The tree-lined lane spun in my vision, and I blindly grasped Oliver’s shoulder to steady myself.

      A tall figure skidded to a halt in the distant intersection, silhouetted against the dawn’s light. I couldn’t make out his features, just that his hair was short and dark, he had a lanky build—and he wore a Terra Haven guard uniform.

      Oliver crowded closer, his wings flaring. “Who’s that?” he asked.

      “Looks like a guard,” Kylie said. A subtle ward sprang up around our group, twists of soft air ready to be hardened into a protective barrier. I relaxed marginally. If all the gargoyles were enhancing Kylie like they were me, my powerful friend’s shield would be able to withstand an explosive phoenix hatching, if necessary.

      “Trouble?” I asked. I surveyed the street, but I didn’t spot anything dangerous enough to bring a guard running. “Or one of your informants?”

      Kylie’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe.” As a journalist for the Terra Haven Chronicle, Kylie nurtured relationships with people around the city to ensure she learned about story-worthy events in time to report on them.

      “I don’t recognize him, but I’ll go check.” Running her hands through her hair, then straightening her shirt, Kylie dropped her ward and started down the street. Quinn fell in beside her. They made it two steps before the guard pivoted on a heel and jogged back the way he had come.

      “Or not,” she muttered, drawing up short. “How odd.”

      “Was that guard chasing you?” Oliver asked Lowell.

      The small gargoyle shook his head, then hissed, crimping an injured paw to his side.

      “Here, let me heal that.” I reached for my bag of raw quartz, surprised to spot it several feet behind me. In the excitement of Lowell’s crash-landing, I didn’t remember dropping it.

      I shoved to my feet, only to bend back in half when my head tried to float from my body and gray spots danced in my vision. Oliver butted his forehead beneath my palm. I wrapped my fingers around the stone ruff of his mane. Equilibrium restored, I thanked him as I straightened.

      “Ladies,” Josephine Zuberrie called from the top of the porch steps. Command laced my landlady’s voice. “Why don’t you come inside?”

      “I need to heal Lowell first.” I plodded toward my bag, my steps clomping as if I wore weights on my feet.

      “In that case, I suspect Mr. Higgins will have a happier morning than he anticipated.”

      I jerked around, spotting gray-haired Finch Higgins ogling me from his porch steps three doors down. He wasn’t the only neighbor clutching robes or weapons in their front yards, their attention rapt on the gargoyles. And on me.

      The dawn breeze slid across my thighs and fluttered the hem of my nightgown—my threadbare summer-weight nightgown. Embarrassment choked my dismayed curse to a squeak.

      Kylie spun toward me, her blue eyes widening as she took in my scanty apparel in the growing daylight. A tinted cloak of air sprang into existence around my shoulders. The subtle weight of it was lighter than a robe but far more effective. Planting her hands on her hips, Kylie shot a glare at Mr. Higgins. The old man waved.

      “Pervert,” she muttered.

      Cheeks burning, I slung my bag over my shoulder and scurried back to Lowell. He urgently needed healing. So did Quinn. I could see ragged chips in his feathers where Lowell had crashed into him. But I desperately wanted to escape the weight of my neighbors’ curious stares.

      “I think Josephine is right; we should get off the street.” Kylie cast another puzzled glance after the mysterious guard, then turned to Lowell. “May I carry you behind our house wards before Mika finishes healing you?”

      The phrasing of her question reminded me we didn’t know what had made Lowell sick, or what had drawn the guard’s notice. Prudence dictated we relocate somewhere with better protection until we had answers.

      It didn’t hurt that the decision spared my modesty, too.

      “Are you Quinn’s journalist?” Lowell asked, perking up.

      She grinned. “Yes. My name is Kylie.”

      With Lowell’s assent, she scooped him up in a soft cup of air and floated the gargoyle toward our house. Oliver and his siblings launched into flight, using the open street to gain altitude, then soaring over the Victorian to land in the backyard.

      Dew-drenched grass chilled my bare toes as I followed Kylie across the front yard and around the side of the house. I yanked the side gate closed behind us, shielding us from our neighbors’ curious stares, and Kylie let the shadow cloak dissipate.

      I peeked down at my body. The burn in my cheeks intensified. When I purchased my nightgown years ago, it had been red, but many washings had faded it to pink. It was also worn thin enough to add no heat to a summer night. Up until today, that had been the quality I most appreciated about the gown. Of course, I never expected to show off my sleepwear to the entire neighborhood. I needed to purchase something more socially appropriate in case—

      In case another dizzy-sick gargoyle shows up in the middle of the night?

      A shiver climbed my spine, cooling my embarrassment. I would run into the street naked if it meant saving Lowell or another gargoyle from crash-landing. But I would rather make sure another gargoyle didn’t suffer the same sickness in the first place.

      Lowell swung his head, taking in the backyard and the well-timed sequential landing of Oliver, Quinn, Anya, and Lydia. Lowell’s eyes were clear and curious now, but the memory of his stuttering spirit made me rush to ease my magic beneath his skin the moment Kylie set Lowell on the flagstones. Although pain assaulted me, I breathed easier when I confirmed his energy remained stable.

