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Chapter 1

The Wanderer

Edric

I've been stoned for three hundred years.

Not metaphorically. Not poetically. Literally stone—grey and cold and frozen on a cathedral rooftop in a city whose name I've forgotten.

The curse was supposed to be permanent. The witch who cast it certainly thought so. "You'll watch the centuries pass," she spat, "and you'll never touch another living thing again."

She was wrong. Curses fade. Even the strongest magic weakens over time. And three hundred years ago, I felt the first crack in my prison.

It took another fifty years to break free completely. By then, the cathedral was rubble and the city had grown around it, swallowing the ruins in cobblestones and commerce. No one noticed when the gargoyle on the old watchtower finally moved. No one screamed when I spread my wings and flew into the night.

They should have.

But they didn't see me. That's the funny thing about humans—they don't see what they don't expect. A gargoyle flying over their heads? Impossible. So they look away, convince themselves it was a bird, a shadow, a trick of the light.

I've been running ever since.

***

The cove appears in the moonlight like a dream.

I'm exhausted. I've been flying for three days straight, pushed by rumors of hunters gathering in the east. My wings ache. My stone heart thrums with a weariness that goes deeper than muscle and bone. Yes, I have a heart, no matter what the witch believed.

I almost fly past it. The coastal cliffs all look the same from above: grey rock, white foam, endless ocean. But something makes me look twice.

The cove is hidden. Tucked between two massive headlands that curve toward each other like protective arms. You'd never see it from a ship. You'd barely see it from the sky.

But I see it. And more than that—I feel it.


Magic. Old magic, woven into the very stone of the cliffs. It calls to me in a language I haven't heard in centuries. Come, it whispers. Rest. You're safe here.


I'm too tired to be suspicious. Too desperate to be cautious.

I dive.

***

The beach is dark and empty. Moonlight silvers the sand, and the waves make soft shushing sounds against the shore. For a long moment, I just stand there, feeling solid ground beneath my feet, letting my wings fold against my back.

Safe. The word feels foreign. I haven't been safe in so long.

"You shouldn't be here."

I spin, claws extending, wings flaring. The voice came from the shadows beneath the cliff—and now a figure steps into the moonlight.

Not human. I can tell that immediately. The proportions are wrong, the movement too fluid. As he moves closer, I see: dark hair slicked back from a sharp-featured face, eyes that gleam silver in the darkness, and skin that shimmers faintly, like it's not quite solid.

Selkie. I haven't seen one in two hundred years.

"I shouldn't be anywhere," I say, keeping my voice even. "And yet here I am."

He studies me with those silver eyes. Up close, he's beautiful in the way the ocean is beautiful, cold and deep and possibly deadly.

"Gargoyle," he says. It's not a question.

"Selkie," I respond.

We stand in silence, two monsters meeting in the moonlight. Somewhere above us, a night bird calls.

"How did you find this place?" he asks finally.

"I wasn't looking for it. I was just... running."

Something flickers in his expression. Recognition, maybe. Understanding.

"Running from what?"

"Everything."

He nods slowly, like that answer makes perfect sense. "Follow me."

***

His name is Caspian.

He leads me up a narrow path carved into the cliff face, moving with the easy grace of someone who's walked it a thousand times. I follow, my wings tucked tight against my back, stone feet finding purchase on the wet rock.

"How long have you been here?" I ask.

"Six months. I was the third to arrive."

"Third?"

"After the witch and the harpy."

We reach a ledge, and I see it: a small settlement clinging to the clifftop. Half a dozen crude shelters made of driftwood and sailcloth, a fire pit that's burned down to coals, and at the far end, a lighthouse. Old and weathered, but solid. The light at the top is dark.

"The witch lives there," Caspian says, nodding toward the lighthouse. "She's... particular. But she's the reason any of us can stay."

"Any of you?"

"There are eight of us now. Nine, if you count yourself."

I don't count myself. I don't count myself anywhere. That's how you survive.

But Caspian is already walking toward the fire pit, and after a moment, I follow.

***

The others are asleep, but Caspian stokes the coals back to life and sets a kettle to boil. Gargoyles don't need to eat or drink—stone doesn't hunger—but I accept the cup of tea he offers anyway. The warmth feels good against my palms.

"Why are you here?" I ask. "What are you all hiding from?"

"The usual. Hunters. Mobs. Whatever humans call us this century, demons, monsters, abominations." He wraps his hands around his own cup, and I notice the scars on his wrists. Old wounds, long healed. "I lost my skin for a while. A fisherman found it on the beach while I was swimming. Kept it locked in a chest for two years before I managed to steal it back."

I know what that means for a selkie. Without their skin, they're trapped. Enslaved. Unable to return to the sea.

"I'm sorry."

He shrugs, but the motion is tense. "I got it back. That's what matters."

"Is that why you're here? Hiding from him?"

"He's dead." Caspian's voice is flat. "I didn't kill him. I wanted to, but I didn't. He fell off his own boat in a storm. Drowned." A ghost of a smile crosses his face. "The sea takes care of its own, eventually."

I don't know what to say to that. So I just drink my tea and watch the fire, and after a while, the silence stops feeling awkward.

"You should talk to the witch in the morning," Caspian says. "She decides who stays."

"And if she decides I can't?"

"Then you leave. Simple as that."

Nothing about this is simple. But I nod anyway.

***

Caspian

I don't sleep that night.

It's not unusual. Sleep has been difficult since the fisherman, since the two years in that cramped cottage with my skin locked away. I dream of chains, of landlocked desperation, of the sea calling and calling and calling while I couldn't answer.

So I don't sleep. I sit by the fire and I watch the gargoyle.

He's impressive, I'll give him that. Taller than any human, broader too, with grey stone skin and wings that fold like leather cloaks against his back. His face is sharp and angular, almost handsome in an inhuman way. His eyes glow faintly amber in the firelight.

He doesn't sleep either. Gargoyles don't, they're always awake, always watching. It should be unsettling.

Somehow, it isn't.

"Why did you help me?" he asks, after an hour of silence. "You could have let me wander the beach until dawn. Let the sun reveal me to... whoever might be watching."

"No one's watching," I say. "That's the whole point of this place."

"Still. You didn't have to."

I consider the question. It's a good one. I've spent six months here keeping my head down, my mouth shut, making myself useful without making myself noticed. I don't help new arrivals. That's Hecate's job.

But something about this gargoyle...

"You looked tired," I say finally. "Not just physically. Tired in the way that means you've been carrying something too heavy for too long."

He doesn't respond. But I see the way his shoulders drop, just slightly. The way his grip on the teacup tightens.

Yeah. I recognize that kind of tired.
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