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​My boots slipped on the light dusting of snow that covered the sidewalk and I slid around the corner, praying I wasn't about to fall on my ass. "Come back here, you little shit!" I called after my prey. If they wouldn't run, I might go easier on the supe bounties I took. But the idiots always thought pissing off the gryphon bounty hunter was a good idea. 

This one threw a muddy slush ball at me before it took off. My hair was plastered to one side of my head with grimy water, and slush trickled down inside the collar of my new leather jacket. I pounded down the alley, following the brief glimpse of a fiery, red-tufted tail.

"You have got to be fucking kidding me," I huffed when it disappeared and I realized where it was hiding. Not slowing down, I ran at the brick wall at the end of the alley and jumped. Planting my feet on the wall to give myself leverage, I grabbed the top of the tall metal dumpster and flipped myself over the edge. 

I landed heavily in a pile of garbage bags. Something squished under my feet, and my nose burned. This thing hadn't been emptied in a while. 

"Come out, come out, you little fuckstick," I called sweetly, more than a little breathless from chasing the damned thing down the street. My workouts had been limited lately due to all the drama in my life. And what little time I had, I spent with my human at the shooting range, trying to make sure he could defend himself. Looked like I could use more cardio.

My only answer was a rude chattering sound, like I'd just pissed off a really big squirrel. Imps. They came in a rainbow of shapes, sizes and colors. But they were all annoying. They got pure joy out of causing mischief. 

I bent and started heaving garbage bags out of the dumpster. "Look," I said as I kept clearing space. "I know you're in here. You know I'm going to catch you eventually. And when I do, I'm going to kick your ass. Why postpone the inevitable?"

More chittering. 

"Yeah, well, fuck you too. You almost got a bunch of kids sent to jail. Not as funny as you think it is, dickhead."

I saw its tail and made a grab for it, but I was too slow. 

"And you asked why we weren't helping," a silky voice commented, further down the alley. "This is why I only step in when she's actually in danger."

Hisashi replied to Oisin, but I didn't catch what he said, just the low rumble of his bass voice. He was probably trying not to startle the prey. At least someone was trying to be helpful. 

"Oh, don't worry," Oisin said, raising his voice to make sure I heard him. "She actually enjoys getting filthy. Usually she's rolling around in the mud with some criminal like she's more pig than gryphon."

I snorted and tossed an especially soggy trash bag his way. "Fuck you, fae."

I heard the bag land with a splat, and Oisin huffed. It probably got his shiny shoes all wet. 

When I turned back, I saw the imp's tail slinking over the back of the dumpster as it tried to escape. "Oh, hell no," I said, lunging for it. I tripped over a trash bag, slipped on something slimy, and slammed my face into the metal wall of the dumpster with a loud bang. 

"All right there, gryphon?" Oisin called, laughter in his voice. 

I gripped the imp's tail as it squealed and chittered. It was like a thick rat tail—nearly hairless, but with a big pouf of red fur at the end. I dragged the thing back into the dumpster, ignoring the squeal of its claws against the metal and hoping its tail didn't just pop off or something. Jesus, Buddha, and Odin, the thing just didn't know when to give up. 

I stood on top of the remaining trash bags so I could see over the edge of the dumpster. Holding out the imp by its tail, I gave it a good shake. It had a round-bellied, scrawny-limbed body, like an old man with wrinkled red skin. It glared at me from yellow eyes and yanked at its own horns and beard in frustration, baring its sharp teeth at me. 

"Here," I told my companions. "Someone take this for a minute."

Oisin and Hisashi shared a glance that said, "not it."

"For fuck's sake," I bitched. "Man up. It stinks so bad in here my sense of smell is never going to come back."

Hisashi sighed, stepped forward, and took the squirming imp by the tail. "Oh, stop complaining," he told it. "You knew this was going to happen when you took off running. And the snowball? Really dude?"

I snorted. "Just keep ahold of its tail. And don't let it bite you."

I grabbed the edge of the dumpster with both hands and hauled myself up and over, landing on my feet on the other side. 

Oisin had a hand over his perfect upturned nose. "Well," I told him, gesturing at the garbage. "You're my assistant. Assist."

He rolled his emerald green eyes, and what I could see of his face said I'd regret this later. But he moved, daintily grabbing a couple of bags of garbage and tossing them into the dumpster. The asshole made even that look graceful. "I can't believe I've been demoted to garbage man," he muttered.

I threw four bags in with one hand and turned to grin at him. "I thought it was a promotion."

"Ouch! Damn it." Hisashi danced around, trying not to drop the imp as it twisted about, biting and clawing. A couple drops of bright red blood stood out on the albino-white skin of his hand. 

"Told you," I said, heaving the last of the garbage bags back into the dumpster and wiping my hands on my jeans. "Vicious little fuckers." 

Hisashi had insisted on coming with me to see what we did on bounty runs. Now he knew just how glamorous the job was. We didn't get paid to chase real criminals—that's what the police were for. And I wasn't a detective—my only skills were being strong and bull-headed. And desperate enough for cash to spend my days doing this shit.

The imp paused long enough to wave his middle fingers at me as he spun, dangling from Hisashi's hand by the tail. 

I laughed. "Right back at ya, buddy."

I took the imp from my poor, maimed fox, and headed back down the alley. We crossed the street to retrieve the warded burlap bag I'd left tucked under a shrub. I unceremoniously stuffed the Imp into the bag and pulled the drawstring shut, knotting it a few times for good measure. I slung the bag over my back, confident the thing's claws and teeth couldn't penetrate the magical fabric. 

I turned to head to the police station and noticed a guy standing on the front steps of one of the brick row buildings—probably an apartment building. He was dressed in slacks and a perfectly pressed shirt under his long wool coat, his blond hair slicked back, a coffee cup in one hand and a briefcase in the other. He gaped at us. 

I nodded. "Morning."

He opened and closed his mouth a few times. "That's not a raccoon," he finally managed, gesturing at me and my squirming sack with the hand that held his coffee. 

I grinned. "Nope."

He shook his head and let out a short laugh. "I knew it. I told the cops it wasn't those kids who were trashing cars!"

I laughed. He was completely human, if his dim aura was any indication. "You can see things other people can't, right?"

His cheeks flushed, but he kept his chin up and gave me a terse nod. "I can. Lot of good it does. Couldn't tell the police I saw a little red man-thing breaking off mirrors and...pissing on windshields."

