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EPILOGUE

ONE
NIGHTMARES DROVE HER ot of bed to run.

She' d become accustomed to another sort of dream over the last weeks: erotic, exatic, filled with
impossible beings and endless possibility. But these were different, burning images of aman’sdeath in
flames. Not by flame, but init: the color of her dreams was ever-changing crimson licked with saffron, as
though varying the light might result in ahgppier ending.



It never did.

The scent of sdlt water rose up, more potent in recollection than it had been in redlity. It tangled brutally
with the smell of copper before the latter won out, blood flavor tangy at the back of her throat. She
couldn’t remember if she'd actualy smelled it, but her dreamstasted of it.

Smdll kindness: fire burned those odors away, whether they werereal or not. But that |eft her with flame
again, and for al that she was proud of her running speed, she couldn’t outpace the blaze.

Therewas adragon in thefire, red and sinuous and deadly. It battled a pale creature of immense
strength; of unbresking stone. A gargoyle, so far removed from human imagination that there were no
legends of them, asthere were of so many of their otherworldly brethren.

Between them was another creature: adjinn, one of mankind’ simaginings, but not of the sort to grant
wishes. It drifted in itselement of air, clearly forgotten by dragon and gargoyle dike, though it wasthe
thing they fought over. It faded in and out of solidity, impossibleto strike when it didn’t attack. But there
were moments of vulnerability, times when to do damage it must become part of the world. It became
real with awesgpon lifted to strike the dragon a desthblow.

And she, who had been nothing more than an unremembered observer, struck back. Shefired aweapon
of absurd proportions: a child’ swatergun, filled with sat water.

Thedjinn died, not from the streams of water, but from their result. The gargoyle pounced, moving as she
had: to save the dragon. But salt water bound the djinn to solidity, and heavy stone crushed the dighter
creature sfragileform.

The silence that followed was marked by the sngpping of fire.

Margrit ground her teeth together and ran harder, trying to escape her nightmares.

She struggled not to look up as sheran. It had been almost two weeks since she' d sent Alban from her
sde, and every night since then she’ d been driven to the park in the smal hours of the morning. Not even
her housemates knew she was running: she was careful to dip in and out of the gpartment as quietly as
she could, avoiding Cole ashe got up for his early shift, leaving hisfiancée adeep. It was best to avoid
him, especialy. Nothing had been the same since he' d glimpsed Alban in his broad-shouldered gargoyle
form.

Margrit could no longer name the emotion that ran through her when she thought of Alban. It had ranged
from fear to fascination to desire, and some of al of that remained in her, complicated and uncertain.
Hope, too, but laced with bitter despair. Too many thingsto name, too complex to label in the aftermath
of Mdik a-Mass1" s death.

Not that the inability to catalog emotion stopped her from trying. Only the dap of her feet againgt the
pavement, the jarring pressure in her knees and hips, and the sharp, cold air of an April night, helped to
drive away the exhausting attempts to come to terms with—

With what her life had become. With what she’ d done to survive; what she' d doneto help Alban survive.
To help Janx survive. Her friends—ordinary humans, people whose lives hadn’t been star-crossed by the
Old Races—seemed to barely know her any longer. Margrit felt she hardly knew hersdif.

She' d asked for time, and that, of al things, was agargoyl€ sto give: the Old Raceslived forever, or
near enough that to her perspective it made no difference. They could die violently; that, she’ d seen. But



left doneto age, they carried on for centuries. Alban could afford alittletime.
Margrit could not.

She madefigts, nails biting into her palms. Tension threw her pace off and she wove on the path, feet
coming down with asurety her mind couldn’t find. The same thoughts haunted her every night. How
much time Alban had; how little she had. How thelife she'd planned had, in afew brief weeks, become
not only unrecognizable, but ungppedling.

Swest stung her eyes, awe come distraction. Her hair stuck to her cheeks, itching: physical solacefor an
unquiet mind. She didn’t think of hersalf as someone who ran away, but she couldn’t in good conscience
claim she ran toward anything except the obliteration of memory in theway her lungs burned, her thighs
burned.

The House of Cards burned.

“Dammit!” Margrit sumbled and came to astop. Her chest heaved, testimony to the effort she'd
expended. She found a park bench to plant her hands against, head dropped as she caught her breath in
quiet gaspsthat let her listen for danger. She’ d asked Alban for time, and couldn’t trust he glided in the
sky above, watching out for her, especidly at this hour of the morning. Typicdly, sheranintheearly
evenings, not hours after nightfal. There was no reason to imagine he d wait on her dl night. Safety inthe
park was her own concern, not his.

Which waswhy she couldn’t dlow herself to look up.

If shewould only bend so far asto glance skyward, he would have an excuseto join her.

Alban winged loose circles above Centrd Park, watching the lonely woman make her way through
pathways below. She wasfiercein her solitude, long strides egting the distance as though she owned the
park. It wasthat ferocity that had drawn him to watch her in thefirst place, the reckless abandon of her
own safety in favor of something the park could give her in exchange. He thought of it as freedom,
pursued in the face of good sense. It encompassed what little he' d known about her when he began to
watch her: that shewould risk everything for running at night.

That was what had given him the courage to speak to her, for al that he' d never meant it to go further
than one brief greeting. It had been amoment of light in aworld he' d alowed to grow grim with isolation,
though he hadn’t recognized its darkness until Margrit breathed life back into it.

And now he hungered for that brightness again, adesirefor life and love awvakened in him when he' d
thought it lost forever. He supposed himself steadfast, as dow and reluctant to change as stone, but in the
heat of Margrit’s embrace, he changed more quickly and more completely than he might have once
imagined. He had learned love again; he had learned fear and hope and, most vividly of al, he had
learned pain.

He thought it was pain that sent Margrit running in these small hours. She' d asked him to stay away while
she cameto gripswith it, but she hadn’t said how far away, and he was, after dl, agargoyle. He watched
over her every night from dusk until dawn, even when that meant Sitting acrossthe street on an
gpartment-building roof, patiently watching lightsturn off in her home as she and her housemates retired
to bed. He ignored the others who had demands on histime: Janx, the charming dragonlord who' d lost
histerritory in thefight that had ended Mdik a-Mas31’ slife; who had, in fact, nearly lost hisown lifeand
who was gtill hedling from the wounds Malik had dealt him. Alban had helped him escape, had brought



him below the streets, into the vigilante Grace O’ Malley’ sworld. Janx was safe there, but Grace and the
children she helped were not, not so long as Janx remained. And yet Alban took to the skies each night,
watching Margrit instead of resolving the conflicts that grew in the tunnels benesath the city.

If it were not entirely againgt agargoyl€ s nature, Alban might say he was hiding from those
responsibilities by indgsting on another. But then, he'd lost his sense of what was, in truth, agargoyle's
nature, and what was not. A few months earlier he would have answered with confidence that agargoyle
was meant to keep to awell-known path, to be arock against the changes forced by time. Now, though,
now he had logt hisway, or found it so reshaped before him that he had to gather himsdlf before he could
move forward. He hadn’t wanted to leave Margrit when she said she needed time, but suddenly he
understood. Distress might be eased when shared, but the need to understand herself—or himsdlf, now
that he saw it—could be as necessary a step toward recovery. To edge back and rediscover the core of
what he thought he was, without outside influence, might be critica.

And the secluded nights did give him time to think. No: time to remember. Remembering wasa
gargoyl€ spurposein exigting, and for the past two weeks he would have given anything to be
unburdened by that particular gift borne by his people.

Margrit sprinted away from a park bench without looking up, and Alban felt atwist of sorrow. Not
anything: therewas, it seemed, at least one thing he would not give up under any circumstances. He had
killed to protect Margrit Knight, not once, but twice.

It might have meant nothing—at least to the other Old Races—had he taken human lives. But he'd
destroyed agargoyle woman with full ddliberation, and a djinn thanks to devastating mistiming. Those
were exiling offenses, actions for which he could—would, should—be shunned by his people. For dl that
he' d exiled himself centuries earlier on behdf of men not of hisrace, knowing he now inexorably stood
outside the community he’ d been born to cut more deeply than he’ d thought it could. And for al of that,
what disturbed him the most was the unshakable certainty thet, given another chance, given identical
circumstances, he would make the same choice. If he could dter the paces of the play, he would, yes; of
course. But if nat, if the same beats should come to pass, he would choose Margrit and the brief,
shocking impulses of life she brought into hisworld.

Hewas no longer certain if he' d stopped knowing himsalf along time ago and was only coming back to
his core now, or if Margrit Knight had pulled him so far from his course that he had nothing but new
territory to explore. He would have to ask Janx or Daisani someday; they had known him in hisyouth.

Startling darity shot through him, the disgusted voice of another who' d known him when he was young:
Y ou wereawarrior once. Y ou could have led us. Bidi hadn’t meant it as acompliment, his shattered
visage testimony to the battle skills Alban had once had. Maybe, then, the impul se to make war had
aways been in him, buried during the centuries of self-imposed exile. Maybe the ability to kill had waited
until it was needed, or wanted: avicious streak through aheart of stone.

Too many thoughts circling near the same ideas that had haunted him through Margrit’ s degpless nights.
Alban shook himsdlf, leaping from the treetopsto follow her, certain of this, if nothing ese: he would not
let the human woman come to harm, not after the changes she’ d wrought in himsdlf and hisworld. To
lose her now would undo the meaning of everything, and that was a price too dear to be paid.

Animpact caught her in the spine and knocked her forward. Margrit shouted with outraged surprise,
hands outspread in preparation for breaking afal she couldn’'t stop. But thick arms encircled her waist,
and the ground fdll away with a sudden lurch. A body pressed againgt hers, muscle shifting and flexing in



apattern that might have been erotic, had Margrit’ sincredulous anger not drowned out any other
emotion, even fear. She struggled ineffectively, swearing as her captor soared above the treetops.
“Alban?’

“Sorry, lawyer.” The words spoken into her hair were gargoyle-deep, but not Alban’ s reassuring
rough-on-rough accent. There was no sincerity in the apology, only a snarled mockery made of itsform.
“Hate to use you as bait, but | can't do this out in the open.”

“Bidi?” Margrit’ svoice brokeinto ararely used register as she twisted, trying to get alook at the
gargoyle who' d swept her up. Her hair tangled in her face, blinding her. “What the hell are you doing?’

An edged chuckle scraped over her skin. “Getting Korund' s attention.”

“Y ou couldn’'t use atelephone like anormal person?’” Margrit twisted harder and looped an arm around
Bidi’ s shoulders, so she was no longer wholly reliant on his grip around her waist. He grunted, adjusting
his hold, and gave her abaeful look that she returned with full force. “ Thiswas your idea.”

Exasperation crossed Bidi’ s face so sharply that for amoment it diluted Margrit’ sanger. That wasjust as
well: they were passing rooftops now, and pique might get her dropped from the killing height. With

anger fading, she redlized she had precious momentsthat could be better spent ininvestigation than in
argument. “What do you want from Alban?’

“Judtice.” Bidi backwinged above an gpartment building, landing on messy blacktop. Hereleased
Margrit easily, asthough he hadn’t abducted her. She bolted for the rooftop door, though seeing its rusty
lock stopped her before she reached it. She spun around, running again before she' d located thefire
escapes, but Bidi legpt into the air and cruised over her head, landing between her and the ladders.
“Don’t make me haveto hit you, lawyer.”

Margrit reared back, staying out of the gargoyl€ s reach, though she doubted she could move fast enough
to avoid him if he wanted to catch her again. For the moment, though, he smply crouched where he was,
wings half spread in anticipation, broken face watching Margrit consider her options. He wore chain links
around hiswaist, anew addition to the white jeans she’ d seen him in before. Wrapped too many timesto
be abdt, the metad made a peculiarly appropriate accessory for the brawny gargoyle, enhancing his
thickness and the sense of danger he could convey. Margrit found it disquieting, the dark iron twinging as
awrongness, but that, too, added to the effect.

Any red expectation of escape blocked, she resorted to words for the second time. “ Justice for what?’
“Auga”

Dismay plummeted Margrit’ s belly. The name conjured as many demons as flame-haunted dreams did.
AusraKorund had styled herself Alban’s daughter, though in truth she was the child of hislifemate,
Hanal, and the human who had captured her. Driven mad by her own heritage, Ausrahad lain inwait for
literally centuries, stalking Alban, waiting for achance to destroy him. She had been Bidi’ slover, and
very nearly Margrit’ s death. The Old Races were meant to think Ausra sfate lay in Margrit’ s hands.
Only she and Alban knew the truth: that Alban had taken Ausra slifeto save Margrit's.

Only they, and, it seemed, Bidi. Margrit felt al her years of courtroom training betray her as her mouth
tightened in recognition. Dark humor did through Bidi’ s expression. “ Everything make sense now,

lavyer?’

Margrit drew in breath to respond and let it out again in ashriek as a flash of white darted over her head.
Bidi launched himself skyward to meet Alban, al atention for Margrit lost.



They crashed together with none of the grace she was accustomed to seeing from the Old Races. Too
closeto the rooftop to keep their battle aerial, momentum and their own weight dammed them to the
blacktop. Margrit staggered with the impact and ran for shelter, putting herself against the rooftop access
door. It seemed impossible that no one would come to see what the sound had been, and each roll and
thud the combatants shared made it that much more likely. She didn’t dare shout for the same reason, but
she pitched her voiceto carry, fresh fear and anger init: “Are you crazy? Somebody’ s going to come!”

Neither gargoyle heeded her, too caught up in their private conflict to respond to sense. Bidi lifted afist
and drove it down like the rock of ages. Alban flinched just far enough to the side that the blow missed.
The rooftop shook again and Margrit skittered forward afew feet, sure that interfering would be usdless,
but driven to try. “ Alban, stop! He grabbed me to make you come after him! Just get out of herel”

For amoment it seemed he' d heard her, an ingtant’ s hesitation coming into his antagonism. Bidi took
advantage with a backhand swing so hard the air whistled with it, hisfist awhite blur against the graying
sky. Alban spun, dizziness swaying his steps. An gppalled fragment of Margrit' s attention wondered how
hard a hit that was, to stagger agargoyle. A human jaw would have been pulverized.

Her gaze locked on the shattered left haf of Bidi’ sface; the ruined eye socket that in gargoyle form was
al rough planes worn smooth by time. Alban had done that centuries earlier, and if the blow he' d just
taken hadn’t conveyed similar damage to his own face, Margrit couldn’t imagine what strength had been
necessary to destroy Bidi’ sfeatures.

AsAlban reded and regained hisfooting, Bidi backed away, unwinding the length of chain from around
hiswaist. Unwanted understanding churned Margrit’ s ssomach as the sumpy gargoyle knotted one end
and began to swing it. It wasn't an adornment of any sort. It was aweapon, and more, a prison.

Of dl the Old Races, only gargoyles had ever been endaved.

Margrit let go awordless shout of warning that forgot the need for silence. Alban responded, flinching
toward her asif hewould protect her from whatever she feared, but too late: Bidi released the chain,
sending it clattering toward Alban. Margrit sprinted toward them, her only thought to bresk the chain’s
trgectory, regardless of the cost to hersdlf. She would heal from most injuries: that was the gift another of
the Old Races had given her, and for Alban’ s freedom she would risk her fragile human form againg the
dangerous weight of metd.

But she d taken hersdlf too far from the fight, her safe haven now a detriment. Crystal-precise clarity
played the seconds out, |etting her see how the chain eft Bidi’ s hands entirely, flying free. Alban
recognized the threat an ingtant too late, wings flared and eyes wide with comprehension and furious
alarm. Metal wound around his neck and his hands clawed againgt it, desperate to snap the chain and
shake himsdf free.

Dawn broke, binding iron to stone.

TWO

MARGRIT'SHEARTBEATS COUNTED out an eternity, incomprehension making a statue of her asif
she, too, was one of the gargoyles, frozen in time. Then the need to act parayzed her, useless choices
rendering her as il as astonishment had.

Her impulse was to dart forward, to claw the chains away from Alban’ sthroat just ashe' d tried to do.
To pound on his chest and demand he wake up, for al that she knew sunlight held him captive and only
darknesswould release him from stone. Failing that, she wanted to somehow scoop him up and carry



him to safety, far away from Bidi and hisplots. All were physicaly impossible, laughablein their naiveté.
Even if she could somehow remove him from the rooftops, Margrit wasn't certain she could loosen the
chainsthat bound him.

Memory surged with the thought, twisted and haf-shadowed and not her own. The haf-breed Ausra's
memories of Hgna, her mother, bound by iron, pain driving her mad. Iron became part of stone when
transformation took a gargoyle at dawn or dusk, and could only be released by the one who'd set the
chainsin place. Hgna had never been free again, and her death had poured memoriesinto Ausra's
unprotected infant mind. It was more agony than Margrit had ever wanted to know.

She shuddered, pushing the aien memories away. What little she knew about endaved gargoyles had
suggested manacles, not iron chain wound around astony neck. Maybe, if she could get Alban away
from Bidi, shemight free him by smply unwinding the chains.

It would have been an elegant solution, had it not relied on moving a seven-foot-tall statue off a
twentieth-story rooftop. Margrit had no ideahow much he weighed in stone form; easily aton or two.
She flattened her hands againgt her hips, searching for acell phone she should have been carrying and
wasn't. Cole and Cameron would rail at her for that, if she admitted it to them. Even if she had the
phone—and she should; running in the park at night was dangerous enough without at least carrying some
form of communication—there was no oneto call. The only obvious answer was her soon-to-be
employer, and the prospect of offering Alban, frozen in stone and chains, to Eliseo Daisani, sent acold
shudder through her.

The door behind her banged open and Margrit swallowed ayep of surprise as sheturned to face anirate
man, whose ring of keys suggested he was the building manager. “What the hdll is goin—What the hell
arethose?’ His attention snapped back and forth between the gargoyles and Margrit so swiftly it looked
headache inducing.

She offered alame smile. “ Somebody’ s scul pture project?’

“Somebody like you?’ The man was big enough to be physically threatening, but he kept his distance, as
though the gargoyles behind Margrit might cometo life and protect her. She wanted to assure him,
blithely, that he was safe until nightfall, but instead swallowed a hysterical laugh and shook her head.

“I came up to seewhat al the noisewas.”
The building manager squinted. “From where? Y ou' re not atenant.”

Margrit couldn’t imagine how Biali had managed to choose a building where the building manager knew
his tenants, but she had the urge to turn around and scold him for it. “I’m visiting. | got up early to go for
arun and heard the noise. My friend called you.”

The manager’ s eyebrows unbeetled alittle. “ She didn’t mention aguest. ' Course, she usualy doesn't.
How were you planning on getting back downstairs?” He jangled hiskeys, still looking sour, but no
longer asif he suspected Margrit wasto blamefor the gargoyles.

She clapped her hands over her mouth, eyes wide with dismay. “ Oh, God, | didn’t even think of that.
Wow, I'm such anidiot. Thank goodness you came up here or I'd be stuck al day. Thank you! Y ou
totally saved my lifel” Shefelt her 1Q dropping with the breathless exclamations, but the manager |ooked
increasingly lessdour.

“Y ou should think things through more carefully.” Chiding done, helooked beyond her at the gargoyles
and sghed explosvely. “Wadll, shit. I'm going to have to get demalition guysin hereto get rid of those



things”

Horror clenched afist around Margrit’s heart. “But they’ re so coal. | bet you could make abuck or two
letting people up here to see them for awhile before you got rid of them. Besides, somebody in the
building must’ ve done them, right? | mean, unless hdlicopters swept through in the middie of the night and
dropped them off.”

The manager twisted hismouth. “Or they flew here.”

Margrit laughed, high thin sound of nerves. “Y eah, which would betotaly fresky.” A law-school
education, she thought with despair, and she was relegated to totaly freaky. “ So if somebody got them
up here, he must have away to get them back out, right?’

“Do you know how many tenants|’ve got? | don’t want to knock on every door asking who the damned
fool who put a couple monsters on the roof is.”

Margrit bounced on her toes, putting on her best helpful smile. “Look, | could doit for you. I'll wait a
little while to be sure people are getting up so | don't disturb them, and you’ ve got to have amillion things
todoinabuilding thissize, and | don’t mind lending ahand. Makes mefed useful asavisgtor, you
know?I’'m Maggie, by theway.” She stepped forward to offer a hand, wincing at the nickname she
never used. Margrit had a plethora of short names, and she used one no one dse did: Grit. But Maggie
was close enough to her name that she’ d remember to respond to it, and since she was on the roof under
false pretenses, it seemed wiser not to offer her real name.

The building manager shook her hand automaticaly. “Hank. Y ou're not Rosta susud type, Maggie.”

Margrit knotted her fingersin front of her somach, hoping she looked winsome instead of nervous. She
hadn’t known she was potentidly Rosita s type when she' d pinned her presence on a“friend,” but she
was unexpectedly interested in the answer to, “ Better or worse?’

“Better. She'susudly into—Wall, look, it doesn’t matter. Y ou seem likeanicegirl, and | could usethe
help. Jesus, what kind of idiots...”

“I'll totally teke care of it,” Margrit promised. “Just don't cal any demalition guysuntil I’ ve talked to
everybody, okay? They’retoo cool to smash up. Somebody’ |l want them.”

“Yeah, al right. Come on.” Hank turned away, opening the door. Margrit’ s shoulders dumped with relief
before she put Maggi€ s perky smile back on and followed him into the building.

The other time—the only other time—she had visited Eliseo Daisani’ s penthouse home had been an
impetuous 4:00 am. arriva on the rooftop afew weeks earlier. Now, arms hugged around hersdif,
Margrit stared hundreds of feet into the air at Daisani’ s mirror-glassed gpex gpartment, wishing she could
enter the way she had then.

Wished it for ahost of reasons, not the least of which wasthat Alban had carried her in hisarmsthen,
ignoring human convention and soaring across the sky in his haste to make certain of Margrit’ s sefety.
Malik had teased Alban with the threat to move againgt her during the day, when Alban was helplessto
protect her.

Alban had turned to Daisani for help. That in itsaf might be reason enough for Margrit to do the same
now, but stlanding outside his building in the smal hours of the morning, she doubted hersdlf.



Not so smdl anymore. Margrit shook hersdlf. It was nearly seven, and Daisani would be on hisway to
work. Alban and Bidi had to be rescued before she went to work; before Hank decided to take a
dedgehammer to the statues on his rooftop. Daisani might not be agood choice, but he wasthe only one
she had. Janx, even if she could get to him, no longer had the resources necessary to rescue apair of

wayward gargoyles.

She remembered too clearly that thefirst time she’ d met Eliseo Daisani, he’ d had two seal skins pinned to
his office wall. One had been adult-sized, the other pup-sized. She’ d thought then that he was aruthless
hunter, willing to take mother and child. It had proven that the furs were selkie skins, their presencein his
office trgpping ayoung woman and her daughter in their human forms. That he’' d given them to Margrit as
part of abargain did nothing to reassure her: the fact that he' d had them at al said he was more than
happy to take advantage of any powerful hand he might have over another. Turning Alban—andto a
lesser degree, Bidi—over to him while they were vulnerable was alast resort, something to be avoided if
a dl possble

Margrit frowned toward the rooftop, knowing she was staling, but not quite able to push hersdlf forward
yet. She wanted another answer to the problem at hand, but her heartbeats counted out passing moments
inwhich Alban’ s danger grew.

She wasn't certain which held her back: a reluctance to owe one of the Old Races yet another favor, or
Eliseo Daisani’ sendless distressing failure to fit into any of the legends she knew. The other raceswere
easer to ded with: lesser known, they dso fel into old mythologies more readily, with the djinn ability to
dissipate or the thin blue smoke that aways followed Janx fitting what they redlly were.

But it was the gargoyles who were bound to night, not vampires. Daisani had been standing in an office
full of sunlight thefirst time shemet him, dl swarthy smiles and acharismatha made his middling looks
handsome. Histeeth were unnervingly flat, no hint of too-long canines or amouthful of razor-sharp ivory
wegpons. The dragon had pointy teeth, but the vampire, no. Neither garlic nor silver crosses held him off,
nor did he require an invitation to pass athreshold. Alban had pointed out, prosaically, that Daisani
would certainly dieif someone thrust awooden stake into his heart, but then again, so would anything
dse

If she’d not seen the impossible speed Daisani could move with, if she' d not been given a gift of hisblood
to help her hedl, she would never have believed he was anything other than what he appeared: adight
man with agreet ded of persona wedth and business acumen. That, more than anything, made her not
want to bargain with him.

Margrit tightened her hug, then let hersdlf go forcefully, driving hersdlf forward with the motion. Asif
she' d summoned him with the action, a security guard gpproached her. “ Sorry, miss, but there' sno
loitering here. You'll haveto moveaong.”

Genuine astonishment rose up as laughter. “ Are you serious? Thisisasightseeing stop. ‘Oh, yeah, that's
where Eliseo Daisani lives. He's supposed to be worth forty billion now, you know? How do you get
touriststo stop loitering?’

The guard gave her atight smile and gestured her away. “Likethis”

Margrit held her ground as the guard stepped into her persona space. “Eliseo’smy boss. | need to see
him.” Shetried sidestepping the guard and found hersdf caught in adance with him.

Visbly exasperated, he stepped back, language turning formal, as though he repeated awell-rehearsed
line. “I’'m sureif Mr. Daisani isyour employer, you' Il find amore gppropriate opportunity to speak with
him”



It struck Margrit that usng Daisani’ sfirst name—though she’ d been invited to—probably put her in
league with starstruck stalkers, not a properly subordinate employee. She grimaced, then stepped back
with her hands lifted in acquiescence. The guard stood his ground until she' d headed well down the
block, only returning to his rounds after Margrit disappeared around a corner and peeked back. She
counted to thirty, then, grateful he hadn’t waited to seeif she'd return, put on a burst of speed and bolted
back to face the doorman.

“Wait,” she said as hereached for hisradio. “1 know | sound like astalker, and | don’'t have an
gppointment, but my nameis Margrit Knight. I’'m Mr. Daisani’ s new persona assstant, and thisredly is
an emergency. Could you pleasering up to his apartment and at least tell him I’'m here?’

“Mi

ss,” the doorman said more patiently than the guard had, “it’ saquarter to seven in the morning. Even
if—”

“Isit that late?” Margrit shot alook toward the horizon, cursing her lack of cell phone and therefore lack
of timepiece. “Never mind. I'll try to catch him at the office.”

“That won't be necessary, Miss Knight.” Eliseo Daisani opened one of the lobby’ s glass doors himself,
putting a stricken look on the doorman’ sface. “Y ou may join mein the Town Car, if you wish.” He
gestured to the street, then fastidioudy brushed a speck of lint off his overcoat. The codt, like everything
Margrit had seen Daisani in, looked unbelievably expensive, the wool appearing so soft she had to stop
hersdf from reaching out to touch it. Its cut added to his height; Daisani wastaller than Margrit, but only
just.

She shook off her fascination with his coat and glanced toward the car. “Does it have privacy glass?’

Daisani’ s eyebrows, then hisvoice, rose. “ Edward, could you have the limousine brought around,
please?’ Thedriver, who'd stood at attention beside the car, actually clicked his hedlstogether in
response before climbing in and driving away. Daisani smiled, then turned to the still-stricken doorman.
“Miss Knight isto be admitted at any time she desires. Don't look so pale, Diego. | hadn’t |eft
ingtructions. Y ou weren't to know. Margrit, will you require aride home?1 trust you' re not going to
work inthat attire.”

“A ride homewould be grest.” Margrit thinned her lips, staring between Daisani and the street. “| think. |
don’t know if I’'m going to work.”

“For reasons pertaining to your arriva herethismorning, | trust.” Daisani nodded as alimousine pulled
up, adifferent driver leaping out to hold the door. Bemused, Margrit preceded Daisani into the car,
waiting until the doors and glass partition were closed before dumping in the leather seats. Daisani
opened aminiature refrigerator and withdrew a bottle of water, eyebrows lifted in question.

“Yes, please” Margrit sat up to accept and Daisani deftly poured two crysta glassesfull, handing oneto
her and keeping the other for himsdf. The car pulled into traffic with a soft jolt of acceleration, then
dowed again immediatdly. “Good thing we re not in ahurry. It'd be faster towak.”

“Oneof thetribulations of city living. Now, tell mewhat brings you to my doorstep so early inthe
morning, Margrit.”

“I have aproblem, and—"

Daisani chortled, then waved off her look of surprise. “Forgive me. It'sjust that it was only afew weeks
ago | said something very smilar to you.”



“You said | had aprob—" Margrit broke off again, recognizing his point, and Daisani’ s smile broadened.
“And you assured meit was | who had aproblem, not you.”

Margrit muttered, “A lot's changed since then,” earning another delighted chuckle. She glowered out the
tinted window, trying once more to think of someone el se with the necessary resources to rescue two
day-frozen gargoyles, and came up, again, with no other solution. “1 need help,” she said to the windows,
then transferred her gaze back to Daisani. “But I'm reluctant to tell you why until I’ ve aready established
Il maintain control over the Situation.”

“Asopposed to?’
“Y ou deciding you can get mileage out of it and using it to your own advantage.”
Dasani’ seyes hdf lidded in curiosity. “ Suggesting it’ sa scenario from which | could benefit.”

“Maybe. Probably,” Margrit amended. “On the other hand, if it's not dealt with immediatdly, it's got the
potentia to be very bad for al of you. It behoovesyou to give me control.”

“And in exchange you will give mewhat, Margrit?Y our employment with me begins Monday, so that's
no longer an enticement you can bargain with. 1 doubt very much you intend to offer up the delectable
Miss Dugan—Anh.” Thelast sound was one of smug laughter as Margrit' s heartbeat accelerated. She
clamped down on the reaction, doing her best to inhale both deeply and discreetly. Daisani had admired
Margrit’s housemate too many times aready, and his choice of words reminded her that the man she sat
with was not aman at all. Humanity lay asaveneer over atrue form she' d never seen. Inthe one
rendering she' d seen, vampires had been depicted as manlike, but Margrit doubted Daisani’ s other form
was S0 familiar and reassuring.

“My friendsaren’t any part of this, Eliseo.” The coldnessin her own voice surprised her, its strength
sounding as though she might somehow be able to prevent Daisani from dragging Cameron into the world
Margrit had become a part of. Daisani’ s mouth quirked, recognition of and interest in Margrit’'s
implacability. “I’ll leaveit an open-ended favor if | have to, but no way are you involving Cameron or
Coleinany of this”

“Who isresponsible for Mdik a-Mass1’s death?” Daisani spoke so abruptly Margrit sat back, fingers
tightening around her water glass. “1 swore an oath, Margrit, that | would exact vengeance against
anyonefoolish enough to cross mewhen | had extended my protection to him, and | will fulfill that oath.
Don’t deny you were there. | have enough friendsin the police department to know better. Tell me,
Margrit. Tell me, and you will have your favor.”

The water she' d drunk turned to an icy leaden weight inside her belly. Sick with adrendine, Margrit set
her glassaside, fitting it carefully into a cup holder before folding her hands and leaning toward Daisani.
Too aware she wrote her own fate with the words, she said, “Help me rescue the gargoyles, and when
they're safe, I'll tell you what you want to know.”

THREE
“YOU NEVER FAIL to astound.”

Margrit was uncertain if Daisani meant humansin generd or hersdf in particular, though asheraised a
palm and added, “I know. Y ou're alawyer. Everything isanegotiation,” she suspected the comment was
meant for her alone. “Rescue the gargoyles. Margrit, do you deliberately set up dramatic deliveriesor isit
just fortune and happenstance? Never mind. | don’t want to know. Y ou have my undivided attention,



MissKnight. Do goon.”
“Dowe haveaded?’

“Oh, wemogt certainly do, as| wouldn’'t missthe rest of thisfor the world. One rescue for one piece of
pricelessinformation.” Daisani finished hiswater and steepled hisfingersin front of hismouth as Margrit
explained thefight that had led to Alban and Bidi’ s capture by sunlight. “1 do think you' re getting the
better end of thisded, Margrit.”

“Which has happened exactly never in me dedling with the Old Races, so how about you let me havethis
one? Besdes, your honor’s at stake here, right?’

“Itis, but perhaps Alban would be so grateful for the rescue he would offer me what | want to know in
exchange”

“No.” Margrit’s certainty earned another questioning look from the vampire. “Y ou can't risk Alban being
exposed. Being killed. His memories would go to the gestat, and you don't want that to happen. I’ ve
watched enough of your interactions to know he' s keeping secrets for you and Janx both.”

She knew considerably more than that, but Alban had cautioned her more than once about | etting either
vampire or dragon know she could sometimes access the remarkable gargoyle memories. Psychicaly
shared, the repository held aeons of history, not just of the gargoyles themselves, but of al the Old
Races, ensuring none of them would be forgotten to time. Alban Korund had set himsdf gpart from his
brethren to protect the secrets of two men not of hisrace, refusing to share any memoriesat al in order
to protect one that might have changed their world.

Centuries earlier Janx and Daisani had loved the same human woman, and she had—perhaps—borne a
child to one of them. Only literdly within the last few weeks had the Old Races lifted their exiling law
againg those who bred with humans. Margrit was confident that neither Daisani nor Janx was suretheir
transgressions, hundreds of yearsin the past, would be given carte blanche now. Even if they were, she
was equally sure they wouldn’'t want their old secrets made public unless they controlled how and when.
Alban’s premature death would simply send his memories back into the gestdt viathe nearest gargoyle,
and then everything dragon and vampire had worked to hide would be exposed to al the Old Races.

“You've learned to drive ahard bargain, Miss Knight.” Admiration and warning weighed Daisani’ s
wordsin equd part. Margrit dlowed hersdf anod, the same kind of understated motion she was coming
to expect from the Old Races. A smileflickered across Daisani’ s face as he recognized their influence on
her. “How do you propose we retrieve our wayward friends?’

“I wasthinking helicopters, speaking of dramatic.” Margrit pulled aface, then shrugged. “ They won't fit
in elevators. The only other thing | can redlly think of isjust getting security in there so nobody’ s around
at sunset. Anything eseisgoing to draw alot of attention to you.”

“Tome” Amusement lit Daisani’ svoice, reminding Margrit of Janx. “Are you so concerned about my
profile?’

“Only insofar as it seems probable that Eliseo Daisani taking an interest in acouple of statueson a
rooftop would make the mediaiinterested in them, too. I’'m going to kill them,” Margrit added under her
bresth.

“Themedia?’ Daisani asked, polite with humor.

Margrit gave him asour look. “ Alban and Bidi. Why they had to have afight in human territory...”



“Thereisno other choice.” Daisani traced afingertip over hisglass s edge, humor fled. “We re obliged to
livein your world, Margrit, either onitsedges or in its midst. Our other choiceisto retreat, and retreat
and retreat again, until we' re mere animas hiding in caves and snapping at our brothers. It sno way to
live, and 0 if we'reto fight, to breathe, to sup, to speak, it must be done in your world. Y ou may have
semmed the tide of our destruction, but | fear there will still come aday when we cannot hide, and so
must die”

“You fear,” Margrit echoed softly. “1 didn’'t know you could.”

“All thinking things fear. Sentience, perhaps, isfacing that fear and conquering it rather than succumbing.
A tiger will drownin atar pit, but aman who can clear histhoughts may survive.” Slence hed for afew
long moments, disturbed but not destroyed by the sounds of traffic around them. Then Daisani shook it
off, bringing his hands together with aclap. “If common sense prevails over dramatics, then security isthe
best option. Either way, I'm afraid my name may comeinto it. Y our building manager will want an
explanation for security.”

“Do you have a better idea?’

“Sadly, no. Vampires are quick, not strong, and even Janx would be hard-pressed to rescue a deeping
gargoyle” Daisani’ s expression brightened and Margrit found hersdlf grinning, too, a theideaof Janx’s
snuous dragon form struggling to haul agargoyle through the sky.

“Good thing humans don’'t look up,” she said to theidea. “ Alban sayswe don't,” she added to Daisani’ s
quirked eyebrow. “ Still, anews chopper would probably notice your company hdicoptersflyingina
gargoyle Satue.”

A amilelegpt across Daisani’ sface. “What if we give them something elseto look at?’

“This afternoon, from atop the Statue of Liberty, legendary businessman Eliseo Daisani has called an
impromptu press conference to announce the latest development from Daisani Incorporated’ s charitable
arm. We have news camerasin the air and areporter on the ground—or as close asit getswhen it
comesto the high-flying philanthropist. Sandra, to you—"

Margrit, smiling, thumbed the radio function on her MP3 player off and dropped it into her purse. She'd
gpent the morning a her soon-to-be former office, filing papers and reviewing arguments with coworkers
who were taking over her casdload. After four yearsat Lega Aid, being down to her last three days was
inequa partsadarming and exciting. Her coworkers were merrily marking off the hours with a notepad
affixed to the sde of her cubicle. Every hour someone stopped by and ripped a page off. When Daisani
cdled a aquarter to twelve, bright red numbers on the notepad told her she had twenty-one hourseft in
which to wrap up acareer she'd imagined, not that long ago, would see her through another decade.

Shetore off the twenty-one hersdlf as sheleft the building. By noon Daisani had captured every news
center in the city with his ostentatious announcement. “ The Liberty Education Fund Trust,” he'd said
deprecatingly, first that morning to her in the car, and then again to the newscasters. “ So | can show
people how far to the LEFT we'releaning here a Daisani Incorporated.” It would be a
hundred-million-dollar grant pool, availableto any student seeking higher education whose family income
was lessthan fifty thousand dollars a year.

The project, he' d assured Margrit, had been under development for months, and whileit wasn't yet
ready to roll out, it was close enough to finished that an announcement could be staged. The program’s
title combined with his own power got him hasty permission to make the presentation at the Statue of



Liberty, and just as surdly, that combination drew the attention of al the newshoundsin the city.

Margrit, cynicaly, thought that the timing was convenient for the tax year, too, with April fifteenth onthe
horizon. But given that Daisani was helping her with an otherwise impossible Stuation—and, she
reminded herself with ashiver, the price that would be exacted—she wasn't in aposition to cast siones.
Suddenly grim, she hurried into Hank’ s building, knocked on the manager’ s door and opened it in
response to hisgrunted reply. “Hey. Good news, | got some guyswho' [| help me move the statues,
and...What' swrong?’

Hank’ s glower was darker than it had been earlier. “ Ran into Rositaawhile ago.”

Blank confusion hissed through Margrit' s mind, the morning' s details rushing over her inajumble as she
tried to sort out who Rositawas, and why it mattered that the building manager had seen her. Then
dismay knotted her hand around the doorknob. Long, telltale seconds passed before Margrit mumbled,
“You said | waswith Rosita, not me.”

“WEéll, I've been dl over the building now and nobody had afriend named Maggie staying over from out
of town last night. And funny, nobody mentioned you knocking on their doorsthis morning, either.” Hank
clambered to his feet, expresson grim. “ So you wannastart again with the whole story? Who are you,
and how’ d you get those things up there?’

“Arethey dill there?” Even whispered, Margrit’s question broke and cracked. “Y ou haven't destroyed
them, haveyou?’

“Not yet.” Dangerous emphasis lay on the second word, but Margrit sagged with relief. “But if | don't
get an explanation, I’ m calling the cops and then smashing those thingsto pieces.”

“Don’t dothat.” Margrit cleared her throat, trying to strengthen her voice. “I’ ve got a collector on the
way to remove them. Are you the building owner?’

“Am l—what? No, | manage the prop—"

“Too bad. I’ ve been authorized by the collector to offer a substantia cash payment for the statues.
Perhapsyou'd liketo give himacal.” Margrit lifted her eyebrows and nodded toward the phone, trying
to give theimpression she was happy to wait al day. Hank couldn’t fed the coldness of her hands, or,
she hoped, see the way they shook. There was nothing illegal about offering the man a bribe to look the
other way, not when the gargoyles on the rooftop were their own possessions, not stolen or lost
property. Her erratic heartbeat, though, didn’t believe her, and it took an effort to keep her expression
steady as she watched the building manager.

Heturned gray, then flushed with interest. “How substantial? I’ m, uh, | make the decisons regarding the
property, so you can just tell me....”

“Ah. I'm prepared to make an offer of twenty thousand dollars. Cash.” Margrit dipped her purse off her
shoulder and withdrew an envelope, holding it with her fingertips.

Hank turned redder, flesh around his collar seeming to swell. * For a couple damned statues?’

“The collector has some familiarity with works of thissze and fedsit' safair offer.” Like Hank, Margrit
had turned pale when Daisani casually unwrapped abillfold and began pedling off hundred-dollar bills.
“Cash,” he'd said as he handed over considerably more than the amount Margrit had just offered, “tends
to digtract attention from most offenses. If your building manager provesat al reca citrant, don't bother
negotiating.” Then he' d dropped awink, adding, “ Eveniif that isyour speciaty.”



“Sure,” Hank said hoarsdly. “My boss d be happy to let your guy take’em.”
“Great. Should we call himto—"

“No! No, that’sokay, I'll, uh, I'll take care of it al, don’t worry. How, uh, how’ re you getting them out
of here?’

“Wadll, if you' re sure the arrangements will be to your boss s satisfaction, | can have them picked up
in...” Margrit turned her wrist up, looking at the watch she hadn’t been wearing earlier. “In about five
minutes. I’ll need to go up to the roof, of course.” She tilted the envelope toward Hank.

His hands twitched. “ Sure, yeah, whatever you need.” Margrit set the envelope on his desk under his
avaricious gaze, and she heard paper rustle as she turned away. “Hey. Maggie. How did you get up on
the roof ?’

Margrit looked back withasgh. “1 flew.”

She took the eevator to the roof, not wanting to lose time to twenty flights of stairs. Even so, she had too
much chance to consider the ethics of what she' d just done. Margrit nudged her purse open, looking at
the second envelope she' d put the rest of the money in. Daisani’ d handed over nearly seventy thousand
dollarswithout blinking, and she' d accepted it asreadily. Therewas nothing illegd to the transaction, but
it made her spineitch between the shoulder blades, asif she' d begun the dow process of setting hersdlf
up for afal.

And if that wasthe price for Alban’s safety, then she would spread her arms and plummet. It was an
axiom that everyone could be bought, though her naive and sdf-righteous self would have said only afew
months earlier that she couldn’'t. The mighty had falen, and for dl the nightmares and regrets, Margrit
wouldn't changethat if she could. There was too much heretofore unknown magic in the world, and
learning of its existence was worth very nearly any cost. The mora high ground she' d stood on had far
less apped than living in Alban’ s society, outside and above the rules of the life she' d known.

That was the road to hell, jaggedly paved with good intentions. Margrit pressed her lipstogether,
wondering if Vanessa Gray had found hersdlf traveling asimilar path ahundred and thirty years earlier.
She would have to ask Janx; Daisani would never answer. The doors chimed open and Margrit scurried
to the roof, searching her purse for her cell phone so she could call the helicopter pilots and supervisethe
pickup.

She pushed the rooftop door open, drawing breath to give the go-order, but silence caught her by the
throat and held her.

The gargoyles were gone.

FOUR

MARGRIT SHOT A compulsive look toward the west, asif the sun might have gone down and brought
night to the city hours early. It hadn’t, of course: it was white and hard in the sky above. She looked
back to the empty rooftop, aware that a double take wouldn’t prove that she’ d somehow missed two
massive, sony gargoyles frozen in battle, but smply unable to comprehend what she saw.

Her body, less numbed than her mind, dialed the number Daisani’ d given her and lifted the phoneto her
ear. Silence preceded aburst of gtatic, and then a connection went through, aman’s cheerful voice



saying, “ ThisisBird One. We re coming in from the south. Turn around and you'll be ableto see us.”

Margrit sad, “Abort,” mechanicaly, intellect till not caught up with what she saw. “ The Statueswe were
going to collect have already been removed. No sensein drawing attention here. Thanksfor your time,

quys”

“Bird One aborting,” the pilot said just as cheerfully. “Maybe another time, malam.” Margrit folded the
phone closed, straining to hear the hdlicopters as they retreated, uncertain if shedid, or if it was Smply
theroaring of her blood and too-hard begat of her heart. She wanted to burst into speed, as though amad
dash across the rooftop would somehow retrieve apair of missing gargoyles.

Hank had been too angry at her reappearance and not guilty enough at taking the money to be
responsible, she thought. She would confront him, but gut ingtinct said the building manager hadn't
broken the gargoyles to pieces and dumped them. Gut instinct and alack of dust or rubble, though those
could be taken care of with abroom. But unless Daisani had double-crossed her, Margrit had no other
explanation. Color rushed to her cheeks at the idea, her vision tunneling and expanding again. There was
nothing she could do to the vampire if he had, but there were things he wanted she could withdraw from
thetable. It was better than nothing.

The rooftop door’ s knob nudged her hip, making her redize she' d backed up without noticing. Margrit
folded ahand around it, till staring blankly &t the empty roof, then shook herself with deliberate violence
and turned away. Whatever answers there were, they wouldn’t be found by hel plessinaction.

The building manager blanched so white Margrit had every confidence he hadn’t been responsible for the
gargoyles disappearance. Sheleft him with hiswad of cash and found a subway station, unwilling to wait
on ataxi making itstedious way through traffic.

Her dow burn had lit to genuine, body-flushing anger by the time she reached Daisani’ s building. She
didn’t bother checking in, using her key card for the devators with impunity, and stalked through what
had been Vanessa Gray’ s reception areato throw Daisani’ s private office’ s door open.

Hewasn't there. A dry crack of laughter hurt Margrit’ sthroat as indignation deflated under the heavy
weight of redlity. Oncein awhiletheworld allowed itslf to be set up for dramatic confrontations, but
arbitrary disappointment was the more likely scenario at any given moment. She paused at Daisani’s
oversized desk to leave the envelope of cash on it, then stepped forward to lean againgt the plate-glass
windows that overlooked the city. It looked serene from so far above, no hint that the lives taking place
within it were chaotic and unpredictable.

The devator in the front office dinged. Margrit straightened from the window, turning to find Daisani,
looking as disheveled as she' d ever seen him, at her side. Genuine concern wrinkled hisforehead, and he
offered acomforting hand. “1 came as quickly as| could.”

Margrit’s eyebrows arched and afaint crease of humor warped the vampire smouth. “1 came as quickly
as humanly possible,” he amended. “The pilot informed me they’ d dready been picked up. Who—?’

“I don’'t know. | didn’t know what elseto tell him. They were just gone. | don't think it was the building
manager.” Margrit thinned her lips, eyeing Daisani. He caught the weight of accusation and rolled back
onto hisheds, giving her abrief, unexpected height advantage.

“And now you suspect me. Y ou promised me something | wanted in return for their safe rescue, Margrit.
| rarely renege on scenarios which provide mewith things | desire”



“Y ou know that bargain’s moot now. Y ou didn’t rescue them. I'm not spilling secretsfor noble
atempts”

Pleasantry trickled out of Daisani’ s expression, leaving hisdark eyesfull of warning. “ That's adangerous
choice. Areyou sure you want to make it?’

“Thisistwiceyou vefailed to come through, Eliseo. Hell, right now I’ m wondering why exactly itisl
should come work for you. | promised | would in exchange for you keeping Mdik adive. HE sdead.” An
image of flames burned Margrit’ s eyes and she blinked it away as Daisani’ s countenance darkened.
Sharp awareness that she should be afraid brightened Margrit’ sfocus, but no darm triggered. Whether
the vampire' stoo-fast, alien nature had ceased to be asource of darm, or if fatalism smply outwe ghed
nerves, seemed irrdevant.

“Y ou' ve become dangeroudy bold, MissKnight.”

“| dways have been. I’ ve just gotten to where I’ m not afraid of laying it out with your people, aswell as
mine. Oh, don't give methat look.” She snapped away Daisani’ s expression of faint dismay. “1 wouldn’'t
be any useto you if | wasterrified. Vanessacouldn’t have been.”

“Vanessaand |,” Daisani said after ameasured moment, “had a very different relationship than you and |
do. And terror hasits uses.”

“S0 does boldness. If you didn’t take them, who did?” Margrit put the argument aside firmly, confident
she'd won.

Daisani gave her along, hard look, speaking volumes about the game she played before he, too, set it
asde. “Evenif he knew about their predicament, Janx no longer has the resources to move two
gargoyles. Besides, he hasn't been seenin days. It' s possible he' sleft the city.”

“Do you redly think he' d give up histerritory that easily?” The House of Cards had burned, selkiesand
djinn moving into the vacuum left by itsfal. Janx had retreated underground to lick wounds both litera
and figurative, but Margrit doubted he' d readily walk away from the criminal empire he' d created.
“There sdill alot of upheava going on at the docks. Cops have been down there nonstop sincetheraid
and they’re fill not keeping all the violence in check. The opportunity to takeit al back istherefor a
strong enough leader.”

“Ah, yes, the docks. Speaking of which, how' syour friend Detective Pulcella? I ve seen him on the news
severd nightsaweek since the House was raided. He' s a good-looking young man, isn't he?’

Margrit’shands curled into fists. “Yes, heis. | haven't redlly talked to him sincetheraid.” Tony Pulcdla
was a homicide detective, though the bust that had given prosecutors Janx’ s financia books had put
Tony on afast track to promotion and awider range of responsibilities. The clincher was Janx’ s arrest,
and he' d been working long hours toward that end, as evidenced by innumerable news-camera glimpses
of him day and night. Hewaswell outside hisjurisdiction, but homicides linked to Janx cropped up all
over the city, and Tony had long since been part of the team trying to bring the crimelord in. His
determination to do so had hel ped tear gpart his relationship with Margrit, and ironically, she was now far
more deeply entangled in Janx’ sworld than her ex-lover could ever have imagined.

“Quite the proper hero,” Daisani went on blithely. “A pity for him that he can’t ssewhat’ sredly going
m.”

“How could he?’ Bitterness laced Margrit’ squestion. “You' d kill him if he found out about you.”



Newscagts didn’t show the way the Old Races moved, too fluid and graceful, marking them as crestures
unfettered by the bounds that held humanity in check. Margrit had learned, though, to look for other signs
on the news: djinn with their jewe-bright gazes, selkieswith their tremendoudy dark eyes, dl pupil and
blackness. The two races had forged atreaty to support each other, making natural enemiesinto one
tremendous force, their numbers vastly greater than any others of the Old Races. The selkies had long
snce bred with humansto replenish their failing numbers, bresking one of the few dearly held lawsthat al
five remaining races had in common. Theinsular, desert-bound djinn had supported the selkie petition to
return to full sanding amongst the Old Races in exchange for selkie help in taking over and running Janx’s
underworld empire.

Neither party appeared to be happy with the arrangement now that it was met. Clashes on the street had
the fed and damage of gang warfare, leaving police bewildered when wegpons were found abandoned at
the water’ s edge, blood on the ground and no sign of embattled people in sight. One journaist was dead,
his camera destroyed. Margrit had little doubt he' d captured a selkie or djinn transforming, and paid the
pricefor it.

Janx had run the House of Cardswith an iron hand, unapologetic in his activities but keeping asort of
peace with histactics. That waslogt, leaving opportunistic humans with knowledge of how to control a
troublesome empire to face two Old Races with ambition and adippery pact just strong enough to unite
them againgt outsiders. Even hyperbolic newscasters, always eager for a bad-news story, were becoming
reluctant to dwell on the troubles at the docks and warehouses, asif ignoring them would make them
disappear. But the city was suffering, and that was news, not sensationalized or dramatized. Goods were
coming in and shipping out more dowly than they should; dockworkerswere striking for fear of their lives
and police were under verba attack for failing to protect citizens and materias dike. That they were up
agangt an enemy they literaly couldn’t comprehend didn't matter.

It was the worst scenario Margrit could have imagined springing from her attempt to make the Old Races
reconsider their archaic laws and move into humanity’ s modern world, the consequence of her arrogant
belief that her way wastheright one. “1 wonder if talking to them would help,” she said doud, thoughts
too far from the conversation she' d been holding to follow through onit.

Daisani canted hishead in curiosity. “ The police?’

“The selkies. The djinn. Somebody’ s got to do something to stop their fight, and Tony’ s not going to be
abletodoit. | set thisbdl rolling. Maybe | can—"

“Negotiate a cease-fire?’

“Y eah, something like that.” Margrit lifted ahand to her hair, ready to pull her ponytail out so she could
scruff her fingersthrough it, and discovered she wore corkscrew curlsin atightly twisted knot. Stymied,
she dropped her hand again and caught Daisani’ samused smirk. “1 know,” she muttered. “It' satdll.
Remind me not to play poker with you.”

“I very much doubt you' d allow yourself such obvious divulgencesin apoker game, Margrit. No more
than you would in court. We' re dl dlowed our little dipupsin day-to-day life, however.”

“BEvenyou?’
Daisani’ seyeslidded. “Rarely, but oncein awhile even | have algpsein judgment.”
“Yeah.” Amusement quirked Margrit’smouth. “I’ll tell my mother hello next time | talk to her.”

Surprise shot over Daisani’ sface, ending in arare laugh. “ Oh, well done. Y ou see?| do have my tdlls.



Do say hello, and | gather from that remark you' re dismissing yoursaf. What will you do?

Margrit spread her hands. “Find the gargoyles.”

Her cell phone rang so promptly on Margrit’ s departure that she turned back to eye Daisani’ s building
suspicioudy, as though the vampire might have waited until she was out the door to politely ask just how
she expected to accomplish that. The building gave no sign of whether it was Daisani calling, and the
phone, when she pulled it free of her purse, came up with aLega Aid number. Wrist twisted up to check
the time, she imagined another hour had been stripped from the notepad by her desk as she answered.

“Margrit, thisis Sam. The opening statements for the Davison trid have been moved up to this
afternoon.”

“They were supposed to be Friday!” Margrit overrode the receptionist’ s gpol ogies with her own. “ Sorry,
it snot your fault they moved it. Look, Jm’s prepared to take the case on done. I'll comein as
cocounsdlor, but thisis hisas of Monday anyway.” She glanced at her watch again, promising she d be
at the courthouse as soon as possible, then closed the phone with a snap and shot a second glare at the
Daisani building.

The single best reason to work for the business mogul was that when Old Races complications cropped
upin her life, she could a least explain the Situation without causing impossible difficulties. Biting back a
curse, she hailed ataxi and returned, with agrowing degree of reluctance, to what she dill thought of as
her red life.

FIVE
SUNSET CAME WITH ablinding burst of pain.

Alban flung himself away from agony, ahowl ripping from histhroat. He heard stone tear, deep
wrenching sound, and awoman's startled curse, but neither stopped him from snarling and savaging his
way forward. Taoned feet dug into the floor, muscle straining with fury. Iron squeded, tearing without
breaking. He howled again, reverberating sound so deep plaster crumbled. There was no escape: iron
bound him hand and throat and ankle, making walls distant and red with pain. He couldn’'t move his
hands more than afew inches from his head, chainslimiting his range of motion.

Panicked ingtinct drove him to try transforming, anything to escape the bone-deep fire of iron. Fresh pain
gpasmed through him, denying him the human form he' d become so accustomed to wearing. Tenterhooks
curled into his muscles, ripping with an eyeto ddliberate, debilitating anguish. Every time, it shattered
through him, and yet he could not stop trying.

Somehow he had never imagined it would hurt so badly, not even with Hainal’ s memories of captivity
fresh in hismind. Perhaps he' d mistaken the pain of iron bound to flesh and stone for the pain of her
injuries, or perhaps the passage of time had muted the outrage. It was possible that the filtering of so
many minds experiencing the barbaric sting of davery had, over the millennia, dulled itsedge. If that was
30, the gargoyles had lost something even more precious than Alban’ s freedom. They werelosing the
history of their people, of dl the Old Races, to theinexorable wear of time. It could be their diminishing
numbers astheir own range of experience became so limited that they couldn’t fully appreciate, and
thereforefully recdl, the passons and pains of history.

Three and ahalf centuries had passed since Alban had last joined in the overmind and shared his
experiences with the rest of his people. It happened from time to time; a promise was made to



remember, but not to make the memory open to al. They were made for finite periods, until some crux
had passed.

Alban, friends with two men of other races, had made a promise to stand alifetime doneto protect their
secrets, and in the thirty and more decades since then he had never serioudly considered bresking his
word. His people caled him the Breach, for sdfishly holding back the memories of thelast of hisfamily,
the Korund line, from the whole; he compounded it now with Hgina’ sfamily memories buried within him.

Now, bound in chains, his blood recoiling and sending shards of pain through him at each encounter with
the metd, it seemed he had something worth breaking his promise for. He could fed the metal’ sweight
ingde him, demanding obedience, and doubted he would be able to stand against any command Bidi
might give. That, too, was awarning hisintellect spoke of: the distant recollection that gargoyles bound
by iron could be made an army unable to refuse orders. It wasn’t aworry that had ever haunted him, but
now Alban feared blunted memory did his people and al the Old Races no good. If agony shared could
sear open the depths of history his people could recal, it might yet be worth betraying onetime friends.

And perhaps the secret he carried for them could alter the status quo the Old Races had lived with for so
long. Perhaps that alternation could awaken the Old Races to the possibilities of the future, asafresh
introduction of pained captivity might awaken the gargoylesto their neglected histories.

For shame, Korund. Such brief captivity, leading so easily to thoughts of betraya. Margrit would say a
little forced perspective was good for him.

Margrit. She had been in danger.

Pain surged through him again, inadvertent attempt at transformation, as though wearing ahuman form
might somehow free him from hisbonds.

Humanoid. A gargoyl€ s natura form was humanoid, unlike the other surviving Old Races. Dragons were
snuous reptiles; salkies, sedsin thar firgt-born form; the djinn bardy held shape at dl, their thoughts
made of whirling winds and sand, and the vampires, well: no one saw avampire snatural form and lived
to spesk of it. But gargoyles waked on two legs, stood upright, saw with binocular vison, as much likea
man as amember of the Old Races could be.

Gargoylesdid not legp and snarl likeadog in chains.

Alban ground taloned toes into the stone floor and surged forward. Rattling chain scraped again, pulling
him up short and choking his breath awvay. He roared fury, wordslost to him.

“Sorry, love”

A woman'’ svoice again, so unexpected it brought Alban up as short as the chains had, distracting him
from pain and rage. Focus swam over him, the words giving him something other than himsdlf to think
about. “...Grace?’

“Ah, and so now he comesto his senses.” In the blur of his anger he hadn’t scented her, hadn’t seen her,
though awhisper of memory now told him he' d heard her dlarmed squesk as he' d awakened so
violently. She stood across the room from him, one foot propped against thewall, her arms folded under
her breasts. Thiswas her territory, the tunnels beneath the city; she ran ahafway house for teens down
here, and had for some months provided sanctuary for Alban himsdf. Hismind was till too muddled to
make sense of hisawakening there, and she gave him no chance to ask questions. “ Sorry for the
accommodeations, Stoneheart. Bidi won't release you, and I’ [l not be risking you tearing down the walls
inafit of temper. | can unfasten the locks that hold you to the floor, but only if you'll control yoursdlf.”



Alban lowered his head, panting, and even to him, the minutes seemed long before he lifted his gaze
again. "1 am controlled.”

“Sureand you are,” Grace muttered. “Like atempest in ateacup. All right, it’sonly my own neck then,
iSTtit?” She came forward with akey, crouching as Alban relaxed and let dack into hischains.

“I wouldn’'t harm you, Grace.” He spoke the promise in measured tones, reminding himsdlf of that truth
as much as reassuring her. Grace opened the chains at his ankles, |etting them drop to the floor. He came
to hisfeet, hands fisted around the chain at histhroat; he was entirdly helplesslike this, aamsfolded close
to his chest. Eating would be awkward, but he could spare himsalf that humiliation: stone had no need for
regular meds. “We rein thetunnds. But Bidi and |—"

“Were making fools of yourselves on the rooftops,” Grace supplied. “I couldn’t leave you thereto fight it
out at sunset, now, could I? What were you thinking, Alban?’ she added irritably. “Y ou’ re bright enough
to stay away from that one.”

“He d taken Margrit. Whereishe? Whereis she?” Alarm spiked through Alban’s chest and pain rippled
over him again as hetried, fruitlessy, to transform. Grace dapped his shoulder, still annoyed.

“Stop that. It looks horrible, asif al the snakes driven from Ireland have taken up under your skin and
can't get free. He is chained up in another sedled-off room, throwing more of atantrum than you, and
I’ve no ideawhere your lawyer friend is. Better off without you, I'd say,” Grace said sourly. “Not that
ether you or shewill ligen to the likes of me.”

Breathless confusion pounded through Alban, counterpart to the pain the chains brought. Speeking

hel ped: being spoken to hel ped. Even Grace' s clear pique hel ped push away the bleak, mindlessrage. “I
do not understand.” He kept the words measured, trusting deliberation over the higher emotions that
heated his blood. “How did we come here? What are you doing? Whet did Bidi want?’

“Grace has her tricks, and afew friendsto call on when she needsto. I’ m trying to stop afight before it
schisms your people,” Grace added more acerbicdly. “ Asfor what Biai wants, you tell me.”

Alban breathed, “ Tricks,” increduloudy, then, distracted from the thought, said, “Revenge,” the word
heavy and grim and requiring no need of consderation. “Revenge for Ausra”

Grace stepped back with an air of sudden understanding, speaking under her breath. “ So it wasn't
Margrit who saved hersdf after al. And Bidi found it out.” She paced away, then stopped, hands on her
hips, chintilted up, gaze distant on awadl. “Then I’ ve done what’ s best, haven't |7’

“What have you done?’

Graceturned, dl leonine curvesin black leather. “I’ ve sent for agargoylejury.”

The countdown calendar was at sixteen hours, failing to take into account the after-court work Margrit
returned to the office to do. She waved goodbye as coworkers dipped out, and gave the calendar a
rueful glance. If shewaslucky it wasn't off by more than three or four hours.

Shewas aone at sunset, bent over paperwork that gave her acramp between her shoulder blades, but it
redoubled, then racked her with breath-taking shocks of pain. Semifamiliar images crashed through her
mind in spasms, too brief and disconcerting for her to hold. They had the feding of being seen through
someone e s’ s eyes, as though she once more rode memory with Alban. Minutes after the sky went
dark with twilight, concrete chambersfinaly came into resolution, body-wracking shuddersfading away.



Fingers clawed againgt her desk, breathing short with astonishment and dismay, Margrit struggled to
recognize the rooms. Finally, sweat beaded on her forehead and hands trembling from holding her desk
too hard, her own memory clarified where she’ d seen them before.

Belowground, in Grace O’ Mdley’ s complex network of tunnels under the city.

There were innumerable ways to enter those tunnels, but only one Margrit felt certain of. She stopped
long enough to change shoes, then, gill wearing the skirt suit she’ d worn to court, |eft the office at arun.

Minutes later she scrambled over the fenceto Trinity Church’s graveyard, all too aware that she had no
good explanation if she was caught. She dropped to the ground easily, suddenly surrounded by
headstones, some worn beyond readability, others as sharply etched asif they were new. Wilted flowers
lay on ahandful of graves, though an April breeze caught lingering scent from one bunch and carried it to
her. The church itsef was adozen yards away, glowing under nighttime lights, lonely without itstourists
and parishioners.

Paths brought her to an inset corner of the church near itsfront entrance. She glanced over her shoulder,
nervous action, and mumbled an apology to the dead as she stepped over agrave and placed her palm
againg one of the church’s pinkish brown stones, pressing hard.

The scrape of stone against stone sounded hideoudy loud in the churchyard’ s silence. Margrit held her
breath, asif that would somehow quiet the opening door, and for amoment heard the city asit actudly
was, rather than smply the background noise of day-to-day life. Engines rumbled in the near distance,
ubiquitous horns honking. Thewind carried avoice or two, but most of the sound came from mechanica

things

The door ceased its scrape and she stepped ingdeit, looking guiltily around the churchyard again. If
she' d designed a hidden door, she would have put it at the back of the church, not the front. She saw no
one, though, and pressed the door closed again as she used her phone for aflashlight.

The light bounced off palewalls. Margrit blinked at the steep stairsthat led downward, never having seen
them s0 clearly before. The walls had been scrubbed, an inch of soot washed away, and the stairway
was much brighter for it. She trotted down, curious to see what other changes had been made.

Theroom at the foot of the stairs was dmost as she remembered it, though cleaner. Walls reaching
twenty feet on aside had been washed free of their sooty blanket, and the cot settled in one corner no
longer touched those walls. A small wooden table was dso pulled afew inches awvay from thewall, its
sngle chair pushed beneath it. Bookcases lined the walls, candles and candleholders set on them. Electric
lights had been added, wires |ooping above the shelves. There was nowhere to cook in the room, nor
any obvious ventilation. Only Alban’ s books were missing, safein his chamber in Grace’ sdomain.

She switched on the lights and tucked her phone back in her pocket before moving Alban’s cot to reves
the flagstone they’ d escaped through. It was two feet on aside. Margrit sat down on the cot, dismay
risng anew. She d forgotten its Sze, and the incredible strength necessary to moveit. Evenin hishuman
form, Alban was disproportionately strong. Margrit could barely concelve of his gargoyle-form’s strength
limitations. Certainly her own weight was inconsequentia to him. Half-wel come recollection flooded and
warmed her, the memory of hishands, strong and gentle, holding her, guiding her, seeking out her
pleasure. Inflight, inlove, that strength had been sensudl.

And in battle it had been terrifying. Margrit made fists and opened them again deliberately, trying to push
away the remembrances, and stood to examine the stone. She had no other way to get into Grace's
tunnels, so shewould have to lever the stone out somehow. Grooves marked two sides of itssidesand
shedid her fingersinto them, then laughed with frustration at the usdlessness of her attempt.



Stone grated againgt stone again, sound rolling down the stairs. Margrit froze, eyeswide, then soun
around in acircle, searching for somewhere to hide. There was nowhere, save under the cot, and for
some reason the idea struck her as absurd to the point of embarrassment.

“Pardonme.” A terribly polite voice came from the direction of the stairwell. Margrit, for al she knew
someone was coming down the gtairs, shrieked in surprise and whipped around again.

An Episcopalian priest with an erratic white beard peered around the corner. “Pardon me,” he repeated
drolly. “1 hate to interrupt, but | saw you come down, and | fedl rather obliged to tell you that—er, Ms.
Knight?’

“Father.” Margrit squeaked the honorific, utterly at alossto explain hersdf. “I’'m, um. Oh, God. Uh.”

“Merely arepresentative,” the priest said cheerfully. “Ms. Knight, what an unexpected pleasure. What
areyou doing here? | haven't seen you in awhile. Either of you,” he added more calculatingly. “How is
Alban?’

“Introuble,” Margrit replied inaburgt. “That’ swhat I’'m—I needed to get into the tunnels. | didn’t even
think to come ask if | could come here. | would have, if | had.” The old man’skindnessand his
awareness of both Alban’s presence beneath the church and Alban’ s secret had been evident thetime or
two Margrit had spoken with him.

“I’'m sure you would have. | told you | grew up inthisparish,” the priest said after amoment’ s thought.
Margrit nodded, but he went on without heeding her, and gestured toward the stairs, clearly expecting
her to follow him. “I used to get in trouble exploring the church grounds. The tower in the corner of the
graveyard held endless fascination for me. Have you seenit?” Heled her back to the graveyard, striding
acrossit with confidence, so familiar with the pathsthat their ruts and joinings had no fear for him, not
even inthe dark. Margrit scurried to keep up, unaccustomed to walking at his clip and unwilling to start
running to maich his pace.

“Sure. | dwayswanted to climb it.”
The priest threw adelighted smile over his shoulder. “Exactly. So | did.”
Margrit ssumbled over acorner, more from surprise than treacherous footing. “ Didn’t you get in trouble?’

“Wall, of course, but not until 1 got caught. | was ninethefirst timel climbed it and fourteen when | got
caught. But by then I’d found dl its secrets. | should writeahistory,” he said wistfully. “ The secret history
of Trinity Church. There are so many storiesto tell.”

“Not dl of them areyoursto tell,” Margrit said softly. He gave her a sharp look that softened into
agreedbility.

“True, true, that’ strue. Still, wouldn’t it be wonderful to read? Now,” he said, stopping at the base of the
bell tower. “I'm far too old to go climbing thisthing, especidly at thishour of the night, but you' re young
and healthy. Y ou should be fine. Be careful on the drop down. It' sadoozy.”

“What?' Margrit stared from the bell tower to the priest.

The priest smiled. “I told you | imagined dragons, Ms. Knight. Thisiswhere| fought them. Benesth the
tombs, where God' s power bound them. Evil could stain Trinity’ swalls and make them black, but it
protected the faithful and | imagined mysdf helping it. There are tunnels under the bell tower, just asthere
arefrom Alban’ sroom. After hisroom was discovered, | risked my old neck and went into the tower
onemoretimeto seeif | could find aback door into hisroom fromit. Didn’'t manage, nor could | find it



from ingde hisroom, but if | were he, I’ d have had more than one way out.”
“Orin,” Margrit murmured. The priest nodded.

“There saclever mechanismin the floor of the tower. The stoneto trigger it is part of the floor, third
from theright if you' re facing north, two down from the wall. Press down hard. It takes more than body
weight standing on it to set it in motion.”

“What doesit do?’

He gave her another sunny smile. “1 wouldn’t want to spoil al your fun, Ms. Knight. Good luck. Be
careful down there. And take care of Alban.” He nodded, making the admonishment a command, and
stepped back.

Margrit blinked, then handed over her phone, letting him provide light for her to climb with. At the top of
the tower she turned back and the priest tossed up the light to her. “North isto your left.”

He saluted and strode off through the graveyard, leaving Margrit to drop into the tower’ s hollow center.
She gnawed her lower lip, watching him hurry away, then turned her atention to the tower bottom. It
looked dippery, grown over with moss or dgae, and her quiet laugh was hoarse. At least if sheinjured
hersdlf jumping down, Daisani’ s gift of healing blood would make certain she' d recover quickly.

Shejumped before she had more time to think, landing with as much ease as she had in scaling the
churchyard gates. Breathless, she found the stone the priest had describe and pressed hard.

The bone-rattling scrape that she' d expected didn’t sound. Instead the entire floor lurched, sending her
stumbling. Margrit dropped to her knees, fingers spread on the floor for steadiness as amechanism
clicked, clockwork sound of chain rattling through gears. The floor lowered, smooth after theinitid jolt.
Shetipped her chin up, watching thewallsroll away. Chains cameinto view, linksthicker than her thumb
and tarnished, but not debilitated with age, and she wondered if someone kept them in working order.

Asif being lowered into the unknown was't bad enough. She had to wonder if the chains would break
and drop her into the unknown. Margrit pulled aface and glanced at the floor beneath her knees. The
priest had seemed confident. Of course, Margrit wasn't certain he weighed as much as she did, which
sent achortle of discomfort through her. Of al the times to suddenly be concerned about her weight. It
seemed typicdly femde.

The stone eevator banged to a stop before she could tease hersdlf further. Margrit pushed to her feet
and stepped forward, flashlight picking out a black-edged tunnel.

“I’d fight dragons down here, too,” she murmured to the absent priest. “Looks perfect for it.”

“Oh, good,” awoman’svoice said dryly. “That' |l be what we re asking of you, then.”

S X

MARGRIT YELPED AGAIN, then dumped in exasperation. She' d never thought of hersaf asagood
scream queen, but that opinion was fast formulating. “ Grace. God. How' d you get here so fast? How' d
you know | was here?’

“Grace has her ways.” The blond woman came out of the darkness, bleached hair dl but glowingin
contrast to the black leather she wore. “Looking for Korund, are you?’

“I—What?" Margrit straightened, hope searing hot enough to take her bregth. “ Do you know where he



is?Ishedl right?’

“Depends on how you define*dl right.” 1 know where heis, sure enough.” Grace' s accent swam across
the Atlantic, burrowing into what sounded like North London to Margrit' s ear, but she' d never been able
to pin the vigilante woman’ s origin. Transatlantic, but beyond that, her rash mix of dropped lettersand
sentence structures came from al over the British Ides. Margrit doubted she' d answer if asked directly.
“But he says you were there thismorning.”

“Bidi chained him.” Strain made Margrit’ sanswer rough. “ So | guess he’ snot dl right, but he' s safe”?
Y ou got him off the roof? How? How’ d you even know he wasin trouble?’

“Oh,” Grace said airily, “dead things talk to Grace, and stone' sgot nolifeinit. All | had to do was hold
that cold form close and wish us somewhere e se, love.”

Margrit stared at her, uncertain whether to give in to laughter or exasperation. “ Of course. God. | can't
even remember the last time | got astraight answer from somebody.”

“When wasthe last time you gave one?’

Margrit rocked back on her hedls, breath suddenly short, and looked away. “Y eah, well, | guessit'sa
better answer than ‘ Grace has her ways,” but you' re insane, you know that?’

“Saysthe girl with the gargoylelover.” Grace sniffed. “You’ll be wanting to see him, then.”

“And | need to see Janx,” Margrit said uncomfortably, too aware of the tension between dragonlord and
vigilante

Grace' s eyebrows—Ilight brown, not matching her hair or especidly disagreeing with it—rosein fine
archesthat preceded alaugh. “ Do you, now. Cdling in your favor now, are you? And for who?|
wonder. Not for me and mine, for al you promised you' d keep him out of my territory. Do you know
how fast I'm losing them to him? 1’ ve got no flash, not next to the likes of him.”

“You've got heart. The smart ones Il stick with you.”

“Smart goes along way in an organization like Janx’s. Smart means picking choices, not acting out of
loydlty.”