      “Do you want me to grab you shoes?” Kylie asked.

      “And a coat, please,” I said, shivering as I knelt on the damp stones beside Lowell. I let my bag drop beside me, relieved to be free of its oppressive weight.

      “Do you have a preference what I heal first?” I asked Lowell, reaching into my bag for a seed crystal.

      “My feet.”

      I examined his paws, wincing to see that more than his claws were broken off. Lowell must have clipped both front paws on something hard during his haphazard flight. A similar blow to a human would have broken bones but otherwise left the digits attached. However, for gargoyles, forceful impacts tended to shear off body parts rather than break them internally. Perhaps because gargoyles didn’t have bones. They might resemble stone versions of flesh-and-blood animals and even move like them, but their internal structures were pure living quartz—for which I was incredibly grateful. I could do something human healers could only dream of: I could use raw source material to regrow missing body parts.

      Sinking magic into Lowell, I began the delicate process of connecting inert crystal with his complex quartz tissue. As I replaced missing toes and claws, the gargoyle’s body guided me, defining the shape and texture of the digits. Another seed crystal regrew Lowell’s ear, and two more soothed the raw patches scraped into his shoulder and hip.

      At some point, Kylie returned and draped my coat over my hunched body. I wasn’t sure if I thanked her out loud or only thought it. I didn’t dare pause. This level of healing took effort, but it didn’t usually exhaust me. Stabilizing Lowell’s spirit had sapped more energy than I realized. By the time I finished regrowing the tips of his broken feathers and soothing quartz into his scraped muzzle, I drew heavily on Oliver’s and his siblings’ enhancements to keep my magic steady.

      Releasing the elements brought my fatigue crashing down on me, and I slid off my heels to sit on my butt on the flagstones.

      Lowell stood, then stretched. Sunlight glinted on the clear patches in his calico wings and glistened across his muzzle. It would take days for his body to fully absorb and transform the new quartz into his natural sardonyx and jasper, but eventually it would be impossible to tell he had ever been injured.

      The little gargoyle pranced in place tentatively, then with more force, his small paws clacking gleefully against the stone. With a flap of his wings, he lifted off the ground, then landed. Grinning wide enough to display every sharp tooth in his mouth, Lowell sat and planted a paw on my knee.

      “Thank you, Guardian.”

      “You’re welcome, Lowell.” I clamped my teeth together to repress a shiver and tugged my coat tighter around my body. “What can you t-tell me about wh-what happened to you?”

      “Just a minute, healer,” Ms. Zuberrie interrupted, exasperation heavy in her voice. “There’s time to take care of yourself first. You’ll be no good as a healer if you neglect your own needs too long.”

      I blinked, glancing around at the audience I had half forgotten existed. Oliver sat on my left, close enough to lean on if I needed him. Lydia and Anya lay on the lawn, and Quinn sat across from me. Kylie stood beside him, her hand resting on his citrine mane. Herbert perched on a nearby table. With his armadillo body and toucan head, he was the only gargoyle sibling small enough to sit on furniture without breaking it.

      Ms. Zuberrie crossed the patio to loom over me. Only a peek of her nightgown’s lacy collar and the tips of her thin lavender slippers dared to hint that she wasn’t wearing proper attire beneath the heavy robe cinched around her slender frame. A bonnet encased her white hair. I hadn’t seen anyone except my grandmother use a sleep bonnet, and while my landlady was more than old enough to be my mother, she wasn’t that old. She was, however, a stickler for propriety.

      “If you keep sitting on the ground in that slip of a gown, you’re going to catch a cold,” Ms. Zuberrie said.

      I allowed myself to be herded to a chair, taking time to put my arms through the sleeves of my coat and slide my feet into my boots. Damp skin against cold leather wasn’t the most comfortable sensation, but it was warmer. Ms. Zuberrie disappeared inside and returned with a blanket to wrap around my legs.

      I gave her hand a grateful squeeze, shocked by the warmth of her fingers in mine. A year ago, Ms. Zuberrie would have been more likely to berate me for drawing trouble to her house than she was to coddle me. Having five gargoyles in residence had gone a long way toward softening her attitude. That, and her nosy nature. Between Ms. Zuberrie and Kylie, I couldn’t tell who waited with the least patience for me to get settled before turning their attention back to Lowell.

      “What happened to make you sick?” Oliver asked before I could.

      “I don’t know. I felt fine yesterday.”

      With the deceptive ease of felines everywhere, Lowell leapt to the tabletop, landing softly on all four feet in front of me. The wooden boards groaned. Herbert clacked his beak in greeting and fluttered to the opposite end of the table. Both gargoyles were small, but they were also solid rock. The table could hold twice their weight, but not if it was all concentrated in one place.

      “The dizziness is new?” I asked once Lowell settled.

      He nodded.

      “Where do you live? Maybe it was something in the air,” Kylie said, taking the seat next to me.