Hisashi chuckled. "Wow."

I shook my head. Imps were the worst. "Well, you were right, for what it's worth. It's an imp. And I'm taking it to a cop who can see things like you, so it won't be back. He'll make sure those kids are released."

He grinned at me, his hazel eyes crinkling at the corners. "Oh, don't worry. I'll make sure of that myself." He held up his briefcase. 

"You're a lawyer?" Oisin said, coming to lean against the handrail on the steps. 

The man nodded, then glanced at his watch. "I am. And I've got to go! I'm going to be late." He made his way down the steps. "Thanks for...that," he said, gesturing at the squirming bag. "And don't worry, I'm being paid big bucks by a local philanthropist to help those kids out. The authorities are treating them like a gang, but they're just a bunch of neighborhood kids who like to hang around in a flock. They get a little loud, but they're good kids." 

He smiled at me. "That's the best thing about working in a city with small-town roots like this, you know? The community. It's good to know people like Mr. White are looking out for the greater good." 

He nodded and walked away down the street, whistling. 

I shared a glance with Oisin. "Derek fucking White?" I hissed.

He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. "Probably. Helping the masses makes him look like a hero and all."

I gritted my teeth. "Let's get this asshole down to Oswald so we don't miss our flight."

Because as much as I loved the excuse of having a bounty to run down before I could leave, I knew I couldn't put it off much longer. My sister was sick. And gryphons never got sick. My mom implied she might not make it. I had to get there and see what the hell was going on. 

Even if I'd rather go back and spend the day in the dumpster with the rotting garbage.
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​Once we deposited our imp with Oswald, who was trying out a new system of banding minor supe offenders for easier tracking, the three of us headed back home. I was going to have to finish packing and round up the crew, since they all insisted on going with me. 

I didn't want to take them with me into clan lands, where they would most likely be the butt of my family's snide commentary. But they wouldn't take no for an answer. And a part of me had to admit I was selfishly glad I wasn't going back there alone. 

We had to leave Kaimana behind though. She didn't have a driver's license, a passport...no real identity, since she never lived on land until she was kidnapped and forced to work at the shop where we found her. She was not happy about this prospect. And I didn't like leaving her here where anything could happen while we were in Lionheart lands. 

The vast plains and mountains of Moffat county, Colorado allowed both the gryphon side and the lion side of my nature to feel at home. But the nearest airport was almost two hours from here, and the flight was another three hours. We just couldn't get back quick enough if she needed us.

Oisin held the bookstore door open for Hisashi and me, the bells above it jangling merrily as we entered. I stooped to pick up a pile of mail that had been shoved through the mail slot and into the waiting basket below, then I paused to take in the place I'd called home for the past few months. 

The bookstore still looked a little shabby, but it was clean. Hisashi had taken over a corner in the back, by one tall, stained glass window. He had dragged some old thrift shop furniture over into the space and arranged it for his tarot readings. He took over the bookshelves nearby, and they were slowly filling with books about the occult and supernatural, as well as colored crystals and incense and other random things he convinced his awed patrons to buy. I smiled when I saw he had added a fake stuffed black cat, some ceramic pumpkins and a couple of skulls for the All Hallows Eve holiday. He'd only been here a couple of weeks and already he was making himself at home.

Oisin crossed the room, running a graceful hand over the glossy old wood of the front counter where the antique cash register stood, before ghosting out of the room. He did this every time we'd been away, quietly checking the store, my office, and our apartment to make sure nothing had been tampered with. It was so ingrained in him; I didn't think it was even a conscious thing anymore. He'd been on high alert most of his long life. 

Hisashi ruffled my hair in passing. "I'm all packed. Con's probably driving Kaimana crazy with his fussing, so I'll go save her." 

I nodded but didn't speak. It was fine. We'd be fine. If the stupid gryphon inside my head wanted to be all riled up at the thought of leaving one of its people behind, that was the damned beast's problem. I certainly wasn't that freaking possessive and insecure.

I strolled through the shop and into my office, breathing in the scents of old books and home. Panic clawed at my chest at the thought of leaving this place, but I pushed it down. It was one little trip. I had promised myself I would never go back there, not after how they'd treated me. But it had to be done. And I had my new family to remind me of who I was. "Man up, gryphon," I muttered to myself. 

I touched the desk Oisin had given me when I first moved in, then closed my office door and headed up the wooden spiral staircase to the apartment. 

I found Con, Hisashi, and Kaimana in the kitchen. Con was showing Kaimana where to find all the food he'd cooked for her and stored in the fridge and freezer in individual containers that she could reheat. She was giving him a tolerant smile that said she thought he was ridiculous for fussing so much, but that she'd allow it because this was just who Con was. 

I sat at the kitchen table and sifted through the mail, which was mostly junk. There was one giant yellow envelope with no address. It simply had my name scrawled across it in looping, calligraphic script. 

Oisin wandered in and leaned a slender hip on the table to peer at my find. "What have you got there, beastie?"

I frowned. "I have no idea."

I undid the metal clasp thing on the envelope, then slid a talon under the flap to unstick it. Peering inside, I blinked at the contents, then glanced at Oisin. He arched a red brow at me and I dumped the contents of the heavy envelope onto the table. 

A driver's license. A shiny new passport book. I shifted them aside and picked up a birth certificate with Kaimana's name on it. Her last name was listed as Lionheart—my last name. I set the paper down and gingerly picked up a hand-written note like it was a ticking bomb. 

The others wandered over to see what I was up to and I read the letter out loud. "Dear Miss Lionheart. It has come to my attention that a member of your pride has misplaced some of her possessions. As your employer, I feel it is my duty to assist in any way possible. Therefore, I have taken it upon myself to obtain copies of the needed items. Enjoy your trip. But please, do hurry back. Sincerely, Derek."

I set the letter down and scrubbed my hands over my face. "Motherfucker."

My employer? He was delusional. I did not work for Derek fucking White. Sure, I'd promised him I would tell him about the bounties I worked on, since he insisted. And since he was currently protecting Oisin and some other, undisclosed fae in what White considered his city. But this....

On one hand, Kaimana really needed this. If she chose to stay on land, she was going to need to build a life for herself, which, much as I hated the thought, meant she would need to move out, get a job, lease an apartment...all things she couldn't do without an identity. 