Afraid Grace wasright, Margrit hesitated, then shook her head and bulled forward. “1 don’t want Janx
screwing up your kids any more than you do, but there' sa hdll of amess building, and | need hishelp. As
for getting him out of here, if you show mewhere heis, I'll—" Margrit drew breath through her teeth, not
liking what she was about to suggest, but aruptly willing to make the bargain. “I'll turn hislocation over
to the cops. They're dtill looking for him, so al you need to do is get everybody clear when they come
down.”

“All. That'sabig word, for not many letters, love. Y ou broke a promise to me once.”

“Comeon, Grace. | promised I’d do my best, not that I’ d keep him away from you. Everything
ballooned out of control, with Maik dying and the House going up in flamesand....I’m sorry, okay? |
didn’t mean for you to get involved, and I’'m sorry. I'll call Tony thefirst chance | get and give him Janx’s
location, if you'll just show mewhere heis.” Whether she’' d warn the dragonlord she was going to do
that, Margrit didn’'t yet know. She d deliberately saved him from arrest once, and as uncomfortable as
that was, she dtill couldn’t imagine forcing one of the Old Races through a human court of law.

Grace studied her along time before giving ashort nod. “ All right, then. Into Grace' s kingdom, love, but



you'll owe mefor this Margrit. You'll owemelarge.”

“I know.” Margrit curled her handsinto fists as she fell into step behind the other woman. “I know.”

Tumblersfdl, ricocheting soundsthat warned of vistors. Alban lifted his head heavily, no longer raging
and no longer constrained, but understanding why Grace had locked the door so thoroughly. It wasn't to
keep him in, but to keep others out. HE d given up trying to transform, though al that prevented him was
congtant, angry awareness that each attempt would bring fresh agony. Caught in his stony gargoyle form,
it was safer by far to keep him locked away where none of Grace' s street children could accidentally
come upon him and have the scare of their young lives.

Weariness lowered hishead again, asudden dull lack of interest in the world beyond his prison door.
Not in two hundred years of solitude, snce Hgnd’ s desth, had he felt so done. All of that time his
isolation had been of his own choice. Finding it impressed upon him chafed more than he’ d imagined, and
it was only aharbinger of what hisfuture would hold. No gargoyle jury would forgive him for taking
Ausra slife, nor Mdik’s. Moving to protect another and accidents were no excuse under Old Races law.
The exile he' d chosen for himself would be ratified by acouncil of elders, and the idea, coupled with the
throb of iron bound to his stony skin, exhausted him.

The best he could do was meet hisfate with dignity. It was very early for Grace to return with the
jury—gargoyles couldn’t travel during the day, and the only two in New Y ork were reluctant guestsin
Grace' stunnds—but surely she would come with news of when and where thetria would be convened.
Alban pushed himsalf upward, wings folded at his back in asoft, stony cloak, and waited on his guest.

“Alban.” Margrit flung hersdf through the door with the abandon of achild, relief steding her bresth. He
grunted as she crashed into him and held on hard, hoping she could impart some kind of comfort and
protection with her own touch.

His scent was amost familiar, more tanged with metal than she remembered, but the chaos of the day
faded as she held on to the gargoyle with dl her strength. It wasirrationd to believe that being with him
would make everything dl right, no matter what crossed their paths, but she floated on that comfortable
deception aslong as she could. “You'redl right.” Her words were muffled againgt his chest, barely
audibleto her own ears. “I could kill Bidi. Areyou dl right?” She pulled back without releasing her hold,
eyebrows pinching with concern.

Thechains Bidi had flung around him had become apart of him. Bumpy, ugly linkswere sedled into his
throat and held his hands againgt his chest like broken wings. Margrit cried aprotest and tried to touch
the mass as Alban shook his head.

“Margrit, what are you doing here?’ His voice was distorted, gravel scraping iron, but the gentle
agtonishment and relief in it made Margrit bite her lip against tears.

“| spent hdf the damned day trying to rescue you,” she whispered, dmost as hoarse as Alban himself.
“Alban, thisishorrible, can't I—"

“Y ou can do nothing, Margrit. Only Biai can unwind these.” Uncertainty colored hisvoice. “At leas, |
hope he can.”

“Why couldn’t he? He bound you—"



“But legends of our captivity tell stories of locks and keys, not iron coming to life under atouch to free
US”

“So go into them and find out more! We haveto be ableto get you free!”

Alban hestated, then lowered his head in agreement. Margrit bit her lip, watching him as his eyes closed.
She knew she asked for too much: Alban wasn't welcome in the gargoyle memoriesin the best of
circumstances, but maybe he' d be dlowed in the worst.

Instead he flinched back with agasp, hands spasming so that the iron lumped under hisskin rippled. “It
preventsme.” Hisvoice came more hoarsely than before, shock and paininit. “The memories are cut off
by theiron.”

Margrit knotted her hands over Alban’s, anger burning horror away. “I’ m going to take a dedgehammer
to Biai a high noon, | swear to God. How could he do thisto you?’

“Heloved Ausra” The smplicity of the answer sllenced her. “Asheloved Haind. | suspect he intended
an eyefor an eyein the matters of their deaths.” Humor ghosted over his expression and helifted his
hands asfar as he could, gesturing a his own face and reminding Margrit of Bidi’sscars. “| suppose that
seemsfair.”

Sick, laughter-filled disbelief crashed through her. “How can you be making jokes? Even bad ones?’

“You' ve come.” Alban sounded surprised at himsdlf. “It seemsthat your presence eases even the worst
of my fears. Margrit, forgive me for not opping his abduction of you—"

Margrit opened apalm and threatened Alban’ s shoulder with it. “ Forgive you? There' s nothing to
forgive. It'snot your fault Bidi’s stone-cold crazy.” She choked on her last words, hysteriaswilling just
below the surface. “ Stone-cold crazy,” she mumbled again. “ Guess he' d have to be, wouldn’t he?’

Alban sighed, dispdling her amusement. “I’m not certain he'smad. He' slost agreet ded.”

“Y ou can give him the benefit of the doubt if you want,” Margrit growled. “I’m looking a you standing
here in unbreakable chains, and | think he' s batshit nuts and dangerous. Maybe not like Ausrawas,
because he probably doesn't want to expose every single one of you to the human race, but he
encouraged her to go after you, and now he' s come after you himsealf. Y ou said gargoyles don't go crazy,
but you' rewrong, Alban. Whether it’s mad with grief or just plain bonkers, it doesn’t matter. Thisis
insanity.”

“| agree.” Grace svoice came from behind them, startling Margrit out of her passion. She' d forgotten the
other woman had walked her to Alban’s cdll, and now turned to see Grace leaning in the doorway.
“Whichiswhy | cdled for ajury.”

“The conclusion isforegone, Grace.” Alban sounded cam, but Grace snorted.

“Youthink I’ ve called them here to hang you. It' sthe both of you I’ll see up ontrid, Korund. You'll
stand the test of ages, and we' || see who' sin the wrong and who' sin theright.”

“Thetest of ages.” Alban shook his head, echoed words spoken softly. “How do you know the things
you know, Grace O’ Madlley? That test belongs to my people, not humanity.”

“Asif you'rethefirst or last to judge aman by atria of hand, heart and head. Grace tradesin
information, Stoneheart. Y ou should know that by now. | know alot I'm not supposed to.”



“Grace, | have broken lawswe hold dear. | am guilty. | will not stand the test.”

“God save me from puritanical heroes,” Grace muttered. 1’ [l ask for it anyway, and you'll stland it or
you'll stland afool.” She thinned her mouth, glowering at the gargoyle. “1’d liketo say | think you' re not
one, but I'd aso not liketo make aliar of mysdf.”

“Excuseme.” Margrit brokein, voice high. “Would either of you liketo tell me what the hell you're
talking about?’

Grace waited on Alban, but when Margrit turned to him, his expression wasimpassive as he stared at the
vigilante. Margrit made a sound of exasperation and turned back to Grace, who spread her hands.

“He sto prove himsdf worthy in athree-stage battle. Strength, wit, compassion. The onewho winsis
honest or innocent in—" Grace made athrowaway gesture, asif knowing she spoke inaccurately, but
choosing the smplest phrasing to convey her thoughts. “In God' s eyes.”

“A witch trid?” Margrit’ svoice shot up again, incredulous. “ Thisisn't the fourteenth century, Grace!”

“It' sgargoyletradition. Ask him.” Grace cut anod a Alban, who shifted enough that Margrit recognized
an uncomfortable admisson in the movement.

“I don't careif it' stradition, it’' sstupid. Nobody in their right mind would settle—"
“You'rethe onewho thinks Bidi’ slost hismind,” Grace said, suddenly chipper.
Margrit curled alip and tried again. “No onein thisera—"

“My people are not from thisera, Margrit.” Alban brokein, voice alow rumble. “But it makesno
difference. | will not participate in the test.”

“Then you lose by default, Korund, and you' re condemned.”
Alban lowered hisgaze. “So beit.”

“Alban—" Margrit broke off, struggling for composure. “I don’t understand you,” shefindly said,
low-voiced. “You couldn't have aways been so willing to let thingsroll over you. Y ou fought for Hginal.
Y ou protected—" She cast aglance toward Grace, then chose her words carefully. “Y ou choseto stay
outside the gargoyle memoriesto protect someone else' s secrets. Why won't you fight now? | mean, it’s
astupid, stupid way to settle arivary, but you' re the one who' s been so hung up on tradition al thistime.
If thisistraditiona, why turn your back on it?’

“Because I’'min thewrong, Margrit.” Alban lifted hiseyesto her, pae gaze steady. “ Because two of the
Old Races have died at my hands—"

Margrit made a strangled sound, hands curving to athrottling shape. “Because of me, both times!”

“Y ou should know by now that motive doesn’t matter. We act on results, not intentions. Margrit, | know
thisisdifficult for you, but | don’t see accepting our ancient laws as correct as being passive.” Alban
exhded quietly. “ And an exile placed on me by my people might easemy....”

“Guilt?” Margrit demanded. “Mea culpa, thank God, somebody elseis blaming me, so now | don't have
to lay it dl on mysdf? Alban, you' re going to carry thiswith you forever. I'm going to carry it forever. |
can't deep from the nightmares. I’ ve been acrimina defense lawyer long enough to know that other
people might determine your sentence, but you’ re the one who determinesyour guilt.” Her anger



lessened and she sat down on the cold floor, clutching the sides of her head.

“Maybe | shouldn’t have pulled back,” she said more softly. “I thought | needed the time to dedl withit

mysdlf. Maybe | was doing my share of running away, or not facing it, mysdlf. But not taking advantage
of thistrid, Alban, not using it to seeif your people will accept you asinnocent, | can’t understand that.”
Shelifted her gaze, feding tired. “The guilt’ s not going to be eased either way.”

Alban sghed. “Margrit, if you had knowingly taken alife, would you stand againgt your lawsto try to free
yoursalf?’

“If it was an accident or salf-defense, yes!”
“But Ausrd s desth was not an act of self-defense,” Alban murmured. 1 was defending you, not myself.”

“So what am |, asecond-class citizen? Not worth saving because I'm human?’ Bitternessfilled Margrit's
tone and Alban’ s broad shoulders dumped.

“I clearly fdt your life was worth preserving over Ausra’ s. But my people are not human, Margrit, and
would not see my choice asthe correct one. What if we lived in aworld where the Old Races were
known, and the positions were reversed? Would humans regard my life as more or lessimportant than
the human lifel’ d taken?’

Margrit folded her head down to drawn-up knees. “Y ou know the answer to that,” shereplied dully.
“Y ou don’'t even have to be not human to be lessimportant. Y ou just have to be different in some way.”

“So dlow me this acceptance. It changes nothing for us. My position amongst my people will be asit
aways has been since you' ve known me.” Rue colored Alban’svoice. “And yours, | imagine, will aso
be asit has been since you’ ve known me. Ingtigator, negotiator, troublemaker.”

Margrit looked up with aquiet snort, then rolled forward to crawl toward Alban, tucking herself against
his chest. Despite frugtration, she felt her shouldersrelax, his nearness dmost as much saveto her frayed
emotionsas hisarmswould be. “I’ m not atroublemaker. It just comes my way naturaly when | hang out
withyou. | don't likethis, Alban.”

“I haven't asked you to likeit, only to abide by my wishes.”

Grace chuckled, startling Margrit into remembering a second time that the vigilante was there. * Good
luck with that, Korund. Will you be staying, then?” She arched an eyebrow at Margrit, then chuckled
again as Margrit shot a hopeful look toward Alban. “ That’ swhat Grace thought. I'll come back for you
at sunbreak, lawyer. Seep well.” She dipped away, leaving the sound of tumblersfaling into place
behind her.

Margrit turned her face againgt Alban’s chest another long moment before dragging arough breeth. “I
fed likel should make ajoke. Locked in aroom together, the whole night before us. . .there must be
something clever to say.”

“Margrit...” Alban shifted and iron scraped, asif to remind her of his handicaps.

“No, | know. It sounds silly, but | just want to be here, Alban. | want to be the one who watches over
you tonight. To be the protector. Y ou must be exhausted.”

Alban’ ssilence said as much as hiseventud admission of, “1 am. Theironisfar more wearying than |
imagined, and | can't transform and escapeit.”



Margrit pressed her cheek againgt hischest. “Thenrest. I'll be here” She heard her own silence draw
out along time, too, and only broke it with awhisper when the gargoyl€ s breathing suggested he might
have found respitein dumber. “I’ll dways be here.”

SEVEN

SHE HAD DOZED, if not dept, too aware of Alban’sfrailty and her own fearsfor the coming days.
Half-waking thoughts had skittered al night, replaying Alban’s capture, replaying hisimpossible remove
to Grace' s chambers below the streets. The vigilante woman had never shown any resources of the
nature Margrit imagined necessary to steal two gargoyles from arooftop in broad daylight, but when
Grace cameto fetch her in the morning, she shrugged off Margrit’ s questions again, ending the
conversation with asharp, “Does it matter, lawyer? He s safe enough now, isn't he, and you don’t owe
anyone for his safety. Count your blessngsand let it go.”

Chagtened, Margrit did so, and emerged into the city morning to the redlization that dawn came much too
latein April, a least if she wanted to shower, change clothes and get to work on time. Barely beyond the
tunnel entrance, her cell phone sang atuneto tell her she had voice mail. Expecting thetria timeto have
been moved—probably up, making it unlikely she' d get to the office at dl—she hit the call-back button
and hurried down the street with the phone pressed to her ear.

The recorded mailbox voice told her the sole message had been |eft at 4:45 am. on Thursday, just afew
hours earlier. Margrit resisted the urge to shake the phone; it wasn't its fault she’ d been hidden beneath
the city, well out of reception range. At least the mailbox had picked up the crisp-voiced woman who
sad, “Ms. Knight, thisis Dr. Jones at Harlem Hospital. A client of yours, Cara Delaney, has been injured
and she asked that we contact you. We d appreciateit if you came over.” The doctor left anumber that
flew through Margrit’s mind and disappeared under arange of concerns.

Foremost was the horrifying ideathat a hospital would probably do blood work on the young selkie
woman. Margrit had never considered how the Old Races dedlt with injuriesin the modern world,
especialy savere ones. Even with salkies numbering in the tens of thousands, it was unlikely they could
litter enough hospital's around the world to keep their own secrets safe. For dl that they’ d interbred with
humans, there had to be anomdiesin asdkie sblood, very likely curious enough to pique aphysician’s
interest.

It was only as sheran to the subway that worry for Cara sinjuries surfaced, both their severity and how
they’ d happened. The latter was too easy to guess. Carawas likely to have been down on the docks,
part of the struggle between salkie and djinn. Gargoyles, Margrit remembered uncomfortably, cacified at
dawn when they died in their human form. She had no ideaif selkies might have someinexplicable
conversion, too.

Her thoughts spun down the same lines no matter how many times she pulled them back. Shewas
relieved to leave the subway and hail a cab, though staring out the window at passing traffic did no more
to distract her than looking at her reflection in black stretches of subway tunnd had.

A matronly woman at the hospital gave the visiting-hours sign a significant glance when Margrit asked
about Cara. Margrit said, “I’'m her lawyer,” asthough the words were amagic pass, and with another
sour look at the sign, the woman directed her toward the emergency department. Margrit nodded her
thanks and hurried there to catch the first unharried-looking nurse she saw and asked, “Dr. Jones?’

The nurse gave her a pitying look, and spoke clearly, asthough Margrit wasn't expected to understand.
“I’'manurse. Dr. Jones went home at seven. Dr. Davistook over her patients.”



Color heated Margrit’s cheeks. “No, | know you'rea—" She drew abreath and held it, then made
hersdlf |et both it and the explanation go, instead putting on an unintentionaly tight smile. “Dr. Davis, then,
please? Wherewould | find her?”

“He,” the nurse said in much the same tone of pity, and pointed, “is down the hall. The good-looking
one”

“Thank you.” Margrit, fully expecting to have to find someone who would be more specific than the
good-looking one, turned to look where the nurse had pointed. Halfway down the hal stood atal manin
adoctor’s coat, surrounded by half adozen clearly doting interns. Margrit shot asdeways glance around
theward, looking for atelevison camera. The man had a perfect profile, so flawlessit seemed unlikely he
could be equally handsome face-on.

He was, with dark eyes and abroad, white smile. Margrit edged her way through the interns, hoping her
voice didn’t squeak as she asked, “Dr. Davis? I’'m Margrit Knight, Cara Delaney’ s lawyer. She asked
forme”

Davisdismissed dl but one of theinterns as he offered Margrit ahand. “ Dr. Jones hoped you might be
coming. Miss Delaney’ sgoing to be all right, but she's concerned about her daughter. We can check to
seeif she' sawake. Thisway, please.” Heled her down the hall, Margrit swallowing agiggle of pure
high-school giddiness. He wore awedding band, and she hoped, for the good of the species, that he and
hiswife were planning on having asignificant number of beautiful children. Thewish fdt sartlingly
ordinary and very human. A shiver of regret dipped through Margrit at recognizing it as such, asthough
she’ d become something new and different hersdlf.

A moment later, Davis pushed aroom door open and ushered Margrit in. Y oung women lay in beds
down the room'’ s narrow length, Caraiin the one farthest away. She opened her eyes as Margrit entered,
then gave a pained gasp of relief and pushed up on an ebow. “Margrit. Y ou came.”

“Of coursel did.” Margrit hurried down the room to pull astool up beside Cara. Davisremained at the
door, murmuring, “Not too long, please, Ms. Knight. My patient needs her rest.”

“Of course” Margrit smiled over her shoulder at him, found hersalf gazing too long, and, blushing, looked
back at Caraasthe door closed again. “ There can’t be anything people wouldn’t agree to do for him.
Oh, my God. | think | could be parayzed from the eyes down and if he said get up and do asdsal
would.”

Carasmiled faintly. “I guess he’ snot my type. He said, ‘ Fedl better,” but | don't yet.”

“Damn.” Margrit took Cara s hand cautioudy. “What happened, Cara? Areyou al right?” She wrinkled
her nose as she asked the question; all right depended on how it was defined. Carawas dive, but the
delicate lines of her face were swollen and bruised, making dark blots of her eyes. Her right aamwasin a
cast, and the stiffness of her body suggested more restraining bandagesin other places.

“| got shot.” Theflat statement struck Margrit as badly out of place, coming from asdkie. Mundane
humans got shot, not mystical Old Races. Carafreed her hand from Margrit’' sand drifted her fingersto
below the ribs on her left sde. “In the back, above the kidney.”

“Who...?Not a...?” Margrit didn’t want to voice the word djinn aoud, but Cara, understanding, shook
her head with afaint smile.

“No, we haven't been trying to kill each other. We have acommon enemy.”



“Humanity.” Margrit ground her teeth. “ So it was one of uswho shot you.”

“I didn’'t seewho it was. But | wastoo far from the water to escape, so an ambulance came and picked
me up. | haveto get out of here, Margrit. | haveto...” Passon left the dight woman and she sank back
into the bed, even her bruises graying with exhaustion. “1 would hedl faster if | could transform. It helps

put thingsto right.”

“Cara, the only way | can think of to get you out of hereisto ask Daisani to have you transferred to a
private hospital.”

“I don’t want to owe him anything.”

“I know, but you aso don’t want anybody looking a your blood work too closdly. Do you even know
what they’ d find?’

“We do our best to tend to our own sicknesses,” Carareplied, answer enough. “But | didn’t ask for you
to help me get out of here. There' ssomething ese”

“Derdre?” Margrit’s somach tightened in concern.
“She'ssafe. | sent her away when thefighting Sarted.”
“Why didn’t you go when the fighting Sarted?’

“Kamanaasked meto be here.” Admiration bordering on reverence colored Card s voice, reminding
Margrit of how theinterns had looked at Dr. Davis. Kaimana Kaaiai hadn't struck her asthe sort of man
to inspire such loydty, but on the other hand, he' d engineered the selkies' acceptance back into the Old
Races. That he' d done so in part by ruthlesdy manipulating humans had soured Margrit againgt him.
Cara, though, had no reason to fedl that same disappointment. “1 know you see me as young and wesk,
but Kaimana acted on my advice when he brought the quorum together. I’ m stronger than you think.”

Margrit began a protest, then bit it down. “Y ou'reright. It’'s hard not too think of you asagirl intoo
deep. Maybe because that’show | feel alot of thetime, and you' re younger than me. So what are you,
hislieutenant?”

“I’'m the one holding this treaty together, herein New Y ork. Without me to remind them who our enemy
is, I'm afraid they’ll start tearing each other gpart, lawvs or no laws.”

“Cara, no offense, but how are you managing that?”

Card s gaze shifted away, then back again. “1 have help. An adviser. But there' s something el s, too.
Thistreaty iscausing another problem.”

“Worse than open fighting on the streets?’

“Much worse. Margrit, | need to know if you're our aly.” Whatever Cara had hidden when she looked
away now faded beneath resolution that turned her bruisesinto streetwise makeup and attitude. “1’d
thought you were. Y ou hel ped us shake up the world, and then you disappeared.”

“Disappeared?’ Margrit echoed, startled and stung. “ Everything kind of went to hdll. I’ m just trying to get
my head on straight. It'snot like | |ft the city.”

Something scathing darted through Cara s expression, hardening her beyond anything Margrit had seenin
the past. For an instant she no longer looked like a battered young woman on a sickbed, but rather an



embattled warrior, too marked with scarsto have pity for anyone e<g's. “When a human walks away
from the Old Races, she’ s gone whether she' sin the next room or athousand miles away. | thought you
were onour Sde”

“Onyour side.” The sting blossomed, as much an dpha-female reaction to Cara' s change as an honest
and judtified anger. Margrit dropped her voice, not wanting to chance being overheard, but unwilling to
let the challenge go unanswered. “1 did what you wanted. | got the quorum together and they voted to
accept the selkies back into the Old Races asfull brethren. Y eah, that was on your side, but it was
because | thought it was the right thing to do. Y ou bred with humans because there was no other way to
survive, and | think it’s stupid to deny a peopl€’ s heritage the way the rest of the Old Races did to you.
But let’ stalk about on your side, Cara. Let’ stalk about the peace treaty you developed with the djinn
outside of the quorum, to make sure your natural enemieswould support you. Let’ stalk about how that
treaty said you' d help destroy Janx and his House so the salkies and djinn could take over his
underworld contacts and businesses. Let’ stalk about how that power play created aSituation that led to
Mdik’ s death. Just what part of any of that did you mention to me? Y ou used me. So forgive meif |
don’t quite know what on your side is supposed to mean anymore.”

Caralifted her chin, undaunted by Margrit’ s accusations and gaining strength from her own convictions.
“You'reright. We used you. We got what we wanted through you. From you. We have recognition
amongst the Old Races. We have money and power, if we can hold on to Janx’ sterritory.” Shetook a
breath and held it, then ended with grim findity: “We aso have atreaty with a people who wish to
decimate the remaining Old Racesin retaiation for the deeth of one of their own.”

Margrit stared, then laughed, a sharp sound of incredulity that bit into her anger and tore some of it away.
“Tdl them no. Arethey nuts?’

“They'redjinn.” Cara sbruises|ent depth to her short reply. “Read your mythology, Margrit. Djinn
aren't known for their sanity.”

“Then bregk the dliance. Y ou’ d have to beinsaneto agree.”

“We need them.” Despite lying on abed, Cara squared her dender shoulders asif she was repesting
another skirmish in an endless battle. “Without their acknowledgment of our people—"

“The quorum’ s already been met. What are they going to do, say never mind, wedidn’t meanit?1'd
think if it worked that way, Janx would' ve repudiated you by now, since he' sthe one whose territory you
took over. And you' ve got numbers. There are tens of thousands of you. None of the other—" Margrit
broke off, modulating her voice before she dared go on. “None of the other Old Races have that. Y ou
don't need to go to war over astupid mistake.”

Carasmiled, thin humorless expression. “ That' swhat dlies do, Margrit Knight. Mistake,” she added
clearly.

Margrit shook her head, uncomfortable redlization clicking into place. Cara had never before used her
name with such impunity. She' d cdled her Miss Knight, and Margrit had called her Cara, the relationship
unequal. Cara s new confidence leveled it. Coarse embarrassment heated Margrit’s cheeks as she
redlized she' d preferred having the upper hand, and how petty that was. She measured her response
cautioudy. “No money for nothing here, Cara. I'm finally tarting to learn that you people dl ded in
information as acommodity. I’ ve overplayed my hand too many times aready.”

“What do you want from me in exchange for information about Mdik’ sdeath?’ All the girl’ sformer
shyness had vanished, leaving behind ayoung matriarch of considerable power and confidence. Margrit
dropped her gaze to the floor, hoping to hide regret at the change. Not that competence or



self-assuredness were in any way bad, but she missed the soft, young woman she' d barely known.

“I’d have to think about that,” she answered quietly. Lied quietly: she wanted to know how long Cara
had known that Kaimanaintended to use Margrit to manipulate the Old Races into the position they were
now in. Her own ddight and relief at finding Caraagain, at being able to return her selkie skin, had been
so redl that Margrit hated to think Cara had known then that Kaimanaintended to use her. But Carahad
amogt certainly known; it was she who' d brought Margrit’ s point about strength in numbersto the selkie
lord.

It was aquestion that could be brought up later. Margrit wanted to hoard the knowledge she had, in case
there was a better way to spend it. Then, incongruous, the image of the countdown calendar her
coworkers had made flashed in her mind, sixteen hoursleft onit. Margrit flattened her mouth at its
reminder. “I’ve got to go to work, Cara. Isthere anything | can do for you before | go?’

“Yes.” Carapushed hersdf up, cheeks paling beneath the bruises. “The reason | asked you to comein
thefirst place. Not to get me out of here. There'sameeting this morning between—" She, too, broke off
before lowering her voice to continue. “ Between the djinn leaders and my people. Me. It’sin part to
discuss how to ded with the humanstrying to gain ground in our territory—"

“Janx’ sterritory,” Margrit said sourly.

Carawent on with no notice. “And in part, alast chance for meto try to talk them out of avenging Malik
a-Mass1. | need youto goin my place.”

“Cara, | haveto go to work!”

“Thisismore important. If you don’t go, we may end up embroiled in race war. Y ou' re the only one who
can prevent it.”

“Me and Smokey the Bear. There must be somebody else. Y ou' ve got to have ahierarchy of some kind,
asecond in command you can send. Nobody would listen to meevenif | could go.”

“Y ou have to go get ChelseaHuo,” Carasaid implacably. “ She' s been helping me. If you arrive with her
at your Sde, they’ll listen to you. They’ll haveto.”

“Or what, Chelseawill brew them anice cup of tea? Cara, you aren’t listening. | have atrid inlessthan
two hours. | haveajob.”

“Thisisyour job. Areyou redly going to risk us going to war for the sake of asingle case in the human
justice system?’

Margrit jolted to her feet, taking afew quick, sharp stepsto let off steam, then swung back around to
scowl at Cara. It cameto her again that this Situation, or any likeit, was why she hadn’t dithered out of
the agreement to work for Eliseo Daisani. The Old Races were atremendous disruption to her life, and
only working for someone intimately involved with them would give her the leeway she needed to dedl
with the impossible circumstances they threw her way. None of her other reasons, legitimate asthey
might be, held acandle to that one. She had no intention of walking away from their wondrous,
complicated world, and becoming Daisani’ s assstant meant she could remain apart of it without
disgppointing anyone dse. “ Shit. Shit. Goddammit!”

Caradropped back into the pillows, delicacy once more visible in her strained features, though asmile
curved her lips. “That’ swhat | thought. That’swhy you' re the Negotiator.”

“Thewhat?” Margrit laughed, harsh sound. “I’ ve got atitle now? How very...you of you.”



“It sasign of respect, Margrit. We don't often honor your kind with titles. The meeting’ st ten. Please,
go see Chelsea. She hasto go with you, or even the place you' ve earned might not carry enough weight.”

Margrit rolled her jaw, irate and trying not to let it bloom into fresh anger. “ Y ou’ re going to owe mefor
thisone, Cara. I'm about to make mysalf look bad in my last tria for you and yours. There' sgoing to be
aprice”

“Thereadwaysis.” Caranodded toward the door. “Now go.”

EIGHT

“YOU’'LL BE FINE, Jm. It'syour case anyway, and I’ m just standing as cocounsd.” Margrit got
dressed as she reassured her coworker. Halfway back from Harlem she’ d decided there was no way she
could face the morning without a shower and fresh clothes and had detoured home. Neither of her
housemates were there, leaving the house quiet enough to make an gpologetic cal. “I know thisisalong
way fromidedl, but I" ve had something unavoidable come up. Persond business. I'm sorry.”

“It' sokay.” The resentment in M’ svoice betrayed him.

Margrit clenched her jaw, then deliberately loosened it. “I’ Il do my best to come by this afternoon if you
want any advice, but you' re as prepared for the case as| am. I've got to go.” She repeated her
gpologies and hung up, then turned to glower at herself inthe mirror.

If her expression could be ignored, the woman reflected back at her |looked professiona and cool, well
collected in askirt suit with adark, subtly red blouse beneath it. Her gaze, though, was angry with
frustration and resignation, and even loose corkscrew curls did little to soften its edges. Margrit Sighed
and twisted her hair back, jamming an ebony stick through it. It finished off the look, making her hard and
unassallable.

Too hard for her own tastes. Margrit found apair of gold filigree earrings and dipped them into place,
feding hersdf relax alittle as she did so. If the clothes made the man, they could aso remind her of what
shewanted to be. The gold looked well against cafe-latte skin, bringing out warm depths. It was better to
not be so cold. Feding less grim, Margrit dipped low heels on and picked up her purse, and, armed for
the day, |eft her bedroom.

The front door swung open and Cameron, wearing loose gym sweats and asnug T-shirt, bounded in and
let go ashout of surprise as she nearly ran Margrit down. Margrit laughed and clutched her heart,
staggering back. “Good morning.”

“You didn’'t come homelast night.” Cam gave her acheerful fish eye. “ Did you have ahot date?’

“| did, assamatter of fact.” Margrit tried dodging around the tall blonde, but Cameron swayed back and
forthinthehall, ddiberately blocking her. Half afoot taler than Margrit even when Margrit wore
two-inch hedls, Cam’slong limbs ensured she could keep her smaller housemate stuck in place.

“With who? Alban? Y ou haven't seen him in a couple weeks, right? C' mon, talk. And those are fighting
duds, Grit. Don't tell me you' ve got a court case after being up dl night.”

“Okay. | won't tell you.” Margrit ducked through an opening in Cameron’ swaving arms. Now that her
housemate had mentioned it, she redlized how tired she should be, but the long previous day didn’t seem
to be dragging her down. Daisani’ s gift in action, maybe, though she thought he' d said hedlth didn’t
negate aneed for deep.



Cam reached over her head to bang the door shut. “ Have you had breakfast, young lady?’

“| swear, you and Cole are like my parents. No,” Margrit admitted reluctantly. Her ssomach rumbled on
cue and Cameron barked triumph.

“Isyour court date a nine?’

“Then you have timeto eat and gossip. Shoo. Go. Go.” Cameron herded her down the hall toward the
kitchen, making Margrit laugh again.

“When'd you get o pushy?’

“Right about when you started sneaking around and not talking to us anymore. Couple weeks ago now.
What' sgoing on, Margrit?” Cameron’sjovia tone dropped away, leaving concern. “1 know you and
Coleareon the outs, but neither of you will tell me why, and you’ ve been getting up to runin the middle
of the night for the last ten days.”

Guilty surprise sizzled through Margrit. She went to the fridge, an orange behemoth from thefifties, and
dared insdeit asaway of avoiding Cameron’sworried gaze. “Did Cole make any bagels?’

“Hedid, and I'll prepare you the perfect peanut-butter bagel in exchange for some kind of actua
information about your life. Otherwise I’ m holding them hostage.”

Margrit took jam out of the fridge and turned to face her friend, whose ca culating expression turned
satisfied as she put bagelsin the toagter. “ Talk. What' sgoing on?’

“Honestly? Everything' s completely out of control and | fed asif I’'m coming apart at the seams. You
ever get yoursdf into something so deep it looks like there' s no way out?’

“Yeah. I'vetold you about how | got the scar on my leg.” Cam edged Margrit out of the way to get to
the peanut buitter.

Margrit's gaze fell to her friend’ s shin, where she knew along silver scar marked the tan skin benegath
Cam’sswests. “A car wreck,” she said, knowing she skimmed the truth.

Cameron turned, ajar of peanut butter in hand, and gave her ahard look. “A drunk-driving car wreck.
The only thing about it in my favor was | wasan't the one driving. And | remember thinking if | could undo
it, if | could get out of it somehow, if | could make it have not happened, | would never be that stupid
againinmy life. | wouldn't drink, | wouldn't drive, | wouldn't get in a car with somebody who had been,
I’d do anything to make it unhappen.” The bagels popped and she lathered butter, peanut butter and jelly
on them with abandon. “ So, yeah, | know what it'sliketo fed out of control and with no way out.

What’ s going on, Margrit?’ She handed one of the bagels over and sank her teeth into her own.

Margrit took hers and inhaed itswarm, rich scent, trying to loosen the tightnessin her chest. “It' swork
stuff, kind of.” It wastrue, insofar as she was going to work for one of the Old Racesin a handful of
days, but it was a so inaccurate enough to be ablatant lie. “1'll tell you about it assoon as| can.” She'd
promised Cole that much after he' d seen Alban’ strue form. He' d wanted to tell Cameron, but Margrit
had put him off and he' d agreed, aware that without seeing Alban’ stransformation herself, Cameron
would never believe them.

“Wadl, you know I'll be hereto listen.” Cam picked up her bagel and stuffed afull quarter in her mouth al
at once. “Eeeyrr baghl,” she ordered, then swallowed hard enough to grimace. “Eat your bagel before



you go to work.”

Margrit picked up the cooling bread and toasted Cameron with it. “Aye, aye, ma am.” She got asfar as
the kitchen door, then turned back. “Hey, Cam? Thanks.”

Cameron amiled. “It' swhét friends arefor.”

The phrase lingered in Margrit’ smind as she made her way downtown. Humans used it lightly. Margrit
wasn't certain she counted any of the Old Races as her friend, and yet she was pursuing Cara s agenda
with greater dedication than shetypicaly offered any of her mortd friends.

Then again, humans had never asked so many impossible things of her. The Luka Johnson case she'd
worked on for years had required by far the most devotion of any single project she' d ever been
involved with, but it hadn’t begun as a gesture of friendship. It had been part of thejob. If Carawas
right—and Margrit couldn’t conclusively argue she wasn't—then mediating Old Races relationships was
her job now, one she fdt as strongly about as she had Luka s case.

And theredity wasthat Margrit had thrust herself into that position. Alban’s pleafor help had been the
dart of it, but her decision to act on behalf of the selkies was a conscious, deliberate decision on her part.
She' d even taken a step further than they’ d asked, pushing to overturn the remaining lawsthe five Old
Races held in common. The anger she' d felt over Cara s demand was born from guilt a abandoning the
mortd life she'd worked so hard to build. She would haveto let that go somehow, though it would
become easier once she' d stepped out of the legal world and began working for Eliseo Daisani.

It would become easier once she and Alban could put histria behind them and take a chance on
something new and extraordinary for both of them. Head tipped against the subway-car window, Margrit
let her eyesdip shut and asmileinch into place. She could al but fed the strength of hisarms around her,
surprisingly warm for a creature bound to stone. Encompassed in that circle, shefelt safe and
adventuresome dl a once, trusting in the comfort she found there, certain of achance to search and
explore things she’ d never known existed. Human lovers paled by comparison through no fault of their
own; Alban brought magic smply by being, and that was something she hadn’t redized she' d craved until
shefound it. Her life had been built of ddliberate goals and the steps necessary to achieve them. Finding
those ambitions shattered by a single granite-strong touch was more exhilarating than darming; that was
the aspect of hersaf she' d never been able to explain to friends or family. Alban understood her in away
she' d thought no one could, and she hoped she offered him the same.

Her own quiet laughter made her eyes open. She did understand the honor-bound gargoyle. She thought
he was frequently thickheaded and wrong, but the strictures he' d placed on himself made a certain sense
to her. Helived in aworld constrained by particulars, as she had always done. Now that she’ d broken
free of them, Margrit was eager to see Alban do the same. Maybe if she explained hersdf in those
words, hewould be willing to take the risks that she was hersdlf investigating. Challenging thelaws of his
people was adrastic way to start, but then, it was how she' d begun.

And it seemed it was how she would continue. Margrit |eft the subway, brushing through crowds to make
her way to the corner bookstore owned by ChelseaHuo. Clear glass with etched | ettering proclaimed
Huo'sOn Firgt, and in smaller |etters beneath it, an eclectic bookstore. Margrit had never examined the
shelves closdy enough to determine whether the selection was actudly eclectic, but it was certainly
chaotic. She edged the front door open cautiously, never sure anewly delivered stack of books wouldn't
be baanced in its path, and made her way into the crowded shop.

The foyer—defined by being the only areaiin the store without books piled everywhere—wastidier than



usual, an extra square foot or two available around thetill. Margrit grinned and let the door closeto the
sound of chimes, echoed an ingtant later by arattle of beads from behind the stacks. “ Cara?’

“Hi, Chdsea” Margrit lifted her voice unnecessarily as the shop’ stiny proprietor appeared from between
the shelves. Surprise darted across her gpple-round face as she peered at Margrit, then at the door
leading to the street. “ Cara sent me,” Margrit said, then winced. “I’m doing it again. Every timel comein
here, | sart sounding like anaoir film.”

Chelsea put fingertips on a stack of books to keep it from toppling as she passed, then stopped before
Margrit with her arms folded under her breasts. Margrit, looking at the top of her head, counted a
handful of slver hairs among the black, and wondered how old the woman was. Something about her
tea-colored eyes made her seem both wizened and ageless, but nothing in the way she moved suggested
shewasat dl old. “Why didn't Caracome hersdf?’

“She'sin the hospitd. She' s hurt. Fighting down on the docks got out of hand. She'll be dl right,”
Margrit added hastily. “Assuming nothing weird comes up in her blood work, anyway. She called me.
I’'m supposed to go...Oh, you know.” She sighed, suddenly fedling the weariness that had been absent
earlier. “I’'m supposed to go make sure thelr treaty holds, so they’ Il keep fighting usinstead of turning on
each other. And you' re supposed to come aong to shore me up, | guess.”

Surprise sngpped through Chelsea seyes again. “Are you, now? Y ou’ ve come along way in alittletime,
Margrit Knight. From novice to negotiator. | may be impressed.”

“Oh, good. | hopethey are.” Margrit stuck her tongue out, feding not at dl impressive. “ Arethey going
to listen to me?’

“They’'re thereto negotiate, Margrit. They might be expecting Cara, but I” ve been hel ping her and they’ |
recognize you as her proxy if I’'m thereto back it up. Even in the worst scenarios, none of the Old Races
want to expose themsaves to humanity. They’ll listen, if you' re reedy for this.”

But I’'m not ready for it! The protest rang through Margrit'smind asit had for the past hour, thoroughly
clenched down. She knew too little about the Situation, but at the same time she thought she understood
the basic scenario. Most complications rose from one or two fundamental difficulties: sheonly had to
address those, and with luck the remainder would come unraveled. She reminded hersdlf of that as she
climbed grate stairsin a dockside warehouse. Chelsea, a step ahead of her, looked calm and utterly
collected, completely at odds with the butterfliesin Margrit' s ssomach.

She was uncomfortably aware of the plummet just to her right. Workmen were visible below, forklifts
beeping and crashes announcing the periodic drop of materids. Severa moved with the characterigtic
ease of the Old Races, though more gtill were only human. She stopped to watch them, trying to find her
equilibrium, and Chelsea glanced back with an arched eyebrow as she reached the door leading into the
warehouse office. Margrit’ s shoulders dumped, and, more determined than prepared, she nodded her
readiness. Chel sea pushed the door open.

The office was asfar from Janx’ s alcove as she could imagine, with ordinary plate-glass windows and
chegp furniture, none of it saying anything about the people who' d put it there. Functiond, not persondl:
she supposed that did say something about them, after all.

Those people stood segregated, selkies on one side with their arms folded across broad chests so they
made aliving, glowering wal. Across from them, restless, dender djinn shifted and glanced around, their
movements no more worried than the wind might be. All of them turned their attention to the door asit



opened. Margrit caught one djinn begin abow of respect, clearly meant for Chel sea, and then watched
him arrest the gesture midmotion as he saw Margrit step up behind her.

A rustle of not-sound whispered around the office, uniting djinn and salkie in congternation, surprise,
offense. Theimpulseto smply wak away rushed up and Margrit pushed it down again. Chel sea stepped
asde, giving Margrit the floor. To her astonishment, none of the Old Races spoke, leaving her aheavy
slence to break. She had their attention with her presence; with any luck she could hold it with
confidence and calm. “ Cara Delaney’ s been badly injured and isin ahuman hospita. She asked meto
mediate the discussion she' d intended to head thismorning. As| understand it—"

“A human?’ An unexpectedly familiar voice came from the group of djinn, and the man who stepped
forward brought a shock of anger and fear that drowned Margrit' sdismay at being challenged. Details
she hadn’t known she remembered stood out about the man: arash of pocked skin beneath his
cheekbones, keeping well-defined features from prettiness; the amber-clear color of his eyes; elegance
bordering on arrogance. What she actively remembered was till there, maybe even stronger than before:
disdain and anger mixed cold enough to be hatred. It was too easy to understand the rage that drove
some of the Old Races; too easy to imagine what it was like to belong to a once-rich culture now forced
into shadows. Margrit didn’t want to fed sympathy for a cresture who had literaly held her mother’s
heart in his hand, but for amoment, caught up in hisinsulted, insulting gaze, shedid.

“A human,” she said as neutrdly as she could, then reached for the name Janx had used when he'd
mentioned thisdjinn: “And you're Tarig.”

The djinn curled hislip, then offered abow of such grace it managed to be insolent. “ At your service,” he
added, then smiled. “Or your mother’s.”

Shewastoo well trained to rise to the bait, the blatant attempt releasing a string of tension within her.
Tariq, a least, was as strained as she felt. The camaraderie, regardless of how unwelcome he would find
it, made her fed asthough the ground was more level. “ A human has no reason to favor one of your
factions over another. I'm amore neutral moderator than Caracould ever be. It wouldn’t have been a
bad ideato invite me here even if she hadn’t been injured.”

Chelseq, at her side, didn't shift so much asto nod, but something in her stance relaxed, connoting
approva or new confidence. Tariq stepped forward, full of airy belligerence. Margrit held up ahand,
motion so sharp he actually stopped, then looked infuriated at having been put off by amere human. This
time Chelsea smiled, barely visible expression, and to Margrit’ s surprise, spoke.

“Margrit Knight has stood against her own kind to protect the Old Races. She has sat amongst a quorum
of dignitaries as one of them, an honored and voting member. She has shown mercy where none was
warranted. | declare her fit to stand among you as amediator. Dare any of you dispute me?’

The djinn exchanged sullen, resentful glances. Even the salkies shifted, asif hoping someone onthe
opposite side might be foolish enough to argue. Curiosity sang through Margrit, making her heart beat
loudly enough shewas sureit could be heard by each and every being in the room.

Serene confidence radiated from the tiny woman as she met the gaze of each member of the Old Races.
It reminded Margrit of Daisani’ s brief pause during the quorum, when he' d waited to seeif anyonewould
challenge him as he declared himself. Chelsea shared that absol ute certainty, as though the idea someone
might stand up to her was both inconceivable and dightly amusing.

Almost as one, the selkies and djinn dropped their eyes, acquiescing for reasons that confounded and
fascinated Margrit. Cara had wanted Chelseathere; thisinexplicableiron hand was clearly the reason.
Chel sea elevated feather-fine eyebrows and tipped her head toward Margrit, once more relinquishing the



floor. Breathless with questions, Margrit reined in the impul se to give over to them and instead began
again where she’ d been interrupted. “ As| understand it, there are two matters on the table. Oneishow
to retain the territory you' ve taken. The other isan inquest into Malik a-MassT’ s death. Am | correct?’

Her voice betrayed only professiona calm, none of her curiosity in evidence. Eventudly dealing with the
enigmatic Old Races would cause dl her control and cam to erupt in abarrage of wanting to know. She
felt dangeroudy closeto that breaking point now. Exercising the focusto ded with the problems at hand
fdt like atriumph of overblown proportions.

“Inquest,” Tariq growled. Margrit angled hersalf toward him, now certain that he spoke for al his people,
and that the selkies would abide by Cara swishes, and let her speak for them. “ An inquest is not what
wedesre”

“WEe | get to that. Y ou have abigger problem on hand with thisterritory war.”
“Bigger than the death of one of our own?” Incredulous anger snarled through the question.

Margrit set her teeth together. “ Yes, in fact. Y ou can’t afford for your own people—any of you, no
meatter which race you' re from—to end up in human hospitaslike Cara. God help mefor saying it, but
you need to ether eiminate your competition immediately or create enough of aunited front between the
selkies and the djinn to take ambitious humansin hand and use them. Nobody’ s happy about the mess
you' ve created down here, and more bodies aren’t going to get the cops off your backs. The problemis
you peoplearen’t criminas.” She heard herslf and laughed, more frustrated than amused. “ Y ou're
temperamental and violent, but you' re not criminals. Y ou needed Madlik, didn’t you? Because he' sthe
only one who knew anything about running drugs and prostitutes and gambling rings and protection
rackets.”

Muscle played in Tariq' sjaw, answer enough. Margrit dropped her chin to her chest, muttering,
“Kamana sabillionaire. He should be better prepared for taking over any kind of empirethan this. Or is
that why he dropped it in your laps?’ She glanced from djinn to selkie and back again. “| knew he
wanted to keep his hands clean, but it didn’t occur to me that he barely knew how to get them dirty. Hell,
| could probably run this mess better than you can.” Too late, she wondered if that was why Carahad
inssted Margrit take her place at the meeting. She said, “No,” out loud, afraid she needed the reprimand
more than anyone elsein theroom.

Admonishment sill echoing in her ears, shelooked back to Tarig. “Cara sin charge of this, isn't she.

Y ou agreed to support the salkiesin their petition to rejoin the Old Races in exchange for a position of
human economic strength. But you' re under Cara s thumb, and therefore Kaimana's, and they can
control you by dint of numbers, if it comes down toit. But Cara’ s not abad guy. She' s gotten tougher,
but sheredly doesn’t have the ssomach for dealing with this part of the world. So you' re congtrained by
what she' swilling to do. What Kaimana swillingto do. Am | right?’

Tarigq nodded thistime, movement sharp and angry. Margrit muttered exasperation and scowled from
onefaction to the other. Dark selkie gazes remained neutra, though a growing sense of unfriendliness
emanated from them. Margrit, irritated, said, “Not being abad guy isn't abad thing, people,” then
returned her atention to Tarig. “ Given the circumstances under which we previoudy met, I'm sure you
won't take offenseif | characterize you as acomplete bastard.”

The djinn went ill, then thinned a smile and nodded.

“All right. Thisishow you' re going to ded with the infighting and the human encroachment, then.”
Tengon rose sharply, minute shifting amongst al the Old Races bringing them closer to her. Margrit
counted out along breeth, afraid she would come to badly regret the decision shewas making. “1I’'m



willing to offer Tariqthereinsof thisbusiness.”

The salkies spoke for thefirst time, sudden burst of incoherent sound that Margrit waved down. “If

you' re going to stop getting your asses kicked, you need a big bad, and Card s not the right person for
therole. Furthermore, thiswhole setup’salousy onefor the djinn. All the dirty work and none of the
benefits. So maybe we can do aded here.” Theterm came eadly, asif she stood outside a courtroom
arguing over adient’s sentencing, though the gathered djinn were an even more unlikely client than Alban
had been.

A smile crawled across Tariq' sface. “What are your terms?”’

“Don’t pursue vengeance for Malik. The Old Races can't afford arace war. There aren’t enough of any
of you. That’'sthe mgor term.”

Tariq samber eyes darkened until Margrit had no sense of what he thought. “ And the minor ones?’

“I recommend that your human competition not suddenly start waking up deed. | recommend you find a
way to deliver them alive and in one piece, maybe neck-deep in prosecutable crimes, tothe NYPD. |
aso recommend that you not expand on what you took from Janx in any meaningful fashion until you are
damned good and certain of your grounding. The docks are a hairsbreadth from awar zoneright now. |
want to see them stabilized, not destroyed.”

“And if —we—choose not to accept your terms?”’

“Thenthe NY PD and the FDNY will come down here with trucks filled with salt water and handcuffs
lined with vampire blood and they will take you down, Tarig.” His face tightened with astonished anger
and Margrit shook her head, speaking more softly. “ Don’'t underestimate me. L etting the Old Races
continue to run Janx’ s empire creates a danger for my own race, and I’ m the gasoline being poured on
the flames. Thisisagood ded for you. Do not piss me off.”

“For them,” one of the selkies spat. “It'sagood deal for the djinn, not us.”

Margrit swung to face him, reveling in the oversized action. Adrendine burned through her, focusing her
words. “The salkies wanted legitimacy amongst the Old Races. The djinn, who, as| understand it, have
until now remained in their desert homelands and | et time pass them by, wanted a piece of the modern
world. Y ou' ve both gotten what you were after. What you have right now is an opportunity to walk
away from thismess and let somebody more ruthless put it back together. I'd takeit if | wereyou.”

“An abrogation of responsibility?” Chelseaasked quietly.

“Think of it moreasmetaking it on.” Tenson lanced through Margrit’ s shoulders. Whether or not
Kamana had intended the selkies to help keep the djinn in check, she fully planned to do that herself.

Somehow.

Chelsea pursed her lips, but nodded, and despite looking far from convinced, the young selkiewho'd
spoken subsided. Margrit wondered briefly if their society was heavily matriarchd, though Kaimana's
position as a powerful leader amongst them suggested otherwise. Regardless, shewasrelieved at the

lack of argument.

“Wewill haveto discussthis” Tariq said. “Malik al-Mass1’ s degth is not something we take lightly.”

Margrit inclined her head, the motion coming closeto abow. She hoped it hid the shiver of nervesthat
ran under her skin, lifting goose bumps. She could—and would—make good on her threet if the djinn



didn’t comply with her terms, but any investigation of Mdik’ s death would end badly for her. If the Old
Races accepted accident as aforgivable circumstance surrounding a death, she would confessto the part
she' d played, but they weren’t inclined to show clemency to their own kind, much lessahuman. VVoice
steady, shereplied, “Nor should it be. Isaday long enough for ddliberations?’

“WEe |l send amessenger when we' ve decided.”

“Fine. Not more than forty-eight hours, though. This needsto be settled.” Margrit nodded again, and
trusting there was no ceremony for departures, took the opportunity to escape.

Chel sea exited a step ahead of her, blocking her on the grate landing as the door banged shut behind
them. Accompanied by the rattle of windows, Chelseaasked, “ Are you sure you know what you're

doing?

“Of course not, but never let them see you swedt, right?’ Margrit wrapped ahand around the stairway’s
cold, meta railing. “1 couldn’t think of another way out of it. They can’'t go to war amongst themsdlves. If
they’relucky, they’ Il just half wipe each other out. If they’ re not lucky, we' Il learn about them.”

“S0o the sacrifice you chose was your own people.” Chelsea sounded more interested than condemning,
asthough Margrit had proven thought-provoking.

Margrit dropped her head, weight leaned into therailing. “ The needs of the many over the good of the
few. In oneway, it doesn’t matter. Nobody’ s going to comein and clean up Janx’ sempire. Whether the
djiinnrun it or ahuman does...” She shrugged. “Either way, it’still going to be crimind. People are going
to diein thelong term. Maybe thiswill keep some of them dive in the short term. Do you have a better
answer?’

“If I did, | would have suggested it earlier.” Chelsealet silence hang for ajudicious moment, then
conceded, “The caveats were well done. | don’'t know if the djinn will agree, but your threat was agood
one. Can you back it up?’

“I think 0. | hope 0. It depends on if Tony’ swilling to believe me.” She motioned at the warehouse,
evoking another one with the gesture. “He s <till angry, but he thinks al my weird behavior wastrying to
help set atrap for Janx. If | told him fire trucks full of sat water were the only way to quell the violence
down here, hemight ligentome.”

“I was more thinking of the vampire' sblood.”

“Oh.” Margrit straightened away from therailing. “ Actudly, that part I’ m more certain of. Daisani was
pretty annoyed with me for making him let Tariq go. | think he d like a chance to snag another djinn. Or

thirty.”
“Slippery ground you stand on there.”

Margrit shot the smaller woman asharp look. “I think I'm bending over backward here to give the djinn
afair chance. Especidly since Tariq was the one who nearly pulled my mother’ s heart out. So if they
don’t hold up their end of what I’ ve set out, | don't have many quams about knocking this game board
over. I'd like to have the mord high ground, but it’ s hard to find, much less stay on. I’'m doing my best,
Chesea. It might not be good enough, but I’ m doing my best.”

A smile passed over Chelsea sface. “ Good. Thefire s<till there. | just wanted to make sure.”

“Oh, now you' re manipulating me, too? Thanks.” Margrit pulled aface at Chelsea s cheerful nod. “ So
how did you do it?’



“Mmm?’ Chelsed s eyebrows rose in modest curiosity.

“Y ou gave me legitimacy in there. Why didn’t they fight you? No offense, but you' re just abookshop
owner.”

“Oh, that.” Chelsea shrugged it off. “ Even the Old Races can be taught to behave if you're firm enough
with them. | think you may belearning that yourself.”

“That' syour story and you're gticking to it?’
“| am.” Chelseagestured. “ Shdl we?’
“Yeah.” Margrit took the lead, trotting down the stairs.

White-hot noise met her at the bottom.

NINE

SHE COULD TELL she screamed because the tang of copper tainted her throat, and with it came the
raw, red feding of too much force. Her ears, though, rang with a profundity that outweighed any hope of
hearing her own voice. She knew her eyes were open because she touched them, felt the lashes parted
and the sting of salt and minute dirt from her fingertips againgt their orbs. Fingertip pressure, aslight asit
was, sent bloody waves through the snow-blinding whiteness that had become her vision. She closed her
eyes, inginct whispering that the comfort of expected darkness was better than the wide-eyed blindness.
Red overwhelmed white, but reassuring black lay out of her reach.

Her chest heaved, tdlling her she still breathed as the brackish black taste of smoke began to overwhelm
theflavor of blood at the back of her throat. Margrit coughed, then doubled over with her arms wrapped
around her ribs. Didn't double over: curled on her sdefetdly, the scrape of concrete against her cheek
advising her more about her position than intellect could. That made no sense, but she couldn’t rewind
her thoughts far enough to understand what was happening. A wall rose up every time shedid,
concussive force of light damming into her and ripping coherency away. She opened her eyesagain, asif
doing so would force comprehension. Stars spun in her vision, then began to clear away in orange whorls
of dust and grit. Daisani’ s gift, she thought, rather than human adaptability kicking in.

She pushed to her feet awkwardly, aches fading from her bones, but dizziness still swept her asthe song
in her earsrang louder. A clear thought cut through the sound: she had been in the city when the towers
fell. The noise had been overwhel ming, and then entirely gone, eerie silence broken only by crying voices
and thewail of emergency vehicles struggling through the broken city. She could not remember
head-pounding tinnitus accompanying, or following, the attacks.

Attacks.

Only then did the chaos around her resolve into something that made sense, insofar asan dl-out fight ina
warehouse could make sense. Smoke and dust billowed around her, making ghosily shapesin sunlight
that shouldn’t spill through the warehouse the way it did. The better part of awal was missing, light
filtering gold and blue through the grimein theair.

Those welcoming colors fought alosing skirmish against the more dangerous shades of red and yellow as
flames began to eat the warehouse' s sides and reach toward its roof. People rushed to escape, bumping
past Margrit. She jolted with each contact, sumbling, but never moving far from where she stood.

They were al human, the ones who ran. To seethat so clearly tore asound from her chest, so deep it



bordered on a sob. They were human, sharing Margrit’ s earthbound, compact grace, and within seconds
they were gone, abandoning the warehouse for the safety of the streets.

But innumerable people remained, awhole line of men and women, aline of salkies, advancing on the
smoking, swirling chaos. Margrit lifted her eyes, looking past the line of warriorsto the blown-out wall.

A man walked through its remains, preacher-collared shirt and Chinese-cut silk pants making the line of
him tall and dim. He pulled sunshine with him, itsglint playing in auburn hair and its shadow darkening his
eyes past jade into blackness. He laced his hands together in front of him, looking about the chaos of
Cara swarehouse with amild, curious smile.

“Janx.” Margrit whispered his name out of compulsion, asthough voicing it was the only way she could
keep herself from stepping toward him. He could not possibly hear her, not over the distance, not
through the sound she imagined must be roaring through the ruined warehouse. Could not possibly, and
yet an eyebrow lifted sharply and he turned his gaze from examining the warehouse to unerringly find
Margrit.

For the briefest moment, she thought she saw surprise, and then regret, cross the dragonlord’ sface.

Then for the second time in amatter of seconds, an impossible concussive force dammed through the
warehousg, taking dl theair with it as Janx transformed.

Margrit kept her feet by dint of distance, not willpower, but lost her breath as much through awe asthe
massveimplosion of air as Janx’ s mass shifted from aman to amongter, vastly larger than he' d been an
ingtant before. She hadn’t seen him transform before: when he and Alban and Malik had fought, she'd
been literdly knocked aside by the process, too close to observe. Only close enough to be empiricaly
affected, and terrified witless. Her heart hammered now, and her bresth came quick, but the raw
mindless fear she' d felt when she' d watched Alban and Janx fight seemed weaker. Watching Janx now
was less shocking, though no lessimpressive,

Asavampire, Daisani moved impaossibly quickly. Janx, too, wasterribly fast, but his movements had the
sense of avast atention being moved from one place to another, rather than Daisani’ s blurring speed. His
transformation was like that, too: it seemed to Margrit that she’' d Smply been unable to see him properly
before, and that his shift from man to dragon threw off theillusion that she’ d been tricked by. It was as
though he aways carried hisweight with him, and the blast force of transformation was the dropping of a
cloak. Alban’s change to and from his gargoyle form was so modest in comparison asto be adifferent
process entirely.

Janx had filled the office he kept in the House of Cards, seeming to take the very air from the room even
in hishuman shape. But as adragon he' d wound and twisted through it, nearly an oroborus out of
necessity. In the unconstrained open floor of Cara s warehouse, he stretched sinuoudy, making himself
long and dangerous. He was the color of burnished flame in the sunlight, deep red and glittering with
slvery whiskersthat floated about hisface with the capricity of Eingtein’shair. Short, powerful legsthat
ended in gold-tipped talons scraped gouges into the floor as he wriggled himself and legpt forward,
crashing into the line of advancing salkieswith catlike glee.

The salkies scattered, moving with the beautiful, flowing poise of creatures born to water. Janx whipped
his head around, long muzzle turning to agaping maw, and spit fire after them. The roar of heat and
sound came up from below the ringing in Margrit’s ears and reintroduced hearing, something she wasn't
certain shewas grateful for. Hands clutched against her head, she stared wide-eyed as Janx lifted his
wings. They werelong and dender and spiny, and buffeted flame into swirls, sending it after the selkies.
Asquick astheflameitsdf, Janx twitched around for asecond attack, exhding fire at thewalls.



Destructive heat made girders squed in protest and turned sheeted metd into puddies of Silver.

The salkie army came back together, making atarget of themselves without fatering in their advance.
Janx, to Margrit’ s sartlement, fell back astep, swinging his head to bowl the nearest handful of warriors
over. Flame rumbled after them, but its bulk was concentrated on the pallets and boxes that made up the
warehouse' s contents.

Agtonishment pulled acrackling sound of disbelief from Margrit’slungs. When she' d put the question to
aquorum of Old Races elders, only Janx had sided with her in supporting the idea that killing another of
the Old Races no longer be an exiling offense. She didn’t believe that afear of exile stayed the dragon’s
hand now, but despite his visble advantages over the selkiefighters, he shied away from killing.

Honor among thieves. Margrit had argued extensvely with Alban over the dragonlord' s code, but now,
watching him, knew she was right. Janx had his own honor, and it siretched so far asto bow to the laws
laid down by the Old Races.

A fresh gout of flame blossomed, heat Szzling across the warehouse. Margrit finally shook hersdlf into
movement, backing away and stepping through rubble. A thought caught up with her and she turned,
squinting through the smoke and hest in search of Chelsea. She, like the other humans, had to have run:
therewas no sign of her in the chaos. Asthere should be no sign of Margrit, sheredized, and took a
breath of overheated air that she hoped would hold her to the Street’ s comparative safety.

Cool, ash-free air splashed across her face, making her inhale again, sharply, her relief a finding asource
of clean air stronger than the confusion asto its source. It whipped around her, gaining speed and
direction, then plunged forward to attack Janx as he wound across the warehouse floor between burning
palets and unmanned forklifts.

Thewind ripped the next breath of flame away from him, increasing its size for the merest moment, then
tearing it gpart and sending it into nothingness. Margrit gaped and started forward, but the gales pushed
her back again. Selkies did across the floor, aswell, shoved away from Janx by the ferocity of an
element with its own mind. Smoke and grit, caught by the wind, formed avortex, shrieking with speed
and tearing fragments of materia free around the warehouse. Janx clamped hiswings againgt hissides,
hissing as he backed away from the attacking wind. Rubble snapped and broke benesth hisweight, the
pieces snatched up by the tornado as it pressed toward him.

A wall stopped hisretreat and the wind' s assault screamed victory. It tilted on itsaxis asif it werealiving
thing with intent, an impossible whir of debrisand air angling itsdf to encompass the dragon entirely.

It was aliving thing, Margrit redlized abruptly. Janx seemed to redize it at the same moment, letting go a
bellow of fear-tainted rage. The wind sucked the sound away, whipping around Janx’ s head with deadly
am. He dithered farther back, rising onto his hind legslike a cat trapped in acorner, and the shrieking
wind followed him. It wastoo late to transform: the tornado would only snatch up his human form and
tear it gpart. Margrit vibrated with indecision, too fragile hersdlf to chargeinto the vortex and rescue the
dragon.

The sdlkies gathered together again, picking their way around torn-up flooring and overturned heavy
equipment. The youth who' d spoken upstairs stood at their head, watching without expression asthe
wind tore and ripped at Janx. He staggered under its ondaught, breathl essness beginning to takeitstoll.
Margrit ran forward, putting herself amidst the salkies, and caught the youth’ s shoulder. “Y ou haveto do
something!”

Helooked disdainful. “ Janx attacked us. Thisisthe cost.”



“Y ou condone murder to protect your work?” Margrit flung the accusation, but turned away beforeit hit
home, recognizing implacability in hiseyes. She couldn’t disrupt the whirlwind on her own, even with
Daisani’ s gift of hedling in her blood. She wastoo small, too ddlicate, but there had to be something that
wasn't, something she could move.

Her shrill laugh sounded as though it belonged to someone e se as she found what she sought, intellect
finaly catching up to her panicked thoughts.

A handful of seconds later she rode aforklift across the devastated warehouse floor, waving frantically at
Janx and bellowing, “Down! Down! Get down!” at the backed-up dragon. Whether he heard her or
whether thewind stedling hisair had doneitsjob well enough, he dithered down the wall as Margrit
crashed the machineinto thewall, literdly around him. She had enough time to be startled that his sinuous
form was dim enough to fit between the lift’ steeth. Then the screaming vortex logt its strength, disrupted
by the forklift inits midst and unableto lift itsweight.

Likerain pattering around her, bruised and angry djinn fell from their howling whirlwind, and gathered
around Margrit inacloud of fury.

There were more than had been gathered upgtairs, al men. Most of them wore human clothing, but two
were dressed as Malik had been at Daisani’ sball: flowing robesin the colors of sky and desert and
blood, Middle Eastern in flavor but somehow digtinctly not human in style. A touch more wing to the
shoulders or aflow to theline of deeve; it drew the eye and made it dide away again, asif the edges of
cloth were woven with wind, not silk or linen.

Tarigwasn't among them. Margrit couldn’t lift her gaze to search the warehouse for him, fear holding her
in place. Her hands were knotted around the forklift’s controls so tightly her fingers cramped. She hadn’t
thought through what to do next: keeping Janx alive had been an endgame, not just one more move on
the board.

The need to act further disappeared beneath apeculiarly familiar rasp, and for adistant, bewildered
moment it occurred to Margrit that awoman of the twenty-first century shouldn’t so clearly recognize the
sound of asword clearing its scabbard. Maybe enough movies had ground the soft scrape of metal
againg leather into her mind; whatever it was, she had no doubt of it, and jerked her eyesto find a
scimitar drawn and held by a pinch-faced man who looked as though he not only knew how to usethe
blade, but was eager to do so. She hadn’t even seen that any of them were carrying weapons, and now
stared down a curved length of metal with the vivid avareness that it was probably thelast thing she'd
ever do.

“I would nat, if | wereyou.” Janx’ s voice cut through the sound of air imploding around him as he shifted
back into his human form. The djinn nearest him turned away from Margrit, baring teeth. Janx ignored
him with gplomb, addressing the group at large. “ Enough of you may defeat me,” he went on blithely.
“But Margrit Knight belongsto Eliseo Daisani, and avampire has no natura enemies among the living
Old Races. | would nat, if | wereyou.”

Theirrational, absurd urgeto protest at the phrase belongs to Daisani bubbled up in Margrit. She did not
belong to Daisani. She' d thrown Janx’ s possessive touch off and challenged him on that very front more
than once, unexpectedly earning his respect by doing so. Theideawas offensive on afundamental leve.

Being dead would be much worse. Margrit bit her tongue and fought off hysterica laughter. She till
couldn’t uncramp her fingers from the forklift’s controls.



“Y ou took Daisani’ swoman from him only afew months ago, yet you live.” The sword-bearing djinn
threw the wordsin Janx’ sface. Janx smiled, genuine merriment in hisjade eyes.

“Yes, but Eliseo likesme.” Margrit couldn’t tell which of the last two words he put more emphasis on:
they were both spoken with precise, ddightful clarity that rolled over into unmistakable warning. The
sword carrier’ s jaw tightened, but his sword wavered, and Margrit found herself suddenly able to open
her fingersagain.

“I hear Srens.” Her tongue loosened with her hands and Janx turned a cat-eyed look of dow amusement
on her.

“Implying that we al must run and hide dl evidence connecting usto the scene of the crime. My dear
Margrit Knight, how the mighty havefdlen.” He offered hishand. “Will you join me? | think we have
thingsto discuss”

Margrit turned her neck gtiffly, looking at the ring of angry djinn and the salkies standing beyond them.
Tariqwas ashadow at the head of the staircase on the other end of the building, watching with an
expression unreadable from that distance.

“Yeah.” Margrit shivered and put her hand in Janx’s, relieved to have an escape from the warehouse' s
tense, smoky atmosphere. “ Y eah, | will. What about Chelsea?’

Surprisefiltered through Janx’ s gaze for a second time. “If Chelsea Huo was here, rest assured she has
the resourcesto care for herself and stay out of trouble. We, however, are growing short on time. If you
will come?’ Pressure on her fingersincreased dightly, asif the dragonlord would lift her. Margrit cameto
her feet clumslly, stepping out of the forklift with Janx’s hand to support her. She dtill felt thick with fear
and the aftermath of disaster, but Janx’ s strength was steady and calm.

Heled her through flame and smoke, and she couldn’t tell if the flame bent away from him or if heat
made it appear to do so. lllusion or not, gratitude rose in her. She wasn’t sure she could have made
hersdlf walk through the firewithout it. “Thisway, my dear.” Janx gestured at the ruined, burnt-out wall
through which he' d made his entrance. Margrit stumbled once, looking back as she made her way over
rubble.

The desert-costumed djinn were gone, leaving only ordinarily dressed men in their place, al of them Old
Races, smeared and marked with soot. Police burst into the warehouse, their voices adding to the
generd clamor of destruction. Even through smoke and fire, one of the cops had afamiliar shape. Margrit
let go a soft-voice curse and scrambled over debris.

But not before Tony Pulcella saw her go.

TEN

JANX’S NEW QUARTERS were posher by far than the ones destroyed when the House of Cards had
falen. Margrit stopped in the doorway of his chambers, fingers resting on astack of aged stone that had
gone unused in the tunnels congtruction.

Soft carpets, thick and rich red with gold trim, sprawled over the stonework floors. A chaiselounge
covered in leather and velvet languished empty beside ateak-and-redwood table; oversized chairs of the
same make were drawn up opposite the table. The table itsalf sported a chess set, pieces carved of
obsidian and ivory. Margrit walked forward to pick up the white knight, fingers curling around it as she
examined the room.



Warm air blew in from somewhere, stirring tapestries that had been hung over thewalls. Therewere
three of them, one dominating the back curve of the room and the othersto either side. Abstract patterns
of jewel-toned reds and greens seemed to leap from them, muted by unexpectedly subtle dune colors
and grays. Electric lights covered with gold glass gave the room acomforting air, utterly at oddswith the
modern stedl and hard edges of Janx’ sformer lair. Therewas no hint of attendants, no suggestion that
anyone other than himself used the room. Margrit ignored pricklesrising on her skin and worked to keep
her tone conversationd. “ Did you go stedl dl thisfurniture from the speakeasy? Thisroom looks—’

“Judt likeit. The windows were copied from these tapestries.” Janx crossed the room stiffly and took up
acanethat leaned againgt the chesstable. Stylistically, the cane suited the narrow black lines of the
priest-collared shirt and flowing pants he wore, but he made use of it, moving awkwardly where she was
accustomed to seeing grace.

Her gaze lingered on the cane sfist-Sized head, daring to study it more than Janx. To her eyesit was
glass, but Alban had told her it was clear, unblemished corundum, the same stone as sapphires were
made of. Jewd-cut, it would catch light and glitter dmost as brilliantly asadiamond, but it wasonly a
smooth bal, twisting light no more dramaticaly than any sphere. It had belonged to Malik, and its
presence in Janx’ s hand spoke volumes about hisinjury and the fate of the djinn who had been his
second.

“Alban said transformation heals.” She rushed the words. Janx paused and turned to her, fluidity lacking
inthe motion.

“Stone hedls,” he corrected after amoment. “ The gargoyles have an advantage in their degping hoursthat
we othersdon’t share. They’ re encased in gtillness, and that accelerates their healing. Transformation
helpsto put things as they were, but you may have noticed | require significant space and no little
assurance of discretion to change. So | must go about the day as anyone would, rarely resting as much as
| should, and eveniif | did, aknifeto thekidney isn't quickly recovered from.”

“You'reon your feet. That's pretty remarkablein itsalf.”

“There have to be some advantagesto being afairy tale.” Janx’ s customary lightness was gone from his
voice. Margrit’ s heart ached with the lack of it; when it had gone missing in the past, it had done so
because he' d been angry with her, rather than the near despondence she heard now. Trying to push
sentiment away, she crossed to the tapedtries, theivory knight sill clutched in her hand.

“How old arethey?” Margrit stopped short of brushing her fingers againgt the weavings. They |ooked
soft and ddlicate, and she was afraid touch would prove them as rough as broken glass.

“Old enough that their makers are no longer among us.” Janx joined her, tapestries lending vibrancy to his
unusudly sallow skin. “Y oung enough that we could see which of uswould linger past our time, but that
has been evident for many centuries.” Asif challenging Margrit’ s reservations, he brushed his knuckles
over the closest tapestry, then said, with surprising care, “I didn’t think to see you again, Margrit Knight.”

“Didn’t you?" Genuine sorrow deepened the achein Margrit’schest. 1 still oweyou afavor. | guessl
figured there was no escaping it.”

“Y ou ran from our battle a the House of Cards. It was, | think, the one wise thing you'’ ve done since
mesting Alban Korund. | might have even let you go.”

“That' sthe knife wound talking,” Margrit said with as much dry humor as shedared. “ Y ou’' d get over it if
some way to use me came dong. What happened? Y ou looked fine when you walked into the
warehouse.”



Janx’ s mouth thinned. “| overestimated my strength.”

“Youmust redly fed like crap to admit that.” Margrit caught her breath to speak again and bit down on
it, curiogity drawing her eyebrows together as she studied the dragonlord. He turned to her, expectation
written in hisgaze. Humor and warmth tangled ingde her, pulling acrooked smileto her lips. “Nothing.
Nothing important.”

