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​My feet slipped in the muck and I slid further into the green-brown water, grappling with the ugly, slippery water sprite who was trying to make a break across the swampland and into the deeper river beyond. He had frog-like skin, stretched over skeletal arms and legs. It was like grappling with a greased-up tree branch.

"Fucking...hold...still," I demanded, hooking a clawed hand under his elbow and heaving him back toward me. My poor boots. I'd just bought them with the money from my last bounty and I hadn't had a chance to get them enchanted. Freezing swamp muck was oozing between my toes. My boots would be a ruined mess of wet leather by the time I got out of here. Gods damnit.

The slick asshole spit on me—a gooey mess that smelled like rotting swamp muck—and slithered away, long bare feet somehow finding purchase in the mud. Completely out of patience at this point, I partially shifted, flinging muddy water everywhere as I launched myself into the air. My right wing whacked a nearby sapling, and I hissed out a curse. My foot connected with his back, and the undine went sprawling, cursing me in some dark fairy tongue I couldn't give a shit less about learning. 

"Stop running, shit-head," I said, dropping down to stand in front of him with an obscene squelch of mud under my ruined boots. "Or next time, I use my claws."

I didn't want to kill the bastard, but I was wet, smelled like rotted duckweed, and I wanted a beer—or five—in the worst possible way. 

The guy sat with a wet thump, wrapping skinny arms around his legs, his long, dirty hair hanging in straggly clumps around his sharp-planed face. "I don't know what you want, bitch, but I didn't do it."

I sighed. Typical story. 

I crossed my arms under my chest, hating the feeling of the wet denim jacket I wore plastered over my mud-soaked t-shirt and bra. Should have brought a fucking wet suit. 

My shoulder-length blond hair dripped rivulets of gray water onto my arms and I imagined the hours I planned to spend soaking in a massive jacuzzi and getting shit-faced when this damned job was finally over. "The humans. Where are they?"

He stared up at me with big, swamp-water gray eyes. "Humans? What humans?"

I scrubbed a hand over my face and made a get on with it gesture. "Humans. The ones you snatched? Who are you selling them to?"

He stared at me in confusion. "This isn't about the craneweed?"

The swamp was quiet as we stared at each other in disgust. A frog croaked somewhere, and something splashed into the shallow water. "Craneweed? You think I tracked you down and chased you through this cesspool for craneweed?" Like I gave a shit if some swampy freak wanted to get high. 

My capture first, ask questions later approach might need some work. 

"I don't know anything about no missing humans," the undine snapped out. But he stayed where he was, obviously as tired of this chase as I was. 

I heaved a colossal sigh, expelling air all the way up from my bones. This whole day had been a complete fucking waste. Thanks to my gryphon nature, I could sense when someone was lying. 

I had the wrong guy. 
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​I slid onto a fake leather barstool and spun to survey the writhing, bumping and grinding crowd. I could see better than any human in the dimly lit place, but the erratic strobes of light and the pounding dubstep were giving me a headache.

Gods, I hated clubs. Especially this club. The Foxhole was a jarring combination of pretentious snobbery and weird techno bullshit—like a millionaire nerd got bored and decided to build a place where he could mingle with the cool kids.

I wouldn't be caught dead here, normally, but it was a perfect place for someone to go snatching up human prey. There was a lot of desperation here. People wanting to fit in, wanting attention or wanting to forget—senses drowned in movement and booze...or whatever the current club drug of choice was. Not fucking craneweed, that was for sure. 

I cracked my neck and tried to focus on the dance floor, not on my failed capture. Humans were such easy prey, and this was the biggest club in the area. It was at least possible my quarry would come here to shop.

My eyes scanned the crowd, looking for the telltale flash of something other. I knew a lot of supes loved places like this. Easy pickings. And there were quite a few of them here, little sparks of life that were a bit more...lively than the pastel auras of plain vanilla humans. 

Like, say, the glowing red spark behind the bar. 

"Can I get you something, sweetheart?" 

I snorted to myself, the sound lost in the pounding chaos around me. Sweetheart? At six foot three and solid, dressed in well-worn leather and packing enough weapons to supply a small army, I was hardly anyone's sweetheart. 

The voice wrapped around my being like a caress, a light, lilting tenor that should have been impossible to hear over the music. But gryphons have excellent hearing. 

I turned on my stool to find the bartender leaning against the shiny black bar, a sly half-grin lifting one corner of his lush mouth. The grin was probably due to my lack of subtlety in staring at his patrons. 

No one would ever call me pretty. But when I entered a room, people noticed. Mostly it was the primal knowledge of the predator inside me. Sometimes it was just because of the outer evidence of strength. I wasn't someone to mess around with. 

Mostly, people seemed to get that and leave me the hell alone. It didn't deter this guy, though. His grin became even more feral as he flipped his long braid of red waves over his shoulder and glanced behind him at the shelves of liquor. "A sand in your shorts? Pink martini maybe? With one of those adorable little umbrellas?"

I glared. Fae. Graceful, stunningly beautiful...and snide assholes, smug with their magic and self-proclaimed superiority. You didn't see many of his kind in a mostly human town like New Paradise. 

If this industrial crap-hole smack dab in the middle of the Ontonagon wilderness was a "new paradise" it really made me wonder what a shit-fest the "old paradise" had been. Certainly no place for a snobby, ultra-rich race like his.