But I didn't like it. This felt too much like White doing me a favor. And I had absolutely no desire to be in the debt of a murdering psychopath. Or at least, not any more than I already was.

I glanced up as Kaimana reached out and touched the driver's license with her picture on it. She picked it up and studied it, then glanced at me, her dark blue eyes hopeful and her bottom lip clenched between her teeth. 

I sighed. "Take it. It's not like you don't need it. And...I guess I'll deal with the consequences later."

She clutched the piece of plastic like it was a precious gift, then lunged, flinging her arms around me and nearly toppling my chair as she sat on my lap. The guys laughed as she hugged me so tight, I thought I would choke. "Yes, okay," I said, patting her back and trying not to enjoy the feel of her soft curves pressed to my body. I was the worst. "I know. It's awesome. But remember, that guy is an asshole. So, I'm sure we'll all pay for it somehow."

She drew back, her dark brows tilted in a frown as she once again studied her driver's license. She held it out to me and tapped the line where her name was spelled out. Then she took my hand and pressed it to her chest. She touched my chest, over my heart, then hers and nodded imperiously. She slowly mouthed a "thank you."

I smiled at her. "You are absolutely insane."

She grinned back, pressing a soft kiss to my cheek, then slid off my lap to twirl about the room with her new identity clutched to her chest, the long skirt she favored spinning out around her like a whirling tornado. 

"Does this mean she can come with us?" Hisashi asked, leaning his elbows on the island as he watched our roommate with an amused look on his face. 

Kaimana stopped dancing around immediately and stared at me with wide, pleading blue eyes. I sighed. "You do realize, this isn't going to be a fun trip, don't you? My family is awful. They are probably going to treat you all like complete shit because you aren't gryphons and I'm not coming home to pop out gryphon babies."

Kaimana stomped her foot and her eyes glinted as she narrowed them at me. I held up my hands. "I'm just being honest."

Oisin slid off the table with a graceful hop and glanced at all of us. "I know you don't like this, Gesa, but it might be better if we all stay together. Safer that way." Of course he thought that. The freaking fae was nesting. He didn't want to let his new clan out of his sight. He was as bad as a damned gryphon.

Hisashi straightened and put his hand over his heart. "Where you go, we go, babe." 

I narrowed my eyes at him. I wasn't his babe. But I let it slide. He had been acting a bit...off...the last couple days, quiet and more withdrawn than usual. I thought the fox might be nervous about this trip. 

Con laughed and came to look at Kaimana's passport. "I'll call the airline and get us another ticket," he said, holding out his hand for the driver's license. Kaimana surrendered it with a little huff, like he'd asked her for her first-born child. 

I thought of how much that last minute ticket was going to cost and prayed to the bounty gods as I dug out my wallet from my back pocket. 

Oisin beat me to it, handing Con his credit card. "You can put it on there. Do what you need to in order to ensure she has a seat next to one of us."

"Are you sure, Oisin?" I said, wincing. That was not going to be cheap. 

He shrugged. "The trust fund I, ah...liberated...from my clan is about to run out. But I've been saving what I earn at the bar. It's fine."

I frowned at the reminder of his family. "Will it be okay?" I asked. "Leaving the city? We'll be out of White's territory."

He gave me a dark look. "A bit risky," he said, honest for once in his life. "But I think you underestimate White's reach."

I narrowed my eyes at him. "Mind sharing?"

He shook his head, smirking. "Sorry, darling. I can't tell you what he is. It would break a very old pact. You'll have to get it out of him yourself."

Kaimana patted me on the head and skipped out of the room, probably off to go pack her few belongings. 

We needed to get her voice back. Going into my clan without a way to tell people to fuck off was a bad idea.

But I could only handle so much at one time. And right now, I needed to make sure my sister, the only person I gave a fuck about back home, was okay.
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​We reached my family's home as the sun was setting. My companions were slightly the worse for wear. I don't think any of them enjoyed flying on a commercial airplane. Kaimana had taken in everything with the nervous energy of a child experiencing something for the first time. Oisin kept shaking his hands as if they were going numb—probably because he was so far away from the earth and source of his power—and his body was tense the whole way there. And Hisashi had gone uncharacteristically quiet, his ice blue eyes taking on a brooding look that I really didn't like. 

The only one who was behaving like normal was Con. He seemed to enjoy flying and pointed out landmarks through the window in between explaining how things worked to Kaimana and fussing over Oisin and Hisashi to make sure they had enough snacks and pillows. 

Oisin had finally snapped at the human, demanding he either sit still or go bother me. So we all switched seats, putting Con between me and Kaimana and out of Oisin's reach. 

I shook my head at them all as I dragged my suitcase out of the car my family had sent for us. We needed sleep that didn't involve scrunching up in an aircraft seat, and some time to unwind. But I knew what we were going to get was a bunch of assholes acting like...well, assholes. 

I led my group of companions-who-were-definitely-not-a-pride up to the front door of the gaudy mansion and rang the doorbell. The two-story door swung open and I was greeted by a butler who looked like he had a beak, even in his human form. "Hello, Cheney," I said in a flat tone. "Done anything fun lately? No? Big surprise."

He sniffed at me with that long, hooked nose. "I'll show you to your rooms, Miss Gesa."

I rolled my eyes. "I lived here for twenty-five years, Cheney, I think I can find my own damned bedroom."

He raised one bushy eyebrow at me. "Follow me."

I shook my head and followed the geezer, my entourage in tow. I could feel them taking it all in as we walked past all the gleaming wood, marble, and gold leaf. "It's less impressive than it looks," I commented. "Great-grandpa managed to spend all the family's money. So now all we have are 'assets.'"

Cheney let out an offended gasp. "Oh, come off it," I said, pushing past him to open the door to my suite. "I'm amazed they manage to pay your salary. Or do you even get paid? They just tuck you back into the broom closet at the end of the day, don't they?"

He ground his teeth. "Your mother had the cook prepare a late meal for you and your...companions. Please come down once you are settled. I'm sure she is eager to see you."

"Yeah, yeah," I said, tossing my suitcase onto my bed. "Where is Gabbi? Is she okay?" I was here to see my sister, not speak to the thing that birthed me.

He gave me a puzzled look. "Gabbi is...indisposed currently. You can visit with her after you speak with your mother."