Or, if it was, she had no way at the moment of making use of itsimportance. Janx’ s admisson spoke of
more than Ssmple weariness. For him to confess to overestimating himsalf—for him to alow her to see
him at such alow ebb, rather than putting on the carefree performance she so often saw from him—he
had to trust her, and that was nearly beyond Margrit’ s scope of comprehension.

“You'reavery bad liar, my dear.” Janx ddiberately lightened hisvoice, using the endearment to return
their relationship to grounds she knew. He reached out to pluck the chess piece from her hand and held it
aoft. “Now, don't tell me’ ve rescued you from adifficult explanation only to have you sted my ivory
knight.”

“You haven't. At least, | don't think so. Y ou said we had thingsto discuss.” Margrit left the tapestriesto
drop into one of the lush chairs. Her examination of the chesstable lasted barely ahandful of seconds
before the soft cushions reminded her she' d had no deep recently. Shelet her head fdl back with agroan
and sank deeper into the chair.

“Margrit,” Janx said with some dismay. “ Y ou'redl| sooty.”

“Oh, crap!” Margrit jolted halfway to her feet, then relaxed again, muttering, “It’ sdirty now anyway.
Sorry.”

“I expect it can be cleaned.” Janx folded himsalf down onto the chaise lounge on the other sde of the
chesstable, looking for al the world as though he had been made to do such things. Unlike Margrit, his
own clothesweren’t stained with black, though their color would help to hideit if they were.

“Unexpected company you keep.”

“I" ve been keeping strange company for months. Believe me, if I'd known you were planning on raiding
the place, I'd have.. .tried to talk you out of it.” Her honesty, if not her skill with words, got achuckle out
of Janx as she continued, “I wastrying to talk them out of similar idiocy.”

“Didit work?’

Margrit passed a hand over her forehead and came away wondering if she'd just left herself streakier
with soot. “1 think it might have if you hadn’t made your dramétic entrance. Now?’ She shrugged, palms
up. “They’re angry over Mdik, and they know we were there.”

“And you, Margrit?” A thump of sllence passed before Janx clarified, “How are you over Maik
a-Mass1’sdeath?”’

“Not deeping,” Margrit replied, more candid than she expected hersef to be with the dragonlord.
13 Yw?l

“It was my life hewastrying to end. Despite our long years of association, | find it difficult to regret that
he, and not 1, failed to survive the encounter.” Janx tilted his head in a semblance of ashrug. “On the
other hand, it'sanew and particular sin for me, being involved in the death of one of our people. Indl
our centuries of rivary, Eliseo and | have never had such dark encounters. | find | do not carefor it.”

“If you were outside of it, ajudge instead of a participant, would it matter to you that it was an accident?



That it happened because he was trying to kill you?’

Janx leaned forward, replacing the knight on the board and idly pushing a pawn forward, letting the
action make him look thoughtful. The corner of Margrit’ s mouth curled, Janx’ sthesetrics never failing to
amuse her. “No,” hefindly said. “That it was an accident? No, it wouldn't matter. That he wastrying to
kill me, and paid for that error with hislife?” Helooked up from the board. “If | were ajudge, Margrit, |
samply don't think I’d believeit. Not even if three people said it was so. Not even if one of themwasa
gargoyle, who are not well known for telling lies. Y ou remember Kaimana' s response a the quorum.”

“That Old Raceswould smply never turn on each other. Yeah. | can’t decideif it'd be nice or darming
to bethat naive.” Since the game was met, Margrit moved a pawn forward, too, glad of something to do
with her hands.

“There are storiesthat the djinn have different laws amongst themsalves. That their rivalries are Sgnificant
enough to cogt lives, once in awhile and their numbers high enough to tolerate the losses. Maik limped.”
Janx nodded at the corundum cane and advanced another pawn.

“I know. | dways wondered how you hurt somebody who could demateridize. | mean.” Margrit set her
teeth together in awince. “Assuming they don’t carry around toy pistols full of sat water.”

“That wasingenious, by the by. It cameto arather horrific end, but | have to applaud your means.” Janx
actualy did, stting back to bring his hands together in staccato claps as she, cringing again, kept her eyes
on the chessgame. “They're saved, as| understand it, from materidizing inside things by two objects
inherently not desiring to share the same space. A safety buffer of sorts. But there' san infinitesmal
window inwhich it'stoo late, and if you can dip into that window—" He lifted the cane and brandished it
likethesword it hed. “I wasn't Mdik’ sfirgt rite-of -passage challenge. He lost the other one, too, and his
rival destroyed hisknee and his placein the tribes”

“So he cameto work for you,” Margrit said, fairly certain of her guess. Janx nodded and she sighed.
“How long ago wasthat?’

“Longer ago than Vanessajoined Eliseo,” he said after afew seconds. “ Unlike Vanessa, he wasn't
awaysat my sde. Hedidn't like cold climates. But, yes, it was...some decades longer than Eliseo’s
association with poor Vanessa Gray. There are moments when | miss his sour face. And then |
remember hetried to kill me.”

Margrit moved her knight forward and let her focus drift, watching ivory pieces swvim with alife of ther
own. “If they don't accept the offer | made them, they’ re planning on retdiating for his death. | think
that’ s part of what was happening at the warehouse today. Although you were a bit excessive, Janx.”

“Excessve?’ Hiseyebrowsrose and he folded his hand above a chess piece, moreinterested in
conversation than playing. “My dear young lady, they took everything from me. | intend to have it back
or leave them with nothing. Isthat excessve?’

“Ligtento yoursdlf. It' sWagnerian. Ther€ sacertain panacheto it, but it's completely over thetop. Do
you redly want to have ahand in starting aracewar?’

“If suchawar isto behad, | fear I’ ve dready done my part. As have you.”

“Maybe, but I’ m trying to mitigate it, not compound it. Look, how long can you and Daisani keep thisup,
anyway? He sbeenin New Y ork thirty years. People gossip about who his plagtic surgeonis. Thisisthe
modern world. Y ou can't stay in one place much longer than this. Why not take this one on the chin and
moveon?’



“And what of you, Margrit, if we do? What of your lust for us—" Janx broke off with alaugh asa
horrified noise burst from her throat, then finally moved a chess piece as he went on. “Perhgps not for me
persondly, to my everlasting chagrin, | assure you, but for what we are? A piece of magic brought into
your world. Would you send Alban away, as well? Would you come away with us yourself, Thomasthe
Rhymer caught in our schemes?”’

“Alban hasn't lived the kind of public life you have.” The dy glance Janx gave her warned that he knew
she hadn’t answered the question, but Margrit continued regardless. “ Y ou' d till be out there. Even if you
weren't charging in and blowing up my life, I’ d know you were till out there. Alive, undiscovered, more
or lesssafe”

“Caged by our comparative safety. Y ou, of al people, should understand what it isto resent that.”

Margrit moved another chess piece, looking for an opening to let her rook movefredy, asif sending it on
arun through the park. “Isthat why you go to the dark side? Because playing with the underworld feds
less constrained? | understand, but me getting caught on one of my adventures wouldn’t end up with me
on adissecting table. I'd rather see dl of you, even Alban, gonefrom New Y ork if it meant you'd all
stepped back from the edge of agenocida war. | don’t think it mattersif you don’t manage to wipe each
other out. I'm afraid that kind of activity will get you noticed, and you know how dangerousthat is.”

“Would you comewith us?’ Theair turned heavier with warmth as Janx transferred dl his atention to
Margrit, making her remember histrue form.

Shelooked away. “1 don't know. My wholelifeishere”
“Asaredl of ours, and yet you have no compunction againgt advising usto move on.”

“No.” Margrit’s gaze sharpened as shereturned it to the dragonlord. “This epoch in your lifeis here, not
your wholelife. | don't have any ideahow old you are, but no matter what you do, there’ sonly alimited
window you can stay in any one human population if you'rein any kind of visble postion. Y ou haveto
change your skin every oncein awhile. Y our whole lifeisn't here. Just thisgo-around.”

“So you would have usretreat.”

“I would have you live, dragonlord. Grow stronger. Fight another day.” Margrit closed her eyes,
muttering, “I redly am starting to sound like you,” before refocusing on Janx. “Whatever it takes. Y ou
must’ ve done it before. Why object now?’

“Y ou'reassuming | went gently into that good night in previous years, my dear. Does anything about me
suggest that | might have done so?’

Margrit opened her mouth and shut it over an escaping bubble of laughter. “No.” Then, seriousness
overtaking her, she added, “But when wasthe last time, Janx? This century?” Sheflicked her fingers,
trusting Janx to understand what she meant even if her words weren't literdly accurate. “ Theworld's
population has doubled in the last hundred years, and | don’t even have words to describe the difference
in mediafrom even fifty years ago to today. If you let this play out, you' re no better than Aus—" Chagrin
bit the word off too late.

Interest lit Janx’ seyes. “Ausra?’

Margrit Sghed. “ She was so determined that Alban should pay for Hainal’ s death that she couldn’t see
what her actions were doing. She waswilling to expose dl of you to the modern world in her quest for
vengeance. Y our surviva asawhole is much more important than any individua grievance. Y ou’ ve got to



be ableto seethat.”

“And you will fight passionately to make certain we do, without quite being able to commit yoursalf
completely to our world. Margrit, | do not mean thisfor athrest, but thisis not aline upon which you will
forever be permitted to balance. There are no half measures, something Alban has come to be reminded
of, of late. Inthe end, you will choose your own world or ours. Don't,” he added to her indrawn breath.
“Y ou're about to tell me you have, but you haven't. Y ou believe you' ve chosen us because you' ve lied
and sacrificed and put our needs above your own, but there'samartyr in that, and it isnot achoice.

Y ou're till bedazzled, though not as badly as you were before you watched three of usfight and one of
usdie. Therewill be amoment, Margrit Knight, when you will make your choice, and that moment will
be unmistakable. Don't chegpen it by thinking you' ve dready madeit.”

Margrit’s hands had curled into fists as he spoke, nails cutting into her palms. Color burned her cheeks
until her eyes were hot with tears and her breath felt harsh and cold in her throat. *Y ou think the last three
months have been agame for me? Russdll, my boss, my bossfor the last three years at Legd Aid, is
dead, Janx. My boyfriend dumped me. I’ ve been nearly killed more than once and today | went to try to
stop your people from getting into awar instead of doing my own job. Y ou think I’ m kidding around?’

“No,” Janx said, unexpectedly sympathetic. “I think you underestimate the point at which you can wak
away. You gtill can, and until that threshold is crossed, you should remember that you have away out. |
didn’'t mean to anger you or belittle what you' ve donefor us. Or to us,” he added morewryly. “But the
truth isthat if you had chosen our world, you would without hesitation join usif we left thiscity. Not
without regrets, perhaps, but without hesitation. It' s the cost of our friendships. It dways has been.”

Insult still heated her face, but curiogity legpt to throttleit. Margrit bit down on asking about awoman she
shouldn’t know anything of. Sarah Hopkins, who had been pregnant with Janx’ s child, or Daisani’s, and
had turned to Alban to escape the seventeenth-century fire that had burned London. She wondered if
Sarah had been unwilling to pay the cost, and had been able to walk away far, far later than Margrit
imagined possible.

“Isthat what happened to Chelsea Huo?’ The words came hard, tight voice putting Chelseaiin Sarah
Hopkins s place. “ Did she choose the Old Races? She' sthis nice, ordinary woman, but shewas ableto
stand there today and give me legitimacy. Because she chose you?’

Laughter glittered in Janx’ s eyes, and he unwound himself from the couch, leggy and comfortablein his
own skin. “A nicewoman,” he echoed, clearly ddighted by the sentiment. “How charming. | shal haveto
tell her. Would you cal me anice man, Margrit?’

“You're abad man, Janx.” Margrit deliberately unknotted her hands, shoulders dumping as she
recognized that he had no intention of answering her question. That, more than anything, seemed to be
thelegacy of dedling with the Old Races. She could only learn enough to redlize how little she knew, and
how unlikely it was she would be told more. *Y ou’ re abad man, and you know it.”

Janx spread his hands, an expansive cheerful gesture. “1 know. Evil shouldn’t look this good.”

A jarring memory seared Margrit’ svision, showing her the sneering, angry face of aman she'd once
defended. He' d raped three women, murdering one of them, and had watched Margrit with open,
domineering scorn. Watched her asif she were avictim, waiting for him; watched her much as Malik
a-Mass1 had watched her. Angry, threatened and threatening, proprietary, making her an object not of
desire, but of subjugation. Janx had treated her that way once, and faced with her ire, had treaded aline
of caution with comic exaggeration since. Margrit spoke dowly, words more weighted than she intended:
“Evil doesn't.”



Something unexpected happened in Janx’ s green eyes, disconcertment fading into surprised plessure. He
held his pose amoment longer, sudying Margrit without guile, then brought his hands together and shifted
hisweight so he could offer aflourished bow from thewaist. “What peculiar honors you do me, Margrit
Knight. For your kindness, Il give you what you haven’t asked for—advice.”

“Areyou going to tell meto walk awvay?’

“No.” Janx gave her atoothy smile, letting it linger so her gaze was drawn to too-long canines. Daisani
should have those teeth, she thought for the dozenth time. The vampire should have amouthful of
weaponry, not the dragon. “No, my dear. Y ou'realawyer. I'm going to tell you how to handle Alban's
forthcoming trid.”

ELEVEN

MARGRIT'S CELL PHONE trumpeted the William Tell Overture, startling her into aflinch and earning
ashift of surprise from Janx. Habit drove her to her feet as she searched her purse for the phone, and
sent her walking afew feet away, as though doing so would render Janx incapable of hearing her.

“I wouldn't, if | wereyou. If you' re getting reception, you' Il probably want to stay exactly whereyou
were.” Janx nodded to the chair she' d abandoned and Margrit came back to it, thumbing the phone on.

Her mother’ svoice, distorted with static, came through. Margrit put afinger against her opposite ear,
trying to hear better, then muttered a curse as the connection dropped entirely. “It never rains but it
pours. If | don’t cal her back, she'll think something terrible has happened. Can you show me the way
out of here?’

“I can,” Janx admitted languidly. “Whether | will...”
“Wll, your other option is kegping melocked up like Bluebeard’ swife.”

“Like Beauty, | should think.” Janx collected Mdik’ s cane and pushed to hisfest, ill more tiffly than
she was accustomed to. “Are you certain you have to go now? We were doing so well.”

“Y ou’' ve met my mother. The grapevine s probably told her | wasn't a thetria thismorning, and she
knows the only thing that would keep me away would be dismemberment or death.”

Janx gestured at her. “ At least you look the part.”

Margrit looked at herself again and groaned. “1 hope | have time to get home and shower before she
seesme.”

“I could come dong,” Janx offered hopefully. “Distract her.”
“Absolutdy not.”
“| can be very digtracting,” he promised.

Despite hersdf, Margrit laughed. “ Y es, you can be, but you may not be. Just tell me how to get out of
here before Mom uproots haf of Manhattan trying to find me.”

“Allow meto escort you, at least. Grace prefers not to have random interlopers wandering her tunnels.”

“That' s another reason it wouldn't hurt for you to move on. Thisis her territory.” Margrit took the
dragonlord’ s ebow when he offered it, matching her pace to his unusudly dow one. He' d made



deliberate hagte in leaving the warehouse, had moved then with al his customary beauty, and now, she
thought, he was paying for that arrogant performance.

“So concerned with territory and belonging. Areyou likethisin al aspects of your life, or just when it
comesto us?’

“I think it'sjust you.” Margrit frowned down the tunnel, trying to recognize festures. “ The battles | fight
aren't usudly about territory. They’ re about money or power or passion. It’sjust with you that land wars
come into the equation. Grace has worked hard to make a safe place for those kids down here. Y ou and
what you do are the exact opposite of what she’ strying to achieve.”

“Y ou could dways ask me afavor.” Janx’ svoice wastoo light, asthough the question was atest. “1 do
believel Hill oweyou one”

Margrit paused, drawing him to astop, and studied him. “One,” she said dowly. “Y ou owe me the one
we agreed on. Then again, | very likely saved your life thismorning, Janx. That makestwo favorsyou
oweme, and if I’ velearned nothing elsg, I’ ve learned that the Old Races count coup. Y ou could vetold
me how to dedl with Alban’strid asabaanceto the attack this morning, but you handed that over for
free. For my Grace,” she echoed softly. “What would you do, dragonlord? What would you do if |
asked you to leave Grace stunnels, to leave New Y ork, in exchange for your life?’

Janx’ s jade eyes grew paer and cooler as she spoke, and when hereplied, it was lesswith anger than a
mark of respect Margrit thought she had only just earned. “I wouldn’t have expected you to cal in that
marker, my dear. | find mysdlf caught between awe and dismay. Do you redly believe my postion here
can betraded away so easily?’

“Y ou wouldn't be dismayed,” Margrit said, “if it couldn’t. So now | have my answer.”

Janx’ slips curled, showing teeth. “Y ou' ve learned too well for my tastes, Margrit Knight. Thisisyour
exit.” He stopped shortly, making agesture of fluid chagrin. Margrit put apalm againgt the ladder he'd
brought her to, glancing up, then pulled herself onto the first rungs before looking back.

“l haven't asked.”

“No.” Janx’ s expression turned dour. “Y ou haven't asked yet.”

Margrit’s cell phone rang again as she reached street level. It was midafternoon, a deceptive amount of
time having passed with Janx in the unchanging light below the streets. She took abresth and held it,
then, hoping her voice would sound normal, answered with a cheerful, “Hi, Mom.”

“Margrit Elizabeth, what on earth isgoing on? I’ ve been trying to cal you al morning. Areyou dl right?
Why aren’'t you in court? What were you doing in Harlem this morning?’

Margrit' s eyebrows shot up so hard she rubbed her forehead, fedling like she’ d sprained something.
“Who told you that?’

“Tony cdled me”

“Tony cdled you?’ Margrit couldn’t put enough emphasis on the words and fought off the urge to repesat
them with the stress on a different one each time. Anthony Pulcella and Rebecca Knight had suffered a
kind of long-running standoff in the years he and Margrit had dated. Disapproval went too far, but for
Rebecca, Margrit' s decison to date a man not of her own ethnic background was as much a politica



Statement as aromantic one. Rebecca s capitulation, only two weeks earlier, had coincided perfectly
with Margrit and Tony’ s breakup, though in her mother’ s defense, Rebecca hadn’t known that when
she' dfindly given up thefight. Still, Tony caling Rebeccawaswell outsde Margrit’ s expectations.
“What'd he do that for?’

“He sworried about you, Margrit. So am |. He said he saw you leaving the Site of the docksidefirethis
morning. Did he?’

Margrit found hersdf staring sightlessy down the street, humans and vehicles ablur against the backdrop
of tal buildings. She heard her own thought distantly: humans and vehicles. Not people, but humans.
Some morning she was going to wake up and not quite recognize hersdf anymore. Maybe this morning,
infact, though she hadn’t been to bed and therefore morning hadn’t been properly introduced. The
recollection made her yawn and heated her eyeswith tears, helping her shake off her stupor. “Mother,
what would | be doing at the docks?’

“I don’t know, Margrit. What would you be doing not in court today?’

“Trying to stop the mess at the docks,” Margrit said, more honest than wise. “Tony wasright. | was
there. I'm fine, though, so don’t worry.”

“Don’t worry? Margrit, how can | not worry?Y our behavior has been erratic since Russdll died. | don't
want to pressure you, sweetheart, but | think you should talk to someone.”

“| talk to people dl thetime, Mom,” Margrit said, asmile starting, and then the expression was choked
off inaburst of absurdity bordering on offense. “Y ou mean, a psychiatris?’

“| was thinking a psychologist. Y ou don’t seem to be depressed, but someone to talk to about this
sudden decision to change careers and going to work for Eliseo Daisani, of all people, and missing court
dates, and this delusion of being able to stop fighting and striking workers at the docks—"

“Mom. Mom! Mather! I'm fine, Mom. | redly am. Look, I’m working on something bigger than | am,
andthat’sdl | cantel you. | know it ssemsasif I’ ve been acting strangely lately—"

Margrit blew her cheeksout. “All right, | have been. But | have reasons, and if | ever can, I'll tell you.
Okay?’ She bared her teeth as she recognized the promise as one she d given Tony too many times.
“I'msorry | can't tell you now,” she added more quietly. “1 wish | could. But I'm being as careful as|
can be, and everything' s going to be al right.” She sounded confident and reassuring to her own ears,
and hoped that her mother, at least, would believeit.

“Margrit, doesthis have anything to do...” Rebeccafel slent along moment, then let go aquiet breath.
“Never mind.”

“It does.” Margrit swallowed, hoping she d interpreted her mother’ s unasked question correctly.
Rebecca Knight had twice seen—or experienced—Daisani’ sinhumanly fast ability to move. Unlike
Margrit, she seemed reluctant to pursue the how behind his talent, even when she owed her lifeto it. That
she and her mother lay on opposite sides of such anarrow divide made Margrit’ s chest ache with
londiness. “Mom—"

“| see” Rebecca svoice turned to aprofessiona briskness that told Margrit she’ d once again lost the
moment to pursue athread of connection between them. “ Please be very careful, sweetheart. I'll tell your
father | spoke to you today. We both love you.”



“I loveyou, too.” Margrit folded her phone closed and directed afrustrated glare at the Street, as though
somewhere below, Janx would fed itsheat. “If | haven’'t made my choice, I’d like to know what the hell
dsethisis”

“The consequence of living,” an auburn-haired woman replied as she brushed past. Margrit blinked and
the woman threw a bright smile over her shoulder. “Never could resist arhetorica question.” She
disappeared into the crowd, leaving Margrit till blinking after her.

Tony Pulcdlawas waiting on her doorstep when she got home.

Margrit dowed hafway up the block, unexpected cheer from the woman's comment fading as she saw
the detective. There was nothing she could say that would satisfy him. For amoment she looked around
for an escape route, but by the time she looked back, he' d seen her and wasrising to dust off his pants.
Margrit sghed and joined him, itchingly aware shewas gill grimy from the encounter at the warehouse,

Tony looked exhausted, though he was cleaner than Margrit. For amoment they stood there looking at
one another, before Margrit shrugged and tilted her head at the building’ s front door. “Want to come
up?’

He nodded silently and Margrit opened the door, and, out of consideration for his weariness, took the
elevator to thefifth floor, neither of them speaking until they’ d entered Margrit’ s gpartment. Then Tony
sad, “You'reokay,” and, “Y ou know where heis,” asthough the two comments—not, Margrit noticed,
guestions—were related.

“I'mfine. You look like hell.” Margrit toed her shoes off and padded into the kitchen to open the fridge
s0 she could offer Tony a Coke. He accepted and drained it without speaking, then turned an expectant
gaze back onto Margrit, who shrugged and addressed the other haf of what he'd said. “| know he's
down below the city. | doubt | could find where he’ s staying. I’ m not much help there. Sorry.”

“How long’ ve you known?’

“Thisisthefirst time |’ ve seen him since you raided the House.” Both true and evasive, the same kind of
answer she' d been giving Tony since she' d firgt encountered the Old Races. HE d been more than right
to make afina break in ther relationship. Margrit released her hair from its bonds and scratched her
handsthroughit.

“So what were you doing there thismorning?’

“CaraDdaney was hurt in afight down there yesterday. She asked meto go reassure her people. | had
no idea Janx would bethere” That, at least, wastrue.

“And you left with him because...?’

The corner of Margrit’s mouth turned up. “Because | didn’'t want to Sit through the third degree, | guess.”
She hesitated, then admitted, “ Because | figured you’ d cover for me.”

“Soyou did seeme.” Neither surprise nor anger colored Tony’ s voice, cool professondismin place
instead. Regardless, recrimination stung Margrit as she nodded. “| thought you had. You'reright. | did
cover for you. Maybe you can tel mewhy.”

Margrit drew bregath to answer and Tony held up apam, stopping her. “ Better yet, maybe you can tell
me why damned near every security camerawe ve found dockside isfritzed out and why on the handful



that aren’t, theimages are smeared.”
“Smeared?’
“Likein the camerasfrom the Blue Room.”

“Oh.” Vivid memory played up as though she watched the videos again. Pixels had stretched and
distorted behind Alban, making shadows when nothing was there. Only later had she redlized that the
camera had picked up some hint of Alban’strue shape, and that she had been looking at his obscured
wings. Janx would presumably generate such ablur of raw pixesthat the man at their center would be
rendered completely invisble. Then curiogity straightened her spine. Daisani did regular television
interviews, and KaimanaKaaia had been filmed, neither of them with the distortion she’ d seenin the
dance-club camerarecordings. She would have to ask the vampire how that was. Maybe something to
do with converted mass. Though she' d only seen ababy salkie transform, Deirdre Delaney’ s size had
seemed comparable in both shapes. Perhaps vampires and selkies had lessto hide, so to speak.

“Y ou going to share that thought with me?’ Tony folded hisarms over his chest, brown eyes dark with
anticipation of disgppointment. Margrit’sanswer caught in her throat and Tony’ s expression shuttered
further. “Y ou said al-MassT could disrupt eectronics, Grit.”

Margrit tilted her head back, swallowed and reversed her gaze. “He could. He had one of those weird
electric fields you read about. He fritzed my cdll phone out.”

“That' s not what you said.”

“Oh, comeon, Tony, | said alot of crap that night. | was upset.” In frustration on both her own behalf
and Tony’s, she'd laid out the dliances and natures of agroup of gathered Old Races amongst whom she
and Tony had been the only humans. That every word she’ d spoken had been true made no differencein
Tony’sahility to believe her.

Tony shook his head. “Y ou think fast, Grit, and | know you'reagood liar. But you' ve never made things
up.”

Margrit eyed him. “lsn't that what lying is?’

Sour humor quirked his mouth. “ Technically, yeah, but I’ m talking about the kinds of things you said that
night. Dragons and vampires. That’s not the kind of lying you do.”

Alarm rooted Margrit to the floor, making her fed heavy. Tony wasright: it wasn't the kind of story she
told, but she' d never dreamed he might invest himself in congidering that. Pursuing what sheé dsaidina
moment’ s heat could far too easily cost the detective hislife. “ So | wastelling the truth? Tony, that puts at
least one of us up for some new and exciting kind of lunacy charges.”

“Doesit?’ He studied her for long moments, eyebrows drawn down before he sighed, shrugged and
looked away. “1 guessit does. But there’ s something wrong when you spouting fairy talesisthe only way
to make sense of anything, Grit. | want to know what's going on, and you' re the only piecel’ ve got
accessto.”

“Sowhy aren't you arresting me for obstruction of justice?’

Tony’s mouth soured further. “Because you' re about to go work for Eliseo Daisani and there’ sno point.
He' d get you walked out of there and the stupid son of a bitch who walked you in would be busted to
traffic duty for therest of his career.”



“I wouldn't let him do that.”

“Y ou volunteering to be arrested?’

Margrit ducked her head. “Not when you put it that way.”
“So help me out here. Anything. There sgot to be something.”

“Nothing that’ sgoing to help you understand.” Margrit pressed her lipstogether. “But if things haven't
seitled down at the docksin forty-eight hours, I’ [l give you everything you need to settle it yoursdlf.”

Tenson lanced through the detective, bringing him to attention. “ Like you handed me Janx’ s bust?’

Margrit wrinkled her face, unwilling to argue her place in the House of Cards' sdownfdl. “A littlelike
that.”

“If you can do that, Grit, why not do it now? Why wait another two days? People are getting killed out
there”

“Because | made apromise.” Margrit winced again, far too aware of how little weight her promises
carried with Tony now. “It'sthe best | can do.”

Tony, jaw knotted, turned toward the door. “Fine. Two days. Just remember, any deaths between now
and then are on your head.”

TWELVE

A CAREFUL STUDY of the calendar told Margrit it was Thursday afternoon. She' d gotten up at four in
the morning on Wednesday and hadn’t gotten any meaningful deep snce. She thought regretfully of the
calendar her coworkers had made, with only nine or ten hours|eft on it. Responghility told her togointo
work, to do what little she could, but instead, burdened more by Tony’ s curse than fatigue, she showered
and crawled into bed.

She woke up what fdt like only minutes later when her phone blared. Fegling unexpectedly invigorated,
she glanced toward the clock, discovering it was after seven, and answered the phone to hear Daisani,
with ahint of BelaLugos in hisvoice, say, “Good evening.”

Margrit laughed. “Areyou drinking, Mr. Daisani? Never mind. What'sup?’
Daisani was silent amoment before saying, “Y ou recal how you accused me of showing off, Margrit?”

“I do.” Margrit threw the covers back and climbed out of bed to look for running gear. “You said it
wasn't that hard to resst, most of thetime.”

“It' sfar more difficult to resst replying to that line with the gppropriate response,” Daisani informed her
dryly. “Y et somehow | can never quite let myself do so. It seemslike such achegp shot.”

“Itis, but sometimesthey’ reworth it. Did you cdl to discuss vampire movies with me?’
“I did not. | called to ask if you were aware that Alban’ strid istonight.”

Margrit’ sthroat constricted around her previous good nature. She dropped her running tights and sat on
the bed, Staring acrossthe room. “Tonight? They got herethat fast? It’s only been one night.”

“The nearest and largest enclave that I'm aware of isin Boston, which is hardly an insurmountable flight.”



“But somebody would' ve had to go tell—" Margrit stopped her own protest, seeing itsflaws. “ Alban
cariesacdl phone. | supposethey al might.”

“Andif not, they have more esoteric ways of communicating.”

“Not Alban. Iron stops the link to the memories. Someone el se would have had to have called, or gone
to get them. The sun hasn't set yet. How do you know they’ re here?’

Daisani’ s pause was interested. “ It breaks the link? Are you certain?’

“Forget | said that. Are you surethey’re here?” Margrit switched the phone to speaker and got up to pull
regular clothes out of the closet, wiggling into jeans and alight swegter.

“ChelseaHuo just cdled to inform me, soyes, | am.”

Margrit stopped with one sock on. “Chel sea?’

“ She suggedts that we make haste.”

“We?" Margrit pulled her other sock on and found a pair of boots as she eyed the phone.

“Alban Korund isan old friend of mine, Margrit. Y ou don’t expect meto stand by and let histria go
unattended, do you?’

“Somehow | doubt you' re volunteering out of the goodness of your heart. What interests are you
protecting?’

Caution clamped her lipstogether as memories of Sarah Hopkins surfaced again. She and her child were
the secret Alban bore for Janx and Daisani, and she would be the reason Dai sani was concerned with
Alban’stria. Hidden stories could too easily bereveded in the midst of such proceedings.

But Daisani dismissed her suppositions with a soft answer of, “Nothing that has any importance any
longer. The best and only reason | have for atending Alban Korund' strid isfriendship. Once upon a
time, and not so long ago, that might have been different, but you’ ve changed our world so much. Give
me some credit, Margrit. Time makes relationships complicated, but we rarely forget where we began.
Now,” he said after amoment’ sslence, “shal | come around to pick you up?’

“Please” Margrit’ s voice scratched, throat too tight for words. It was too easy to forget the Old Races
weren't human, at least for brief spaces of time. They moved too fluidly, but the eye became accustomed
to that, and in their human forms, that was the only thing to truly mark them agpart. The only thing, at leadt,
until age and regret and pain showed in avampire' s gaze, undoing dl his humanity with aglance. Daisani
had cut her open with honesty more than once, and Margrit doubted she would ever learn to stand
againg the inhuman depth he could show. “Please,” she whispered again. “ That would be nice. Thank
you.”

“Not at al. We should be therein good time for the awakening.”

Sunset, once amoment of freedom, was now only an awakening to anew, more dreadful prison than the
onethat kept him safein daylight hours. Alban clamped down on aroar, wrapped up theimpulse to
reach out for comfort and clawed his hands against chains as he panted for breath. Iron did more than
bind him: it ssemed to weight him, making air harder to draw in, asif hislungswere full of cold metd. It
denied him the smple ability to touch another gargoyle mind with his own, and for dl that he'd given up



that intimacy centuries earlier, being unable was afar worse fate than being unwilling.

Not that there was anyone beyond Bidi for him to contact, and Alban had been barely more than achild
when he and Bidi had |ast been friends. Head lowered, hair falling in white waves around his cheeks,
Alban dug taloned toes into stone and willed himsalf to stop trying to transform; to stop trying to escape
thrums of pain. It was unnatura for agargoyle to resst so much. Stone endured. Elements could leave
their mark, but throughout time stone sat and waited, embodiment of patience.

A laugh he bardly recognized as his own grated Alban’ sthroat. In the brief span of time sSince Margrit
Knight had comeinto hislife, she’ d infected him with human impatience, adesire to see things done, and
done now. His sympathy for that plight spiked. Once freed of restraints and set on hisown lonely path,
hewould haveto try alittle harder to live hislife at her speed.

At least he knew she would gtill have him. The frustration that had built in her at his adamant stlance
againgt speaking for himsdlf pinched him asthoroughly asthe chains did. She d forgiven him even through
the midst of her irritation, proving yet again that humans adapted quickly, even to theimpossible. The
weight of regret bowed his shoulders, and for afew seconds he ceased struggling againgt hischains,
consumed by worry for mistakes made.

The door opened, bringing Grace in on abresth of cooler air. “ Better today, love? Y ou’ re not fighting so
hard.”

“Perhgps I’ ve nothing to fight for.” Alban lifted his gaze but remained in his crouch, hiseyes at the level of
her ribs as she paced the room. “Y ou' re agitated.”

“I am.” She cameto astop infront of him, then crouched, aswell, making hersdf diminutivein
comparison. “ Grace might be able to get you free of those chains, Korund. But it'll hurt like hdll if it
works.” Her eyebrows shot up. “1t’'ll hurt like hdll if it doesn’t.”

“Y ou think Bidi won't free me when the tribuna meats?’

“I think he wants to see you enter in chains, already condemned. He s brutal, not stupid. First
impressions count. He' Il want them to see you as a prisoner.”

“I am aprisoner, and rightfully condemned.”

Grace sighed in exasperation. “Y ou' re easy on the eyes, but | don't envy Margrit in dealing with you.
Not al of your people are martyrs. Why are you?’

“Bdieving in our traditions doesn’'t make me amartyr.” Alban tried without successto keep offense from
hisvoice.

Grace, pacing again, spat asound of disbelief. “ Y ou tel me, then. Are you so eager to walk in chainsthat
| won't try, or will we seewhat | can do?’

“My damaged pridewould like to see Bidi’ s face when he discovers histrap didn’t work,” Alban
muttered. “But if you can do this, why did you wait until now to offer?’

“Because Grace has secrets to keep, t0o.” The blond woman's answer was hardly louder than his own.
“You'll closeyour eyes, gargoyle, and keep them closed. It'1l hurt.”

“Closing my eyeswill hurt?” Alban asked lightly, then glanced over his shoulder at Grace, whoselovely
features were drawn tight with anticipation. He murmured, “Forgive me,” then settled back into place.
“They areclosed.”



“Try to not lash out, then, love, and we'll see what Grace can do.” Grace put her hands on his shoulders
asif inwarning. Alban grunted, tension rising even as he tried to stop it, but he nodded agreement.

Where Grace touched him turned to ice, burning cold that sank through him like astonein water. It drew
agasp: gargoyleswere not especidly susceptible to temperature. To fed such chill with no warning or
trangtion was as shocking asthe cold itsdf. Grace, sharply, said, “Hold that,” and Alban inhaled again,
breeth catching in hislungs and holding there.

Cold flowed through him, worse than ice water in hisveins; that, at least, would follow the pulse and best
of blood. Thisfrozen touch sank in through muscle, through blood and bone, moving against nature and
spreading asit moved. It clawed at histhroat, digging into theiron that had become a part of him, and the
iron turned to links of frigid crystal.

Stone crumbled under Alban’ sfeet, the floor tearing benegth histalons. His eyes had opened against
Grace sorders, but he saw nothing but gray in front of him; gray and tear-blurred dancing images of his
own forearms, muscle cording and shuddering white with stone.

Pain did not begin to describeit. Cold transcended agony and |eft the middling discomfort of being bound
by iron far behind. It tore down stone walls, and with their tumbling came alifetime of emotion that he
had carefully left behind.

Hedid not, of course, remember thefirst time he saw Hgnd, for shewas his elder, and had aways been
apart of their mountain-born tribe. Small, for agargoyle, and very dark for one of their kind. Her family
name was Dungtd, black stone, and they shared an affinity for glassy obsidian and other black rock spat
from the heart of theworld. Their physicality reflected that, amber skin tones and black hair, making them
stand out against a people whose coloring tended toward the pale. She had aways been there, petite and
lovely amongst her alabaster kin.

And Bidi had dways been nearby, abroad hulk of agargoyle who rardly smiled, but always danced at
Hand’ swhim. Alban had become the younger brother to their duo, chasing after, laughing, learning:
being achild, loved and safein thetdl, gray mountains. A score of years had gone by, until one day he
was no longer achild, and his heart legpt to see Hgnd winging above their mountain retreat. Until he'd
joined her in the sky and found more than friendship beneath diamond-cut stars.

The span of ahuman life passed in ablur, memories clouded with time. Alban grew older and broader
and wiser, losing himsdif in his peopl€ s higtories, discovering the world beyond their mountains through
memories shared by others. He became awarrior, trained by memory and by skirmishes too focused to
be playful, but never intended to be made redl. Even now, under asong of pain, his muscles flexed with
the movements he! d learned, baitle built into hisbody. But there waslittle enough to fight over, and he
had more important thingsto think of, like the dark-haired beauty at hisside.

He had not yet seen a century when it became clear that humanity, al unknowing, would hound his
peopleinto hiding and desperation. Even high in the mountains, mortals encroached on their every
stronghold, and there were bitter arguments on how to survive them. Some counseled war, and Alban
found himsdf on the opposite sde, stlanding and speaking of tradition and the need to keep the histories
safe. He did not doubt his prowess in battle, and, looking from face to face, he saw that no one ese did,
ather.

No one, save one.

Alban, caught in awhirlwind of icy anguish, whispered, “No,” with what little breath he had left, and
shuddered beneath the weight of unrelenting memory.



Bidi should have won. Should have, with his age, his experience; with what he perceived as having to
lose. But he had logt Hgjnd long since, and Alban fought for her, and the future of his people, and when
his blow shattered Bidi’ sface, Alban fell back and refused to fight anymore. Not for fear of exile, though
Bidi’ s death would set Alban on that path, but because they were so few, and forgiveness, surely, could
comewithtime.

It was not exile, then, that drove him from his mountain home, but a hope of understanding humanity; of
finding away for his peopleto live amongst them in safety. Hgina joined him and they |eft the mountains,
|eft the valeys, lft the landmass humans called Europe, and on the continent’ s western archipel ago they
found friends, both mortal and not, whose secrets would change Alban’slife forever.

Arguments, fresh and sharp, rose up through memory: Haind’ sdistress at Alban’s choice to step outside
the gargoyle collective in order to protect a child born out of species. She knew, of course; had known
Sarah Hopkins, as she had known the fiery-haired dragonlord and the smooth, dark vampire. But it was
Alban who had linked to their minds, Alban who had become so intimate with them, and Alban whose
memories would condemn them if they were exposed to the depths of history. Hgnd'’s, riding closer to
the surface, carried far lessweight, and could be kept from the gargoyle memories with amodicum of
effort. Shedidn’t have to—didn’t choose to—exile hersaf from their people in the way he had. But as
long as she remained with him, hewasn't done.

Hand’ s death ricocheted through thet, tearing chunks of Alban’s heart away and leaving emptinessin
their place. Bidi, as deeply wounded by it, had never, would never, forgive the lost battle that had paired
Alban and Hagjnd for life. That had, in hismind, set Hgina on the road that led to her death.

Exquisite, the memory of that death. It was made of icy razors, cutting gpart Alban’s every heartbeat as
he roared her name helplesdy. As shetold him to leave her, and, most terribly of dl, ashedid, andin
doing so, condemned her.

Generation after generation of humans passed while he stood apart, the scant handful he dared watch
over dwaysdying violently, until Margrit.

The bright memory of her presencein hislife seared through him, hotter than even theice. Something
cracked within him, vast shattering like stone too long under duress. A terrible shout broke free, the clap
of stone breaking apart, and ice released him.

Alban collagpsed forward, trembling with exhaustion and the weight of too many memories. Every part of
his body ached, as though he' d been splintered and put back together again by some rough stonemason
with Pygmalion dreams. Stone did not weep easily; not often; not at dl; and he could reach no further
than awish for that release. Not sobs; that was beyond him, but the weary dow dide of tears down
granite featureswould be ardief, if only he could find hisway there.

Instead he pushed up to hands and knees, then shoved back into a crouch, one hand planted against the
floor to balance the empty shell hisbody felt likeit had become. That wasdl: he could do nothing more.
To have done that much seemed atriumph. His chin rested againgt his chest, eyestoo heavy to open.
Rest would come with dawn, no sooner. Iron bound him to hiswaking form, forbidding him the release
of slent stone. He held on to that thought, concentrating on it beyond fatigue that came from hisvery
bones.

Grace moved from behind him, soft brush of leather and silent breath of air. “Korund.”

“Leaveme.” It took effort to form the words. Too much effort to open his eyes and meet her gaze. “I
only wish for solitude, Grace. | have nothing left to spend.”



“Alban.” She moved again, her scent coming closer, leather creaking with action. “Open your eyes,
gargoyle. Let’shave alook at you now.”

Weary beyond words, Alban forced heavy lidsto part, and stared without comprehension at the long
linksof iron chainin Grace' s hands.

THIRTEEN

“DON'T ASK,” GRACE murmured, long before Alban had the presence of mind to do so. Only when
she spoke did helift ahand to his neck, mind till empty of understanding.

No thickness of chain distorted the flesh there. Achesfaded from his body, no more distant song of iron
knotted in stone. Alban shifted to his human form, muscles clenched in anticipation of pain forbidding the
transformation, and instead Grace squinted at the soft implosion of air as his mass changed. She looked
drawn and haggard, fine lines he' d never noticed before standing out around her eyes and mouth. “Y ou
freed me.”

“That wasthe plan, wasn't it?” Grace stood, all languid poise, and Alban cameto hisfeet to catch her
elbow as she swayed. She sad, “ Thanks’ without ahint of grudgery, while Alban gazed down at her,
trying to remember if he'd ever heard that word pass her lips before. She smiled faintly and made asif to
shake him off, though she didn’t protest when he maintained his careful grip on her arm. “1 wouldn’t want
to do that every day.”

“Grace, what did you—"

“| said don't ask, didn't 1?7’ The vigilante woman pulled away, more awkward than he' d ever seen her.
“Weadl have our secrets, Korund. Let me keep mine.”

Alban let his hand fall. Grace stopped on the far side of the room, arms folded benegath her breasts as she
turned back with chalengein her gaze. “Margrit asked what you were,” he said softly. “ Thefirst timewe
met, under my Trinity chambers. | said you were human. | wasn't wrong.” Thelast wordsformed a
question, though the inflection supported Alban’'s confidence in Grace' s answer.

She shook her head, one sharp motion, and after amoment, Alban nodded. It took longer to quell
curiosity and bow to her wishes rather than ask more questions. Margrit would be proud of him for at
least wondering. The thought brought a brief smileto the fore ashe spoke. “Very well. I'll only thank
you, then, not pressyou.” Hefolded ahand at the back of his neck, massaging musclethat still held strain
from captivity. “But perhagps I’ m coming to learn that some burdens are easier borne when shared.”

“Ah, and don’t | know it. But you' re not the one for Grace to make her confessionsto, gargoyle.
Someday, maybe, you'll heer it al.”

“Until thenl aminyour debt.”

Grace tweaked asmile that did away with some of the fatigue written on her face. “Now that’ sathing |
like the sound of, Alban Korund. Pity there€ Il be no collecting that debt in the ways that would be most
fun”

“You areincorrigible, Grace.”

“A girl’ sgot to have her fun somehow.” Grace flashed a brighter smile, clearly recovering from whatever
she'd doneto free him, and just as clearly relieved Alban had agreed not to pursueit. He thought she
would have to find some kind of answer to offer the tribunal, as awoman with the ability to bresk a



captive gargoyle free would be of interest to al of them, but he, at least, could respect her wishes.

“Areyou ready?’

“No.” Alban exhaed, then shook off his human form for the gargoyle. “No, not at al, but it seems| have
very little choice. So beit. Take meto my leaders”

Gracewas dtill chortling over that as sheled himinto thetria chamber, the same room he and Margrit
had been brought to afew months earlier when Grace had first apprehended them in her tunnels. Now,
though, there were no human children littered about, but, rather, more denizens of the Old Races than
Alban had seen in one place in centuries, save the salkie show of strength afew weeks earlier.

Six gargoyles presided, none of them friends. Amongst them, dividing them, sat Chelsea Huo, her
apple-wizened face cam and her nut-brown eyes dark with sorrow.

Janx and Daisani sat together, an unusua show of camaraderie for two ancient rivals. The gesturefilled
Alban with pleased bemusement; he had hardly expected to see either of them, much less presenting a

front. Both inclined their heads in acknowledgment as Alban entered; it was more than the tribunal itself
had done.

Opposite them, on the other end of the gargoyle arc, stood a scattered handful of djinn and salkies.
Alban knew none of them, save one: the amber-eyed male who had recently held RebeccaKnight's
heart in his hand, and who had only been stopped from doing murder by avampire sblood. That hewas
there; that anyone beyond the gargoyle tribunal was there, sent awarning through Alban. Therewas
more a stake than just hisexile.

Grace was the only human in the room. Regret seized Alban’ s heart and held it along beet, then dipped
away inamoment of clarity. It was better, perhaps, for Margrit to not attend. She would only be
frustrated with his course of action, and he had no real wish for her to see him condemned. That he stood
S0 bore less shame than watching her as his people made it moot.

A shift sgnaded thelast arrivd’ s entrance. Alban followed a dozen peopl€ s attention asit turned to the
other door in the room, knowing who he would see. He stood, in part to lord his height over Biali, and in
part to make certain the other gargoyle saw Alban wasfree of chains.

The scarred gargoyle faltered in his stride as he entered, curled lip losing some of its sneer ashetook in
Alban’ sunbound form. Alban permitted himself afaint smile that darkened Bidi’ s countenance again, and
he stalked across the room to take up a position opposite Alban. For afew seconds the room was ill,
each being present Szing up the others and assessing the power balance. Then one of the gargoyles
shifted, drawing attention to himself, and spokein avoicelike flowing lava, hot and deep.

“Who cdlsthistribund ?’

“| do.” Grace stood, al human cockiness and casud chalenge. “I’'m caled Grace O’ Malley, and it sme
who's brought you here to decide Alban Korund' sfate, and Biali Kameh's, too. These are my tunnels,
gargoyle. I’d ask you to name yoursdlf, so me and mine might welcome you.”

“| am Eldred of the clan Casmir, and as eldest of the gargoyles present, accept your call and your
welcome.” Eldred bowed his head in polite admisson while Alban studied him, interest piqued well
outside the matter of hisown trid. He had harvested the gargoyle memoriesfor the histories of the
selkies disappearance, and it had been this resplendently voiced gargoyle who wasthe last to speak with



those people before they went into the sea. The memory Alban had investigated had been from Eldred's
point of view, and Eldred himsdlf unseeniiniit. Still, Alban had gathered a sense of the gargoyle, and he
seemed aged with sorrow, tempered with more compass on than he had been centuries earlier when he'd
bid afriend goodbye.

“Who brings complaint against Alban of the clan Korund, called the Breach?’ Eldred went on without
heed to Alban’ s consideration, and Bidi stepped forward, radiating smug anger.

“I do. Bidi of the clan Kameh, and my complaint isthe death of one of our own.”

Though they had to know the charges being brought against him, the gargoyles hardened, interest draining
from their gazes and leaving stony outrage behind. “Y ou wouldn’t have known her,” Bidi growled. “ She
was Hajnd’ s daughter, called Ausra, and grew up outside of our enclaves. She died a Korund' s hands,
for attacking ahuman. | have it from his memories, and offer them to the histories as proof.”

Eldred turned to Alban. “What say you to the charges?’
“They'retrue”

Astonishment rippled through the watchers, gargoyle or not, so papably that unexpected humor burst
within Alban’'s breast. He had never considered spesking anything but the truth; it seemed others had
never imagined he might, or that such a crime could be committed. Janx’s mouth tightened, lesswith
surprise than caution, and sympathy burned Alban’s humor to acinder. Alban’s condemnation for
Ausra s degth could too easily lead to an inquiry of Malik’s, and the guilt there was spread wide. Eldred
lifted ahand, silencing the gathered Old Races, and considered Alban. “Have you nothing more to say?’

Alban turned hispams up. “1 believe madnesshed Ausrain its grip, and that al our people were
endangered by her, but that wasn’t what drove meto act. She’ d murdered four human womenina
meatter of days and a score of others over fifteen decades. She had another human lifein her hands, and |
chose the human woman over her. | would do so again,” he added more softly, then raised hisvoice
again to say, “but we ve never, as apeople, consdered motive, only results. | am guilty of the crimeas
accused, and moreover, will not stand thetrids.”

Fresh shock rocked the meeting room, dishelief erupting from the gargoyles and quiet disapprova
marking Chelsea Huo' s expression. Daisani danced fingertips againg hislipsasif hiding asmile, and
Janx, beside him, did smile and gave Alban adow nod of gppreciation when he glanced that way.

Bidi’ sfury roared above the others, cry of aman denied his vengeance. Eldred, too dignified to shout,
stood and waited on his presence to calm the chattering group. “Unusua, but not unprecedented,” he
murmured. “1 must then ask if thereis another who will stand in your place as your second.”

Alban drew breeth to deny it, and then findly, findly, findly, came Margrit, her voice clear and steady
over thetribund’s murmur and Bidi’ s open scorn. Aghast, Alban turned from the tribund to look toward
the doorway she was framed by.

Grace had to have helped her with the clothes. He' d never seen Margrit dressed in leather before, but
her easy, confident stance made her a creature of desire and caution al at once. All that was feminine had
been left behind, leaving only the female, deadly in appearance indeed.

Her thick hair was tamed and knotted into atwist at the back of her head, showing off the strong lines of
her face. The jacket she wore was fitted but not congtricting, leather old enough to move easily, heavy
enough to protect. It was zipped now, and a pattern of slver studs splashed over the arms and chest,
marking it as belonging to Mariah, Alban’sfavorite anong Grace steens. Alban was torn between



gratitude that the girl’ s clothes fit Margrit, and dismay that she had cause to don what were dl too clearly
fighting leathers. She wore pants of the same well-fitted, heavy materid, and boots sturdy enough to add
aninch or moreto her height without in any way being hedls. She was dangerous and beautiful, and
broke away from the framing doorway to stalk before the tribuna, and repeat the words that had shot
dread through Alban’s heart.

“I'will.”

FOURTEEN

ONE GARGOYLE AMONGST the jury was on hisfeet, an elegant creature whose stony gray hair and
craggy features made him seem older, to Margrit’ s eyes, than his brethren. He watched Margrit with
quiet patience, waiting for the room to fal slent again. She nodded to him and his eyes creased just
dightly, asif hewas amused or pleased by her acknowledgment.

None of the other gargoyles paid her particular heed, though she was obvioudy the center of their
discussion. Therewerefive of them, ranging in size from two women with Vakyrie-broad shouldersto a
lanky blond whose form was so different from the gargoyles Margrit knew he might have been of another
race. The one on hisfeet was heavyset, not Bidi’ saging prizefighter in form, but bulky in away that
suggested muscle and strength rather than fat running out of hand.

None of them were as pure a pae as Alban, though none of them had Hgind’ sloamy tint, either. Margrit
fought the urge to look toward Alban, bringing up his dabaster skin tonein her mind instead, and
comparing it to the varied shades of light stone the tribunal shared. Of the gargoyles she’ d seen and met,
only Bidi’s stark, unmarred white came close to Alban’ s alabaster, and now that Margrit had othersto
liken them to, she could tell that Alban’s color was delicate, dmost tranducent, where Bidi’ swas hard
and reentless.

One of the gargoyles leaned toward Chelsea Huo to speak to her, and even in outrage, moved with the
fluidity that marked members of the Old Races. Thetiny booksdller looked at ease amongst the
gargoyles, eadly as comfortable as she' d been standing with selkies and djinn that morning. Only that
morning, Margrit redlized with astonishment. The day, even with anap, had gone on forever.

Daisani was scowling at Janx, who had kicked back and folded his hands behind his head, eminently
pleased with himsdlf. Even the handful of selkies and djinn talked animatedly, accusing gestures thrown
Margrit’' sway. Shefelt unexpectedly at home: she' d spent years as an advocate of lost causes. Law
school hadn’t prepared her to stand amedieval tria as the defendant, but this was a courtroom like any
other.

“Margrit, you cannot do this.” Alban’svoice, low with strain, came from afew feet behind her. Margrit
glanced &t the gathering, and, confident they’ d continue their arguments for afew minutes longer, turned
to face Alban with arueful amile.

“Actudly, | can. Y our traditions allow for asecond. Very human of you.” Her smile grew, cockiness
transcending concern. “ Or maybe very gargoyle of us. | wonder. Either way, Janx told me about the
loophole, so herel am.” Margrit bit her lip, wanting to step closer but afraid moving farther would attract
the tribund’ s attention. Uncomfortably aware there might not be a chance afterward, she was reluctant to
break up their brief chance to speak beforethetrid.

“Had | known you would take this sort of rash action—"

“Y ou would' vetried talking me out of it, but you wouldn’'t have changed your stance, because you



believeyou' reright just asmuch as| believe | am. I’ ve got to give you credit for consistency, anyway.”
Margrit moved closer after dl, offering Alban her hand. He took it as though she were fragile, rubbing his
thumb againgt her palm. She shivered at the spill of warmth and relaxation, a core of heet lighting at the
touch. Folding her hand around his, she lifted it and kissed hisknuckles, leaving her mouth againgt hisskin
as she spoke again. “Y ou drive me crazy, you know that? Sticking with your traditions, upholding your
laws, believing in them regardless of personal cogt, or, yeah, maybe because of persona cost. I'm going
to haveto learnto live with thet, aren’t 1?7

Alban lowered his head toward hers, making a private space between them. His scent wasn't asclean as
she was accustomed to, with ahint of aged dust and stone, but its familiarity, like the courtroom setting,
was comforting. “I’'m afraid 0.”

Margrit nodded, then tipped her chin up to smile at her serious-gazed gargoyle. “I can do that. But |
can't stop fighting for what | think isright just because we disagree.” She kissed his knuckles again and
stepped back, eyebrows arched in mild challenge. “ So I'm going to do my damnedest to clear your
name, whether you likeit or not. Y ou can figure out your retribution later.”

“Margrit, my retribution isn’'t what you should be concerned about. Y ou cannot fight Bidi. HE I kill you.”

“I don't think s0.” Margrit spoke with more assurance than she felt, hoping Alban couldn’t read the
tremor that ran through her. “He said once he preferred fair fights, not ambushing women in the dark.”

“Y ou put too much faith in our honor. First Janx, now Bidli. It's—" Alban broke off, exasperated rue
flattening his mouth before he Sghed. “It' savery bad idea.”

“You keep telling methat.” Margrit lit asmile, bright for the moment before it turned to uncertainty. “It's
abad idea, but it' sthe best onel’vegot, and if | put too much faith in the Old Races honor, it’ s because
| met the most honorable of you first. You're ahard act to follow, Alban Korund.”

The noise around them settled, leaving Margrit’ s last words hanging in the air much too loudly. She
pressed her eyes closed as blood rushed to her cheeks, then turned to face the assembly with agrimace.
Janx, till kicked back, grinned openly, and her embarrassment faded beneath the desireto giveintoa
giggle. Reminding hersdlf she stood in a court of law, she dragged her expression back under control and
lifted her chinto meet the tribund’ s gazes.

“The gargoyle trials have been explained to me,” she said before anyone else spoke. “ A three-part test of
what | understand to be essentially strength, sense and sentiment, to be undertaken to prove innocencein
theface of evidence. I'm aware of the risks and willing to undergo thetrial on Alban of the clan Korund's
behalf. | also gather,” she added abit more dryly as Alban caught his breath to protest, “that having
forfeited hiswillingnessto participate himsdlf, the defendant isn’t permitted to object to someone else
partaking for him.”

“I can.” Biali’ s voice dropped to a dangerous rumble, like the distant precursor to arock dide. “My
fight' snot with the lawyer. | want Korund.”

“You'll have me. Margrit, this—"

“You haverefused thetrid.” Eldred overrode Alban’s protest implacably. “The decison isno longer
yours”

“It isthe wrong decision!” Echoes thundered around the concrete and stone room. Margrit flinched,
hands knotting a her sides. She was unaccustomed to hearing Alban lift hisvoice in anger, and it was
easy to forget that breadth of chest could lend hiswords so much power.



“That,” Eldred said, “is something you might have considered earlier. Y ou have forfeited your place, and
you will remain silent or be removed from the grounds until thetrid isover.”

Alban growled low in histhroat, lifting hairs on Margrit’sarms, but he said nothing ese. Bidi smirked,
clearly pleased enough to see Alban put in his place that he clearly forgot for amoment that he, too, had
been thwarted. That redlization wiped pleasure from hisface afew secondslater, and his gaze went hard
and caculaing as he turned it to Margrit.

Trying to regulate her heartbest was usdless. It legpt out of her control, making aball of sicknessin her
throat and flushing her body with heat. Challenging Bidi was agamble. Not abluff, but atactic counting
on honor that, despite her argumentsto Alban, Margrit wasn't certain Bidi possessed. He had lost two
women heloved to Alban. Margrit' s life might seem afair exchange, away for him to make Alban suffer
the way he had.

Hisnostrils flared and his mouth thinned with didike. “Y ou' re afraid, lawyer. | cansmedl it.”

“Of course I’'m afraid. I’'m reckless, not stupid.” Admitting it doud lent Margrit some strength. She pulled
her shoulders back, heart rate calming as she drew adeep bresth. Then humor and honesty swept her,
and she added, “Maybe alittle stupid.”

A rush of quiet laughter ran around the room, bypassing the gargoyles but touching the others. Frustration
contorted Bidi’ s scarred face and he made a throwaway gesture. “Fighting her proves nothing. A human
stands no chance againgt me.”

Margrit, hands till knotted at her sides, said, “Not that I'm especialy looking forward to being
pulverized, but is't the point of thisto see who dominatesin thetrial? The one who wins two out of three
isforgiven in the eyes of God, right? Wouldn't clobbering me put you one step ahead of the game?’

Disgust so profound it bordered on pity wrinkled Bidi’ sface. “It would prove nothing.” He turned to the
tribunal, anote of dyness coming into hisvoice. “If asecond can stland in Korund' s place, then | can
request asecond for mine.”

Eldred and Chel sea exchanged glances, the latter’ s feather-fine eyebrows rising as she indicated the
decision was Eldred’ s. He nodded, attention coming back to Bidli, and the scarred gargoyle curled hislip
in plessure. “Thenfor thetrid of strength | choose a second. | choose her.”

He pointed ataloned finger a Grace O’ Malley.

Grace actually looked over her shoulder before her incredulous laughter broke over an outcry of surprise
from the tribund and audience. “Me, love?Isit your mind you' ve lost?’

“You'rehuman,” Bidi growled.
“Sureand | am, but that doesn’t mean—"

“Nobody elserepresentsafair fight.” Margrit spoke so quietly she doubted she’ d be heard. Her own
laughter fluttered at the back of her throat, athing of disbdief and relief. “ Y ou'rethe only onel’m
anything like equd to in abattle of strength. If you don’t accept—"

“What if | don’t?” Grace spun on abooted hed, facing the tribuna. “What if | say no? Does Scarface
there win by default, or do you go through the ranks until you find someone willing to fight?’



“It"sunprecedented,” Eldred said after amoment. “We would have to debate.”

“There sno one ese, Grace.” Margrit’s own voice sounded far away to her. “Any of therest of them
would pulverize me. I’d kind of like to come out of thisalive.”

Grace turned around, mouth drawn down. “ And what makes you think | wouldn't clean the floor with
you mysdf?’

Margrit’'s eyebrows rose and the fluting laughter at the back of her throat escaped, asif lifting her
eyebrows reeased avalve. “ Grace, | can probably outrun you. | serioudy doubt | can outfight you.

Y ou're bigger than me, you' ve got better reach and you probably know more about self-defense than |
do. But even your best shot’ s not going to take my head off, which hiswould.” She nodded toward Bidi,
who gave back an ugly smile. “Do me afavor here and say yes, okay?’

“And what does Grace get out of it, love?’

“Some bruises and asense of righteousness?” Margrit asked hopefully, then winced at the flat look

Grace gave her. “Not having to explain to my ex-boyfriend the police detective why my dead body’sin
your tunnels? No,” she said before Grace could object, “1 don't redlly think you' re dumb enough to leave
me hereif | got killed. Look, I'm trying, okay?1’d owe you one,” shefinished more quietly. “I’d owe
youalot.”

Grace sgaze did toward Janx, then back to Margrit. “Y ou're piling up the debts fast, Knight.”
Margrit held her breath along moment, then let it go explosvely. “Keepslife exciting. Wasthat ayes?’

Grace pressed her lipsinto athin line, turning her atention to the tribund. * Just what kind of fight isthis?
Can’t beto the death, not with the way your lawswork. Y ou just put usin the ring and we go until the
bdl?

“To defeat,” Eldred agreed. “Itis...” Helooked between the women, explanation lingering onthe air as
he seemed to search for words. “It isunusud,” hefindly said. “Unusua to have two combatants whose
hearts may not be in the matter.”

Margrit muttered, “Mineis,” and glanced toward Alban, who rolled hisjaw but kept sllent. Grace shot
both of them a sharp look before eyeing the tribunal again.

“Thelawyer’ s got something to fight for, which means| do, for | don't like to take a beating when | can
avoidit. But you,” she said to Margrit, “you need to think about reforming theselaws, if you're going to
be taking on fights that aren’t your own.”

“I'll pencil itin.” Margrit wet her lips and squared her shoulders again, then folded her hands behind her
back to keep them from wandering through the air. “How do we, uh, start?’ She' d envisioned battling a
gargoyle, somehow; someone, at least, who had sufficient physica strength asto genuindy frighten her,
and had counted on adrendine pushing her past thought into astruggle for surviva. Ingead shefelt a
blooming sense of the absurd, asif she was about to take part in an extravagant pantomime.

Eldred gestured toward Grace with such solemnity Margrit suspected he was trying not to laugh at them.
“Mest in good faith, clagp hands, and then begin as you will. We will determine the victor and end the
match when it is appropriate.”

Grace staked over to her, tall and leggy and aarming as she offered ahand. Margrit hesitated, till fedling
foolish. “What about that gun you used to carry?’



“Doyou redly think I'll be shooting you?' Grace reached for the small of her back, though, and tossed
the weapon away. It clattered against the floor, spinning to astop at the tribund’ s feet. Margrit watched
it go, then swallowed hard and reached for Grace' s hand, surprised when the other woman caught her in
ahard warrior’ sgrip, forearm to forearm. “Well met,” she said, more formality in her tone than Margrit
had ever heard before. She didn’t reply, and Grace' s eyebrows shot up in expectation, making Margrit
jolt with redization.

“Oh. Right. Right. Um, well met. Uh—"

Gracehit her intheface,

FIFTEEN

MARGRIT'SHEARTFELT BELLOW of pain and outrage was cut short by another blow, thisoneto
her midriff. Grace released her arm and Margrit doubled, choking. It was only toppling to the sde that
saved her from aknee in the face. She hit the floor with as breath-taking athud asthefist to her
digphragm had been. For ableary instant she could only think how lucky shewasthat Biai hadn’t set a
gargoyle on her, and then Grace' sfoot caught her in theribs and lifted her afew inches up and back.
Margrit heard athin wheeze and redized it was from her own throat. She hadn’t redized akick could
actudly move someone that way; she' d thought that was a dramatization of movies, if she' d thought
about it at all.

Oxygen flooded into her starved cells before Grace landed another kick. Margrit rolled across the floor,
trying to escape the long-legged, heavily booted vigilante. Everything tasted of copper, and when she
wiped ahand below her aching nose, it came away smeared with blood. It seemed incongruousto the
point of impossibility: she had never been in afigtfight, even asachild. To encounter her first one now
was absurd.

Grace moved vampire-fast to Margrit’ s bewildered senses. Ingtinct curled her in aball, protecting her
head and torso. The fight was over. Tony had aways denigrated on-screen fracases, pointing out to
Margrit the moment at which the fight would really have ended, usually only one or two blowsinto the
sequence. She' d aways elbowed himin return, telling him it wasfiction and to be quiet and enjoy the
choreography. Nothing about an extended battle ssemed enjoyable now. A kick smashed into her
forearm, pain ablinding reminder that that arm had been recently broken.

Shefdt it like aswitch flipping. Determination colder than anger or fear rose up in aruthlessrefusd to be
as helpless now as she' d been againgt Ausra. Margyrit coiled tighter, rolling onto her kneeswith her hands
still knotted protectively over her head. She was suddenly aware of how that opened her ribs up for
attack, and Grace obliged, kicking her again. Margrit twisted away, skittering far enough to the side that
the kick had lessimpact than its predecessors had, and putting Grace’ s booted feet dmost directly in
front of Margrit.

She shot out of her ball headfirg, regretting that she didn’t have time or leverage to get her legsfully
under her and use their strength to drive herself upward.

Thetop of her head crunched into Grace' s groin. For thefirgt time since the fight had begun Margrit
heard something outside her own labored breathing: agasp of horror and surprise and approva rushing
around the audience. Grace hersdlf, ways peaches and cream, whitened further and staggered back a
few steps as Margrit scrambled to her feet.

She knew nothing about fighting. Rather than dwell on that, she let momentum carry her forward, al her
energy redirected as she charged Grace and caught the taller woman in the rib cage with her shoulder.



Thetribunal scattered as Margrit crashed toward them, damming Grace into thewall that had seconds
before been at the tribunal’ s back. Grace made a small pathetic sound, then shoved her hands between
bodies and forced Margrit away, using the wal to brace hersdf againgt.

Some quick instinct warned Margrit of what Grace intended. She ducked her head, and when Grace's
forehead smashed down, it wasn't againgt Margrit’ sfragile nose, but the solid bone of her cranium.
White light exploded through her vision, sparked with red and blue, tiny bits of dancing color.

When she could see again, streams of brightness till shooting through her sight in time with
heartbeat-paced throbs of pain, she' d released Grace and had staggered back afew feet. Grace ill
sagged againg the wall, no more functiond in the aftermath of afailed head butt than Margrit was. For a
moment rationality took over and Margrit wondered what in hell she was doing, but then Grace's
expression cleared, turning ferd with primitive ddight, and she charged Margrit again.

They hit thefloor together, rolling and kicking, ebows and figs flying everywhere. Margrit threw a punch
she was sure would land and it skittered by Grace' s cheek, so closeit seemed to have gone through the
vigilante without touching her. Outrage at her misca culation shot the fight beyond any clarity of thought
and into amindless search for vengeance: achanceto get back at someone, anyone, for the chaos
Margrit’slife had become. Y es, she had welcomed it in many aspects, but Col€' sfear and anger rose up,
reminding her of what was unwelcome. The attack on her mother drove her onward, taking what comfort
she could in something as uselessand ill directed asaphysicd battle. Russell’ s degth gave her reasons of
her own to hit, and hit, and hit again. There were no answersto be found in bloodying Grace' s nose or
taking afist so hard shefdt her jaw dide dangeroudy out of socket, but it was something, action
permitted where she had been useless before.

Until shefdt tearsthat had nothing to do with her own pain diding down her face. Hot tracks cut through
grime and blood, Grace' s features swvimming into view for thefirgt timein whole minutes. The beautiful
blonde' s face was beginning to swell, bruises and muck ruining itslines. Margrit could seein Grace's
eyesthe battle madness that had overtaken Margrit, the need to dominate that had nothing to do with
why they werefighting or what endsthey sought. It was simpler than that, one anima trying to survive an
encounter with another.

But Margrit's pain was fading, blood no longer flowing from scraiches or her bruised nose; her ribsno
longer hurting from the blows Grace had landed. Even the headache from smashing skullstogether had
faded, and asmple clear thought finally broke through.

Grace couldn’t win.

Grace couldn’'t win, not with Daisani’ s blood flowing through Margrit’ sveins. Margrit would heal too
quickly, and Grace would never stop fighting. That thought seemed suddenly, briefly, to define the blond
vigilante, and Margrit liked her for it. Admired her for it, even though the mindlessrage in Grace' seyes
was currently for her. They could kill each other on the match floor, but Grace would never yield shy of
that, and she could not, in the end, defeat Margrit.

Margrit took a deep breath, and when the next hit came, let it spin her away into oblivion.

Darknessdidn’t last nearly aslong as she pretended it did.

Atfirst it wasfor Grace' s sake. If Margrit’s eyes popped open again afew seconds after she' d gone
down, the fight wouldn't be over. Then it wasfor her own as shelay in aboneless heap, listening to
voices both worried and angry rising around her as her body knit itsalf back together. That felt distinctly



horrible: bones that were dightly out of place, though not broken, seemed to jerk back to where they

bel onged, making twisted pops. Nausearose in Margrit’ s belly and she worked not to swallow againgt i,
afraid that would look too awake. A spurt of coughing took her so hard she had nothing left but to
collapse again when it was over, and that was as much ardlief to her asit concerned those around her.
Exhaudtion sat on her like aliving creature, weighing her down and dowing her thoughts.

She’ d been exposed to more violence in the months since she’ d met the Old Races than in her entire
previouslife, at least on apersond level. What she' d encountered before them had been violence done
to or by others, and she had abhorred it without entirely understanding it. Human nature took ugly turns,
that she could comprehend. She recognized theimpulsein hersalf often enough, reaching for the least
pal atable, most extreme solution in moments of exasperation or frudtration. It was recognizing them and
choosing not to act on them that made the difference between aman and athug. Very few people
managed to stay on the side of the angelsall the time. Margrit could pick out too-clear momentsin the
past months when she d failed to, some of them sending squirms of embarrassment and apology through
her. She' d never imagined her veneer of civility could bresk down asfar asit had in the last few minutes.
If she could convince hersdf she d fought for Alban’ s freedom, she might believe she'd at least had the
mord high ground, but that comforting lie was beyond her. She’ d fought and hit and beaten Grace mostly
out of fear and anger and a desperate wish to come out on top just this once.

Margrit opened her eyes, looking up at the cut-stone ceiling above. Bidi’ s scarred face intruded on her
vison dmost immediatdy. “Y ou threw that fight, lawyer.”

“Yeah.” Margrit croaked the word, then wet her lips and nodded before shetried again. “ Yeah, | did.”
Sheflexed muscle, testing for pain or discomfort and finding none. Daisani’ s gift was fine-tuning her
healing abilitiesfurther every chanceit got. She gill wouldn't want to face agargoyle, but neither would
shewant to pit hersdf against anyone without her advantage. Not, at least, if she learned to fight.

“Why?’ Bidi sounded justifiably bewildered. Margrit pushed up on her elbows, looking for Grace. The

blonde was on the other side of the room, recounting her victory with great sweeps of her arms as one of
the selkiestried, without success, to treat Grace' sinjuries. Margrit chuckled, low dry sound, then |ooked
for Alban, who still stood apart. He watched her with knowledgeable sorrow, and Margrit’s mirth faded.

“Because she couldn’t win, and | didn’t deserveto.” She got up, stiffness announcing itsdf after dl. Bidi
backed off, scowling at her more deeply than she thought warranted, given that he' d just taken the first of
thetridsashisown.

With her awakening, the room came to more attention, even Grace falling silent and submitting to the
selki€ streatment. Margrit put her handsin the small of her back and forced herself sraight, wincing as
shedid so. Daisani arched an eyebrow and she caught hersalf before making aface, though there was
gpparently enough play in her expression to give her away, because amusement darted after hisraised
eyebrow. No one spoke, though the tribund arranged itsdlf before her, Chelsea Huo the odd man out
amongst the gargoyles. Margrit stared at her amoment, trying again to determine her placein the Old
Races, then passed a hand over her eyes. “Okay. What' s next, brains or benevolence?’

Janx’ s staccato applause broke the air, hislaughter following it on aswirl of blue smoke. “ Strength, sense
and sentiment, now brains and benevolence. Whatever would strength be in your dliterative little world?’

“Brawn, obvioudy. Just don't ask me to come up with another trifecta. | don't think I’'m that smart right

“A shame,” Eldred murmured, “as‘brains isthe next chalenge.”

“Of courseitis” Margrit folded her hands behind her back rather than let them wander any further; she



had aready given acourt case’ sworth of tellsto the tribunal and its audience, and seemed unableto stop
hersdlf from offering more. “What' sthe format?’

It shouldn’t, she thought a moment later, have surprised her that they brought forth a chess set.

It was't one of the salkie-and-djinn setsthat she' d become familiar with. Margrit crouched at the table
they set up, studying thefigures. Not tiny figures: the talest were the height of her pdm, and the smaller
ones more of asize she was accustomed to seeing king piecesin chess sets carved as. Therewasan
enormous array of fanciful crestures, the entireline of pawnsindividualized on each sde. Coiled sea
serpents, delicate mermaids, thickset hairy men, clawed and scowling bare-breasted women, al donein
varying shades of marble, so the pawns made a near rainbow of color across the board.

Behind them stood the denizens of the surviving Old Races, stolid gargoyles holding the rooks' positions,
dithery dragonsin the diagonal-moving bishops places. Unfettered djinn stood as queens, able to move
any direction they chose, and the most populous of dl, the salkies, were given the king dots.

