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Chapter 1

Shadows on the Rooftop
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The city belonged to the rain.

Water silvered the rooftops and gathered in the gutters of ancient buildings, turning the streets below into rivers of reflected light. Fog drifted between church spires and apartment towers, softening the city into something older than itself, something caught between centuries.

High above it all, Darian watched.

He crouched atop the cathedral's highest spire, motionless enough to be mistaken for the stone gargoyle he resembled. Rain slid across obsidian skin. His wings folded tightly against his back, their edges disappearing into the darkness.

To the humans below, he did not exist.

That was how it had always been.

For nearly eight hundred years, Darian had watched over Saint Vesper City.

He had watched kings become governors.

Horse-drawn carriages become automobiles.

Gas lamps become electric stars.

He had survived wars, fires, plagues, and the slow erosion of memory itself.

Humans came and went.

Generations passed like seasons.

Names vanished.

Faces blurred.

Nothing remained.

Nothing mattered.

At least, that was what he had told himself.

Then there was Liam.

Darian's golden eyes drifted toward the neighboring rooftop.

There.

The human moved through the rain with the same reckless confidence he always carried.

Dark hair plastered against his forehead.

Old leather jacket.

Flashlight tucked beneath one arm.

No umbrella.

No common sense.

A faint smile touched Darian's mouth before he could stop it.

The human was climbing again.

Liam Harper had developed a habit of exploring rooftops three months ago.

Darian knew because he had watched every single expedition.

At first, curiosity had been innocent.

A human fascinated by old architecture.

A photographer chasing unusual angles.

Nothing more.

But curiosity became recognition.

Recognition became anticipation.

And anticipation became something Darian had no wish to name.

Every night he found himself searching for Liam among the streets below.

Every night he looked.

Every night he found him.

"You'll be the death of me."

The words vanished into the rain.

Below, Liam stepped across a narrow gap between two rooftops.

Darian's stomach tightened.

The human landed safely.

Barely.

Idiot.

The smile returned despite himself.

Lightning flashed across the clouds.

For a brief moment, the city gleamed silver and white.

Liam stopped moving.

Slowly, he turned.

Looked upward.

Directly toward the cathedral.

Directly toward Darian.

The gargoyle froze.

Rain drummed against stone.

For several heartbeats neither moved.

Impossible.

Humans never looked up.

Yet somehow Liam always seemed to know where to look.

Not seeing him.

Not truly.

But sensing something.

Feeling it.

Then Liam shook his head and continued across the rooftop.

Darian exhaled.

An unfamiliar feeling settled inside his chest.

Disappointment.

The realization irritated him.

He was a gargoyle.

A guardian.

An immortal creature of stone and storm.

He was not some lonely fool waiting for a human's attention.

A sudden crash echoed through the night.

Darian snapped upright.

Across the rooftop, Liam stumbled.

His foot slid across wet brick.

His body pitched toward open air.

Time stopped.

The human's eyes widened.

His arms windmilled desperately.

The ledge vanished beneath him.

Darian moved before thought could intervene.

Stone exploded beneath his feet.

The cathedral spire cracked.

Wings unfurled.

The storm swallowed him whole.

Liam fell.

Rain rushed past him.

The alley waited below.

Then something caught him.

Not hands.

Not exactly.

Power.

Strength.

Warmth.

The sensation of being lifted by a force older than reason.

His fall stopped.

For one impossible second, he hung suspended in the storm.

A shadow passed overhead.

Massive wings blocked the moon.

Golden eyes burned through the darkness.

Liam stared.

His breath vanished.

The creature lowered him carefully onto the rooftop.

Not dropped.

Not discarded.

Placed.

Like something precious.

Like something breakable.

The shadow landed several feet away.

The rooftop trembled.

Rain slid from black wings.

Obsidian skin gleamed beneath fractured moonlight.

Ancient gold eyes studied him silently.

Neither spoke.

Neither moved.

The city disappeared.

There was only the storm.

Only the impossible creature standing before him.

Only the realization that monsters were real.

And somehow...

He wasn't afraid.

"What are you?" Liam whispered.

The creature tilted his head.

Lightning illuminated the sharp angles of his face.

The centuries hidden behind his eyes.

Then, for the first time, the gargoyle spoke.

"That," he said quietly, "is a very complicated question."

Thunder rolled across the city.

And somewhere deep inside, Liam realized his life had just changed forever.
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Chapter 2

Flight Through the Storm
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Liam should have been running.

Every survival instinct he possessed screamed at him to get off the rooftop, get in his truck, and spend the rest of his life pretending none of this had happened.

Instead, he stood there staring.

Rain slid from the creature's wings in shimmering sheets.

The gargoyle was enormous up close.

At least seven feet tall.

Maybe more.