I frowned, my senses telling me he was kind of, sort of lying. Something smelled like bullshit. 

The stodgy butler turned to my friends and gestured toward the door on the far side of the room. "There is a connecting suite, if any of you are so inclined. And we have prepared three other rooms in this hall."

They all glanced at each other and I stood back, waiting for it. 

Four sets of feet headed toward the connected suite at the same time. I snorted. "Idiots."

Hisashi grinned and shoved Oisin and Con out of the way. Kaimana tripped him and kept walking. Oisin settled it all by stepping onto the chair by my vanity and vaulting over them all to land lightly on his feet by the adjoining door. "Children," he muttered as he opened the door and slipped inside, slamming it firmly behind him. 

I looked at Cheney to find him wearing a look like someone had just poured red wine on a white tablecloth. I patted him on the shoulder. "Just go. I'm sure you have some very important lurking to do somewhere else. I'll sort them out into rooms, eventually."

After the butler left. I sank down onto my bed with a sigh. Kaimana smiled at the others and skipped over to sit next to me, leaning back to plant her hands on the mounds of puffy blankets with a smug smile on her face as if she was claiming the big bed. 

I laughed. "Seriously. You are all ridiculous. There are three other rooms right next door. Just go pick one and take a minute to get cleaned up. As much as I don't want to go out there, I am starving. So we're going to have to go down and eat with my mother eventually."

Oisin strolled out of the attached suite, his hair freshly rebraided and damp around the edges as if he'd splashed his face with water. He looked like he'd just woken up from a refreshing nap, not like he'd spent hours on a plane. "What are you all doing standing around out here?"

I rolled my eyes at him. 

"Deciding who's sleeping in Gesa's bed tonight," Hisashi said as he strolled past the fae into the adjoining suite. 

Oisin laughed. "Oh, very funny. As if that isn't obvious." He took his suitcase to my dresser and started calmly placing his clothes inside. 

I flopped back to lie on the bed. "Seriously guys, I need food. Hurry the fuck up."

Oisin glanced at me, his expression saying what he thought of my current look. "Aren't you going to change?"

I gave him a look of my own. "What do you think?" Sweatpants, an old concert t-shirt, and sneakers were good enough for this place. 

Oisin heaved a sigh. Con glanced longingly at the suite, but he picked up his suitcase and Kaimana's and headed toward the door. "Come on. If we get our own rooms, we don't have to listen to them argue."

Kaimana grinned at that and stood, pausing to turn and drop a light kiss on my forehead, her deep blue eyes serious. 

"I'm fine," I said, waving her away. "I just hate it here. There's...some bad blood."

She pressed her lips together and frowned. 

Oisin brushed by her to drop a pair of clean jeans on top of my chest. It was followed by a sweater I didn't even know I owned, in a rich burgundy color, and a pair of clean underwear. "Strip," he demanded. 

I heaved a sigh and sat up. "Bite me."

Kaimana patted Oisin on the head as if praising him for a good deed. He snagged her hand and kissed her fingertips playfully. "Thank you, darling. Someone has to keep her in line."

The traitorous woman followed Con out the door.

I glared at Oisin. "What happened to 'fuck clan?'"

He raised his chin a notch, nose in the air like the prince he was. "Never show your enemies less than your best, dear beast."

I muttered about court politics and haughty fae, but I stood and stripped off my clothes. I picked up the underwear he had tossed at me, a scrap of lace that might cover one butt cheek. "I hate you," I muttered. I didn't buy things like this. The little fucker was sneaky. I pulled them on anyway. 

I was standing there in a scrap of black lace, glaring at a smirking Oisin when Hisashi opened the door to the suite and strolled in, wearing a pair of honest-to-Gods slacks and a blue button-down shirt. I didn't think the guy owned anything other than hoodies and indecent kimonos. This was probably Oisin's work too. The long part of the fox’s white hair was brushed back, revealing the shaved side with the blue tattoo that I was sure was some sort of protective ward. 

Hisashi stopped in his tracks and stared, his blue eyes lightening toward silver. "Uh, hi."

I snorted and reached for my bra, turning to glare at Oisin when I found a padded, strappy thing that matched the underwear. "Where are my actual clothes?" I demanded, waving the thing at him. 

He grinned, showing sharp canines. "I have no idea what you mean."

I turned, opened my suitcase on the bed and stared into it, a murderous rage filing me. "I didn't pack this shit."

Oisin patted my shoulder. "I know. Clearly you didn't plan. But don't worry, I did."

I didn't know what to say. I was torn between laughing and choking him to death. 

Hisashi drifted closer and a shiver of his cool magic danced over my exposed skin. Silvery eyes traveled over my body and I shuddered. I was a shifter, for fuck's sake. We weren't modest when it came to nudity. But suddenly, I couldn't breathe. 

Oisin's sly smile was pure evil. "Are we going to dinner, or playing with your fox, Gesa? Do make up your mind."

I snarled at him, ripping my gaze away from Hisashi as I stuffed my boobs into a device that made Bs into Ds. 

Hisashi drifted over to me, crossing behind me, his fingers trailing over the lace band across my ribs. "Here." He reached up and adjusted the straps, taking his time to run his fingers up across my shoulder to my collar bones and back. His body pressed close to mine from behind as he reached around me to adjust me inside the bra, his big hands cupping my suddenly too-hot flesh. 

I lifted my head to find Oisin reclining in a nearby chair, watching with fire in his emerald eyes. Son of a bitch, he was such a master manipulator. "You can go down to dinner," I told the fae with a serious face. "I think Hisashi and I will stay up here."

Oisin smirked, not fazed by the threat. 

Hisashi pressed a lingering kiss to my bare shoulder. "Sounds like a plan to me."

I shook my head. "You know, we did come here for a reason. Priorities, guys." Even if my own traitorous body was right there with them, waiting for the fun times to start.

Hisashi's hands dropped to my hips, but he didn't step away. Oisin stayed right where he was, his eyes challenging me. 

Damn them both. 

The door opened and Con and Kaimana came in. I froze. Hisashi's arm came around my waist to keep me from bolting, his big hand stroking lightly over my abs. 

Con closed the door and strolled over to lean against the bedpost. "Oh, is this what we're doing now? I thought we were going to dinner, but...." He started unbuttoning his shirt and I rolled my eyes, shoving Hisashi's hands off me and reaching for my sweater. 

