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​CHAPTER 1
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​My whole world had ended in a single night.

I rolled my sweatpants up and lowered myself to sit on the edge of the oversized saltwater pool. The pleasantly warm water kissed my feet and lapped up my calves, but I was numb, inside and out. I kept thinking this whole thing was a dream. A nightmare. I'd wake up soon, I was sure of it. 

I didn't really know the extent of it all, but the whole country was in chaos. Supernatural creatures and humans were fighting in the streets. And I hadn't even known supes existed until yesterday. 

But worse than that, were the memories. I wasn't who I thought I was. I could remember being her. But at the same time, I was me. My mind was swirling with so much of my own chaos, I could hardly focus on the world falling apart around me. 

I looked down at my hands and felt hot, slippery blood staining them. I saw my sister's lifeless face. I saw the beautiful, terrible face of her murderer. The man I'd loved more than life itself. I blinked. My hands were clean, ordinary, human hands. Mortal hands. No longer the hands of a demigod. 

A cup of coffee appeared at my side, wafting fragrant steam. “Hey,” a soft, silky voice murmured. 

I turned my head to the side and glanced upward. Pretty, amethyst colored eyes met mine. The sun had just risen, and it glinted off the fine, iridescent scales that dotted Chike's high cheekbones. It was kind of hard to breathe for a minute there, as love, panic, and numbness warred in my chest. 

“Hey,” I said listlessly. 

My best-friend-turned-lover—and also apparently sea creature—arched a lavender brow at me and sat cross-legged on the pavers next to me. “You okay? Not thinking of drowning yourself or anything, are you?”

I huffed. “No. But I might need to drown someone else.”

He sighed. “White.”

I shook my head. “You knew, didn't you? You all knew.”

The whole damned household had come rushing into the kitchen in the wee hours of the morning, woken by my screaming and cursing. Once the initial shock of memory hit me, rage followed. I had launched myself at the demon and tried to rip his fucking face off.

It was pointless, since I was currently a weak human and he was demon nobility. But it still felt good to sink my fingernails into his skin. He hadn't expected the corkscrew—and I was pretty sure Con felt guilty for leaving it lying out on the counter when he saw me plunge it into the big, black-haired demon's stomach. But seeing the monster bleed was worth it. 

Of course, he was fine. The others had easily overpowered me. And White's annoying incubus secretary had ushered the millionaire out of the house before I could do any more damage. 

Chike took my hand and squeezed. “We knew the two of you were connected in a past life. And that you had absolutely no memory of it. He asked Gesa to keep an eye on you. But that's all. She said he barely gave her any details.” He huffed. “Hell, I still don't know any details,” he said pointedly. 

I closed my eyes and breathed in deep, trying to calm and center myself. Balder's sparkly nipples, it was hard. I was still myself. I was still the Troya who had grown up in Wisconsin and moved to the wilderness of Ontonagon Michigan to live with my aunt when both my parents died in a car wreck. I was still the nerdy kid who grew up reading mythology and dreaming about oracles and gods. I was still a nursing student—unless that run-in with the weird guy at the hospital had cost me my internship. Oh, and did nursing school even keep running when the world was falling apart? 

I shook myself. Refocused. I was still me. This Troya. But I could remember being someone else. I remembered wearing gossamer gowns and walking between realms on the back of a rainbow. I remembered being a demigod and favored child of the gods—before I fell in love with a demon noble who escaped his realm and fooled us all into trusting him. Into believing his lies.

I remembered being given a choice. I remembered choosing to walk away from it all, give up my immortality, and follow my mortal human sister into death because my heart was too wounded to keep on living. 

“My father was a god,” I told Chike softly, my voice flat and devoid of emotion. “I fell in love with a monster. He betrayed us all and killed my sister. I gave up my life among the gods to escape him.” I watched the water ripple around my legs. “What more is there to know?”

Chike opened his mouth to reply, but he was interrupted by an enthusiastic childish squeal of delight. “Chiiiiiiike!”

I turned to find Gesa's children running toward us. They weren't even trying to hide their supernatural status anymore, since I could see through their glamour anyway. Currently, the twins were half-shifted, sporting fluffy white fox ears and snowy white wings. They dashed across the yard and plowed into Chike, knocking him down and clambering all over him while he tried to fight them off with tickles and ear-pulls. 

