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  Fates, Fins, and Fangs

Gods and Demons Book 1
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  Chapter 1


Idreamed of a prince. 
He stood above me, tall and broad-shouldered. Messy black hair fell in disarray around the edges of a silver half-mask in the shape of an eagle's face, the sharp bill curling over the lower half of his face. Dark eyes glinted at me from behind the mask, and a chiseled pair of lips turned up at the corners, the smile filled with love, relief—as if he'd traveled forever to see me again. I felt the same way, despite the big black horns curling from the nest of his hair and the glint of red in his eyes. He was dear to me. Precious. 
Then the light shifted. It glinted off his silver armor, and the bright, cherry-red of fresh blood, which dripped from my shining prince in rivers. 
His expression hardened, the lips that once smiled thinning to an angry line as my screams shattered me. My fists beat against hard metal armor. My nails tore lines across his exposed cheek and neck. Everything in me burned with betrayal. Loss. Pain. Lies.
I sat up, staring at the psychology book that lay open on my lap. Tears streamed down my face and I reached for the box of tissues that lived on my nightstand these days. The haunting, aching sadness and rage slowly receded, leaving me spent and shaky. I blew my nose and flung the tissue into a nearby trashcan with more force than necessary.
Another dream. Of course another damned dream. And when I was supposed to be studying for my stupid psych exam. I ran a hand through my hair and glanced at the clock. Great. Midnight. I'd fallen asleep halfway through reviewing my notes. And I had to be at the hospital in six hours for my clinical rotation. I shoved the textbook off the bed, where it landed on the hardwood with a thump. 
Fuck my life.
I only had six months left and I'd complete my nursing degree. So, of course the weird shit chose this moment to get weirder. 
Stretching, I stood, pulled my t -shirt back down over my belly, and twisted side to side, cracking my back. Falling asleep sitting up was not a good idea. I glanced at the clock again, debating whether I should sleep or try to cram more material into my head. 
"Fuck it," I muttered, kicking the book under my bed. If I didn't know it by now, trying to force shit into my head wasn't going to do me any good. I'd just have to pray for the best. If anyone was even listening anymore. 
I shied away from the thoughts that always wanted to rise up and strangle me when I was feeling sorry for myself. Whatever gods existed, they didn't seem to care about insignificant things like me losing my parents, or Aunt Alva's battle with cancer. 
Nope. I was on my own.
It was ironic, given how obsessed I'd been with Greek and Norse mythology, deities, and mysticism as a teenager. 
I sighed and glanced at the anxiety meds on my bedside table. As much as I didn't want to go back to sleep after that stupid dream, I really needed to be alert for my clinical rotation tomorrow. My supervising RN at the hospital was a bitch on wheels. I couldn't afford to show any weakness. The meds would help, but I tried to take them only when I was having a full-on panic attack. I had other tricks up my sleeve. 
I smiled as I went down the hall to the overly elaborate kitchen and got out a canister of homemade herbal tea. I had the strangest assortment of friends. One of my best friends was dating a guy who loved to cook and make strange herbal remedies. Con was a gem of a guy. Even though he fussed over me like he was my dad, I had to admit, his concoctions and home remedies were like magic. One cup of the aromatic tea he'd made me for stress, and I was out like a light. 
I slept through what was left of the night without any more nightmares or weird dreams, and made it to my clinical rotation with some actual pep in my step. 
In a few months, I'd be a nurse. Not bad for a dorky orphan. I spared a longing thought for my bookshelves full of history and occult stuff. I guess every kid has to give up on their weird fantasies eventually, right? Oracles and mythology might be fascinating to a four-eyed teenager with no friends. But that stuff wasn't ever going to pay the bills. 
And…with Aunt Alva's medical expenses, we definitely had bills.
After eight hours of alternately being dressed down for being stupid or for being a know-it-all, I finally left the hospital and my harpy of a clinical instructor and hurried to the local college to take my exam. 
Exhausted, and not entirely sure if I was failing at life and school or winning, I drove home and peeled off my scrubs.
I was standing in the shared bathroom of my apartment, staring at the big tub, when the floor fell out from under me. I found myself standing on the surface of a rainbow, looking out at a mass of black clouds that swarmed and writhed on the horizon, boiling toward me, bringing with them a rising terror that sank claws into my chest, making it hard to breathe. Fire covered the world below. 
Monsters. Death. War was coming. 
I snapped back to reality so fast it made me dizzy. Pressing a hand to my forehead, I sank to the floor, taking comfort in the feel of the cold river stone tiles under me. I was on solid ground. No rainbows. No ominous death clouds. 
Just one fucked up RN student in a giant bathroom having a mental breakdown. 
I opted for the shower, scrubbing off and trying to let the hot water and steam wash away my impending insanity. But it was going to take more than a shower to fix what was wrong with me. 
I dried off and scurried to my room in my robe before any of my house mates could see me. I pulled on my best bra, my favorite stretchy jeans, and a low-cut t-shirt that showed off the right bits of my plump frame. Then I dragged a brush through my shoulder-length brown curls and made my way up to the third floor of our shared apartment. I needed help. And I was praying my savior would be home, not off working at the art gallery or the marine sanctuary. I pounded on the door and waited impatiently. 