Things had been re-arranged over fifty years ago, when a larger surge of supe awareness began, and the population shifted, divided. Towns like New Paradise had sprung up as a result, when previously unpopulated areas like upper peninsula Michigan swelled to hold people fleeing their old homes for a new, if false, sense of security. 

"Beer," I said without emotion. "Whatever you have on tap that isn't just piss-colored water."

He laughed, the sound like flowing water over river stones. "Sure, princess."

The gorgeous asshole pushed away from the bar and walked away to fill a glass at the taps. I might hate the snide fae bastards, but that didn't stop me from looking my fill as he flowed around the other, solidly human, bartender working the far end of the bar. The red-headed fae was slender—no surprise there—with a willowy frame that looked weak but could probably pack an energetic wallop. He had a trim, narrow waist and a gorgeous little ass. 

Not that I was noticing that. So not my type. 

I turned away to survey the crowd off to my right as he approached from the left and slid a glass of dark beer onto the counter. "Sightseeing?" he purred in that pretty voice, laced with snark. "What's a big, bad beast like you doing in a place like this?" Fae were as territorial as the pack-animal types of supes, not that they would ever admit it.

I glanced at him as I picked up the beer and took a swig. Nothing like the real beer at back in clan lands, but better than that watered-down crap everyone else around here seemed to prefer. 

"You missing any of your usual patrons?" I asked, getting straight to the point. I so wasn't here to flirt with a pretty little fae who would only laugh his ass off at my less than feminine wiles. 

The man narrowed his emerald green eyes at me but seemed to consider my question. "Hard to say in this place. Lots of one-timers."

I stared at him, trying to scent the lie, though it was difficult with magic users. Fae tended to be territorial—a throw-back from when they had been the masters and guardians of their forests—so he should know the regulars and be attuned to whether any of them were missing. 

"Pull the other one," I said, taking another drink. Gods, it was good to be clean and dry.

He frowned at me, marring that perfect, luminous porcelain skin. "Careful," I advised. "You'll get wrinkles, sweetheart."

The fae straightened to his full, if diminutive, height and grabbed a towel to wipe the already shiny bar. It was so weird, the classy bar over here, juxtaposed against the writhing disco and glow-stick crowd. "Did you need anything else?" he asked in a simpering tone. "Maybe a snack to go with that beer? Unfortunately, we don't serve raw steak." He blinked up at me from under thick lashes. "A big girl like you must need sustenance."

I rolled my eyes. "Look. Your kind sees details." 

I ignored the patron a few seats down, who snorted and stood, walking off in a huff. He probably thought I was making a comment on the effeminate red-head's gender preferences or some other trifling detail that humans got all pissy about, but I was commenting on his supe race. 

Supes were out, but most humans were too blind to see anything, so they just assumed we were few and far between. That, and they liked to remain mostly ignorant. Safety in monotony, I suppose. I would never understand how a person could remain almost magically ignorant. "I promise I'm not here to make a scene," I said quietly. "Just getting info." 

I watched the bartender's long, delicate nose twitch at that. Curiosity killed the...fairy. I shrugged, trying to look nonchalant. "Any water types come through here lately?" It was my only real lead on this hunt—the smell of pond water I had picked up at the site of the first kidnapping. 

He took my empty glass and refilled it. When he returned, his long fingers drummed restlessly on top of the bar. "No water types," he said, green eyes intent on mine. "And I was telling the truth about the clientele. I haven't worked here all that long, so they really are new to me."

I nodded. Fine. No help there. I picked up my glass and slid off my seat to go walk around the club and see what I could sniff out, but those long, graceful fingers wrapped around my wrist, halting me. The fae leaned across the bar, a smirk beginning on his lips again. "I'll keep a lookout for you, hmm? Come back and see me." He winked. 

I rolled my eyes and pulled my arm free. Gods, fae were such smarmy little assholes. 

Cute. 

But smarmy.

I could feel his eyes on me the entire time I was in the club. Watching. Judging. Probably wondering how women even came in this size. 

For the most part, the clubgoers gave me wide berth. But a few drunk idiots decided to hit on me. I shoved them back out into the crowd without spilling my beer. "Idiots." 

I would break them like twigs. 

Completing my rounds, I set my empty beer glass on the end of the bar, ignoring the sly glance the bartender shot me, and made my way to the door. 
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​My small apartment was, as usual, depressingly empty. I thought about getting a cat or some other furry companion a few times, but I was never sure when a bounty or a job would take me out of town or across the country. Dropping my keys into a wooden bowl that sat on the table by the door, I locked myself into my tiny, stifling sanctuary and leaned against the door. 

I was proud of myself for the life I was building here. I didn't need anyone to rely on. I was tough and resilient. 

That didn't stop the loneliness from seeping in sometimes. 

The little red-headed fae's insinuating smirk flitted through my mind. I hadn't brought someone home for a long time. Glancing around my apartment—from the worn dishwater gray carpet, to the faded 1980's wallpaper, I imagined the smooth little fae's reaction to being brought home to all this class. 

Rolling my eyes at my sulking thoughts, I pushed away from the door and went to the kitchen to make myself a couple of barely seared steaks. 

My belly full, and the effects of my earlier drinks completely gone, I sat down at the over-sized wooden table I had stuffed into one corner of the apartment and leafed through my admittedly haphazard notes. I was less of a planner and more of a doer. But even I knew that lack of planning was what often took me on several wrong turns before I finally got my guy. 