I pulled the shirt on over my head to a chorus of laughter and disappointed sighs. When my head popped out the neck of the shirt, I started, finding a pair of dark blue eyes right in front of my face. Kaimana pulled the sweater down, smoothing the soft weave over my skin with her hands, her movements exaggerated as she demonstrated that she wanted to help me get dressed too. She stepped closer, slipping a leg between mine and tilting her head in invitation, her expression filled with humor, but also with heat. 

I shook my head and dropped a quick kiss on her soft lips. I couldn't help it, damn it. I pulled away to find pants. "Assholes. Every single one of you."

Con chuckled, caressing my back as he turned us toward the door. "Maybe. But what would you be doing without us right now?"

I shuddered at the thought. Gods. I'd probably be sick and miserable, stuck between self-loathing and anger. Instead, I just wanted to go home. To our home. With...my pride. 

Motherfucker. 

I heaved a sigh and led the deranged group to their doom.
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​Dinner was a festive affair. My mother sat at the head of a gaudy, oversized dining table that had carved gryphons for legs. The glittering golden light of the expensive chandelier above her illuminated her blond hair and the diamonds shining against her golden skin. Ida always managed to exude an essence that was all gryphon—somehow both upper crust elite, and strong and sturdy as a rock. She looked down her cultured nose at all of us, as if the household pet had dragged in a dead rodent and laid it at her feet. 

I grinned and gulped the expensive red wine Cheney had so thoughtfully put in my glass. "Can I get some whiskey?" I asked him in a not-so-quiet whisper when he leaned in to place my plate in front of me. "I'm gonna need some whiskey."

The butler tutted. "After dinner, Miss Gesa."

I frowned at him and cut into my roast, mouth watering when the meat bled a little on my plate. It might suck fucking monkey balls being back home, but at least the food was good. 

Oisin poked at his chunk of meat with one lip curled up in distaste. Con politely picked at the corners of his, where the meat was cooked...ish. Kaimana and Hisashi dug in like normal carnivores. I sighed and put my fork down. Seriously. The bitch made even a simple dinner into a slight.

"Cheney," I called, beckoning him over to my side of the table again. "We need a salad, some fresh fruit, and a piece of roast that is massively overcooked please."

The butler straightened to do as he was asked, his good training not allowing him to question my request. But he did hesitate long enough to glance at the thing that birthed me for approval. She gave us both an innocent look. "Oh...is there something wrong with dinner, Gesa? It's your favorite?"

I gritted my teeth and refused to rise to her baiting. "Tastes change," I said flatly. I shoved my delicious meat away unfinished and waited for my fucking salad. 

Her lips compressed to a thin line, but then she shook it off and turned to speak with Hisashi on her left as Cheney scurried off to do as he was told. "It's been a long time since I met a kitsune," she said to the fox with a motherly smile. "Aren't you incredibly young to be so far away from your parents?" She flicked her gold eyes my way. “Why, Gesa, he’s practically a baby.” 

The fox flicked his ice blue eyes my way, but he didn't growl at my mother. Pity. "I'm not that young, ma'am. And I'm not a kitsune," he said, deep voice polite, but with an undercurrent to it that my mother blithely ignored. "I'm a nine-tailed fox."

She raised a perfectly plucked blond eyebrow and smoothed the skirt of her gold dress. "Oh?" She reached out and patted his forearm where it rested on the table. "You poor thing."

Hisashi's square jaw flexed as he clenched his teeth. "Ma'am?"

She shook her head sadly. "It must be terrible, knowing you'll die so young. And if you've traveled here, that means your family hasn't even had the decency to find you a shrine!"

Spots of color rose on his bone-white cheeks, and I felt a cool caress of spirit energy. His eyes looked haunted. "With all due respect, lady," he said, dropping the "ma'am" act, "you've got your facts wrong." He speared a piece of bloody meat and ate it, showing his sharp canines as he chewed. 

I wondered what this shrine business was, but I certainly wasn't going to ask about it now. I glared at my mother. Going after the youngest one at the table was low, even for her. "Leave him alone, Ida."

She gave me another innocent look. "Oh, Gesa, don't get all ruffled. I'm only trying to get to know your...friends a little better."

She didn't say it, for a whole different reason than me. I didn't want a pride because it reminded me of my arrogant fucking clan and their medieval traditions. She didn't want me to have a pride because females didn't have prides. And a pride full of misfit non-gryphons would be an abomination. 

But she sure as hell wasn’t going to let me off the hook for shunning the male gryphon she’d tried to marry me off to.

Cheney arrived, along with another server, bearing bowls of salad and fruit. He placed an overcooked piece of meat in front of me. I shoved it over to Con on my left. All the meat eaters in our group arranged their fruit closer to Oisin. And I got up and blatantly dumped my bowl of salad onto his plate, so he had a mound of greenery in front of him. 

My fae gave me a sly smile and helped himself to a strawberry. 

Con gave me brown doe eyes and dug into his cooked meat and salad with gusto. 

I glared across the table at my mother. But she was already turning to Oisin on her right. "Oh, that's right," she said in a voice dripping with false apology. "I forgot the forest folk are so...squeamish about meat."

He raised a red brow at her as he delicately arranged his salad to his liking. "Do not concern yourself madam," he said, his voice light and breezy as if he were holding court. "I hardly expect a clan of beasts to understand the finer points of etiquette." It wasn't that Oisin wouldn't eat meat. He just preferred to hunt it himself. 

She narrowed her eyes at him. I knew what she saw. Oisin looked so delicate and soft—nothing like the males my mother was used to dealing with. I could have told her not to even try to verbally prod the fae. He was going to murder her with words. But I was going to enjoy that show, so I sat back and finished my wine. 

"And how," she asked, cutting up her meat. "Does a fae princeling end up in the company of beasts? Shouldn't a...boy like you be off impregnating mortals and endangering others for sport?" She made a disbelieving sound. "I would think Gesa would be beneath your social tier after leaving her clan in disgrace."

Oisin flipped his intricately braided hair over his shoulder, drawing attention to his almost feminine beauty. He picked up his wine glass, taking a sip then setting it down far away from him, as if the expensive aged vintage was sub-par. "You are correct," he said softly, twisting her words. "Your clan is a disgrace. You should do something about that, if you are as powerful as you like to pretend."