“Help me, Troy!” he gasped desperately as his slender, waifish form was held down by two bundles of adorable, crazy kid energy. 

I smiled as I watched them tumbled around the patio pavers and into the grass. One of the twins shifted to a winged fox pup and started nipping at Chike's ankles, making the mer-siren cross dance around like an idiot. “Ouch! No biting!” he yelped. 

A laugh rippled up out of me. Chike's place in this family was a strange one. He was half friend, half son to Gesa and her mates, since they took him in when he was a teenager. But I was absolutely certain the twins thought of him as their older brother. It was obvious in the way they tormented and adored him. They finally wound down to lying in the grass panting and giggling. Kana leapt up and started stripping off her clothes. “Swim! Let's swim Chike, please?”

Chike moaned and groaned like it was the worst idea ever, but I'd known him for years. I knew that expression on his face. It was the one he wore when he wanted to seem all disinterested and annoyed but was the exact opposite. 

He let the kids pull him to his feet and over to the edge of the pool. “Will you swim with us, Aunt Troy?” Asa asked, turning his evil, pleading blue eyes on me. 

I smiled and shook my head. “Not right now. But I'll watch from here, okay?”

He nodded, then widened his eyes. “But don't be scared, okay?” He took Chike's hand and manfully squared his shoulders. “Chike won't hurt you. You don't have to stab him like That Asshole Derek Fucking White.”

Chike stifled a laugh. “Asa. Your mom will cuff you right upside the head if you keep swearing.”

Asa just shrugged. “No, she won't. That's his name. Mom says so all the time. 'That Asshole Derek Fucking White.'“

Chike put a hand over his face, but his whole body shook with suppressed laughter. “I'm sure she does,” he said, his silky voice muffled by his hand. 

I gave Asa a serious look. “I promise I won't be afraid of Chike, ever. He's not like That Asshole Derek Fucking White.”

Asa nodded, then stripped and joined his sister in the pool. Apparently, being kids and shifters meant they had no sense of modesty. And they were shifting back and forth between pups and kids all the time anyway, so I supposed it was okay. 

Chike ignored their calls to come play and turned to me. “They're gonna want me to change forms,” he said softly. “Don't get all stabby or anything.”

I reached out and shoved on his leg. “Oh, shut the hell up. I won't stab you. Unless you keep telling me not to stab you.”

I didn't know Chike had another form. I mean, I guess I knew, since he had told me about swimming with his mer half-siblings. But he wasn't the only one who didn't know all the details. I arched a brow when the pretty guy started pulling off pieces of clothing. He was slender but beautiful, graceful in a completely inhuman way. And that iridescent sheen of fine scales painted highlights here and there over his smooth chest and arms. He waggled his eyebrows at me and leered comically as he shimmied his hips—doing the worst striptease in history of forever—before he pulled off his pants. 

I glanced at the kids, but they weren't paying attention, too busy trying to drown each other while they fought over a floating pool toy. “You're a pervert,” I informed the too-beautiful-to-be-real vision before me. “So gross.”

He flashed me a wry smile and winked. I smiled back, knowing the usually cool, snarky guy was only doing this to get me to chill out. It was working. For the moment.

It also took my mind off the fact that the other side of our little triangle was missing. Rhys had left not long after the demons, off on some errand for White. I felt betrayed at first. But Chike said Rhys had to work with the demon, because White was the only one who could take the vampire out if he stepped out of line. 

And Gesa insisted that White was the only reason our city wasn't under complete anarchy right now.

Didn't make me feel any less like killing people. I knew exactly how deceptive the monster's lies could be.

A soft splash brought me back to the here and now. Chike slid into the water and stood by my legs, giving me a stare that said he knew I'd gone back to brooding. “Wanna see me do magic,” he asked, wriggling his fingers like a demented sorcerer.

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, yeah. Sure.”

He smiled, but there was something in his lavender eyes that was skittish and fearful. 

I watched as...well, magic...rippled over him, getting rid of any last vestiges of humanity. He swayed in the water, ethereal and sharp-featured, with short, sharp teeth, strange, crested ears, and shimmery, reflective scales. His human torso maintained its shape, but the hand that came to rest on my knee had even more pronounced webs between the fingers and short claws at the tips. 