Theknights, on both sdes of the board, were dim, beautifully carved representations of Margrit herself.

“There are no vampires.” Margrit’s voice came out hoarse as she tried not to look too hard at the chess
pieces of hersdlf. Thelast time she’' d seen such athing it had nearly spelled her desth, and achildish
voodoo fear caught her by the throat and held on. Worse than a soul being stolen by a photograph, this
wasthewhole of her captured intiny relief.

“No one seesavampire snatural form and livesto tell of it,” Daisani said very softly. “Thereisno oneto
carve my people, and we would not stand amongst our brother chessmen forced into a human form.”

“But thewindows...” Margrit looked toward Daisani, glad to be able to take her eyes off the chess set.
Daisani amiled, such agentle expresson Margrit jerked her gaze back to the safety of the game pieces.

“A conundrum, isit not? Perhaps an artist’ sfancy.”

“Or maybe avampire screation,” Margrit ventured. Daisani smiled again, and beside him, Janx
chuckled.

“Y ou might be better off consdering your strategy rather than the mysteries we keep from you, Margrit
Knight.”

“My drategy. Should it be something beyond *win the game 7’

Discontent rippled through the room. Margrit followed it, watching frowns of uncertainty. “What am |
missng?’

“For a—usua chdlenge, one with our people and our people alone, the game pieces would
be...symbalic. They would guide us through our memories—you know of the gargoyle memories?’

Eldred srich voice sharpened and Margrit wondered whether an affirmative or anegative would be the
preferred answer. She nodded regardless and Eldred echoed the action, expression inscrutable.

“They would guide us through memories to some moment of wisdom or insight amongst our peoples. The
gargoyle who delved deepest, found an unremembered time that most clearly helped to guide us forward
as apeople or whose recollection most obvioudy bore reflection on the matter at hand, would be
consdered the victor in the battle of intellect. But we have never before faced a second who did not
belong to our people. The gameitself must be the deciding factor,” he said reluctantly. “1 see no other



choice”

Margrit swung around to face Alban, feding as though her body had taken on the shape of aquestion
mark. He kept his gaze downcast for long moments, only lifting it grudgingly, and then to give Margrit an
amost imperceptible nod. She clenched afist in triumph and turned back to the tribundl.

“| takeit you' re uncomfortable with pushing the boundaries of your traditionsthat far.” At Eldred’ snod,
shetightened her fist again, using the action to keep hersdlf from crowing in ddight. “I might have a
solution.”

Thistime the whispers that ran through the room werefull of curiosity. Margrit waited on Eldred's
acknowledgment to continue, trying to keep her voice steady in face of rising excitement. “Albanand |
discovered I’'m susceptible to your telepathy, or whatever it isyou cal it that alows you to share
memories so clearly. | don't know if dl humansare, but I’ ve ridden memory with him more than once.
|

Babble erupted dl around, drowning out Margrit’ s voice and her arguments. Shefell sllent, knowing
better than to try to outshout a boisterous courtroom. Eldred brought it back under control after afull
minute of outrage and exclamation. Margrit bobbed her head in thanks as he gestured for her to continue,
and went on, fedling bold and weightless.

“I know it works with other gargoyles. I’ ve caught an unguarded thought or two from Biai.” And for
that, she sent an apol ogetic glance hisway. Too much surprise creased hisfeatures for anger to have
taken hold yet, but Margrit had little doubt it would, intime. “ And | rode memory with Hgnd’ s daughter,
Ausra, the night she attacked me,” she said more quietly.

Thistime the explosion of sound was concussive. Margrit held her ground only through years of training,
and even that didn’t quell the urge to step back and make hersdf smaller amidst the uproar. She lowered
her head and bit her lower lip, watching Eldred through her eyelashes. He was her litmus, out of the
tribuna members. Biai wastoo angry in generd, and Alban too determined to let old laws have their
way, for either of their reactionsto tell Margrit how to gauge the gargoyles as awhole. When tumultuous
noise began to die down, Margrit lifted her voice, thistime taking center stage without Eldred’ sleave.

“I'mwilling to alow the gargoyles accessto my memories of that night, after thetrids are complete”
Margrit waited for the third time for order to retore itsdlf, haf wishing shewasin an actua courtroom.
Thiswas trid-of-the-century stuff, law astheatrics on amassively satisfying scale. The fact that the judge,
jury and audience was made up dmost entirely of inhuman beings, made no differenceat dl: building
arguments, taking risks, presenting theories and new ideas, were the lifeblood of her career. Margrit
would have dearly loved to see afew of the moments she' d just passed shown on the six-0' clock news
asthe entertainment it rightfully was.

“In the meantime.” Her voice cut through the faling chatter and quieted the room. “In the meantime, it's
possblethat if one of you alowed me access to the memories through your mind, | might be ableto
participatein thetrid theway you' ve dways doneit.”

“How would we know that it was your wits and not your passageway’ s that guided you to wisdom?’
One of the femae gargoyles spoke, her voice lighter than Margrit expected as she voiced the question
Margrit imagined Biai badly wanted asked.

Margrit shook her head. “Y ou’ d have to choose somebody you trusted, or...” Dismay wrinkled her face
as she congdered the other possibility. “ Or grant me access through somebody who has no reason to
want meto succeed. Someone like Bidi.”



SIXTEEN

“IF YOU THINK I'm sharing my memorieswith you, lawyer—" Bidi’ s offense cut through the rest of
the noise with a clarity seconded only by Alban’s splutter of dishdlief. Janx chortled with pleasure, while
the selkies and djinn snapped at one another, their din focused on whether Margrit' s offer to share her
memories of Ausra s desth could be construed asinvitation to investigate Malik’'s, aswell.

Margrit, not expecting anyone to take heed, said, “It’snot my first choice, either,” and sat down at the
chesstable, body weary enough after the fight to want the respite even though intellect said she should
probably remain on her feet. Intellect hadn’t taken the pounding her muscles had, though. It might want
rest after this next chalenge, and she deemed it wiseto givein to her body now so it wouldn’t rebel later.

“Who would you choose?’ Eldred’ s deep voice dipped through the hubbub, drawing Margrit’ s attention
for dl that he spoke softly. She sighed and gestured around the room.

“Alban, idedlly, but | doubt that’ sredlly an option. | don’t know the rest of you at dl, so any other choice
ismore or less meaningless. That said, probably you.”

“Why?

“Because | know your name? Because you' re the head of the tribunal and because that makes you the
find judgein my mind.” Margrit reached out to touch one of the pawns, then dropped her hand again.
“Judges are supposed to be impartial, so you seem least likely to sway or be swayed by someone drifting
through your mind.”

“If you undertake thistask, Margrit Knight, you will need to burrow, not drift. Thisisnot agameto be
taken lightly.” Eldred retreated, leaving Margrit alone with the chess pieces and aroom full of Old Races.

Debate went on longer than she anticipated, lessfor the matter of permission than the appalling ideathat
humans could perceive the gargoyle memories. Margrit heard talk of battle and of tresties, al of it
idedlistic with the first blush of conception. Neither was awise choice, not that she could think of away
to stop a cadre of gargoyles from exposing themsdvesin the human world if that wastheir desire. Letting
their discussion fade into white noise, she pushed a pawn forward so she could see it better, examining
theindividualy carved scales on the serpent’ shide.

A second pawn across the board was pushed forward by ataloned finger. Margrit looked up, startled,
to find Bidi Stting down acrossfrom her. “They'll beat it dl night.”

“Inconvenient,” Margrit said under her breath. “What with you turning to sone at dawn and dl. I'd
hoped we could do thisin one day. Night. Whatever.” Since he was there, she prodded another pawn
forward, resasting the impulseto pick it up and study the feathery wings on the clawed woman' s back.
“What raceisthisone?’

“Harpy. They lived in what you cal the Amazon, and nine out of ten of 'em were femae. Never stopped
fighting amongst themsdves, and when the humans came, they couldn’t organizeto fight outsders.” Bidi
pushed one of hishairy men forward. “ Still, they did better than the yeti. They &t least fought. The yeti
only ran. What memories?’

Margrit went still, ahand above the dragon-cum-bishop. She' d cleared apath for him to angle out, but
sheleft him where he was, sorting out Biali’ s question. “Hajnal, mostly. Last weekend when we danced
at thebal. | saw her through your eyesfor amoment. Saw, or remembered, how much you loved her.”
Shel d even felt aflash of desire, unexpected heet in looking on afeminine body. Sharing memorieswas
disconcerting. “1 didn’t mean to intrude. Sorry.”



“You mean that, lawyer?’

“What, that I’m sorry? Y eah, of course| do. It’snot polite to pick up on other peopl€ s memories
without them knowing about it. | just don’t know how to brace againgt it.”

“Keepplaying,” Bidi said after adlence. “I'll teach you.”

She wasn't certain when the chess board had become dippery and maformed, like athing out of
dreams. Peaks and valleysrose, black squares and white distorted and stretched among them. Far too
many of the playing pieces dipped away, plummeting to their doom in craggy rentsthat pulled the board
gpart. Margrit clutched at them, trying to save what she could, but they did through her fingers,
insubstantia and screaming asthey fell. Shelunged after them, unaware of her own danger until someone,
grumbling, thrust ahand at her and dragged her back from aprecipice.

“No point in going after what' sgone, lawyer. You'll only dietrying.”

Bidi’ s presence stabilized the world, chess colors fading into night shades aong amountain range that
went on as far as Margrit could see. Trees, gray-green in moonlight, offered softness to the landscape,
and aslver river far below glittered asit cut itsway through the stuff of memory and made aliving place
of it. Bidi glowed under the hard blue-white light, so bright Margrit cast aglance at the moon, half
expecting it to be blueitsdf, like an ultraviolet light at adance club. Everything around her had a sense of
expectation, asif each thing she did was anticipated, considered and recorded. Asif theworld wasa
living, thinking thing, far more connected to its denizens than the one she lived in was.

“Itis” Bidi sad gruffly. “These mountains are our memoaries. They live while we do, growing and
changing, al our histories built tall and wide for delving into when we need. Y ou' re the first human to
gtand here, lawyer. Enjoy the view while you can.”

“That sounds ominous.” Margrit dragged a breath of crisp night air in, marking how different it tasted
from the muggy warmth of Grace' s below-city tunnels. “And | didn’'t say anything aloud, did |7’

“There sno privacy here, not unlessyou learn to close up your mind and keep your thoughts to yourself.”

Margrit, not deliberately, thought of a box—a Chinese takeaway box, white with red painted |etters on
the sides and a fragile metal handle squared over itstop—and folded it shut, trying to tuck her thoughts
away. Bidi laughed, sartling her.

“Not bad. Not bad at all, lawyer. Y ou'releaking a bit, but you’ ve got the right idea. Now, what’ ve you
got inyour hand?’

Margrit clenched her hand, hard carved edges of a chess piece cutting againgt her pam. Fedling childish
for asking, she sad, “Doestelling you give you some kind of advantage?’

Bidi stared, then barked another laugh. “Y ou’rein trouble elther way, aren’t you? Nah, even if we're
carrying the same token the memories will carry us down different paths. Don't tell meif you don't want
to. You'll get free when you' ve done as much as you can whether | know where you' re off to or not.”

Margrit nodded tiffly, then looked around again. “ Thisisyour memory?’
“All of ours. You'rein the heart of our people.”

“Why don't | see anyone e se, then? People who are important to you, anyway?’



Animage bloomed behind her eyes, drawn there as though it came from within her: her takeaway box, dl
white and red and faint angles. Then white granite grew up over its sides, seding it off in flawless stone.
The pictures faded and Margrit pursed her lips, looking down. “Oh.”

“Any other questions?’
“Yes” Margrit lifted her eyesagain. “What do | do?’

Bidi shrugged his massive shoulders. “ Just follow the memories, lawyer. They’ll take you where they
want you to go.”

“Onemore question. Why areyou letting mein?’

Bidi shrugged again, turned away, hisform fading faster than distance could take him away. “| told you
once. Y ou're not bad, for what you are.”

Then he was gone, leaving Margrit done on the mountainsde.

She began to open her hand, then suddenly clenched her fist around the chess piece ingtead. If what
Eldred and Bidi had said wastrue, she might find her way to whatever bit of wisdom she was meant to
bring back without looking at the piece. She knew from fed that it wasn't one of the winged harpies, nor
one of the hunched gargoyles: it wastoo tdl for that, and too narrow. It might have been dmost any of
the others, though not, she thought, one of the yeti; it didn’t seem squat enough. If she needed its
guidance later shewould look at it, but for the moment she tightened her fingers and studied the
mountains,

Openness and height spread out, reminding her that she hadn’t gone for arun in days. Thelesther and
boots she wore were completely inappropriate for exercise, but Margrit glanced down at hersef with a
grin. Memories and dreams weren't exactly the same thing, but they were kin to one another. If the
gargoyles could shape the whole of their memoriesinto amountain range, she could certainly dress
hersdf in running gear for the duration of her Say there.

A moment later she went bounding down the mountaingde, feet light in her running shoes, hair flying into
her face as she bounced from one smooth rock face to another. Stone turned to treesto dart around,
long strides eating up the ground, and trees became meadow as Margrit stretched and laughed and ran
more fredly than she’ d done in weeks.

She came upon the river with no warning, and with even less thought doveinto it, gasping with shock
both at her choice and the cold as a current swept her downstream. It pulled her degper than she thought
ariver should go, the surface growing darker and farther away even as she Struggled to reach it again.
Panic seemed curioudy missing as her lungs began to ache, asif apart of her mind disbelieved what was
happening, and refused to accept she needed air within memory’ s confines.

A shape came out of the water, lithe and quick and swimming againgt the current asthough it hardly
existed. Human hands caught her, ahumanoid face coming closeto hers. Masculine, she thought, though
with peculiarly large, double-lidded eyesthat blinked rapidly at her in the gloom. Not so dark she
couldn’t see, though after afew seconds she began to think the creature who' d caught her glowed with
his own bioluminescence, awaft of dectric bluein the dark.

He lifted his handsto her face, drawing her closer ill, then tipped his head and, without invitation,
covered her mouth with his own. Margrit squeaked a protest in the back of her throat, so surprised she



could do nothing else before agony ripped over her.

Memory seared her, changing her concept of herself from ahuman creature to something born of the sea.
When she dragged in a breeth, cold water flooded her ribs and throat, and when she gawked at hersdlf in
horror, it was to discover tremendous gillslining her torso. Her vision had cleared, leaving her ableto see
that her rescuer did glow, and that his hair was the same electric color asthe aurahe gave off. Like her
changed sdlf-perception, he too had gilled ribs, and now that she could see more clearly, fluttering gills at
histhroat, aswell. His eyes were enormous, and his hands less human than she' d believed, with webbing
between the fingers.

A grin split her face so widely it hurt as she backed up to look at the rest of him. Despitethe gills, he
looked mammalian in form: the heavy, brilliantly colored tail had no scales, only soft-looking hidelikea
whal€'s, and horizontd fins at the end, more like adolphin than afish.

A trill of laughter escaped her throat and shetried for words, uncertain if she could make them
underwater. “1 get mermaid memories? Really? That's so cool.”

“I am only your guide.” The merma d—merman—sryn, Margrit settled on, remembering the Old Races
name for the undersea peoples, and feding absurd using merman, which seemed even more made-up
than mermaid. The Sryn’svoice was musicd, catching Margrit by the heart and tugging her whether she
wanted to follow or not.

Alarm spiked through her, abrupt recollection of the Siryns' reputation. Margrit backpedaled, only
realizing as she did so that she, too, wore amermaid’ stail, hers of rich coppery brown, like an
impossibly vibrant shade of her own cafe-latte skin. “ Y ou' re not going to drag me off and drown me, are
you?”

A few powerful strokes of her benefactor’ s flukes sent him around her in quick, irritated circles. “Would

| have given you the memory of how to bresthe and swim beneath the water if | intended to drown you?
| am your guide, not your doom.” Even in pique he sounded like rainfal on crysta, voice shimmering with
beautiful offerings. Challenge laid down, heflicked histall afew times and surged away, leaving Margrit
to follow or not, as she saw fit.

A mixture of wanting to gpologize and sheer ddlight at the scenario sent her after him, her hair clouding
around her when she caught up. Like thetail she’'d been granted, it was more brilliant in color than she
was accustomed to, though not as unearthly as her guide' s. “How are you giving me the memory? Can
srynsdo that, too?’

“No. Thisdl takes place within the gargoyle histories. | utilize their ability to share memory in order to
make you more comfortable. Y ou could traverse thisream in your own form, if you so wished.”

“In other words, thisisal happening in my mind.” Margrit drew another deep bregth, feding water flood
her ribs, and smiled againgt the coldness. “ Guess | might aswell enjoy it. Where are we going?’

“Where does your heart tell you we are going?’

“To the heart of theworld,” Margrit said promptly, then coughed on her own pomposity. “1 don’'t know
why | said that.”

Laughter washed through the Sryn’ svoice, high notes on a piano rendered into something impossibly
pure. “Because your heart told you to. Now, hush. We will not want to speak as the pressures grow
stronger. The depths are not comfortable, even for our kind, and we need what air we can steal from the
cold, black water.”



It wasn't until shedidn’t find it that Margrit redlized she had truly expected to see Atlantiswhen her
blue-haired guide findly drew to ahdt, closer to the dark ocean floor than Margrit had ever imagined
being. Instead of the fabled city, though, there was merely arent in the earth, so broad and deep that
both heat and light rose from it even in theicy depths. A primitive impulseto run—or swim—asfast as
she could, asfar as she could, set Margrit's heartbeat racing until shefelt dizzy fromit. Thiswasnot a
place humans were meant to be, and the sensation that a price would be paid for intruding weighed on
her as heavily asthe ocean pressure did. Hell had much in common with this stretch of barren undersea
land. Even the juxtaposition of hot and cold promised to punish the wicked with one form of misery, then
another.

When a serpent of impossible length and breadth dithered free of the torn earth, Margrit laughed, then
shoved her hands against her mouth as though she could push the sound back in. Therewould bea
serpent; of course there would be a serpent. She could hear the hysteriaiin the laugh she tried to swallow,
and dared not follow her own thoughts too closdaly for fear of finding madnessin them. She knotted her
hands moretightly, and reslized something cut into one palm.

A sea-serpent chess pawn floated afew centimeters away when Margrit opened it, caught in the current
its make-sake created asit swam. The tremendous serpent circled her and her companion, watching
them asit wound around time and time again. Its great length putting Janx’ s dragon form to shame: it was
asthough it had been born at the beginning of time, and had grown dowly, constantly, ever since. It had
too many, or too few, colorsto name, al of them shimmering and changing asthe creature made a
whirlpool of itself around Margrit and her guide. They wereturned in itsvortex, unable to meet the
mongter’ seye with their own.

Its miniature representation floated away, just out of Margrit’ s reach, insignificant beyond wordsin
comparison to itsmodel. The carving looked like the toy it was; the real serpent looked like alimbless
dragon, broad-snouted with wide-set eyes, aNorse carving cometo life.

“Oh.” Margrit’ svoice cracked even on that single word. “Oroborus. My God.” She heard more
fervency and devoutnessin her near prayer than she’ d ever heard in her life, and wondered what her
mother, her father, her kindly priest at her church, would think of that. Her chest ached, ddlight borne
from someplace so deep within her she had no ideawhereit began. It stole her breath, stole the form
she' d been given and |eft her dangling in the water as amere mortd, ordinary human. Warnings
whispered that she should be frightened, she should be drowning, she should be crushed, she should be
dead, and none of it, not one of those true and dire thoughts, could unman the consuming, heartbreaking
joy that welled inside her.

She stretched her hands out, not so much daring to touch the monster from the heart of the world asin
worship, felt more deeply than she had wordsfor. “My God, look at you. Thank you. Thank you for
letting me seeyou.” She caught thetiny chess carving and held it up in her fingertips. “Thisisfor you,” she
said impulsively. “We do remember. Even humans. We do remember.” That the serpent in her personal
mythology was most often passed off as athing of evil seemed shdlow and absurd in face of the great
Leviathan. That it had offered the path to knowledge seemed the important part.

The serpent’ s swirling vortex dowed as it brought its head in to examine the chess piece. Itseye was
taller than shewas, taler than herself and her guide put end to end. Margrit had no way to give wordsto
the cresture ssize, only that it dwarfed any living thing she’ d ever imagined, and that she thought the
earth’ smolten corewould look small inits cails. It sudied her and her gift with inexpressible cam, then
with great and dow deliberation, opened its mouth.



It did so very carefully, asif awarethat it would suck Margrit, her guide, everything around them and half
the ocean’ swater inif it wereto do so quickly. Even with its jaws barely parted, its gaping maw was
cavernous, so dark and huge it couldn’t conceivably be something aive, but had to be some new-born
formation torn from the ocean’ s bed. Margrit hung in the water, frozen in bewildered incomprehension
before redlizing the vast serpent was accepting her gift. Trying not to laugh with terror, she kicked
forward and very, very cautioudy dropped the chess piece into the serpent’s gum beside atooth so large
it reached a vanishing point when she craned her neck to look up t it.

With addicacy that belied its Size, the serpent dipped its tongue—forked and unbdievably long—into its
gum, wrapping it around the minuscule carving and flicking it back into itsthroat. It swallowed once, an
action that did dong forever, then, with what seemed to Margrit to be incal culable amusement, flicked its
tongue a second time, thistime at her.

Theworld spun head over hedl's, and she opened her eyesin Grace' s council room to find she was
soaked through and through, and that she held nothing at al in her hand where the chess piece had been.

SEVENTEEN

THE SILENCE IN the audience chamber was as impressive as the crushing pressure of the ocean
depths. Bidi, still acrossthe table from her, stared wordlesdy at her clothes. He looked as he had before
their journey into memory: scarred and angry, but now also confused. Margrit stood up, water spilling
down her thighsto puddle at her feet. “What the hell happened to me?’

“We thought you might tell usthat yoursdlf.” Alban, voice dry to hide concern.

Margrit turned to him helplesdy, then back to the others. “I takeit I’ m not supposed to come back
soaking wet.”

“It has never happened before,” Eldred alowed. “What memory did you follow? What words were you
given?’

“Words? |—ANh, crap, | forgot al about that part of it. He—it, whatever—didn’t say anything. | don’t
even know if it could talk. It probably would' ve vibrated meto piecesif it had.” Margrit closed her
mouth abruptly, slemming her babble, then said more carefully, “1 had a serpent in my hand. What was|
supposed to see?’

“One of my long-lost brethren, presumably.” Janx opened his hands expangvely, asif inviting thewhole
of theroom to fall into that category. “One who might perhaps share some sdty bit of seawisdom to
guide usdl with. Onewho might tell you if any of hiskind till live,” he said more quietly, and more
sharply. Margrit’ s face crumpled.

“No, sorry. None of that. What about you?” Sheturned to Bidi, water droplets flying with the vigor of
her motion. He passed ahand over his shoulder asif he' d brush water away, though she didn’t think
she' d sprayed him. Then he opened that same hand, revealing one of the gargoyle rooks.

“I saw Hajnal, who reminds me that there is no gregater force than the beating heart. Love conquersal,”
he said, bitter growl to the words.

“Or lifedoes.” Margrit dropped into her chair again, squelching, and curled alip at the coldness of her
leathers. “ Sounds pretty sageto me.”

“Andsoitis” Eldred said. “But your journey must be more fully explained, Margrit Knight. No one has
ever come back wet. Where did you go?’



“The heart of theworld.” Margrit repeated what she' d said to the sryn male, fegling as absurd to voiceit
now as she had then. She wanted flippancy in her voice, but instead she sounded as she fdlt: awed and
very, very small. “I met an oroboruswho' d let go of itstail, and gaveit my chesspiece.” Sheturned her
empty palm up again, then let her hand fall. “It didn’t say anything, just ate the carving and sent me back
home”

With her last words she redlized the profundity of silence that had fallen over the room, and twisted to
look at the tribund and its audience. To abeing, they had the stillness that only the Old Races could
accommodate, and of al of them, only Chelsea Huo watched Margrit.

The rest watched Chelsea.

She had risen a some point, perhaps while Margrit spoke, and now stood asif rooted deep in the earth,
unmovable, unswayable, her apple-wizened face so neutra asto beterrible. Under that gaze Margrit felt
as smdll as she had beside the oroborus, pinned in place by great weight and age and strength.

Chelseadid naot, in actudity, shake hersdlf, though someinfinitesmal shudder ran through her and broke
the stillnessthat held her captive. “Y ou saw the serpent at the heart of the world? Y ou offered him a
gift?

“Wasthat bad?’ Margrit’ s voice quavered and she cleared her throat, trying to embolden hersdlf. “It
seemed like the right thing to do at the time. He—he? He seemed pleased. What—who—ishe?” Her
pa ms were damp with swest, but wiping them on her leather pants would' ve done no good even if the
pants were dry. Margrit tried anyway, then hugged her arms around hersdlf, feding asthough Chelsea's
answer might be aheadman’ s ax.

“Heisthe Serpent.” Daisani answered when Chelsea s silence had gone on too long, and drew al eyes
to himsdf by doing 0. To Margrit’ s astonishment, the vampire sounded very nearly reverent as he
gpoke, but recalling her own emotional reaction, she understood. “ The same who litters your holy books
and the same who entwines your healing staves. He is more than one of us, more than one of anything
you might quantify. Heisthe beginning and the end of time, eternd in away no other thingis. And he
never letsgo of histail,” he added more prosaically, which earned a snort from Chelsea.

“He snever had hold of histail,” she said briskly, then shot asharp-edged smile toward Daisani. “ But
they do say he knows the truth about where the vampires came from.”

Daisani’ s gaze narrowed. Chelsea huffed an unimpressed bregth, but Janx took attention from them with
amurmur as soft and awestricken as Daisani’ sown.

“They say he sthe counterpart to the mother of usal. That one can’t exist without the other, and neither
of them can die until the end of the universe. No one in the history of the world has ever spoken with
him”

“The mother of usal? There samother of usal?’ Margrit cameto her feet, her boots and clothes
squishing.

“You would cdl her Gaia. Mother Earth,” Chelsea said with a degree of impatience. “ A legend from
which everythingisborn.”

“Her—mother—but—!" Margrit reined in her spluttering and lifted her handsto her head. “And this
serpent is her counterpart? What, the death of usal? And | found him in the gargoyle memories? How's
that possbleif nobody’s ever talked to him?’



Chelsearolled her eyes. “ Dramatics. Fird, he' stouched many people through the aeons. Y our

mythol ogies come from somewhere, after dl. Second, | think it’s clear you went well beyond the
gargoyle memories, Margrit. No one returns from those adventures drenched in seawater or missing
itemsthey took with them into memory. It sapsychic journey, not aphysica one. However.” Her voice
sharpened and Margrit came to attention, feding young and small all over again. Chelsea repeated,
“However,” more gently, and smiled. “Insomuch as anything can be, the serpent isthe truth at the heart of
everything, and if he accepted a gift from you, you’ ve been honored beyond any other living being in this
world.”

“Oh,” Margrit said faintly, and dl the other questions that had been raised fell away. “Doesthat mean |
win?’

Even Bidi conceded, grudgingly, that it did, and Margrit left the tribund chambersto the argument of
what wisdom was meant to be derived from her experience. Grace led her back to Alban’sroom, where
Margrit dried herself and changed into her own clothes, now that the protective leathers were no longer
needed for fighting.

Grace was ill waiting when Margrit emerged, towding her hair dry. Thetal vigilante was more swollen
and bruised than Margrit: she' d caught aglimpse of hersdf in amirror, and Daisani’ s gift was doing its
work. By morning she doubted she' d see any marks left from their battle. Grace noticed it, aswdll, and
looked sour. “Vampires.”

Caught off guard, Margrit laughed. “ Theworst thing about living in Santa Barbara.”

Grace' s bruises creased with confusion and Margrit waved it off. “Never mind. I'd think you were the
right demographic to have seen—Wsell, never mind. Areyou okay?’

“I'll hed. Didn’t know you had that much fight in you.” Grace gestured toward the hal and took the lead,
much to Margrit’srelief. She till hadn't spent anything like enough timein Grace' sdomain to know
where she was going, though at least afew hallways were beginning to look familiar.

“I didn’'t know | had that much fistfight in me, anyway. | kind of wish | till didn’t know.”
“Sometimesit’ sgood to know how far you'll go.”
“Yeah? How far will you go?’

Grace paused outside the chamber door, leaning on the handle as she gave Margrit alight smile. “To the
edge of heaven, s0 | can earn the kiss of angels, love. And yourself?’ She pushed the door open,
ushering Margrit in before she could reply.

The ar within the meeting room felt like Janx’ s acove often did, asif it had apersona grudge and
intended to hold Margrit back. Margrit caught aquick sharp bregth, gaze skittering from oneface to
another as shetried to ascertain what she’ d missed. Biai scowled furioudy, armsfolded againgt histhick
chest; Alban looked poleaxed, his own gaze roving from one member of the tribund to another. The
selkies and djinn whispered amongst themsalves, while Janx and Daisani eyed each other asif one had
done something unspeakable, and the other didn’t wish to spesk of it, but couldn’t let it go. Behind
Margrit, Grace et go a soft whistle. “Wonder what we missed.”

“Enter, Margrit Knight.” Eldred’ s dark, chocolate voice rolled over her and Margrit scurried forward,
feding asthough she d turned up late for an important test. She bobbed her head, nearly cutting aclumsy



curtsy when she camein front of the tribund, then bit back alaugh a her own nerves.
“Sorry if |—"
“Slence”

Margrit swallowed hard enough to hurt her throat trying not to repeat her gpology. She gtill had the towel
clutched in both hands, giving her the slly but reassuring ideaithat everything would be dl right. Eldred
waited on her for long moments, clearly expecting his edict to be broken, but Margrit remained quiet, and
the djinn and salkie whispers died away. Margrit regained some measure of composure, familiar enough
with gimlet-eyed judges to be comfortable in Eldred’ simposed hush. Finally the sillence grew sufficiently
profound that even Janx and Daisani broke off their wordless exchange to pay heed.

Eldred, with the art of ashowman, held his place and the quiet to the breaking point, waiting until
Margrit, a least, fidgeted internaly, though she didn’t let it seep through physicaly. Then, sonorous and
deep, he announced, “Thetria isended—"

“What?" Despite her best intentions, Margrit’ svoice shot up. “1 only went to change clothes! | haven't
stood the third—"

“Margrit.” Alban spoke from behind her, soft and calming. Margrit knotted her handsin the towel and set
her teeth together, forbidding any more words from escaping. Eldred glowered at her until satisfied she
wouldn’t interrupt again, then started over.

“Thetrid isended. We demand tests of strength, of wisdom and of compassion. Of these teststwo are
decided at the heart of the tribuna, and we name those two as strength, gone to Bidli’ s champion, and
wisdom, goneto Alban’s. But for the third, the tria of compassion, we must look beyond our trials and
determinethe larger actions of our combatants.

“Margrit Knight has, at grest risk to hersdf, taken Alban Korund' s placein thistrid. Why have you done
this?’

“Becauseit’ swrong not to fight for what’ sright,” Margrit replied, then winced a the rhymed phrasing.
Eldred, though, nodded acceptance, so she pressed her lips shut againgt trying for more eloquence.

“Bidi’ s champion should not have won the battle of strength. Why did she?’

Margrit shot aguilty look toward Grace, whose expression remained neutral benesth the bruises.
“Because | threw thefight, Y our Honor. Eliseo Daisani gave me asip of hisblood awhile ago, and | hedl
faster than any human should. Grace couldn’t hurt me enough to win, but she wasn't going to betray
Bidi’ shonor by not trying. | wasn't going to let her kill hersdlf on the mord high ground.”

Eldred nodded a second time. “And why are you part of these proceedings at al?’

“What, beyond Alban throwing himsdlf on his sword? Because he needed help afew months ago, |
guess. Because he asked meto help clear him of the suspicion of murder.” Her answers had none of the
polish of aprepared ending argument, and the lawyer in her cringed at how raw and inexperienced she
sounded. But once more, Eldred nodded.

“And are you willing to have these answers, these memories, recorded for our histories, so that we might
al fed and seether truth?

Margrit blinked. “ Sure. What do | haveto do?’



“Y ou' ve joined our memories. The process of us entering yoursis somewhat different.” Eldred broke off,
glancing a Alban. “ Unless the exchanges have gone both ways?’

“No.” Alban shook his head, as though the deep, rumbled word wasinsufficient. “ She' s been an inactive
participant in our joinings.”
Scarlet legpt up Margrit’ s neck to burn her cheeks, tears of laughter and embarrassment and half-red

offense carried on the heat. She knew what Alban meant, but couldn’t help taking it wrong. Beneeth
blood rushing in her ears she heard Janx chuckle. “What adreadful thing to say to alady, Stoneheart.”

The weight of two dozen Old Races gazeslanded on her. Margrit’s blush grew hotter and she clapped
her hands over her cheeks, wishing she had the skin tones to hide such furious color. Unable to command
afull voice, she croaked, “ Y ou're not helping!” to the dragonlord, who laughed aoud.

“Do forgive me, my dear. | only thought to chide our friend for his carelesswords. Pray continue,” he
added brightly to the silent onlookers, and after shooting Margrit a pained look of apology, Alban did.

“It’ s been much as any sharing of memory with one who is not agargoyle, savethat Margrit seemsto be
susceptible to my unguarded thoughts. That, | think, is unprecedented among the Old Races.” He
hestated, waiting for correction, but Eldred urged him to continue. “ Her memories have been closed to
me, aswould be any of theirs” and with the word he gestured, including the other Old Races with a
circleof hishand, “if | wasn't invited to explore them.”

“Thentheritud of request will sufficeto alow us accessto her memories?’ Eldred’ srich voice hdd amix
of fascination and dismay.

Alban shrugged. “It’ sentirely possible her memorieswill be cut off from us entirely. We haven't tried.”

Margrit said, “Um,” and her voice cracked on the syllable. Another blush rose as the gathered Old Races
turned to her again. “ There was that one dream...”

Alban blinked at her dowly, and then to her ddlight, color flushed his paleface, thefirst time she' d ever
seen him blush. “1 assume that contact was initiated by my thoughts of you,” he said quite formally.

Suddenly cheerful with camaraderie, Margrit flashed him abright smile that hel ped beet down the hegt in
her face, then turned to the gargoyle council with open hands. “ So let’ stry your request ritua. What do |
do?”

“Y ou may wish to sit comfortably.” Eldred gestured to the chess-table chair, and Margrit, relieved she'd
dried off and changed clothes, set her towel aside and sat.

“Who'll bein my head?’

Eldred s hesitation was barely perceptible. “I will. But in such casesit’ straditiond for the entire tribunal
to follow, so we can al experience the events as clearly as possible.”

Goose bumps shot over Margrit' s arms as she looked from stranger to stranger, finally bringing her eyes
to Alban’s. Heinclined his head, small movement of reassurance. She dragged a deep breath and
nodded, looking back at Eldred. “What about—" Shetilted her head at the gathered selkies and djinn.
“Will everyone be watching, or just the gargoyles?’

“Only the gargoyles. Sharing thoughts with the others requires repesting the welcoming ritua with each of
them. | see no need to risk agreater link, particularly when we ve never shared with ahuman before.”



“Did you haveto say risk?" Margrit made aface, then brushed concern away: she' d ridden Alban’'s
memorieswith noill effects. “How do | guide you?’

“By focusing on the eventsin question. We will not St your memories, searching for things you don'’t
wish to share, but you should know that thisisnot a...” Humor curled the corner of the elder gargoyl€e's
mouth. “Not asurgica procedure. | can't promise you your privacy.”

Janx, just within Margrit's peripherd vison, shifted enough to be seen, making himsdf addiberate
reminder of thingsthat should remain hidden. Asthough she could forget. Margrit quelled the urgeto
scowl at him and only nodded to Eldred. “1 understand. Y ou said there’ saritua ?’

Eldred sat across from her, moving chess pieces out of the way so he could place his elbows on the table
and put his hands palms up, like an offering. “Y our hands over mine, please, but not touching. And,
perhaps, the name you go by.”

Margrit put her hands above the gargoyl€'s, laughing softly at their comparative dark daintiness. With her
fingertips above the heds of his hands, hisfingers extended well past her wrigts, talons making athick and
dangerous-looking cage. “My full nameis Margrit Elizabeth Knight. My friends cal me Grit.”

Another smile curved Eldred’ smouth. “Very well. Margrit Elizabeth, caled Grit, the gargoyles ask to
share memory with you, so that it might be recorded in the history of our peoplesfor dl time.” Hisvoice
deepened, becoming more sonorous as he spoke. Prickles waved over Margrit’s nape, then soothed
again as sherdaxed into hiswords. “1 am Eldred of Casmir. If you grant usthis sharing, | will be your
conduit into our memories, my eyesto yours, my handsto yours, my heart to yours, your eyesto us, your
handsto us, your heart to us. Do you consent?’

Margrit, too aware of another ceremony, answered with the same words, heard herself say, “1 do.”
Eldred closed hishands around hers.

Impossible noise took off the top of Margrit’s skull.

EIGHTEEN

AT EIGHT, A gtick of athing with corkscrew curlslightened by the summer sun, she could outrun her
best friend, aboy of the same age, with laughing ease. By eeven, he' d outgrown her by severd inches,
his legs seeming to go on forever while hers were stubby and short by comparison.

Shecould still outrun him.

She could at fourteen, too, though by then she was resigned to adiminutive height and beginning to grow
into curvesthat most professiona female athletes never saw. It didn’t matter: sheran asfast as she could,
losing hersdlf in the rhythms and challenges of speed.

One day sheran so fast she began to fly.

Winter nights dammed into her as she spread her hands and soared through the city sky. She was made
of wind, or maybeice, and then of glass, thin and fragile in the sky, but full of vibrancy and color. Her
vision bent and telescoped, glass shaping to show her dl the moments of her life.

A fraction of her that stood outside the colored glass whispered concern: there were connotations to your
lifeflashing before your eyes, and with the pounding white static filling her mind, the idea that she was
dying felt too close to possibility.



Luka Johnson folded as the jury declared her guilty of murder. Margrit caught her, prepared for the
possibility of both the verdict and thefall. Her youngest daughter, ababe in arms, darted through
Margrit' smemory like an old hand-cranked film, flickering and jumping from one age to another until she
wasthree years old and her mother, findly granted clemency by the state governor, swept the little girl
into her ams.

Glassfragmented, shards of stained color shattering out. One twisted asit fell, showing adark-haired
woman whose hand curled over her belly protectively. When the piece hit thefloor, it brokein three,
splitting apart atrio of men whose colors were those of life and death and blood: white and black and
red.

Panic surged through Margrit, so raw it barely felt like her own. She kicked the shards aside, knocking
them under a brightly woven tapestry that lay crumpled on the floor. The tapestry exploded with the
sound of glassraining, and in each colored droplet lay amemory. Like cameto like, bundling school
together in ablur of youthful dreams and heartfelt promises; in hours of heavy-headed studying and
searing moments of freedom found in long runs. Beyond school, Tony Pulcdla, glorioudy cast in warm,
rich color, sent daggers through her heart for chanceslost and promises broken.

Sheflew again, high and free, with someone else' swarmth cupping her body. Heat surged in her as she
reached for that memory, eager for astrong touch and loving hands to encompass her and take avay
thoughts of the world with sensud, exciting exploration. She arched benegth the gargoyl€e s body, and
then, unwelcome in the midst of growing need, she heard hisvoice.

Concentrate, Margrit. Focus your thoughts. He sounded strained, as though he spoke from a great
distance and through abarrier of immense proportions. Think of Ausra.

Fear and anger razed any memory of desire. Ausra, petite and loamy and beautiful, raged through
Margrit'smemories. Every moment of her brief encounter with the half-gargoyle woman played through
her a once, sparking pathetic whimpers of pain that reverberated as harsh, black streaks through
gtained-glass color. Terror bled orange and red, likefire, and then glassy flame consumed her, the blaze
reflected and refracted everywhere she turned.

Asin her nightmares, Mdik died in the flames. Images fragmented again, the ridicul ous first-person view
of aneon-green watergun being fired; awounded dragon in profile, roaring, frozenintime. A pale streak
within the flame, crushing weight collapsing adjinn bound to his physical form. The bits of memory

mel ded together, rewound, replayed, with acrid heat and the scent of hot sted filling Margrit’s senses. It
was more inescapable than her dreams, awaking horror she couldn’t run from.

She scrambled backward, trying to hide within the white noise generating inside her own head. Flame
was doused by static, the rush and color of hissng snow reminding her again that her focuswasthe
gargoyle; was Ausra. Memories of the woman formed in the whiteness, stalking toward Margrit as she
felt her left arm snap again, pain howling through her body. Memory flashed forward to the hospita:
Daisani rolled up hisdeevein tidy motions, and the sugar-sweet coppery taste of hisblood clogged
Margrit' sthroat. She would never be quite human again.

And back, reminded of Ausra once more by not quite human. The memoriesthat barraged her thistime
were the gargoyl€e s own, histories of abroken mind. So many human women dead at Ausra s hands, so
many women whom Alban had dared to watch over, dead for avengeance that was never Alban’sto
pay. Pain crackled through Margrit’ s body as she remembered, experienced, the first morning Ausra had
stood againgt the sunrise and seen gold fire glimmer over the horizon before she succumbed.

That image caught in glass, so gorgeous and deep Margrit gasped with it. Pity surged in her for the first



time and she reached toward the frozen memory. But the glass began to crack, thin linesof straina
too-clear representation of Ausra s mental state. Perhapsit hadn’t been her fault; Hginal had died
birthing her, and afamily’ sworth of memories had cascaded into an unformed, unready mind. Madness
had been the only path open to her; revenge againgt the gargoyle she believed must be her father, who
had abandoned her and her mother, the only choice she could see that she had. So many flavors of
despair, dl prismed in glass so they could reflect and shine on roads taken and decisions made.

Onebright shard lit Biali, who stood at Ausral s Side and did not stop her from becoming what she was.
Perhaps he had helped shape her; perhaps he couldn’t have saved her. The memories Margrit held of the
gargoyle woman ran too shalow to answer that question. For thefirst time, shefdlt pity for the creature
whao'd tried to kill her, but as she touched the glass, it fell into divers, cutting deep into her fingers.

Drops of blood scattered, carrying with themm moments of her life. Afraid she would give herself away,
Margrit scampered after them, trying to collect droplet-shaped bits of crimson glass. They fdll through her
handsinstead: afirst Communion and the turning of her tassel as she earned her law degree; her firgt kiss
and her most recent, twining together so one became the other. Frantic, shetried harder to pick them up,
losing bitsof her lifein the process.

Ausrareared up above her, a promise that those precious seconds would never be regained. One blow;
that wasdl it would take to end Margrit’ slife. Shewould watch it fall, not out of bravery, but because
she couldn’'t make her eyelids close, and when aroar cut through the static, her only thought was, so
that’ swhat dying soundslike.

And then her life was spared and Ausra s ended, areversal of fortune against every law the Old Races
held dear. A human life over an ancient one; human awareness of their people allowed to persevere
where immortal hope ended; a child of two worlds destroyed because there was no other choice.

Sarah Hopkins, dark-haired, pregnant, afraid, aone, became a cutting edge of color, wedging her way
through memories Margrit was only too glad to let go of. That same triumvirate of men surrounded her:
Alban, tall and calm and dressed in quiet colors complementary to his paeness; Janx, gaudy and bright
and gorgeous as he always was, a peacock in supersaturated shades; Daisani, small and lithe and
exquistdy outfitted in sober tones, and dl of them in the fashion of Sarah’s century, nearly four hundred
yearsgone.

Then heat shattered the glass, breaking away Sarah’simage. Beautiful colors blurred together and turned
to brown in the wake of the fire that burned London down and down and down. She was gone from
them, lost tofire, lost to flame, and each day it burned higher, fueled by rage and grief, as shewas
nowhere to be found. Janx and Daisani stalked the city together by day and by night, never followed by a
pale shadow, too united in their sorrow to trouble themsel ves with the abosence of thelr third.

And s0 al unknown that third dipped away so easily, ahuman woman bornein hisarms, her belly
cradled in her hands as London burned beneath them.

Margrit, steady and ready as she dways was, touched her pamsto Eldred’ s, and chaos erupted in
Alban’smind.

Gargoyle memory stretched back inconcelvable years, touching the minds and hearts of the Old Races.
Their discipline retained histories that no other recording method could so faithfully keep. Often it was by
stories shared, but the ritua invoked by Eldred was onewell known to dl their peoples, and it |et breath
and bone and body become one with the memories.



Not in al the history of five races and more now logt to time had opening a path from one heart to
another torn the roofs off dl the mindsin contact with the story-giver.

Not indl the history of five races and more now lost to time had agargoyle ever tried to join mindswith
ahuman.

He should have known. Benegth the screaming blur of emotion and memory that poured from Margrit,
Alban’ s sdlf-directed recrimination bit hard, then logt its teeth. He couldn’t have known; there was no
way to know ahuman mind didn’t hold information in the same structured, stylized way the Old Races
hed learned to retain their own memories. Humans had so little time to learn, so little time to remember; it
made sense that they had less need of the formalities of recollection that alowed the oldest of the
immortals to remember their own liveswithout resorting to gargoyle tales. It made sense, but Margrit’'s
easy ability to ride gargoyle memory had made the possibility of the reverse seem easy, too.

Details of her lifewashed over him, intimate and swest, agift he wanted to savor. An early memory,
child sirrefutable logic wearing down her mother, who in her youth had been luminous, and whoin
maturity was, to Margrit’ s adult mind, mixed with the childhood memories, intimidating. Her father’ srich
laugh mingled with it dl, warm voice promising, “ She'll grow up to be alawyer if we'renot careful.” The
memory’ s Soft edgestold Alban that Margrit didn’t conscioudy remember the comment, but the way it
hooked and pulled and weighted other memories, becoming an epicenter, said that it had affected the
choicesshe'd madein her life.

Alban flexed his shoulders, feding wings stretch and fold, reminding him of who hewas. Helping him to
break out of the phenomena datic rush that Margrit’ slife, pictured in moments, made up. Only just then
aware his eyeswere closed, he forced them open, and let go arough, low sound of astonishment.

The gargoyle tribuna had joined with Eldred before he' d completed the ritual to enter Margrit’ s thoughts.
That they should be enthralled was to be expected.

That Janx and Daisani, that the gathered selkies and djinn, that even Grace O’ Malley, should al stand
dack-jawed and silent, was not expected. Mutable expression did over vacant faces. fear and anger,
dismay, outrage, hope, ddlight, al tangled with the endless rush of memory pouring from the dark beauty
at theroom’s center. A shard of panic sparked powerfully, not from Margrit at al, but, if Alban read its
flavor correctly, from Janx or Daisani. Of the two Janx was the more likely to revel in such raw emotion,
strong enough to dter the path of recollection Margrit followed.

Keeping his own thoughts unclouded was difficult. Margrit’s memories were as forceful and brisk as her
persondity, and the new thoughts she lingered on were delicioudly seductive.

And hardly to be shared with others. Concentrate, Margrit. Focus your thoughts. Think of Ausra. He
formed the thoughts with caution, uncertain if shewould hear him in the chaos. Her mind was dight with
fire, legping eadily from one scene to another, as quick and light as flame jumping ariver. There wastoo
much to take in, too much to hold on to in the quicksilver way her human mind processed images and
discarded them.

Flame went till for afew long seconds, asif caught inice. Caught in glass, heredized, seeing Margrit's
metaphor more clearly for an instant. The brief moments he and Ausra had encountered one another
encompassed him, entangling Alban’s own memory with Margrit’ s so thoroughly he staggered, uncertain
whose life he was experiencing. Margrit poured detail into the gestalt, moments seen from two places at
once and none the easier to bear for having been shared. They ended with the hideous firecracker noise
of Augra s neck breaking, asound that sickened Alban even in memory, and one which would never let
him go.



But Margrit’ sthoughts whirled again, dragging down through time and promises to unearth other
moments of shared truth. Noise rushed up around him again, though whether it was his own attempt a
protecting old secrets or smply the chaos of human memory trying to pull him down with everything else,
he could no longer tell. He gave up trying to process her thoughts or guide her memories and instead
worked hisway forward step by dow step, reminding himsdlf with each movement that hewasa
gargoyle, acreature of stone. Gargoyles did not lose themsalves to mercuria passions so eesily.

At lagt, at long, long last, he reached her and dropped to his knees beside the table. Cupped her face and
turned it toward him, whispered her name to eyes gone white with the weight of memory, and then
offered akiss, soft and Smple and swest, to break the spell.

Margrit came awake with an indrawn breath bordering on a shriek and yanked her hands from Eldred’s
before she even knew Alban was a her side, holding her, protecting her. Her skull raged with pain, asif
someone d poured glass shardsinto her brain and stirred vigoroudly. She stared at Alban, wide-eyed,
then heard ahigh-pitched giggle that went with wondering whether Daisani’ s gift of healing blood could
cope with abrain razored to bits. Only when the sound repeated, piercing her headache and sending it to
anew height, did sheredizeit was hersdf making it. With acry haf of embarrassment and half of pain,
shetumbled out of her chair and collgpsed againgt Alban, fingers curled in his shirt as she struggled not to
whimper.

Even the beating Ausra had given her hadn’t hurt as badly as her head did. Needles of icedid in her ears
and under her nape, stabbing inward and creating more too-loud static that lifted hairs al over her body
and made them fed pain, too. Margrit folded her arms over her head, trying to protect herself from
hersdlf. “What happened?’

The slence that followed wasfilled with shrieking Stetic. “ It seems human memory is not meant to be
read by gargoyles,” Eldred findly said, so dryly Margrit let another too-high giggle of pain escape. If she
could only hold her head hard enough, she thought she might squeeze the ache away.

“Tell meyou got what you needed.”

“Wedid,” Eldred began, but Janx, sibilant and angry, breathed, “ Oh, yes, Margrit Knight. We did.” He
glided up behind her, great weight and heat making the air so heavy she couldn’t bresthe. Her head
throbbed harder and she stuffed afist in her mouth, trying to hold back a cry as she bit down, then
gasped raggedly for air and twisted to look up at the dragonlord.

Daisani accompanied him, expression bleak with anger so old it looked as though it had been banked for
centuries and only now brought to thefore. “ Y ou let us believe she had died, Alban.” The vampire's
voice wasimpossibly soft, bardy disturbing the static in Margrit'smind, and then rose to asound so
sharp she thought she couldn’t hear it with her ears. “Y ou let us believe she had died!”

NINETEEN

“ITWASWHAT shewished.” Alban’s sorrow was heavy enough that Margrit felt it as her own. She
sagged againgt the gargoyl€' s broad chest, relieved to tearsthat the two immortals anger wasn't directed
at her. Through a headache renewed with every heartbeat, she listened to Alban’ s soft words, heard
reassurance in hisvoice and felt exhaustedly, inexplicably safe. “ After you fought, after the fire began...”
The gargoyle shrugged, large motion that shifted Margrit against him and made her fed tiny and fragilein
hisarms. “ She could not live with what we were.”



Margrit could amost hear the words Alban didn’t say, the choices he made to spare Daisani and Janx
what Sarah Hopkins had said centuries earlier. Not what we were, because Alban had been fond of the
woman, but had never loved her as hisfriends had. What they were; what they are: those were the words
Sarah had spoken dl those years ago. She could not live with what Janx and Daisani were, for all that
she had loved them, too. Alban’s memories flowed unchecked now, aquiet river of regret. Despite her
pounding head, Margrit gathered them up and held them close, seeing deep pardlds between awoman
born almost forty decades earlier and Margrit’' s own family. Rebecca Knight had turned away from
learning Daisani’ strue nature, a cut that wounded the vampire more deeply than reason explained.
Perhapsit semmed from alovelost in afar-gone era

“What of the child?’ Janx’ s voice scraped low, each word so precise it stood on its own, athreat instead
of aquestion. “Did the child live, Stoneheart?’

Alban sghed and folded his head over Margrit’s, new and ancient grief welling ingde him. She closed her
eyes, feding the answer within him, and the weight of the promise he/ d made to Sarah Hopkins: a
promise of silence, no matter what the cost and no matter what truths might be revealed or hidden. And
yet, after nearly four hundred years of keeping that silence, he drew breath to answer.

Tariqg, hissng fury, burst into steal Alban’s chance. “Forget your ancient grievances. Iswhat was seenin
the human’ s memory truth?’

Margrit, numb with foolishness, opened her eyesand said, “Y eah,” even as Alban tightened hisarmsin
waning.

Asone, the djinn exploded in awhirlwind of outrage, their combined sirength enough to knock the
strong-bodied selkies and dender vampire from their stances. The gargoyles remained unmoved, and
Margrit, safein Alban’sarms, did, too. Janx, even weightier than the gargoyles, looked unimpressed and
insulted. Margrit shot aworried glance toward Chelseaand Grace.

Both returned her gaze with unruffled calm. Chelseadill sat in her council chair, looking tidy and patient
and sad, and Grace stood with her legs wide and armsfolded over her breasts, aplatinum superheroin
black leather. Static rushed up to fill Margrit’ s head again and she turned her face againgt Alban’s chest
in confusion, certain that if she wasn't safely ensconced in hisarms, she' d have been whipped around the
room. The djinn were settling now, their display having earned too little awe, or maybe they smply
couldn’t talk in their air forms, and, like angry children, wanted to be heard more than they wanted to
indulgein excess.

“Then weknow who Mdik’skiller is” Tariq spoke dmost before he' d finished forming, making his
wordsairy but full of spite. “No wonder you offered us so much, mortal. Y ou bargained for your own
life”

Margrit lifted her eyes, oddly rdlaxed in the face of his chalenge. It was partly Alban’s presence that
gave her confidence. His gentle strength was awell to draw from when her own ran dry, and his
compassion ran ever degper than she' d known. She could fed hisbregath, her own so dow asto match it,
making the two of them one.

More prosaically, her head aso hurt too badly to alow for fear or anger or any high-pressure emotion,
and so shefelt only detached reserve as she met Tarig' seyes. “I offered you as much as| did because |
believed it wasright. | till do, and the offer ill stands. Y ou have another day to consider, and then if
you ingst, my lord djinn, we' |l takeit to the mat.” The last words rather lacked the dignity she' d hoped
for, but they were at least spoken with the same tranquillity asthe rest of her statement.

“Margrit?’ Daisani’ s voice scraped as badly as Janx’ s had amoment earlier, his astonishment even



deeper than Tarig's. “You took Malik’ slife?’

“I did.” Alban interrupted as Margrit drew breath to explain. Daisani’ s expression went ever more
incredulous, and Margrit said, “He had help. They can't change if they get soaked with st water. | had a
watergun.” She lifted one hand to mock squirting, then realized what she’ d done with dismay. Not the
confession, but the playful pull of aninvisbletrigger. It lacked al the formdity that her exhausted
headache was trying to settle on her.

“Intheir defense,” Janx said unexpectedly, “the thing was done in my defense. Malik wastrying very hard
tokill me, and very nearly succeeding.” He spun the corundum cane in athestrical circle, apparently
having forgotten the anger that had held him initsgrip only moments earlier. “I know, my old friend, thet
you swore an oath to keep the djinn safe, and to make restitution against anyone who might breach your
word. Perhapsthis once we might....forgive old vows, and leave the game to continue.”

Daisani shot the briefest of glances at Tarig, who curled hislip as helooked at Janx. “ Do as you will.

Y our vengeanceisnot ours.” With atwist as dramatic asthe dragon’s, he whipped himsdlf into adervish,
the other djinn following suit. In amoment they were gone, leaving nothing but arattle of dust inthear,
and then even that faded. The youthful selkie who had spoken to Margrit at the meeting that morning
gave her alook of angry scorn, and with no more commentary, led his people from Grace' s audience
chamber.

Margrit mumbled, “I’'m going to have to talk to Tony,” and turned her attention back to Janx and Daisani.

They stood as though locked in ancient combat, both so still they seemed dl but lifeless. Neither looked
happy, though Janx’ s face was so accustomed to wearing merriment that a hint of it lingered and marked
him with a profound sorrow, asif the exaggerated lines of acomedy mask had been pedled away to
show itstragic partner undernesth. “Very wel,” the dragon findly whispered. “If it isnot o easy asthat,
we will make do aswe must, my friend. Aswe aways have and aswe dways shal.” He svept aless
insolent bow than any Margrit had ever seen him perform, though it wasn’t precisely respect that marked
the gesture, elther. Acceptance, maybe, or resignation.

Then, as one, the two men turned to Margrit and Alban, and thistime it was Dai sani who murmured,
“Thechild, Alban. Tdl usof the child.”

“Hecan’t.” Margrit’ svoice sounded light and distant to her own ears. The headache made her fed as
though her skull had been stuffed with cotton. “He promised her. Y ou must know that. He promised her
that whatever happened, he would never tell either of you. If | didn’t have such amessy mind, you
wouldn’t know now.”

Daisani, sartlingly, bared histeeth at her. For dl that they wereflat and ordinary, Margrit flinched back,
heart rate spiking at the show of aggression. Her headache flooded back and Daisani’ s voice grated
acrossit: “The child would be one of ours, Margrit Knight. After al you’ ve done to change our people,
you dare make mockery of something thisimportant?’

“I'm not mocking.” Margrit’s pulse fluttered in her throat, bird-quick, disiressing her with itsvulnerable
show. “I’mjust saying he can’t tell you. Y ou know how gargoyles are.”

“Margrit,” Alban murmured. She smiled, trying not to wince as moving her face redoubled the pain in her
head.

“Am| wrong?’

He huffed, answer enough, and Margrit’ swince-inducing smile repeated itself as shelooked back at the



ancient rivals standing above her. “ Shelived. They lived. There were two of them, both girls. Sarah
named them Kate and Ursula. They lived,” she said again, and thistime her smiledidn’t hurt.
“Congratulations. One of you has descendants.”

Something too week to be rue flooded through Alban as Margrit blithely, deliberately, took the onus of
slence from him and shattered it with a handful of Smple words. Gratitude that she would do such athing
colored with wry acceptance: nothing was sacred to Margrit Knight, no secret precious enough to be
kept when it could be played as ahand. Whether that was the lawyer in her or the human amidst
immortas, he was uncertain, but the why hardly mattered.

Janx and Daisani stared at the woman bundled in Alban’ s arms as though she' d thrown alifdine they
wereincapable of grasping. “They were born in the spring,” Margrit rattled on. “ Alban was there to
make sure Sarah was dl right, that she had money and ahome and anurse, and then he left them. They
didn’'t look like much, just little and red and squalling. They were very smdl.” She cradled her arms,
familiar gesture, but somehow conveyed Alban’ s size to the newborns', and how extraordinarily tiny and
fragile they wereto him. It was rare to see agargoyle act out moments shared through memory; to seea
human do so bent Alban’s mind out of shape with astonishment.

“It was too dangerousto go back.” Margrit’ s voice was high and soft, words a singsong. “ Sarah wanted
aquiet life, one not ruled by the Old Races. The only way to give her that wasto leave her done. And
when you left London and he did go back, yearslater, to check on her, they were gone. She was
clever,” Margrit said in avoice more like her own. “I’d have ahell of atime running from you, but it
wasn't that hard in the seventeenth century, wasit?’

“Margrit,” Alban murmured with anote of quiet dismay. She turned a smile edged with pain up at him.
“Sorry. Taking distracts me from my head. | don’t really understand what’ s happening to me.”

“It waswhat you might call afeedback loop.” Eldred spoke, making Margrit startle within the compass
of Alban’sarms. She peered over hisbiceps, fingers curled againgt it.

“| forgot you were here.” A moment passed and she added, with greater concern, “1 forgot about the
trid.” She struggled out of Alban’sarms, pushing to her feet and putting on aveneer of professionalism
that belied the grayness of her skin tones. Alban, watching her, knew shewasin pain, could seethelines
of strainin her face, but as she relaxed into her courtroom persondity he doubted what he knew. “I’'m
sorry,” she said far more briskly. “1 didn’t mean to create thiskind of disruption.”

“It was hardly your fault. None of us anticipated this.”

Margrit nodded once, till briskly, before alittle of her facade crumbled. “What happened? It felt like the
top of my head came off. Still does.” She touched her hair and flinched, then dropped her hand again,
clearly unhappy with what she'd just given away.

“I think, inany practica terms, that’ s precisaly what did happen,” Eldred said ruefully. “Y our
susceptibility to our ability to share seemsto...amplify, upon creating atrue bridge between minds. And
your thoughts are not patterned as ours are.”

“Y ou took off thetops of dl our heads,” Janx murmured. His gaze on Margrit was hungrier than Alban
had ever seen it, sending asurge of protectiveness through the gargoyle. He pushed out of his crouch, not
moving from beside the chess table or Margrit, but there was no need to. Janx and Daisani had come
close enough that smply standing expressed Alban’ s size in comparison to the other two. Only in his



dragon shape could Janx riva Alban’s gargoyle form, and he doubted Janx would make that shift in this
company.

“So the ritua opened my mind and you dl rode my memory.” Margrit’ s voice was strong with
comprehension, though she added, “Oh, God,” much more softly asthe implications of that intimacy set
in. “But you have my memories of Ausra. Of what happened. What do we need to do to conclude the
trid?’

“Bidi shared his own memories while you changed clothes,” Eldred said quietly, then sighed ashe turned
to the gargoyle whose actions had begun the tribunal. “ And so | suppose we may aswell complete the
forms. Why did you, Bidi of the clan Kameh, bring usto thistribund ?’

“To seejudticedonefor Ausra. For Hgind,” he growled, glaring a Alban. Alban, stung by
understanding, lowered his gaze. He had no room I&ft in him for hate, if he ever had. For him, only regret
colored their dedlings now, though Bidi till spoke with anger. “ Cut the farce and get to the heart of it.”

Sorrow passed over Eldred’ sface, degpening his voice further. “We have dready taken Bidi’s memories
into our own, and there can be no doubt that the trial is decided. Margrit Knight has chosen compassion
time and time again, even when it was to the detriment of her own cause. Bidi’ s choices were perhaps
born from love, but have taken a path of vengeance. There can be no forgiveness for endaving one of our
own, just asthereisfull acceptance for one whose true heart is proven in our court.

“By right of trid, Alban Korund isfree and awelcome part of our community. Biai Kameh will walk
done”

“Areyou nuts?’ Margrit surged forward, disregarding her headache as she put herself mereinchesfroma
dartled Eldred. “What are you doing? Y ou can't exile Bidi, not after al of this. The whole point isthat
thisisastupid law, exiling people from tiny communities. Bidi made amistake. He made ahuge mistake,
but didn’t the lesson he came back with say love conquers al? He acted stupidly, he chose badly, but
Hana wasn't just talking to him when she said a beeting heart isthe strongest force on earth, right? 1sn't
that what you said? That you' re al supposed to listen and gain wisdom from what' s found in the depths
of thememoriesby thoseontrid?’

Protests rose around her, but outrage had Margrit in its grip thoroughly enough that she couldn’t hear
their words, only that they spoke. Her head felt asthough it would fly apart with every breath, adding
insult to her indignation.

Theremaining tribunal members gathered around her and Eldred, wings half spread to make both a
private areaand, some primitive part of Margrit’ s brain recognized, to threaten her with their Size. She
was small, they large; she should retreat, not fight. Her anger burned through any sense of menace and
she continued shouting at Eldred, confusing her circle of jallers enough that they fell back alittle.

“Y ou do not understand our ways,” Eldred said below her invective. Margrit threw her hands up, sheer
exasperation.

“Of course | do! Y ou and goddamned Alban, determined to stick with the rules againgt anything even
vaguely resembling sense! God, you dl deserve one ancther! All right, fine, you want to play it your way?
I’ play it your way. | demand ancther trial to determine Bidi’ s proper place within your society.” Red
gpiked through Margrit' s vision as she shouted, and she wished she had a gauntlet to throw down; the
gesture would be wildly satisfying.



The gargoyles surrounding her fell back farther, astonishment driving them apart. Eldred gaped, then tilted
his head back and laughed, awarm, rich sound of genuine amazement. “Who do you chalenge, Margrit
Knight?”

“You,” Margrit snapped. “All of you. Anybody. Whoever | haveto, asmany timesas| haveto. Thisisa
stupid law, and I’'m not going to stand for it.”

“Do get any say in the matter?’ Bidi asked from somewhere behind her, voice as dry as desert sands.

“No. You'recausing al these problems. Y ou can just be quiet while | save your big, broad ass.
Chelseal” Margrit elbowed the gangly gargoyle out of her way and emerged from their circleto glare a
Chelsea. “That serpent, you said he' sbasically the truth at the heart of everything, right? And I’ m about
asfavored asit getsin hiseyesright now?’

Chelsea’ sfeather-thin eyebrowsrose. “1 did, and you are.”

“Hah!” Margrit turned back to the gargoyles, heat rushing through her veinsin buoyant triumph and
passion. She could ride it through the pain, especidly if shetried not to breathe too deeply. “ So if we're
reducing those journeysto platitudes and clichés, then Bidi’ sgot love conquersall and I’ ve got the truth
will out. I'm right, and right now I’ ve got the serpent at the heart of the world watching over me. You
really want to go up againgt me with that kind of linebacker on my sde? Becauseif you do, I’ m ready
andwilling.”

Silent gargoyles exchanged glances before Eldred surprised Margrit by turning to Chelsea. Thetiny
woman cocked an eyebrow again, asif disavowing respongbility. Eldred looked toward Bidli, then lifted
hisvoice. “Alban, what say you?’

Bidi’s scarred face contorted and Margrit remembered abruptly that he had more than once expressed
disdain for the mercy Alban had shown himin battle. Alban’ s answer was along timein coming, and | eft
itsmark on Biali’ sface, aswell. “1 have no need or desire to see another of our kind exiled. | hold no
grudge, nor any lasting damage. Let him belong.” Far more softly, he added, “It iswhat Hgjnal would
have wanted.”

Eldred’ s nod of acceptance was tiff. Margrit flung hersdlf into one of the chess-table chairs, skidding
across thefloor in triumph. The action jarred her skull and a pained blush heated her face, but for the
moment, shedidn’t care.

“Margrit.” Though she hadn’t noticed his retreet, Janx spoke from the door, where Daisani stood at his
gde. “I think Stoneheart would not answer this, but you' ve proved wonderfully indiscreet. What of
Sarah, Margrit? What of Sarah Hopkins?’

Margrit turned her head, hearing stiff musclesin her neck cresk. “It' s been three hundred and fifty years,
dragonlord. I'm sorry.”

Janx hesitated along moment, then nodded. It was, for once, Daisani who sketched a brief and
acknowledging bow, and then the two rivals exited together, bound by one more ancient grief.

One by onethetribuna shifted forms, becoming human, and Grace guided them out. The door banged
shut behind them, leaving ahunch-shouldered Bidi in Margrit’ sline of sght. “What' d you do that for?’

Exasperation bubbled up so strongly Margrit hissed through her teeth. The impulse to slamp her feet and
fling her hands around in atantrum of frustration, was barely dleviated by the sseam-engine eruption of
sound. “Becauseit’ sastupid law. Because you did a stupid thing, maybe even alot of stupid things, but



insofar asthere saright reason to do stupid things, you did them for the right reasons. Y ou did them
because people you loved died, and that hurt got twisted around with justice and turned into vengeance,
but you' re not evil and you don't deserve to be shut away from your people. And there are only afew
hundred of your peopleleft, and if you dl want to survive, they need you, as much asyou need them.” All
the passion drained out of her, leaving her dumped in the chair and abit wry. “Besides, why go for a
partia victory when you can take the full sweep?’

Bidi grunted, Margrit recognizing the sound as something as close to a thanks as she would probably
ever get. Then he looked beyond her. “Korund.”

“Bidi.” Alban’ svoice sounded unusudly soft in the empty chamber. After along moment Bidi nodded
and stumped out of the room, leaving Margrit done with Alban.

TWENTY

MARGRIT PUT HER dbows on the chesstable and did her fingersinto her hair, massaging her head.
“Sorry. | shouldn’t have gone off about Sarah, but they weren’t going to let it go with no answers, Alban.
| thought it'd be easier if | broke your promise for you. God, my head hurts.”

“Areyou so certain | wouldn't have spoken?” Mild amusement filled the gargoyl€ svoice.

Margrit lifted her gaze, till rubbing her temples. “1 could tell you wanted to, but you take your promises
serioudy.” She stood, taking a deep breath, and wiped her hands againgt her jeans. “How angry at me
areyou?’

“Angry?’ Alban spread his hands helplesdy. “Y ou’ re the most principled, bravest, foolish woman I've
ever met. You just chdlenged an entire host of gargoylesto combat.” Laughter shook his shoulders and
he extended his hands toward her. “Thank you, Margrit. Thank you for my place among my people, for
breaking promises | no longer wished to hold, for risking your lifefor mine. For ours”

“Oh, stop it.” Margrit lurched from the chair and took the few stepsto himin aclumsy run, crashing
agang hiswide chest. He waswarm, like well-sunned stone, the sour scent of iron fading from his skin.
“I'’'m not the principled one,” she mumbled. “Y ou stick to your guns even when you' rewrong. | make
compromises and whed and dedl. We re hardly birds of afeather.”

Alban flared hiswings, chamber lights glowing through the trand ucent membrane. “| have no feathers at
al. Margrit, you' ve paid ahigh price for what’ s transpired tonight.”

“What I’ ve paid isn’'t anything likewhat’s coming.” Shetilted her head up, twinging again at the
movement, and saw concern come into the gargoyle' s pae eyes. “1I'm okay,” she promised. “My head's
been throbbing since Eldred took my hands.”

“It wasthe bruises that concerned me.” Alban traced taloned fingertipsjust above her skin, outlining
bruisesthat she hadn’t noticed until he followed their shape. Even then they were merely uncomfortable,
nothing compared to the ill-shouting static in her head.

“They’ll be gone soon. | meant it when | said Grace couldn’t beat me. | was healing during thefight. |
could fed it. Alban—" Margrit broke off, wanting to say so many thingsthey tangled her tongue. “Y our
chainsaregone,” shefinaly said, awkward with not knowing where dseto begin. “I didn’t think Biai’d
let you go beforethetrid.”

“Hedidn’t.” Alban shook his head as Margrit' s eyebrows drew down with confusion. * Grace freed me.”



Fresh gatic burst in Margrit’ s skull, whitening her vision. * Grace? How?’

“I don’'t know.” He hesitated, a gentle touch against her cheek felt before Margrit could see clearly again.
“ She touched me—touched the chains—and there was a terrible coldness and a great dedl of pain, and
then | wasfree. My people will want to know how, once they’ re made aware. We haven't often been
endaved, it’' s happened, and someone who can freeus...”

“Youdidn't ask?’ Margrit’svoice shot high. “I thought she was human. | thought—"

“I did ask,” Alban said. “But she didn’t want to tell me, and given that | wasin her debt, | chose not to
press her.”

“And you can just livewith that?'Y ou can just live with—with not knowing how she did something
impossible and took iron that had bonded with your flesh out of your body? Y ou can just live with the
vampires saying they’ re not from thisworld at dl, and you can just live with whatever the hell it isthat
makesyou dl jump when Chelsea Huo saysto? Alban, do you have any answers?” Margrit pulled her
voice down from ashout, hdf aware she was trying to drown out the white noise within her own mind.
“How can you live with not knowing?’

Bemusement crossed Alban’ s stony features as Margrit put her hands against her head. She closed her
eyes againg the gentleness of his expression, trying to gather hersdf, and only spoke when she thought
she had control. “Sorry. My head hurtsalot.” It was another moment before she dared open her eyesto
find sympathy in Alban’ sgaze. “| have so many questions, and nobody wants to answer any of them.
Janx said | can walk away from the Old Races much later than | could ever imagine, and | can seewhere
it might betempting, if I'm aways going to be standing here on the outside, looking in. Why does
everybody kowtow to Chelsea, Alban? Why can you smply accept that Grace pulled iron out of you
without wanting to know how?’

“I do want to know,” Alban said mildly. “But | said | wouldn't ask, and I’ m not as bedeviled by curiosity
asyou are. | don’'t want you to walk away from us, Margrit,” he added more softly. “I don’'t want you to
wak away from me.”

Margrit sghed and put her forehead againgt hisbroad chest. “1’m not planning on it. But don’t think |
haven’t noticed you didn’t answer any of my questions just now, either.”

Alban chuckled. *Y ou notice everything. Most of your questions aren’t mineto answer, or | have no
answers. Even the gargoyle memoriestell us nothing more about the vampires than that they claim to be
not of thisworld. It'san affectation, but...” Hetrailed off, and then asmile cameinto hisvoice. “You
may have noticed that we Old Races, asarule, tend alittle toward affectation.”

“No, redly?’ Margrit tipped her head up, mouth twisted into a smile that faded away. “Will | ever get
answers? Am | dways going to be the human stuck inthe middle of afairy tae?’

“Y ou can route any comer, defend any stand, argue any case. The Old Racesfal before you, and no,”
Alban said with alift of hisbrows, “I am not teasing you. | think you'll get your answersin time, Margrit.
Y ou may have to earn them from each of us as you go dong, because we aren’t prone to sharing secrets,
but give ustime. Give yoursdf time.”

“Easy for afour-hundred-year-old gargoyleto say.”

“Almost five hundred,” Alban said lightly. “Y our haste has dready shaped our world. Y ou can afford a
little patience. It’ s been barely three months since you discovered usat al.”