She clutched her fork and knife, her smile never wavering, but her knuckles went white as she fought her anger. Ladies didn't yell at the dinner table, but something he said got to her. Surprising, since I didn't even think she had feelings. But then, he did just question the one thing she loved—her power and standing in the clan. 

"So, this has been great," I said, to stop Oisin from gutting her the way I knew he was about to. Even if she completely deserved it. "Where is Gabbi?"

Ida plastered her bland smile back on her face and waved her fork. "Oh, she's recovering at the treatment center, Gesa. You can visit her tomorrow. I want to hear more about your companions."

Her eyes slid to Con and Kaimana, who were having some quiet, one-sided conversation on my right. I had put them there to keep them away from my mother. 

"Girl?" my mother said in a commanding tone, her eyes on Kaimana. "What are you doing with the salt shaker? That is priceless venetian crystal."

Kaimana had been peering through the beveled glass at Con, making him chuckle at the reflected pattern of fifty dark blue eyes while she obviously imitated my mother's imperious blathering. I snorted. Con immediately grew serious, reaching out a hand to cover Kaimana's and force her to put the salt shaker down. 

My mother frowned. "Is the girl mentally impaired? Oh, now I see," she said nodding. "She's so weak-minded she needs a simple human to help her. Really, Gesa. Where do you find such charity cases?"

I slammed my knife down on the table to keep from committing murder at the dinner table. "Fuck off, Ida."

But Kaimana waved her hand as if dismissing the arrogant gryphon cunt, a swell of sea magic caressing us all. She turned back to Con and crossed her eyes, clutching her stomach as the upper swells of her cleavage jiggled in silent laughter. She thought we were all hilarious. I wondered sometimes...something about her felt...eerie. As if everything we puny beings did was amusing. 

Con stifled a smile and patted her on the back. "Poor thing. It's all just too much for her tiny brain."

I laughed and plopped my butt back down in my chair—surprised to find I'd half-risen, ready to slit my mother's throat just to keep her from talking. My not-pride was amazing. 

"I don't know why you ever left this place, Gesa," Hisashi said with a smile that was pinched at the edges. "It's so much fun here. And your mother is so...welcoming." He looked even paler than usual, which was a feat.

Ida raised an eyebrow but didn't comment as she polished off the last bite of her roast. 

"I know, right?" I replied. "All this love and acceptance just makes me all warm and fuzzy inside."

"The mayor's son is out of the hospital now," the demon at the end of the table commented. "You should go see him and make amends, now that he can understand speech. I believe his brain has healed enough that understanding language isn't an issue anymore."

I froze. "Make amends?" To my rapist.

She nodded. "Yes. Since you're back here, you might as well patch up that whole misunderstanding and get back in the good graces of the council, don't you think?"

I growled. "No. I don't think. Fuck the council. Fuck the mayor and his fucking waste of space son. And fuck you for using Gabbi just to get me to come back here."

I gripped the edge of the table with my taloned hands, claws gouging the wood in deep furrows as I half-shifted, my wings trapped against the back of my chair as they tore through my sweater. It had been a long time since I’d lost control of the wings. Five minutes in this damned place and I felt like an angry teenager all over again. 

"That's all this is, isn't it?” I whispered. “Gabbi isn't really sick. You just fucked with my emotions to get me to come back to this shithole." I should have known better. I was so damned stupid sometimes. "Why? Why the fuck do you even care if I never come back? You certainly didn't care enough to stand up for me when I told the fucking truth."

She didn't even flinch. "Do stop being so melodramatic, Gesa. Of course your sister is sick. We've all seen the signs for years. And now the council has kindly stepped in and mandated that she be placed in an inpatient facility."

I gaped at her. My whole body trembled. Gabbi had put up with the clan's pig-headed, old-world treatment her entire life. And they were going to throw her in the loony bin?

Oisin stood, pulling his silk vest straight and sketching a stiff bow to my mother. "I think that is about all we can tolerate of your hospitality for the evening," he said in his most silky voice. He gave her a feral smile. "Please, do give us the address where we can find the mayor's son, though. I'm sure we'd all like to pay him a visit and thank him for being the reason Gesa found her new family."

My mother blinked up at him. For just a moment, her cordial mask wavered, and I knew she understood what he was saying. She saw the murder in his eyes. "You can't," she said softly. "Sometimes things happen for a reason."

He leaned over and planted his hands on the table, getting into her space. "I'm sure you're just full of reasons, aren't you, darling?" 

I felt his magic shiver over the room, enticing, compelling. The magic that made humans lose their minds to dancing and food, lost in pleasure until they died of it. "Oisin, don't," I warned. 

But he was furious. He had blood and darkness in his bright green eyes. And there was nothing I could do to stop what was about to happen. 

"Tell us why you let your daughter's rapist get away. Tell us why you defend the maggot, even now."

Her gold eyes widened, and her fingers trembled. My mother was over a hundred years old, but there was no way she could fight the compulsion. Not from a being as ancient as Oisin. 

No one made a sound as my mother sucked in a haggard breath. 

"It was better that way. If she was raped, that would be seen as a weakness. But if she was the attacker, then she would just be seen as dangerous. Strong. So strong she took on a male gryphon and won, all because of a minor insult."

Oisin narrowed his eyes as my heart cracked. She was using me. I wasn't surprised. But it still hurt. I felt the fae lean his power on her. "Is that all? Come now, we aren't fools. Why are you so concerned with her show of strength?"

She sobbed. "My husband was a fool. I never saw his will until after he died. He willed his position, his power, everything we own, to his daughter. It's not done. No one in the clan would uphold that. Unless...the daughter was so strong, she took the title by brute force."

I sucked in a breath, feeling like I'd been punched. My father had always been so distant. But there were times when he showed me warmth that I had never experienced from others in my clan. And then he was gone. Lost in a clan skirmish with dragons when I was a child. 

And mother had become a cold, hard bitch. 

"You...you knew this, and you've been...jealous," I accused. "You've hated me all my life." I growled and the sound had a bit of a shriek at the end. My animal side was struggling to burst forth and snap Ida's head clean off her body. "You knew that fucker and his friends drugged me so he could overpower me and use me, and you thought your fucking politics were more important than your own daughter? All you could think of was a way to use me yourself."