      “I live above Leaf and Loom, next door to the Blue Lotus. But I didn’t smell anything out of place.”

      I didn’t know of Leaf and Loom, but the Blue Lotus was an iconic florist shop famous as much for its gorgeous bouquets as it was for its massive greenhouse—the largest in the city. The florist was nestled in the Cambium District, an area populated by wood elementals and plant-based businesses. I couldn’t picture a section of the city with cleaner air.

      “Plants are the source of most poisons,” Ms. Zuberrie said, as if reading my mind. Among us, she had the most extensive knowledge of plants. Her skills with wood element and flora-nourishing spells were responsible for the backyard’s emerald lawn, the fecund garden that produced enough fruits and vegetables to share with everyone on the street, and the proliferation of decorative flowering plants around the yard’s perimeter.

      “And floral scents can mask all kinds of dangerous toxins,” she added.

      I nodded, following her logic. The Blue Lotus took up an entire city block, and the fragrant aromas wafting from the high greenhouse windows permeated the air three streets in every direction. More, if the breeze was just right.

      “Do you think it was poison?” Kylie asked me.

      “I don’t know.” I had never encountered a gargoyle suffering from an ingested or inhaled poison. Or maybe one suffering from an allergy? “Lowell, has this ever happened before?”

      “Not to me, and not to any gargoyle I know.”

      “So you suddenly got dizzy—”

      “Not suddenly,” Lowell corrected. “It came on slowly. I didn’t really notice it until I tried to fly. That’s when . . .” He lifted his paw, studying the clear quartz of his new toes. “That’s when I fell from my perch.”

      My stomach squeezed at the thought of Lowell plummeting helplessly from a rooftop. “Do you feel anything like that now?”

      Lowell shook his head.

      “Anyone else?”

      Oliver and his siblings assured me they felt fine.

      Worry continued to eat at me while I healed Quinn’s minor injuries. I hated not having the answer for Lowell’s illness. As a healer and guardian of gargoyles, I should be well-versed in all potential hazards to their health. If nothing else, I should be able to trace a sickness to its root cause. Yet, as much as I wracked my brain, I couldn’t fathom a reason why Lowell’s spirit had stuttered out of sync with his body.

      Unable to do anything else, I sent Lowell home, promising to check in with him later. Anya volunteered to accompany him. I was pleased to see Lowell’s flight hold as level and steady as a crow’s—or as a creature with crow wings—on my mental map. Anya’s beacon gliding protectively at his side was another reassurance that our new friend would make it home safe.

      When Lowell’s and Anya’s beacons vanished as they flew out of range, I pushed from my chair. Oliver rose at the same time, and the other gargoyles stretched and stood. I realized they must have been monitoring Lowell’s progress, too. I wasn’t the only one worried about the raccoon gargoyle.

      “That was almost creepy,” Kylie said.

      “What was?”

      “You were all so still, then you all moved at the exact same time. The gargoyles are rubbing off on you, Mika.” Kylie tossed the words out like a joke, but her tone fell flat. Her speculative gaze flicked to the scars on the backs of my hands.

      I left my palms on the table, pretending I failed to notice the connection my friend’s glance inferred. I had never given Kylie an explanation for the new trail of hexagonal amethyst that marched from the base of my pinkies to my wrists. Each stamp of purple flesh was as glossy and flexible as the living quartz of a gargoyle, because that’s exactly what it was. It shouldn’t have been possible, though. No human could meld flesh and quartz so seamlessly—but a baetyl could.

      “That’s a wonderful compliment,” I said, forcing a nonchalant yawn that became all too real. I couldn’t discuss my baetyl-granted ability to sense gargoyles for the same reason I couldn’t explain my scars: Cynosure baetyls were gargoyle birthing grounds, sacred and secret. To even mention one would mean breaking the trust of every gargoyle alive.

      Kylie scrutinized my face, questions filling her blue eyes. “Do you have any idea what made Lowell sick?” she finally asked.

      I let out a soft breath and shook my head, glad I didn’t need to lie to my best friend today.

      “I don’t have a clue, but I intend to find out.”
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      I stumbled into my room and let my bag drop. Bracing a hand against the wall, I toed off my boots, then clung to the vertical surface when a yawn nearly toppled me. Oliver had flown over the house in the time it took me to trudge up the stairs, and he opened the balcony door with a practiced hook of a claw before I could do it for him. Squeezing into the room, he reared onto his hind legs to peer at my worktable.

      “My everlasting seed?” I asked, suspecting we both hoped the magical souvenir would have an answer for Lowell’s sickness.

      “You don’t have it on you, do you?”

      “I wasn’t planning to need it while I slept.” The words came out unintentionally snide. I gave Oliver an apologetic smile and gestured to the table. “It’s there somewhere.”