What was really stunning, though, was his tail. It wasn't a mermaid tail. At least, not like I'd expected anyway. It was long and slender, coiling around and undulating like the body of a Japanese dragon. The scales were white, with the pastel shimmer of opal, and he had a crest and fins of flowing, iridescent lace, like some sort of fancy tropical fish. 

I gaped at him. 

“You're...beautiful.”

His high cheekbones flushed, and he swam a bit closer, glancing aside at the undulating coil of his long tail. “I'm glad you think so.” 

His long lavender hair floated on the water, forming darker purple tendrils where it was wet. I wasn't entirely sure he was telling the truth about being half mer, half siren. I was positive there must be at least a little unicorn in his family tree, what with all the lavender and shimmers. 

I watched his expression, my smile dying. “What?” I asked, hating the way he seemed to be fluctuating between proud and nervous. 

He plastered his usual aloof, slightly bitter, smile on his face and shrugged. “I stood out among the full mer. There's this little thing about them loathing sirens. The fact that my father knocked up a siren was bad enough. But then he had the gall to bring the bastard child to the mer pod and raise it like an actual person. My people were pretty unanimously disgusted.”

I raised my eyebrows at him. “What a bunch of bullshit.”

He gave a wry laugh. “Yeah, well. My dad was the leader, so they had to just deal with the freak in their midst. But when I was a teenager, my siren powers started getting stronger. And that was the last straw.” He rolled his eyes. “They couldn't keep me around if I could use my evil powers to seduce and manipulate them.” 

I squeezed his hand. “Is that why you came here?”

He shrugged, undulating in the water effortlessly as the kids splashed around nearby, slowly making their way over to us. “Some of the pod wanted to exile me. Some wanted to execute me. My brother saw an opportunity when he came up with the idea to send me with Gesa as a hostage. I knew he never actually planned on me coming back, no matter what Gesa said. At least here on land, no one cares what my tail looks like.” 

I shook my head at the stupidity of it all. But it sure explained a bit more of that big old chip he always carried on his shoulder. 

He opened his mouth, but snapped it shut again when he was hit by a wet fox cub and plunged under water. I watched with a small smile as Chike frolicked with the kids. He moved like lightning through the water, faster than my eyes could follow, all speed and grace. And he used that long tail like another appendage, wrapping the kids up and dragging them under the water, throwing them into the air and catching them. No wonder they wanted him to swim with them. It was like the world's best amusement park ride. 

I sat back and rested my hands on the patio pavers, letting my breath rush out and my shoulders relax. It was okay. No matter what happened in the future, no matter what had happened in the past. There was still joy and love in the world. There was still magic, and pretty sea creatures, and wonder. And I was going to hang onto that. Even as I plotted my revenge. 
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​AFTER THE MORNING FROLIC in the pool, I helped get the kids dried off and fed. Then Chike and I were subjected to a kids' dance DVD. It was surreal. The world was falling apart, but I was here playing supe daycare with my magical boyfriend. 

Only the thought of why the kids' parents needed a babysitter reminded me that things weren't so rosy as they seemed. Gesa and crew were out helping make sure the town was secure. The terrifying reveal of a werewolf attacking humans on national television the previous afternoon had sent the country into a panic, as some supes attacked humans, some humans violently lashed back, and innocents on both sides were forced to defend themselves.

Apparently, the monster who was Derek White had planned for something like this and set up a magical barrier around the town to keep out people with ill intent. He had activated it last night, as soon as the violence started. But that didn't do anything about any rabble rousers that might already be inside. Why the murderer was protecting the city was anyone's guess. He was a demon, greedy and possessive by nature. He probably thought the whole county and all the people in it belonged to him. Maybe that was enough to explain his weird disaster plans. Maybe he just didn't want to lose any assets. Or...maybe he'd engineered the whole nasty fight in the first place.

Chike gave me a wide-eyed look and imitated the creepily cheery character on the TV screen, waving his arms and singing along without changing the deadpan expression on his face. I snorted and suppressed a smile. The kids were already getting quiet. Soon, heads would be nodding and if we were lucky, they'd pass out and give us an hour to recover from the morning. 

Taking care of supe children was on a whole other level than taking care of normal children. The energy they expended was downright terrifying. I kind of needed a nap myself. 