She sobbed, trying to say something else, but it was lost in her tears. The end of the table cracked under my clawed grip. 

"Where is Gabbi? And why the fuck are they targeting her?"

Oisin tilted his head, a small crease appearing in his forehead at the sustained use of his compulsion. "Well, you heard the lady. Answer her."

"We're the last of the old families," she said in a cracked voice, eyes rolling as she spilled information she wanted to keep secret. "The council is trying to get rid of our family so they can rule the clans without interference. Your father's position was the only thing stopping them from turning the clan into an entity governed solely by the council members. They hated his new-age ideas. He said we had to change or die."

I growled. "And if I couldn't inherit his title, then Gabbi would."

My mother's voice cracked as Oisin's control slipped away, leaving a weak, weeping woman I had never seen before. "Not if they prove she's insane and lock her away forever," Ida whispered.

I slammed my fist down on the table as I stood. The poor thing sagged, this side of it cracked nearly in half. "You couldn't have just fucking told me all this? You and your fucking games."

She glared up at me, fire rapidly returning to her golden eyes as the compulsion cleared. "Would you have stayed and become the person your father wanted you to be? Would you have fought to save the clan?"

I looked her in the eyes and told the truth. "No. This clan isn't worth saving."

Hisashi let out a pained hiss and I glanced at him, my bitch of a parent forgotten. "What's wrong? Did she poison you?"

He groaned and held his head in his hands, shuddering. Nine fluffy white tails erupted from his backside, tearing his clothes as power swirled around him in a cool, misty haze. 

Oisin was at his side in an instant. "Fox?" He placed a hand on Hisashi's shoulders, and the guy relaxed a bit, pulling his magic in close and snapping his glamour back in place. 

"Fine. I'm fine." He glanced at me, his eyes completely silver. "How long has this house been in your family, Gesa?"

I shrugged, but there was an icy crawling sensation up my spine at his question. "I have no idea. A while."

"Several hundred years," my mother said, her eyes round as they studied Hisashi. 

He shuddered. "They don't care for all this fighting among family. It's very...loud."

Oisin drew back, flexing his hand as if working the sensation back into it. "We need to retire for the evening, I think." His green eyes bore into my mother. "You will have a car ready for us to retrieve your other daughter in the morning. And we leave whenever Gesa decides. You do not get to use her for your political games."

She bristled at him. My mom had balls, I'll give her that. You'd think after being mind-fucked like she just had, she'd be cowed. Nope. She stood and straightened her immaculate dress, patted her sleek, upswept blond hair, and looked down her nose at the petite fae. "Who are you to give me orders in my own home?"

He smiled up at her, pure evil. "I believe you just told us this was Gesa's home."

I shook my head at him. I could feel Con's eyes boring into me, probably flooded with concern. And Kaimana was hovering, her soft hands fluttering over my arm. "This isn't home, Oisin. Home is back in New Paradise. With my pride."
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​As we all made our way back upstairs, I pulled in my talons and wings and fought the urge to shift. My pride circled me, held me in, kept me secure in a way that was both suffocating and endearing. I was shocked when tears welled up in my eyes. I really was coming to love the whole lot of them. And thanks to my mother, I'd just admitted I considered them my pride. Damn it.

"Godsdamned bitch," I muttered under my breath, thinking of all the ways I would kill the thing that birthed me, each messier than the last. 

"Why didn't you say anything," Con said softly from my side. I turned and found his kind honey-brown eyes swimming with pity. 

I rubbed a hand over my face and heaved a sigh. Oh, right. The whole rape thing. "Because it's not something I exactly enjoy trumpeting from the rooftops. I glared at Oisin. "I thought you said I shouldn't tell him! And you go shouting it for the world to hear."

Oisin glanced at Con then back at me. "Oops."

I growled at him. "Oops? Oops?"

He lifted one delicate shoulder in a graceful shrug that somehow conveyed not-caring and supreme agitation all at once. He was such a walking contradiction. "I'm sorry, love."

And that shouldn't be enough, because I was ready to string him up by the balls right now. But somehow, I deflated. That one little "I'm sorry," held a whole wealth of meaning. He was apologizing for losing control. A startling pattern that was becoming frequent for him lately. It must be driving him mad. 

Con's hand on my arm had me turning back to look at him. I heaved a sigh. "I didn't tell you because Oisin said you might not react well."

Con glared at the fae. "You said what?"

Oisin lifted a brow and held up a hand, wiggling it back and forth. "It was an inopportune time. Human libidos are...ehh...."

Con slapped his hand out of the air and turned back to me. "You didn't trust me?"

I pulled on the ends of my hair. Did we have to do this now? But one look at Con—caring, gentle, giving, pissed off Con—was enough to tell me that yes, we did have to do this now. My human might be mild-mannered, but he did some crazy stupid shit when he was angry. 

I grabbed both his hands and dragged us all to a stop, the others still circling us, clearly uncomfortable eavesdropping, but unwilling to leave me alone. "I trust you. With my life. With my godsdamned heart. But there never seemed to be a good time to bring it up. And...I didn't want you to worry. I didn't want you to coddle me and start seeing me as some weak, fragile thing."

He squeezed my hands and closed his eyes a moment before opening them again, as if drawing on all his patience. "You're right. That's exactly what I would have wanted to do. Then." He gave me a slight, tired smile. "But I'm learning."

I nodded and pulled way. Too much emoting. I was going to burst if I didn't get out of here. "I need to go for a walk," I said, spinning on my heel and pushing past Hisashi to head back toward the stairs. I felt four sets of feet start to turn toward me and held up a hand. "No! Just...stay here. In your rooms. I need some space. And we all need to just...digest."

I thundered down the stairs, not waiting to make sure they obeyed. 

I burst out into the back garden and prowled into the woods surrounding the manor house, where I stripped down and shifted. The dew-damp grass under my paws calmed my racing thoughts until there was only the soft puffs of my breath, of my wings pumping to push me into the night air to circle the place I had once called home. 

I had never felt right here. Not really. Even as a child, I felt like I should love the place and the people in it. But something always felt just a little off. There was potential there, in such an old and powerful people. But it was like I was constantly out of step with whatever song they all marched to. 