      I tossed my coat on my rumpled bed and edged between Oliver’s wing and a pile of dirty laundry to peer blearily at my worktable. The scarred surface was buried under the muddled topography of my new life as a gargoyle guardian: Mountains of books and newspapers caged avalanches of mail, with buttes of glass inkwells and makeshift quartz paperweights submerged under a sea of loose-leaf documents. I patted various stacks, feeling for a palm-sized lump. After I stabbed my finger on a broken pen nub, I took more care unearthing an abandoned prasiolite figurine of Herbert, another of Oliver in amethyst, and a twisted lump of tigereye slated for a wind chime I no longer had time to design. Oliver rifled through a heap of old newspapers, examining each pen, candle, and wax stamp as if he had never seen each before. Neither of us voiced our hope that my everlasting seed wouldn’t be instantly recognizable because it had evolved into a new shape. Instead, I tested each small item with a touch of magic before setting them aside.

      Something beneath the fabric of an ink-stained blot cloth scraped across the table. I pinched the cloth between my fingers and lifted it, revealing my everlasting seed.

      My shoulders slumped. “It’s the same.”

      Everlasting trees bloomed once a generation, and during that magical moment, anyone present could ask a question of the enchanted tree and be granted an answer in the form of a seed. No two seeds were alike in shape or texture, resembling anything from glass to metal to fabric—but each was a clue. If the recipient deciphered the meaning of the clue and took appropriate action, the seed evolved into the next clue. The number of times a seed metamorphosed varied from person to person, but eventually, it would transform into a concrete answer.

      When I risked my life flying to the everlasting tree weeks earlier, I believed I had found a loophole in the everlasting tree’s magic, one I could harness to my advantage. After careful deliberation, I asked the everlasting tree, How can I best fulfill my role as a gargoyle guardian every day for the rest of my life?

      My strategy was simple: While everyone else sought an answer, I was only interested in the clues. I thought I could trick the everlasting tree into giving me a seed that would continually evolve, endlessly illuminating new ways to be a better guardian, providing a ceaseless sequence of clues to follow.

      Instead, I got a dud seed.

      Stalking to the bathroom, I retrieved a wet cloth, then I slouched on the edge of my bed and scrubbed the grime from my knees. Pain flared like fire beneath my vigorous swipes. I hissed, jerking the cloth away. I wasn’t bleeding, but both knees bore bright-pink abrasions from the rough cobblestones.

      “I think you’re wrong,” Oliver said. “The raised part is different. Look.” Grasping my seed between his claws, he played sunlight across its surface.

      From where I sat, the seed looked exactly the same, like a milky-quartz disc with a rough and unrefined rim and irregular flecks of clear quartz and pearlescent striations bisecting the glossy planes. If I didn’t know better, I would dismiss it as a crude spell-hewn drink coaster: sloppy around the edges, lumpy in the middle, and sized too small for a standard mug.

      The subtle protrusions in the middle were the seed’s most frustrating details. Partially formed and difficult to discern, the bumps might have been important, but their vagueness made it impossible to tell. Not for the first time, I wondered if the everlasting tree had made a mistake. Had it given me an unfinished seed? Or one with faulty magic?

      Oliver scratched a claw across the surface. “It’s definitely changed. Slightly.”

      “Slightly,” I repeated, dubious. Everlasting seeds didn’t undergo minor alterations. They remained static until they evolved into something completely new.

      “Feel.” Oliver thrust the seed at me.

      I closed my fingers around the disc. It fit neatly into my palm, as if made for my hand—a fact I once found comforting. Squinting at the surface, I looked for the faint projection of three overlapping rings that had taunted me for weeks. Instead, a cluster of narrower protrusions teased across the surface.

      I ran my thumb over the disc. My finger bumped across a glossy, half-formed star, the lines gracefully curved. A single, thin ring connected the star’s points, the circle rough, as if eroded or sanded.

      Canting the seed toward the sun, I spotted new white fracture lines in the quartz. They radiated from the center in three geometric arcs, as if the seed had absorbed the earlier partially raised rings, transforming them into flaws in the quartz.

      “That’s . . . That’s not possible,” I said. My seed didn’t look so much like it had evolved as it had changed its mind. This wasn’t how Kylie’s everlasting seed had worked, or Quinn’s. Or anyone’s in written history.

      “What about yours, Oliver?”

      Oliver lifted a wing and tugged loose a pouch tied to his foreleg near his shoulder joint. Using a claw, he untied the drawstring, then spilled his seed onto his upturned paw.

      If similarities could be drawn between my seed and Oliver’s, it was only in their mineral appearance. Oliver’s everlasting seed was a perfect icosahedron seemingly carved from a see-through stone several shades more orange than citrine quartz. Precise amber lines branched through the seed in a network too complicated to trace. Rolling the seed didn’t help. No matter which way the twenty-sided seed faced, the lines always appeared to start closest to the observer and flare toward the far sides.

      “No change,” Oliver said, his brows drooping in disappointment. “I hoped Lowell coming here would be enough to activate it.”