I guess that's what you get when a guard who is good at following orders tries to become a supe bounty hunter. Walking out on my clan was the bravest thing I've ever done in my life. But it hadn't left me with many functional skills out here in the non-supe world.

I ignored the rising tide of rage and pain that came whenever I thought about my fellow gryphons. Focus on work. Move on.

My current hunt originally started when I was hired to find a missing person—a young guy who volunteered at the local chapel. The priest at the chapel said the kid had been coming to the church nearly every day for a year, but then just disappeared. At first, I thought I was just chasing my tail—the missing guy had been homeless, or damn near, with no family and no one but the priest to say he had even existed. People like that drifted. Maybe he got into drugs or some other trouble on the streets. 

But I was a pushover, so I looked for him. And while looking for him in the underbelly of the city, I slowly realized he wasn't the only one missing. 

These were exactly the types of cases that the supes who were carefully installed in the human justice system would overlook. Hell, even the humans didn't care half the time. There was no one to mourn the missing people and demand they be found, and very little way to figure out where the hell they'd disappeared to.

I only saw the pattern because I was nosing around homeless shelters and seedy bars. And because my gryphon nature allowed me to sense when someone was lying. 

When I asked about the missing guy from the church, there wasn't much info on him, but people started commenting on how he up and left, just like so-and-so that one time, and huh, wonder where this other dude went....

It didn't take a genius to realize that the missing humans were either food or merchandise. 

But of all the supes in the area, quietly living among their human neighbors, who had made over a dozen hapless humans disappear? I had tracked a vague scent to the edge of the swamp near the edge of town, after getting a tip that one of the missing humans liked to wander out that way. I thought for sure the undine was my mark. But no. 

Great detective skills on that one, Gesa. Again, I am not a cop. I was a body guard for the mayor back home. It was a position I had been forced into, trained by the rigid gryphon system since I was a kid. It had taught me skills that relied on my physical strength, but not much else. 

In the end, it was those skills that got me away from my family when the people I loved had failed me so completely. 

But, thanks to my one-track upbringing, the only qualifications I had for hunting down bad guys were my superhuman strength and my bad attitude. It was learn-as-you-go kind of gig. But it was the only thing I felt even vaguely qualified to do for a living. Gryphon society wasn't big on training outside your clan-chosen career track.

I sighed and ran a hand through my thick, shoulder length hair. I'd washed it about five times, and it had returned to its usual straw color. But I swear it still smelled like swamp muck. 

My phone started ringing, jittering across the table as it vibrated, jerking me out of my pity party. 

I glanced at the screen. "Gods damn it."

Gathering every mental reserve I could muster, I pressed answer and held the phone to my ear. "Hello, Mother."

"Gesa! Why haven't you answered my texts? When are you coming home?"

My mom might sound all loving and concerned, but I knew better. 

"I've been busy. And I'm not coming home." Not now, not ever, you heartless bitch. 

She huffed, and I wondered if she had feathers right now. Because I could almost see her crown feathers rising in agitation and her lion's tail whipping around. "Gesa...child, stop this nonsense and come back to the clan where you belong. All you have to do is work through your penance time and all will be forgiven."

Go back to the clan. Where I could serve out punishment for defending myself. Where I had a nice mid-level enforcer job they had picked out for me and trained me for. Along with a nice gryphon husband to fill my belly with cubs and hopefully make an acceptable female out of me so I could fit in their perfectly defined roles. My claws came out and I tapped the table with them, wanting to gut something. 

"I belong here, Mother." Where I didn't have to fit into anyone's little box. Where there might not always be fairness, but there sure as hell was some semblance of justice. Female gryphons might be encouraged to be strong and bold, but they still had to bow to the males. Had to fit in just so. Strong, but not too strong. Bold, but not too bold. 

"I don't understand why you are being so stubborn about this, Gesa," the thing that gave birth to me said with another huff. "We all do what we can to keep the clan strong. And Gerard is a perfectly acceptable match for you. He's forgiven you for the little incident with the mayor's son, and I'm sure he would be willing to allow you to keep working as an enforcer until the cubs come along."

I rolled my eyes. Little incident? "Mom. The fact that he has to forgive me or allow me to do anything is the problem!" Fuck that noise. 

"Gesa—"

"Look, I have a case I need to get back to. You all have fun playing medieval majesty games." I pressed end, cutting off her indignant shriek. 

Duty. Defined roles. Arranged marriages. Gah. What a bunch of backward, gryphon-headed bullshit. Sometimes I wondered if it wasn't a good thing our population was dwindling. The world didn't need this kind of idiocy. 

I stared down at my one page of untidy chicken scratch. I needed a secretary or something. 

I laughed at the thought. Where would I put them? What would I pay them? Did you have to feed them? Take them for walks?

Picking up a pen, I vowed to get more organized. It sounded like hell, but hey, anything was better than going back to the clan, forgetting what had happened and accepting my destiny to continue the glorious gryphon line.
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​I slunk back into the Foxhole a few days later. Weaving my way through sweaty, sequin-and-glitter-drenched bodies, I made my way to the bar. The redheaded fae was as perfect as I remembered in his crisp white shirt and black trousers. And just as mouthy. 

"I'm surprised you aren't out there mopping the dance floor with their blood," he said, sending a dark beer and a suggestive wink my way. 