Gabbi was different too. But somehow, she always managed to make peace with the clan's ignorant ways, to accept them even when they wouldn’t accept her. That they had turned on her now was, in some ways, the worst sort of betrayal. At least with me the fault had been somewhat my own, thanks to my generally shitty attitude. But Gabbi was sweet—mostly. Innocent in a way not many in the clan could understand. She couldn't help her differences. 

I drifted back down and shifted. Standing naked under an apple tree, I took in huge, gasping lungfulls of night air. I would deal with this. I would handle it. I was a fucking gryphon for fuck's sake. We were nothing if not strong and stubborn.

I dressed and headed inside to face my disgruntled pride. 

The second-floor hall where our rooms were located was silent. I paced down the hall, not content until I located all my pride and knew they were well. I could hear Oisin and Con's voices as I passed my bedroom. I hoped like hell Oisin was having a man-to-man talk with the human, so I wouldn't have to. 

Kaimana wasn't in her room. A soft splash from the bathroom at the end of the hall drew me that way. The tub here wasn't nearly as nice as Oisin's monstrosity. But it was still pretty big. Kaimana liked to take long baths at the apartment. Being in the water must be soothing to her mermaid nature. 

I frowned to myself, thinking I needed to get her out to the water when we got home. Maybe to Lake Superior, if she could tolerate freshwater. And cold. 

I knocked softly, needing to know for sure she was there. "Kai?"

There was another splash, and a moment of silence. Then something hit the back of the door with a thud. I pushed the door open a crack. "I just wanted to know you were okay," I said, glancing down at the wet bar of soap that lay on the floor by the door.

I started to pull the door closed again when Cheney rounded the end of the hallway and headed toward my room. The last thing I wanted was to deal with that pompous ass and whatever orders my mother was throwing around now. I slid inside the bathroom and closed the door gently to avoid making a sound. Clearly I was part chicken, not eagle. 

I closed my eyes and leaned back against the door, letting out a breath of relief. 

A wet slapping sound had me jerking back to alertness. "Sorry for just barging in," I said, holding up my hands. "Cheney was out there and—"

I glanced toward the tub and the words dried up in my mouth. The fuck?

Kaimana was watching me with her big blue eyes, slightly altered by her half-shifted form. They had a film over them that moved sideways when she blinked. I glanced at her purple freckles and the mottled purplish color of her massive breasts floating in the suds. But I couldn't keep my eyes off the tentacles. 

"You're so not a mermaid," I whispered, taking it all in. 

A roiling mass of purple tentacles writhed and flexed, spilling out of the tub and onto the wet floor, the tips twitching and waving, revealing pink-suckered undersides. 

Kaimana sat up slightly, water sluicing off her beautiful upper body as she held out a webbed hand to me, her expression pleading. Her eyes were fearful. She thought I was about to freak over the octopus in the bathtub.

I released a sigh, letting my shoulders sag as I shoved the pile of towels off a stool by the tub and sank down next to her. "I really need to stop thinking I know everything. Cause that's usually when reality bitch-slaps me."

She reached out a hand and patted my arm, sinking back to lounge in the tub again. One of her tentacles wrapped around my ankle as if keeping me rooted in place so I wouldn't run away. She let out a sigh and sank under the water. 

I watched the bubbles slowly pop as I waited for her to come up for air. I felt like I must be having a trippy dream. I was back at home in the apartment sleeping. Not here with my freaking half-octopus roommate in the bathtub and my sister in an asylum. 

"Where did I go wrong?" I muttered. "What God did I piss off this time?"

Kaimiana resurfaced, brushing her sleek black hair out of her eyes with a webbed hand. 

I held out a hand in question. "Can I see?"

She smiled and put her hand in mine. I turned it to and fro. She still had the same delicate, long-fingered hand, but there was a very thin, supple purple membrane between each of her fingers. "Huh."

She huffed and I looked at her as she puffed out her cheeks and blew a piece of hair out of her face in irritation. 

"Sorry," I said, giving her hand back. "I didn't mean to sound so unimpressed. Your animal form is fucking awesome. I didn't even know octopus shifters existed."

She shook her head and rolled her eyes at my stupidity. 

"I know. I get that a lot." I tugged at my hair. "Blond, you know."

She leaned back and relaxed, trailing a tentacle out to touch my hand. When I raised an eyebrow and opened my hand for further exploration, she plopped the thing in my palm and curled it around the back, like she was holding my hand. I leaned my other forearm on the tub and lay my head against it, closing my eyes. 

Kaimana patted my head softly with a damp hand then closed her own eyes as we both relaxed into our own worlds. I hoped she was just relaxing. Not sinking into despair like I was. I lifted my head after a time. "I'm sorry we haven't gotten you back to your home yet." I felt like a fucking failure. "I will get your voice back and get you home. I promise."

She shook her head and rolled her eyes again, patting me on the head like a child. She lifted my chin and kissed me on the forehead, then a soft brush against my lips. Her strange eyes stared into mine as if she was trying to tell me something. But I was just too tired to look for answers. 

I patted the tentacle I still held. "Your skin is less slimy than I would have thought," I said with a grin. Kind of like the velvety skin of a stingray I'd touched at an aquarium once.

She slapped me lightly up-side the head with another tentacle and we both laughed. 

"Thanks for letting me hide out here. But I should probably go check on the others."

She nodded. Then she lifted her hands and put them on top of her head. I frowned at her as she formed her hands into triangular ears and lifted a few tentacles in a good nine-tailed fox impression. 

"Yeah. He didn't look so good at dinner, did he?" I sighed, wondering why it was so easy to share my thoughts with the silent woman. Maybe I subconsciously knew she couldn't question my sanity out loud. Or maybe it was just Kai. She had this presence that made you feel like all your worries were just petty shit. "I swear to fuck, I just want to get drunk and sleep for year. Today has been exhausting. And we still have an insane asylum to raid tomorrow."

She grinned at me. 

"Glad I could amuse you," I muttered as I slipped out the door. 
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​It took me a while to find Hisashi. He was in the next hallway over, in a library that had been my dad's favorite haunt. The wood trim and the smell of books was oddly nostalgic tonight, in a way it had never been before. I was getting stupidly sentimental. Ugh. 

The fox lounged on a leather bench seat under a bank of windows, wearing one of his silky faux kimonos. This one was black with sliver moons and stars embroidered on it. He lay with one leg on the floor, revealing a length of muscular white thigh, his head tipped back as he talked to the ceiling. 
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