      Oliver’s question to the everlasting tree had been a cleverly worded request for guidance in increasing the flow of information between gargoyles. Since Lowell knew to come to me for healing and help, it showed that Oliver’s tireless drive to improve communication among Terra Haven’s gargoyles was already working. That could easily have been enough to prompt his seed to evolve into the next clue.

      “Did Lowell say anything to spark a new idea about your seed?” I asked.

      Oliver shook his head.

      I ran my thumb over the embossing on my seed again. “This isn’t quite a pentagram. And nothing about it seems related to Lowell or his mystery illness.” I bounced my seed on my palm. “I wish I knew what this tiny alteration means.” Or if this everlasting seed offers any guidance at all. I didn’t voice the last thought out loud. Oliver didn’t need to be further disheartened by my pessimism.

      “We must be getting closer to activating your seed, or it wouldn’t have changed, right, Mika?”

      “We must be,” I said, but I couldn’t fake any conviction. When Oliver’s shoulders slumped and his soulful eyes slid from mine, I wanted to kick myself. “Hey. Seeds or no seeds, we’re still going to do our best to help all of Terra Haven’s gargoyles. Nothing’s going to stop us from that, right?”

      Oliver sighed. “Right.”

      “Starting with Lowell. We’ll figure out what made him sick, so it doesn’t affect another gargoyle.”

      “Right,” he said, more firmly this time.

      A yawn eclipsed my smile, and I resumed scrubbing my feet. I didn’t need my seed to guide me; I was a gargoyle guardian, and I would figure this out on my own.
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      Weight tipped the bed, and a cool stone exhale fanned across my face.

      “Mika, wake up,” Oliver said.

      I blinked at him. His square chin rested on his paw inches from my face.

      “Did I fall asleep?”

      “We both did,” Oliver said.

      I frowned at the sunbeam slanting across the floor beside Oliver. It was midmorning? Memory flashed—Lowell’s frantic arrival, healing him, my neighbors’ stares . . . and curling under my comforter to warm up. I never intended to fall to sleep.

      “Marcus is here,” Oliver said.

      “Here? Now?” Alarm splashed cold water on my sleepy thoughts, and I jolted upright. Surprised, Oliver lurched backward and knocked into the table. Seed crystals bounced to the floor.

      A muffled knock reverberated through the floorboards, then the unmistakable rumble of Marcus’s deep voice carried up the stairs. My heart did a cheerful twirl, and my stomach dove toward my toes. I ran a hand through my snarled hair and decided my stomach had the right response. My relationship with Marcus was new and exciting, and it was far, far too soon for him to see my haggard, early-morning state.

      “What is he doing here this early?”

      “Isn’t it a good thing?” Confusion knitted Oliver’s expressive brows. “We can tell him about Lowell. Maybe he knows what’s going on.”

      “We could have done that later.” This evening. When we had dinner plans. I was supposed to have an entire day to get stuff done before Marcus arrived. For starters, I had planned to tidy up my room so it looked less like a hurricane had spun through it. Or better yet, to meet him downstairs.

      I lurched to my feet, then froze, torn between cleaning my room and myself. The raggedy state of my sleepwear decided for me. I had embarrassed myself in front of enough people today. I would not open the door to Marcus wearing a threadbare nightgown smudged with dirt.

      Yanking the gown over my head, I tossed it to the floor of my closet and grabbed a pair of sage-green pants and a lightweight cream-and-rose checkered top. Both were well worn but decent. Darting to the bathroom, I splashed water on my face, gave my teeth the fastest brushing of my life, and cinched my hair into a ponytail.

      Footsteps climbed the stairs too fast and heavy to be Ms. Zuberrie. I tugged my comforter over my unmade bed and closed the door of my disheveled closet. I stared at the rest of my room in despair. Another hour wouldn’t be enough to make it presentable.

      Marcus rapped softly on my door. “Mika?”

      “Coming.” Grabbing my boots from where I had discarded them in the center of the room, I lined them up at the end of the bed, then skirted an amused Oliver and opened the door.

      “Marcus, I, ah . . .” I took him in, and my thoughts scattered.

      Marcus Velasquez was built like a minotaur, with massive shoulders, trim hips, and enough muscle to lift Oliver with his bare hands. In his gray Federal Pentagon Defense uniform, he looked part warrior, part protector, and wholly delicious.

      My insides performed a giddy somersault when he smiled wide enough to display his dimples. I still couldn’t believe I got to call this man my boyfriend.

      “I love it when you do that,” he said, his voice a soft rumble against my chest.

      I didn’t remember stepping into his embrace, and I didn’t try to extricate myself.

      “Do what?” I asked, wrapping an arm around his neck to steady myself as I went up on my tiptoes for a kiss.

      “Forget what you’re saying when you look at me.” Marcus gave me a cocky smile and waggled an eyebrow, holding himself an inch out of reach.

      “I didn’t notice you saying anything at all. Does that mean you were awestruck?” I cringed even as the words left my mouth, regretting drawing attention to my rumpled appearance.

      “Every time I see you,” Marcus murmured against my lips, easing my self-doubt.

