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RAFAEL

The mirror casts back an image that I cannot equate as being my face. How could this happen to me—this terrible disfigurement that I can barely bring myself to look at, let alone know that others have to view it, too?

I wish I could be certain that one day, I will go to rest in my Gargoyle state and wake up healed and rejuvenated. But I’m not certain at all.

Every time I’ve been injured in my human form, my shifter genes heal everything.

Not this time though. This time I was in Gargoyle form when I was shot with a gun and part of my face and shoulder were taken right off.

Seems like the rules are different when the injury happens in Gargoyle form. Or at least, it seems that way, so far.

“Hey, Rafe. Want some dinner?” Christiana, my brother Roman’s new Beloved, calls out to me from the kitchen. 

Gabe and Nate, two of my other brothers, have gone out on the town, partying, drinking, and screwing around like nothing has happened. 

Like my life hasn’t been turned upside down. 

Like people aren’t trying to kill us while in our frozen, statue-state. When we are unable to fight back.

“Yes. I’m coming,” I call out, though I don’t really want to face the beautiful woman who is sizzling up some steak for me. 

Luckily, she doesn’t even blink when she sees me now, and I love her for that.

I gather what little pride I have left and open my bedroom door, move into the kitchen, and sit down at the counter.

“Here you go. I cooked two—if you can even call searing the outside ‘cooking’—but there’s more if you’re hungry.”

She gives me a brilliant smile as she sets the T-bones in front of me, blood oozing from between the sear marks on the flesh. 

“No. That’s perfect. Thank you.”

As Gargoyle shifters, my brothers and I have incredibly sharp teeth, and eat only red meat. Occasionally the desire stirs in me to try some fresh bread, or a fragrant piece of cheese ... but my body hurls it up faster than I can swallow it.

No compromising on the rules of being a Gargoyle.

“Is Roman here?” I ask between mouthfuls, my stomach grumbling with the first tastes of food since I awoke. 

“No. He’s gone off to some meeting with a banker. Or something.” She shrugs as though she doesn’t know and doesn’t care. But there is more to Christiana than first appears.

I owe my life to this petite female, and as far as I’m concerned, she’s earned the right to sit around the apartment doing nothing for the rest of her days if that’s what she chooses. But doing nothing is not Christiana’s style. 

“I was actually hoping I could ask you something,” she says, her tone a little too soft. 

I nod, continuing to eat. 

“I want to go back to work. I know I don’t have to,” she rushes to add. “Roman keeps telling me I never have to work again; that you guys have heaps of money.”

“We do.” A hundred years of investments and properties, and we’re set. Not to mention the fact that, with immortality staring us all in the face, the last thing we are is materialistic. 

“You can have anything you want, Chrissy. I mean that.” 

She screws up her face like a child tasting something new. Beautiful little human.

“I don’t want to live like that. If Roman is right and our union makes me immortal, too, I can’t just sit around on my ass every day while you guys rest on the library roof.”

“You should be sleeping so you can stay up with us all night,” I suggest.

Chrissy still keeps relatively normal human hours, sleeping from about two a.m. to lunchtime. Which doesn’t please Roman. But I think a part of her is still clinging to her humanity. That will change with more time, I’m sure.

“I’m going to start applying for some jobs. Maybe a local café.”

That wasn’t a good idea. “No. We need you. Roman needs you.”

I almost said, don’t be selfish, but saying that to a woman who took a bullet for us is low. Even for me and I’m in the worst state of my life.

She pouts and flops down onto a stool opposite me.

I grin at her dramatics. “You’ve already put our cleaner out of a job.”

Chrissy huffs and crosses her arms. “I didn’t mean to! I just ... can’t sit around while she cleans and I’ve got nothing to do. I like looking after our home.”

“Well, after a hundred years or so, I’m sure the novelty will wear off.”

She sticks out her tongue, and I want to tug on her ponytail.

Chrissy pouts again. “Well, if I ever get sick of looking after the house, you can hire a cleaner again, but for now, I need something to do!”

I see her frustration and empathize with it. Suddenly having ‘forever’ stretch out before you like a long, empty road, is an intimidating thing. “I’m sure you can find something to fill your time. Maybe ask Bill or Roman about helping with the daytime security stuff? Maybe working at the library, or something? Do you like computers? I know Roman’s been upset with the defects in his current security system.”

Why I was throwing ideas at her, I have no clue. Roman was going to have my hide.

“No. I hate computers. But the library! Yes! Thank you, Rafe!” She bounces around on her seat before jumping off and kissing my cheek so quickly I don’t have the chance to flinch away.

I put up my hand to my marred cheek and watch her skip away, seemingly unaffected by my damaged flesh.

The pain in my chest releases, and I feel as if I can take a deep breath for the first time since waking.

Chrissy gives me hope that one day I, too, will find my Beloved—someone who will accept me for who I am, regardless of what I now look like. 

My chest tightens again as I remember what I see when I look in the mirror. I can’t imagine anyone loving a beast like me.

I’ve always been a monster through the day, of course. The curse of being “born” a Gargoyle shifter. 

When the sunlight hits our bodies at sunrise, my three brothers and I turn into grotesque stone statues with tails, fang-like teeth and taloned feet. 

But when dusk arrives and the darkness releases us from our curse, we are men. And I’ve always been considered handsome through those nights. Women fall at my feet.

Or they did. Once upon a time. 

Now ... I don’t dare leave the apartment.

I finish my meal and head back to my bedroom. I lie down on the bed, my mind a whirling downward spiral of deep loathing and fear. In a few hours, I’ll have to step back onto that library roof and transform into my Gargoyle shifter once again.

I don’t have a choice. 

I will be frozen, defenseless and alone. Anyone could attack me, just like they did a month ago. A violent shudder runs through my muscles like a cold, electrical current.

The memories of that attack still haunt me. For every moment. Of every day. And every night. I can’t see any way out of it.

****
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ISABELLA

“And you’re happy to start right away?” I ask the lovely woman who has just walked into the library and asked me for a job as volunteer.

“Absolutely. I would love that.”

“Well, to be honest, we don’t get a lot of volunteers here. But as long as you’re happy to fall into our roster, you can start today.”

Christiana, the red-haired girl in front of me, practically jumps up and down.

“Oh, thank you so much. This is perfect for me. Where would you like me to start?”

I adjust the glasses on my nose, a list a mile long running through my head.

“Most volunteers start with learning our filing system. If you come with me, I can show you the piles of returned books that all need to go back on the shelves.”

“That would be great.”

This young girl is uncharacteristically enthusiastic about the job, which makes me a little uneasy.

“Are you a great book lover, Christiana?”

“Oh, please call me Chrissy,” she beams. “Ah, not exactly, but I simply love this building. I live across the street, and I’m dying to get out and see people again.”

Red flags begin to wave in my head.

“What do
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