Margrit opened her mouth and closed it again, surprise washing out the ache in her head for amoment.
“Okay. All right, you'reright. | can probably stand to wait another three or four before | know
everything about al of you. But | will want to know, Alban. | haveto know everything | can. I'm never
going to be one of you. Understanding who I’ m dedling with isthe only compensation I’ ve got.”

“| rather think you might understand us better than even | do, who have stood apart for so long.”

Margrit shook her head. “Y ou’re not done anymore. Y ou’ rewith me. Y ou're part of your community
again. Jus—don't pick any fightswith Bidi.”

Alban brushed hisknuckles against her cheek and athrill of warmth suffused Margrit. Still damp,
exhausted and hoarse from arguments, she was more fully a home within the circle of the gargoyle's
arms than she could ever remember being elsawhere. 1t went beyond sensudity, beyond happiness, into
something so complex and profound it seemed absurd that asingle word could encompassit, yet one
did. Content. She was content, and had never known that emotion could fill her so completely.

Seeing her amile, Alban dipped his head to touch hislips againgt hers, then hisforehead to hers. They
stood that way, both smiling, as he spoke. “ Asyou so assiduoudly tried to tell me, and | so fervently
refused to hear, | have not been done since you cameinto my life, Margrit. | believe | will stop trying to
convince mysdf | am, for fear you' ll move whole mountain rangesto block my way when | try to leave.”

“That’smorelikeit.” Margrit wound her arms around Alban’ swaist. “We should be together, and on the
same sde. Thedjinn aren’'t going to let Mdik’ sdeath go. I'm sorry.” She set her front teeth together
ddicatdy, lips pedled back in ashow of frugtration. 1’ ve been playing both sides against the middie for
two days, not letting anybody know how he died, and now—"

“Y ou could hardly have anticipated what would happen when you offered memoriesto the collective.”

“A feedback loop would' ve been bad enough. | turned into a broadcast tower!” Margrit wrinkled her
face as her own pitch made her head ring. “1 blew the top off every secret | knew.”

“No,” Alban said with sudden clarity. “Not every secret. Y ou buried one with an avalanche of others.”
He glanced toward the door, and Margrit followed his gaze, knowing which two of the many who'd
passed through it he was thinking of .

“Yegh. | told them everything, but | didn't tel them you’ d found her again.”

Even with gtatic rushing in her heed, it was easier to ride memory now, asthough new channels had been
opened up in her mind. She knew that it was Alban’s memory sherecadled, but shefdt very little
dichotomy, no confusion of one body or another. Wings spread beneath the moonlight felt naturd and
strong, and wearing his broad body, meant for flying, felt natural, with no confusion asto what hed
happened to her own smdler form.

Forty miles outside of London, in the midseventeenth century, might have been four thousand in the
modern world. It was an easy night’ sflight, even there and back again, aslong as the winds were with
him. Janx and Daisani had taken the broken pieces of their hearts and | eft the city that had disappointed
them years since, and Alban had waited until he thought even Sarah’ s memory had faded before he
winged north to the farmstead she'd owned.

He knew it had been abandoned before he landed. The land was unfurrowed and weeds choked those
vegetables | eft to grow on their own. No smoke rose from the chimney, and no scent of it lingered on the



air to say afire would be banked high in the morning. There was a stillness to the house that said it was
unlived in, and when he first opened the door, it was to aroom stagnant with disuse.

A cradle, long sincetoo small for the girls use, was tucked against the wall beside the fireplace; opposite
lay astraw bed molding with age. The twinswould have atered their hoursin the cradle and bed, one
suckling while the other dept, but neither had done so for along time.

Everything €l se was gone from the cottage: no pot hung over thefire, no blanketslay to rot with the bed.
Even the kindling was gone, perhaps to be made use of on the road. Alban crossed to the cradle and set
it to rocking, alittle surprised it hadn’t been broken apart to be burned, aswell.

A patterned piece of fabric lay at its bottom, little more than an off-colored shadow in the moonlight from
the open door. Alban lifted it, finding the pattern to be stitches, and, frowning with curiogity, he brought it
into thelight.

A crude shape was picked out on the fabric, arough ova with ahandful of divots breaking into itsform.
Near the bottom was atiny stitched house; at the top, another. The piece' s edges were ragged and
frayed, asthough it had once been a child’ s chew-thing. Bemused, Alban tucked it into hisfist and
carried it back to London.

Hajna gavethe scrap abare glance and, with alook of fond exasperation at him, said, “It’ stheidand,
Alban. England and Scotland and Wales. She' sgoneto livein the north.” Then amusement had sparked
in her eyesand she' d added, “It’ s very like our way of making sure we won't lose each other, it it.
Our promise to meet each other at the highest point we can find. Did you tell her about that?’

Alban, flummoxed, admitted he had, and Hgjnd 1ooked knowing. “Thetop of Scotland isas high asyou
can go without leaving thisidand. It'saclever bit of work.”

Nearly four hundred years later, Margrit felt Alban’srise again in both memory and the present, pure
bewilderment ashe said, “But how do you know?” And in memory, shethrilled at the warmth of Hgnd’s

responding laugh.

“I know because Sarah would leave a message only one man could read, and you're him. You'd have
cometoitintime”

“Your fathisill placed.” Alban pulled hislifemateinto hisarms, and memory faded into another time.

Not so very much later, but long enough. Winter, for ease of traveling through the long nights. Two
gargoyleswinged through cold starry skies, full of joy at living and exploring and togetherness. The
northern coast of Scotland was an expansive areato search, but there waslittle hurry. Children grew up
quickly, but not that quickly, and awoman aone with two young girlswould eventudly be found.

“She might have married,” Alban said one night, and Hajna, warm with firdight under the stars, shook
her head. Bemused dl over again, Alban said, “How do you know?’

Hana shrugged. “Her daughters’ father is one of the Old Races, and ther€ s no telling how that will
show up. Not even the memoriestd| usthat, Alban. Perhaps the winter daughter will bring out a hunger
and a peed and a darkness from them, or abit of bright coin will trigger need and an impossible new
form. Sarah wouldn't risk the girls being exposed to ahusband.” Hgina went slent along time, playing
with apiece of obgdian, catching flaneinit and rdleasing it to the night again. “ But that’ sonly the
pragmetic reason. Sarah Hopkinsloved them both, my love. It takes an unusua woman to draw a
dragon’seye, and ararer one till to dare turn away from the love of avampire. Perhaps I’ m wrong, but
if they had been the menin my life, and | had been only human, I think | would not look for anything



more after them. | think the memory would be sweeter, and more bitter, than any other lifel might findin
their wake, and | think that | would be happier with the dream of what was than the possibility of anew
future”

“How maudlin,” Alban said with asmile, and Hgnd laughed again, protesting, “Romantic. It'sromantic,
not maudlin.”

But there was no husband when they found her, only Sarah and twin girls, rangy now with young
women'syears. They were dim and tall and quick and not dike at all, but for a sense of raw command
about them both. Sarah, a dozen years older than she’ d been when Alban last saw her, had weathered
the time well, and watched the girlswith pride.

“But I'm not like them,” she said. What had once been athick London accent was marred by aburr
now, misplacing her wherever shewent. “You'll look after them when I’'m gone, Alban? | have some
years|eftin me, but they’ re specid. They’ Il need watching. They’ Il need—"

“Hiding,” Alban finished in an acknowledging rumble. “They’ re not supposed to be, Sarah. Not
according to our laws.”

“Doyou believe your laws areright?’

“I believe flew you out of London when you asked me to, knowing you were pregnant, knowing you
would birth ahdf-breed child. | believe our future is difficult enough without losing oursavesto the
human race, but | don't believe it enough to let you fdl, or your children suffer. Areyou surethisiswhere
you want to live?” he asked more solicitoudy. “It'sahard life here, Sarah. Hgjnal and | could make it
eader for you somewhere warmer and finer.”

“Somewhere that they would be more likely to find us. The only years of my lifethat haven't been hard
were those timesin London with them. | don’'t mind, and it’ s safer here for the girls. In acity, if anything
happens, someone will notice. Here...” She opened ahand, trailing it across the windswegpt hills. “No
onewill see but the cattle”

“Leave another message,” Alban murmured. “When you move on, so | can find you.”

“Thegirls can write and read alittle dready,” Sarah said with pride. “ Send us|etters, and we' Il keep you
inthe know.”

“But you never asked.” Margrit’ s voice sounded muzzy to her own ears as she shook off the weight of
memory. Some of her headache cleared with it, blessed relief. “Y ou never asked which one of them was
thefather.”

Alban looked down at her, solemnity marred by aspark in hisgaze. “ 1t must be something about women.
Hajna was dways annoyed that | hadn’t asked, too. How does one ask such athing delicately, Margrit?
| could never decide.”

“You sy, ‘Sowho'sthefather?”
“That isnot ddlicate.”

“Y ou’ ve obvioudy never heard girlfriends go out for drinks without the men in their lives. Women can be
just awful. Y ou should' ve made Hgjnal ask.”



“Hand and Sarah weren't friends,” Alban said thoughtfully. “I never fully understood why.”
“Adde from the fact that al of you men doted on her?’
Alban looked affronted. “1 did not.”

“Alban, you snuck out in the middle of araging fireto fly her to safety, and let her loversbelieve she'd
died to protect her. It sthe stuff of fairy tales. Everybody gets alittle jeal ous when someone el se getsto
be the princess.”

“We shared memories,” Alban said, till offended. “ She knew she had no cause for envy. | liked Sarah,
but | loved Hgind.”

“You'reright.” Margrit smiled up & him. “You’ Il never understand. Well, we're going to haveto find
them, so maybe I'll get a chanceto ask.”

“We haveto what?’

Margrit rolled back on her hedls, eyebrowslifting. “ Y ou don't realy think Janx and Daisani are going to
let thislie, do you? They have children, Alban, maybe grandchildren or more out there, or at least one of
them does. There sno way either of them isgoing to let that go. Look at it from their perspectives. For
onething, it'salink back to along-lost love. For another, one of them has descendants. One of them's
going to want to use those descendants against the other, and the other’ s going to want to protect them.
For athird, half-blood children have just been legitimized. They could have potential dynasties out there,
waiting to be exploited.”

“That hardly encourages meto reved them.”

“Then they need to be protected.” Margrit folded her armsin triumph. “One way or another, we have to
find them.”

“Fortunately,” Alban said withasigh, “they’rein New Y ork.”

TWENTY-ONE

MARGRIT LET ASTONISHMENT out in asharp laugh. “They are? And Daisani and Janx don’t
know?’

“How could they? More than a century passed between Sarah’ s desth in London and the girls’ arriva
here. They’ velived quiet lives, moving from digtrict to district, sometimes out of the city and back again.
I’ve kept watch over them, sent money to bring them to Americaafter | Ieft France. We see each other
often enough to know we rewell, and little more than that. Janx and Eliseo have been interested in my
actionsfor too long, and I’ ve never wanted to risk exposing the girls.”

“Well, comeon! Let'sgo seethem!”
“At thishour?’ Alban’'s heavy eyebrowsrosein gentleteasing. “Even if they’ re awake—"

“Do they degp? Janx and Daisani don't seemto.” Margrit put the hedl of one hand against an eye,
adding, “Neither do 1, lately. | thought Daisani said the healing blood wouldn't negate my need for deep.
Maybe that’ swhy my head hurts. What day isit, anyway?’

“Friday,” Alban replied equitably. “The early hours, but Friday. When did you last deep?’



“I napped before coming to the trid . Besides that, not since before Biali snagged you.” Margrit shook
hersdf, drawing a deep breath that seemed to |oosen some of the static in her mind. “Never mind, I'm
okay. Do they deep?”’

“They did as children. | assumethey ill do. It may be, Margrit, that this particular venture should be
yoursaone.”

New astonishment swept her. “Why?’

“Becausethe sun will risein afew hours, and it may be more important to warn them than for meto
make proper introductions. It’s hard to imagine how they might find them, but even crippled, Janx has
resources, and Eliseo...”

“IsEliseo Daisani. All right.” Margrit shrugged, smdl, hel pless movement. “I’ll go as soon asit’slight.
Or—ANh, hdll. Ther€ sno way I’'m going to work, isthere. Dammit. Carawasright.”

“About?’

“Managing the Old Racesismy job. It's more important to me than the one I’m doing at Legd Aid. |
redly never imagined that could happen.” She pulled away, searching the empty chamber for water
bottles and finding none. Daisani’ s pash office would have them, but theidealogt itsirritable edge as she
redlized its absurdity. Grace' s underground hideaway was afar more likely location for midnight tribunals
than the business mogul’ s penthouse work space. * Janx says |’ m not redly committed to the Old Races
yet. What more doesiit take?’

“ Sarah Hopkins bore children to the Old Races and till walked away. The measures that hold you to us
are many, but they’ re not impossible to break, Margrit. Janx might not let go of the third favor you owe
him, and until that bond is completed, it might be more difficult to leave us. But if you truly want to sever
al tieswith us, it swithin your capability. I’ vetold you that since the beginning.”

“And I’ ve never wanted to.” Margrit turned back to him. “Part of meissick at theideathat I'm this
ready to choose your people and your problems over the career I’ ve been working toward my whole
life. Therest of medtill saysthat if | want to make adifferencein the world, being your advocate isthe
most profound thing | can do. Nobody will ever know, but...”

“You'll know. Perhgpsthat’ s enough.”

“Maybe.” Margrit drew adeep bregth, feeling her heartbest flutter with nerves. “Before | go seethegirls,
Alban, | need to ask you afavor.”

“Y ou should know by now that I’ll refuse you nothing.”

It wastrue: he would refuse her nothing. But for one brief moment, Alban wished that he might have
refusad this.

Heheld himsdf ddliberately still on the rooftop of Margrit’ s gpartment building. She'd goneinto rouse
her housemates, grim with a promise made to the mae of the couple. Cole had glimpsed Alban’strue
form and had been both frightened and angered by what he d seen, but Margrit wasright in onething: it
would not do to ask Cole to bear that secret when his lifemate was kept in the dark. Margrit’ s own
relationship with a human detective had fallen to piecesin part because Margrit was willing to keep
Alban’s secret. Tony Pulcdlahad lost faith in her, and rather than restoreit, Margrit had chosen to
protect the Old Races over her own ease. Asking Cole to do the same was beyond reason. Alban



understood that.

Comprehension did nothing to dow the unusua rapid beet of his heart, or the grinding worry in hisbelly.
He d shown himsdlf to Margrit out of necessity and anirrationa belief that she, who ran through the park
fearlesdy at night, would somehow be able to understand and accept him. There was no such hope with
Cole or Cameron.

So he hdd himsdf ill in order to not betray nerves, wishing he till wore his gargoyle form so that he
might wrap wings around himself and fed protected from exposure. He' d agreed it was easier and safer
to present him in human form firgt, but he felt vulnerable.

The rooftop door opened with awhine, Margrit’ s quiet “ Alban?’ carried on the wind. He stepped away
from the edge he’ d sentried himsdlf at, hands ddliberately loose in his pockets as he came to meet
Margrit and her housemates.

Cole, dark-haired and handsome, radiated distrust and fear. He held Cameron’ s hand too hard, adding
to her frown. Shewastdler than he by someinches and held her long, blond hair in afist over her
shoulder, trying to keep the wind from lashing it into her face. Both were dressed and bundled in warm
jackets, though Cameron’ s tennis shoes were untied and she looked bemused. “I know you don’t come
out in the day, Alban, but couldn’t you have come by in the evening? 5:30 am. isn't exactly visting
hours.” She leaned her head against Col€' s shoulder, afew strands of hair escaping to plaster themselves
across Col€ sface. “What' sgoing on?”’

“I apologizefor the necessity of meeting at this hour. Margrit and | have something we needed to tell
yc| I ”

“Oh my God.” Cameron straightened and reached for Margrit’sarm, letting her own hair go inthe
process. It whipped around and she snatched at it, then gave up and seized Margrit again. “Oh my God,
areyou pregnant?’

Alban, accustomed to the swoops and fals of riding air currents, could not remember one that had ever
plummeted his somach so dramaticaly. Margrit squawked with dismay. “No! God, why does
everybody—No! I'm not pregnant! Jeez, Cameron!”

“Oh.” Cameron released Margrit, expression downcast. “Man, that would' ve been worth climbing up to
the roof in the cold and wind. What else could be that important?’ She looked between Margrit and
Alban expectantly. “C mon, spill it.”

Margrit glanced at Alban, who gestured feebly for her to speak. His pulse continued to beet at an
impossible rate, churning his ssomach in acompletely unaccustomed manner. Gargoyleswererarely
shocked, but he was beyond words, a peculiar combination of relief and sorrow holding himinits grasp.
A child wasn't something he' d considered. To have the ideaintroduced and rejected in the same moment
flummoxed him.

Margrit nodded, then looked at Cole, whose tense expression hadn’t changed, and sighed before turning
back to Cameron. “Okay. | want you to hear me out, Cam. Y ou' re not going to believe me, but I'm
asking you to listen until I’ m done, and then when you don’'t believeit, I'll proveit, okay?’

“Okaasay. Thisisdl very dramatic.”

Alban’s upset somach faded alittle as he, Margrit and Cole all breathed words very much to the effect
of, “You an't seennothin’ yet,” at the sametime. For an instant the possibility of camaraderie seemed
dive, but Cole stwisted mouth then belied it.



“All right.” Margrit inhaled deeply, clearly searching for somewhere to begin. Alban touched her
shoulder, hoping to offer reassurance, and she returned awan smile before saying, “Y ou remember the
speakeasy windows. The ones| put together to make into images?’

“Y easaah. We had this conversation already, Grit.”

“Yeah. Um, right. | just kind of didn’t follow through onit.” Margrit pulled her own hair out of its
ponytail, then knotted it back up fiercely. “ All of those creatures portrayed in the windows, the dragons
and everything. Dragons and djinn, salkiesand gargoyles,” she said more firmly, suddenly committing
hersdf to the explanation. “ That' s what they were. The ones you thought were mermaids were selkies,
sedl-peoplefrom Irish legend.”

“Okay, sure, whatever.” Cameron stuck her head out, atiny shake indicating Margrit should get on with
it. “ And man presiding over them al. Sowhat?’

“That wasn't aman, it was...” Margrit trailed off, then looked at the Sky and mumbled, “Never mind.
The point. The point isthey’ relegendary, but they’ re not imaginary. All of them, dl of those creatures
represented in thewindows, arered. I've met them dl.”

“You ve met adragon.”
“Yegh”
“And agargoyle”

Cameron laughed. “ So that’ swhy you can’t come out during the day, huh, Alban? Y ou're like that
cartoon? | aways thought that was a cool idea, even though | never got why they had to go to deep
during the day. Seemskind of pointless. At least vampires get, like, destroyed by sunlight. The gargoyles
just turned to stone. Fwump.”

“Inactudity,” Alban murmured, though he knew he shouldn'’t, “vampires are not destroyed by sunlight.
And my people are not especialy like the onesin the cartoon, although we do share the transformation at
dusk and dawn. Oursis a protective state, away to help us maintain histories of our people that go back
millennia. And now, because there is no way you can believe me otherwise, I’ll show you the truth.”

Alban transformed as he spoke, soft implosion of air bouncing out as his mass became significantly
greater than it had been. Cole hunched and stiffened dl at once, angling himsdlf as though he prepared an
attack. Margrit thought he didn’t even know he did it, that it came from someplace deep and ingtinctive, a
primitive hunter faced with unknown prey. Alban, in face of Col€ spose, hed very ill, though it wasn't
the preternaturd stillness Margrit had seen him assume many times before. This, too, was preparation:
waiting to see which way the predator would jump. That gargoyles, too, were predators crossed
Margrit’smind, and she hoped it wouldn’t come to any sort of fight.

All of that happened beneath Cameron’ s resounding shriek. Margrit knew her friend well enough to
recognize fear in her voice, and heard only pure surprise. Before the echoes had died Cameron had
jolted closer to Alban, her babble making her sound like an overexcited teenager.

“Oh my God. Oh my God! Margrit! Oh my God! Cole! Oh my God! Are you actually—Oh my God. Is
that—Are you—Are—Holy shit! Can | touch it? Y ou? Him? What are you? Holy shit!” She reached out
to touch Alban before getting permission, but before doing so froze, then whipped around to face



Margrit, her eyeslarge as she hissed, *Y ou dept with him?’

Margrit bit into her lower lip, trying not to look at Cole, whose expression blackened further at the
reminder. She nodded warily, afraid of Cameron’s censure, but the taller woman just seized her
shouldersfor the third time that morning. “Y ou are so giving me dl the detailgl”

Cole made asound of disbelief and Cameron turned awide-eyed gaze on him. “What, don’t you want to
know?’

“No! Jesus, Cam, look at that thing! It’s not even human!”

Cameron looked toward Alban again, and a smile of wonder stretched across her face. “1 can see that.
My God, it samazing. He. You. Y ou're amazing. What are you? How are you?’

Margrit, beneath the rush of breathless questions, murmured, “ She' staking this better than | did.”

“Y ou were concussed,” Alban pointed out. “And | waswanted for murder. | believe the jury would
congder apleaof extenuating circumstances.” Margrit smiled as he offered agraceful inclination of his
head to Cameron. “I trust you mean how isit that | exigt, rather than how I'mfeding. We believe
oursavesto be smply another evolutionary track, from long before thisworld settled on its path. There
are not many of usleft, and | fear most humans aren’t as delighted by our presence asyou seem to be.”

“I don’'t know why not. Y ou'reamazing.” Cameron walked in acircle around Alban, ahand lifted like
she wanted to touch him, though she didn’t, only brushed the air near him. “Thisisincredible. Am | going
to wake up back in Kansas?’

“I wish,” Cole said through histeeth. “I" ve been trying for two weeks. It'sredl.”

“You knew?Y ou did know, that’swhy you and Margrit had afight. She said it was about Alban. Cole,
how can you be angry?” Cameron pulled her gaze from the gargoyle again, smile sarting to fade as she
took in Col€ stight expression. “You redly areangry.”

“Of coursel am! Margrit’s screwing that freak and you. .. Jesus, Cameron, what's wrong with you? That
thingisa, a—"

“A gargoyle,” Margrit said quietly. Cameron’ s draining pleasure exhausted her, saddening her
immeasurably, just as Col€e' sanger had done earlier. “ And he' safriend of mine, someone | care about a
lot, Cole”

“Y ou want to talk about friends, how about Tony?Y ou dumped him over that thing, and I'm—"

“Technicaly he dumped me.” Margrit haf regretted the muttered words as soon asthey were out, but a
spark of vindictivenesswas just as glad she’ d spoken. It wouldn't help, but damned if shewouldn’t have
the record straight.

“I would have, too, if I’d found out you were screwing around on me with—"

“Margrit’ s greatest indiscretion with regards to me was in kegping her silence on my true nature during
Detective Pulcdld sinvestigation.” Alban cut in, voice low with warning. “1 can understand your fear and
distrust of me—"

“I’'m not afraid of you,” Cole spat, scorn so thick it dmost hid the note of falsehood in hisdenidl.

Alban shrugged, wings rippling with the movement. “But | think it unfair to impugn Margrit’ shonor.



Y ou've known her for many years. Surely you think more highly of her than that.”

“I don’'t know her a al.” Coleturned away, adash of hurt and anger againgt the night. Cameron’s
shoulders dropped, much of her joy gone, but she turned to Alban with ahopeful smile.

“Thank you for trusting me. Us. | have about five million questions, and | redlly, redly hopel get a
chanceto ask them sometime. I'm glad to have redlly met you, Alban.” She hesitated, then put out her
hand, and Alban clasped it gently with taloned fingers.

“l an glad, aswdl, and | think we'll have more opportunitiesto talk.” His smile was toothsome and
adarming, if shewas predisposed to being darmed, but Cam’ s answering smile dimpled with ahint of the
delight she' d shown earlier. Then shefollowed Cole, concern in the bent of her body.

Margrit steepled her fingersin front of her mouth as she watched them go. “ That went better and worse
than | hoped. | thought Cam would be more alarmed, but | hoped Cole would have mellowed out alittle
by now.”

“Hemay never, Margrit.” Alban stepped up behind her, folding hisarms around her waist and closing his
wings around them both, making a pocket of warmth against the wind. “We don’t keep ourselves hidden
because we want to hide from reactions like Cameron’s. She did take it better than you.”

“Wall, you were wanted for murder. And I’d been hit by acar. Almost. And...” Margrit elbowed Alban
lightly as he began to chuckle. “I came around.”

“And she had the safety of friendsat hand. Y es, you did, agift which | will never sop marveling a.”

Margrit Sghed. “Maybeit' sagirl thing. We dl watched too much Dark Shadows and Beauty and the
Beast when we were kids and now magnificent creatures hiding in the dark are tantalizing, not terrifying.”

“| hate to disagree with such a persuasive argument, but not only were you terrified of meinitialy, but |
believe Janx and Daisani 4ill...”

“Scare the shit out of me?” Margrit offered when Alban hesitated, lost for a phrase. He chuckled and
nodded, earning Margrit’ srueful smile. “All right, so it wasn't the best argument ever. |
should...probably go in and try to talk to them. And if that doesn’t work, at |east take a shower and try
to find thetwinsbefore | haveto go...”

“Towork?’

“That’ s how that sentence should end. Instead | have to try to keep the djinn from declaring al-out war
on you, me and Janx, probably especidly me, and if that doesn’t work, | have to borrow a pint of
Daisani’ s blood and get the police department to trust me when | say dip the handcuffsinit.” Margrit
thinned her lips, looking up &t the gargoyle. “Y ou’ ve made my life very complicated. Interesting, but
complicated.”

“I hope you can forgive mefor that.”

“Probably.” Margrit drew adeep breath. “All right. Tell me whereto find the twins, and leave meto face
my housemates.”

TWENTY-TWO

THE SOUNDS OF argument cut off as Margrit closed the front door. Cameron, pink-cheeked with
distress, looked out of the bedroom she shared with Cole and whispered, “We didn’t think you'd be



coming home.”
“I thought maybe it would help to talk.”

“Tak?’ Cole sangry voice sailed past Cameron. “What isthere to talk about? When you said it was too
much to dedl with a couple weeks ago, | thought you meant it was over, Grit.” He gppeared behind
Cam, who turned out of theway so her taler form wouldn't block hisview or his conversation.

Conversation. That was an unusudly polite word for the exchange. Margrit sighed and went to lean on
her bedroom door. Cam, faling into an old pattern, stepped away from Coleto lean against the front
doorframe, making an unequidistant triangle between the three of them. They’ d spent uncountabletimein
those doors, standing around talking for hours after they should ve dept. A spark of hopelitin Margrit's
breast, even though Col€e stight expression told her there was no reason for it. “I think | said | wastoo
tired to fight about it right then and we d talk about it later. | guessit’slater now.”

“Yeah? And what do you want meto say? That it's okay you' re screwing afreak?’

“No.” Margrit’ sreply was very soft, even to her own ears. “Mostly what | want you to say—to
promise—isthat you won't tell anybody, under any circumstances, what you know. Becauseif the rest of
them find out you' ve learned about them, if they think you' re any kind of risk, they’ll kill you, Cole. Both
of you. Their existence depends on secrecy.”

“Of course we wouldn't tell.” Cameron sounded confident and strong, her expression laced with
challenge as she looked toward her fiancé. “ Aside from who would believe us, it d be a death sentence.
Not for us,” she said as Col€ s gaze darkened. “ For them. Y ou wouldn’t want to be responsible for
killing somebody, would you, Cole?’

“That thing isn't asomebody. It'samonster. How do you even know it's safe, Margrit? How do you
know it’ s not going to turn around and tear you apart someday?’

“Becauseif hewanted me dead, I' d be dead half a dozen times over dready.” A shiver turned Margrit's
skin to goose bumps as she redlized how true her statement was. She’ d been in more danger in the
weeks she' d known Alban than she' d ever known before. “ Hewouldn't have had to have done anything.
He could' vejust let that cab run me down in January.”

“Was that on purpose?’ Horror filled Cameron’ s question and her voice shot higher as Margrit nodded.
“Grit, what happened back then? Did Alban kill al those people?’

“No.” Margrit glanced upward for strength, then plunged on. “It was another gargoyle, awoman who
thought Alban was her father and had abandoned her and her mother. Shetried to kill me. Alban saved
my life.” She rubbed her hand over her forearm, remembering the pain of its break. “He s been
protecting mefor along time.”

Cole demanded, “How long?’ as Cam’ sworry relaxed alittle.

“Years” Margrit replied reluctantly. Col€ s expression said the same things she had thought when she'd
first learned that Alban had been watching over her: that she' d been stalked by alundtic. “He doesn't
think of it that way,” she said to the unspoken accusation. “ Gargoyles protect. That'swhat they do. It's
what they are.”

“At least somebody was keeping an eye on her.” Cam’'s smile wavered hopefully. “1 mean, shewas't
out there running every night dl done after dl.”

“That's supposed to make me fed better?’ Cole asked.



Cam' stottery smilefel away. “It doesme.”

“Knowing there was amonster stalking your best friend makes you—" Cole broke off with a sound of
fear and frustration, then turned on his hedl and reentered their bedroom. The door closed behind him at
adecibe and speed just shy of adam.

Cameron flinched and Margrit dropped her chin to her chest. “I'm sorry.”
“Soam|.” Cam sounded exhausted and bewildered. “ Grit, | don't know...”

Margrit lifted her gaze again, tightness pricking a her eyes and throat. “I know. It' s one thing to date
somebody your friends don’t gpprove of, but thisis different. Thisisn't the guy you think might be violent
or have adrug problem or who'sjust ajerk.” She chuckled and put a hand over her face for amoment.
“Infact, Alban’ s about asfar from any of that asyou can get. But it’salittle hard to ignore whet heis.”

“Would you havetold us?” Cam folded her arms across her chest, hugging hersdlf tightly as she watched
Margrit.

“Yes. | wanted you to get to know him before | did, because...” Margrit gestured toward the closed
bedroom door Cole had retreated behind. “1 thought it' d be easier to explain if you dready basically
thought he was adecent guy. | can’t think of amuch worse way for Cole to have found out than the way
hedid.”

Animage of Alban wrestling with Janx againgt a backdrop of fire flashed through her mind and Margrit
curled alip. That would have been infinitely worse. Even she' d been frightened and angry. “1 would' ve
told you,” she said with asigh, pulling her thoughts back to what had actualy happened instead of
dwelling on more dreadful might-have-beens. “Y ou guys are my best friends. | didn’t want to keep
secrets.”

“But you did.”

“Biding timeisn't quite the same as keeping them.” Margrit brushed away the cautious suggestion. “No
pointsfor lawyering my way out, huh? Sorry.”

“It' snot that | don’t undersand, Grit...”

“I know. It'sjust that with things asthey are, there' sno red way out. | don't think it’sanybody’ sfault.”
Optimism crept into her voice, but faded before she was finished spesaking. “I hope Cole can forgive me.
That you both can.”

“Wheét if hecan't?’

Margrit looked away, regret knifing through her gut and cutting into her lungs. Janx’ singstence that she
hadn't yet crossed an irrevocable line, that she could still return to the world and life she' d known, rang in
her ears. “| know I’'m supposed to say I d choose my friends, Cam. That I’d choose my life. But | don't
know. | redlly don’t know.”

Cameron pushed off the doorjamb, sorrow in her face and voice. “Y eah, you do. Y ou just don’t want to
say it out loud because you don’t want to hurt my feglings, and maybe because you' re not quite ready to
makeit red. But you said it the other night, didn’t you. Alban letsyou fly.” She spread her hands, then let
them drop as she shrugged. “If he turns out to have wings of wax, I’ ll try to be there to help catch you
whenyoufdl.”



At least her headache had faded. Margrit leaned againgt the train window asiit I eft the Sation, grateful for
the few minutes of dark beforeit climbed up to ground level, and for the coal, fresh air that blew in from
somewhere. Her mind till felt awash with static, though that, too, was less distracting than it had been.
Cam’spromise, full of friendship and concern, had followed Margrit out of the gpartment and il
haunted her now. Col€ sanger had heavily tempered Cameron’ s enthusasm, and Margrit had few
illusons asto whose sde, ultimately, Cameron would stand on.

Not that she blamed her friend; she, too, was finding hersaf choosing sides, and leaning toward the one
that inevitably cut her off from most of the world she' d known. That her old friendships might not survive
cut deeply, but Cam wasright: it seemed to be asacrifice Margrit was willing to make.

Aswas her job. Margrit turned her wrist up to glance at her watch. It was creeping past seven. If
mesting with the twins went extraordinarily well, she might make it back into the city by nine. In hopes of
doing so, she had dressed professionally. Even abrief appearance at work was better than nothing. Her
coworkers had planned a going-away party for her that night. Margrit wondered if it would still be held if
she'd failed to comeinto work at al for her final two daysat Lega Aid. The caendar would read eight
hours left, if anyone had bothered to tear off pages while she wasn't there.

Thetrain’ s automated voice announced her stop and she got off mechanicaly, glad to hal ataxi and let
someone else worry about getting her to the specific address. It seemed asthough it had been a
noticeable portion of forever since she'd last gone for arun, though careful counting told her it had only
been two days. Maybe at lunch, if she had a period of time as defined as lunch that afternoon.

The cabbie pulled over a awell-kept brownstone. Margrit studied it out the window for afew seconds,
asif she could learn something about the women who lived inside by doing so, then paid the driver and
climbed out, hestating at the walkway for another moment.

Not much could be deduced from their front yard: it was nestly mowed, with a scattering of
just-blooming snapdragons and tiger lilies againgt the house, their scent carried by abrief twist of breeze,
There was no evidence of children, something Margrit wouldn't have thought of had there not been
tricyclesand play setsin other yards. The idea of locating not only adragon or vampire heir, but an entire
litter of grandchildren and great-grandchildren brought asmile to Margrit’ slips, and, buoyed, she opened
the gate and made her way to the front door. Another quick glance at her watch told her it was ill far
too early to arrive unannounced on astranger’ s doorstep.

Her other choice wasto stand there waiting for the hour to grow later. Margrit set her jaw and pressed
the doorbell firmly, then took a step back to wait out itsring.

It opened much more quickly than she expected, revealing a snow-haired woman hobbled with age.
Margrit blinked in astonishment, realizing she hadn’t asked Alban how old the twins appeared to be.
She' d assumed they’ d belike their Old Races parent: unaging. “Well?” the woman demanded irascibly.

Margrit pulled hersdf to attention, feding ablush mount her cheeks. “ Hi, sorry. My name' s Margrit
Knight. I'm afriend of Alban Korund's, and I’ m looking for Kate or UrsulaHopkins...?’

“Never heard of 'em.” The woman began closing the door.
Inafit of surprised panic, Margrit dapped her pdm againgt it, crying, “Wait!”

The woman stopped, clearly more annoyed than alarmed, and glowered at Margrit, whose blush
intensfied. “I'mredly sorry. | might’ ve gotten the nameswrong, but I’ m looking for two ssterswho used
to live here. Maybe you bought the house from them...?’



“I'velived here since 1962,” the woman snapped. “Now go away.”

“Oh.” Margrit fell back another step, confusion and concern bubbling within her. “I'm redly sorry. |
mugt’ ve been given the wrong address.” Shelooked at her watch athird time, as though the hour might
deny the aready-risen sun. There would be no calling Alban for an explanation until nightfal. “I’m sorry
to have disturbed you. Thanksfor the information.” Bewildered, she retraced her stepsto the sdewalk
and found herself looking both ways, as though a clue might lie within Sght. The old woman closed the
door with aresounding click, making Margrit jump.

Bad enough that the twins weren’t there. Worse, thiswas aresidential neighborhood, onetaxisdidn’t run
through every few minutes as a matter of course. Margrit sighed, wishing she’ d worn shoes more meant
for walking, and pulled her cell phone out as she struck back the way she'd come. At least if shecaled a
cab and was picked up, she could make it to work on time.

An auburn-haired young woman in a bathrobe came out of the house at the end of the row to retrieve a
newspaper. Margrit nodded a hello and shook her phone, asif doing so would cauise someone to pick
up. “Come on, ¢ mon, why aren’t you answering?’

The woman' s voice followed her in response: “ Sometimes we don't want everything answered.”

Margrit twisted around in surprise to see the woman’ s smile as she added, “Never could resist a
rhetorical question.”

“Youmay aswel comein,” she continued. “ Crank your jaw up first. Wouldn’'t want you to trip on it.”

Margrit sngpped her mouth shut and said, “Never mind” as the cab company finaly answered. She hung
up, still staring a the woman. “1 saw you a couple days ago in the city.”

“Y esterday, actudly. Y esterday afternoon.”

“Isthat al?" Margrit thought back, redlized the woman wasright, and shook hersdlf. Shewaslosing time
badly enough to wonder how the Old Races, effectively immortal, dealt with the dip of one day into
another. It seemed possible that the woman standing before her might be able to answer that question,
but another one surfaced first: “Were you looking for me?’

The woman's eyebrowsrose. “ Should | have been?’

“No.” Margrit pressed ahand to her forehead, then let it fal. “No, it sjust that it never rainsbut it pours,
so inretrogpect | thought you might be. Y ou are Kate or Ursula Hopkins, right?’

“l used to be.”

“I'm sorry,” came an annoyed fema e voice from the house behind the auburn-haired woman. “Y ou got
the cryptic twin.”

A second woman, this one with darker hair than thefirst and aready fully dressed, came out of the house
to elbow past the redhead and open the gate. “ She'll keep you out here for aweek, being mysterious at
you. I’'m Ursula” She shot alook at her sister, and, clearly to keep the peace, said, “Or | was.” Then,
back to Margrit, “If you're afriend of Alban’s, there must be something wrong. Come oninside.”

Margrit, feding light-headed, said, “Because Alban doesn't have any friends, or because he's sent oneto
find you?’ and came through the gate.



Ursulalatched it behind her. “ Both, and on top of it you' re here during the day, which isn’'t when
anybody he' d usudly cal friend could visit. Kate, go get dressed.”

“And miss something? | don't think s0.” Kate padded past both Margrit and Ursula, moving with
ordinary human fluidity. Margrit lurched into step behind her, wondering if she could turn the Old Races
grace on and off, or if her human upbringing had tethered her to the earth.

Kate led them into a kitchen-dining room at the back of the house, where abowl of cereal was growing
soggy on the table. She picked it up and dropped into a chair, then gestured with her spoon. “ There's
water or juiceif you want some. Or ceredl. Or toast.”

Ursulagave her sster another hard look and went to fill aglass with water, handing it to Margrit. “Would
you like anything ds=?’

Margrit curled the glass againgt her chest and shivered as adraft caught her. “No, thisisfine, thanks. |
ate breakfast before| came out here.”

“All right.” Ursulapoured granolainto atub of yogurt and joined Kate a the table, inviting Margrit to join
them. Feeling dightly overwhelmed, she did, and clutched her water glass as she sudied the Sgters.

They weren't identical, but nor did Margrit doubt they were twins. They looked to be somewherein their
twenties, younger than Janx and certainly younger than Daisani, though like them, there was something
about their hazel eyesthat hinted at more years seen than their faces acknowledged.

They shared a high roundness of cheekbone that must have come from their mother: neither Janx nor
Daisani had any such roundnessto their features. Kate' s hair was a flawless shade of auburn, so perfectly
caught between brown and red it was impossible to say one or the other dominated. Ursula swas black,
reminding Margrit that she’ d heard red hair was only one genetic marker off being black. Even though
Kate was barefoot, they’ d both stood taller than Margrit. Given that they’ d been born in an erawhere
the average height was considerably shorter than in modern day, that struck Margrit as unfair.

“Sowhose arewe?’ Kate said when she evidently thought Margrit had looked long enough.
Ursularolled her eyes. “Don’t berude.”
Margrit, too curious to be cowed, shook her head. “I honestly can't tell. Don't you know?”

“Of course, but we hardly ever get to ask. What are they like?” Thistime, despite Kate' s bluntness, even
Ursulasat forward, ashard of interest changing the color of her eyes.

Surprise thumped through Margrit. “ Alban hasn't told you?’

“Of course he has, but he' sagargoyle. Ow!” Kate glowered at Ursula, whose weight shifted again as
shedrew her feet back under hersdlf. “ Thiswoman wouldn’t be hereif she didn’t know about all of us,
Urs”

“Margrit,” Margrit sad. “Margrit Knight.”

“I knew that,” Kate said with asperity. “Y ou do know about us, right? Y ou see?’ she added in triumph at
Margrit’snod. “ So tell us about them.”

“Katherineg, if she' shere, she'sgot something more important to discuss than their personalities.”

“Oh, now I’'mintrouble.” Katerolled her eyes, making her look even more like Ursula. “ She dragged



out the full name. Mother got to do that successfully, not you, Urs.” She turned her attention back to
Margrit, expectation lifting her eyebrows.

“Janx eatsup dl thear intheroom,” Margrit said. “Just by being there. It’s hard to breethe, asif your
chest weighs ahundred pounds more al of asudden. He likesto tease. Eliseo’ s sort of more ordinary,
except he bulldozes you to get what he wants and you' re kind of 1eft wondering what hit you. They both
subscribe to getting more flieswith honey, but Janx is better a making people laugh. They’relonely,” she
sad, surprising hersdlf with the quaifier. “ And they just learned that you survived.”

TWENTY-THREE

BOTH WOMEN WENT dill with afullnessthat removed any question of their heritage. It wasn't a
gargoyl€e s absolute immovability, but it went far beyond human, coming from their centers and moving
out until they were wholly encompassed by it. Their gazes were locked together, giving Margrit the eerie
sensation that they communicated wordlessy. Twins, she knew, were reputed to share each other’s
thoughts and menta processesto agreater degree than other siblings. Adding nearly four centuries of
practice to that made her imagine their ability to cometo Slent agreementswas quite literdly inhuman. A
draft soun through the air, chilling Margrit as she watched the two.

Ursula, clearly the dominant of the pair, broke away and returned her attention to Margrit. “What
happens now?’

The question, so pointed and pragmatic, surprised her. “1’m not sure. | don’t think anyone will come
hunting you, if that’ swhat you' re worried about. The injunction againgt breeding with humans was lifted
just afew weeks ago.” She hesitated, struck by the enormity of what she was about to say. “1 think
you're basicdly full citizensnow. Y ou could be part of Old Races society, if you wanted.”

“Andif wedon't?’ Ursula asked, words weighted and cautious.

Margrit shrugged. “1 don’t know. Janx and Eliseo are going to start looking for you now they know you
survived. But you' ve got a three-hundred-fifty-year head start on hiding. Y ou can probably keep it up for
quiteawhile”

“But not forever.”

More dourly than she intended, Margrit said, “Nothing isforever.” Ursulaarched an eyebrow and
Margrit passed her own moodiness off with awave. “ There are, what, seven billion people on the planet?
| honestly don'’t think that’ s enough to hide among if Eliseo Daisani redlly wantsto find you. He' sgot
unlimited funds, agreat ded of motivation, and he' sfaster than abat out of hell. | think he'll catch up with
you eventudly, and maybe even sooner rather than later. Infact, if you' reredly unlucky, he' saready
having me followed and knows where you are. Sorry,” she added to two near-identica expressions of
shock. “I only just thought of it. I'm not that good at cloak-and-daggering.”

“What would you do in our position?’ Ursulahad evidently been voted spokeswoman in their unspoken
discussion; Kate still sat wrapped in athoughtful silence.

“I’d decide what | wanted from the Old Races and then present mysdlf, fait accompli. Everybody is
going to want something from you. Y ou may aswell start out as strong as you can.”

“When you say everyone...?”’

“Y ou can assume pretty much all the Old Racesin the city know about you by now.” Margrit sat down,
explaining how the twins had been discovered as briefly and thoroughly as she could, then outlining the



chaotic state that had devel oped over the past few weeks. The twins absorbed her words with little more
than occasiona glances at one another, waiting until Margrit finished before Ursulanodded.

“WEe Il consder your advice. And you won't find us here again, Margrit Knight. Don’t bother looking.”
“Should | tel Alban anything?’
The not-young women exchanged looks again, Ursulafindly replying, “Tell him we ve gone home.”

“I will.” Margrit stood and found hersdf fighting the urge to bow dightly, as Janx might have done. “I'm
glad to have met you. Good luck.”

“Thank you.”

“Werethey glad?’ Kate' svoice arrested her at the kitchen door. The auburn-haired woman sounded
young and uncertain, asif preparing hersdf for a disgppointment she didn’t think she could face.

Margrit turned back, one hand on the doorframe. “ They were both furious with Alban for not telling them
your mother had survived thefire. That you' d survived. They were...I don't know if glad istheright
word. Greedy. They were greedy for news of you.”

Kate nodded, and after amoment Margrit took that as her dismissal and dipped away.

Sheturned back at the street, looking at the twins home; looking at the other houses that stood straight
and tal adongsdeit. There was nothing to hint that the women who lived at the corner house were
anything less or more than human.

Four centuries of pretending. A shiver lifted bumps on Margrit’sarms. She had enough trouble with a
few weeks of hiding and lying. Being condemned to alifetime of it—more than alifetime—was difficult to
contemplate.

But that was what she was sgning on for, if shewanted to make alifewith Alban. It would be alifetime
of secrets and hidden worlds, and despite some bold words to Daisani weeks earlier, Margrit doubted
that the Old Races would ever see the kind of emancipation that daves once had. Saves, a least, had
been apart of society, ignorable but not actudly invisible. It wasfar more difficult to bring fairy-tae
creaturesinto the light of day and create for them a chance to survive long enough to build tolerance and
acceptance. Margrit would be aonein afundamentd way, if she went with Alban.

Lessfundamenta, though, than what the twins had faced, perhaps. Daisani’ s gift of one sip of his blood
only brought hedlth, not long life: he' d been very clear about that. She wouldn'’t face the near eternity the
twins had aready lived, and the Old Races, at least, knew who and what she was. She might have to
disguise her life from the human world, but she could belong, as much as any human could, within the
hidden world she' d been shown. The twins had been cast aside from both, unable to share their true
natures with humanity and forbidden to join the world their father belonged to. Unlike them, Margrit
wouldn’t be forbidden either world, only forced to be cautiousin both.

That, she thought, was a price she could live with.

A sharp gust of wind twisted around her as shefindly stepped back from the gate, leaving the
brownstone behind. Margrit tucked alock of hair behind her ear, then dowed, suddenly too aware that
the morning was till. Too aware that she d felt abreeze’ stouch repeatedly in otherwise quiet areas.
cooling her in the subway, whispering around her in thetwins home. Her voice cracked as she



whispered, “ Come out, come out, wherever you are,” and turned, watching the street as though she
might be able to pick out an airy form nearby.

Then she was running, toes curled hard against the soles of her heeled shoesto keep them on her feet.
Back toward thetwins home, not because asolitary djinn—and she believed it was only one, too little
shifting of air for more—not because one could endanger them physicaly, but because if she had been
followed, if their location was known, then the ba ance had changed and there would be no hiding, not
anymore. They would be tracked wherever they went, and perhaps used or manipulated, and the point,
the whole point, it seemed to Margrit, was to alow these two women to enter the Old Races on their
own terms and astheir own people. Anything lesswas afailure.

She vaulted the fence rather than stop to unlatch the gate, and her hedl dug into the dirt, clinging and
threatening her ankle. Impatient with the human frailty that was her only natural legacy, shejerked her
foot free and felt her ankle shriek in protest. For thefirgt time sheignored it, trusting wholly in Daisani’s
gift: there was no need to walk it off, no need to pretend that the injury wasn't as bad asit fdlt.

Momentum, nothing more, lent Daisani strength. Her own speed was nothing like enough to knock down
asturdy front door, though the ruckus of her arriva drew both twins to the door fast enough. Kate
jerked it open so hard the hinges protested.

“Djinn. Someone followed me, knows where you are—" Urgency, not breathlessness, spluttered her
words:. the race down the block was nowhere near enough to wind her.

Fire blazed in Kat€' s eyes, degpening hazd to jade and then through to crimson. Her throat and ribs
expanded, contorting impossibly as she drew in more breath than human lungs could conceive of. Wisps
of blue smoke appeared, streaming around the corners of her mouth: inhaled, as though she drew hesat
fromthe air and turned it deadly. Janx’s, Margrit realized in abolt of triumph. She had no agendatied to
learning their parentage, but knowing, being the first to know, carried its own thrill.

Humans, she found hersdf thinking, were strange crestures.

Then, in ablur of speed, Ursulasmacked afist into Kate' s somach. The redhead’ s eyes bugged and she
made a sound mixed between aburp and a hiccup that |eft her discombobulated. Ursuladrew her lips
back from her teeth, pure anima warning for her sster, then smply disappeared, leaving Margrit agape
and Kate gill wheezing for air.

Wind whipped behind Margrit. She twisted around, watching adervish dig aholein the front lawn, as
though aminiature and highly directed tornado had been given the task of landscaping. Flashes of color
moved within the whirlwind, moving far too quickly to actualy be seen. Kate jolted forward, coming as
far asMargrit’s sde. Without thinking, Margrit lifted a hand, stopping the other woman. Only after she'd
acted did she glance at Kate, who lifted a sharp eyebrow a Margrit’ s audacity, but didn’t continue on.

The funnd erupted, expelling adender body so quickly it had smashed into the brownstone wall before
Margrit could fully register that something had moved. A column of air shot skyward and dissipated, and
Ursuladid down thewall of her houseto land in flower bedswith adull thud. Kate flowed to her side,
the same graceful shift of alarge creature s attention from one place to another that Margrit had seen
repestedly with Janx.

“Nothing to hold,” Ursulasaid groggily. Contusons were risng dong the arm that had hit thewall and an
aready-purpling bruise ran down her cheek like overly dramatic goth makeup. “1 couldn’t get hold. He
got away. Sorry, Kay. Sorry. | wasn't fast enough.” She put one hand againgt the brownstone and the
other into Kate' s, then shoved hersalf upward. Her eyes swirled in their sockets, dizziness overcoming
her, and Kate caught her easily as shefel, scooping her into abride' s carry as though she weighed



nothing.

“Nobody’ s fast enough to hold the wind.” Margrit heard wry sympathy in her voice as she stepped
forward to offer ahand, though Kate clearly needed no help. “Areyou dl right? Should I—" Her own
words caught up with her and she broke off, staring, then said, “ Shit!” with so much enthusiasm she
clapped her hands over her mouth. No one was fast enough to hold the wind, but Ursula Hopkins had
doneonehdl of ajob trying.

Kate gave her asteady look over Ursula' s head. Margrit parted her fingers to whisper, “Y ou’ re not
twins”

“Of coursewe are,” Kate said derisively. “Wejust have different fathers.”

The scornful comment followed Margrit the rest of the day. She' d accompanied Kate back into the
house to make certain Ursulawas al right, but the twins had resisted her prying into their heritage.
Margrit was torn between understanding and disappointment: even if the prurient details were nearly four
hundred years old, they still made agood story. They left a the same time Margrit did, none of them
under any illusons: the djinn knew both where the twins were now, and whose children they were. They
would be unlikely to disappear again, and so their only choice wasto decide quickly how to establish
themsalves, and to do so.

Margrit tried to put those questions out of mind as best she could for the morning, taking second couns
onthetria she'd missed the first full day of. She' d been right: her coworker waswell prepared, her
presence more psychologica reassurance than necessary. Watching him, she was more than aware that
her failure to attend the day before had wiped out any confidence she might have provided. Guilt stung
her, bringing awash of tirednessthat fed into acycle. Part of her mind rang with recriminations: she
should have been there to do her job. More profoundly, though, lay the awareness that, though she
wasn't entirely comfortable with it, she felt more strongly about protecting and guiding the Old Races
than she did about doing good for her own people. The two might be one and the same at some juncture,
but for now, she had chosen Alban and his peopl €' s battles as her own, and had to trust that her
coworkers and otherslike them could fight humanity’ swars.

She had wanted to change the world. She' d smply never imagined she might do it in the ways she'd
been offered.

Her cocounselor was one of several who took her to a celebratory, bittersweet lunch when the judge
caled recess. Assuring her he could handle the case, after lunch he sent her back to the office to finish
packing and to find asmall bouquet of daisies and pink flowers. A card lay at the vase' sbase, and
Margrit read it, then went back to the front desk to smile at the receptionist.

“The pink ones are sweet-peaflowers” he said, before she asked, then smiled sheepishly. “ Sweet peas
and Michdmasdaises. They’refor farewd|s.”

“Sam,” Margrit said in genuine surprise and ddlight. “1 didn’t know that. Y ou know flower symbolism?’
Sam'’ samile grew even more sheegpish. “Me and Google, anyway.”

Margrit laughed and pulled him from behind his desk to sted ahug. “ Thank you. They’ re beautiful, and
I’m going to dry them when | get home so they’ll last.”

“That' snot very farewdl-like.” Sam grinned and returned the hug. “We re going to missyou.”



“I"'m going to missyou, too.” Margrit sighed and passed a hand over her eyes. “I’'m going to missthis
job. This new thing for Mr. Daisani will give me alot of opportunities | wouldn’t otherwise have, but I'll
missthis place”

“Wadll, we'll take you back if you decidethe air up thereistoo rarefied for your Lega Aid lungs” Sam
bumped his shoulder against Margrit’s, sending her back to her packing. “'Y ou are coming out tonight,
right? The party’ s planned. W€ ll seeyou off in syle”

“I'll betherefor awhile, at least. I’ ve got another thing later tonight.” And there were waters to smooth
with her housemates, if that was at dl possible. Margrit shook hersdf and said, morefirmly, “Right after
work. I’ll bethere.”

There should have included dinner. Margrit shot aglance toward the door, thinking longingly of the
hot-dog stand up the street. It had aready shut down, but the idea was appedling after an evening meal
made up entirely of red wine. She’ d been trying to nurse them, not wanting to face the Old Races at
anything less than her best, but the best-laid plans had fallen in the face of raised toasts, and she'd lost
track of how much she'd had to drink.

The acohal, though, hadn’t gone to her head the way it would' ve done even afew weeks before. As
with the fight against Grace, she could dmost fed her body responding to the wine, metabolizing it and
shunting its effects away. It seemed very much like a conscious response, as though because she didn’t
want to be drunk, she couldn’t become drunk, even with wine flowing fredy and friends doing their best
to see her under the table.

Cameron and Cole had arrived around six-thirty, Cam waving agreeting and Cole at least making an
attempt to wipe away a scowl when he met Margrit’ s eyes. She caught a glimpse of them again and,
smiling in unmeant gpology to her coworkers, dipped away to try to catch up with her housemates.
Someone thrust afresh glass of wine and an uproarious congratulations at her, and she accepted both
with as much grace as she could, then found hersdlf distracted as she searched for somewhere to put the
glass down without drinking fromiit.

Colecut in front of her unexpectedly, dropping his voice below the genera uproar of the party. “So
you'reredly going through withiit.”

Suddenly glad she till had the wine, Margrit took afortifying swalow and then handed it to the nearest
passerby, who looked startled, then grinned in thanks, toasting her before he moved on. Margrit's
returning smile felt pained, and fell away entirely as she looked back at Cole.

“I redly am. | thought that Upper East Side gpartment would be such anice move up for al of us...”
She' d aways anticipated losing her housemates when they got married and moved to a place of their
own, but the possibility of losing them more permanently loomed too large now. “Cole, can we get out of
here and talk?”’

“What are we going to say, Grit?1’m not going to change your mind and | don’t think you' re going to
change mine. | want you to be happy. | just don’t think | can watchit, if thisis how you' re going to get
there.” Cole sounded tired. “I don’t think | bend that far.”

Every argument Margrit had died in the making, dl of them metaphorsthat failled on afundamenta level.
Humans struggled with skin colors and cultural differences, but it was too easy to see how those could at
least befiled under the vast range of human differences, and perhaps accepted and understood. Alban,
though, was very literaly of another race. Inhuman.



Shelooked up at Cole, trying to find away beyond the barrier Alban had created between them. “He'sa
sentient, caring person. Isn't that what should matter?”

Cole sghed and pulled her into acareful hug that felt full of regret. “Maybe.” Hewas quiet along
moment before shaking his head. “ That’ s about the best | can do. Good luck, Grit.”

“Thanks.” The whisper hurt her throat. Margrit disengaged from the hug and dipped out of the bar alone.
TWENTY-FOUR

ALBAN REMAINED STILL inthefirst minutes after sunset released him, savoring a subdued sense of
belonging that had not been hisfor well over three centuries. As ayouth he would never have noticed the
quiet sense of connection that lingered in the back of hismind: the awareness of his people, both
physicaly and mentaly. They shared their lives and their thoughts easily, an endless background murmur,
and not until he'd cut himself off from it had he redlized that it had a sound of its own. Not until he could
hear it again did he understand how aone he had been with his own memories.

They ill weighed him down. Would awaysweigh him, asthey should. There was till despair when he
thought of Ausrd s degth, though that was tempered with inevitability now. Therewas till horror at
Malik’ s desth, and an awareness that his acceptance within the gargoyle overmind might be short-lived:
there had not yet been areckoning on the matter of the djinn. Only confession, spilled messily into the
minds of dl thetrid attendees through Margrit’ s dangerous inability to control her thoughts and
memories.

Unfair, Stoneheart. Alban’ sslent chiding came the way Janx would formit, asif he played up the
stoniness by scolding Margrit for lacking a skill she had no reason to have. No one, least of dl Margrit,
could have suspected what would happen if she attempted to share memory with the gargoyles.

And therewas acertain relief in al secrets being undone. He wasn't made to keep them, not the kinds
he' d accumulated in the past few months. Kate and Ursula, yes, Sarah' slife; that secret he had been
willing to keep for the sake of children and for the sake of friendship. Killing, donein defense of another
or not, done accidentally or not, was too burdensome to bear.

Bidi’ sgrumbling presence was nearby, awake and tinged with bitterness. Alban welcomed the familiarity
as much as he regretted the divide that parted them. Regretted, but doubted he would try to cross: too
many lives, too many deeths, lay between them, and Bidi was not by nature aforgiving soul.

Sour humor pulled his mouth long and Alban stretched out of his crouch, admitting the truth behind that
thought: gargoyleswere not by nature forgiving. Stone did not forget eesily.

Beyond Bidi in Alban’s menta awvareness, if not actually in physica distance, were the gargoyles of the
tribund. Eldred wasthe steadiest of those, his sense of self and hisrootsin the memories reaching down
until they became bedrock. Amongst those memoaries were the last encounter any of the Old Races had
had with the selkies before they’ d dipped into the sea, becoming, asfar astheir ancient brethren were
concerned, extinct. Eldred had, al those centuries ago, expressed disgust for the selkie attempt at saving
themsdlves; at their decision to breed with humans. It had seemed futile at the time, and the elder
gargoyl€ s opinion had been widdly reflected throughout the Old Races.

Their world had changed profoundly since then. Alban had, as he'd foreseen in hisyouth, watched
humanity restructure the world toitsliking, and had held fast againgt those changes, believing tradition to
be the only way to survive. That long-held conviction had been shaken under the tidal wave that was
Margrit Knight.



Margrit. A smile curved his mouth. She pervaded his thoughts the way Hgina once had, her actions
affecting him so deeply that he could barely imagine hislife without her. He' d lost passion to solitude
centuries earlier; rediscovering it in her arms was a bresth-taking adventure. For al that he couldn’t
aways agree with her, her fire was welcome, warming him after lifetimes of loneliness. Her memory, and
the long-lost echo of the gestalt whispering at the back of his mind gave him courage, and with it in hand,
he left his chamber to greet his own people at sunset for thefirst timein centuries.

“Korund.” Grace s voice cut down the tunnels, sharp with alarm. Alban turned, surprised, and Grace
strode toward him through flickering lightsand tal, round wals. “What in hell are you doing?’

Alban glanced down the tunnel, then back at Grace, eyebrows lifted in confusion. “ Searching out ameal
and thetribuna beforefinding Margrit.”

“Likethat?’ Grace gestured as sharply as she' d spoken and cold curdled Alban’s heart. He flashed to
human form, hands lifted to stare at them. Taons disappeared into well-formed nails, the one ddlicate
compared to the other, though even in morta form he had strength beyond anything men could conjure.

“I have never forgotten that before.” Dishdief strained hisvoice. “Inal my years, I’ ve never forgotten.”

“Y ou' re getting complacent,” Grace snapped. “ Too many things have gone too well for you lately.
Y ou'reforgetting what you are and what the world would do to you.”

“Never,” Alban murmured without conviction. “But thank you, Grace.” Hefindly took his gaze from his
hands, training it on the curvaceous vigilante instead. Theimpulseto follow Margrit's curiosity—and his
own—caught him for amoment, but he swallowed it with areminder to himsdlf asmuch asan
acknowledgment to Grace: 1t seemsthe debt | owe you isgrowing by the moment.”

“And I’'ll cdl itin someday,” she promised. “In the meantime you can get your Margrit to cal in her last
favor with the dragonlord and get him out of my tunnels.”

Alban lifted an eyebrow. “ And that’ s not cdling in my debt?’

“That one’ sMargrit’s promise to keep, not yours. Besides, you' re the one walking around human
territory in your natura form, love. Evenif I'd never done you any other favors, you' d owe me large for
that one”

“I would.” Alban studied the door he' d amost taken, then looked at Grace again. “ Tell mewhat my
welcome will be, Grace O’ Mdley. | was confident amoment ago, confident enough to forget mysdlf. But
now | find mysalf remembering that these men and women were called to passjudgment on me, and
while they have granted amnesty and | can once more walk among the memories, | know very little of
them, or how they think of me.”

“And you think | know?’

Humor quirked Alban’s mouth and he quoted, carefully, ** Grace knows more than she should, love.

Surprise brightened the woman’ s dark eyes and she laughed. “ There' saspark of clevernessleft in there
after dl. All right, Korund. They’re curious, iswhét they are, which | think you could learn quick enough
from thememories”

“I could.” Alban hesitated over continuing, and Grace hopped on his pause with a spark of humor in her
eyes.



“But it seemslike prying, doesit, after al thistime? Ah, Korund, you' re not one of them anymore, but
you can't be human, either. Maybe you' re well matched with Margrit after dl, the both of you forging
ahead into new territory.” A shadow passed over Grace' sface, aging her unexpectedly and making
Alban redlize he had no idea how old the platinum blonde was. She’ d been part of the city’ s underground
for years, according to Margrit, but it hadn’t left its mark. Just then she looked far older than even the
greatest number of years he could accord her, though it faded and | eft her as she had been, young in form
and face, but somehow ancient in her gaze. “Go on, then, Stoneheart. Join them. See who you are among
them, and then move on to seewho you arein the world.”

“What about you, Grace?’ The question held him in place even when he might have wanted to move at
her command; to embrace the world asit had become and learn hisplacein it. “Will you stay where you
are while the world changes around you? Will you not move on, too?’

“Ah, sure and you know the answer to that,” Grace said with asighed smile, and aghost of humor turned
Alban’s mouth up at the corner.

“You' [l move on when you' ve been given the kiss of angels, isn't that what you say? What does it
mean?’

“Grace ll let you know when she finds out.” She nudged him toward the door with abump of her hips,
encouraging him to move without touching him. Alban chuckled again and went where he was bid, putting
weight onto the heavy iron door handle that opened the way into the bel ow-streets central refuge.

It opened slently. Grace' sterritory wasinevitably well oiled and smooth-running, far more so than might
be expected of aragtag bunch of teensled by aleather-clad den mother. The group within, though, was
whoally different from the youthful faces and chip-on-the-shoulder atitudes Alban had come to recognize
and admire over the past months.

Instead an older man straightened from his crouch and turned to look at Alban. He was stocky, not gone
to fat, but broad and jowly. White touched otherwise steel-gray hair a the temples, and deep-set eyes
were much the same shade as his hair. Alban wondered suddenly if it would be as clear to Margrit that
thiswas Eldred in hishuman form, or if the ability to recognize one another in any shape was part of what
made them unique.

Looking over the others, he thought it took no more than an ability to extrapolate. The lanky
youth—younger, certainly, than Alban himself—had atouch of strawberry to hiswhite-blond hair and
was as leggy and elbow-ridden in human form asin his gargoyle shape. The two women were as much
Vakyries—Margrit'smemory intruding, that; Alban wouldn’t have chosen the word himsaf—in morta
form asin immortal, both broad-shouldered and blue-eyed with long, pae hair. They looked like
themsalves, dl of them.

And they were dl riding judgment on him. Nervousness that hadn’t been present the night before fluttered
in Alban’sgullet, areaction that seemed inordinately human. He bowed, as much adight offer of respect
to the elder asaway to hide his own sudden nerves. After an instant Eldred tipped his head in response,
gesturing Alban to join them. A mockery of outrage rose to replace worry: thiswas, after dl, Alban’'s
home, and it should be he who offered a place at the table to the newcomers. Only a mockery, though,
the thought seeming laughable even as hefdt its sting. There were far more pressing mattersto be
concerned with than whether he was welcomed or welcoming.

“Alban Korund.” Eldred’ s voice was as degp and rich in hismortal form asit had been the night before.
“Welcome home.”

What had been atrickle of mental touch suddenly became aflood, emotion ranging from reserved to



angry and, as Grace had said, to curious. Unprepared, Alban shuddered under the ondaught, the round
walls and concrete seating around him disappearing and staggering mountains replacing them.

There was vitdity in these mountains, unlike the memories he d dipped through over the last months.
Those pesks had been worn with time, too many liveslost to grow them taller. They had been hisfamily,
his closest friends, and they had reflected adying race.

No longer. Now mountai ntops were jagged with change, snow patches glowing blue in moonlight
beneath clear skies. Thetreeline burst with the promise of spring, hints of green in the night, and echoes
of voicesrang the stone, shivering loose rock into short dides.

Stunned, Alban turned, taking it al in, and when he’ d completed afull circle, he faced acampfire, the
half-dozen gargoylesin the room with him seated around it. Beyond them rippled hundreds of others,
faces and minds joined in the gestat but not physically present. Challenge was written on those faces,
challenge and interest, anger and hope.

“What has happened?’ Astonishment pushed his question out before he knew he intended to formit.
“Welive We...live”

Bidi thundered in, door clapping shut behind him in the real world and carrying ricochets of sound into
the mind of memory. He muttered, “Y ou happened,” and sat down at the fire, making himself
comfortablein away that seemed beyond Alban to accomplish himsalf. “Y ou and that lawyer of yours,”
Bidi added, clearly not expecting Alban to put it together himsdlf. *'Y ou and that quorum.”

“Y ou sat for the gargoyles at the quorum,” Alban protested. “Not 1.”

“Pah. You garted it, Korund. Taking to the lawyer. Teling her what you were. Deep quakes send
waves across theworld.” Bidi shoved athick hand into the fire, rearranging branches, and Eldred,
looking wry, picked up where he left off.

“We have been dying, dl these centuries. Y ou know this.” Y ou encompassed far more than just Alban: a
shift of agreement ran through athousand faces, swirling back through crowded memories until it had
touched them dl. “We are dow to change, and have always chosen the safety of tradition over the risk of
innovation.”

At that, Margrit’ simage, rife with exasperation, swam before Alban’ s eyes and made him chuff laughter.
That thought splashed through the linked gargoyle minds, making Eldred lift aheavy eyebrow. Alban
ducked his head in apology, finding asmile fill Sretching hisface. “I’ ve dways held that we wereright to
stand by our traditions.”

“And yet you have disregarded them broadly through your entirelife.”

Fresh astonishment burned away Alban’s humor and he straightened again, agape as he met Eldred's
gaze. The elder gargoyl€ s expression was cool, though beneeth it lay apool of warmth, even admiration,
welcoming enough to startle Alban anew. Eldred’ s sense of self carried ahint of envy, memories shifting
and exploring the choices he might have made, dl of those thoughts visible to the gargoyle overmind.
Hundreds of years earlier he might have embraced the salkies and their decision to save themsdlves by
breeding with humans. Instead he had been repulsed, holding tight to tradition. Now, for al that gargoyles
were not creatures in the habit of second-guessing themselves, it was clear that Eldred wondered what
changes might have been wrought in the world if he had admired the selkie daring and accepted their
choice rather than turned his back on aman who had been hisfriend for centuries.

“Y ou left our mountains before your hundredth year,” Eldred said. “Y ou went to live among humans, to



explore the world that they were creating. To try to understand it. Only one of uswas bold enough to
joinyou.”

“And she paid for that choice with her life,” Bidi sngpped. For an instant tenson sang through the
gargoyles, Hgnd'’ slossfresh and painful through theintimacy of memory.

Alban, oftly, said, “We' vedl paid,” and after long moments Biali settled back, no longer pressing the
point.

Eldred continued as though the brief fracas hadn’t happened, his gray eyesturning blue as moonlight
spilled over hisface. “That in itsdf was a break with tradition. More so was the friendship you built with
Eliseo Daisani and the dragonlord Janx. Dragons and vampires,” he said with a shake of hishead. “No
one befriends vampires. But even that, extraordinary as it might have been, was nothing to the choice you
made on their behaf. To separate your memoriesfrom dl of ours, to make yourself a breach amongst

our people, in order to hide half-human children? What—" and he sounded as though he truly wanted to
know “—were you thinking?’

“That the sins of the fathers need not be visited on the children.” Alban turned a palm up, knowing he
borrowed human concepts and hoping to placate al his people with the gesture. “ They were condemned
by their heritage, but innocent in their birth. Their mother loved two men of the Old Races and would
have never betrayed the truth of them to theworld. | saw norisk in helping them dl to live.”

“Andthat,” Eldred said, voicefilled with granite, “iswhy you are the Breach, Alban of the clan Korund.
Y our life has not been that of agargoyle, not in any way that we recognize. Y ou have lived separately
from our memories. Y ou' ve told humans about our existence more than once. Y ou’ ve chosen to alow
forbidden children achanceto survive. Y ou have taken the lives of our brethren, and you have made no
gpology for these choices and decisons.”

“|—" Words were usdessin the gestalt, memory and emotion riding faster and farther than any vocal
congtruct could, even if Alban could muster them. Eldred wasright: there was no apology in him for the
deaths he' d caused. Sorrow, yes, and guilt, and regret, but alifetime, even one aslong asagargoyl€'s,
would not change the fact that he would act again as he had in the hegt of the moment. He would choose
Margrit over Ausra; he would, in any way that mattered, choose Janx over Maik. Ausra’ s madness
would aways be a point of agony, athing he would never find away to cease mourning, but Maik had
intended to take Janx’ slife, and for dl hishorror at causing the djinn’s death, Alban knew it had been
accidenta. He had not done the deliberate murder Malik had intended, and whether the Old Races,
whether the gargoyles, whether anyone at al understood that, it was the fine point of difference that
mattered to Alban himsalf.

And that sentiment rocked back through centuries of time. He believed the choi ces he had made were
the right ones, whether they were supported by Old Races law or gargoyle tradition. Sarah Hopkins had
not deserved to diefor having loved Janx or Daisani; her children had deserved achanceto live, for al
that their fathers' people said they were aberrations which should not exist.

“Youareright,” Alban whispered. “1 am not likeyou at dl.” Shock made him cold, unusud for a
gargoyle, and he stared across the shifting faces within the overmind in adisbedlief so deep it was stained
with humor. “All thistime spent in defense of our traditions, and it seems | have had very little sense of
thematdl.”

“Bidi once said you might have led us.” Eldred' s eyes went to the stark, white gargoyle, and the weight
of athousand more gazesjoined him before they al returned to Alban. Even Bidi looked up, mouth
flattened with irritation. “I believe you have done s0,” Eldred continued. “Whether ddiberately or not,



you have led usto this place and time, and to these schisms in what we were and what we must
become.”

The urge to gpologize rose in Alban, but that intent was drowned beneath the weight of Eldred’ swords.
“We have discussed this amongst oursalves, amongst dl the clanswho areleft.” Power lifted hiswords, a
tide of tears and fear and joy S0 profound that it tore through Alban’s chest, ripping away the breath
there and leaving nothing in its wake. Anticipation: the gestalt tasted of it, and his heart began atoo-fast
best of uncertainty, asthough understanding lay just beyond his grasp.

“We have debated,” Eldred said again, “and have found only one answer that we can agreeto. We
gargoyles number in the hundreds, no more, and our time as part of thisworld will cometo an end if we
do not choose to change as the selkies have changed. We are not well equipped to force ourselves down
that road, and so for all our people, before dl our people, it comesto meto tell you that we have, for the
first time, chosen aleader for dl of our clans, chosen someone to guide us down a path we cannot walk
without help.

“So| put it to you, Alban Korund.” A hint of humor darted over Eldred’ s face as he obvioudy and
ddiberatey formed his question in afashion not typica to gargoyles. “Will you be our first democraticaly
elected leader?’

TWENTY-FIVE
HUMANSLIVED BY threes.

Through afog of rage born from fear, through ablur of red and violent white stresks, the bit of triviagave
Margrit something to hold on to. Three weeks without food, three days without water: those were the
average extremesthat humans could typically survive.

Three minuteswithout air.
She would have had more confidence in that number if she' d hyperventilated before being snatched.

She d Ieft the bar clearheaded, Daisani’ s gift working its magic to wipe away the effects of alcohal. If
she'd had aplan, it had been to work her way into the storm tunnels and find Alban. Their worldswere
changing in tandem, and she wanted both to be at his side, and to have him at hers asthey discovered
what new pathslay before them.

Instead, for the second time in her life, someone had grabbed her from behind and turned her into nothing
more than mist drifting through the city Streets.