I bared my teeth. The thought had crossed my mind about the third time someone pinched my ass or accidentally groped me as I made my way to the bar. You would think being big and scary would stop them. But if anything, the assholes out there seemed to see it as a challenge. I'd learned that the hard way back home. "I'm working on restraint. Apparently, that's a thing."

He chuckled and those plush lips tilted up at one corner as he leaned against the bar. "Pity. I'm sure you make a stunning beast."

I just stared at him with what I hoped was a bland expression. Was he insulting me, or flirting? I really couldn't tell. "So... any information for me?"

He straightened and turned to call back to the other bar tender. "Jen! I'm taking my break."

She just shooed him away, busily mixing some neon green drink that looked like candy. Waste of good booze. 

The fae slid through the swinging door at the end of the bar with another dark beer and a glass of something golden in his hands. He gestured with a tilt of his head that sent his long red braid swaying about his hips and I followed him to a booth tucked away in a quieter corner of the club. A human couple was making out there. But the fae waved a hand and the two women vacated the spot like they'd been electrocuted. 

Knowing fae, he probably had zapped them. 

But I couldn't complain too loudly if it meant relative peace and quiet. 

I slipped into the booth opposite him, wrinkling my nose at the faint scent of human pheromones, but ignoring that for more important things, like the beer he slid my way.

"Oisin," the fae said with one of those crooked smiles that was either mocking or invitation. 

I blinked at him. "What now?"

He laughed like water over river rocks and took a sip of his own drink. "You wanted information. My name is Oisin. I'm fae. My drink of choice is mead." He waggled his glass in illustration. "I enjoy long walks in the forest. And I don't have size hang-ups."

I rolled my eyes. Fae. Gods they were a pain in the ass. Every last one of them. 

"How do you even get mead in a place like this?" I held up my hands. "Wait. Stop. I don't care. I don't want information about you, you ass. Tell me about the patrons."

He sighed wistfully, his green eyes going big and mournful, as if I'd just broken his heart, crushed his soul. "That was hurtful."

I took another drink of my beer. 

He laughed, his face returning to its normal half-smirk. "Teasing, love. It's good for the soul. So why are you stalking this supe, anyway?" Oisin set his glass down and toyed with the rim, his sharp eyes studying me in a way that said he already knew more than he should, saw more than a shallow fae bartender would ever see. 

I peeled the label of my beer bottle. "Bounty hunter, of a sort. Someone paid me to find a missing person. I found more missing people, plural. It kind of snowballed."

He nodded. "Food or money, do you think?"

I shrugged, uncomfortable under those piercing green daggers. I liked it better when he was pretending to be shallow. "At first I thought food. But now, with so many missing, I think he's selling them, maybe shipping them somewhere. No bodies are turning up." 

Not that the lack of bodies meant much. Some supes didn't leave a corpse behind when they fed. 

The fae's long fingers stroked the side of his glass as he looked out across the dance floor and bar. "There was a kappa here yesterday. He left with a human guy. The guy isn't here today."

I arched my brows at him. "So, one guy decided not to go clubbing two days in a row and that's a problem?"

He shook his head, a frown marring his perfect, milky white skin. "It wouldn't be strange at all, except this guy has been here every night for over a month. Since I started working here." 

"Wow. Must really be into clubbing."

Those green eyes fixed on my face. No smirk. "I think he's homeless. He's good looking. Comes in here to find someone to give him a warm bed and something to eat."

I sighed but held off on the snarky comments. Lots of people resorted to prostitution of one sort or another for a little bit of security. Find someone to take you home, trade some sex or companionship for food and a warm bed to sleep in, maybe a little cash for your next meal. "I get it. But he didn't show up today? And you're sure he's not just holed up with the same guy for a couple nights?"

Oisin tilted his head as if listening to something I couldn't hear. Then he shook his head. "Perhaps. But my instincts say no."

He grinned at me. "Kappa aren't exactly captivating lovers, I wouldn't think. Now if I had taken him home, he wouldn't be able to walk for a week."

I shook my head. "Into the boys, are we?" Gods, I wasn't disappointed. No way.

His smile grew predatory. "I'm into anything that strikes my fancy, gryphon girl."

And that...okay I was just going to pretend that was mocking too. Outside of my clan, men tended to be intimidated by me. Not many males could spend an extended amount of time with a large, muscular, supernaturally strong—and admittedly abrasive—female who challenged their dominant role in society. But this pretty, willowy fae didn't seem the least bit put off. Interesting. Although, knowing his kind, he was probably just in it for the novelty. 

I sighed at myself for going off on a mental tangent. "You seem pretty eager to help," I said, trying not to focus on his lips. I watched his long fingers stroke his glass instead. Not an improvement, since now I was imagining them stroking my tits. 

"Supes usually hate what I do," I added. “Ratting out my own kind and all.” Focus, Gesa.

Oisin shrugged, a graceful ripple of motion that made me immediately wonder how he moved in bed. "Boredom, really," he said, canting his head to the side so his thick braid fell over his shoulder. "Living out here among humans is...underwhelming."

"You said you haven't worked here long... why did you leave your clan?"

Fae rarely left the comfort and elitism of their communities, most of them in high profile places where they could take advantage of both the wilderness and other people's need to spend large amounts of cash. The wilderness, Ontonagon certainly had. The money...well, here in New Paradise that was becoming a thing, the city life here was growing fast, but still—it had a long way to go. 