Broad shoulders.

Powerful arms.

Wings that stretched wider than the alley below.

Yet none of that frightened Liam as much as the eyes.

They weren't monstrous.

They weren't savage.

They looked tired.

Ancient.

Lonely.

The realization unsettled him.

Monsters weren't supposed to look lonely.

"You keep staring."

The deep voice snapped Liam from his thoughts.

"Sorry."

The gargoyle raised an eyebrow.

"You are not behaving the way most humans do."

Liam swallowed.

"How do most humans react?"

"They scream."

"That seems reasonable."

"It does."

For a moment neither spoke.

Rain pattered against brick and stone.

Traffic murmured far below.

The city continued without any idea that something impossible stood on a rooftop above it.

Liam finally found his voice.

"Do you have a name?"

The gargoyle hesitated.

Names held power.

Humans had forgotten that long ago.

But his people never had.

Still...

Something about Liam made refusal difficult.

"Darian."

The name seemed to settle between them.

Solid.

Real.

Liam smiled slightly.

"Darian."

The gargoyle's expression shifted.

Almost surprised.

Almost pleased.

"You should not say it so casually."

"Why?"

"It is very old."

Liam shrugged.

"It's still your name."

Darian stared at him.

Most humans feared what they did not understand.

This one argued with it.

A dangerous trait.

And yet...

A strangely charming one.

"What about you?" Darian asked.

"Liam."

The gargoyle nodded.

"I know."

Liam blinked.

The smile vanished.

"You know?"

Darian immediately regretted the answer.

For the first time all evening, Liam took a step backward.

"How do you know my name?"

The rain suddenly felt colder.

Darian looked away.

Toward the city.

Toward the countless lights scattered across the darkness.

"I've seen you before."

"Seen me?"

"Several times."

"Several?"

Darian winced internally.

That had not helped.

"Many times."

Liam stared.

"Are you saying you've been watching me?"

Silence.

The answer was obvious.

"Oh my God."

"It sounds worse than it is."

"It sounds exactly like stalking."

Darian looked genuinely confused.

"What is stalking?"

Liam laughed despite himself.

A short, startled laugh.

The immortal gargoyle looked offended.

"Why are you laughing?"

"You've been secretly watching me for months and somehow that's not the weirdest part of tonight."

Darian frowned.

"I was ensuring your safety."

"By hiding on rooftops?"

"Yes."

"That's incredibly creepy."

"I prevented three accidents."

"What?"

"You nearly stepped through a skylight in March."

Liam blinked.

Darian continued.

"You slipped crossing the library roof in April."

"How do you know that?"

"You slipped."

"And?"

"I caught you."

Liam stared.

"You what?"

"You never noticed."

"I definitely would have noticed."

"You were distracted."

"Distracted by what?"

Darian hesitated.

"A raccoon."

Liam groaned and covered his face.

The gargoyle had the decency to look embarrassed.

"To be fair," Darian said, "it was a surprisingly aggressive raccoon."

The silence lasted exactly three seconds before Liam burst out laughing.

Real laughter this time.

The kind that doubled him over.

Darian watched him.

Something warm stirred beneath centuries of stone and solitude.

He could not remember the last time someone had laughed around him.

Not at him.

Not because of him.

Just laughed.

The sound felt strangely precious.

When Liam finally recovered, he wiped rainwater from his eyes.

"This is insane."

"Agreed."

"No, I mean all of it."

He gestured toward the wings.

The claws.

The storm.

The impossible reality standing before him.

"You are a gargoyle."

"Yes."

"You can fly."

"Usually."

"Usually?"

"The weather affects things."

Liam blinked.

"You get bad flying conditions?"

"Everyone gets bad flying conditions."

The answer was so ordinary that Liam laughed again.

Darian found himself smiling.

A real smile this time.

Small.

Rare.

The kind that hadn't touched his face in decades.

Then lightning flashed.

For a split second, the city below glowed silver.

Darian's expression changed immediately.

His smile vanished.

His body tensed.

Every muscle tightened.

"What?"

Liam followed his gaze.

Nothing.

Just rooftops.

Rain.

Darkness.

"What is it?"

Darian's wings shifted.

Slowly.

Protectively.

"There is someone else here."

The warmth vanished from the night.

Liam felt it immediately.

A pressure.

A presence.

Watching.

From somewhere in the storm.

And whatever it was...

Darian clearly didn't like it.
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Chapter 3

The Eyes in the Storm
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Liam strained to see through the rain.

At first, he saw nothing.

Just rooftops.

Brick chimneys.

Water towers.

The endless maze of Saint Vesper stretching into darkness.

Then lightning flashed.

A shape stood atop a distant church steeple.

Watching them.

Gone a heartbeat later.