      I pressed into him, savoring the hard planes of his body against mine. When he finally kissed me, heat and happiness suffused me.

      Marcus backed me up a step, then another, and swung the door shut behind him. Prudent, given Ms. Zuberrie’s penchant for popping upstairs after his arrival. My fingers curled into Marcus’s hair. It was just long enough to get tangled in, and I loved the silky texture of it. Marcus groaned, his tongue teasing me, his hands steady on my hips, supporting me.

      A throat cleared behind me. I smiled against Marcus’s lips and sank down to my heels. Marcus gave me one more kiss, then eased his hold on me.

      “Hi, Marcus,” Oliver said. His nails clicked against the hardwood floor as he scrunched to one side of the room to make space.

      “Hi, Oliver.” Marcus gave the gargoyle a fond smile. His gaze started to shift back to me but snagged on my worktable, then bounced around the room, taking in every messy detail.

      “You’re here a lot earlier than I expected,” I said, and I flushed when it came out accusatory rather than curious. Nudging a pair of dirty socks beneath my bed with my toes, I rushed on. “Not that I’m not delighted to see you, of course.”

      “The squad is being called out of town. We’re not going to return until after nightfall, so I need to postpone tonight’s dinner.”

      “Oh.” Disappointment flashed through me, followed by guilty relief. I had a lot to do today, and I had already wasted half the morning with my unplanned nap. “I understand. The job comes first.”

      “Mika . . .” Marcus waited until I met his baffled gaze. “Ms. Zuberrie said you had an incident at the house this morning. Did it happen in here?”

      “No. I’ve just been . . . busy.” I hustled to my table and fussed with the nearest pile. It warped beneath my touch, sprawling into a larger mess. Several envelopes slid to the floor, and I stooped to grab them.

      “Mika healed a sick gargoyle this morning,” Oliver said. “Lowell. He was so dizzy he could hardly fly.”

      “Sick from what?” Marcus asked without taking his eyes from me.

      “We’re not sure,” Oliver said. “He crash-landed in the street. We barely got there in time.”

      Oliver recounted our morning adventure while I shuffled items on my table, hyperaware of Marcus’s scrutiny. Humiliation clawed hot fingers through my chest. When it was just Oliver and me, I could pretend I was making a dent in the shocking amount of paperwork that came with being a gargoyle guardian. But seeing it through Marcus’s eyes forced me to recognize how much I was failing. How much I was a failure.

      I could only imagine what Marcus thought.

      “It’s good you and your siblings were there to help Mika,” Marcus said.

      His tone didn’t match his words, and I peeked at his expression. A scowl bunched his thick eyebrows as he watched me fidget. My stomach knotted, reading disapproval in his shuttered gaze. Hastily, I rounded the table, grabbed my seed, and thrust it into Marcus’s hand.

      “I’m going to confirm Lowell’s still feeling well in a bit, but check out my seed. It changed, sort of.” I was talking too fast, but I needed to redirect Marcus’s attention. Tugging out my chair, I sat, trying not to squirm under Marcus’s unwavering stare. “Have you ever seen anything like it?”

      Marcus didn’t move. I dropped my gaze to study my hands. A fresh nick scarred my thumbnail and dried blood crusted a cuticle. Look at the seed, Marcus, I urged, feeling like I was crumbling beneath his regard and getting angry about it.

      Finally Marcus sat on the edge of my bed. He braced his forearms on his legs and held the seed between us. When Oliver sat beside me, Marcus tipped the seed so he could see it, too.

      “You didn’t do anything with rings when you healed Lowell?” Marcus asked.

      I thought about the vibratory feeling inside the raccoon gargoyle. Could the overlapping circles have symbolized that? I scrunched up my face and shook my head. Nothing about his sickness had felt as well defined as those rings.

      “Does this new shape mean anything to you?” I asked.

      “It could be a dirigible propeller.”

      I shuddered at the thought.

      Marcus’s frown deepened, and he scraped a nail over the faint design. “It could also be a flower. Or a pinwheel. It’s too vague to tell.”

      I accepted my seed back and tried to keep my disappointment from showing.

      “My seed didn’t change, either,” Oliver said, his glum tone reminding me how easily he caught my mood.

      “If it helps, mine hasn’t changed, either.” Marcus gave Oliver a fond pat, and my friend perked up a little.

      “Can I see yours again?” Oliver asked.

      “Sure.” Marcus retrieved his seed from a bulky pouch at his waist and held out his hand.

      We all peered at the adorable maroon-and-white crocheted baby octopus curled in his callused palm. I couldn’t help myself; I ran a finger down the precise stitching. The seed felt like soft wool. Every detail was perfect, from the tiny suckers on its baby tentacles to its comically large eyes. If I saw Marcus’s seed sitting on a shelf, I would assume it was a kid’s toy.

      He had asked the everlasting tree to help him locate a family heirloom that had been missing for longer than he had been alive. I didn’t understand how the octopus related to the missing heirloom, but I was deeply envious of it. Marcus’s seed looked like a real object. It was cute. It was a specific and obvious clue, even if Marcus didn’t know what the clue meant yet.