Even through blinding fury, she doubted her abductor would keep her misted until she died of
asphyxiation. Not that she had any particular faith in her long-term surviva chances when adjinn had
kidnapped her, but sheimagined her execution would be public. Allowing her to die during travel lacked
drama, and the Old Races had afondness for drama. Teeth gritted, Margrit closed her eyes againg the
smearing colors of theworld and waited for the air to become breathable again.

When it did, she was cast away, sent ssumbling as though her captor had found handling her as distasteful
as she' d found being kidnapped. Half blinded by tears, and gasping on too-thick air, she caught herself
on her fingertips againgt the floor, then scrambled to her feet and faced the djinn who' d captured her.

It was Tariq, anding too far away to retaliate againgt him, even if she had away. A bubble of anger
burst in her: she should be carrying the ridicul ous watergun that had condemned Malik. It wasfeeble
protection, but better than nothing. She' d rectify that mistake if she had the chance,



Behind Tariq stood agroup of djinn, held in check by little more, Margrit suspected, than hiswill. It was
less defiance than genuine curiosity that made her ask, “Am | il alive because you wanted an
audience?’ Her voice scratched and she drew another breath, coughing out the last of the fog. It tasted
faintly of acid or blood. Like ketchup gone wrong, she thought, then tried to drag her mind back in line,

She' d been brought to atall delivery garage. Its corrugated rolling door was closed, rattling astraffic
passed outside it. The concrete floor was empty in the center, with boxes and pallets piled around its
edges. Those, in turn, were littered with selkies and djinn.

There were more than was easily countable, and they had split the room more or less evenly, the door’s
width creating ano-man’ s-land down the center. Tariq joined his brethren, leaving Margrit doneina
broad, empty swath. She felt suddenly small and remarkably fragile under the eyes of so many Old
Races. Unwiseimpulse drove her to mumble, “Y ou’ re probably al wondering why | called you here
today....”

Over her attempt at humor, far more clearly than she' d spoken, Cara Delaney’ s voice cut through the
room: “No.”

Startled, Margrit jerked her gaze up. “Cara? Y ou should still bein the hospita.”

Carastepped out of the gathered selkies with her head held high, though her cheeks were pale. “I
dismissed mysdlf. No, Margrit Knight, we are wondering how it isyou think it’ swithin your right to offer
the djinn control of Janx’ sterritory.”

“I could have sworn you told meto avert awar.”
“Avet awar, not—"

Exasperation flooded Margrit, drowning any sympathy she might have had for the young woman's
injuries. “Giveit arest, Cara. You're not the right person for thejob. I’'m sure there are plenty of
bastards among your people, and you might’ ve gotten atough-girl badge for getting shot, but you’ re not
hard enough to run this. Seeing as how Tariq was willing to squeeze my mother’ sheart to apulp, I'm
pretty confident he’ s got the sonesfor it.” Margrit shot aglance at the djinn. “Does this mean you're

accepting my offer?’
“Wewould befoolsnot to.” Tarig'svoice wasthick with didike.

“And what do the salkies do, Margrit? Slink away with our tails between our legs?’ Card svoice
remained cold, but adiver of humor wrinkled Margrit’ s eyebrows.

“Do seds havetails? Or back legs? They’ ve got flipp—" She broke off at Cara' s expression and fought
down asmile. “Sorry.” Amusement fled and she pressed fingertips over her eyelids momentarily,
knowing she gave away signs of stirain and not much caring. “Y ou get to not be embroiled in awar, Cara
Y ou get to be fully recognized members of the Old Races. There are tens of thousands of you, and your
leader—Kaimanais your leader, isn't he?—has aworld-market business already. Y ou don’'t need Janx’s
empire to establish yoursel ves as heavyweights among your people. In the name of peace, walk away.”

Card sjaw tightened and she looked imperioudy toward the djinn. He tensed in protest, and Margrit
sghed. “If that'sa‘go away so | can discuss your fate with the human without your interference’ ook,
don’t bother. Just say it.” Reckless anger flooded her, pushing her beyond the bounds of wisdom. She
had a sense of fait accompli, that regardless of her actionsit would end badly for her; would very likely
end badly for the people to whom she now spoke. Railing at them would probably do her no good and
could easily do her harm, but aggravation was more powerful than self-preservation. Especialy given that



she doubted she could shield hersalf from whatever sentence the offended Old Races dready had in
mind.

Cara svoice dropped asif she could disguise her words from the djinn through softness. “ Do you
understand what they might do if given their heads, Margrit? D—"

Margrit cut her off with an incredulous laugh. * Cara. Janx ran acrime empire. He employed murderers as
amatter of course. He gave them things to do. He ran gambling houses and whorehouses and drugs and,
for dl I know, heran people. | don’t want to know,” she added more sharply, more clearly, as Tariq
drew in a breath to speak. “Y ou were asquatter, Cara. Y ou’ ve got to have some idea of how dark the
world Janx ranis.”

Something flashed in Cara seyes, ahint of old hurt that made unexpected guilt spike through Margrit's
belly. “I know,” the young woman said. “1 know, whichiswhy | ask if you have any understanding of
what you' d unleash by giving the djinn control over thisempire.”

“Of course | know. Most of my job is defending the bad guys. But the truth is, there are dways going to
be bad guys, and what’ s more important than who they areisthat they establish some kind of control
down here. Y ou're on the verge of warfare with humans, never mind among yoursaves. Y ou can't afford
that. So you either take the dedl | offered or | walk out of here and you face the consequences.”

“Wdl,” Tariq said softly, “no.”

Anticipation rolled through the gargoyles like aliving thing, eagerness shared by an entire people. Alban
could see them beyond Eldred, hundreds of faces haf-present in memory and a scant handful actually
there, watching him with hope and curiosity and resentment.

It wasto that last, particularly, that Alban responded. His gaze fell from Eldred to Bidi, who remained
hunkered and glowering into the fire. He was as closed off to the gestalt as was possible, amere pinpoint
of sullen presence with no more hint than that to histhoughts. “I1t' s not a quorum, Stoneheart. It doesn't
have to be unanimous.”

“I'maureitisn't.” Bemusement filled Alban’ svoice, spilling into the overmind. That his people could even
concelve of such an ideawas beyond his expectation of them. They had dways been smdl clans
gathered into tribes, passing history back and forth within the family lines. They’ d known littlein the way
of hierarchy; a people able to sense each other’ s thoughts tended toward agreement without specific
leadership. To strive for something as extraordinary—and as human—as an agreed-upon...Wordsfailed
Alban as helooked from Biali to their people and back again. He was no king or president, and neither
did the sense of their expectations carry that, nor even so much as chiefdom or some other smdll title.

L eader was sufficient; guide was more appropriate. That word, out of many offered, made Alban nod
before he crouched across from Bidli.

“Youweremy firg friend,” he said quietly. “ Perhaps no longer my oldest, but my first. Tell me, Bidl,
what you think of thisidea.”

“You'reright.” Biali looked up, his one good eye hard with old anger. “We re not friends. Y ou' re afool
and you' re dangerousto al of us. Always have been. Know what’ s bad enough, Korund? Watching you
wak away with the woman | loved and leaving me to makewhat | could of the rest of my life. Know
what’ sworse?’

Alban shook his head, silent, and waited on the scarred gargoyl€ swords rather than seek out answersin



the overmind. They came soon enough, Biai’ svoice an angry growl. “Having the choices you made
follow me around for centuries. Me, | changed with the world. Went to work for Janx when there was
nothing else to do. Found Ausra.and hoped there was another chance for me. Didn't look beyond any of
that. And now | am. Can't help it. Wedl are. And what we' re seeing isthat neither way works, not mine
and not theirs.” A flickered gesture indicated the slent gargoyle clans. “What we re seeing isthelittle
choices you made are adding up and showing us how theworld'll ook in another hundred years. What
do I think?I think it saterribleidea”

Hefindly lifted hiseyesagain, scowling heavily at Alban. “But it'slike told the lawyer. No point in
standing on shifting earth. No point in standing against thetide. Y ou’ re the only choice we ve got. So
show us how to live, Stoneheart. Teach uswhat to do.”

Alban breathed alaugh. “Y ou’ re the one who sat on the quorum and voted for the destruction of all our
laws. If I'm to help our peoplefind anew path, | could do worse than to have your advice aswe walk
it”

Bidi’ s gaze sharpened and disruption shot through gargoyle link. Mountains sprang up around Alban,
craggy, impenetrable, and filled with Bidi’ swill. Surprise washed over Alban asBidi came out of the
rock, thewals he' d created so much a part of himsdlf that he imbued them.

“I"d forgotten,” Alban said amost idly. “I’ d forgotten what privacy looked likein the overmind. I've
become so accustomed to not needing it, | think I’ d forgotten this could be done.” He turned, looking at
thetdl cliffsand the starsthat clawed their tops, far away. “I1t seems |’ ve forgotten agreat dedl.”

“You'reagargoyle” Bidi growled. “Y ou don't forget anything. Y ou just misplaceit for awhile.”

“Perhgps s0.” Alban faced hisriva again, wondering at the confidence that had alowed himto turn his
back on Bidi, particularly inaworld of Bidi’s own making. “What are we doing here?’

“Areyou just that good?’ The last word was sneered, though craggy walls around them echoed with
different emotion: frustration; bewilderment; dismay. “Is Janx right? So true and noble asto sicken? Do
you hold no grudge, Stoneheart?’

Alban fell slent, searching for an inoffensve answer, then spread hiswings—hiswings; in the sanctuary of
Bidi’smind, he wore hisgargoyle form, for al that it was the human shape that stood in Grace' s mesting
chamber—spread hiswingsin dismissa of politeness and acceptance of the truth: “I won, Bidi. Come
the dawn, | havewon...everything. Our battle. Hgnad. The quorum. Thetrid. A place amongst our
people. Margrit. What I’ velost isn't so much that | must hold to bitterness and begrudgery for the
wrongs you' ve done me.”

“Youlogt Hgnd, intheend.”

“But | waswith her for alittle while.” Alban breathed another laugh, soft sound, and turned again to look
at the white mountainsrising around him. “ A year ago, | think | would have been angrier with you. | was
adonethen. Melodramatically done,” he added wryly. “Mourning for alife lost two centuries ago, bitter
for the chances wasted, angry at the world for snatching happiness away from me, though | wouldn't
have admitted to any of that. | would have said | was only doing as gargoyles ought to, standing unmoved
againg time. The past few months have changed me greatly. This position our people have offered me...|
wouldn't have been worthy of it then.”

“Y ou dways were pompous.”

Alban blinked and looked back to find Biali glowering irritably at him. “'Y ou wouldn't have had the



chance, three months ago. That lawyer changed everything, including you.”
“Andyou?’ Alban asked.

Bidi’sjaw worked before hefinaly spat, “Don’t count onit.” The sentiment reverberated from the wals
around them, lending it weight.

Alban consdered his onetime friend for along moment, then nodded. “All right. | won't.” He crouched
and sprang upward, wings catching the air and driving him to the distant peaks. A moment later he broke
free of their private conversation and rejoined the gathering of gargoyles, landing amidst them asthough
he had never |&ft.

Curiousfacesturned to him, glanced & Bidli, and returned to Alban again, unnerving in their soliderity.
Alban caught the eyes of those in the room with him, and then the nearest of those in the world beyond as
he gathered himself to spesk.

“I have, | think, done very little to earn the trust you' re offering me. The choices I’ ve made have not been
made out of foresight or wisdom, only abdlief in what was right regardless of what our laws dictated. If
you' ve changed enough to recognize that we must adapt further or die out, then | think any leadership |
might provide is moot. Y ou have aready become the change you wish to see. Bidi made courageous
choices at the quorum, choices | don’t know if | would have been bold enough to follow through on
mysdf, evenif not doing so might have been hypocriticd. | think | feared change more than any of us, but
it ssemseven I’ vefalen beneeth its scythe. If there sany guidance | can offer, then | will, of course, but it
seemsto me that you would be better served by Eldred or one of the others.”

He hesitated, then turned his palms up in supplication. “That said, thereisonething | think weasa
people should do. Thedjinn haveit in their hearts to make war on us over the death of one of their own.
I’m responsible for that death, and will not hide from it. But | till believe that our third law must hold
sway. We Old Races cannot be allowed to turn on one another even when something asterrible as Malik
a-MassT sdeath rocks our ranks. If exileisto bethe price, so beit. | will pay it willingly enough. But we
cannot permit thisto come to war. Bloodshed istoo costly for any of us. So | would ask, if | may ask
anything, that some of you join mein finding the djinn and designing a peace accord out of this tragedy
before it escaates out of control.”

Bidi cracked hisknuckles over thefire and shoved out of his crouch. A smirk shadowed his scarred face
as Alban looked askance at him, and he shrugged histhick shoulders. “What? Pretty words don't
disguise that you're going in looking for afight. I’ m not going to missthis one, Stoneheart. It ought to be
gm.il

Ice did through Margrit’ sveins, holding her in place as Tariq continued, his voice so soft and steady it
seemed that what he was saying must be reasonable. “ There is still the matter of Malik d-Massi’s
death.”

“It was an accident. Would you be persecuting Mdik if he'd managed to kill Janx? Or Janx, if he' d killed
Madlik to survive?’

“Irrdlevant questions. The glassmaker lived and Mdik died at your hands and the gargoyl€' s”

Recollection struck achord. “Glassmaker, that’ s right. Y ou two know each other, don’t you? He knew
your name.”



Tariq samber eyes darkened. “ Also irrdlevant. Y ou will not save yoursdf by changing the subject,
Margrit Knight.”

Margrit muttered, “1t was worth ashot,” then, more clearly, said, “Do | get atrid? Alban got one.” Her
body was Hill cold, but her thoughts, at least, seemed to be moving at their usua pace, searching for a
way out, or at least an extenson of the brief minutes she had | eft.

“Alban Korund isagargoyle, and faced agargoyle tribuna for the deeth of another of hisown kind.
Their traditions are different from ours, as he will discover when we mete out punishment for Malik's
desth.”

“Sonotria.” Margrit bit down on further response, redlizing fear was trandating itself into sarcasm. Her
gaze went to the stedl ddlivery door and dipped away again ingtantly: evenif it was open so she could
make arun for it, outrunning adjinn was quite literaly impossble. Quick as she could be, she smply
couldn’t outpace someone who didn’t need to travel the distance between two places.

“Do you deny your guilt?’

Startled, shelooked back at Tarig. “1—" Complicated emotion arose, embodied in flashes of the House

of Cardson fire, and Maik’ s destruction in the flames. Picking her words carefully, she said, “I deny that
| am guilty of murder. | do not deny that I'm partiadly responsible for accidenta mandaughter, and | don't
deny that I'll regret that for therest of my life.” However long it may be, she added silently.

“Then even if wewere so inclined, thereisno need for atrial.” Tariq nodded and two djinn appeared at
Margrit’ s sides, hands on her shoulders, forcing her to her knees.

Fear finaly caught up with her, making thefal thick and heavy. Tears burned her eyes, whether from
terror or pain, and the whole of her body was cold. Tarig put his hand out and athird djinn placed a
scimitar in it, then backed away as he unsheathed it with the too-familiar sound of metal on leather.

Margrit’ sthroat clogged, choking off her breath as Tariq approached. Water swam in her eyes, but she
couldn’t bring hersdlf to blink the fog it produced away, irrationdly afraid of missng the strike that would
end her life. Out of nowhere, she recaled an article she' d read about decapitation, possibly one written
during the French Revolution. The man scheduled to die had promised his friends that he would keep
blinking as long as he could once his head | eft his neck, as an experiment in determining whether desth
was instantaneous or not.

He had blinked for twenty seconds before findly going till.

She did not want to know that she was deed, not like that. Horrifying enough to die young and badly, but
far worse to face even afew seconds of knowing her life had already ended and she was only waiting for
her damaged body to redizeit.

“Cara?’ Panic turned Margrit’s question into a chalkboard shriek.

“Yes, of course.” Carastepped forward, gill pae, and executed a careful haf bow toward Tarig, who
turned to her with the infinite patience of aman certain of his control.

Caramet hiseyes. “I don't likeit, but to avert awar that would destroy usall, | agreeto Margrit

Knight' sterms. The docklands and Janx’ s empire are yours. | hope we may come to some new
agreement on working together, but even if not, the salkieswill not stand in the way of the djinn. Nor,”
she added alittle more coolly, “will we support you if you should pursue your vendetta over the matter of
Malik a-Mass1’ s death. If you choose to war againgt the others, you do so done.”



Tariq returned her hard gaze along time before a sharp smile twisted hisfeatures. “\We accept your
terms, and in exchange will dlow the life of this human to stand in the place of any of our brethren againgt
whom we might otherwise hold accountable for unfortunate events.”

Caralooked down at Margrit, then nodded and stepped back.

Dishdief clenched Margrit’s ssomach, forcing afrightened laugh free. Tearsfindly fell, scading lines
down her cheeks, and she shook her head savagdly, trying to splash the droplets of sat water on the
djinn holding her. Nether so much asflinched. Margrit twisted her head to the Side, biting down violently
on one of their hands before a blow across the face dizzied her. Theinjured djinn knotted his hand in her
hair and hauled her head back to expose her throat to Tariq' s sword.

A rumble arrested dl attention, making Margrit’ s tormentors turn toward the ddlivery door asit
shuddered open. Headlights flared outside, silhouetting two dim figures againgt the night before the door
rolled shut again. Caratook one step farther back from Margrit, shouldersrigid.

Ursula Hopkins folded her arms across her chest and stared boldly at each group gathered in the room:
sekies, djinn and the little crowd around Margrit herself. Kate, like a crimson shadow, leaned on the
garage door, afoot cocked againgt it as she studied her fingernails with a ddliberate insouciance.

Despite everything, amusement rose up to strangle Margrit. Janx himsdlf couldn’t have looked more
nonchalant, and she fought back the urge to suddenly begin wild applause.

Instead al attention hung on the two young-looking women. Silence stretched until Tariq sngpped it with,
“What isthis? We have business, and you—"

“Business?’ Kate glanced up with flawlessingenuity, eyes widened to see a hand tangled in Margrit’ s hair
and ablade at her throat. “ Oh,” she said, asif in genuine surprise, and then smiled. “1 wouldn't do that if |
wereyou.”

“Half-breed.” Tariq spat the word. “Y ou would shy from spilling the blood of your mothers. Even the
selkiesaren’'t so wesk asthat.” The blade' s curve remained steady afew centimetersfrom Margrit's
throat. She thought her pulse must be reflected in the bright meta, panic and sour relief giving it wing.

Kate minced forward, managing to put on the air of aprissy schoolgirl despite wearing heavy boots,
cargo pants and aleather jacket thrown over atorn white tank top. Like Janx, she was exquisite in her
portraya of otherness; what the eye saw was not & al what wasredly there. Everything Margrit could
see screamed of innocent curiosity, and it was al agorgeous falsehood. This was not the woman Margrit
had met that morning, though whether this Kate or the other had been closer to her true sdlf, Margrit had
no idea.

“Oh,” Kate said in the same sweet trill, “oh, isthat what you see? Y ou think our heritage makes us more
congtrained, not less? Such apity.” Her voice changed with the last words, gaining a depth far too
profound for an ordinary human woman to achieve. “Release Margrit Knight or reap the whirlwind.”

Margrit, afraid to move more than her eyes, jerked her gazeto Tariq and saw avarice light hisfeatures
beforeasmiledid into place. “We arethe whirlwind.”

Like Janx, like Alban, Tariqwas not so fast as Daisani. In the end, it seemed he didn’t need to be.

It was an easy movement, redlly. Margrit saw it with full clarity, the way he straightened hisarm the last
haf inch and drew it acrossin one short stroke. It looked brutal and efficient, the sort of thing that might
be used to kill agoat or a cow.



Not until the pain set in did sheredlize that no, in fact, it was the sort of thing that might be used to kill
her.

TWENTY-SX

SOMEONE SCREAMED. MARGRIT was certain it wasn't hersalf, because she wastrying, and could
only produce a bubbling gurgle. The two djinn whipped into dervishes and, released from their hold, she
lifted both hands to her throat, clutching the wound, then staring without comprehension at the blood
coloring her fingers.

The pain was becoming extraordinary. Sdt in the wound, she thought; salt from her hands, both at her
throat again. She began to blink, counting each one and wondering if anyone watched to see how long
she survived. Someone ought to be paying attention. Dying without even being noticed seemed worse
than just dying. Somehow outraged by the thought, she looked up, searching for anyone who might care
that she hed fdlen.

The screaming came from Cara. Too little, too late, Margrit thought, and wished she could voice the
accusation. She supposed she should be pleased someone was paying attention, but the selkie girl wasn't
the one she' d hoped for. Twenty seconds, she thought, and couldn’t remember how many timesshe'd
blinked. It didn’t seem to matter as much as she thought it would. She was faling now, toppling over
sdewayswith her hands still wrapped around the gaping wound in her throat.

Flame gouted over her. Dizzy with exhaustion—that was the blood |oss, she thought clinically—she kept
her eyes wide even when the world blurred. Shewould at least watch what happened around her as she
died. No one would know, but she would.

The docking areawas on fire. That was appropriate: Maik had died amidst flame, and so would she.
Everything seemed terribly dow, even her thoughts, each of them drawn out with crystaline clarity. She'd
thought dying would be more frightening, but instead it was Smply....interesting. The last moments should
be. Shewas glad she felt no fear, and then gladder that she' d visited her parents the previous weekend
and gone to church with them. She wished she could reach out to them, to promise they would see each
other again; to tell them she knew it would be such along and hard time for them, but that for her only a
moment or two would pass, and then they would be together.

They would never understand how she cameto die in aback-lot loading zone near the docks, assuming
that was where her body was found. Assuming her body was found. No, it would be: Tony would never
alow her to disappear. Even after dl their troubles, he would never et that happen. Perhaps Alban
would break the Old Races covenant of secrecy and tell him what had really happened.

Alban. Regret too large to hold in overwhelmed her, pulling her toward darkness. Words and thoughts
were too smal to encompass the loss of a chance of alife with the gentle gargoyle. She wondered,
briefly, if his people believed in an afterlife, or if the memoriesthe gargoyles held so close ensured they
would aways be remembered, and negated aneed for aworld beyond their own in which they might
meet again.

Fire scored the air above her again, sending djinn tornadoes spinning across the room. Determined not to
missthe last seconds of her life, Margrit turned her attention outward, and watched the world come

apart.

The Old Races had two forms: the demental, aien shape and the humanoid form they used to interact



with the mortd world.

Kate Hopkins held her ground in the middle of both of those, jaw unhinged to spout flame acrossthe
room in huge burgts. Traces of humanity remained in her face: awoman’ s hazdl eyes over too-flared
nogtrils, more like Janx’ s dragonly onesthan ahuman’s. Her chest was broken open, too large for a
person, too small for adragon, and she dragged in enormous gusts to power her flame with. Her arms
and hands were nearly normal, perhaps more strongly muscled than usua, and she had somehow
captured adjinn, throttling him with enthusiasm as she hung in the air. Wings had erupted from her back
to whip her fireinto frenzies, and atail lashed, taking out salkieswho cametoo close. Legs, hdf humanin
nature, kicked and clawed, deadly wespons even if they weren't fully dragon.

Thedjinn she held was smeared in blood and hung on to her wristswith al his strength, trying to bresk
her grip. She dropped her jaw farther, serpentine tongue flickering out, and then white flame spurted
again. The djinn’s screams, and then hislife, werelost beneath itsroar, and Kate dropped amelted,
dinking pile of flesh onto thefloor.

Tariq blurred with rage, scimitar glinting red with fire. He couldn’t fly, but he materidized in the air behind
Kate, dropping down with the blade preceding him.

It looked like a puppet being yanked offstage: one instant he was faling, and the next he dammed against
thewall, UrsulaHopkins s hand crushing histhroat, both of them yardsin the air. They did toward the
floor, Kate' s body blocking them from Margrit’ s view, though she heard Ursula s hiss of fury through the
chaos.

Then, appalingly, Caramoved. Not swiftly, not as the vampires could do; not as Janx or Kate could do.
Not swiftly, but with grim intent. One of her followers knocked her away, shouting a protest over the
roar of sound in the loading dock. Fresh blood seeped from the gunshot wound above Cara skidney as
her protector spun around to lay hands on Kate. Half-formed scales glittered across her body and he dug
his fingers deep into one, as Alban had once done to Janx. It began to ped back, tearing skin and scae
dike, flaying her. Margrit reached for a scream and found it blocked by blood, still nothing morethan a
hideousgurgle.

Ursulaappeared again, grabbing the selkie who attacked her sister. She dragged him close and he made
no protest. Then she lashed forward too fast for Margrit to comprehend, her jaw dropped openin
attack.

Hewas not fast, perhaps, but he was certain. Ursula s blur of speed met a downward smash of the
salki€' s head, and when she staggered back, her nose was crushed out of shape. Djinn swooped down
on her, spinning avortex that lifted her from the ground and forbade her the purchase that might allow her

to escape.

Digant and clinical astherest of her thoughts, Margrit redlized she was far from the only oneto die
tonight, and wondered if salkie and djinn bodies were sufficiently unusud to betray them to humanity. She
didn’'t believe Ursula or Kate would be captured or killed, though as Ursula spun in the djinn maglstrom,
it began to seem lesslikdy that shewould survive.

It was happening so fast. Margrit knew it was fast, though she could seetoo clearly, asif the brief
seconds were clarified and elongated for her so she might not miss anything. That was the reward,
perhaps, for the blood draining out of her body; the last moments of her life would seem to last forever.

Kate exploded, air concussing with such force it drove the djinn out of their whirlwind. Ursulafdl to the
ground and landed astonishingly catlike, her weight spread on dl four limbs and her body low and tight.
Her skinrippled, ablack flow of oil, and she legpt out of her crouch with the grace and accuracy of a



panther, bearing down on one of the djinn.

He dissipated and she fell through where he had been to flatten a selkie whose reflexes weren't asfast.
Kate dropped to the floor, massive dragon bulk blocking Ursulaand her victim from Margrit’ ssight.

The salkie who'd tried flaying Kate had been flung away by the force of her transformation. Now she
prowled toward him, gorgeoudly sinuous. Like Janx, her scales were burnished red, but unlike hissilver
lining, she was graced with black. She was perhaps aquarter of his size, though gtill significantly larger
than aselkie or even agargoyle. Shelifted aheavily clawed foot to pin her tormentor against thewall,
and the dancing whiskers aong her face pulled back in agrin as she opened her mouth to breathe flame.

Tariq regppeared, dropping from above a second time, thistime landing on Kate' s neck, just above the
roll of musclethat joined limb to body. Selkie forgotten, she snapped at the djinn, twisting hersdf into a
cat’s cradle as shetried to bite or claw him off. He wrapped hislegs around her neck, stabbing
ineffectually with his sword, and held on as though she were abronco at the rodeo.

Margrit, deepy, thought the dragon’ s eyes—till hazdl in thisform, though burnished with deep red
flame—were the best target, and unwisdly tried to whisper that across the room. No one could hear her;
that wasjust aswell. She had forgotten Kate was on her side, that the half-human children of the Old
Races had come to rescue her. The heat and destruction, though, were so greet that it seemed asif dl the
fighting should stop, no matter how it had to be achieved, or what the cost.

Sdfish, she scolded hersdlf. Just because she had lost didn’t mean they dl should. The admonishment
amused her, and she found hersdlf pleased that she would die happy. She had long since forgotten to
keep blinking, but the time had to be running out. Too bad. There had been so much she wanted to do.

It wasn't that humans couldn’t hear the sounds of battle from within the office-building loading dock.
Anyone on the street might hear the shouts and screams, might recognize the roar of flame beneath the
rumble of traffic. Nor wasit that human curiosity sat up and took note of wisdom and left such dangers
unexplored. No; it was only good fortune that brought the gargoyles to the battle before humanity
discovered it; good fortune and perhaps a modicum of weariness from mortas dready besieged by
immorta warfare,

They had begun at the burnt-out shell that was the House of Cards, half a dozen of them radiating avay
from that center point. They werelooking for a gathering, not abrawl, and the lanky gargoyle had found
oneinaloosearc of selkiesand djinn in aloading-dock parking lot. Knowledge transferred
ingantaneoudy through the gestalt, and within minutes, the gargoyles converged on the parking lot, al of
them finding shadows to transform in before coming into the light. There was no resistance from the salkie
and djinn guard; formidable fighters or not, they were no match for gargoyles. Had Alban been ahuman
passerby, he would have ignored the sounds from behind the closed garage door, too, and allowed
whatever went on there to continue without hisinterference.

Or hewould have before he met Margrit Knight. Now he was uncertain of what he might do; it had not
been long at dl since he' d considered the ways of the world, whether human or not, to be beyond his
caring. Hewould not have shoved hisway through alocked door to discover what sort of disaster raged
onitsother sde.

Only the host of gargoyles at his back kept him moving forward as the door dammed open and revealed
anarchy. The smdl of burning flesh billowed out, oily smoke and dark flame carried in excited eddieson
the fresh air the gargoyles brought with them.



For an uncomprehending moment Alban thought Janx dominated the room, serpentine form whisking
through the fire with claw and tooth at the ready. Something was wrong with the dragonlord, though: his
color waswrong and hissize far too small. As Alban watched, the dragon bit the head off asalkiewho
attacked his scaleswith a crowbar. Janx had never done anything so brutal, not to one of the Old Races.
Alban staggered to ahdlt, disodief numbing him.

Gargoylesflooded past Alban, knocking him aside. One of the femaesflung herself on the dragon, arms
wrapped around its dender neck, wings beating to help her balance as she strangled the reptilian
mongter.

A blanket of night fdl from above, its shape shimmering with black oil, changing so subtly and quickly
that Alban’seyesdid off it, unable to grasp what he saw. It landed on the gargoyle who' d attacked the
dragon, amaw of darkness opening up with screaming, outraged hunger. Gashes appeared on the
Vakyrie' s shoulders, stone cut deep enough to bleed, and she released the dragon to struggle with the
writhing piece of midnight.

Djinn, furious with battle, fell upon the newly arrived gargoyles, whipping up sorms asthey waded into
thefight determined to subdue first and understand later. Their whirlwinds cleared a path through the
garage, dl theway toitsback wall.

Margrit lay sprawled in a still-spreading pool of blood, hands curved at her throat.

The shout that ripped from Alban’ sthroat shamed the dragon’ s bellows, though it wasn't enough to
pause the fight. He legpt over the combatants, transforming into his gargoyle shape without thinking so
that when he crashed to his knees beside Margrit’' s unmoving form, his bulk shielded her from the battle.

Protected her, asthough she till required guarding.

Alban’'s heartbeat smashed through him, carrying atide of denid and disbelief matched only oncein his
existence. It had been raining then, but tonight was clear, ahandful of stars scattered acrossthe sky.
Dawn was awhole nighttime away, and wouldn't bring healing stone, not thistime, not for this woman.
“Margrit? Margrit, you mugt...” Wake up. The words whispered beneath his skin but went unspoken,
grief emptying him to even the false hope of pleading.

Shewastoo pale, thewarmth of her skin drained away with the blood spilled on the floor. Alban took
one of her hands from her throat with cautious delicacy, comprehending the inches-long gash there
without fully dlowing himsdlf to seeit. That memory would be there, seared into his memory, a any time
he might want to revigit it, and, like Ausra s desth, like Mdik’s, far too often when he did not.

She had stopped bleeding, the pool spreading with its own dow viscosity. Red clots thickened the edges
of the wound, as though she had amost succeeded in holding it together. Almost succeeded in surviving.

With utmost care, Alban replaced her hand at her throat, folding her fingers asthey’ d been, creating a
barrier over the cut. Then he rose, blood-covered, and turned back to the battle with a cold
determination he' d never before known. Degth, it seemed, was the fate of every woman whose path
crossed his. There could be an end to it; therewould be an end toit.

All hehad to dowasdie.

It had to be the dragon, or possibly its vampiric partner. No one else had the strength or speed to
destroy agargoyle; the djinn and selkie were far too feeble, and Alban’ s rage much too great. Only the
dragon could stand up to it, though the vampire had shown enormous fortitude in attacking the femae
gargoyle. She had escaped and huddled againgt awall now, transformed to hedling, protective stone.



Her lifewould not also be forfeit tonight. It no longer mattered how any of this had cometo pass. All that
mattered was that it would end, and that he would end it. He flung himsdlf into battle with an abandon
he' d never known before, free of dl constraint, determined only to reach the dragon, and nothing more.

Theloading-dock doors melted in awash of flame, and the dragon met him.

It had gotten larger, somehow. Much larger, in the space between deciding hisfatelay in the dragon’s
claws and the moment of impact. There d been no concussive exploson of air to suggest it had
transformed, and once what little intellect he had left worked its way through that thought, it was al
wrong anyway. Dragons had one size, one shape to transform into and out of. That size changed over the
millennia, growing ever larger, but it did not change in the space of abreeth.

Then thought was gone again asthey bowled over, flattening everything in their path. Alban’sfeet hit the
floor and he drove talonsinto concrete, forcing dl his strength into the sinuous coilsto stop their roll.
There was too much dragon to stop so easlly, and he howled frustration, words far beyond him.

Another impact shuddered Janx’ slong body, asudden flash of white stone shoving and damming with
the same vigor Alban put into the effort. Flame sprayed everywherein ahiss of outrage, and Bidi came
through it unscathed, abroad smile splitting his scarred face. Alban understood in an ingtant: it wasn't for
Margrit' ssake Bidi fought, or for Alban’s, but smply for thejoy of pitting himsaf against the one breed
in the world who could fight agargoyle to the ground. Without him, Alban wouldn’t have stopped the
tumble before Margrit’ sfragile body was crushed.

For dl that hisown purpose wasto diein battle, Alban acknowledged the other gargoyle with anod of
thanks in the eterna moment before Janx dithered around and roared fury as he pounced again.

Alban went down under the dragon’s crush, knocked breathless as Janx scrambled over him. Insulted,
he grabbed the dragonlord’ s hind leg and hauled.

Janx dug his nailsinto the floor as he was yanked backward, the shriek of torn concrete echoed by his
full-voiced rage. He strained with the effort of moving forward, utterly ignoring Alban and Bidli, dl his
attention focused e sewhere. His enormous wings buffeted the air, sending cyclones of heet burning
through it, and djinn, sent panicking from their native e ement, began to flee the garage. Alban had never
seen them endangered by anything other than sat water and, more recently, vampire blood: the ideathat
they could be burned out, guttered by flame, wasin equd parts fascinating and horrifying. But ahandful
of them lay broken beneath Janx’ stalons, spattered with blood and crackling with flame.

Profound wrongness twinged under Alban’s skin, as bone deegp and discomfiting asiron bound to flesh
had been. Janx was athousand things, akiller anong them, but to so ruthlesdy end the lives of hisfellow
Old Races was unlike him. Faint humor twisted the sense of transgression: only a handful of seconds ago
that was exactly what Alban had sought from the dragonlord.

Another serpentine form dithered in front of Janx and he redoubled his efforts, flame gouting as he surged
forward. Alban didn’t know when dl the gargoyles cameto his side, but now haf adozen of them held
theinfuriated dragon back as he lashed at his smdler counterpart. It danced out of hisway, taunting his

captivity.
A black cloak settled around its shoulders, then became awoman, black-haired, dark-eyed, blood
drooling down her jaw and cosating the insdes of her arms, as though she’ d dashed her wrigts. She

dangled a bundle from one hand, and it took |ong dreadful momentsfor Alban to recognizeit asahead,
as smeared with blood as the woman was.



Much too late, much too late, understanding came.

Janx drew himself in, dragging gargoylesto his center, then burst upward in an explosion of power, wings
flung out to clap the air. He didodged Alban and the lanky gargoyle youth, the latter from surprise and
Alban through inattention; his gaze was on the murderous twins before him.

If murderersthey were. Janx launched himself forward again, thistime smashing into the pair with the
same grength he' d tackled Alban with. They rolled roughshod through the melted door, landing in the
parking lot with an eruption of flame and fury that lit furious panic in Alban’s breast. He charged after
them, voice lost beneath the sounds of battle even as he screamed warnings. Nothing stopped them, not
even flinging himsdf into their midst, grabbing desperately for muzzles and daws, anything to pull one off
the other and aert them to their danger. To dl their danger, for a the most they had a handful of seconds
before humans discovered their battle, and should that happen, it was a blow from which they would
never recover.

A gunshot ripped the air, a desperately human sound, and their time was up.

TWENTY-SEVEN

AIR IMPLODED WITH therattle of grenades going off. Janx collgpsed under the weight of haf adozen
gargoyles, his muffled cursing accompanying usaess heaves as hetried to push them away. Alban
climbed to hisfeet, offering his nearest compatriot a hand without seeing him, then said, “Keep Janx
down,” inalow voice.

Tony Pulcellastood at the parking lot’s head, his duty weapon clasped in both hands and held steady on
the mass of Old Races afew dozen yards from him. Grace O’ Malley was a his sSde, leather-clad and
clinging, one hand on the detective' sbiceps asif to stay him from further shooting. Alban wondered
where the bullet had gone, though it could easily have struck Janx without the dragonlord so much as
noticing.

Torn between choices, hefindly said, “Grace,” in the samelow voice he' d employed with the gargoyles.
Behind him, Janx was gill struggling and swearing, afact that might have made Alban smilein any other
circumstances. “Grace, what are you doing here? Why is he here?’

Tony barked alaugh that had more to do with covering fear than humor. “I might ask you the same
question, Korund, except then | got awholelot of others| wannaask first.” Hisvoice was rock steady,
and he couldn’'t know his heartbeat betrayed him. Still, Alban admired hisfacade of cam.

“Sureand it didn't take alot of clevernessto redize you were dl spoiling for afight,” Grace said. Unlike
Tony, shewas cam, even derisive. “ Something had to be done to stop you, and you wouldn’t be
listening to Grace done, now, would you?’

Janx’ s voice shot out of the background, agarbled threat that ended with the sound of flesh hitting flesh: a
hand being dapped over the dragonlord’ s mouth. Alban wanted to admonish his people not to be
cardess. six of them could easly hold Janx in hismortal form, but he would eventudly belet free, and a
grudge-holding dragon was a bad enemy.

“Shetold me Margrit would be here.” Tony met Alban’ s gaze. Then he whitened, and Alban knew that
his own expression had given away Tony’ sworst fear.

“I’'m sorry, detective. Margrit Knight isdead.”



“What?’

To Alban’ssurprise, it was neither Tony nor Grace whose voice came out gray with disbelief and horror.
It was Janx, and as though histonetold his captors the fight was gone from him, he came forward
unfettered by gargoyles, shock wiping avay hisinhuman grace. “What did you say, Alban?’

“Thedjinn,” Kate Hopkins said with no care for the human standing in their midst. Ursulajoined her,
winding an arm around her sster’ swaist, as Kate continued, coldly, “In retdiation for Maik’ s desth. We
cameto protect her, but we weretoo late.”

“You.” Janx’slip curled. “And who are you, daring to transform in my demesne? Chalenging mein such
acowardly way, without even declaring yoursdlf first? That will be met, little girl. That will be answered.”

Kate gave him alook burdened in equd partswith pity and exasperation, then turned back to Alban and
Tony. “Forgive us. Ursula sbeen following her dl day, but Tarig snatched her and even my sister takes
timetotrack adjinn.”

“| want to see her.” Tony finaly spoke again, strain now sounding in hisvoice. A wave of sympathy
caught Alban, nearly shattering the cam that had settled, unnoticed, over him. Hereached for it again,
afraid to fed Margrit’ sloss, then released whatever hold he' d had on it and shuddered to find blank
horror inits place. Lifting ahand to gesture back toward the loading dock hurt; breathing hurt. Hisinsdes
had been drilled away and filled with regret and sorrow, but beyond a senseless hope of denid, dl he
could think was how much more bewildered and lost the human detective must be.

Tony holgtered his gun and stalked forward, his entire body radiating tension and fear and bewilderment.
He had no frame to put around Margrit’ s death, no explanations for the things he had seen in the last
minutes, and in avery human way, seemed to be thrusting the dien out of his thoughts to focus on what
was comprehensible: love, life, loss. Alban had little doubt there would be time for therest later: Tony
Pulcdlladid not strike him as aman willing to let the inexplicable fade to the back of hismind and be
dismissed under the best of circumstances, and now, with Margrit’ s deeth, he imagined very little would
stop the detective from fully exploring what he had seen.

The Old Races parted before him, and Grace waked a step or two behind him, offering solidarity
without quite being at hisside. Janx let them pass and then, with as much stiffness and grief as Alban had
ever seenin him, fdl into step behind the two humans, following them through the silent gathering to visit
Margrit' sbody. Alban brought up the rear, though he became aware that the others had followed them
back into the loading dock, and that they stood vigilance againgt the night.

Always petite, Margrit looked smaler and more fragile than ever lying in awide crimson pool. Her hands
were gtill folded a her throat, hiding the wound there and making her seem an artistic rendition of desth.
Tony, with far more grace than Alban himself had shown, knelt in the blood and first touched her throat
for apulse, then bowed his head over her body. Long minutes passed before he spoke, voice cracking
with rage and grief. “What the fuck isgoing on here?”

“We arethe Old Races.” Unexpectedly, it was Janx who spoke again, bresking asilence that of al those
gathered, only Eldred might have more right to end. Might: Alban suspected the dragonlord had more
years than even the gargoyle e der, but could no more imagine asking than—

Than he could imagine Janx giving answer to Tony Pulcdla s question. But Janx went on, tenor voice
sweset with sorrow and regret. “I’'m afraid Margrit Knight told you the truth at Rockefeller Center,
detective. Salkies and dragons and djinn, oh my,” he said softly, and then more prosaicdly, “And
gargoyles and vampires. We have lived among you for al of history, some of us becoming your legends
and othersfading into obscurity. Y our Margrit became our Margrit, and though you will not believe me,



[, too, mourn her passing.”
Tony turned his head, showing a grief-stricken profile to the gathering. “ Janx. | shot you.”

Actua sympathy tempered the dragon’ s response. “Do you redly think onetiny bullet would bother me?
A .45 won't stop agrizzly or an elephant, detective, much less something like me.”

“A dragon.” Tony spat the word, clearly no more able to believe it than deny it.
“A dragon,” Janx said gently.

Tony shoved to hisfeet, diding in blood as he turned to face Alban. There was no fear in his scent, and
only anger more powerful than despair in hisface. Both were held in check by akind of desperation; by
aneed, Alban thought, to understand. The rest could come later. Would come later, if the detective was
alowed to leave the loading dock alive.

“A gargoyle,” Alban said, before Tony asked. “ Y ou’ ve seen my other form.” He transformed ashe
spoke, letting one shoulder riseand fall. “The ‘mask’ in the Blue Room was my true form.”

Tony flinched as Alban changed shape, then shot chalenging glares a the rest of them. “What about you?
What do you look like? C'mon,” he added bitterly, as glances were exchanged. “It’ snot asif you're
going to let mewalk away. Y ou don’t keep thiskind of secret by |etting people who blow your cover
live”

“No.” Janx turned his attention to Grace thoughtfully, air heating with the weight of hisregard. “We
don't.”

Thefaintest smile quirked one corner of Grace's mouth and she sauntered to Janx, stopping bare
centimeters from him. She stood on her toes, tipping her face up as though she' d stedl akiss, and instead
whispered, “Be my guest, dragonlord. Try it.”

Interest glittered deep in Janx’ s eyes, but he only inclined his head in acknowledgment of the chalenge
beforelifting his gaze beyond Grace to look at Tony again. Smiling, the vigilante stepped back, taking up
aplaceat Tony’sside as Janx asked, “Isthisyour final wish, detective? That you should seeusin al our
glory beforeyou die?’

“My find wish would beto die of old agein my bed, if you' re granting them.”

“Sadly,” Janx said, “the djinn have fled, and they’ re not of abent to grant wishes even on their best days.
I’'m afraditisthisor nothing.”

Like Alban, he transformed as he spoke, the last words deep and distorted as they were spoken by a
throat not intended to form human words. Only the gargoyles remained rooted through the enormous
force of histransformation, air banging out as massforced it away. Tony fel back; even Margrit’ s body
was knocked askew, flung over to face the rear wall. Selkies scattered, while Kate and Ursula knotted
arms around each other to retain their feet. Contortions ran over Kate' s body, as though she struggled to
hold back her own transformation, and Janx whipped his head around to hiss at her.

Morethan hiss: he spoke in alanguage of whispers and sibilance and song, rising and falling hypnoticaly.
Kate stared at him, increasingly nonplussed, until Ursulafindly said, “ She doesn’t spesk dragon,” and
Janx broke off with asplutter of offended surprise. He lifted one gold-taloned foot, new threat whose
trandation couldn’t go unmistaken.

Kate, far from afraid, exploded into her dragon shape and hunched her long, dim back like a cat



preparing for afight. Clearly disgusted, Janx swatted her and she bounced, wings over tail, out the door.
Tony’s harsh laughter cracked across the loading dock. “Kids, huh? Can't live with’em, can’t kill "em.”

Anything further he might have said waslost beneath arush of movement, Janx’ swingswhistling through
the air as the dragon pounced on him. One clawed foot pinned the detective to the ground easily, taons
making a cage around him, and Janx’ stail lashed, sweeping the room dangeroudly. “For Margrit Knight's
sake, | spareyour lifefor the crime of having learned the truth of our people.” Hiswords rode on smoke
and heat, reddening Tony’ s face as Janx brought his muzzle close to the detective. “ Be grateful.”

Alban closed hiseyes briefly, discovering that he, at least, was grateful. Condemning Margrit’ sonetime
lover in the face of her death seemed an unusua cruelty, one he had no stomach for.

He opened his eyes again as Ursulaand Kate crept back into the loading dock, coming to stand on either
gdeof him and dip their handsinto his. They ft fragile and small: very human, though he had seen
clearly where the boundaries of their humanity lay, and how far apart from the strictures of the Old Races
those boundaries put them. They knew the laws of their fathers' peoples, and yet devastated bodies lay
around the concrete room as evidence of how little regard these two haf-human children had for the
edictswhich ruled the Old Races. And perhaps they should have no more care than they’ d shown: after
al, they had lived human livesfor a dozen generations, condemned by theimmorta halves of their
heritage. In their place, Alban thought he might well have fought for humanity, which had at least
embraced them, rather than the Old Races, who had forbidden them.

In hisown place, he had.

Tony, through gritted teeth, acknowledged hard-pressed gratitude, though under the crush of Janx’s claw
it could hardly be anything else. Alban squeezed the girls' hands and released them to approach the
dragon, suddenly tired of posturing.

Janx’ stall sngpped into him, alash with so much power it could only have been deliberate. Alban, taken
off guard, flew through the air to smash into awall. Other gargoylesflinched forward as he recovered,
but Janx did agolden talon to rest againgt Tony’ sthroat. “ Unfortunately for you, detective, | bear another
grudge. Y ou led the human raid against the House of Cards, and | have been denied my vengeance on
that matter on dl fronts. No longer.” A dragonly smile split hisface as he arched up, ribs expanding to
prepare ablast of fire and wrath.

And then came alow, distorted voice, too quiet to be heard, and yet somehow Alban heard it. They dl
heard it, Janx arrested in midaction by Margrit’s cold command: “ Dragonlord, you will not.”

TWENTY-EIGHT
MARGRIT AWAKENED WITH apounding head and the befuddling idea that she' d heard agun.
Instinct drove her to Sit up, but her muscles were rubbery and she faltered, barely ableto lift her head.

Crimson spread out in front of her, the only clear thing in her foggy vision. It was warm, though cooling
rapidly, and sticky, and she thought it should mean something to her, dl that red liquid so closeto her. It
smelled of copper, only discernible because shelay so closeto it. Other smellswerefar more
overpowering: fire, smoke, barbecue. Her somach rumbled and she tried to clap ahand againgt it, but
her movements were too clumsy, and al she did was smear ahand in the blood.

Hunger twisted into nausea as she redlized her unthinking recognition wasright and that she lay in a pool
of blood.



Recollection dammed into her, ashock of adrendine giving her the energy necessary to jerk upright. Her
vision cleared as she twisted to face the room, the world sharpening into hyperdefined focus.

Thefirst sound she made after coming back from the dead was alaugh.

No oneese heard it: it wastoo low and raw a sound, as she took in the impossible things spread out
before her. Her blood in the foreground, yes, and the air thick with smoke and flame. Bodies, some
charcoded, some flayed, some gnawed upon as though an animal had gotten to them, lay scattered
around the floor, and amongst them stood gargoyles and adragon in their elementa forms, and selkies
and avampire who looked human to an untrained eye.

And under the dragon’s claw lay Anthony Pulcella, who didn’t belong there a al and who was about to
pay for hisaudacity with hislife. Beyond him was Grace O’ Madlley, only dightly lessout of place, her
peaches-and-cream complexion paled to ghostly white. Janx was speaking, something Margrit hadn’t
known he could do in his dragon form, and then he coiled upward, clearly preparing for afind srike.

“Dragonlord,” Margrit said, and her voice was adisaster, “you will not.”

Not if shelived a hundred years would she become accustomed to the lack of movement that came over
the Old Races when something surprised them. Every being in the room save Tony went deadly ill,
bewilderment spasming over the detective sface. Margrit thought he hadn’t heard her: the ruin of her
voice was 0 quiet she' d bardly heard hersdlf, but the Old Races had better senses than humans did.

Janx, with terrible precision, turned hislong face toward her, complex double eydids shuttering over eyes
that burned emerad with chalenge. His gaze was weighted, heated; al the things she had cometo be
accustomed to from the dragon. For the first time shefelt no fear at al; could, indeed, barely remember
why it was he' d frightened her. “Y ou will not,” she said again, and air imploded as Janx returned to his
human form.

“An unexpected surprise, Margrit Knight.” The dragonlord looked furious, hands repestedly clenching
intofigts.

Relief siwept Margrit as his change agreed to her demand, or &t least gave her further time to negotiate.
She sagged toward the floor, then ground her teeth and forced herself upward. Not just to Sitting, but to
her feet, adistance shewasn't at al sure she could travel. But then there was ahand at her elbow,
supporting her, and Alban was at her side, his eyes round with hope and astonishment.

Margrit laughed, so breathlessit would have been fragile had her throat not been ruined. Asit wasit
scraped, agurgle as dreadful as her last breaths had been, and she whispered, “Hi.”

“I thought you were dead.” Alban’s hand on her arm was ddlicate, as though he doubted what he saw
and touched. Asthough she might shatter under hisgrip, aposshility that felt darmingly real. The nausea
she' d fdt before remained in place, symptomatic of light-headedness and blood loss, but she managed
another broken laugh.

“I think | was. Mostly dead, at least.” Sick and trembling or not, shefdt filled with laughter, itsmusic
bubbling up in her asaform of rdief. “Daisani saved me. | think Tariq didn’t cut quite degp enough, and
Daisani’ s blood saved me. | was so sad | wouldn't get to see you again.” She swallowed and stopped
speaking, every word a strain. The room was unbelievably silent, her harsh voice and Tony’ s labored
breething the only soundsiniit.



Every one of the remaining Old Races stared &t her in the same astonishment Alban did. Overwhelmed
by their gazes, she turned her face againgt his chest and held on with al the trembling strength she had at
her disposal, grateful for his cool, stony scent and solid presence. Exhaustion held her too thoroughly for
joy to turn to desire, but she could fed its cal deep within her, wanting life to be celebrated.

“Margrit?’ Tony’s voice sounded amost as hoarse as her own did. Margrit released Alban, uncertain she
could keep her feet without his support, but there was no need: Tony wasthere, crushing her in hisarms
and mumbling disbelief into her hair. “Y ou were dead, Grit. Y ou were dead.”

Another raw, shaking laugh brokefree. “I got better. Do you remember—" Speech hurt, and she was
grateful when Alban took over, words deep and tempered with sympathy.

“A gift from another of our kind, detective. One Sip of avampire sblood offers hedlth to your people.
Y ou recal how quickly she recovered from her injuriesin January.”

Tony looked up at Alban, then set Margrit back afew inches, his hands on her shoulders hard with relief
and concern. “ So fast the doctors thought their X-rays must’ ve been wrong. But this, Margrit, |
mean—your throat...”

Margrit put her fingers againgt the cut, shuddering to discover it wasn't yet fully closed. “1 think every
time| get hurt it steps up the recovery time. | got the shit beat out of melast night.” She looked beyond
Tony, finding Grace, who looked strangdly insubstantial amongst the Old Races. Even Tony’ s strong
coloring helped make the tdl vigilante look lessred than those around her. For amoment an answer
swam behind Margrit’ seyes, but it dipped away again and she whispered, “I could fed myself hedling,
then. | think | might not be diveif it weren't for you.”

Grace executed an elegant bow, flourishing with her fingers as Margrit looked back to Tony. “What are
you two doing here?’

Janx grumbled awarning that Margrit silenced with alook, while Tony fell back astep and shook his
head. “Wish to hell | knew. She came out of nowhere and said | had to come with her.”

“When acadre of gargoyles goes off looking for trouble, Grace knowsto call inaringer. | didn’t know
we d find amess as bad as this one, but sometimesit takes old-fashioned human ingenuity to get
peopl€e s attention. | figured the copper shooting off around or two would do it.”

“You haveagun,” Margrit said blankly.

Grace wrinkled her nose and dipped the weapon from the small of her back, then knocked open the
chamber to shake its contents onto the floor. Nothing fell, and with a semiembarrassed shrug, she said,
“No bullets, love”

Margrit stared at Grace, remembering too vividly the way she' d pressed the gun’ s barrel to her forehead.
Her somach lurched with the dismay of discovering old fear had been usdless, but before she found
wordsto protest with, Kate, quiet and sullen, said, “1 thought we were the ringers,” to Ursula.

Janx turned on them both, clearly glad to have atarget for hisire. He was nearly purple with indignation,
and apurposeful pair of gargoyles stepped forward to prevent him from launching himself at the girls.
“Didyou think | wouldn’t notice?’ he demanded. “ Did you think you could come into my city, my
territory, and proclam yourself without chalenge? Did you—"

“How did you even know | was here?’ The curiosity behind Kate' s question was clearly genuine,
gartling Janx and sending a pang of regret through Margrit. The haf-blood children of the Old Races



were so thoroughly denied their heritagesit was no surprise that Ausrahad succumbed to madness. Kate
and Ursula had fared better, but Margrit doubted either of them truly understood the world their fathers
had come from.

“Y ou announced yoursdlf with your transformation.” Janx’ sanger logt itsgrip on him, confuson rising to
replaceit. “How can you not know that? How can you not know our tongue? Who are you?’

Kate exchanged a panicked glance with her sigter, but it was Alban who stood with Margrit gathered in
hisarms, and replied for dl of them. “Thisis Katherine Hopkins, Janx. Sarah’ s daughter, and yours.”

“Daughter.” Janx echoed the word dully, aslacking in animation as Alban had ever seen him.
“They’'vebeenin New York for years,” Alban said. “Since...”

“Nineteen sixty-two,” Ursulaprovided. “We velived in dl five boroughs. Kate wantsto go upstate

Janx shook himsdlf, dragging his gaze from Kate to Ursula “ Daughter.”

“Not me. Just her.” Ursuladid her arm around Kat€' swaist, shoring her up. “My father is Eliseo
Daisani.”

Janx and Tony made similar sounds of dismay, the former amusing Alban and the latter drawing his
attention to the detective. Grace O’ Mdley offered him areassuring touch, her long fingerslight and gentle
over his. They made an dtractive pair, dmost Alban and Margrit’ s mirror opposites, with Grace pale and
blond and Tony golden-skinned and dark-haired. The ideatraced a smile on Alban’ slips before he
turned back to the twins. “I didn’t recognize you,” he said to Kate. “Not at first. | thought you were Janx.
Did you know, in dl these centuries, I’ d never seen your other form?’

“Of coursewe knew.” Ursulaanswered for Kate, who stared greedily at Janx. “Mamadrilled that into us
when we were il girls. Once we could transform to the degree that we wanted, we never did it again.
It'sharder to get caught if you don't flaunt your differences.”

“To the degree you want?’ Janx gaped a Ursula, then looked back at the auburn-haired woman who
was his daughter. *Y ou have hdfway forms?’

“Of course.” Kate looked nonplussed. “Don't you?’
All of Janx’ s cool and nonchalance dipped away. “Nol”

Margrit’ svoicefluted as high asit could with theinjuriesto her throat: “ These are thingsthat can be
argued about later. Where' s Tariq?’

Cara, pinch-faced with pain, looked up from one of her injured podmates. “ The vampire ate him.”

“I did not!” Offense shot through Ursula s voice, mitigated an ingtant later by the admission, “He got
away.”

Margrit stepped forward, relying on Alban’ s support and not trying to hideit. A flare of pride burstin his
chest, that he should be fortunate enough to have encountered awoman like this one, and that she could
see beyond his dien nature and care for him. She was one of the most fiercely independent people he
had ever known, and the tastes he/ d had of her memoriestold him that when she chose not to walk



beside him or rely upon him, it wasto establish herself asworthy of consideration on her own terms. That
she was now willing to accept his help said as much about who shewas as it did about who they were.
Alban fought down asmilethat felt silly with ddight as Margrit shuffled a step or two closer to Cara

“Arethe salkies satisfied that my desth hasfulfilled the wergild against Janx and Alban for their part in
Mdik’sdesth?’

Cara, bemused, said, “Y ou’'re not dead.”

“I was.” Margrit turned her head toward Alban, who felt hisinsdes go cold again as he nodded. “The
agreement didn’t stipulate | had to stay that way.”

Humor crowed in Alban’s chest, crowding out the cold. Margrit was till shaking and far too pale from
blood loss, and yet determined to drive nailsinto the coffin of awar gill on the edge of burgeoning. Her
voice cleared alittle as she repested, “ Are the selkies satisfied?”’

“Thesdkiesare” Carasad bitterly. “We give up our claim on Janx’ sterritory—"

Thedragon hissed in triumph and Caraturned ahard look on him, finishing, “And cedeit to the djinn with
al our support.”

Margrit dumped againgt Alban, her hand on his arm trembling with the effort of keeping hersdlf upright.
Hetightened hisfingers a her waist, understanding she wanted to show as much strength as possible, and
didn't nestle her close again, for al that it wasin his heart to do so.

Using him for steadiness, she turned toward Eldred. “We can't let war come of this. Will the gargoyles
accept the djinn as masters of Janx’ sempire?’

“Itisof nolosstous,” Eldred said. “If it will keep the peace, then yes, of course.”
“Thedragons,” Janx snarled, “will not.”

Margrit glanced at Alban, her smile exhausted, then gave that same weary look to Janx. “ Y ou're not the
only dragon heretoday.” Drawing hersdf up, ignoring the outrage that flushed Janx’ s cheeks, she turned
to Kate. “Wheat say the dragons?”’

Avarice as powerful asanything Alban had ever seen in Janx’ s eyes flashed across Kate' sface. Then she
shot her father aglance, and when she spoke, her words were measured, more like Ursula s than usual.
“A dragon and avampire came here today to support the Negotiator. Neither of us have astakein

Janx’ sterritory, and we re willing to accept djinn rule here. We | stand together to help them hold it, if

necessary.”

Fury contorted Janx’ sface. Alban stepped forward, flanking Margrit and ready to push her behind
himsdlf if danger sparked. She stayed him with atouch, perhaps still too close to desth to fear it. “And
you, dragonlord? Do you cede control over your empireto the djinn?’

Janx |ooked from one face to another, high color still burning his cheeks, and finaly brought avenomous
look back to Margrit. “Y ou’ ve given me no choice. Congratulations, Ms. Knight. It seemsyou’ vewon a
round.”

“I’'vewon two.” Margrit curled ahand in Alban’ sbloody shirt, bracing herself. “Y our territory ceded,
and Tony’slife. I'm cdling in my third favor, Janx. Just to makeit clear.”



Janx peded hislips back from histeeth, far lessa smile than athreat. “Areyou so very certain thisis how
you wish to use that last wish, Margrit Knight?'Y ou have many years ahead of you, and may yet need a
dragon’ sfavor. And then there is the matter of Grace O’ Maley and her children, isthere not? Think
carefully, Negotiator. Choose wisdly.”

Triumph jolted her, burning up too much of what little energy she had, but asmile flashed over Margrit's
face regardless. She had won dready, even if Janx didn’t know it yet: he had accorded her atitle, and
that meant she had a place anongst the Old Races. “We ve aready made the exchange for Grace's
tunnds, Janx. Don't cloud theissue. Of course I’m sure. Maybe it’ sterribly human of me, but my friends
are not piecesfor you to push around on your chess board or knock aside asit pleasesyou. Tony’slife
iIsmine”

She heard the detective catch his breath and aburst of humor cut through her triumph. Being alive made
it easy to laugh. She hoped that would stay: it seemed asif her laughter was too often edged with
cynicism. And she knew what caused Tony to protest, even if hedidn’t do so doud. She'd made aclaim
on hislife, staking it as hers. If, heaven forbid, he had made the same statement, she would have lashed
out a him with any attack in her repertoire. She was autonomous, and so, too, was he.

On the other hand, at least once, very recently, she' d had the presence of mind to keep her mouth shut
over just such aclaim, and she hoped Tony would, too. It was amatter of principlein ardationship or at
the office. Here, now, it was literdly amatter of life and degth.

“Am | to walk away with nothing?’ Janx demanded. “My empirelogt, cast from my temporary home, the
livesof dl respongble safe from my retribution? Isthis your way of smoothing the watersin our world,
Margrit Knight?’

“Y ou can walk away with your daughter.” Margrit sounded implacable to her own ears, the roughness of
her voice gone. “I’d think that was worth any price.”

For an instant—just an instant—Janx softened as he looked toward Kate. Her lips parted, another
ingenue' s look of sweet hope, but thistime Margrit saw raw emotion behind it, the expression no longer
an act.

“It ismorethan atrinket,” Janx conceded, but then his expression hardened again. Kate' s shoulders
dropped in dismay, and Ursulahugged her harder, the two making miscol ored shadows of one another.
“More than atrinket, but not enough. | set athird task to you weeks ago, Margrit Knight. | would seeit
done. Then, and only then, are we even and isthe date between us cleared. Heed my wish and Il heed
yours.” Hefindly smiled, sharp-toothed and angry. “ Do we have an accord?’

“Wedo.” Margrit whispered the words even as she shied away from the thought. Janx had set her a
task, and she’ d thrown it in hisface in much the sameway he' d just tried to do with her. Had warned him
that it was hislast favor, and he should be well aware of how he spent it.

She had acted to spare alife. Janx was acting to end one.

Eliseo Daisani would be destroyed. Not the vampire himself, but his persona, the business mogul who'd
reigned over New Y ork for the past thirty years. If Janx wasto lose his empire, then Daisani would, too,
and they would move elsewhere, begin their game anew. It would be hard enough for Janx, but nearly
impossiblefor Daisani, whose face was known dl over theworld. A century earlier dipping from onelife
to another must have been easy, but Margrit had no idea how awell-known person would even begin to
do soin the modern world.

“Wedo,” shesaid again, more clearly. “ Y ou' re ason of abitch, Janx, but we have aded.”



“Why, Margrit.” Janx made himsdf the picture of injured fedlings. “I thought that was whét you liked
about me.”

“I don't think I like any of you very much right now.” The adrendine high was beginning to burn off,
leaving Margrit weaker than she wanted to be. “ Get out of here, Janx. Go pack your things and leave
Grace stunnels and her children. Go somewhere with Kate. Get to know your daughter. Try to bea
good guy for awhile. It'd help me deep easier.”

“Y our wish, my dear, ismy command. Katherine?’ Janx, with consummate showmanship, offered Kate
an elbow, then cocked the other and said, “Ursula?’ in equdly inviting tones.

The twins exchanged glances, first with each other, then with Margrit, who nodded and lifted her hand,
fingers spread to represent a phone, toward her ear. She mouthed, “Call me,” and both the women
smiled brightly, Kate nodding agreement before they each took one of Janx’ s elbows and allowed him to
escort them away from the loading dock.

“Areyou certain it’ swise to encourage Daisani’ s daughter to walk with Janx?” Alban murmured.

Margrit turned toward him, the movement making her dizzy, and put ahand on hisarm to steady herself.
“I'll tell Eliseo, don’t worry. | thought you didn’t know who their fatherswere.”

“I didn't,” Alban said dryly, “until I saw them in action. It became obvious, Margrit.”

“Oh.” Light-headedness replaced what she would normally have thought of as the sensation of ablush.
Nauseafollowed it and she clutched Alban’ s deeve, teeth set together againgt illness.

“Margit?’

Her name came from two directions, Tony and Alban both voicing concern. She managed awesk smile
at them, amused by the way they scowled, uncertain which of them should take precedence. After afew
seconds Tony stepped back. Grace, looking surprisingly satisfied, tucked her arm through the detective' s
as Alban asked, “Areyou wdl, Margrit?’

“Honestly? At the very least | need about a gallon of water, and ablood transfusion probably wouldn't
hurt. But | don't think | havetimefor that.” Margrit shrugged and straightened away from Alban.
“There’ stoo much e seto do.”

She managed three steps before her eyes rolled back and she collapsed to the concrete in afaint.

TWENTY-NINE

DESPITE WHAT HAPPENED in films, it was rare indeed that anyone was quick enough to catch
someone as she fainted. Daisani might have doneit; Alban could not. He and Tony lurched
smultaneoudy, and Grace' sface wrinkled in horrified sympathy as Margrit crashed to thefloor.

Alban scooped her up cautioudly, concerned she might have injured hersalf further, then wondered how
much more badly she could be hurt than having her throat cut. “ She needsfluids.”

“She needs ahospita,” Tony said a the same time, then glowered at Alban.

“Hospitaswill only ask complicated questions such as how she survived so much blood loss, and will
want to do blood work. | don’t know what they’ Il find.”

“The same thing they found in January!”



“Perhaps. But it's been months now, and her ability to heal has adapted and increased remarkably. A
doctor might discover sheisno longer fully human.”

“Thenwhat thehdl isshe?’

Alban looked up from Margrit, who breathed shalowly but steadily, and felt sympathy draw hisfeatures
long. “Unique.”

Tony’ sexpression went hitter. “ She was dwaysthat.”

“Yes” Alban’'s voice softened and he glanced at the woman he held. “ For what little it’ sworth, | had not
meant to take her from you.”

“Margrit doesn't get taken anywhere. She goes where shewants.” The same bitterness colored histone.
“Shedidn’t want me anymore.”

“You'retaking thisvery wdll, detective. All of it.”

“All of it...Youmean, al of you?I told you, it amost makes sense. Margrit doesn't hide thingswithout a
good reason, and | guess you people are as good areason to keep secretsas |’ ve ever seen. Besides,”
Tony added flatly, “ she needs meto.”

“She needs to not wake up to you two fighting over her.” Grace dipped ahand into her pocket and came
out with aplastic via that she unstoppered as she knelt beside Margrit. The scent of anmoniarose up
and Margrit hacked, then sat up, her hand knotted in Alban’s bloody coat again.

“What the hell was—Smelling salts? Y ou' ve got smelling sdts? That’ sthe worst Stuff I’ ve ever smdlled.”

Grace stood again, via safely closed as she tucked it back in her pocket. “I’ve smelled plenty worse,
someof it right here. You'rein dire graits, love. How' re you planning to get home, looking like that?’

“Alban can...” Margrit faltered, turning her face againgt Alban’s chest. “ Alban can take me home, both
of us covered in blood, to the housemate who hates him. Or not.”

“Wait.” Tony crouched, clearly sopping himself from catching Margrit’ s upper arm. “ Cole and Cam
know about this? And you didn't tell me?’

“Cole saw Alban bringing me homethe night of Daisani’ s masquerade ball.” Margrit kept her face against
Alban’s chest, sounding exhausted. “1 didn’t tell him. He just found out.” Shelifted her head, though it
looked asif it took effort, and found Cara Delaney with her gaze. “Which is not carte blanche for you to
hare off and flay him, okay? He' |l keep your secret. God, some secret. It s starting to seem like

everybody knows.”

“Five humans out of amillion and ahaf onthisidand,” Alban murmured. “It’' snot quite everyone yet,
Margrit.”

“It' senough.” Margrit pulled hersdlf to Stting, then, grimacing, wiped her deeve over her face. Blood
smeared and shesared at it grimly. “Thisisdisgusting. Cara.”

“Ya”
Margrit’ svoice went cool and steady. “Y ou let him kill me.”

Guilt flashed in Card s dark eyes and she glanced away only to find other censuring gazes surrounding
her. “1t was one lifefor many. Onelife, to avert war. Y ou saw what happened in just afew minutes of



fighting.”
“Actudly, | missed alot of it,” Margrit said icily. “What with being dead and all.”

Color gtained the selkie woman' s cheeks, but shelifted her chin defiantly and gestured around them,
indicating the selkie bodies that lay burned and torn on the floor. “We are not well suited to battle on
land. Though we might best be ableto afford it in numbers, we would be decimated if it cameto war.”

“Shedidn’t used to sound like this” Margrit said to Alban. “ She used to sound like anorma person. |
think the whole debutante-selkie thing has gone to her head.”

Cara sface reddened further, her hands clenching into fists at her sdes. Alban saw blood leak from a
wound in her shoulder, but the girl ignored it as she chalenged Margrit. “1 made my choice. | would
make the same one again, if | thought it would save my people.”

“Ah, there we go. The power of conviction, stripped bare of pomposity. That' swhat | was after.”
Margrit shrugged, minute movement againgt Alban’s chest that made her seem terribly fragile. “It was
probably theright choice, even if | think you made it because you were pissed off a me.”

“Y ou took everything wetried to gain!”

“Bullshit.” Margrit pushed away from Alban more cautioudy thistime, leaning heavily into the support he
offered as she got to her feet. “ The one thing you really wanted was | egitimacy, and you got that. But asit
happens, He giveth and He taketh away. Get me Kaimana, Cara. I’'m going to make adedl.”

It was amotley army that escorted Margrit back into Grace stunnels. Alban carried her, despite her
weak protests that she could manage the journey on her own two feet. Not even she believed it, but part
of her ingsted that the pretense was important. That, in the wake of being newly dive, struck her asa
tactic she should reconsider. There had to be room and reason to stop fighting battles that were only for
show.

Alban’s clothes were damp with blood, and hers stiffened and dried in folds stuck with his. Therelentless
sense of humor that had haunted her since she' d awakened suggested that was romantic. Disgusting, but
gtill somehow romantic. More likely it wasthe dow, steady besat of Alban’s heart benesth her ear and the
surety of hisarmsthat bore romance, but amusement niggled at her anyway.

Grace waked ahead of them, a swaying black-clad form with no evident need for alight against the
darkness. Margrit’ s gaze stayed on her for long moments, watching the way shadows accepted and
released her as she led them through the gloom. Impossible answersitched at the corners of Margrit's
mind, not quite ready for revelation, and darting away when shetried to follow them. She pressed her
eyes shut, then opened them again to follow Tony with her gaze.

Hewas astep or two behind Grace, hisflashlight splashing bright white circles on thewalls and tunnel
floors. Margrit could seetension in his shoulders and resignation in hiswalk, and wanted to reach out and
reassure him somehow. Shedidn’t try: first, shewastoo far away, and second, she wasno longer a
source from which he would draw comfort. Weary regret wrapped around her at that idea, and she let
her eyes close, trusting Alban to carry her without her watching the way.

That, too, struck her asanew thing, born in the last minutes since her awakening. She’ d once clamed
sheliked the lack of control over her lifethat running in Centra Park offered her. Grace had dismissed
that with asnort, and now Margrit wondered if the blond vigilante had been right. She was out of control



now, but shefelt safe, and it was ditinctly different from late-night jogging. Then, sheredized, she had
fdtin control, even if that was nothing more than anillusion.

Light footsteps echoed around them, the sound making her flinch awake, though she hadn’t redlized

she’' d dept. The gargoyles and injured selkies who walked with them al moved with eerie sllence, but the
tunnels themselves picked up sounds her ears couldn’t and reverberated them back at her, making her
inhuman escort audible.

Not redly her escort; that was a self-centered, human thought. They had their own reasonsto retrest
under the city. Woundsto lick, if selkiesdid that. Probably, she thought with another tickle of humor.
After dl, even humans used kisses to banish minor hurts. It wasn't far at dl from licking injuries, and
humans had no animal form to revert to. Sedl-shaped selkies very likely did use the oldest possible
method of cleaning cuts.

Margrit pressed her temple againgt Alban’ s chest, trying to stop her mind from such random wanderings.
Blood oozed under the pressure and she grimaced. There were too many thingsto deal with to succumb
to weakness. Janx was furious with her, and that had to be remedied somehow. More than just by
fulfilling his demand to bring Daisani down; she wanted the dragonlord to like her again.

Of coursg, if she did succeed in toppling the corporate bloodsucker, it was unlikely shewould have a
future in which to worry about whether Janx il liked her or not. Irrationaly reassured by the thought,
Margrit opened her eyes and found that while she' d dozed, they’ d traveled most of the distance to
Grace' s downtown hub.

“Why here?’ After alittle while of unuse, her voice croaked like she' d—Margrit winced, trying to stop
the thought beforeit finished, but the analogy worked itsinexorable way through to completion: like she'd
had her throat cut. Still cringing, she said, “Won't there be alot of kids around?’

“It' sFriday night,” Grace said with humor. “Tonight they’ re topside having fun, and this center’ sgot
more lockable doors than any of the others. It's safest for al of you and yours, and that meansit’s safest
for me and mine. Ther€ Il be plenty of hot water for bathing in,” she added to Alban. “I’ll need the
cisternsrefilled, though, after you' re done scrubbing. And I’ d just burn those clothes, if | wereyou.”