"Coming!" a soft, melodic voice called from within. "For the love of the gods, don't beat the fucking door down!"
The door was yanked open and I stared at Chike in relief. He didn't look like he was headed off to work or anything. His pale lavender hair was pulled up in a high, messy ponytail that reached his waist, and yoga pants and a loose t-shirt hung off his androgynous frame. Fuck, even looking like a hot mess, he was a hot mess. 
"I need help," I said, pushing past him, ignoring his scowl. Chike was always scowling. It was his thing. 
"Oh, right. Come on in, Troy," he said to the empty hallway. "Lovely to see you. Me? Nope, not busy or anything. Feel free to barge right in."
He closed the door and followed me into his room. I plopped on his bed and laid back to look at the amazing ocean mural he had painted on the ceiling. I'd seen it a million times, but I always found some new detail to marvel at. "We need to go out," I said, stuffing a pillow under my head as I noticed there was a shadow of a pretty, almost child-like face that I hadn't noticed before, peering at the dolphin from behind a rock. "Ooh…that's kind of creepy," I said, pointing. 
Chike sighed and flopped down next to me. "Why are we going out?" he said, pointing to another face hidden behind a fan of sea kelp. "I just added them. I think they're…playful."
I grinned at him. "I love it. And we're going drinking because I'm stressed out and I'm probably losing my mind. I hallucinated rainbows today."
He turned his head to study me and I tried to look completely unaffected by the fact that his perfect face was inches from mine. "Rainbows? Sounds terrible. Let's get shitfaced."
I laughed as he kissed me on the forehead before he bounced off the bed. "Bar? Club? What am I wearing? Am I into women or men tonight?"
I sat up and watched him open his closet doors. Chike was…confusing. And annoying. And I loved him so much it hurt sometimes. Like when I let myself forget he was gay and that love with us needed to be the sister-best-friend sort of love. I was such a loser. 
"Whatever you want," I said with a shrug. "I was thinking bar. But that means pulling out the fake ID."
He glanced over his shoulder at me. "This country is so weird about their drinking laws." Sometimes I forgot he wasn't from here. Apparently, he'd lived on some island in the middle of the Indian ocean until he was fostered with his family in Michigan. 
"Won't matter much longer," I said with a grin. Chike had turned twenty-one last month, and I'd be twenty-one in another month. My fake ID was nothing to laugh at. When my shadier friends came through for me, they really came through. 
"I guess I'll tone it down, if we're doing the bar," he muttered, yanking out his ponytail and pulling out a pair of jeans and a fresh t-shirt. "Give me a minute."
I watched him leave to get changed and wished he'd let go of that chip on his shoulder. Sure, Ontonagon started out as a podunk redneck town in nowheresville Michigan. But it had grown a lot in the last decade. Even in the four years since I'd moved here, I had noticed a lot of change. And not all of it was physical. Sure, there were new buildings and businesses and all, but the whole culture and outlook seemed to be changing too. I didn't really think the manly-man crowd at the bar would care if Chike didn't make an effort to fit in. I think he brought that baggage with him from wherever he'd lived before.
He returned wearing his "normal guy" outfit of a black t-shirt and jeans, and tossed his lounge clothes into the hamper. I smirked at him. He might be trying to tone it down, but really, it was a lost cause. Chike was going to stand out wherever he went, even if he didn't insist on lavender hair. He was just too damned pretty. "Ready, cupcake?" he said, slipping his wallet into his back pocket. 
I nodded and got to my feet. I was so ready. Ready to forget the rest of my life even existed. No crazy hallucinations. No bitchy clinical supervisors or weird, irrelevant tests. Just me, Chike, and booze. 






  
  Chapter 2


When we pulled up to the bar in my old Toyota Prius, the place was packed. I should have expected it on a Friday night, but I wasn't thinking about that when I decided to drink my problems away. 
Chike let out a low, rich chuckle at the expression on my face. "Yeah. So many people," he agreed. Neither of us was really a people person on the best of days. I preferred my books, and Chike…he'd rather clean fish tanks or stare at a canvass than make small talk or hand out obligatory smiles. 
I sighed. "As long as they aren't out of beer, we'll be fine."
We made our way through the door and into the bar. I loved the place. It was a weird mix of old-world tavern and new-world yuppie. We stood in line to get drinks from a massive wooden bar, earning a few jealous looks when the little, redheaded bartender spent too much time on our drinks and waved away our money. 
Oisin winked at me and slid two more drinks our way. "Trust me," he said with a grin, "it's only going to get busier in here. Best fill up while you can."
"Thanks!" I said, having to shout to be heard over the chaos. Everyone was flocking to the bar to try and get Oisin's attention. I just shook my head. Sure, as a teenager, I'd had as much of a crush on the pretty flirt as anyone else who met him, but then I realized who he was dating and that my stupid crush was a lost cause. Like…really lost. Several times over. 