The fae clans owned ski resorts and high-end spa retreats in the mountains that had been passed down for generations. They didn't tend bar in human-town, bum-fuck USA. New Paradise wasn't the smallest city I'd ever seen, but it was...solidly in the middle. Mid-range population, mid-range average income, mid-range crime rate, all situated between the old growth forests of the Porcupine mountains and the frosty waters of Lake Superior. The mediocrity and the stretches of wilderness were why I chose this place to call home when I escaped my clan cage. But all-in-all, it was way too boring—and way too human—for the fae.

He grimaced. "It's a long story, love. But just suffice it to say, fuck them." He raised his glass in a toast and I obliged him, clinking my beer bottle against it. 

"Funny how clan has a way of bringing out the best in people that way." I bared my teeth. Damned medieval, blind-ass, rigid boneheads....

Oisin chuckled. "There's a story there, I'm sure. And fae love stories."

I shook my head. "Nope. No story. Not unless you're going to tell me yours." And probably not even then. There were some things better left buried deep inside, under heaping doses of anger and self-loathing.

Oisin sipped his drink like an elite rich boy playing with the poor masses—which, he probably was. "I can think of far better ways to spend our time."

And Gods if that didn't sound about a thousand times better than talking about my family. 

But I did have a job to do if I wanted to continue paying the rent that kept me out of my clan and off the street.

"Unfortunately, I have skulls to crack if I want to get paid. Can you identify the kappa and the missing guy if I find them?" This time I should probably make sure I had the right person before I went tromping through the mud to kick his ass. 

Oisin nodded, pushing his drink aside. "Of course." He tapped his head. "Long memory."

I fished my cell out of my jacket pocket and slid it over to him. "Put in your contact information and I'll call if I find something." 

He smirked, tapping the screen while hardly looking at it. "If you wanted my number, all you had to do was ask, beautiful beast."

I raised an eyebrow. "Is flirting part of fae DNA, or do you have to work at it?"

He gave me another of those lopsided smiles as he slid my phone back, his unnaturally green eyes twinkling. "Maybe it just comes naturally around stunning creatures like yourself." He caressed my hand as he stood, drawing those graceful fingers up my arm with a light touch that spread magic dancing over my skin. I shivered as he leaned over my shoulder to whisper in my ear, his silky hair caressing my cheek. "I can help you hunt," he purred. "Fae are good for more than making merry...though we're quite good at that too."

Then he was gone, slipping though the patrons to man the bar, all grace and lithe strength under his perfectly pressed black and white bar tender garb—as if this place was classy enough to require a uniform. 

Bored, he'd said. I mulled his words around. Only an idiot would see the fae's beautiful exterior and forget that they had the heart and soul of deadly, forest-wild hunters. And the last thing I needed to invite into my bed was danger. I got enough of that in my life with my work and my shitty clan. 

But Gods, he was pretty. 

My inner beast growled in appreciation. We should let him come hunt with us. We should run together and kill together, and when we were done, we should mate until we couldn't walk. 

I shoved the gryphon side down deep. Since I was not an idiot. A bored fae was never a good thing. I was not about to risk becoming his entertainment. Fae had practically invented the concept of "too much of a good thing can kill." 

I stood and stretched, wanting to shift and hunt. Wanting to walk over to the bar and drag the fae across it for a filthy kiss. Fuck. I needed to focus. 

Kappa. I was looking for a kappa. Should be easy to find, even in the city. The things stank like week-old cooked cabbage. Sniffing that out ought to be great fun. 

I sighed and turned my back on fae temptation to go destroy my sense of smell finding a kappa kidnapper instead. Living the dream. 
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​I crossed my arms under my breasts and gazed down at the tiny kappa woman, trying not to glare. I had been told I was intimidating when I was angry. Or frustrated. Or sick of chasing my own fucking tail. 

After several days spent sniffing the butt crack of this lovely city—from the beaches on one side to the rolling, forested mountains on the other—I'd found a kappa family.

They lived in a run-down apartment building that smelled like unwashed ass. I couldn't help wrinkling my nose at the smell of cooked seaweed and flatulence that permeated the apartment—the kappa's natural perfume. At least this one was semi cute, the water-filled indentation on the top of her head covered by a shiny red plastic cap. Smart lady. Kappa could die if that life-giving water spilled out. 

"It's just me and my kids here, and they're at school," she said for the third time, worrying at her mismatched second-hand sweater and pants set. She was probably my age, but she looked about fifty. Kappa tended to sport turtle-like wrinkles, even when they were passing as human. 

I narrowed my eyes. "What about your husband?"

She shrugged, then went back to puttering around with whatever she was simmering on the stove—smelled like pond muck. Looked like it too. Probably vegetarian. Ugh. "Their dad hasn't been in the picture in years. Ran off with some kelpie trollop before we moved here from Florida."

I sighed. Clearly, this woman wasn't snatching dozens of humans off the streets and selling them in the Underhill black market. For one, the place wouldn't be such a dump if she was loaded with illicit gains.

"Do you know any other kappa in the area? Maybe one who seems to have come into a lot of money lately? Or someone who strikes you as a bit shady?"

She laughed. "I don't know what kind of person you're hunting down, but we kappa tend to keep to ourselves. I haven't met another one of my own in years."

"Thanks for your time," I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. 

She nodded. Then, seeing my grimace, she patted my arm. "It's okay, honey," she said in a conspiratorial tone. "You don't smell that bad. Maybe try a personal deodorizer, hmm? They sell a nice one up at the market on the corner. It looks like a human place, but it's supe run."