“They retoo wet,” Margrit said tiredly. “Too bad. | liked thisshirt. | can walk.” She patted Alban’sarm.
He shifted hishold, but didn’t put her down, and after afew seconds she decided that was agreeable.

Agreeable. A little blood loss, and she became the heroine of a Jane Austen noved. Margrit tried to laugh,
but exhaustion swamped her again.

The next time she awakened it was because cool stone was benegth her body, chilling her dl the way
through. Alban, stripped to the waist and carrying two steaming buckets of water, edged into hisroom as
she sat up. Thefront of his dackswere entirely soaked in blood from the knees down, and the thighs
were badly spotted with it, al the pale materia discolored and stiffening asit dried. Margrit shuddered,
suddenly aware of how cold shewas. Cold from her center to her skin, asif her furnace had shut down.

Alban looked pained at her tremble. “Forgive the accommodations. There seemed little point in putting
you on the bed while you were ill...”

“Covered in gore?” Margrit picked at the buttons of her blouse as Alban poured the water into atub
she' d never seen in hisroom before. Fingerstoo thick to operate properly, she let her handsfal and
watched the musclesin hisback play easly, asif he picked up apiece of paper instead of gallons of



water. A moment later he put the buckets aside and turned back to her, spoiling one lovely view but
offering another. Margrit hunched her shoulders against the chill and managed asmile. “1 could watch you
dothat dl night.”

Gentle humor crossed his expression. “ Except you seem to keep falling adeep. Shdl | leave you to
bathe?’

“No!” Sudden panic spurted in her at theidea, itswake leaving her more exhausted than before. “I don’t
even think | can undress myself, much less be trusted in abath. I d probably drown, and I’ ve had enough
of being dead for one night.” To her horror, tears scalded her eyes as she spoke.

Alban crossed and knelt by her, a solid, comforting presence as he began to undo the buttons she' d been
too clumsy to manage. “1 believe I’ ve had enough of you being dead for alifetime. When you' re stronge,
| think I’ll take the opportunity to go to piecesonyou.” Teasing glinted in hiseyesasshegavehima
sharp look.

“Go to pieces, huh? 1 didn’t know you knew words like that.”

“I"ve been keeping bad company of late,” Alban said solemnly. He undressed her with quiet efficiency,
no eraticismin the act, for which Margrit was wegarily grateful. Passion stereotypicaly arosein the
aftermath of danger, but she had no energy |€eft for anything beyond relief that someone was thereto care
for her. Alban lifted her into the bath with al the gentleness of a practiced nurse, and she sank to its
bottom with awhimper.

That quickly, the hot water demolished al her defenses. She began to shiver uncontrollably, teeth
chattering a adecibd that would be funny if she wasn't suddenly so frightened. She reached for Alban’s
hand, her own shaking so badly it looked like a caricature of cold. “Isthere enough room in thisthing for
two?’ She couldn’t control the stutter and bit her tongue harder than she meant to in trying.

Concern lined Alban’ sface. “Not with as much water asisin it now.”

Margrit' s gaze skittered around the room, and al the books safely on their shelves. “ The f-floor will
d-dry. | n-need you t-to w-warm me up. P-p-please, Alban.”

A moment later he climbed in, his own blood-sodden dacksleft on the floor behind him. Water cascaded
over thetub’ ssdesas Margrit twisted herself againgt his chest, hands fisted as she rattled with cold. His
arms encompassed her, gentle fingers stroking her temple, and shefinaly let go of control and fear in
terrible, body-wracking sobs.

THIRTY

SHE HAD NO ideawhen deep had taken her, but wakefulness came easily. Margrit rolled over to
search for her darm clock and the time, and found neither in the gray concrete walls surrounding her.
Confusion rattled her before memory caught up and rendered Alban’ s room into something that made
sense. He was crouched in a corner, solid stone protector, and Tony Pulcdlla, reading aleather-bound
book, sat in achair acrossfrom him. “Tony?’

He clapped the book shut as he glanced up. “Hey. Welcome to the world of theli—" Regret for his
choice of words spasmed across his face and Margrit found it in hersdlf to laugh.

“Thanks.” She sat up, scrubbing her face with her hands and then scratching them through her hair to
send curls bouncing around her shoulders. “What timeisit?’



“About two-thirty. Drink this.” He got up and brought her an enormous bottle of water. Margrit wrapped
both hands around it and drained it greedily, not stopping for air until more than half the water was gone.
Tony’ s eyebrows climbed higher and higher as she drank again, and when shefinaly lowered the nearly
empty bottle, said, “Wow. | didn't mean al at once. Y ou're going to get water poisoning.”

“Yousaddrink it! Besides, | fed likeamummy.” Her skin was dry, pinched againgt her bones, and her
lipsfelt cracked and thin. “Do | ook like one?’

“Y ou look anemic. On the other hand, that’sahell of alot better than you should ook, so don’t knock
it”

“I won't.” She finished the last few sips of water, then shook her head. “Did you say two-thirty? In the
morning?’ Even as she asked she knew it couldn’'t be: Alban was deeping, and wouldn't beif it were il
night. “ Shouldn’t you be at work?’

“I called in sick. Alban asked meto keegp an eye on you.” Tony gestured toward the statue, and for a
moment they both looked at the gargoyle, words inadequate to the topic.

“Andyou sadyes” Margrit findly ventured. “ Thanks.”

“What elsewas| gonnasay?’ Tony sat down on the end of the bed, afew feet away from Margrit.
“Margrit, thisworld—"

“I know. | know I’ ve got alot to tell you, Tony. | don’t even know where to begin.”

“Grace covered most of it.” The detective shrugged at Margrit’slook of surprise. “We spent most of the
night talking, until Alban came to ask me to watch out for you. She'snot what | expected. A lot more
fragilethan | imagined.”

“Grace?” Margrit, remembering Grace sfist connecting with her face, eyed Tony. “Tdl blondein black
leather? That Grace? Fragile?’

Tony studied her amoment or two. “Doesn’'t matter. Shefilled mein on everything. Her world. Their
world. And then | watched the gargoyles when the sun came up. It' smagic.” He shook hisheed. “It’'s
goddamned magic. | wish you' d told me, Grit.”

Margrit put her head in her hands. “1 couldn’t. I’d promised Alban, and then when Cole discovered
them, hewas so angry. Like he was persondly threatened by Alban, by the whole idea of the Old Races.
| thought that was how most people would react. | thought it was how you' d react.”

“I might have,” Tony admitted. “I might' ve, if you hadn’t come back from the dead in front of me. But, |
mesan, dragons, Grit. There are dragons out there. Like al those old maps say.”

“Yeah,” Margrit said absently. “I think those were actudly sea serpentsthey were seeing....”

Tony shouted laughter and Margrit jumped, blinking at him. “Sorry,” he said, till grinning. “You just sad
that like it was matter-of-fact. Sea serpents, not dragons. Of course. I’ m till wrapping my mind around
dragons.”

A rueful smile crawled across Margrit'smouth. “1’ve had afew monthsto get used to it.”

“Wish | had.” Tony’slaughter faded. “Part of me's completely freaked out. The other part...it'slikeit's
okay if the world doesn’t make sense and stupid shit goeswrong, if there are dragons. Like how the hell
canwe bein control of anything, if we don’t even know about the dragons.”



Regret rosein Margrit, aphysical thing clogging her breath. She put her hand out and Tony caught it,
holding on hard asthey met eyes. Margrit found herself looking at the life she might have led, if she'd
chosen to trust Tony with the impossible. It was more comfortable, no doubt, than her relationship with
Alban would prove to be; there would have been no awkward hours, no carefully kept secretsfrom the
world; not, at least, about each other. It would have been ahuman life, as ordinary and extraordinary as
that, and for amoment it shone brilliantly. “I underestimated you. I’ m sorry.”

Tony nodded. “So'm .

Something physical popped inside her as he spoke, the release of one dream for the pursuit of another.
Margrit caught her bregth, feding itsloss, and released Tony’ s hand. He crooked a smilethat said he,
too, knew their moment had passed in amore final way than emotiona breakups framed. “ Guessthisis
the part where we promise to stay friends, huh?’

“Y ou told me not to say that,” Margrit reminded him.

“You'renot. | am. You re gonnaneed friends, Margrit. Y ou’ re going to need people who get why you
go off fighting dragons”

“Infour years of usdating you never understood that, Tony. | mean, it'swhat running through the park
was, pretty much. That's dways been my way of fighting dragons.”

“Y eah, but that was before | knew they redly existed.” He hedd up ahand, smiling wryly. “1 know it
doesn’'t make sense. Don't ask.”

“It makesakind of sense”
“Grace told me about these favors you’ ve exchanged with Janx,” Tony said abruptly. “Isthat my fault?’

Margrit blinked, but shook her head. “It redly isn't. Y ou put hisnamein my ear, but someone else
pointed me at him to talk to about the Old Races. | made my own noose there. Don’t worry about it.”

“I can’'t hep worrying. | know what kind of guy heis.” Exasperation flitted across Tony’ sface. “ Except |
don't”

“No, you do. Just because he' sadragon doesn’'t mean he' snot dso acriminal. It just gets complicated
when you gart looking at it in terms of human jugtice.”

“No kidding.” Sow redlization dawned on Tony’ sface. “ Shit, Margrit. Tell meyou didn't tip him off the
night we raided the House of Cards.”

Margrit’s game face fdl into place far too late, atoo-honest wince creasing her featureslong before she
could school them into courtroom calm. Tony stared at her, then in genuine dismay, said, “Margrit!”

Shewinced again. “That sounded way too much like my mother. I'm sorry, Tony. | redlly am, but | just
can't ssehiminoneof our jals. It'slike caging alion for hunting.”

“We shoot lionsthat hunt people!”

Margrit opened her mouth and shut it again on her argument. “All right, good point. Still, | just...I had to
wanhim. | jud...”

Tony leaned back, armsfolded across his chest as he glared at her. “Looks like the mighty have fallen.”

“I fdl and then | started digging a pit. | don't know, maybethisis one of thereasons| agreed to go work



for Daisani. | awaysknew that most of thetime | was defending bad guys, but | could live with that. It
was how our lega system worked. But it sour legd system, and | got mysdlf neck-deep in awhole
world that doesn’t quite follow our rules. It' s easy to stop toeing theline, Tony. | never knew how easy it
was. If I'm not a Lega Aid anymore I’ m not in the position of making these decisions, of splitting these
hairs. | don't haveto decideif | put Janx away or let him walk.”

“That’ sfor ajury to decide, not you, Grit.”
“Where are you going to find ajury of Janx’s peers?’

Uncertainty crossed Tony’ sface before helooked away with anew frown. “Helivesin our world. He
should be judged by it.”

“If you can redly believe that,” Margrit said softly, “you' re doing one better than me.”
Helooked back a her, lipsthinned. “I gottabelieveit.”

Margrit nodded, then sighed. “Would it do any good to ask you not to pursue him now? Because he's
aready chafing at having to promise not to eviscerate you. If you pushit...”

“You think he'll go back on hisword? | thought you trusted him.”

“I think he might decide you' re crunchy and good with ketchup now and beterribly, terribly sorry later.”
Margrit widened her eyesin her best imitation of the dragonlord’ s mockery of innocence. “I’ d rather you
didn'triskit.”

“That’ s quite amouthful coming from you, at thispoint.”

“I know.” Margrit got to her feet, wrapping the blanket around her as abarrier against the cool room.
“So maybe you'll take that into consideration. Did Grace bring me any clothes, by any chance?’

“I went to your apartment and got you some.” Tony got up to pull aduffel bag around the end of the bed.
“What' re you going to do, Grit?’

“First I’'m going to get dressed.” Margrit began rifling through the bag, pulling out afavorite T-shirt, a
sports braand well-loved jogging pants. She shot a smile of recognition and thanks at Tony, who
shrugged a shoulder in acknowledgment.

“Firgt I’'m going to get dressed,” she repeated, mostly to herself, then glanced at Tony again. “And then
I m going to topple an empire.”

It had sounded good, she thought later, though the redlity was that she dipped out of Grace' stunnelswith
very little battle plan in place. Cutting the legs from under Daisani’ s world-spanning corporation took
more insider knowledge than she had accessto.

Margrit crushed her hand into afist. No: not more than she had accessto, not if she utilized dl the
resources at her command. But far more than she wanted to use, if there was any potential way to avoid
it.

She was running without knowing when she’ d sarted, running for thefirst timein days, trying to outpace
the only solid idea she had. She put on speed, not caring if she pushed herself too far: she needed the
release, and the clarity that came with her feet striking the pavement in rhythmic daps.



Janx and Daisani were symbiotic, dwaysworking asapair. Both Chelseaand Tariq had said that when
onefailed in alocation, the other soon moved on. Margrit told herself it wasn't betraya to push Daisani
toward that end, but rather helping nature take its usual course.

Disbdlieving laughter tore her lungs. Even if she could make hersdlf believe that—and while shewas a
good liar, shedidn’t think she was that good—even if she could, Daisani would never believeit. She
aready had avery black mark againgt her on hisrecord. Pulling stringsto cut hisfinancia empire sthroat
would be setting hersalf anoose and offering to adjudt itsfit.

Ir rah shun a, whispered the back of her mind. She sprinted ahead of it, trying to run faster than thought.
It legpt ahead of her, taunting: if she failed Janx, hishandswould be freed. Daisani losing everything
seemed afair tradefor Tony’ slife. The vampire, after al, could start again. Tony wouldn’t have a second
chance.

Someday, she would be able to ook back and pinpoint the moment at which she ceased recognizing
hersdf. Maybe it had been when she' d gone with ingtinct and admitted to Alban that she trusted him.
Maybe it had been later than that; maybe it had been when Ausra had died and Margrit had passed
beyond norma human law into being part judge, jury and executioner hersdf. Maybe dl of it had smply
crept up, weighting her with incremental changes until she was suddenly, smply, no longer asshe had
been.

The woman she' d been wouldn't have serioudy considered how to ruin vast financia holdings, much less
found hersdf grimly intending to do so.

Fresh humor, more of the bitter Stuff that had followed her lately rather than the previous night’s
joyfulness of being alive, surged through her. The truth was the woman she’ d been before the Old Races
could never have encountered the questions and problems that were now part and parcel of her life. In
the same extraordinary circumstances, faced with what she now faced, the woman she’ d been would
make the same decisions. Had to make them, for the sake of people sheloved. Daisani could Sart again,
and at the end of the day, hiswelfare wasn't asimportant to her as Tony’s.

Margrit wondered if that made her more human, or less, than she' d once been.

The thought cleared her mind, leaving her room to Smply run. She cut across streets againgt the lights,
making her way uptown with the vague idea of going home, or to the park. It didn’t matter, aslong as
sheran. For thefirgt timein two weeks, nightmares didn’t haunt her steps, and shefdt asthough the
exercise was helping to replenish the blood she' d lost the night before. She still needed more to drink, but
what Tony’ d brought had given her strength.

She cameto ahdt, panting, outside an gpartment building, and flipped her ponytail upside down, hands
on her thighs as she panted for air. The dizzinessfelt good: normal, and she was beginning to forget what
normd waslike. Anything that reminded her was welcome.

“Ms. Knight?” A voice spoke from afew yards away. Margrit righted herself, hands on her hipswhile
she continued to heave for air, and blinked at the doorman, whose expression plit into asmile. “Areyou
hereto see Mr. Daisani?”’

Margrit rolled back on her hedls, till breathing hard, and looked up toward the penthouse apartment
Daisani lived in. She' d had no consciousintention to visit the vampire, and reversed her gaze to eye her
feet accusingly, asthough they’ d developed amind of their own. Then she smiled at the doorman. “Y eah,
| am. It' s Diego, right? Gosh, thanks. | didn’t know if anybody would recognize me, with meturning up
al swesty and out of breath.”



Diego grinned. “It'smy job.” He held the door for her and Margrit went inside, waiting till she waswell
past him to raise amocking eyebrow at hersdlf: gosh? It was the sort of thing the flighty, frantic persona
she'd put on afew days ago in an attempt to rescue Alban would have said.

The elevator doors did open and Margrit stepped in, hedl of one hand pressed againgt her eye as she
tried to count back and remember how many days had passed since then. It was late Saturday afternoon
now, and that had been Wednesday morning. She'd had far too little deep in the interim, but felt
agtonishingly good for al of that.

An admost unnoticeable lurch warned her she' d reached the penthouse leve just before the bell rang.
Expecting ahdlway, Margrit stepped out and then, astonished, glanced around a gorgeoudy lit, sunken
living room. After thewarm, rich Victorian colors of his office lobby, Margrit had expected Daisani’ s
hometo be smilar. Instead everything glowed in whites and creams, making the room abastion of light.

Daisani himself came out of an enormous kitchen off to the devator’ sright, followed by the scent of
garlic. “MissKnight. To what do | owe the pleasure?’

Margrit, her intended topic entirely forgotten, blurted, “ The eevator opensin your living room? 1sn't that
dangerous?’

Daisani arched an eyebrow. “Not especially. And, of course, | assure you the elevator only opens so
indiscreetly when | know who' sarriving. Its back doors open on the halway, which ishow most visitors
are admitted. Margrit, whatever are you doing here? | understand there was quite akerfuffle last night.”

“Quitea...You could say that. I’'m only aive because of you. Thanks.” Her eyebrows shot up. “I thought
you said I'd dill haveto deep, by theway. I’ ve been up for most of four daysand | fed fine”

“Redly. How extraordinary. | deep very little, of course, but my blood doesn’t impart that gift to humans.
It samore dragonly trait. Won't you come in? Have some wine?’

“Water, please.” Margrit followed him into the kitchen, squinting. “Wait. Something happensif dragons
give ahuman their blood, too?’

“I havenoidea They'renot, asfar as| know, in the habit of it. Especidly since your achemistsand
wizards used to hunt them down for the so-called magicd propertiesin their blood. | wouldn’t beinclined
to share, either.” Smiling, Daisani poured acrysta glass of water and offered it to her.

Margrit took it and drank automaticaly, then, childlike, held it out for arefill when she' d finished.
Looking amused, he poured asecond glass, and Margrit did the same thing again without redizing it.
When he handed it back athird time, she accepted, then turned one palm up, searching for acut that
wasn't there.

But her own mind, sharpened with gargoyle clarity, showed her what she sought: amemory of Janx’s
bloody scae, torn from hisbody by Alban’s strength. Margrit had pressed her hands againgt the deadly
edge, watching her own skin part and meld again.

Meélding, perhaps, with dragon blood.
“Margit?’

She jolted, looking up from her hand, then drew a sharp breath. “ Sorry. | wasthinking.” Water glass set
aside, she pulled her ponytail out, then twisted it back into place. “Y ou want to know why |I’'m here.”

“Very much.” Daisani’ssmiledl but sparkled with curiogty. “ After what I’ ve heard about last night,



anything that brings you here must be momentousindeed.”

“Itis” Margrit swallowed, then turned her hands up, asif pleading. “Here sthe thing. I'm stuck between
arock and ahard place. Janx wants you destroyed, and my promise to do that is the only thing keeping
Tony dive. But for somereason it really gets under my skin to snesk around and backstab you, soI’'m
telling you that thisiswhat | haveto do. | haveto try. | don’t much want to, but | can’'t stop Janx any
other way.”

Daisani blinked, the dowest, most ddliberate expresson she' d ever seen from him. “That...is
momentous, indeed. Y ou are certainly full of surprises, MissKnight. Do you throw gauntlets at al your
rivaswith such clear and forthright intent?’

Margrit blinked back, then twitched her eyebrowsin ashrug. “Well, yeah, pretty much. Thisiswhat
lawyersdo. Meet in neutra territory, proclaim their intentions, bargain if it's possible, then step back to
do battle in the courtroom.”

“Andisabargain possble?’ Dasani asked the question asif it were academic; asif he knew adready
what the fina answer was, but was curious to hear her response.

“Let’ sassume for amoment that you were willing to reinquish dl your holdings and wak away from the
corporation. | don't think Janx would qualify that as you being destroyed, which iswhat he wants. He
probably also wantsit to beasurprise, but | can't help thinking that if | pull it off, you' re going to be
plenty surprised whether you’ ve been forewarned or not. So, no, | don’'t think it ispossible. | wishiit
was. | wishit could bethat easy. But you' re not going to make it that easy, are you?’

“What fun would that be? | do seeacritica flaw in your plan, though, Margrit.” He waited the fraction of
amoment for Margrit to look inquiditive, then said, “What' sto prevent me from killing you right now and
ending the entire question?’

Margrit dragged in abreath, held it, then expelled it on acrooked smile. “What fun would that be?’

THIRTY-ONE
SHE COULD ALMOST hear Alban’ svoice, dismayed and resigned, saying, “ That was abad idea.”

The phrase was s0 inadequate as to be laughable, but that was part of the ddlight in hearing him say it.
She had pursued so many bad ideas in the months since the Old Races came into her life that more
extravagant words fdll by the wayside of that one hopelesdy understated comment.

Daisani had laughed doud and gestured her back toward the elevator. Grateful, Margrit had taken the
out she was offered, heart pushing thick blood with such enthusiasm that it sent a cramp through her chest
when the elevator doors closed without Daisani darting inside them. He could catch her anywhere,
ingantaneoudly, but allowing her to escape the building without reminding her of that seemed likean
agreement to the game.

Now, after the fact, warning him what she intended felt supremely stupid. She stopped afew yards down
the block, arms folded over her ribs as shetried to hold back sscomach-churning nausea. Feeble intellect
proclaimed that challenging the vampire openly had been theright thing to do, and she' d been confident
enough in that rightnessto walk into hislair without fear. Now that the moment was past, though, she
wasn't certain she had strength |eft to get home, much less draw together the resources necessary to
bring about his downfdl.

“Mind over matter, Grit.” She spoke the words softly, trying to encourage herself, then nodded a couple



of timesand pushed hersdf upright, leaning againgt the wall. “One step a atime. Um.” Unableto think of
another platitude, she managed asmile at herself and dug for the cell phone she' d pocketed when she'd
put on her running gear. She' d set the autodial in motion and brought it to her ear before she fully noticed
the screen was a pixelated mess. “ Oh, goddammit!”

“Sorry?” A gtartled man—not alocal, from both his response and from the T-shirt reading Oklahomals
OK!—edged out of her way as she clenched the useless phone in her fist to stop hersalf from dashing it
againg thesdewak in frustration. She' d ended up hurt and without a cell phone both times adjinn had
snatched her. For one overblown moment, the loss of the phones seemed vastly more debilitating than
the physicd injuries. The fact that Janx wouldn’t be replacing this phone only added insult.

Margrit channeled destructive tendencies into running and left weariness behind in the rush of endorphins.
Even so, by the time she arrived home, she was gasping, thirsty and vividly aware that she hadn’t esten
sncelunch the previous day.

There were no |eftoversin the fridge, more disappointing than the discovery warranted. She took out a
cup of yogurt and stirred it into abowl full of granola, then left both on the counter as she searched for a
pint of ice cream from the freezer. Two bitestold her she needed red food first, and she shoveled the
granolayogurt into her mouth while she called for Chinese ddivery. With a promise of Mongolian beef
and cashew chicken in twenty minutes, she sank down in front of the phoneto finish eating her snack.

A key inthe front door warranted looking, but not getting up. Margrit's ssomach clenched around the
food, the anticipation of another confrontation with Cole too much to face, but it was Cameron who
stepped in, gym bag dung over her shoulder and long legs shown off benesth a short, white tennis skirt.

“I thought you didn’t play tennis”

Cam yel ped, startled, and swung around to regard Margrit’ s position on the floor in front of the
telephonetable. “Norma people say hdllo first!”

Margrit smiled. “Hello. | thought you didn’t play tennis.”

Cameron pointed atoeto flex lean muscle. “1 took it up so Cole' d buy me adiamond tennis bracel et.
You likethelook?’

“Youlook gorgeous,” Margrit assured her. “Isit working?’

“Not unless he gets asubstantial raise, but | don’t redlly need atennis bracelet.” Cam smiled back and
threw her gym bag into the room she and Cole shared before coming back to straighten up akitchen
Cole never left messy. “Y ou left the party early last night, and you' ve got ice cream melting on the
counter. Areyou okay?’

“Theice cream didn’t taste good. | needed red food first.”

Cameron put out ahand and Margrit put her empty bowl into it for ingpection. “ So you ate cered and
yogurt?’

“I’ve ordered Chinese.”
“Colewill never forgiveyou if you stink up hisfridge with leftover Chinese.”
“I'll eat it dl. | haven't eaten Snce yesterday.”

“That’snot good.” Cameron frowned down &t her. “What's up with that?’



“I've been...it' sbeen...”

“Ah. That, huh?’ Cam sat down beside Margrit, looping her arms around her knees. “Isthat why you
bailed on the party?’

“Yeah, | had somethingsto do.”

Cam gave her ady look and Margrit laughed. “No. Not those kinds of things, or that kind of doing. It
was sort of business.”

“S0...” Cameron hesitated, then sighed. 1 don’t know how much of thisI’m going to be able to ask
when Col€ saround, so I’ m asking now. | understand how you got involved. | even understand why
you're staying involved. | just don't think | get...how deep you are. Becauseit’ s deep, isn't it? How did

that happen?’

“I couldn’t mind my own business.” Margrit offered afaint amile, then scrambled to her feet asthe
doorbell rang. “ Fastest dlivery in the city. Oh, God, I'm hungry.” Sheran to pay, then returned to Sit on
the floor and start eating out of the cartons. Cameron stole a spring roll and waited, eyebrowslifted, for
Margrit to continue,

“It was mosgtly that | wastrying to help Alban clear himsalf of the murder charges. It just turned out that
doing that kept digging me deeper and deeper into their world. Once | knew about al of them, | became
an obvious choice to be a go-between.”

“Obvious. Sure”
“Wall, it was obviousto them. And |...thought | could do some good.”
“Could you? Can you?’

Margrit shrugged and scooped up aball of sticky rice. “I’ ve affected alot of change, anyway. Whether
that’ s good or not, not even I’m sure anymore. But there’ s no going back on any of it, so | haveto keep
going forward.”

Cam balanced the spring roll on her fingertips, blowing steam away fromit. “ Are you ever going to tell
me more than generdized Satements?’

Guilt twisted around the food Margrit had eaten. “Maybe, but maybe not, too. Thisis dangerous, Cam.
They depend on secrets.”

“Yeah, | know. That’s one of the things Cole hates.”
Margrit ducked her head. “ Just one, huh?’

“He' sgenuindy freaked out.” Cameron got up to pour aglass of milk and gestured with the carton to ask
Margrit if shewanted some. At Margrit’s nod, she brought a second glass, then returned the carton to
the fridge and leaned on the broad orange door. “It' s not just that you' re deeping with agargoyle. It's
that they exist a all. Y ouwon't take it wrong if | say you' re about al we' ve been talking about the last
couple days, right?’

“Heh. No. I'm not surprised. I’'m sorry, Cam. It wasn't supposed to go thisway.”

“I know, Grit, but the more we go around about it, the less sure | am any other way would have made
much difference. | don’t think it'd be easier for Cole, and that meansit wouldn’t be easier for us.”



“Usyou and meor usyou and him?’
“Any of us. Theworst partis| canfed mysdf sding with him. I mean, I’'m not angry like heis, but...”

“Cam, he' syour fiancé. Y ou' re supposed to side with him. It's okay. Y ou don’t have to make apologies.
He spelled it out last night at the party. ‘| love you but | can’t watch you do this,” though not in those
exact words. It'sokay.” Margrit sghed. “ The sad thing is | thought he' d be the one to understand. |
mean, out of him and Tony. Themeninmy life”

“Wait, Tony knows?| thought hedidn’t.”

“Hefound out last night. After the party. He saw....not just Alban, but alot of them.” And he'd watched
Margrit herself come back from the dead, a gift which might well have tempered him toward accepting
the Old Races. Thejuxtaposition of truths made Margrit’ s bones ache. She knew aswel as Tony did
that if it weren't for her involvement with the inhuman races, she wouldn’t have been so badly injured in
thefirg place. On the other hand, that involvement taken asrote, she' d survived through their gifts.
Nothing could be taken for granted, and nothing was made easy. She looked down at her food and
shook her heed. “Maybeif Coletaksto him...”

“That could help alot.” Cam spoke quietly. “They’refriends. If Tony’ sokay, maybeit’ll help smooth
thingsover.” She offered ahopeful smile. “Next thing you know, they’ Il dl be going out for beer and
footbdl.”

Margrit laughed and got up to hug her housemate. “What ahorribleidea”

“lsn'tit? Sit back down,” Cam ordered. “Y ou’ ve got alot of food to get through before Cole gets
home”

“I’'vegot alot of other thingsto get through before...” Before when? she wondered. Janx hadn’t
demanded atime frame, though clearly the dragonlord expected results sooner rather than later. For a
moment theidea.of putting him off indefinitely with promises of Daisani’ sfinancid ruin at any moment
struck her asamusing, but the humor faded. He might alow that to go on for alittle while, but he would
no doubt remain in New Y ork, threstening both Tony and Grace O’ Malley’ s under-city charity operation
until Margrit came through on her end of the dedl. Time was of the essence, not for her own sake, but for
the sake of the lives she' d managed to disrupt.

She shook hersdlf and collected the food cartons from the floor, heading into the living room with them.
“I'll finish eating before anything ese. And then can | borrow your cell phone for acouple of days? Mine
got ruined last night.”

“Y ou can have mineif you buy me a spiffy new one!”

“Y our generosity overwhelmsme.” Margrit sat down on the couch to finish dinner, feding at lesst
temporarily lighthearted.

Cam did lend her the cell phone. Margrit, wanting privacy and to keep her housemates as uninvolved as
she could, |eft the apartment well before sunset to call her mother. Rebecca Knight' s voice mail picked
up, sending apang of relieved regret through Margrit. Her mother, a stockbroker, was the only contact
she had who could possibly advise her on how to take down afinancial empire, but the idea of asking
made Margrit cold with dismay. She left amessage and Cam’ s number, then worked her way downtown
to Chelsea Huo' s bookshop.



Chelsea, chatting with customers, waved Margrit toward the back room and called, “Help yourself to
someteq,” after her. Glad to do so, Margrit wound her way through the stacks and through the rattling
bead curtain that separated Chelsea’ s private quarters from the rest of the store. A few minutes|ater,
hands wrapped around amug of tea, she curled up on one of the overstuffed sofas and waited for the
second réttle that would announce Chelsed sarrival.

It took longer than she expected, long enough to finish her teaand nod drowslly against the sofa s back.
Chelsea s soprano rose and fell in the front room, sometimes with laughter, sometimes with words, while
other voices made degper counterpartsto her pleasantry. It seemed very normd, reassuringly far away
from the Old Races, and for alittle while Margrit drifted on the idea that she could perhaps someday find
arole as comfortable as Chelsea' s seemed to be.

Finally the beads chattered again and Margrit pushed upright, blinking deepily. Chelsea clucked her
tongue and made another pot of teabefore turning her bright smile on Margrit. “ So you survived the djinn
negotiations. Has everyone agreed?’

Margrit eyed her. “ Are you being funny?’

“Not a al.” Chelsea s amilefaded. “What happened?’ Her expression grew increasingly grim as Margrit
explained, and when she finished, Chelsea shook her head. “Y ou have the luck of the devil, Margrit
Knight. I'm not sure any other human would have survived that.”

“Any other human.” Margrit pressed her lipstogether, looking hard at the tiny bookseller. “ Chelsea, do
you say it that way because you' re one of them?’

Cheseatilted her head. “ Do you not find yourself thinking in terms of humans and gargoyles and
vampires now, Margrit? Naming your own race separately, in away you didn’t before?’

Margrit sghed and dumped in the couch. “ Y eah, | do. | thought Hispanic and African-American and all
could get confusing enough. | never counted on adding gargoyle-Americansto the mix.” Shewasslent a
moment, wondering if Chelsed s response answered the question, and then let it go. “What about
Vanessa Gray? She had to have had aheding sip to get the second sip, the one for long life.”

“Shedid, as have done ahandful of others. But | believe they came together, two sips at once.”
“Doesthat make adifference?’

“Vanessadidn't survive an atack less direct and devastating than a cut throat,” Chelsea pointed out. “I
would say it might well make adifference. Think of it thisway. Y ou’ ve had some three monthsin which
your body has|earned to hedl itsdf. Timein which the smalest blemishes could be undone, from pimples
to extraneous chromosomes, and whether deliberately or not, you' ve pushed that heding ability toits
fullest. Vanessa and the others had no time for their bodies to adapt. They went from morta to—"
Cheseabroke off, drawing abreath asif to give hersdlf timeto consider her words. “Immortd,” she
finaly said, though shedidn’t look pleased withit.

“Demi-morta?’ Margrit asked with ahaf smile. “Demigods are hdf human, haf gods, right? So ahuman
whose lifespan’ s been extended beyond the norm would be demi-mortd.”

Chelsea s amile blossomed. “Demi-mortd. That will do nicely. They went from morta to demi-mortal
ingde afew minutes. | would think the flaws they were born with would continue into demi-mortality,
having been given no chance to be wiped away. | should think that even without asecond sip of Eliseo’s
blood, short of traumatic accidents, you might live avery long time indeed.”



Margrit stared at her, then shuddered. “Demi-mortal sounds better on somebody else, Chelsea I'm only
humen.”

“Yes, | think that’ strue. | suspect that if you underwent examination you would be nothing more than
human, but you might very possibly be a perfect specimen. No errorsin the template any longer.”

“Wouldn't that make me Sterile, or something?’ The ideawas S0 extremeit had dmaost no meaning as
shevoiced it. “1 mean, isn't human development born from mutation? How can anything mutate if | don’t
have any flawvs?’

“I think aslong as you intend to reproduce sexually instead of asexudly you' rein no danger of flaw-free
reproduction,” Chelseasaid dryly. “Which, fascinating topic asit is, is probably not why you came here
thisevening.”

“No, dthough I’'m beginning to think maybe it should have been. | never even thought about—" Margrit
drew hersdlf up, stopping the line of speculation. “I cameto ask if you think it’s possible to take Daisani
down.”

Chelsed sfeathery eyebrows shot up. “ Y ou' re asking me?’

“Wadll, | can't exactly ask him for pointers. Y ou...know things” Margrit said, suddenly aware that was
the phrase Grace often used. Putting that aside, too, she added, “And they listen to you. Why?’” The
word carried stress as she found hersdf up againgt the question of whether Chel sea was human or not a
second time. “I” ve never seen any of them so much as mock you. They tease me dl thetime.”

“Margrit.” Amusement warmed Chelsea svoice. “It'searly April. Y ou ve been part of their world for
three months, and they have, in fact, dl jumped at your command. I’ m easily twice your age, and have
known about them for avery long time. Even if you do no more than hold the place you now stand in, in
twenty yearsyou |l be treated with more reverence, too.”

Margrit regarded Chel sea over the mug of tea, then blew exasperated ripplesintoit. “Did | sound likel
wanted alogica answer? Still, they do listen to you.”

“Youthink Eliseo Daisani will listen if | suggest heroll over?’
Margrit huffed into her teaagain. “No. Just wondering if you know of any...vulnerabilities”
Chelsed' s eyes darkened to the color of old tea. “How serioudy do you intend to disable him, Margrit?’

“Evenif | could, I'm not after hislife. | won't go that far, not now, not ever. Not even for Tony.” She put
theteaasde to drop her face into her hands. “Good to know I’ ve still got boundaries.”

“Did you doubt it?’
Margrit looked up through her fingers. “More and more every day.”

“Aslong asit’samatter for concern, you' re probably safe.” Chelseastudied her for long moments. “I
have a piece of information that will help you, but it carries atremendous price. Y ou have undone the
gricturesthat have held the Old Racesin place for millennia. If you' re obliged—or willing—to usethis, |
cannot be sure what Eliseo Daisani will do inretaiation. It could very essily cost you your life”

“Chelsea” Margrit ducked her head again, fingerslaced behind her neck, then craned it to look at the
bookshop proprietor. “ There' s part of methat’ s kidding mysdlf, okay? Part of methat saysif | pull this
off for Janx, it'sal going to bedl right and I’m going to walk away with a happily-ever-after. | need that



part to keep going. | need that part becauseit’ swhat’ sletting mefacethisat dl. | need it because
without it, Tony’sgoing to die, and | can’t live with that. But thetruth is, I’ m not going to live through this.
I’ll manage to orchestrate Eliseo’sfdl or | won't, but if | fail, Janx is going to have to go through meto
get to Tony, and | have no doubt he will. If | succeed, Daisani’ s not going to let me see another sunrise.”
She gave asharp laugh. “1 wanted to change theworld. I’'m doing it. But | don’t see me being around to
admire what the future lookslike.”

“I haven't heard you be that fataistic before.”

“If I’'mwrong, you can tease me for my melodrama. If I'mright, I’ d like my tombstone to read, She
changed the world. A lot. Either way, | have got to save Tony, and I’ ll do whatever it takes. If you can
help at dl, Chelsea, please”

Chelsea sat back, silent and contemplative once again before she nodded. “Very well. When the moment
comes, Margrit Knight, ask Eliseo Daisani where the bodies are buried.”

THIRTY-TWO

“THE BODIES? WHAT bodies? Come on, Chelseal Y ou can't send me after Daisani with just the
question! | haveto know!”

“I would advise having Alban with you when you ask,” had been Chelsed simplacable response. She'd
invited Margrit to finish her tea, then dismissed her with stedly pleasantry that wasimpossible to stand
againgt. Margrit found hersalf on the street with an accelerated heartbeat and no answersto her
questions.

Wherever the bodies were, whatever they were, asking Daisani a question like that seemed tantamount
to suicide. Margrit shot afind glare at the bookstore and stomped away, uncertain of where shewas
going, but determined to leave Chelsed s cryptic advice far behind.

Bardly afew steps beyond the entryway, Cam'’ s phone rang, its ringtone so unfamiliar it took Margrit a
moment to redlize it was her own pocket. She picked up with, “Mom?’ and heard Rebecca Knight's
mystified “1’m on the train into the city. What on earth is so important, Margrit? Areyou dl right?’

“I need financid advice.” The explanation, identical to what she' d left on voice mail earlier, till sounded
pathetic. “I'll explain at your office, okay?’

“Margrit, unlessyou' ve won the jackpot, | can’'t imagine—"
“Youredly can't, Mom. Youredly can't. I'll seeyou in what, about an hour?’
“Forty minutes,” Rebecca said with asperity. “I want afull explanation, Margrit Elizabeth.”

“I know.” Margrit hung up, al too aware she hadn’t promised that explanation. The cell phonetold her it
was a quarter to seven, and for amoment she considered rushing home to change clothes, asthough a
smarter outfit would make her mother take her more serioudly. Being late, though, would be worse than
being untidy, and Margrit sighed, bresking into aground-egting jog toward the financid didtrict.

She arrived well before Rebecca and paced in front of the office building until asecurity guard gave her a
hard look. Margrit made her hands into fists and found a place to Sit, watching the street for her mother’s
approach.

Forty minutes from their phone conversation, Rebecca appeared down the street, looking fresh and



put-together in alinen pantsuit that made her dim form more imposing. Margrit dumped, wishing anew
she' d taken time to go home and change, then reluctantly got to her feet to wave agreeting.

Rebecca paused, purse-lipped, to consider Margrit’ s running gear, then with aslence far more
condemning than commentary, nodded a greeting to the security guard and key-carded hersdlf into the
building, gesturing for Margrit to follow. Fedling consderably more intimidated than she had by the Old
Racesin the past few days, Margrit shuffled along meekly.

Neither spoke asthey took the elevator up to Rebecca s pale, beautifully appointed office, but once
ensconced within itswalls, Rebecca turned to her with an arched eyebrow of inquiry that brooked no
nonsense and very little leeway for whatever had brought her there, even if it was her own daughter.

Margrit pulled her ponytail out and let unruly curls cascade everywhere as shetried to find aplace to
begin. A moment’ssilence led to blurting, “What | redly need to know isif you can provide mewith any
financia vulnerabilitiesin Daisani’ s empire, and some advice on how to exploit them.” Voiced aoud, the
proposition sounded even worse than it had in her imagination. Margrit clenched her teeth, trying to smile,
and knew it was awince.

Rebecca s brief stare ended in adisbelieving laugh. “Margrit, have you lost your mind?’

“I"'m beginning to think that’ s possible. Mom...” Margrit trailed off, the absurdity of her request vividly
clear to her, and helplessto find another course. “1t's Tony. I—"

“Tony needsinformation on Eliseo Daisani’ sfinancial wesknesses? |’ ve told you before that Eliseo’ s not
thekind of manyou putinjail. | understand Tony’ sambitious, but any pursuit of Eliseo or his corporation
isgoing to end up an embarrassment at best and a dead end to his career at worst. Y ou need to—"

“If I don't find away to cut Daisani’ s purse strings Tony’ sgoing to die” Margrit’ s voice sounded harsh
and loud over her mother’ simpassioned tirade. Rebeccawent quiet, staring again, and Margrit closed
her eyes against the weight of her mother’ sregard. “Mom, you do not want to know the details. I'm not
saying that because | think you shouldn’t know.”

Sheforced her eyes open again, meeting Rebecca s gaze with no little chalenge in her own. “I'm saying it
because I’ ve watched you with Eliseo. Because I’ ve watched you shut away what you' re seeing, not
because you don't believe it, but because you don't want to know. And you know what? That' sfine. |
don't get it, but | don’t haveto. But | can promise you that I’ ve got to find away to do this, that you're
my best chance, and that you do not want to know the details.”

“Margrit.” Rebeccafound nothing to say after the name, mother and daughter looking a one another
across adistance that seemed impossibly vast to Margrit. Finaly, full minutes later, Rebecca spoke again.
“GBI handles adozen of Eliseo’ slargest accounts. You'reright that | could help you, but how could you
have ever imagined that | would?” Shelifted ahand sharply, cutting off anything Margrit might say. “I
understand that you believe Tony’ slifeisat stake, but | very much doubt Eliseo isthe sort to—"

“Fird, heis, but moreimportant, he’ s not the one gunning for Tony. It's Janx, the guy who used to run
the House of Cards up in Harlem. Tony took the House down and Janx islooking for retdiation. If he
didn’t owe me afavor, Tony would be dead dready. Unfortunately, | owe him one, too, and thisiswhat
he' sasking for.”

“What on earth could someone like Janx have againgt Eliseo?’

Margrit ground her teeth together, then repeated, carefully, “Y ou do not want to know.”



A difficult expresson—regret, distress, perhaps mixed with chagrin—crossed Rebecca s face and faded,
leaving it neutrd with acceptance. “If you say o, Margrit. But if Tony isbeing threatened by acrimind,
that’ s something for the police to deal with, not—"

“Mom!” Exasperated almogt to the point of amusement, Margrit tied her hair back up with quick
ferocious movements before she trusted herself to speak again. “Mom, if there was any other way to deal
with this, | would. Thereisn't. Soit’s pretty smple, redly. Are you going to help me?’

Regret and its closer cousin sorrow left marksin Rebecca sface thistime. “I' m sorry, sweetheart, but
you know the answer to that. Y ou know | can’t.”

Margrit turned away, finding one of the soft leather sofasto sit down on hard. Conflicting emotions
rattled her: relief and dismay in equa parts, neither of them certain what to do with themselves. She had
known on every reasonable level that Rebecca couldn’t possibly agree. 1t was too black an area, too
obvioudy illegal, and the fact that she herself had been willing to follow it said more than she wanted to
consder about the path she' d taken since meeting the Old Races. At the same time, her mother had been
the only real insde chance she'd had. “ Y eah.” She heard her own voice distantly. “ Y eah, | knew that. |
shouldn’t have asked.”

“No,” Rebeccasaid, surprisngly cheerful. *Y ou shouldn’t have. And you could have saved ustime and
trouble by asking on the phone, Margrit, redly.”

“There was aways the chance you’ d say yes. | wanted you here where you could act before you came
to your senses.”

“Margrit.” Rebecca s voice gentled. “ There was never any chancel’d say yes”

Thick pain settled around Margrit’s heart, squeezing. Without that help, legal or not, she was out of
options as to how to take Daisani down. Out of options she wanted to consider: Chelsea’ s cryptic advice
lingered at the back of her mind, nerve-wracking and tantdizing. “1 know. But | hoped | waswrong. It
wasn't abad plan, except for it beingillegal. | even had abuyer for the stock.”

“Call your stockholders,” murmured avoice behind Margrit. Familiar voice, touched with the hint of
desert sands, and as Rebecca s face whitened, Margrit realized the pressure around her heart wasn't just
exhausted emotion. Not with the soft, faint threat in Tariq’ swords: “ Prepare Daisani’ sfall, Rebecca
Knight, or watch your daughter die.”

An offended part of Margrit’ smind protested, silently, that she’ d been dead once lately and facing the
sentence twice in aday seemed unfair. Asthough he heard her thoughts, Tariq leaned in close, body
warmth no more than amist by Margrit’s cheek. “ Y our lifewasforfeit, Margrit Knight. Imagine my
surpriseto seeyou at Eliseo Daisani’ s gpartment today.”

Margrit caught her breath, or tried: it hitched, as did her heartbeat. “What were you doing there?’ Her
voice sounded like Rebecca' s had when she' d stood in this same position, Tariq' sfist around her heart:
wesak, fluttery, pained.

“Ensuring the glassmaker’ sempire was ours. Y our offer was generous, but merely cemented aded
aready in the making. We had never, snce we left our deserts, intended on sharing it.”

Sudden clarity blazed through Margrit, making the painin her chest ssem worse. Clear as gargoyle
memory, the moment of exchange between Daisani and Tariq after thetrid played vividly for her mind's



eye. “Y ou double-dedling bastard.” A note of admiration wheezed through the words. “Y ou' re playing
both sides against the middle. That’ swhy Daisani wouldn't agreeto let Malik’ s death go, even though
Janx asked him to. He promised you.”

“So hedid, and we cannot alow alack of retribution. Y our life would have sufficed, had Daisani’ s gift
not made it so hard to take.”

“So now what?’ Speaking made Margrit dizzy, but stopping seemed like giving up. “Now you' re going
to take him down, too, for backstabbing you whether he meant to or not?’

“In essence.” Tariq sounded smug. “Why settle for one empire when we might command two?’

“You'll command nothing if you don’t release my daughter.” Rebeccafindly brokein, voice strong and
confident after Tariq's murmurs and Margrit’ s breathl ess attempts to keep talking. A surge of pride and
panic rosein Margrit: she had hoped to distract the djinn from Rebecca’ s presence, though to what end
shedidn’t know. In case of sunset and apsychic link warning Alban she wasin need of rescue, perhaps.
Even with ahand fisted around her heart, the ideaamused her.

Tariq lifted his gaze to Rebecca, misty presence shimmering in the edge of Margrit' svison. “You'rein no
position to issue commands.”

Rebecca s eyebrows rose. “ Do you have access to the accounts that could bankrupt Eliseo Daisani?
No,” she said after ajudicioudy brief pause. “I didn’t think so. | see afew choices here, Mr.—7"’

“Tariq,” Margrit whispered when Tariq didn't spesk. “Hisnameis Tarig.”

“Tariq,” Rebeccarepeated. “You can kill Margrit, or me, or both of us, none of which will achieve your
gods, or you can release her, earn my goodwill and accomplish what you' re attempting. It seemslikea
ampledecisonto me”

Tariqg made a soft, derisve sound. “ And what prevents me from killing you when | have what | want?’

“Your word onit,” Rebeccasaid calmly. She sounded as though she was brokering abusiness deal, not
bargaining for her daughter’ slife. Margrit, mixed with admiration and terror, wondered if she sounded
like that when bartering with the Old Races. *Y our word that you won't harm Margrit or mysdlf, or any
of our family, not now and not ever,” Rebecca concluded.

No, Margrit decided, she didn’t sound that confident, and she didn’t think she was ever that thorough.
Tariq laughed, murderous sharp sound. “And you' d trust my word?’

“Yes.” Rebecca spoke with no cavesats, no doubts, nothing but serene confidence, and then offered a
soft, pointed smile that had put the fear of God, or at least Rebecca Knight, into Margrit for her entire
childhood. Something like alaugh tried to break free of her congtricted chest as Rebecca explained,
amost gently, “1 would trust your word because, if for no other reason, you owe Margrit your freedom.”

Tariq' s hand spasmed around her heart, as much show of shock as Margrit had ever seen adjinn indulge
in. Shewas certain his astonishment was echoed in her own face, a suspicion that was confirmed by
Rebecca s brief acknowledging nod.

“Not wanting to know doesn’'t mean | don’t watch, Margrit. | understand that sometimes you need a
weapon at hand even if you don’t want to useit. Am | right?” She turned her gaze on Tariq, an eyebrow
lifted.



For amoment the events of the past hung over them al as though they replayed on a screen, clear and
precise. Margrit had faced down Daisani over Tariq' s freedom when the djinn had been captured in a
binding circle of vampire sblood. Daisani had been more than willing—eager, even—to endave Tariq as
punishment for damages done to Rebecca, and Margrit had threatened the vampire with everything she
could in order to gain Tariq’ srelease. It had been agesture of passion, borne in the moment, and Tariq
and Daisani had both thought her afool. Margrit had had no idea her mother had paused to watch the
exchange, and now wondered if the honor that seemed to hold so much sway within the Old
Races—even amongst those who denied its power—would be visited upon mortas.

The djinn made a bitter sound and the pressure around Margrit’ s heart lessened, then disappeared
entirdly, leaving an ache of paininits place. She coughed and doubled over, arms folded against her

chest and tearsflooding her eyes as she heard him say, “I am no glassmaker to play at thisgame on levels
and levels. Thisisyour one moment of grace, human. | will not be denied asecond time or offer another
chance.”

Rebeccawaited until Margrit looked up with atight nod that said shewasal right, then dipped her head
in acknowledgment. 1 think we understand each other, then.” She stepped around her desk, switching
her computer on with a brisk motion, then glanced around her office.

A pang that had nothing to do with her heart being crushed spasmed through Margrit’ s chest. She'd
come to ask for what Rebecca was about to do, but she' d known the price was too high and that her
mother would refuse. Watching her now take in the office for what was very likely the last time hurt
worse than she' d anticipated. “Mom...”

“Eliseo’ smgor holdingswill go on the open market when the bellsring Monday morning,” Rebeccasad
Seadily. “1 can't guaranteeit’ Il destroy him, but it will certainly be extremely costly.” She sat down &t her
compuiter. “Y ou said you had abuyer, Margrit. | suggest you contact him immediately and have him
liquidate any holdings he can in order to have cash on hand to purchase with.”

“But what about you?” Recriminations pounded at the inside of Margrit’ s skin, trying to bresk free. If she
hadn’t been foolish enough to ask Rebeccato help in thefirst place, her mother wouldn’t be about to ruin
her career. If she'd refused Janx—

Then Tony would be dead. Margrit’s hands knotted into fists. Ruining Daisani’ s career was aprice she
waswilling to pay for the detective slife. Rebecca herself had decided Margrit’ slife, and by extension,
Tony’s, were worth her own career. There had to be alimit, though, a point at which the needs of the
many overrode the good of the one. Two liveswas a high price to pay for one. More would become
untenable. “It ends here,” Margrit whispered.

Rebeccalooked up with asmile. “That will be good enough for me, Margrit. Now go, and take your
unpleasant companion with you. | have work to do.”

THIRTY-THREE

SUNSET’ SRELEASE BROUGHT wakefulness with a burgeoning sense of responsibility, wholly
different from the small tasks Alban had set himself over the decades. The gargoyles had held themselves
gpart for millennia. To put themselves forward as they’ d done o precipitoudy the previous evening
heralded an involvement with the world they’ d never before had. For al that it had seemed right and
necessary in the moment, it was only now that the enormity of his decison—and the fact that the others
had indeed followed him—beganto snk in.

And yet nothing would convince him that he had chosen badly. Margrit’ s horrifying experience aside, had



the gargoyles not arrived when they did, many more of the Old Races might have died. For a people who
regarded themselves as observers and recorders, they also had clear strengths as enforcers.

Theideasent ashock of bemusement through Alban. To move so quickly from passveto active
participants—especialy in aworld as changed as theirs was now—well, that was what Margrit Knight
had made of him, perhaps. It was what she would make of al the Old Races, given the chance. He
wondered if that thought might cause her deepless nights, and then humor caught him: the Old Races
themsalves gave her enough deepless nights. Any changes she wrought, and their consequences, would
have to haunt her daytime hours.

She was gone, her scent faded enough to say it had been some hours since she'd dept in hisrarely used
cot. Regret dipped through him and fell away again: it was enough to let dawn and stone take him with
Margrit a hissde. She could and did live in adaylight world; to hope she would be there when he woke
was too much. He, after al, would never be there when she woke.

A rap sounded at the door. Alban unfolded from his crouch, wings stretching, then disappearing ashe
changed to human form before saying, “Comein.”

For some reason it surprised him when Grace entered. Aside from Margrit, she was the most likely, but
Alban had haf-conscioudy expected Tony Pulcella

“Janx isn't understanding Margrit’ s ordersto leave this place to me now,” Grace said without preamble.
“And I’'m talented, love, but | can’t shoo adragon from my doorstep. Maybe aword in hisear?’

Doubt made Alban lift an eyebrow. “Didn’t | watch you face that dragon down only last night?’

“Y ou’ ve mistaken me for Margrit,” Grace said blithely. “Maybe abit of her spark carried over, that’ sdll.
And for al my boldness |’ m no good pushing him around, much lesstwo of them and that vampire |ass.
Gives me the creeps, she does.”

“Uraula? | dways thought she was the camer of thetwo.”

“Aye, and it'sadways the quiet ones to watch out for, now, isn't it? Y ou saw what she did.” Grace
shuddered. “ Thought you’ d have taught them better, Stoneheart. Thought you’ d have taught them the
lawsthat bind you dl.”

“I would not have imagined them to be so cardlesswith our lives,” Alban murmured. “ But they’ ve lived
apart from the Old Races since they were born. How constrained by our laws would you fed if you were

they?”
“Not at dl, but then, laws and Grace, we' ve never been on speaking terms. What will they do to them?”’

“I havenoidea,” Alban admitted, “but change has run rough over our world. W€ Il find room and away
to makeit work. After dl, it'shard to exile apair who' ve never belonged, and | doubt their fathers will
alow them to fed unwelcome.”

Wicked interest glittered in Grace' s eyes. “ Fathers, indeed, and how does that work? Which of them
was being cuckolded, and which was the cock, do you suppose? Or did they share awoman gracefully,
mmm? Don't tell metheir fair lady had them fooled. None of you have aweak nose for scent, and not
even the nobility scrubbed clean often in that day and age.”

Alban rumbled, “1 would never dream of asking,” and Grace laughed aloud, clapping her handslikea
pleased child.



“No, and of course you wouldn’t, solid, stolid, stone thing that you are. Well, and maybe I'll have a
chance to ask mysalf, someday. But go on, Stoneheart.” Grace sobered. “ Rid me of the dragon, will
you? He' sonly staling anyway. Y our Margrit laid it out for him clear enough, and I’ ve never seen one
such as hetuck tail and turn that readily. What wasthe task?’ she asked, curiosity and caution turning her
voice sharp. “What'd he set Margrit to do?’

“I don’'t know. It seemed Margrit did, but | wasn't privy to whatever favor he asked.”

“Ah.” Curiogty lit Grace' s eyes before she waved him down the hdll. “Well, go on, then. Go find out,
and then send him packing. The sooner these tunnels are my own again, the happier I'll be.”

Amusement washed through him. “Where do you come by your command, Grace? Even | find mysdlf
inclined to legp before redizing I’ ve been given an order.”

“Borntoit, love, and you' re not meant to notice. Gargoyles,” she said with asniff. “Y ou pay too much
attention. I’ll be glad to have the lot of you gone from my territory, so | will, and yes, that meansyou,
too, Alban Korund. I’ ve had enough trouble from the Old Races. My kidsand | need our peace.”

“So you haven't set your cap for Eldred?” Alban asked, still amused, and Grace mimed adjusting one.

“Not at dl. There safine man out therefor Gréinne Ui Mhdille, and I’ll capture his heart when thetime
comes. Now go on, Alban,” she said again. “ Protect me and mine. That’ swhat you're herefor.”

Tariq had shown an iotamore subtlety than Margrit had expected, and had waited until he' d left
Rebecca’ s office on foot before dissipating. Margrit had stared at where he' d been, wondering why
discretion mattered now, when he'd materidized in front of Rebecca, but had restrained from casting the
question into the gpparently empty halway. He d spared her life and given hisword againgt further
attempits, but where she would have trusted Janx or even Daisani on that promise, she was reluctant to
test the djinn.

When she was certain he was gone, she' d turned back to her mother’ s office, about to enter and
offer...solace, or penance. In the end, both had seemed somehow arrogant, and she’ d walked away,
then begun to run once she d I eft the building.

Within minutes she' d brought herself to one of the handful of entrancesto Grace' s under-city hauntsthat
she' dfindly learned in the past few days. That, at least, was one good thing that had come of the
exhausting week, though that it quaified as* one good thing” filled her with rue.

She was more confident of finding her way to the centra hub where thetrial had been held than Janx’s
off-the-path lair, but she risked trying to pick her way through the tunndsto the latter. Wisdom dictated
otherwise, but Grace had an uncanny knack for finding her when she waslost, and Margrit trusted that
even more than she trusted Janx’ s or Daisani’ sword. She breathed, “ Oh, what atangled web we
weave,” as she worked her way deeper into the underground system, and was oddly unsurprised when,
minutes later, Grace' s voice echoed the second haf of the couplet back at her.

“When first we practice to deceive. Where do you think you' re going, Margrit?’ Grace came out of the
shadows, ethered as always. More than usud, even, as dightly detached from the world as she' d been
when Margrit had first awakened in the docking garage.

Margrit stopped, not quite looking at her and half expecting that she’ d fade away, nothing more than an
illusion. “To Janx’ s place. Or | hoped | was. It’sfunny.” Her voice sounded hollow and light to her own



ears.
“Getting logt finding the dragonlord’ s chambersis funny?’

“Do you think | was dead?’ The question felt like anon sequitur even to Margrit, thoughts and speech
not quite in tandem with one another.

Grace, at the corner of Margrit’ svision, looked startled. “Near enough to it, love. Why?’

“Because you' ve looked different since | came back.” Margrit risked afull-on glance at the blonde, then
shuttered her gaze away again, watching Grace dl but shimmer in her periphera vison. “Because | keep
thinking, only not redly thinking, because when I think; it getscloudy. | just have thisideadowninthe
back of my brain. About how you aways turn up places faster than you should be able to. About how
sometimesin that fight | was sure I’ d hit you but it kind of shivered off. About how you got Alban out of
those chains, and how you got through my locked front door.”

Margrit blinked hard and turned her full attention to Grace. “ And about why amodern-day folk hero
would name hersdlf after a centuries-old pirate and brigand. Y ou’ re human, aren’t you. But you're
not...dive. And the only reason | can seeit isbecause | died mysdlf.”

“It' sbeen along time since anyone' s seen Grace so clearly.” Thetall vigilante disappeared from sight as
she spoke, not in the coalescing manner that djinn did, but smply gone, blinking out and leaving her voice
to linger. It came again from behind Margrit, light and amused and traced with gpproval. “ Grace has her
secrets. Grace has her ways.”

Margrit soun around, heartbeat high with excitement and confusion. “What are—Are you aghost?
How—?'

Grace spread long fingersin amove both dismissive and accepting. “ Cursed, love. Making up for old
ans, | told you that once and again. Grace O’ Malley spilled afair lot of blood in her day, and some of it
should have stayed in the veinsit fell from. What will you do, now that you have the truth of me?’

Fedling stupid with astonishment, Margrit blurted, “Can | help?’

Surprisefiltered over Grace' s expression, and her white-blond hair and pae skin lit with aglow, as
though avell had been taken down from Margrit' svision. A stronger feding of foolishnessrosein her,
tightening her chest: it seemed impossible that the inhuman woman before her ever could have been
mistaken for someone ordinary. “Not unless you can give methe kiss of angels, Margrit Knight. I've
searched for it for four centuries and found nothing yet, and | think you' Il takeit right if | say | don't think
it'll befrom your lips. The thought is kind, though, and more than | might have expected. What will you
do?’

“Grace has her secrets,” Margrit echoed. “None of them know?’

“There sareason | won't crossthe likes of Janx or Daisani. They know I’ ve been around along time,
but I might’ ve drunk of avampire sblood, or I might be born of someillicit union like the one that
fathered those two girls. It' s better not to ask, sometimes. It’ s better not to know. And | stay in the
shadows most often, doing my work and staying out of their way.”

“But you haven't. Y ou’ ve been helping and interfering al over the placethe last few months.”

Grace flashed agmile. “It’' snot often that agargoyle and alawyer walk into my tunnels, love.” Sherolled
her eyesto the calling, said, “That ought to start ajoke,” then looked back at Margrit, smilefading to
something gentleand wry. “And | supposethat for dl the years, I’ m il only human at heart. Curiogity



getsthe best of usevery time”
“Who cursed you? What happensiif you find the kiss of angels? What isthe kiss of angels?’

“A witch, Margrit, and don’'t say what | seein your eyes. There are gargoyles and ghosts and dragons,
my girl, so don’'t say there are no witches. | don't know,” she said easily, for once offering a straight
answer. “If | knew, maybe I’ d have found it long ago. And perhapsif | dofind it, | leave thisworld
behind. I’ ve haunted it long enough that | wouldn’t mind. What,” she asked for the third time, “will you
do?’

“The gargoyles are going to want to know how you freed Alban, but until they come asking, I'll...”
Margrit turned her pams up, and with the gesture finally understood the reticence that had stayed
Alban’ stongue, had stayed dl the Old Races when she' d asked them about their peoples or others.
Alban had said more than once that some storiesweren't histo tell, and for the first time, sympathy and
comprehension settled in Margrit’sbones. “1’ [l keep your secret, Grace, and send them to you for the
ansvers”

Grace bowed her head, the gesture of thanks taking some of the glow away, so that when she looked up
again, her brown eyes were little more than ordinary. Margrit could till see a subtle aura of wrongness
around Grace, but it was something her eyes could forgive asatrick of thelight, if shelet them.

A great dedl of theworld she' d been thrust into was amatter of |etting, and being, and accepting, dl in
ways that rubbed uncomfortably against her skin. But the art of compromise was one lawyers were
supposed to be good at, and, watching Grace dmost fading into the shadows again, the letting it be
seemed one Margrit could live with. “Can you show me the way to Janx’ sroom before you go?’

“Pah,” Grace said, suddenly cheerful. “I’ll haveto, won't I, or I'll belistening to you crash around in the
dark dl night. Thisway, lawyer. Let’'sgo.” Shetilted her head and struck off down atunnel, leaving
Margrit to catch up.

Familiar voiceswarned her that they’ d found their way, but as she drew bregth to thank Grace, the
vigilante shrugged and disappeared. Margrit’sjaw flapped before she pulled it up into asmile and shook
her head at the theatri cs she was becoming accustomed to.

Janx, somewhere in the near distance, was speaking with hisusua insufferable salf-satisfaction. Margrit's
smileturned to agrin as she recognized histale of the tapestries that softened the walls of his chamber.
She wondered what stories had taken father and daughter and sSster through the remaining night and all of
the day, if hewas only just now telling them of the tapestries and the windows that had been madein their
likeness.

“Thelagt of the arachne made the tapestries,” he was saying. “ The youngest, asit happened. There were
only ever three, and fate turned its hand against crone and mother.”

“There couldn’t possibly be only three,” Kate said tartly. “ They must’ ve had parents.”

Janx made a sound remarkably like a snorting dragon, though from the depth and clarity of hisvoiceit
was clear hewasin his human form. “If you know so much, you tell thetae.”

Kate' smuttered, “Ow” suggested an elbow in the ribs, and Margrit’s grin broadened.

Janx, satisfied, continued, “Asit happens, you' re presumably correct, and in retrospect, | wonder if they
weren't chimeras, aswdll. I've no ideawhat race mothered them, if that’ s the case, but perhapsthe
crone' s age was honestly come by.”



“Harpies” Ursulasaid distantly. 1 think if the Ssters of fate were born of man and the Old Races, that
their mothers must have been harpies. We should ask Alban.”

“I’'m beginning to doubt the gargoyle histories are as complete aswe ve dl bdieved,” Janx said. “It
seems anumber of important details have been |eft out. Y ou, for example.”

“But you made sure we wouldn't be forgotten,” Kate pointed out. “ Alban kept your secret about our
mother, but he knew we existed. If he' d died, the memories would' ve gone back into the histories. We'd
have never been forgotten the way the selkies et themselves be. Or maybe the way the arachne chose to
m”

Silence swept out of the room, tickling Margrit with its depth. Janx and Daisani had perhaps known of
Sarah’ s pregnancy, but not her surviva; the secret Alban had kept, asfar asthey’ d known, was that

they’ d loved amorta woman, and told her about the Old Races, an exiling offensein and of itsdlf. The
half-blood children—chimeras, Janx had just called them—were a more complex confidence than that.

But the dragonlord let it go, as Margrit imagined he might. “ Perhaps. But | wastrying to tell you about the
tapedtries,” he said petulantly.

Kate put on apatient child’ stone: “Y es, Father.”

Margrit could al but hear Janx twitch. “I’m not sure | can become accustomed to that name. It sets
firesngps againg my skin eech timeyou say it.”

“Fatherfatherfatherfatherfather,” Kate chanted, and Janx laughed over the sound of Ursula simpatient
sgh.

“What about the windows? Who made the windows?’

Janx, with al the nonchalance in the world, said, “ The newspapers say they’re Tiffany originas”

“Thisiswhereyou get it from,” Ursula muttered, and Kate' s laughter broke, an ato echo of Janx’ stenor.
“Y ou wouldn't have brought them up if they were Tiffany windows” Ursulawent on accusingly.

Margrit's eyebrows lifted in surprise as Janx made asmug confession: “1 made them.

“Oh, wdll, dl right,” he said half amoment later. “Not by mysdlf. Tarigand |, actudly.” And hisvoice
darkened as he mentioned the djinn. “Over a century past, now. Desert sand to liquid glass, shaped by
wind and dragonfire. Things were different, then.”

“Weremember,” Ursulasaid dryly.

Margrit could imagine Janx refocusing on her, surprise coming into hisvoice. “I suppose you would,
athough you' d remember different thingsthan1.”

“Sowouldweadl.” Alban’ svoice broke in, coming from the other direction, beyond the curve Margrit
stood behind. She startled, not expecting him, then smiled and leaned againgt the wall to listen amoment
longer. She' d never had achanceto listen to the Old Races talk apparently unobserved, and had gained
oneindght dready: Janx wasfar morewilling to tell secretsto his chimeradaughter than to the fully
human Margrit. It was a soft disgppointment, one she could expect and accept, but it reminded her again
that she wasn't truly part of their world. That there might yet be time to escape, if she wished.

“Janx,” Alban went oninarumble. “I’ ve been sent to ask why you' re not packing your bags.”



“Because Margrit wouldn't expect meto leave these halowed halls until she has accomplished the task
I’'ve set her,” Janx said eadlly, then lifted hisvoice: “Would you, my dear?’

Guilt spasmed Margrit’ s skin and ended in a sheepish laugh as she crept around the corner to peer into
Janx’ s chambers. The dragonlord was draped across his chaise lounge, indolent and clearly terribly
pleased with himsdlf. The twinswere curled up in armchairs, both of them peeking back at Margrit asif
they were children rather than hundreds of years her elders. Alban stood just within the doorway, wry
humor curving hismouth. “I'm afraid you' re less sneaky than you thought.”

“| wasn't trying to be,” Margrit protested. “1 just stopped to listen. | forgot you could smell me.”
“And hear your breathing,” Kate offered.

“And your heartbeet,” Ursulafinished.

Margrit put ahand over her face. “ Remind me of my inadequacies, why don’t you.”

“Hardly.” Janx unwound from his couch and came to stand before her a hisfull height, agambit that
would have been more imposing had Alban, dightly taller and considerably broader, not been afew feet
away. Margrit crooked a smile at the dragonlord, whose expression was mixed with challenge and
curiosity. “Have you set the whedlsin motion aready, my dear? | would so dearly love to admire your
dacrity.”

“I"'m not here to talk about that.”

Janx’ slipsthinned and he turned to Alban. “ She' s gotten very bold, hasn’t she. | don’t think we frighten
her anymore.”

“I’ve been dead,” Margrit muttered. “Y ou can’'t trump that.”

“An excdlent point.” Good humor restored, Janx fluttered an extravagant bow and gestured Margrit
toward seating. Alban, looking dour at not having been invited himsdlf, followed, then shot Margrit ady
wink as he took over the lounge Janx had abandoned. Grinning, she settled down against him and
deliberately pulled hisarm over her shoulder to snuggle comfortably before looking up to see Janx’s
mercuria features gone duck-lipped with exasperation.

“Forgiveme,” Alban said with enormousinnocence. “ The other chairsarelesswdll suited to my build.”

“l amlosngdl control.” Janx pulled another chair up to the chesstable and flung himsdlf init with the
abandon of atantrum-throwing two-year-old.

Margrit, unable to stop hersdlf, applauded in the same lazy fashion she’ d seen him do in the past. Janx,
knowing himsalf out-played, laughed and spread hishandsin defest. “Very well. What are you hereto
discuss, Margrit Knight, if not my oldest rival’ sdownfall?’

Alban shifted behind Margrit, the tiny motion somehow conveying dismay. Janx’ ssmilelit up. “Oh, you
didn’'t know. Redlly, Alban, you might have guessed. | could hardly let Detective Pulcellago for anything
less” By theend of his speech, his smile had falen away, leaving reptilian coolnessin hisjade eyes.

“I might have,” Alban murmured, “and yet | hadn’'t. Must it go like this, Janx?’

“It dwayshas.” An unexpected flash of injury darkened his gaze. “ And Eliseo, thistime, hastaken it



upon himself to stand on honor, and not |et certain unfortunate events be forgotten.”

“That'snot hisfault.” Margrit was surprised to hear her own voice, asthough Alban and Janx had been
carrying on aconversation and she, like the twins, had been €ft to listen in Silence along time. “Or—Oh,
well, it does't matter. Y ou' re going to befurious either way. Might aswell leaveit done.” She st her
teeth together deliberately, trying to stop talking.

Janx, eyebrows elevated as high asthey could reach, said, “ Y ou can’t possibly expect meto let that go
now, Margrit.”

Exasperated with hersalf, Margrit sghed. “No, | can't. The djinn made adea with Daisani, Janx. | don't
know when. After the quorum. It had to be after the quorum, maybe when Mdik died. That gave them
something in common,” she concluded adoud. “ They both wanted answers so they could exact revenge.”

“Y our point, my dear. I’m sure you have one.”

Margrit shook off her musings. “ The point isthey were never going to settle for sharing your territory with
the selkies. Daisani agreed to support them. That' s the deal that makes him unable to back down over
Madlik’ sdeath.” Though Tariq' s part in heping Daisani’ sfinanciad empire crumble would probably
provide the vampire with the excuse he needed to renege on that matter. Margrit bit her tongue, not
wanting to complicate matters any more than she dready had.

Hurt so agtonished it hadn’t yet become ragefilled Janx’ svoice. * Eliseo made aded with Tariq to gut my
empire? Why?’

Margrit shook her head. “Y ou’' d have to—"

“Becauseit meanshewins,” Ursulainterrupted thoughtfully. “Neither of you are kidding yourselves,
right?Y ou know you' re going to have to leave New Y ork soon anyway, because the modern world will
notice you sooner rather than later, after thismuch time. So if you’ ve both got to go, then what grester
win could my father have than to set up your replacement? To fill the vacuum your absence inevitably
creates? That' sgame, set and match to him, and it leaves you floundering like afool .”

Palpable anger rippled Janx’ s skin, contorting hisfegtures. “ Thereis only so much ignominy | will take
gracefully, Margrit Knight. Thereis only so much humiliation | will stand. | havelost my territory to
conniving djinn and cowardly salkies. | am sent from my new quarters at the whim of ahuman. I will not
waich Eliseo Daisani gather the spoils and mock me with them before he exits this morta scene. Tell me
you have aplan, Margrit. Tell meyou will fulfill my favor.”

“| can do better than that.” Margrit took a deep breeth, thinking of her mother working alonein an office
building. “I’ ve set it up so you can hand the keysto hiskingdom to the selkies.”

THIRTY-FOUR

TWO DISTINCT THINGS happened: gleelit Janx’s eyes again, and Ursulawent uncomfortably still.
Margrit’s somach clenched at the latter, awarning that she ought to have not spoken in front of the
vampire' s daughter. It was Ursulawho said, into asilence that suddenly seemed very loud and long, “ So
what legacy do | inherit?’

“Thesameonel do,” Kate sad, full of irritation. “Y ou get to meet Daisani. Y ou get to know your father.
It snot asif I'vewaltzed into atreasury full of gold here. But that was never the point, wasit?’

Ursula clamped her jaw shut, staring at her sster. Then shelooked away, lip thrust out in defeat. Kate



got up and crawled over the back of Ursula' s chair, squirming and squashing down until they nearly
shared the same space. Ursulatwitched as though she' d try to escape, but in truth gave Kate afew more
inchesto fit into. Kate looped her arms around her sister and put her chin on her shoulder, whispering
into her hair. After long moments Ursulasniffed, then harrumphed and squished back, peace evidently
restored. Margrit, certain she was the only one in the room who hadn’t heard Kate' swhispers, felt a
brief flash of envy for their sorority.