      “Does anyone in town sell anything like this?” I asked.

      Marcus shook his head. When Oliver reached for the octopus, Marcus gave it to him. The woolen seed flexed between Oliver’s claws.

      “Mika.” The seriousness in Marcus’s tone made my stomach knot. “I thought you said you’ve been resting.”

      “I have.”

      “Resting implies taking it easy. Slowing down.”

      “I am going slow. Too slowly sometimes.” I didn’t look at the tabletop behind me. It spoke for itself. Every page and envelope represented a gargoyle—one who knew I existed or didn’t, one who might be injured or in need of my help, all of them waiting for me to reach out. Knowing my lagging progress meant gargoyles endured unnecessary suffering haunted me.

      “You didn’t give yourself time to fully recover from everything you’ve been through: Focal Park, the ba—”

      Oliver’s head whipped up, his eyes locking with Marcus’s. My boyfriend had been about to say the baetyl, as in the secret hatching grounds of gargoyles. Marcus and I only knew of the existence of baetyls because of a gargoyle emergency. It was a secret I guarded with my life, and Marcus did, too. Baetyls weren’t mentioned in casual conversation, especially not by name.

      “That was a strenuous experience,” I agreed, glossing past the actual word, “but I’m feeling good.”

      “What about our trip to the everlasting tree? That thing you did with the quartz was—”

      “It was quartz. I work with quartz all the time.”

      “Mika . . .”

      I shook my head. I didn’t want to think about the flight to the everlasting tree, especially not that moment, when I hadn’t been sure we would live or die. I had done something with magic in that moment that I still couldn’t explain. It had been a fluke of desperation and luck and blind instinct, and just thinking about it made my palms clammy.

      Marcus closed his hand over my interlaced fists, engulfing them. “I’m just saying, you’ve been pushing yourself hard, and your energy was already depleted. Or do you not remember how I practically had to carry you when we returned from the tree?”

      “Because I hadn’t slept in days. But now I’m here every night. It’s amazing what a lot of sleep can do.” Or some sleep. Enough sleep. I smiled at Marcus, which was hard to do through gritted teeth. “I’m taking care of myself.”

      “Is that why your boot soles are worn through?”

      “Ha, ha,” I deadpanned, but I surreptitiously checked to confirm Marcus couldn’t see how worn my boots were from where he sat.

      “And now it looks like you’re running either a postal service or working as a scribe on the side.”

      I crossed then uncrossed my arms, struggling not to take offense. “This is me figuring out how to be a guardian. Not the healing part—all the other stuff.”

      “What other stuff?”

      “Finding gargoyles. Educating people about gargoyle needs. Letting people and gargoyles know I exist and am here for them.” That didn’t count my side business of making quartz art, which helped pay my bills. Or it used to. I hadn’t had time to create anything worth selling lately. Shrugging, I waved dismissively at the table. “This is the mundane stuff, like figuring out expenses with such a fluctuating income.”

      “Are you having trouble with money?”

      “No. I just—” Embarrassment heated my neck. I didn’t want Marcus offering me money. That would be disastrous. Gathering my wits, I pasted on a cheerful smile. “I know it’s messy right now, but I’m figuring it out.”

      “You won’t be able to help any gargoyles if you run yourself ragged. You need to take care of yourself.”

      I took a deep breath and clung to my patience. Marcus meant well, but he wasn’t responsible for every gargoyle in the city and beyond. He didn’t see gargoyles who had suffered for years with wounds dulled by erosion but still aching. Gargoyles who had no one to heal them except me. If anything, I needed to work harder and squeeze more out of every day.

      “I heard back from the friend I told you about,” Marcus said. “She’s ex-FPD and takes in those of us who need time away from the job. She thinks her place would be a good fit for you, and I agree. I think you’ll like her, and Mandrake Valley.”

      “Mandrake Valley? Isn’t that near the coast?”

      “A bit inland—”

      “That’s a fifteen-day trip from Terra Haven!”

      “More like six days. But time away from the city—away from all the demands on you here—would be good for you. Just until you’re fully refreshed.”

      “I can’t leave Terra Haven. Not now.” My work loomed behind me, the phantom weight as heavy as a granite overcoat. If I left, it would only grow. When I returned, it would crush me.

      “You don’t have to fly. You can take a train. It only extends the travel time by a day or two.”

      “Be gone even longer?”

      Marcus smiled tentatively. Placatingly. “I’m not saying you should leave immediately. You can wrap things up and leave at the end of the week.”

      My hands clenched, and I fought to keep my expression neutral. Wrap things up in a week? It wasn’t like I had a set number of tasks, and once they were completed, I could take a vacation. Being a guardian was a full-time, lifelong job.

      “Thank you for thinking of me,” I said, trying to be polite. “And thank you for asking your friend if I could stay with her, but I feel fine. Besides, I need to figure out what happened to Lowell and make sure it doesn’t happen to him or another gargoyle again.” I had the horrible image of sick gargoyles crashing down around the Victorian and me lazing about in Mandrake Valley, out of reach and out of touch. I couldn’t leave the gargoyles to suffer.