I rolled my eyes. She thought I stank? 

"Um...thanks. I'll do that. 

I backed out of the dimly-lit apartment. My place looked like a mansion by comparison. 

I scrubbed my hand over my face and glared at my reflection in the glass front of a junk shop. Tall, blond, muscular and... homicidal. Okay, so maybe people weren't wrong about my facial expressions. Who needed resting bitch face, when resting murder face was a thing?

I trudged toward the coffee shop a block over, near where I'd parked my car. Coffee sounded like an excellent idea. The wind whipped my hair across my face as I walked and tugged at the edges of my leather jacket as if it were trying to pull me down the street. Summer was rapidly vanishing, and there was just a hint of something wild in the air. It smelled like magic and tasted like danger. 

For some reason, I thought of Oisin, the little red-headed fae. Maybe I should call him up and let him hunt with me. Or do something else entirely. Gods, he was beautiful. And he moved like a dancer...or a deadly fae bladesman. 

Somehow that thought only made him more tempting. 

I really needed to get laid if I was thinking about taking a fae lover. My mother would croak if she knew I was shunning her "perfectly acceptable" gryphon match for a snarky, misplaced fae bartender. 

I smiled to myself, the thought of her reaction making me think maybe I should date every "unsuitable" being who came my way, just to piss her off. 

My smile faded when I got in line for coffee. That slight hint of magic was in the air in here too. It could have been the pixie barista who was glamoured to look human. Or any of the other handful of supes in the crowd. But somehow, I didn't think so....

I reached out and tugged the end of the silky red braid that dangled in front of me. 

"Ow!" Oisin spun around and glared emerald daggers at me. "For the love of the Gods woman, a little hair pulling is fine, but don't scalp me."

I grinned. I think I liked his pissed off look even more than the snarky flirting. And he looked both delicious and ridiculous in his fussy, structured blue coat. "Can you even drink coffee?" I asked, making my eyes all big and round. "I thought fae lived off honey and flower petals."

He huffed, but that half-smirk lifted one corner of his gorgeous mouth. "I was going to order a honey and flower petal latte with extra sprinkles...how did you guess?"

I rolled my eyes. He turned back to the counter and ordered a latte with three extra shots of espresso. No honey involved. 

Oisin hovered at my elbow as I ordered the biggest latte they had, loaded with full fat milk and whipped cream and drizzled with extra caramel. "Sure you don't want some raw steak with that?" he muttered under his breath. 

"OMG! They have that here?" I breathed as if he'd just said something amazing. 

He snorted. "Pay for your cup of calories and come sit with me." Then he wandered off to find a table. 

For once, I did as I was told. The pixie who took my money winked at me, glanced in the direction where Oisin had ambled off, and mouthed “so hot!”

I shook my head at her and mouthed “complete asshole.”

She stared at me with her mouth hanging open as I took my cup and left. 

Oisin was staring out the big front window at the passing pedestrians as I slid into a chair opposite his. "Any luck kappa hunting?" he asked, chin in his palm, still not looking at me. 

I shrugged, took a sip of my coffee, and scalded my mouth. Godsdamnit!

Oisin turned to look at me when I hissed, not even trying to disguise his laughter. He picked up his own cup and took a long, dramatic drink. 

"I knew it," I said with fake amazement. "Fae don't feel anything."

He rolled his eyes at me and reached out to wave a hand over my cup, a little flare of magic dancing between us, gone in a breath. "Is it the beast in you or your hair color that makes you so slow?"

I picked up my now much cooler cup and sucked down a mouthful of sugar and fat. "Probably a little of both," I said in a serious tone. "Like how your hair color and your magic make you an ass."

He chuckled. "You say the sweetest things, my little beastie. You haven't found your man yet, have you? Big, bad bird-lions get so grumpy when they can't catch the little mouse."

I glared. "Stuff it."

He laughed again, then reached across the table to squeeze my hand, leaving a tingle of magic behind. "Seriously. Let me help. I'm bored out of my fucking mind in this city."

I sighed. "I'm not sure what you could do, honestly. And if you think hunting loser supes and missing humans that someone wants found is more fun than tending to a bunch of drunks, you're wrong. So wrong."

He smiled, a real one this time. "I'm sure it's quite glamorous. Still. I think we'd make a good team. My brains and your brawn." He gestured grandly. "Saving the world from creeps everywhere."

I laughed. "Something like that."

He reached for my hand again, threading his long fingers through mine. His eyes sparkled with mischief. "We'd make a good team in other ways too." 

I sipped my latte and tried not to blush or salivate. Seriously, I needed to get a grip. A shrink would say I tended to overcompensate for my shit-tastic treatment and oppression in the clan, but this was just stupid, even for me. "Seducing me won't get you a spot on the monster hunting squad," I said dryly. 

He didn't remove his hand. His thumb started stroking the back of mine in slow, tingling sweeps. "Are you sure? Maybe we should test that theory out."

I laughed. At him. At me. At this whole situation. "Okay."

He blinked at me, his green eyes wide for a moment, his fluid motions screeching to a halt. "Really?"

I grinned. "No."

He huffed a sigh and lifted his chin a notch, all haughty fae lord. "You wound me."

I let go of his hand. Reluctantly. Because I'm stupid. "I'm sure you'll survive. Just a flesh wound for a flirt like you."