“My mother works for acompany that holds a dozen of Eliseo’saccounts,” she heard herself saying
quietly. Janx’ s attention came back to her, bright with greed. “ Shel sworking to destabilize his holdings.
Kamana sthe only one | know with the resources to take advantage of that kind of weskness. Will that
do, dragonlord?’

Some of the pleasure faded from Janx’ s gaze as she spoke. “Y our mother. That delightful woman will go
tojal for this, Margrit. While I’ m not typicaly averseto incarcerating humans, | find it difficult to believe
you asked her to do such athing. Or that she agreed.”

“Tariqg made her an offer that was hard to refuse.” Margrit bit the words off, too aware that she had
asked for something that could send her mother to jail. That Rebecca had refused took away none of the
guilt at having asked. “Either way, I’ ve got to talk to Kaimana—"

“I'm surprised,” Janx interrupted, “that you' rewilling to offer the selkies anything, given how they’ve
betrayed you.”

“I’'m beginning to think anger over betraya is something | can’t afford. There' s no reason not to put
Daisani’ s holdings on the open market and et humans take him gpart in afree-for-dl, but | thought you'd
gppreciate the irony of handing hisempireto the selkies, if he' shanded yoursto the djinn.”

“Oh, | do, | do. I'd rather take it mysdlf, but—" Janx gave asharp look around the room asdl three
women and Alban inhaled to speak. “But, as you' ve taken pains to remind me severa times, our daysin
thiscity are limited. Too many people know my face, and have for too many years.”

“No one knowsours,” Ursulamurmured.

Janx tipped his head forward until red hair did into hiseyes. “True, but | trust you understand why I'm
reluctant to offer such reinsto Eliseo’ sdaughter.” His eyebrows devated and he transferred his gaze to
Kate. “Or to my own, for that matter. One leaves my old riva with too much potentia influence, and the
other, | fear, leaves me with too much potentid loss. | have only just found you, child,” he said softly, as
Kate' s eyebrows drew down. “Do not make me face the possibility of losing you so soon.”

Kate' s mouth twisted, an expression just shy of offense. “ Child? We' re nearly four hundred yearsold.”

“And | have no intention of telling you how old | am,” Janx said easily. “Y ou may be assured, however,
that a four centuries you’ re barely more than broken free of the shell. Besides,” he added impudently,
“you’ remy daughter. | can cal you child if | want to, regardless of your age or my own.”

“Was Mother ever thisannoying?

That whisper, Margrit heard, and grinned broadly. “I think Janx has cornered the market on irritating.
You get usedtoit.”

“No,” Alban rumbled, “you don’t. He does, though, seem to have some modicum of charm which
women are susceptible to, and | believe that prevents him from meeting an untimely expiration.”

“That,” Janx said cheerfully, “and dragons are hard to kill.”



Margrit snorted. “You'redl hard to kill.”

Kate, far too forthright, said, “ Selkiesaren’t,” and Ursula, abreath behind her, said, “Neither are djinn, if
you know how.”

“There are going to be repercussionsfor that,” Alban said above Margrit’ s head, clearly speaking to Janx
and nooneese.

Janx opened ahand and let it fall closed again. “We seem to be living in an era of repercussions. Our
world has changed, and changed mightily. | have little fear that some accord will be reached on my
daughter’ s and niece’ s murderous behavior.”

“Niece?’

“Niece” Janx said firmly. “1 shudder to think of how we might wrestle over terminology, and chooseto
dreamlineit asbest | can. After dl, I’'m only asmple dragon, untutored in how to manage family affairs”

Alban ducked his head next to Margrit’ s and breathed, “ The world hasindeed changed if Janx is
proclaming hissmplicity. Margrit, when will these changes you’ ve wrought in Eliseo’ sempire begin to
Spread?’

“Monday morning.” Margrit pressed back againgt Alban’ s solidity, gaining warmth and comfort from his
presence. “I’ve got to talk to Kaimana before that, but | think we' relooking at alull in the action. We
have thirty-six hoursto just be together before anything e se goesto hell.”

Even Janx paused, waiting, like everyone dse, for Margrit’s comment to trigger disaster. When it
didn’t—no chamber cave-ins, no Grace gppearing with adire warning, no cell phonesringing to bear
bad news—she laughed and put ahand over her mouth before speaking through her fingers. “1 honestly
expected something terrible to happen.”

“Human superdtition,” Janx said dismissvely.

Margrit picked up achess pawn and threatened to throw it a him before replacing it on the board. “Y ou
froze up, too, dragonlord.” She sighed and snuggled back againgt Alban, then deliberately got to her feet
as briskly as she could. “ So when shdl we five meet again? Janx, | take it you' re not going to clear out of
hereuntil Daisani’sinruins”

Janx did his head to the sde, smooth snakdike action, and considered her. “1 am not. | shall, however,
leave Grace and her motley crew aone for the duration of my incarceration here. For your mother’s
sake,” he said as Margrit felt astonishment cross her face. “For the sacrifice you, and she, are making, |
shal make onein return.” Hislips curled back from histeeth, brief angry expression. “1 do not like to be
beholden, and you' ve madeit quite clear you' re willing to use your advantages when you hold them.”

“1"ve learned from the best.”

Janx bowed his head and came to hisfeet, as much honor as dismissal. Margrit turned to Alban and
offered her hands, tugging him to standing when he accepted them. Joy fluttered within her and she
stepped into the gargoyle’ sarmsfor afierce hug before turning back to Janx. “I’ll call or come down
when I’ ve talked to Kaimana. | assume you' Il want to bethere, or at least know, when the rug startsto
come out from under Eliseo’sfeet.” Her pleasure faded before she finished speaking, but Janx’ sflared.

“That would be superb. | look forward to hearing from you.”



“Yes” murmured Eliseo Daisani. “1 imagineyou do.”

The only saving grace about Margrit’ s startled yel p was that everyone around her looked as surprised as
shefdt. Given the company in which she stood, that seemed like a triumph: even the Old Races could be
taken off guard by avampire,

Alban recovered firgt: of the others, Janx looked too irritated to recoup gracefully, and Ursulaheld
Kae' sarm until white flushed around her grip. The gargoyle stepped forward, putting himsalf between
Margrit and Daisani. “Eliseo.”

“Alban. Do you think hiding Margrit behind you will protect her from meif | choose to hunt her?’
“I think even avampire must consider whether he wantsto risk battle with agargoyle.”

“Have you awooden stake?’ Daisani teased, then, as Margrit peered around Alban’ swidth, made alight
welcoming gesture. “I am not, at the moment, here to exact any kind of vengeance. Infact, | have
something of aconundrum, and our dear MissKnight is, asusud, at its heart.”

“Asusua?’ Margrit protested. “Y ou’ ve known each other for centuries, and I’ ve earned an as usud

dready?”’

“Y ou must admit, you’ ve gone to extraordinary lengthsto become an asusud,” Janx said lightly. “Do
comein, Eliseo. Do st down and tell usdl your troubles. Oh, and might | introduce you to Sarah's
daughters? Katherine, caled Kate, and Ursula.” He offered a sweeping bow, faling back a step in order
to better present the twins.

For once, despite being in asafe area, Daisani chose not to show off, and approached the twins at a
merely human pace. He stopped afew feet away, gaze hungry as he studied the twins, and asthey
sudied himin return. Ursula s grip had moved to her sster’ s hand, both of them bloodiess withiit.

“Y ou have thelook of your mother about you,” Daisani findlly said. Even Margrit could hear the restraint
in his soft words; as much restraint asit must have taken to walk at a man’s speed, the better to not
challenge either woman, and perhaps be found wanting.

Wanting, or worse, one.
Ursulanodded. “That’ swhat she always said. She didn’t think we took anything from you.”

“Me,” Daisani whispered, and Kate flapped her free hand toward both him and Janx, and said, “Y ou.
Both of you. Either of you. Except what we did, of course.”

A look of perfect befuddlement washed over Daisani’ s face as he glanced toward Janx, the expression
by far the most human thing Margrit had ever seen grace hisfeatures. “Ursulais your daughter,” she said,
taking sudden pity on the vampire. “Kateis Janx’s. There' sno doubt of it once you seethem in action.”

“Ours?’ Daisani asked in astonishment. “Ours both?” He looked back at the twins. Ursulalifted a
shoulder and let it fall.

“Chimera, Janx called us. Children of two races, but not three. I'm al vampire. Kate'sall dragon. | think
if we were anything less, we wouldn't be able to do what we do.” She kept staring at Daisani, eating him
with her gaze, though neither of them moved any closer to the other.



“The sglkies said half-blood children arefull heirsto their Old Races gifts,” Margrit recalled. “What
would happen if adragon and avampire had achild?’

Daisani turned a dangerous ook on her, so quelling that goose bumps rose on her arms. Bewildered, she
gaped at him, and some of the warning in his gaze faded. He looked back toward Ursula, leaving Margrit
to wonder what bit of precious knowledge she' d come so closeto treading on. A quick glance at Alban
garnered no evident answers. the gargoyle lifted his eyebrows in as much question as she had, then
dropped awink that promised they would explore the question later, together.

“I would like to know you.” Daisani spoke so quietly it dmost went unheard under Margrit’ ssilent
conversation with Alban. She glanced back toward the father and daughter, and discovered she
recognized the control with which Daisani held himself. He had stood similarly when Rebecca Knight had
been in hisarms; he had stood so when he had ordered Margrit to find the man who had murdered
Vanessa Gray. He had even, she thought, perhaps stood that way when he' d invited her to dancein a
ballroom filled with Six sentient races, and it shot an agony of sympathy through Margrit's heart.
Immortality, she had redized only recently, was alonely business, and to read the vampire' s emotions
and vulnerabilities so clearly took her bregth away. Inhuman, yes, they were dl inhuman, but not at al
incomprehensible.

“I'd likethat, too,” Ursulafindly said. “Mother told uswhat she could about you, but it's not the same.”

Something unbent within Daisani, his next breath more easily taken. “No, it’ snot. | am honored for the
opportunity.”

“Yeah.” Katetossed her hair and gave the vampire a defiant look. Y ou should be.”
“Kate,” Alban murmured, and she looked alittle abashed.

Janx draped himsdf over the abandoned chaise lounge and folded his arms behind his head in asoft blur
of thin blue smoke. “Lovely asthisdl is, I'm sureit’ s not why you came snesking to my lair, Eliseo. Why
areyou here?’

“Ah.” Daisani turned away from the twinswith onelast glance at Ursula. “ My conundrum, yes. | received
aphonecdl alittlewhile ago, Margrit. A cdl from, if you'll excuse the colloquiaism, thelast person on
earth | might expect to receive such athing from.”

A cold fist wrapped around Margrit’ s somach and clenched. Shefelt her expression turn stricken as
guesswork ran ahead of Daisani’ swords. “Mother?’

“Indeed. Shelaid out a conundrum of her own, one dedling with dragons and djinn and daughters—"

“Ohmy,” al three of the daughtersin the room murmured, and Janx’ s tenor ran below them with the
same phrase. Margrit wrinkled her face as Janx waved afinger a Alban in admonishment. “ Redlly,
Stoneheart, you couldn’t possibly have failed to see that coming. Won't you at least play along?’

“Not until I learn what trouble Rebecca K night has had that she turnsto Eliseo to solveit.” Alban folded
hisarms over his chest, making his breadth that much moreimpressive.

Daisani’ s lighthearted telling sobered, not because of Alban’s unvoiced threst, but because hisfocus
narrowed on Margrit, ahint of anger coming through. “It wasn't abad idea, Miss Knight. Calling on your
mother to help lay my empire low. Not that she would agree, which even | could have told you. Even to
save her daughter’ slife, shewouldn’t act on a promise like that, perhaps especially one madeto the djinn
who'd threatened her, aswell. So she called on me, and on the weight of the secret she has held for me



for thirty years, | found mysdf reluctant to deny her what she asked. And now | find myself with a
promise of protecting you on the one hand, and a promise to permit your execution on the other. Tell me,
Margrit, what shal | do?’

“I’ve been dead once. Isn’t that enough?” Margrit passed her own question off with awave she
recognized as having been adopted from the Old Races; from Janx, specificaly, she thought. “Y ou could
cdl the playing field even,” she said more quietly and more serioudy. “ Y ou'rein apodtion to do that.”

Janx tipped his head, smal motion that still managed to be awarning. Margrit fought off agrimace, briefly
exagperated with the ancient battle of one-upmanship the two elders had. “1 wish you would,” she went
on. “Wadk away from New Y ork. Let thislifetime go. Y ou’ ve got plenty more ahead of you.”

“Y ou're not answering the question, Miss Knight.”

Margrit made her handsinto fists. “Tariq's happy to backstab you now over a decision you made months
ago, adecison that doesn’t have anything to do with him or his people or any deal you made with them.
He s playing my surviva off asbeing abetraya of your agreeing to my deeth, and he's...” Shetrailed off,
finaly fully realizing what Daisani had said. “My mother double-crossed adjinn?’

“Redly, Margrit, how many times have | told you that your mother is aremarkable woman?1’m sure she
doesn't think of it as double-crossing. I’'m sure she considersit to be...surviva of thefittest. If she could
lie bold-faced to one of the Old Races, then turn around and ask another of usfor help, | would say

she' smogt certainly fit to survive.”

Priderose up in Margrit asablush, heating her cheeks and bringing afoolish smileto her face. “ Go,
Mom. Wow. The best I've doneismidead you.”

“Whichisfairly remarkableinitsdlf,” Daisani sad dryly. “ Once more, you' vefailed to answer the
Question.”

Stll riding on awave of pride, Margrit let the truth out unvarnished. “Y ou should bresk the dedl with the
djiinnand let melive. At least | was up front about trying to take you down. I’'m an honest enemy, if I've
got to be one.”

“An honest enemy. One who will report to work Monday morning as expected?’

“Keep your friends close?” Margrit asked with awince. “I’d liketo. I'd actudly liketo, and part of meis
sayingif | go towork for you, | have achance at getting my hands on the right kinds of materia to bring
you down. | can't just try like | did tonight and walk away. | have to succeed, because Janx isn’t going to
let Tony go on agood try from the home team.”

“Janx?’ Daisani wheeled to face the indolent dragon, who looked up with mocking gpology.

“I'm afraid she' sright. If she'd liketo go to work for you, I’ m happy to take the cost out of Detective
Pulcdla shide. Entirely up to you, Margrit, of course.”

“Of course.” Margrit pressed her lips together, arms folded across her chest defensively. *Y ou know, |
actudly came down here to ask you something, Janx. Something | didn’t think Eliseo would answer.”

“Redly.” Janx kicked hislegs off the lounge and sat up, fingerslaced and interest brightening his eyes.
“Whatever could that be?’

“| cameto ask about one of hisvulnerabilities.” Margrit watched the vampire as she spoke, unconcerned
for Janx or hisreaction. “1 cameto ask if you knew what it would mean if | asked him where the bodies



are buried.”

Sound erupted around her, acat’s shriek melded with awhal€ s song and all of it accompanied by an
explosion of movement vastly unlike anything Margrit had seen from the Old Races before. Daisani
seemed to fly gpart, ablack viscous splash of oil and night, and then came back together again so quickly
she doubted she' d even seen the change.

Hewasin Margrit’s face, and somehow stopped from tearing her apart: Ursula was there, between
them, moving asfast ashe did. Then Alban, crushing Daisani’ s bicepsin an unforgiving grip. Janx wason
his feet, flexing with eagerness, and Kate crowded in beside Ursula, helping make abarrier.

Margrit had seen none of them move. Her heartbeat was sickeningly fast, making her light-headed with
the panic of being in the midst of areckoning that she had no control over. Chelsea swarning, to have
Alban with her when she asked that question, seemed pitifully inadequate now: without the entire quartet
who held Daisani off, she was certain she would aready be dead. That she would have died so quickly
that she would never have seen it coming.

Daisani craned his head toward her, neck eongating to an impossible degree. Ursula snaked into his
path, haf blocking Margrit’ sview, clearly protecting her. “Mefirg, Father.”

Hesitation flickered in Daisani’ sblack eyes. Hisjaw opened too far, sarting to unhinge, and then he
snapped it shut again and withdrew into himself, suddenly the same contained businessman Margrit had
met him as. He shook off Alban’s hands, and to Margrit’ s horror, the gargoyle let him.

“Y ou will cometo regret asking that question, Margrit Knight. Y ou will cometo regret it, and so, too,
will the one who guided you toward asking.

“Catch me,” the vampire whispered. “Catch meif you can.”

THIRTY-FIVE

DAISANI’SWORDS LINGERED far longer than he did, soundseft on awhisk of wind as he sped
away. Ursula, unexpectedly, squealed with glee and disappeared after him. Even Kate look startled at
her Sster’ s departure, taking afew abortive stepsto follow before stopping. Alban flexed his hands,
regretting that he' d released the vampire, but uncertain Daisani couldn’t have dipped free regardiess.

“Chelseg,” Margrit whispered. “He s going after Chelsea. Can Ursulastop him?’

Kate shook her head. “Ursuld s not trying to stop him. She just wantsto race. She' s never had anyone
asfast asshewasto go up againgt.”

Janx snorted beneath Kate' s denid. “One does not go after Chelsea Huo. Not even Eliseo isthat rash.”

Margrit stared a him and Alban put himself between the two of them, catching Margrit' s hand in his own.
“Would you go after the serpent at the heart of theworld, Margrit?’

The petite human transferred her stare to him, becoming incredulous. “How could you?’
“No more than you can go after Chelsea. Don’t worry.”

Margrit dropped her chin to her chest, forehead pinched with the force of her frown. “So her referring to
humans wasn't just because she' s gotten in the habit of thinking of al the races by their specific names.”
Shelifted her gaze, lipsthin, and pulled her hand from Alban’ sto fold her arms. “What is she?’



Alban fought off the temptation to follow her and smply shook his head. “ Some secretsaren’t oursto
tdl.”

A best of slence, then two, filled the room before Alban, haf apologeticaly, said, “ Some secretsaren’'t
ourstotel.”

Margrit threw her head back, scowling at the chamber celling. “Of course not.” She set her teeth
together, then, jaw till held tense, visibly tried to let it go. Tried, and dmost succeeded: Alban barely
heard her threat of, “ One of these days|’Il get insde your memories and find out.”

“Not now that you’' ve warned me,” he said with more apology.

Margrit glared a him. “All right. All right, fine, whatever. Never mind what sheis. Some secrets have to
be kept.” She sighed suddenly and pulled her hair loose to scrub her fingersthrough it. “How about the
secret of where the bodies are? Do either of you know what that means?’ Worry washed away her
frustration and she hugged hersdlf. “1 don’t care how safe you think sheis. | want to make sure.”

“My dear—"

Margrit spun to face Janx, exasperation filling her voice to the edge of lividity, mercuria human emotion a
wonder, asaways, to Alban. “I heard you. What if you' re wrong? She' sthe one who told me to ask the
guestion that just sent Eliseo Daisani running out of here like abat out of hell, Janx. How often does
Eliseo run from anything?’

Janx looked toward Alban, who opened ahand in answer to the question. “There was Moscow. But
then, you left rather precipitoudy, too, didn’t you? With your tail between your legs, if the stories haveit
right.”

Thedragon’ s nogtrilsflared, and Margrit looked from one Old Race to another with an expression that
demanded explanation. Alban flashed asmile and shook hishead. “ That’ s al anyone knows about it. But
asdefromthat, | don't remember the last time Eliseo ran from anything, and agargoyle should.”

“Y ou' ve been out of the memories along time, Stoneheart. Therewas Van Helsing.” A hint of smugness
dithered over Janx’ sface as Alban lifted his eyebrows. “Y ou wouldn’'t know about that. It was what sent
him—and me, in the end—to the Americas. Van Helsing iswhy there ve been no vampires but Daisani
these past hundred and fifty years.”

“VanHdsngisagory,” Margrit protested.

Momentary silencefilled the chamber before the dragonlord smiled. “Y ou can stand here, inthis
company, and say that with such authority?'Y ou asked once what happened to those humanswho
executed the Old Races. Y our own facetious answer wasimmortality, but you' re not so far off, my dear.
Human fiction disguisesworlds of truth.”

Margrit shot alook from Janx to Alban and back again, then cast awary glance toward Kate, as though
checking to seeif the other woman could tell if the Old Races were having her on. Kate made atiny
motion of denid and Margrit’ s gaze came back to the dragon and gargoyle. “ Are you telling me Abraham
Van Helsing existed and hunted vampires? That he came to help some woman who was bitten—But it
doesn't work that way. Y ou can’t turn ahuman into avampire.”

“Ah, but what if you flip the story around? What if Lucy liesdying of consumption, and her doting suitor
discoversasip of vampire blood will cureal her ills? What if he begs help from adoctor friend and they
pursue the panacea at al costs, but are refused and the beloved wife dies? The lover might retire, his



heart broken, but the doctor might be unableto let the idea of auniversal cure go. He might make of
himsdf ahunter, perhapsthe best in dl theworld.”

Margrit lifted her handsto her temples, massaging.
A burst of sympathy filled Alban and he stepped forward to touch her shoulder.

She dropped her hands and stared at the ceiling before exhaling heavily. *Y eah, okay, | guess he might
just. I mean, al the other stories are turned on their ears. So what happened?’

Janx shrugged. “Eliseo determined retreat was the better part of valor, and fled. Shortly thereafter he met
Vanessa, and you know therest.”

Margrit laughed, short, sharp sound, and turned a despairing look on Alban. “That’' s so far from the truth
| don't even know where to begin.”

“Why arewe il here?’ Kate demanded with what struck Alban as very human impatience. “Even if
Daisani can't do anything to this Chelsea person, shouldn’'t we gtill be going after him? Wheat if you're
wrong?’

Janx sniffed. “I' m rarely wrong, Katherine. And there' s no haste, because it’s not possible to catch up
with him. Y our sster might have, but asfor the rest of us, we may aswell wait for himto cometo a
sop.”

“Wherever that may be,” Kate said sourly.

“Most of usdo have somewherewe cdl home.” Janx gave Margrit ateling look. “ Unlessit’sbeen
sripped of us, of course. Either way, | have very little fear for our friendly neighborhood booksdller.”

Margrit glowered at the dragon. “Chelseatold me to ask about the bodies when | asked if Eliseo had any
vulnerahilities. I'd think you' d bejust alittle bit interested in what the answer was. If you're not, that's
fine. 1 won't pursueit, but you'll release me from this promise, no holds barred. | leave Daisani aone, he
retains hisempire, and you don’'t go after Tony. I’m going to check on Chelsea. Come or don't, but
make your choice, dragonlord. I'm sick of this”

Janx said, “1 liked it better when shewas afraid of us,” to Alban, then bowed melodramatically to
Margrit. “Very well. I'll chase your wild goose.”

Kate and Janx walked ahead, red-haired vanguards of atiny army. Margrit itched to turn to Alban and
plead for him to take her and take wing. They’ d left the tunnels as close to Chel sed’ s bookstore as any of
them knew how, but the intervening blocks could have been swept away under afew beats of Alban's
wings. Theideaof afew minutes of time donein the sky with him was as appeding as making certain of
Chelsed s safety that much more quickly. But neither Janx nor Kate could transform as discreetly as
Alban, and with Janx’ s grudging agreement to join them, Margrit was rel uctant to now leave him behind.

“Did | do this?’ Her voice sounded wrong to her own ears, too soft and high. Alban looked down,
concern creasing hisforehead, and she fluttered ahand at the pair in front of them; at theworld. “Did |
make your world this place where we're al running around trying to stab each other in the back before
someone e se gets achance?’

“You had help,” Alban said with aghost of humor.



Margrit twisted asmile. “1 fed so much better, then.”

“Even my people have cometo believe thisis necessary, Margrit. Even | have. Not the politicsand
machinations, but aforcible entry into the modern age. Perhaps the one doesn’t come without the other.
Everything hasaprice”

“I hopeit'sworthit.” Margrit’s phone rang and she clapped ahand against her hip, then pulled the phone
from her pocket to say, “Hello?’

KamanaKaaia’s easygoing voice came across the line, sounding, as usud, asthough he had asmilein
place. “Margrit Knight. Caraasked meto contact you. She seemsto think you have another trick up
your deeve.”

Margrit stopped walking and scowled at the sky, lips thinned as she considered what to say. After a
moment she shrugged and chose the truth. “1 had one. It fell out.”

Some of the genidity fdll out of the salkielord svoice. “Redlly. | was given to understand thistrick would
compensate usfor asignificant loss. I’'m disappointed to hear it won't be coming through. What, if | may
ask, wasit?’

“Doesit matter?’ The brusque question was just better than the ill-advised suggestion to suck it up that
Margrit was tempted to give. “I’'m sorry to have bothered you, especidly if you're back in Hawaii. It
must be about four inthe morning.”

“On the contrary, it's seven in the evening. Nothing to worry about,” Kaimanaassured her. “Will you be
providing another form of recompense?’

Margrit pulled the phone away from her ear and stared &t it. It was amoment before she trusted hersdlf
enough to say, “I'm afraid not,” politely. “It wasagamble. You log. It happens.”

“It was your gamble, Ms. Knight.”

“‘Ms.” Y ou people dways pull out the honorifics when you' re annoyed with me. Y ou know whét,
Kamana? If you redly want to destroy your own people and the rest of the Old Races by taking it to the
mat with the djinn, be my guest. Go be offended that you' re not getting your big fat paycheck and takeit
out on whomever you want. | have done my goddamned best, and if that’ s the game you want to play, |
wash my hands of it.” She hung up the phone and spun around, arm lifted to fling it againgt the nearest
wall. Only thefact that it belonged to Cameron stopped her, and after afew seconds, she lowered her
hand with acurse.

Alban’s quiet presence appeared behind her, more fdt than heard. Margrit turned her profileto him,
shoulders sagging. “Wdll, that was mature.”

“Perhapsit was necessary.” Hiswarm hands enveloped her shoulders, sending awave of comfort
through her. Sherdaxed alittle, leaning againgt him, and felt him lower hishead over hers. “Y ou've been
thrust into aworld about which you knew nothing, and have stood fast for what you' ve believed to be
right, even at apersonad cost. Perhaps, having shaken usup, it isas necessary to let us condemn or save
oursalves of our own accord. | do not believe KaimanaKaaia will guide his people into open warfare
with another of the Old Races. But if he does...we reap what we sow. [sn't that the phrase you use?’

“Me persondly or humansin generd?” Margrit turned in Alban’ sarmsto bury her face againgt his chest
and let go an exhaugted sigh. “1 fed asif thereé sno way out of thisdive, Alban. Janx isplayingit likea
cat withamouse. It'sdl fun and games, dl light and mocking, but if | don’'t manage to completdly ruin



Eliseo somehow, he'sgoing to kill Tony.”

A last vestige of hope was smothered with Alban’s nod. Dismay soured her laugh. “Y ou were supposed
to tdl methat hewouldn’t redly.”

“But hewill,” Alban said steadily. “ Human lives mean little to Janx, and Detective Pulcella has humiliated
him. Had Janx not been injured so badly at the House of Cards, | doubt Tony would have survived the
night. He s been fortunate.”

“I’m not sure anybody involved with meisfortunate, right now. Russdll’ sdead, Tony’ sunder adeath
sentence, Daisani’ sthreatened to eat Cam more than once, my mother nearly had her heart pulled
out...Jesus. If | thought leaving town would work, I’d do it.”

Alban, carefully, sad, “ Sarah did.”

Margrit shook her head. “Her stuation was different, and you know it. | have to see thisthrough. I'm not
going to let Tony pay for my involvement with the Old Races.”

“You'reaworthy adversary, Margrit Knight.” Alban tipped her chin up, his pale eyes serious ashe
studied her. “ Regardless of how lacking in control you may fed, | assure you that no one amongst the
Old Races thinks you are anything but worthy. As much trust asyou put in Janx’ sintegrity, if you hadn’t
earned his respect, he wouldn’t have honored the favors you' ve played againgt each other.”

“Whichiswhy I’ ve got to hold up my end of the bargain. My own honor’s as much at stake ashisis.”
Margrit took adeep breath and released Alban, her whole body aching as the comfort of his presence
withdrew. “I said humanswere good at leveling the playing field. | have to keep trying to do that. This'll
end soon,” she added more softly. “Either I ll succeed and this horrible messwill be over, or I'll fail and
I'll be—"

“Youwill not.” Alban’svoice dropped to a dangerous growl.
“Janx’ |l take Tony’slife over my dead body.”
“Then we shal make very certain he has no reason.”

“We?" A new spark of hopelit in Margrit, SO unexpected it tightened her throat. “What' sthiswe, white
man?’

Alban blinked at her, nonplussed, and the flicker of hope turned into a shaking laugh. “Haven't you ever
heard—it’sa L one Ranger joke. Haven't you—Never mind. Never mind,” she repeated, and Alban
chuckled, then cupped her jaw.

“We, Margrit. | have no intention of dlowing you to fal a Janx’ swhim, and regardless of Chelsedl's
dramatic questions, we can’t dedl Eliseo such acrippling blow that he' | never risefromiit. Hislifeistoo
long and his resources too great. We,” he said again, gently. “Y our alies may be few, but they do exigt. |
am here”

“That makes me fedl better.” The words scratched out through a still-tight throat. Margrit stepped into
Alban’ sarmsfor another fierce hug, then let him go again with fresh determination. “To hdll with the
selkiesand the djinn and dl of them. We' Il deal with Daisani and go from there.”

“A wise plan. Now, come.” Alban offered his hand. “Kate and Janx have outpaced us. We should catch
up.”



Margrit glanced hopefully at the ky, and the gargoyle chuckled. “I wasthinking of something more
prosaic. You are, after al, wearing your running shoes.”

“Oh.” Margrit looked at her feet, then shot Alban animpish amile, thefirst time she' d redlly fdt like
amiling in what seemed like hours. “Race you.”

She won, crashing againgt Janx to dow hersdf down as Alban came up from behind to plow past the
dragons like a battering ram, too much weight to be denied. Janx staggered and clutched his kidney. Hot
embarrassment flooded Margrit and she babbled an gpology that went on until she saw awicked glintin
the dragonlord’ s green eyes. “Y oooouuu...!”

Janx smiled bestificdly. “Aren't |, though? The transformations help set thingsto right. | think | told you
that. And I’ ve had more cause and opportunity to change form these last few daysthan | havein...”

“Decades?’ Margrit ventured.

“At least. Therewas Chicago, but—" Janx broke off as Chelseal s bookstore came into sight. His nostrils
flared and he glanced at Alban, whose eyebrows drew down as he took in the dragon’ s expression, then
grew darker as he, too, inhaed. Without speaking, they both broke into arun, leaving Margrit and Kate
to double-take at one another, then follow.

Janx, the lither of the two, reached the door first, and burst through with literal accuracy, glass shattering
and erupting as he crashed into it. Margrit skidded in a step behind him, with Alban and Kate afew steps
farther away.

The always-crowded store was in a shambles, once-tall stacks of books knocked acrossit, their spines
broken and torn. Shelving had been knocked over, dominoing up to the walswith ther fallen volumes
filling the spaces between them. Even Margrit recognized the too-familiar scent of blood.

“Oh, God. Chelsea? Chelseal” Eadlly the lightest of the four of them, Margrit crawled across
broken-down shelves, scrambling for the bead curtain at the back of the shop. Alban, behind her, called
her name as shelost her balance and reached to catch herself on the curtain.

Beads raked through her hands, clattering to the floor and bouncing acrossit to stick in the crimson
blood that spread out around Chelsea Huo' s lifeless body.

THIRTY-SIX

“IMPOSSIBLE.” JANX WAS at Margrit’s Side somehow, histransition from the foyer to Chelsed's
gpartment gone unnoticed. “Thisisimpossble”

Margrit backed away, rattling what was |ft of the curtain, and fell over toppled bookshelves on its other
sde. Tears she hadn’t noticed beginning to fal scalded her cheeks and blurred her vision as she climbed
to her feet again. “Looks pretty fucking possibleto me.” She didn’t recognize her own voice, strained
with disbelief and pain. Swiping ahand across her eyes, she crawled back over the bookcases. * Get out
of there, Janx. Don't touch anything.”

His shadow against the beads said he wasn't listening, that he' d knelt by Chelseal s body. Margrit could
gtill hear hismurmurs of denia, though unlike her, he ssemed to have no rage, only bewilderment.

Alban caught her as she sumbled over thelast of the bookshelves. She made afist and pounded it



againg his chedt, silent, useless expression of misery, then ground her teeth against tears and took her cell
phone from her pocket.

“Who—?"

Margrit lifted afinger, slencing the gargoyle, and whispered atortured, “Cam,” when her housemate
picked up the phone. “Thisis Margrit. Is Cole home?’

“Y eah? Grit, are you okay? Y ou sound—"

“I need you to do something for me.” Margrit’s heart pounded hard enough to make her body sick.
Tremors shot over her skin and her ssomach twisted, heaves making her dizzy. Her vision had filmed
again. Shetried to blink tears away unsuccessfully: new onesrose to replace those that fell. “1 need you
to go get on atrainto my parents houseright now. If it’stoo late for atrain, take ataxi. I'll pay you
back. | just need you to do it right now, with no questions.”

“What the hdl—?

“Somebody’ s dead who shouldn’t be, Cam, and | want to make sure you stay safe.” Margrit closed her
eyes, tears burning her face. Cole would never get beyond this, never find away to trust or accept the
Old Races, not with aphone cal likethisin the middle of the night. “It’ sthe only way | can know you're
safe. Please, Cameron. Thisisredly important.”

Cam was dlent afew long seconds. “How long are we staying?’
“Until 1 call you again. Until tomorrow, at least. Do either of you work tomorrow?’
“No. We were going to go birthday shopping for you.”

“The best present you can possibly give meisto do this” Margrit swalowed againgt nausea, then nearly
laughed in relief as Cameron said, “All right. Okay, Grit. Areyou going to tell uswhat’ sgoing on later?”’

“Yes. It'sjust more important to get you to Mom and Dad’ sright now. I’ll call assoon as| can.” She
hung up and found both Alban and Kate watching her with uncertainty. “Daisani isnot going to go after
my mother,” she said softly. “No matter what €l se happens, he’ s not going after her. He cares about her
too much. Hewon't go after her and | serioudy doubt hel'll go after anybody under her roof.”

“Perhgps we should al take refuge there.” Janx, voicefilled with cold fury, came acrossthe falen
bookshelves as slently and gracefully as he' d done once before. He stalked past the trio in the ruined
foyer and out the door, al rage and beauty as he disappeared down the street.

Kate gared after him, then turned back to Margrit and Alban with an expression of uncertainty.
“Go,” Alban said after amoment. “Family is—”

A too-familiar eruption shook the windows, the impact of air displacing as Janx transformed. Car darms
went off, and even Alban flinched before scooping Margrit into his arms and running for the door.

“Put me down! Put me down!” Margrit pounded on his shoulder as he sped toward the closest dley.
Kate sprinted past as Alban dowed, and launched hersdlf into the air barely afew feet into the safety of
the dley’ sdarkness. Air exploded more softly, her form vastly smaller than her father’s, and moments
later a second sinuous dragon beat itsway past rooftops and into the city sky.

Alban rumbled in obvious frudtration, then, to Margrit’ s astonishment, cursed quietly and flung himsdlf



after Kate, transforming with acomparatively inaudible bamf as he strove for the rooftops.
“Alban! | haveto cdl the cops, | haveto—"
“You haveacdl phone” Alban said implacably. “Nothing is preventing you from cdling.”

They broke above the roof s to the sound of shouts from bel ow, people swearing about car darms and
the shotlike explosons of air. Margrit twisted to see if anyone waslooking up and nearly fell from
Alban’sarms, hisgrip not intended to hold someone writhing around. They both shouted with panic,
Alban tucking hiswingsin preparation to dive after her if necessary. The best of fdling instead of striving
upward brought them dangeroudy close to the rooftops again. Margrit knotted her arms around Alban’s
neck and bit back a scream as he swore a second time and glided over a break between buildings,
catching the updraft to work hisway higher into the air.

Not until they were well above the skyline did he unclench hisjaw enough to say, “ Areyou we |7’

“No.” Margrit muffled her answer againgt his shoulder, willing her heartbeat to dow from its panicked
rush. “I’ ve never heard you swear before. | didn’t know you could.”

“Given sufficient cause, yes. Therethey are”

Margrit, clinging to him, turned to catch aglimpse of Kate' s dim serpentine form hundreds of yards
ahead of them, and losing ground to Janx’ s much larger shape. It took only a glance to know where they
were going. Margrit buried her face againgt Alban’ s shoulder again and whispered, “ Daisani’ s penthouse.
Don'tlet mefal.”

“Never.”

The promise, which had in the past been sensud, was now simply grim. Margrit had never heard the
gargoyle sound so severe, and remembered abruptly that the only reason she knew ChelseaHuo was
that Alban had sent her to the bookseller as a place of safety and refuge for them to meet at. A burst of
gpology for asking him to stop, to not pursue Kate and Janx and the more distant Daisani, filled her. She
hugged him hard, whispering, “ Sorry,” into the lashing whiteness of hishair, then brought her phone back
to her ear tocall Tony.

He picked up with agroggy, bewildered, “Cameron?’
“No, sorry, thisisMargrit. I’'m borrowing Cam’ s phone. Did | wake you up?’

“Grit.” Tony cleared histhroat, and she could dl but envision him rubbing hiseyes, sitting up, kicking his
legs over the Sde of the bed to plant hisfeet on the floor and putting an elbow on his knees so he could
lean into his hand as he woke up. She' d seen him do it often enough in the years they’ d been together.
“It' sthe middle of the night. What' s going on? Where are you? Sounds like awind tunnel.”

“I'm...flying. Tony, ChelseaHuo is dead. Somebody needsto get over to her bookstore right away.”
“Che—The onewho owns Huo' s On First?” The detective woke up fast. “ Are you there?’

“l wes”

“And now you're...?

“On my way to Daisani’ s gpartment.”

“Why?Did he—?'



“I don’t know. | hope not. Can you get somebody to go to Chelsea s bookstore? I'm sorry to cal like
this”

“Margrit, you...” Whatever he wanted to say was eaten by professonalism ashe sighed. “Yeah. Yeah,
Ill take care of it. Isthere any point in telling you to be careful

Margrit glanced toward the rapidly approaching apartment building. Daisani’ s hdlicopter was knocked on
itssde and in flames, as though Janx had regarded it asariva and dispatched it before entering the
building. Thefire showed that the rooftop access door hadn’t just been ripped off its hinges: the entire
framework for it had been shattered, concrete blocks and stedl lying in a shambles.

Kate reached the roof as Margrit watched, flying too fast to comein for agraceful landing. Sherolled
nose over tail, tumbling in along, wing-tucked line, and came out of it as a human woman running at full
tilt. She disappeared through the ruined door, and Alban put on aburst of speed, wings straining to race
through the night and catch up with the unfolding drama.

“No,” Margrit said. “No, thereredly isn't. I'll cal you later, Tony. Thanks.”

Alban backwinged a moment later, crashing down to the rooftop hard enough to jar Margrit. She
squirmed free of hisarms as he transformed, the rush of air temporarily overwhelming hest from the
helicopter fire, which blazed with enthusiasm. The smell of aviation fuel corroded the air and sheran for
the rooftop door, uncertain if the flame had dready reached the fuel and not wanting to be on hand if it
hadn’t. Alban was her pale shadow, though he overtook her ingde the building by dint of smply springing
over therailings as shetook the sairs.

A flare of frustrated amusement hit her and sheydlled, “ Chesater!” after him as she swung around the turn
of gairs, jumping down them with the railing as her own guide.

Seconds later, as Alban burgt into the chaos of Daisani’ s apartment in front of her, she thought it was just
aswell that he’ d cheated. Even with hisbroad body protecting her, the heat in the flat was appalling. For
the first time she wished she had an dementa form to change into, something that would protect her from
inhuman extremes. Asif hearing her thoughts, Alban flashed to his gargoyle shape, stony body blocking
more of the heat and allowing her to gain some sense of what went on before her.

Daisani’ s gpartment, which had been lush and full of brightness earlier, was black and red with fire. The
power no longer functioned, only the city glow and Janx’ s flame lighting the room.

Dragon and vampire rolled together in amass of kinetic energy, Janx’ stail and wingsflicking out and
smashing tal windows astheir body weight flattened furniture and sent wallsto shuddering. It was nearly
impossible to see Daisani: hewas adiver of darknessin the dragon’s gold-tipped claws, so formless
Margrit’seyes did off him as shetried to find edges upon which to focus.

Ursula, looking impossibly smdl and fragile againgt the roiling bodies, legpt on Janx’ s shoulders and
pounded on his neck with both figts, like atoddler throwing afit. Her usua tidiness was disheveled,
clothestorn, hair flying askew as Janx rolled again, letting go of Daisani with onefoot to claw at the
younger vampireriding him.

Daisani dipped free, afluid wash of blackness. For afraction of asecond Margrit saw puncture wounds,
but then he was moving, his presence nothing more than ablur of rage in the room. He ousted Ursula
from her bronco ride, taking her place, and Janx contracted like a cat and flung himsdf upward. The
celling fdl inarain of plaster and sparks, but Daisani leapt free with casua arrogance.

“Stop them!” Margrit’s scream was nearly inaudible even to her own ears, making her redlize the sheer



cacophony in the ruined gpartment. Alban shot her an bewildered look, asif asking how, and she
grabbed hisarm to pull him around and make him look at her. An explosion erupted behind him and he
collapsed over her, protective, asfirefell from above.

“Stop them?’ Even Alban’ s bellow againgt her skinwasal but impossibleto hear. “How?’

Impatience surged in her, sheerly human response. She wanted to shake the gargoyle, rattle sense and
the obviousinto him. “ Attack them! Use your telepathy! Find out what the hell he' s hiding that’ sworth al
of thig”

Theideawas appdling.

Margrit had suggested such athing before, as astonishing then asit was now. Changes, changes
everywhere, but to turn his peopl€ s gift against another of the Old Races till ran deeply contrary to
anything he' d ever considered. And yet, watching the two ancient rivals battle, Alban was unableto see
another way to stop them. He could throw himslf into the fray, but he would only add another dimension
to the battle, give them athird target, rather than have any hope of calming them. Not with the rage that
had driven Janx; not with whatever fear of discovery had forced Daisani’ s hand. In the thousands of
yearsthat they had played their game, they had never, to his knowledge, taken the fight directly to one
another.

But now Janx had nothing left to lose, and Daisani, it seemed, still did. Whether it was hisempire or his
secret, it wasworth fighting for. Worth killing for, though Alban’s mind balked at the idea that Chelsea
Huo was dead. Balked at theidea Eliseo could have taken her life. That anyone could have, but that
Daisani would even try was amost beyond comprehension.

The vampire screamed as Alban stood frozen with indecision. His speed was phenomend, but Janx had
the knack of fighting such ariva. It was't amatter of catching him, but anticipating him. Daisani’s
blurred form had rushed one way; Janx had turned another, not as swiftly, but quickly enough, and the
vampire had impaed himself on gold-tipped claws. Blood now ran from those talons. Janx roared fire,
melting blood and gold dike as Daisani, weakened, thrust himself back and darted away.

Ursula, smilarly, raced back into the fight, but thistime Kate wasin the way, tackling her sster. Her
greater weight pinned Ursula, and incomprehensible arguments broke through the flame and ruin. That
was something: asmal something. Thetwins, at least, would probably not losether livesin Janx and
Daisani’sbattle.

Clarity, like metd striking stone, rang through Alban at that thought. Short of extraordinary measures, the
two combatants would kill each other, and for al their sins, the idea of aworld without them was infinitely
worse than theworld with themiinit.

Alban breathed, “Forgive me,” without knowing from whom he begged absolution, and for thefirst time
inhislife—for thefirg timein the history of his people—reached to create an uninvited bridge between
minds and memories.

Theworld split in two.

THIRTY-SEVEN

MARGRIT CRASHED TO thefloor, clutching her head in her hands as Alban’ s presence became
larger than he was. Gullies opened up around her, deep stony rentsin the earth that she feared



plummeting through, and from them mountains shot up, heaving and writhing, asthough the gargoyle
memories were under attack. Static washed through her mind, blaring white noise louder than her own
thoughts, louder than anything she’ d ever experienced, even the endless ruin of the House of Cards, even
the shattering destruction of Daisani’ s apartment.

She forced her eyes open, trying to seein the world she knew gtill existed around her. It wavered through
the concepts of the gargoyle overmind, but Janx had stopped fighting. The dragonlord looked as stricken
as shefdlt, taloned feet clawing at his own head, as though he might scrape away the double-world that
surrounded him. Thetwins, too, writhed in pain, dl of them experiencing the same blasted redlity she
Saw.

Of dl of them, Daisani remained on hisfeet, countenance angry as he faced Alban. Challenged Alban: the
dight vampire leaned into the chaotic world as though he might edge hisway forward, put himsdlf inthe
gargoyl€e s space and fight for whatever last vestiges of control might be his.

Wrong; it waswrong. That undercurrent came through clearly, Alban’s agony and worry over how the
world had changed. There was certainty in him, certainty that forcing hisway into Daisani’smind had
opened a channel that wasn't meant to be. Certainty that Margrit’ s presence exacerbated the wrongness,
her bewildering talent for connecting nongargoyle minds to the gestat hissing to deadly life. None of the
Old Racesin the gpartment could escape it. Margrit felt Alban’ sfear that none of the Old Racesin the
city, perhaps the world, could escapeit; that he had gone much too far in a pursuit of dubiousjustice, or
in amisguided attempt to save Old Raceslives.

With that conclusion, she felt him begin to draw back, trying to break the forcible link he' d created.
Dismay tore at her throat and she shoved to her feet, finding strength to stand againgt the relentless noise
in her head. She pushed by Alban, determined to meet Eliseo Daisani in the battleground of memory
hersdlf, if the gargoyle could not.

The ground under her feet steadied as she approached Daisani, though whether that was through his
willpower or her own, she had no idea. Shefelt Alban's protest at the back of her mind and ignored it;
felt Janx’ s curiosity driving her on, and took strength from it. Daisani only smirked at her, faint expression
of superiority, asthough he consdered himsdf untouchable.

It was oddly satisfying to reach out and dap the expression from hisface.

Fury followed shock, and the vampire blurred, disgppearing from visible sight. Margrit whipped to follow
him, and when he struck againgt her, dammed a hand up to catch hisblow.

Astonishment wiped every other emation from Daisani’ seyes. Margrit’ sanswering smilefdt ugly with
smug delight and she leaned toward Daisani, still holding hiswrist. “Y ou're only faster than mein the redl
world.”

He yanked away and fled again, impossible speed acrossrough terrain. Margrit, gleefully, gave chase. In
the human world, constrained by her human body, she could never hope to catch the vampire, but in her
mind, oh, in her mind, shewasfadt.

The thought tasted of Alban, asthough he d given up trying to pull back and was now urging her on.
Urging her to finish the race, urging her to end the game and release them dl from the harsh, static
connection she crested within the overmind, amongst the Old Races. Remembering her own deedly
headache, Margrit overcame regret at being unable to play cat and mouse with Daisani, and put on a
surge of speed that turned the world to Doppler effects, stretched light and sound whisking by her.

She caught Daisani in afloodplain that seemed athousand years away from the gargoyle mountains. His



territory, she thought, though it was as easily hers, tall wild grass and open land looking like a birthplace
of humanity.

They came together with amonumenta crash, Margrit flinging hersdlf off the ground to tackle the dender
vampire. She had no particular strength, but then, neither did he: any preternatural power came from
speed, and she thought she had the dight weight advantage. Dust and earth kicked up around them as
they crashed to the savannah floor, and Margrit gathered Daisani’ s lapelsin her handsto haul him up,
nose to nose.

“Where are the bodies buried, Eliseo?

Daisani hissed, asound of pure fury and insult that lost any vestige of humanity. Hisface, hisbody, his
whole form melted away, becoming oil-dick and hdllacious. Hisjaw unhinged into amaw of black teeth,
and his eyes disgppeared into nearly invisible dits. Segmented, insectoid wings sorang from his back and
dammed toward her, razor claws along their edges dashing a her face and hands. Margrit screamed,
kicking away, and he pounced after her, alashing, barbed tail whipping toward her feet. He was
atogether more dien than any of the others, every trace of earthly presence turned into adlick, violent
predator too fast to stop.

Panic rosein her, then unexpectedly broke, leaving acalm tide behind. Daisani’ s pounce landed, sending
them tumbling again, and rather than try to escape thistime, Margrit surged forward and embraced the
vampire, shuddering at the way hisoil did over her skin.

Surprisefroze himin placefor just an ingtant, and into that stillness she whispered, “If I'm going to die,
I’m sure as hdll going to find out what I'm dying for. Alban, please!”

For the second time in as many minutes, the world fell apart.

It re-formed much more solidly, a structure imposed that had not been there before. Daisani screamed as
though the sound was being ripped from his soul, then writhed back into the dapper human form Margrit
was S0 accustomed to. Panting ragein hiseyes said it was not his choice to be so shaped, and his
skittering glance at the echoing building in which they stood told Margrit he knew where they were.

Alban’ s presence surrounded them, hiswill athing of stone, indomitable. More and more walls built up
around Margrit and Daisani, each of them borne from asnarl or awhimper from the vampire. Tangled in
Alban’smind and Daisani’ s memories, Margrit recognized that the gargoyle waslliteraly stripping hidden
knowledge from the vampire and re-cregting it openly. His own reluctance to do so was buried benegth a
determination to save her; he had failed her more than once, and the price of doing so again wasfar too
dear.

For thefirgt time Margrit’sown will fatered, but it wastoo late: the church was built, and afamiliar voice
was speaking. “ They must be bound by iron, staked with wood, buried in earth and water.”

“Yes” said another voiceirritably, “very dramatic, but how do | catch them?’

The anglereded, Daisani turning to face the man with whom he spoke. A big man, hisregular festures
lined with intense determination, he was dressed in clothes of awhally different era, clothesthat marked
him, to Margrit’seye, asout of place and time, though she knew it was she who was out of time. But
recognition worked itsway through the mindslinked to Daisani’ s memories. vampire hunter, Janx
whispered. The most successful of them al. Margrit was afraid to even think the name, afraid shewould
be wrong, afraid looking into history-made-fiction might somehow unravel time. She knotted her hands



againg her mouth, stopping al sound, and held her breeth to listen to Daisani’ s murmur.
“Ah. Y ou caught me. Can you not manageit again?’

Fresh shock coursed through the link, Margrit’sadded to it dl. Daisani’ srage, benegath the power of
memory, was muted, so muted she couldn’t tell if it was fury from decades ago, or newly born at being
made to relive and share remembrances.

The big man made adisdainful sound. “Y ou are no more captured than the wind might be. Y ou've
waked into thistrap, and | want to know why.”

“My kind and | are hdf sick of shadows,” Daisani said lightly. “Haf sck of jumping at them, a fearing
someidiot human will embody the very personaof fortune and daughter usin our deep. | have therefore
cometo makeyou abargan.”

Tenson sizzled through the link, Margrit’ s breath catching as profoundly as the hunter’ sdid. “What sort
of bargan?’

“Oneyou' |l agreeto or die here,” Daisani admitted, then shrugged. “But | think it'll beto your tastes. |
will ddiver you my brethren, and in exchange, you will forget | exigt, and let me make my way inthe
world.”

Ursula s cry of outrage broke through memory and brought with it the scent of fire, reminding Margrit of
the world outside history. The gpartment was enveloping in flame, and while the Old Races might survive,
shehad very littletime.

“Why would you do that?’

“Becausein avery few years humanity will overrun this planet, and my people are too poor inimpulse
control to survive unnoticed. Because you are on the brink of revolution that will change the face of your
existence, and it will inevitably change ours, if we do not find away to wait it out.” Another thought
whispered benesth Daisani’ s spoken words: And because | am the master of my kind, and | will survive
at any cogt, but you, mortal, need not know such things.

“They’ll come?’ The hunter’ svoice wasrough. “They’ [l cometo your cal?’
“Thosein Europe will. Therest of the world, well. Perhgpsyou and | shall do some traveling together.”

Memory drew back, showing the shape of the world. Subtle flashes highlighted pinpoints acrossthe
globe: southern Europe, Audtraia s outback, ariversdein China, Centrd America. Othersfaded too
quickly to be seen, and when the image faded back to the scene, even that had changed. Daisani stood
outside the Vatican, the broad-shouldered vampire hunter at hisside. “Buried in earth and water,” the
hunter said. “Holy water?’

Daisani smiled, humor warping hismemories. He said, “Holy water,” doud, but his thoughts made
mockery of theidea. Holy or not, salt or fresh, it made no difference. Submersion held his peoplein
dtasis, just as earth comforted their bones as they rested. Wood thrust through the heart stopped their
bodies and their thoughts, and iron held them againgt any chance of tearing free should stakes disintegrate
without being replaced. The holy men of any faith would keep their secret charges, thinking al the while
that the vampires were vanquished, dead to theworld and al time. No one, no one a al, knew the
vampireswerethe only trueimmortas.

The modern world crashed back into existence around Margrit, Ursula sfurious shrieks splitting theair in
timeto the crackling of fire. Janx, with utter disgust, dapped Daisani aside and imploded back to his



human form to stand over the damaged vampire. Scorn laced his beautiful voice. “I had thought better of
you, old friend. | had thought you were a survivor, not atraitor. Y our own people, al but murdered, for
the sake of walking alone yoursdlf.”

“For walking safe mysdlf.” Daisani spoke without ahint of repentance, but his voice was shockingly
weak. “Tell me you would do no less, should your people waken from their dumbers.” He coughed and
dumped, an arm wrapped around hismiddle.

Margrit strained to see through smoke and fire, remembering that the dragon had skewered the vampire
more than once. Even Janx hadn’t easily walked away from lesser injuries, and for al that Daisani’s
memories clamed immortaity for his people, she thought she could hear hislabored breathing over the
sounds of thefire.

Alban answered her unspoken question: “Immortal, perhaps, but not undamagesble. | wonder if he might
yet die.”” There was sorrow and censure in the words, as though he regretted the loss of afriend, but
thought the loss might be greater in living than in desth.

Janx turned away from Daisani with dl the grace at his command, very much the picture of asovereign
leaving an unworthy subject to suffer whatever indignities might befal him. Daisani, clearly drawing on all
the strength he had left, came to hisfeet and watched the dragonlord go, amixture of anger and injury
written across his features.

“You are free of your favor to me.” Janx paused by Margrit, his gaze fixed ahead. “Y ou have more than

brought my riva low, and none amongst the Old Races would dispute that he is unworthy to walk among
us. Tony Pulcdlla slifeisyours. Goodbye, Margrit Knight.” He stalked past her gracefully, then stopped

at the doorway, looking back toward Kate Hopkins.

She cast adesperate glance at him, then at Ursula, who stared at Eliseo Daisani as though he had
betrayed her personally. After afew seconds, asif sensing her sister’ s gaze, Ursulalooked up and
offered Kate abrief, sad smile.

Kate bolted across the room to hug her, then darted after Janx, stopping just long enough to shoot a
quick smile of her own toward Margrit. Then the pair of them left together, leaving burning memories
behind.

Daisani collapsed. For al her anger, Ursulalet go alow cry and jolted forward, then stopped hersdlf,
expression going hard. Alban touched Margrit' s shoulder, inviting her away, and she looked from the
vampire to the gargoyle and back again.

“Doyou redly think it's so awful?” To her surprise, she could hear hersef over the flames. “He betrayed
them and left himsalf to walk free, but isn't that better than nobody being left to know where they were?
Nobody being left to know how to free them? And he was right, the world was changing.” Shewas
walking through the fire without a conscious decision to do so, knedling at the vampire' ssidein the midst
of aninferno. “What if they couldn’t restrain themselves? What if he was right, and he was the only one
who could make a choice that hard?’

“Margrit.” Alban’svoice held warning and despair.

She looked up with ahelpless smile. “Since when have | played favorites, Alban? Y ou’ ve al needed help
inoneway or another. I'vegivenit, if | could. Daisani’ssaved my life, and I’ verepaid him with this” She
gestured to the burning gpartment and realized for the first time that the smoke didn’t seem to be clogging
her lungs. Another gift from the vampire, or maybe the dragon if hisblood had, in fact, mingled with hers.

Margrit pushed the thought away, only distantly curious about it, and spoke to Alban again. “Maybe he



won't die, but he' s sure as hdll not hedlthy, and it’s not like we can leave him here for the police or fire
department to find. Go on. Get out of here before the cops do get here. I'll beright behind you.”

“I am not leaving you.”

“You'd better.” Tony Pulcelld s hoarse voice came from the doorway. He stepped inside, holding ahand
up againg the heat, the other covering his mouth as he coughed. “ All of you. It sgoing to be ahell of alot
easer to explain abuilding fireif there aren’t a handful of people standing around like potentia arsonists.
And you can't afford to be in custody when the sun comes up,” he reminded Alban sharply.

Margrit, as much asthe gargoyle, stared at the police detective without comprehension. “What are you
doing here?’

“Y ou said you were on your way here. | didn’t know you’ d be busy destroying the place, but | thought
I’d better come over even before| saw thefire. Go,” he said more urgently, gesturing to Alban.
“Margrit’sright. You can't be here”

Alban dosed hishandsinto figs. “Margrit...”

Memory flashed through her again, Hgind’ s near death on arainy Paris night, and Alban’ sreluctant
agreement to abandon her to dawn and stone. “1 know, Alban. | know. I'll be right behind you, |
promise. Get Tony out of here, too. He can’t see what' s about to happen.”

No one saw avampire s naturd form and lived to tell of it. The warning haunted her, but before any
more arguments could be made, she bent her head over Daisani’ s shuddering form, and offered him her
throat.

Animage stood out in her mind. The last image, she imagined, that she would ever see. It was dramatic: a
dim, dapper man standing beforeawall of fire, looking down at her. Despite the fire, she was freezing, as
though all the warmth had been drained from her body. Even her heartbeat seemed duggish, asthough
there were nothing left to push. She' d felt that way once before, very recently, when her blood had
spilled out on aconcrete floor, taking her lifewithiit.

Clarity brightened everything for an instant, |etting her understand that the same thing had happened
again. Nearly the same thing: thistime she had chosen to buy onelife with her own. Daisani crouched at
her sde, murmuring under the crackle of flame. “1 will not see you again, Margrit Knight. Y ou had best
pray for al your days, however long they may be, that | will not see you again. Eliseo Daisani is dead,
thanksto you, and the only reason you do not follow him to the grave isthis act of grace you have
offered. Livewith that, if you can survivethefire”

Margrit nodded, aflimsy motion that stole what strength she had left. Her eyes drifted closed, Daisani’s
image dancing behind her eyelidsfor alittle while before it faded.

Liquid brushed across her lips, o sticky shetried to wipe it off. She couldn’t: as before, her muscles
were watery. Licking it away was acompulsive reaction, her body working without command from her
mind. Iron’ stang was drowned by sugar, so sweet she gagged before involuntary swallowing overrode
the weak attempt to spit up.

For abrief eternity there was nothing.

Then life came roaring back in, asurge that rolled her onto her hands and knees, coughing and spitting
againg too much smoke inhalation. Heet said the fire was behind her. Margrit crawled away, trembling



with effort, and collapsed outside Daisani’ s gpartment door. Cool air rushed tofill her lungsand she
heaved for it, trying to clear her mind.

“Margrit.” Tony put ahand on her shoulder, then pushed her back to St on her hedl's, keeping her upright
with his own strength. He was blackened with soot, sweat making linesthroughit. “ Grit, | couldn’t get
back in there to go after you—"

“ Alban was supposed to get you out of here.” Her voice wasn't as bad asit had been after her throat
had been cut. Margrit took it asasmall favor, focusing on that instead of on the bewildered fear that
pounded through her. “Where...?’

“Here.” Thegargoyle, in his stone form, crouched a Tony’ sside. Margrit blinked at him, further
bewildered until sheredlized she' d taken his broad white form to be part of the wall. She relaxed, fear
draining away as she became more aware of the hegt behind her. Alban offered afaint smile. “You
couldn’t imaginewe d leave you. Not after al of this”

“Y ou should have. | told you I d be right behind you.”

“Youweren't,” Alban said with the sametiny amile, though it fell away. “I’ ve left you too many times
dready, Margrit Knight. Never again.”

“Hewouldn’t et me past him,” Tony growled.

Margrit folded her hand over Tony’sat her shoulder, testing her own strength and finding it wanting.
Memory flashed behind her eyes: Daisani’ sfluid, oily form anightmare of blood-stench and fear that
made her shudder. “Good. Daisani...”

“Isdead.” Tony took away the explanation she' d intended to make, speaking with unexpected firmness.
“Whichwe' redl going to beif we don't get out of here. This placeisan inferno, Margrit. I’ ve got to get
downgairs”

Margrit nodded, fedling sweat dide down her spine. She set her jaw and shoved to her feet, refusing
either Tony or Alban’shelp for afew seconds. Just long enough to determine she could stand unaided if
she had to. Satisfied, wobbling, she put out a hand, and both men reached for it. Margrit caught a
glimpse of their exchanged expressions, and dmost found alaugh to tease them with. Tony, after an
instant, dropped his hand, and Margrit' s laughter turned to aweak smile as she leaned on Alban. Her
thoughts were clearing, aswere her lungs. She il felt drained, exhausted from blood loss, but oneidea
cameinto focus. “The devatorswill be locked down, and you can't run down forty flights of stairs. Come
up to theroof. Let Alban bring you down.”

“Uh—" Tony shot alook between the two of them, and Alban shifted, causing arumble of amusement
under Margrit’sear.

“She'sright. It would be quicker, if you' rewilling to trust me.”

“Trust you?’ Flame exploded from the apartment. Alban scooped Margrit into hisarmsand fell into step
behind Tony, protecting the humans asthey ran for the sairs. Tony’ s bellow echoed over the noise. “I
trust you ahell of alot morethan | trust thet firel”

They burst onto the rooftop, Tony diding to astop as hisvoice broke in dismay. “Y ou set the roof on
fire, too?’

Margrit patted Alban’s arm, half reassurance and half arequest to be set on her feet as shelooked over
the burning helicopter and flame-eaten expanse of blacktop. “I forgot about that. News helicopters—"



“Aredready ontheir way.” Alban flashed into his human form, still holding her, and nodded skyward,
where lights were converging on the building. “ Let’ s hope their cameras are washed out by thefire.
Detective, if we' reto exit discreetly, we had best do it now. Margrit, | think you' d better come with us. |
won't be able to return without drawing attention.”

“Can you fly with both of us?’

Alban gave her aforeshortened, nonplussed look that findly brought out her laughter. “I guessthat’sa
yes. All right. How—"

The question was cut off as Alban, with an gpologetic twist to his mouth but no more ceremony than that,
jerked his head toward the darker edge of the building and dropped Margrit from the bride’ s carry he
held her in, wrapping asingle arm around her waist instead. He offered the other arm to Tony, eyebrows
lifted ashe said, “ Detective, if youwould...?’

“You can't carry usthat far!” Tony fit himsdlf into the offered space awkwardly even as he protested,
and let out abaritone yell under Margrit’ s shriek of laughter as Alban did, infact, lift them both easily,
and ran across the rooftop to legp into freefall.

Alban transformed, the charge of bursting air earning another bellow from Tony. Their plummet broke as
Alban’ swings snapped open, and he turned on awingtip, updrafts pulling tears from Margrit’ seyes. “I'm
afraid thiswill be arougher flight than usua,” Alban murmured. “1 don't dare circle the building for fear
the news cameras will catch aglimpse of us”

“That'sfine” Tony’svoicewas strained. “Just get uson the ground.” Hisfacewaspae. A desth grip
locked around Alban’ s neck. Margrit grinned wildly at him, then shouted in panicked delight as Alban
folded hiswings and cut toward the ground at dramatic speed.

They landed harder than they ever had, her hold around the gargoyl€e s neck dipping and reminding her
that weakness hadn’t yet passed. Alban set Tony on hisfeet and transformed into his human shape.

Tony staggered away, staring toward the distant rooftop and then at Alban. “ Jesus. | thought we were
dead.”

“Not a my hand, detective.”
“Good goddamned thing. Grit...?7’

“I'mfine” Margrit did out of Alban’sarm, till leaning on him for support, and found her cell phone.
“Tony, if the docks aren’t ahundred-percent quieter by tomorrow night, you' re going to haveto—" She
broke off, suddenly wishing her clarity of thought would fade alittle. “ Thisis going to sound insane.”

Tony shot afinger toward the sky. “Now you’' re worried about insane, after jumping off aforty-story
building?’

Margrit glanced upward, then shrugged in acknowledgment. “If the docks haven't quieted down, you're
going to need to go inwith FDNY trucks of salt water and hose dl your mal contents down. A lot of them
aredjinn, and that'll keep them from misting. If you can find Ursula Hopkins, ask for a pint of her blood
and line your handcuffswith them. Y ou’ re not going to be able to hold the djinn for long, but it'd at least
shake them up.”

Tony pulled ahand over his mouth. “ Salt water. And blood.”
“Not just any blood. Vampire blood.” Margrit winced a Tony’ sexpression, but he turned his hand pam



out, refusing any further commentary she might have.
“Sdt water and vampire blood. Anything ese, Grit?’

“No, except...” Margrit turned away, searching for the call-back feature on Cameron’s phone, and
diaed the number that came up.

Voicemail answvered, another small gift shewas grateful for. “Kamana ThisisMargrit Knight.” For an
instant the world rushed up around her asit had when Alban had legpt off the building, al too
overwheming. Asif he sensed her wave of exhaustion, Alban tucked himsdf behind her. Sheleaned
back, shoulders dropping alittle. “Y ou get your bag of tricks after all, Kaimana. Eliseo Daisani is dead.
Be prepared to hit the market hard Monday morning.” She hung up, fisting her hand around the phone,
then put it away to the sound of Alban’slow chuckle.

“Not ten minutes ago you were nearly dead, Margrit Knight, and now you stand in the wreckage of
Eliseo’slife and make dedls. No wonder they’ ve named you the Negotiator.”

“You've got to get out of here, both of you.” Tony drew Margrit’s attention from the warmth and
comfort that Alban’sarms offered. “Cops Il be here any minute. | can hear the Srens.”

“If you wish to depart with us, detective...”
“No—I cdleditin. They're going to expect meto be here. Go on, get going.”

Margrit marshaled failing strength and put ahand out toward Tony. He caught it and held on a moment,
then released her. “ Go, before | have to explain who and what the hell you are. And don’'t worry,” he
added, resigned, “I never saw any of you.”

Margrit whispered, “ Thank you, Tony.” And then shewasin Alban’sarms and they were running,
legping, soaring into the space between buildings, leaving the life she d known behind them, and afuture
of indefinite years and infinite possibilities ahead.

EPILOGUE

Trenton

THE BRIDE WORE afitted bodice that showed off her strong shoulders and arms, and ameringue of a
skirt, dl frothy and light, that was at odds with her athleticism, but which made the most of her height and
dim form. Margrit, anding for her at the dtar, abunch of daisies clutched in her hands, felt tears of
idiotic joy well up as Cameron came down the aide on her father’ sarm. She snuffled into the flowers,
then swallowed a sneeze that sent tears pilling after dl, and caught Col€e s quick laugh as he tore hiseyes
from Cameron to check on her. Margrit jerked her head back toward Cam, and Col€' s gaze returned to
her more than willingly, hissmile turning dazzled.

Cameron’s smile was aswide and foolish as Margrit’ s own; aswide and foolish as anyone' s a the
wedding. People were packed into the Dugans' backyard, the ultimate in intimate affairs, but Margrit
could think of nothing better suited to her friends.

Tony stood opposite her as Col€' s best man, more gorgeous than usua in atuxedo that had to be far too
hot under the late-afternoon sun, though neither he nor Cole looked inclined to complain. Margrit sought
out Tony’ sdatein the crowd, sill astonished to see her in public, much less clad in something other than
black leather. Grace O’ Malley cleaned up well, wearing a crigp pantsuit that was both formal enough for
the ceremony and somehow flawlessy herself, aswell. She arched an eyebrow when Margrit caught her



eye, then did much as Margrit hersdf had just done: gestured with her chin, telling Margrit to pay
attention to what was important.

Beaming, Margrit did so, taking Cam’ s bouquet when it was handed to her; watching Tony fumble for
therings and Col€ s expression of aarm; laughing, after the vows were exchanged, when Cameron’s
bouquet, flung into the air, landed squardly a Grace s feet, the vigilante woman staring at it asthough it
wasapit viper.

And when the afternoon turned to evening, then dipped toward night, Margrit found her way to the
newlyweds and exchanged fierce hugs, then dipped away from the party, skirts gathered like Cinderella
s0 shemight find her lover when daylight’ s spell was broken.

Manhattan

The police-locked door opened easily enough, though she didn't technically have akey. Most of the
mess had been cleared up, shelves put to rights and books replaced on them. The stock hadn’t been sold
off; ingtead, someone had bought the establishment wholesd e, intending to keep it as abookstore. The
back room was no longer curtained off by afall of beads, and furniture had been removed so more
shelves could be brought in. It made the front of the store roomier, in fact, much less precariousto
navigate. Still, it lacked a certain hominesswith al that extraroom.

But it was no longer her concern. The one item she wanted was still there, tucked into acorner where it
had somehow gone unnoticed as the new owner made changes. Well, not somehow: no doubt it had
been obvious that atouch of greenery made the place cozier, and no one liked to throw out a perfectly
hedlthy plant. Especidly onewith arich, comforting scent. It was no surprise that it remained.

Chelsea Huo collected her teatree and dipped out of the bookstore again, not bothering to lock the door
behind her.

Krakatoa

Jawels sweated, gleaming in waves of heat. Thiswas the degpest room, closest to the heart of the earth,
where only the sturdiest of treasures could be kept. More fragile winnings—Fabergé eggs, worked
metals, mummies, scrollsliberated from Alexandria—stayed in safer climes, caves with natural
temperature control, or even in modern secured vaults, though nothing of real importance, of course, was
kept in such places. Janx wound hisway through treasuresto dip histalonsin apool of molten gold,
sghing with satisfaction as the gleam worn down by too many battles returned to itsformer beauty.

Kate s heartbeat was that of ahummingbird’s, so rapid even hisears couldn’t tell one beat from another
with any clarity. Amused, hefinished dipping his claws and waved them dry before turning to see her
wide-eyed expression. One dragon shouldn’t look so impressed at another’ s hoard, but then, in her brief
life she'd never seen oneat all. He moved to the Side, inclining hishead in invitation, and Kate' seyes
widened further before she roiled forward to dip her claws, too.

Metd cooling, she curled up around the base of the molten pool to admire her nails. Janx, with ahiss of
smoke and amusement, |eft her to preen. It would be days, by hisreckoning, before shelost interest in
the glimmer of her own adorned talons, and there were vast rooms of beloved prizes he had not visited in
far toolong.

Rome

It wastoo easy, redly. Done in the middle of the night at speeds only her kind could achieve, it was easy.
Damp earth was dung aside, iron chains stricken, wooden stakes thrown into the ground. She wasn't



strong, but they were desiccated, barely more than bonesin skin sacks. The task took barely three
hours, even with moving them to safety.

Finding enough blood to revive them, that was harder.
Tokyo

A dim man, short by Western standards, not particularly handsome, but animated enough to hideit, lifted
hiseyesin the midst of abusiness meeting. Helooked on acity haf aworld away, gaze blank withit;
blank with the awvakening of his brethren and dl it portended. Then someone spoke hisname and he
brought himsalf back to hisduty, asmal job in asmall company. His apology was madein fluid, flawless
Japanese, and his transgression was forgiven, which, al thingstold, was just aswell.

Brooklyn

An older woman—no, an dderly one—came out of her house to tidy snapdragons and tiger liliesin the
evening sunlight as she talked on the phone. She crouched in the dirt more easily than awoman of her
age might be expected to, pulling and digging at roots and plants with thoughtless practice as she nodded
at the voice on the other end of the line. Then she snorted and straightened, and the years fell away until
she was no more than older, silver-haired, suddenly il beautiful, and with araw note of London’'s
daughter fidsin her voice when she didn’t bother to train it away. “Don’t beridiculous. I'll move on
when you two have found somewhere new to settle. Be careful, darling, and give your sister my love.”

Manhattan

Itisthe highest point in the city easly accessible to ahuman, especialy at night. HE' swiser than to have
remained there during the day, but in the first minutes after the sunset releases him, he wings hisway there
and waitswell above the observation deck, observing from his own unique vantage.

And as promised, not too terribly long after the sun hasfallen over the horizon, she appears on the
observation deck below, abroad smile shaping her face as she turns to search the building’ s upper
reachesfor him.

She' sdressed in acopper gown that fits her curves and makes the warm tones of her skinrich evenin
theartificid light of acity night. She waves when she sees him, and her smile lights even more, until it
reflectsthe joy within hisown heart.

With an incautious glance around, he plummets from hiswaiting place, landing in asolid crouch at her
gde. Shedides her fingersinto hishair, then laughs as he stands and takes her with him. Like any two
ordinary lovers, he spinsher around in acircle, reveling in the sound of her delight. Reveling in holding her
inhisarms, and most of dl, most incredibly of al, reveling in wonder as Margrit Knight touches her lips
to hisear and whispers, “I loveyou.”
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