      “I have no doubt you’ll figure it out.” Marcus collected my hands again, straightening my tense fingers. “I’m only asking that you think about taking time to recenter yourself. After you get to the root of Lowell’s sickness. I think you could learn a lot from my friend.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. As soon as I finished the other 194 items on my to-do lists.

      “Thank you.” Marcus leaned in.

      Our first kiss was stilted, but by the third brush of his lips, I was practically in his lap.

      A whistle pierced the air. I jumped and Marcus growled.

      “That would be Winnigan,” he said, referring to his squadmate. He stood with obvious reluctance. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning?”

      “I can’t wait.” I stole one more kiss, then watched Marcus leave, my fingers pressed to my tingling lips.

      It wasn’t until the sound of his footsteps faded that I realized I hadn’t thought to ask about the assignment taking him out of town. A last-minute summons of his squad could only mean a catastrophic threat—one Marcus and his team would throw themselves in front of. And instead of being concerned for my boyfriend’s well-being, I had been self-conscious and defensive.

      Sighing, I closed my bedroom door. Tomorrow, I would make it up to Marcus.

      My gaze returned to my overflowing worktable, and I sighed again. Why couldn’t Marcus see I had way too much to do right here in Terra Haven to leave any time soon?
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      Thirty minutes later, I staggered out of the stuffy confines of a packed airbus and dragged in a breath of fresh air. Heat radiated from the ocher cobblestones through the soles of my boots, and I hustled into the shade of the elm-lined sidewalk as I got my bearings.

      I could sense four gargoyles. Two were located in the wrong direction: Sebastian a block north and Maya even farther away. I met them both over a week ago; Sebastian had only minor cuts and scrapes, but Maya had lived with a broken tail for years. A third gargoyle’s beacon bobbed between them, the wave pattern of the gargoyle’s flight confirming it was Oliver. I took comfort in his lack of urgency. If he found another sick gargoyle, he would race to get me.

      The fourth gargoyle in the heart of Cambium District had to be Lowell. Anya had assured us he made it home without incident, but I needed to confirm nothing in Lowell’s environment would sicken him again.

      The airbus nosed into traffic, its heavy-duty propulsion spells kicking up a dust cloud. Holding my breath, I hurried in the opposite direction, my bag of seed crystals clacking against my spine. Once I turned off the main thoroughfare, the ambient temperature dropped several degrees. Towering bigleaf maples and box elders provided shade from one side of the lane to the other, gardens spilled into the sidewalk, and foot traffic meandered through flowering arches, the vines supported by nothing more than the plants’ own thick, twisting stalks. Living-wood buildings nestled among stone and brick neighbors seemed to defy gravity, with walls that bent and twisted around the trunks of trees older than Terra Haven itself.

      No one hurried along these canopied lanes, not the pedestrians, not the aproned merchants, and not even the horse-drawn carriages or more maneuverable flying carpets. No one but me. I wove through the ambling shoppers, my ponytail swishing against my neck as I scrutinized the street for toxins or airborne contaminant sources that could have sickened Lowell.

      Dodging around yet another lallygagging group clogging the walkway, I bitterly wished for a flying carpet of my own. With one, I could have made the trip from my house to Lowell in fifteen minutes. A flying carpet would make every trip faster—and I could go farther, increasing the number of gargoyles I could contact every day. More importantly, I could reach injured gargoyles quicker.

      However, my income fluctuated unpredictably. So far, I had managed to pay my bills and rent on time, but I never knew when I would receive my next payment or how much it would be. I shuddered at the thought of overextending myself and being forced to rely—even temporarily—on Ms. Zuberrie’s generosity. No, buying a flying carpet now wasn’t prudent.

      I shifted my bag, grimacing when my sweat-soaked shirt stuck to my back. Levitating the bag would have been cooler, but maintaining the spell without Oliver’s boost took too much energy. Laughter filtered through a nearby restaurant’s open patio doors, overpowering the cheerful flute music coming from inside. I skirted around a cluster of wrought-iron tables crowded with patrons enjoying late breakfasts. My stomach growled. The apple and cheese I wolfed down on the airbus had been more of a snack than a meal, but they had been convenient and quick. Making up for the time lost to my nap was more important than a hot meal.

      My stomach didn’t agree. Neither did my mouth, judging by how much I was salivating over the omelet and biscuit a server carried out on a tray. When the woman caught me staring, I picked up my pace.

      The fragrant scents of lilacs and roses, jasmines and honeysuckles perfumed the air by the time the Blue Lotus came into view. Its towering glass-walled greenhouse jutted above the surrounding trees and vine-engulfed buildings like a diamond among the verdant scenery, the upper windows canted open to release humidity and the heady aromas of its interior. Bees buzzed in and out through the openings, winging between the cornucopia of flowers and their hives atop an abutting honey shop.
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