I was drifting off, Kana's head heavy on my shoulder, when the front door opened. I blinked my eyes open and craned my neck around to see Gesa's human mate, Con, coming into the living room, followed by White's stupid secretary. 

“How are they?” Con said softly, trying not to break the spell that would result in naps. 

Chike scooped Asa up with an ease that spoke of long practice and headed toward the stairs. The kid didn't even twitch, just stayed limp and unconscious in his big brother's arms. “They were fine,” Chike said quietly. 

Con scooped up his daughter from my side and gave me a soft smile, his brown eyes full of warmth. “Thanks.”

I nodded. “No problem. Where's everyone else?”

Con settled Kana in his arms and gave me a wry look. “They're almost done canvassing the city and the surrounding areas. I was just slowing them down, and Orion needed Chike, so they sent this poor human home to sit with the kids.”

I smiled in commiseration. It must suck to be the weak one in the bunch. Though, I was pretty sure Con had his own strengths, considering he also had some hedge witch in his blood...whatever that meant. He glanced at Orion and nodded before heading to the stairs with his daughter. “I'll send Chike down.”

Orion Black stood just inside the room, looking as perfect and proper as always, minus the unruly way his caramel-colored curls covered one side of his face. He was dressed all in gray today, the muted colors of his vest and slacks making his bright blue eyes stand out even more. His back was ramrod straight, his posture perfect. How could someone be so put together all the time?

He gave me a tentative smile and a nod. “Miss Troya. I hope you are well?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. I had always liked the pretty guy just fine...before. But now, knowing who he served, I wasn't so sure. “Oh, I'm great,” I said flatly. “Aside from the urge to hunt demons.”

He gave me a pained look. “I am sorry.”

Chike came down the stairs and joined us, drawing the incubus's attention. “Hey, Orion,” Chike said with forced casualness. It must suck for him to be trapped between us like this. He'd also known Orion for years, and his family was friendly with stupid White and his incubus secretary. But now I came along and called them evil. 

Orion didn't seem to take it personally. He just kept his soft, professional demeanor firmly in place. “Hello, Chike. My employer asked me to inquire whether you would assist at the orphanage? We've opened it up as additional shelter for the human crosses who are most at risk during this...difficult time.”

I narrowed my eyes. I'd somehow almost managed to forget the little fact that White owned almost every business and organization in the city. Even the orphanage. 

I didn't understand the dynamic with Chike and that place. Before my introduction to the whole supe thing, I just knew he volunteered there sometimes, but I also knew he didn't get along with some of the teens and employees there. 

Now, I was sure there was more to it than that. “The orphanage isn't really an orphanage, is it?” I said to the ethereally pretty guys on the other side of the room. 

Chike shook his head and gave a wry laugh. “Yes and no.” He shrugged. “It is an orphanage. But it's a place for supes. Supe crosses to be exact. They're pretty rare, but you've met the twins. It does happen. Has a lot to do with how strong the supes involved are.”

Orion nodded. “The orphanage was originally set up to house a group of siren crosses who came here seeking shelter.” One corner of his mouth twitched with a suppressed smile, which was even more crooked thanks to the scarring on one side. “That was Gesa and Kai's doing, though Mr. White of course was willing to lend his resources.”

I arched a brow. I could see Gesa and Kai taking in a bunch of misfits. That was kind of par for the course with them. But what I couldn't understand was the whole “generous Mr. White,” thing. That was bullshit for sure. I might not remember everything in exacting detail. But I remembered how sincere he could be, right up until he destroyed someone's life. He had to have some ulterior motive, if he'd contributed the orphanage. 

I eyed Chike as my mind tried to realign the information I knew now with what I thought I'd known before. “Siren crosses,” I said slowly. “Then why did you end up staying with Gesa, rather than at the orphanage?”

Chike's expression hardened. “Because I'm part mer.”

Orion let out a long-suffering sigh. “It is unfortunate the way the sirens and mer continue to be at war. But you've done so much to change the thinking of the crosses who live here, Chike.” He reached out a hand toward Chike, as if to touch his shoulder in comfort, but then dropped his hand at the last second. “Will you help out now? Some of the younger children are upset, and they are asking for you specifically.” He smiled fondly. “You do have a way with them.”
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