He held his coffee cup with both hands and for just a moment, I thought I did see hurt there—or something like it. Loneliness maybe? Fae really didn't do well outside their clans. Mostly because the rest of us couldn't stand them. 

His smirk returned and he leaned back in his chair, all casual fae grace and snark. "Well, I was going to tell you I saw that kappa at the club again last night. And that he was with a rather easy to identify patron. But since you don't need the help...."

I growled, making a nearby customer jump and look around in surprise. "What's that going to cost me? The rest of my life caught in a fairy circle prancing about naked?"

He stared at me for a beat, a slight flush coloring his sharp cheekbones. "Or we could go to your place."

I snorted. "Seriously. Fae."

He relented and leaned his elbows on the table. "Okay, for you, just this once, the intel is free. He was with a snobby suit named Darek White who owns a swanky hotel downtown. No poor lost boys involved this time. And I'm pretty sure the whole city would collapse if White disappeared."

I stood and scooped up my coffee. I had Googling to do. On impulse, I leaned down and brushed my lips against the corner of that snarky mouth. Long fingers caught the back of my head before I could move away, pulling me closer as sharp teeth sank into my bottom lip, just shy of pain. He followed the bite up with a sweep of his tongue that erased the sting and turned my mind to mush. "Tease," he whispered against my skin. 

I stood and got the hell out of there before I did something even more stupid. 
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Chapter 6
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​Oisin tucked his hands deep into the pocket of his coat as he strolled down the sidewalk toward his new home. The late summer air was starting to take on a fall bite, and it reminded him of his old home as it tugged a strand of hair loose to whip across his face. 

Fall was a season of change—the world preparing for the death and stillness winter would bring. The earth gave up its final harvest, while reminding you with a cold finger down your spine that you'd better prepare for what was to come.

If he were back at his old home, there would be bonfires and feasting, magic and orgies in the wooded lands owned by his clan. It was a time for enjoying the wild places one last time before winter drove them inside to seek shelter until spring. 

An older part of him missed this, wanted to stretch his magic and glory in his own wildness. But he pushed the urge away. His eyes traveled over the landscape of concrete and metal, plastic and glass. The few trees here were so young they had no dryads. The other magical creatures he passed were buried under their own pain and fear. This was a place for the lost. Only the clanless or the insane gravitated to human cities. 

The wild thing in him immediately yearned for their new gryphon friend. She hadn't been tamed, the way so many here were. There was a kindred spark inside her that called to him, urging him to shift with her, to run and hunt...and more.

The woman was stunning, though she somehow seemed to think otherwise. She was young, and perhaps being raised in these modern times had something to do with her self-deprecating manner. She felt herself too large and loud to fit in here among the delicate humans. But when Oisin looked at her, he was reminded of the Amazonian women he had met once upon a time. Or one of the fabled Valkyries. Warriors. For all her imposing height and size, she moved with predatory surety of her lion side, all sleek muscle and power. 

Her body didn't promise softness or beg for protection the way some females did. Instead, it called to a part of him that wanted to feel the strength of her wrapped around him and glory in the challenge of possessing her, of pleasing an equal. 

He shook his head. He was losing his mind. 

A small smile lifted the corner of his mouth. He wanted the big, blond gryphon, but he was under no illusions that he would possess her. If anything, he would be hers, not the other way around. And he was just fine with that. He had no problem with belonging to someone...if he was given the choice.

Oisin knew he couldn't run from his clan forever, but he refused to let the weight of his impending capture suffocate him. He would live while he could, take what he wanted from this world so the memories of his freedom would accompany him into the dark.

He whistled softly to himself as he rounded the corner, nearly back to his big, empty living quarters. He had never felt so alone until he left his clan. But perhaps he wouldn't be lonely much longer.

He reached out a hand for the ornate wrought iron door handle, but he froze. A feeling of unease flitted over his skin, making the fine hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. He bared his teeth and sent his senses out around him, feeling with his magic, tensed and ready for a fight. Surely his father's thugs wouldn't come for him in broad daylight in the middle of a human city. But then, this was his sire he was talking about—the man would murder a sea of innocents to get to Oisin, to find a way to drag him back and secure his own power.

Oisin took a breath in through his nose, scenting. No one was near. There was no surge of magic. No hoard of deadly mages. Only pedestrians and the occasional forlorn supe. 

Still, the feeling beat at his chest, pulling at him like a compass. Something was amiss. If it wasn't related to his own safety.... Fae could sense the emotions and state of their clan members, due to the bond between them. But he had severed that bond. The only person in this city he gave a damn about was a cheeky, muscle-bound gryphon. But surely he wasn't that attached so soon.

He dropped his hand from the door and turned around, whistling again, a smile on his face. Finally, the wild side of him whispered, prey.
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Chapter 7
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​When I got home, there was a letter in my mailbox. An embossed thing on delicate vellum paper inviting me to tea with Gerard's mother—my future arranged mother-in-law. 

I crumpled the invitation up and threw it in the dumpster before I even went inside the apartment building proper. How did a race as powerful as fucking gryphons, for fuck's sake, remain so firmly entrenched in the dark ages? 

This was why the supes needed to loosen up and join the rest of the world. Their little clans and prestigious families had divided themselves so thoroughly they failed to keep up with the times. The current climate of social and political change would massacre the entire gryphon culture, if anyone really understood what went on.