Liam's stomach tightened.

"You know them."

It wasn't a question.

Darian's wings shifted slightly, placing himself between Liam and the distant rooftop.

"I do."

The answer came too quickly.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

But caution.

The kind born from experience.

"What was it?"

Another flash of lightning.

Nothing stood on the rooftop now.

Only rain.

Only shadows.

"A gargoyle."

Liam blinked.

"There are more of you?"

Darian looked at him.

For a moment, genuine surprise crossed his face.

"What did you think?"

"I don't know."

Liam shrugged awkwardly.

"That maybe you were the only one?"

A faint smile touched Darian's mouth.

"For most of human history, there were hundreds."

"Hundreds?"

"Thousands, once."

The answer stunned him.

Thousands.

Living gargoyles hidden among humanity.

Watching.

Guarding.

Existing unnoticed.

The thought was almost impossible to comprehend.

"What happened?"

The smile vanished.

Darian looked toward the cathedral.

Toward the oldest part of the city.

"Time."

The single word carried centuries behind it.

"Wars. Hunters. Betrayals. Extinction."

Liam frowned.

"Humans hunted gargoyles?"

"Humans hunt everything."

Fair point.

Rain continued falling around them.

The city glowed beneath clouds and streetlights.

For the first time, Liam noticed how still Darian stood.

Not rigid.

Disciplined.

Like a soldier who had spent centuries remaining alert.

Always watching.

Always waiting.

It suddenly felt sad.

"You've been alone a long time."

Darian's eyes flicked toward him.

The question had landed harder than Liam intended.

"Yes."

No denial.

No deflection.

Just truth.

The honesty surprised them both.

For several moments neither spoke.

The storm softened around them.

Traffic hummed below.

A distant siren echoed through the city.

Normal life continued.

Unaware.

Liam shoved his hands into his pockets.

"So what now?"

"What do you mean?"

"I know gargoyles are real."

"Unfortunately."

"I met an immortal winged guardian."

"Also unfortunate."

Liam laughed.

Darian looked annoyed.

"You're enjoying this far too much."

"A little."

The gargoyle sighed.

The sound carried centuries of exhaustion.

"I should erase your memory."

Liam froze.

"You can do that?"

"No."

"Oh."

"I simply wanted to see your reaction."

For the first time, Liam saw genuine amusement in those ancient eyes.

The realization felt strangely intimate.

Like discovering a hidden side of someone.

"You made a joke."

"I did not."

"You absolutely did."

Darian folded his arms.

"I am incapable of humor."

"You just threatened to erase my memory."

"That was serious."

"It wasn't."

"It could have been."

Liam laughed again.

The gargoyle's mouth twitched.

Almost smiling.

Almost.

Then his expression hardened.

Instantly.

The change was so abrupt Liam noticed it immediately.

"What?"

Darian's gaze lifted toward the eastern skyline.

Several rooftops away.

A figure stood atop an apartment building.

Tall.

Motionless.

Watching.

Unlike before, this one didn't disappear when lightning flashed.

He wanted to be seen.

Massive wings spread behind him.

Stone-gray skin.

Golden eyes.

Another gargoyle.

Older.

Larger.

And judging by the expression on his face...

Angry.

"Darian."

The voice rolled across the rooftops.

Deep.

Ancient.

Powerful.

The newcomer stepped forward.

Rain streamed down weathered stone features.

"Who is that?" Liam whispered.

Darian's jaw tightened.

The answer came quietly.

"Gideon."

Friend.

Mentor.

Judge.

None of those words sounded comforting.

Gideon's gaze settled on Liam.

The ancient gargoyle's expression darkened immediately.

"You revealed yourself to a human."

The accusation echoed through the storm.

Liam looked between them.

Suddenly feeling very small.

Very mortal.

Very exposed.

Darian's wings shifted.

Not aggressively.

Protectively.

"He fell."

"Humans fall every day."

"He would have died."

"Humans die every day."

The words hit harder than intended.

Even Gideon seemed to regret them.

For a moment.

Only a moment.

Then the older gargoyle looked back toward Liam.

"What is your name, human?"

"Liam."

The answer slipped out before he could stop it.

Gideon studied him.

Long enough to become uncomfortable.

Then he sighed.

A deep, weary sound.

"Of course it has a name."

Liam frowned.

"'It?'"

Darian groaned.

Gideon looked completely unimpressed.

"This is exactly why we avoid humans."

The older gargoyle spread his wings.

Rain whipped around him.

"Darian."

"What?"

"The Council is going to lose its mind."

For the first time that night...

Darian looked worried.
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Chapter 4

The Cathedral of Stone
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The Council.

The word lingered in Liam's mind as the three of them crossed the city.

Well.

As two of them crossed the city.