Gryphon women were expected to be strong and fierce—but still defer to their menfolk. We were expected to be strong enough to fight alongside the men, but still soft enough to raise a family. We were the sum product of the king of the land and the king of the sky, lion and eagle, but we respected duty above silly things like freedom or enlightened thinking. 

Well, not we, per se. I stopped being one of them the moment I flipped off my parent in front of the mayor and all his cronies and left the clan. Shunning was an actual thing in gryphon culture. One more medieval bit of nonsense. 

My mother was still trying to get me to come to my senses, but I expected the formal dismissal from society to come any day now—probably hand-printed on vellum like my tea invite or the pretentious wedding invitations I knew my mother had already chosen. 

Ugh. My uterus shriveled at the thought.

I emptied my pockets by the door, flinging keys and change into the wooden bowl there. My knife and gun stayed with me. The supes I hunted often spent so much time in their own little world they forgot human weapons could be just as deadly as teeth or claws. Though I did have to be careful about that. The ones out here on the street were a bit savvier than the ones back home. 

Dropping my holsters on the desk, I flopped into my worn, comfortable computer chair and searched for information on Derek White. 

An hour or two later I had a headache, and a permanent sneer plastered on my face. Derek White was such a bland name it was probably fake. The dude owned several highbrow properties in New Paradise and in other cities throughout the country. Mostly hotels, casinos, and clubs. Places where people went to escape. Or to spend or lose large amounts of money and engage in whatever form of debauchery struck their fancy. 

He was also a fucking noted philanthropist with bottomless pockets. So, if he had anything to do with the human-snatching, there probably wasn't much I could do about it. 

I found a photo of White on one of his hotel websites. Tall, solid, and dark-haired, with a smile that oozed charm like an overly sweet confection. And just like the sweet, that charm was meant to hook you and pull you in for more, get you addicted worse than any drug. 

I'd bet my over-sized panties he wasn't human. I was looking at the face of a predator. Someone who didn't just think he was better than all the piddling little humans around him. He knew.

Interesting. 

What did that have to do with a stinky kappa stealing humans? My tiny bird brain hurt. "Time for whiskey."

I had just poured myself a slug of the golden cure-all when my doorbell rang. Insistently. Five times. 

I took my glass with me and sipped as I walked. Who the hell would come to my little apartment to bother me? I opened the door and stared at my mother and my not-fiancé. She opened her mouth to say something and I spun on my heel and returned to the kitchen to fill my glass to the brim. This was going to take a lot of whiskey. Sure, self-medicating was a dangerous game, but at this point it was all I had.

My mother trailed into my apartment like she was royalty, her gold heels clacking on the fake hardwood as she glanced about and gave a little sniff, her head tilted, nose up, as if she smelled something rank. 

"Is this where you've been hiding all these months?" She smoothed a hand down her perfect, cream-colored sweater dress as if some part of her might have gotten dirty just by walking into the room. She was nearly as tall as me, but not half as muscular. Where I looked like I spent my days at the gym—or chasing down low-level bad guys and beating them into submission—she was all sleekness and fierce allure. 

But all I saw when I looked at her was betrayal. I saw the disgusted face she made when I overreacted and told lies to get attention. The way the fine lines at the corners of her eyes crinkled when she chose social station over her own fucking daughter.

Gerard smirked at her comment. His darker coloring was rare among our kind. Which made him exotic. A chick magnet. People fawned over him all the time.

I must have reversed polarities or something. Because I didn't want to fawn. When I saw his sculpted face, I just wanted to punch it. Repeatedly.

"What are you doing here?" I said, taking a gulp of my drink. It burned, but I breathed through the pain. It was more pleasant than a visit from my mother, that was for damn sure. At least I'd feel good for a while after the whiskey's pain. The thing that birthed me couldn't make that promise. No, when I saw her, all I felt was the stifling fear that came from being held down and used, quickly doused under self-protective numbness.

"Well, I knew you weren't going to come to your senses, dear," she purred in her no-nonsense, I'm-the-boss voice. "So, I thought a visit might be a good idea. Don't you have any sense of hospitality? Offer us tea. Seats. By the Gods, girl, you know better than this."

I rolled my eyes. "Get out."

Gerard still wore that smarmy, panty-dropping smirk as he padded toward me like the alpha lion he was. "Come now, Gesa. I understand your need to stretch your wings a bit before the big day. But honestly, we just wanted to come see how you were doing." 

He reached for me. I growled. He dropped his hand. 

"I'm not marrying you, fuckhead. I never was."

He only shook his head. I narrowed my eyes. There was more to this than I knew. There was no way a male gryphon would take these kinds of slights unless he had something to gain. My eyes slid to my mother, wondering just what the hell she was up to. Probably trying to restore my tarnished reputation somehow.

My doorbell rang again. "Mothersucking bastard fuckers."

Mother gasped in feigned surprise at my language. Gerard walked around poking at my meager belongings, well used to my outbursts. After all, unreasonable outbursts were what I was known for. It was a wonder he felt safe in my presence. The last gryphon male I touched had ended up in a coma.

I refilled my whiskey and went to open the door. It was a big ol' party up in here. 

"Hello, beautiful beast," Oisin smirked at me from the threshold, gorgeous red hair spilling over his shoulder in a loose ponytail, his clothes as perfect and out of place as always. Gray trousers shot thought with silky stripes of muted mauve, a green cashmere sweater that matched his sparkling eyes, and a structured forest green peacoat that looked like something a male model would wear on the runway. 
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