Liam was currently trying not to panic.

A thousand feet below, Saint Vesper glittered beneath the rain.

Traffic crawled through wet streets.

Streetlights reflected in puddles.

Everything looked impossibly small.

Including his problems.

Unfortunately, his problems included immortal gargoyles.

"You could have mentioned the flying."

Darian's voice rumbled behind him.

"I am flying."

"Exactly."

Liam tightened his grip around the gargoyle's shoulders.

Darian was warm despite the storm.

Solid.

Unshakable.

The realization helped.

Slightly.

Ahead of them, Gideon soared through the clouds with effortless grace.

The older gargoyle looked as though he'd been carved directly from a mountain.

Nothing seemed capable of moving him.

Nothing except irritation.

And Liam suspected Gideon was currently very irritated.

"You know," Liam called over the wind, "for a magical immortal creature, he's kind of grumpy."

Gideon didn't even turn around.

"I heard that."

Liam winced.

Darian's shoulders shook slightly.

For one glorious moment, Liam realized the gargoyle was laughing.

"You laughed."

"I did not."

"You absolutely did."

"Focus on not falling."

"That's not a denial."

The gargoyle said nothing.

Which was answer enough.

The flight ended atop Saint Vesper Cathedral.

Liam had seen the building his entire life.

Everyone in the city had.

The massive gothic structure dominated the skyline.

Stone towers.

Ancient stained glass.

Hundreds of gargoyle statues perched along ledges and rooftops.

Or what he had always assumed were statues.

Now he wasn't so sure.

Darian landed first.

Gideon touched down moments later.

The older gargoyle folded his wings and immediately resumed looking disappointed in everything.

Including existence itself.

Rain dripped from cathedral spires.

Thunder rolled overhead.

Liam stared at the dozens of gargoyle figures decorating the building.

"What if one of those moves?"

Several seconds passed.

Then a voice above him replied.

"It would depend which one."

Liam nearly jumped out of his skin.

A figure dropped from a nearby ledge.

Another gargoyle.

Younger than Gideon.

Smaller than Darian.

Though still massive by human standards.

His wings snapped open before folding neatly behind him.

Silver eyes studied Liam with obvious curiosity.

"Oh."

The newcomer smiled.

"That's the human."

"The human?" Liam repeated.

"You're famous."

"I've been here ten minutes."

The gargoyle shrugged.

"Fast news cycle."

Darian groaned.

The newcomer grinned.

"Gideon said you lost your mind."

"I did not say that."

"You implied it."

"I very specifically did not."

"You absolutely implied it."

Liam blinked.

Apparently gargoyles argued like family.

The younger gargoyle offered his hand.

"I'm Cassian."

"Liam."

Cassian shook his hand enthusiastically.

Then paused.

"Huh."

"What?"

"You're smaller than I expected."

Liam stared.

"I have no idea how to respond to that."

Cassian laughed.

Darian looked one step away from throwing him off the cathedral.

"Enough."

Cassian rolled his eyes.

"You're no fun."

The younger gargoyle stepped away.

Still smiling.

Still studying Liam.

As if he'd discovered something fascinating.

Which, unfortunately, he probably had.

For the first time in history, a human had been invited into gargoyle affairs.

Liam was beginning to suspect that wasn't normal.

At all.

A bell rang somewhere inside the cathedral.

Deep.

Ancient.

The sound rolled through the stone beneath their feet.

Immediately the gargoyles became serious.

Even Cassian.

Gideon looked toward the highest tower.

"They're gathering."

Darian's expression darkened.

"The entire Council?"

Gideon nodded.

Liam glanced between them.

The knot in his stomach returned.

"What exactly is this Council?"

No one answered immediately.

Which was never a good sign.

Finally Gideon spoke.

"The oldest gargoyles in existence."

Liam swallowed.

"How old?"

"Some were old before your country existed."

The answer hit like a punch.

"Oh."

Darian stepped closer.

Close enough that Liam felt strangely reassured.

"They'll ask questions."

"About me?"

"About us."

The wording didn't escape Liam.

Us.

Not you.

Us.

The thought sent an unexpected warmth through him.

Then thunder cracked overhead.

The cathedral doors slowly began to open.

Ancient oak.

Iron bands.

A darkness beyond them that seemed deeper than ordinary shadow.

Warm golden light flickered somewhere inside.

Waiting.

Watching.

Cassian grinned.

"You should know."

Liam looked at him.

"What?"

"No human has ever walked through those doors."

The smile vanished from Liam's face.

"You're joking."

"No."

"That's not comforting."

"It wasn't supposed to be."

Gideon sighed.

Darian muttered something in a language Liam didn't recognize.

Then the oldest cathedral in the city opened its heart.

And whatever waited inside was about to change everything.
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