I took my two glasses of beer and followed Chike through the crowd to a table that was just emptying out. He took a sip from one of his glasses—some neon blue concoction that looked like it was probably radioactive—and looked around. "Darts?" he asked, his pretty amethyst eyes sliding over the crowd. "Or dancing?" I watched him as I realized I had no clue what his real eye color was. He never went anywhere without his contacts in. I knew him so well. How had I never questioned that before?
"Uh," I said intelligently, when I realized he was still staring at me, waiting for an answer. "I'll murder you at darts, then you can humiliate me on the dance floor."
He chuckled. "If you say so."
We had to wait for a dart game to finish before we could worm our way in. I slumped into a chair while Chike hitched a hip against the table, slouching near me with his lean grace so we didn't have to shout to hear each other. "So, what's this about rainbows?" he said with a raised eyebrow. He even dyed his freaking eyebrows lavender. Such a diva. 
I sighed and took a deep drink of my beer. I felt like an idiot now, so long after the fact. "I think it's the stress," I said finally. "I'm finishing up exams, and there's clinical rotations, and Aunt Alva only just got home from her last round of treatment."
He tilted his head, and a wisp of soft purple hair escaped his subdued manbun. "What happened?" His eyebrows creased in concern. 
I worried my lip, knowing I was about to sound like a nutcase. But this was Chike we were talking about. I'd known him for four years, ever since we were both awkward teenagers. If he hadn't run away from my weirdness by now, he probably wasn't going to. 
"One minute, I was getting ready to take a bath. The next minute I was standing on a rainbow," I said, staring down at the foam on my beer. "And a big black cloud of death and destruction was rushing right toward me."
I shrugged. "I'm used to the crazy dreams. But they're getting worse. And now I'm seeing shit in the middle of the day."
He pressed his lips together, then took another drink. I noticed his glass was already almost empty. 
"Do you think I should go to the doctor?" I asked, my heart racing in my chest. I was in nursing school. I knew damned well I should probably make sure I didn't have a brain tumor. But I had spent the last six months by Aunt Alva's side as she fought her way through cancer treatments and invasive procedures. The thought of doing that myself was terrifying. I'd rather live with the hallucinations than deal with the medical system when my own health was involved. 
Chike stood up and set his drink aside. "Don't go to the doctor yet," he said with a shrug. "You're right. It's probably just stress. Look, our turn!" He pushed away from the table and went to take over the dartboard, while its previous users ribbed each other and collected on bets. 
I was surprised that Chike wasn't urging me to seek medical attention. But I was secretly relieved to have someone back up my bad decisions. I rewarded him by kicking his ass at darts. Badly. 
He laughed it off as we both finished our drinks, then he dragged me onto the small cleared space by the antique juke box and exacted his revenge.
It's not that I don't like dancing. I love it, actually. But even I know it's not a pretty thing to watch. Chike was a good sport, though. He spun me around the floor like we were some sort of sexy professional dancers, making up our own moves as we went. During the upbeat songs, he tossed insults my way, accompanied by exaggerated expressions of horror that had me gasping for breath and tripping over my feet in laughter. He made me forget everything weird going on lately, every bad thing that had ever happened to me. 
It was his superpower. And I'd only ever seen him use it on me. The chip on Chike's shoulder was massive. Immovable. But when he smiled at me like this, I kind of forgot how grumpy he was to the other ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the population. 
The music slowed to some ridiculously melodramatic country ballad and he yanked me close with exaggerated flare, wrapping one arm around my waist and holding the other hand in his as if we were about to start up with a waltz. "That poor jukebox needs an enema," he whispered in my ear, earning a snort and a few crushed toes when he distracted me, and I stomped on his foot. 
He laughed and held me closer, and I tried not to let my body light up like a torch. "For the love of the gods, woman," he chided with a smile playing across his perfect lips, "don't move your feet. Just…sway in place or something. I want to be able to walk tomorrow."
I laughed and dropped my forehead against his, since we were nearly the same height. "You say the sweetest things."
His graceful fingers wrapped tighter around mine and the other hand stroked over my low back, just above the more-than-ample curve of my ass. "If only you knew the things I don't say."
I shook my head, lifting my eyes to meet his. I was shocked to see that he wasn't laughing at me anymore. He was suddenly serious. And…the look in his pretty eyes made my breath stutter in my chest. He released me abruptly. "Sorry," he said with a wry look. "I need to go…use the bathroom."
I watched in confusion as he made his way around the crowded dance area toward the back of the bar. What had just happened? 
When the minutes ticked by and he didn't return, I scooped up our glasses and dropped them at the end of the bar. Then I headed toward the little hallway where the bathrooms were. Maybe he was sick or something? He had pounded whatever that neon stuff was pretty fast. But it usually took a hell of a lot of booze to get Chike tipsy. The alcoholic.
I finally saw a flash of violet and made my way around the line for the women's room to see Chike standing in a dimly lit corner across the hall, near an employees only door that led to the back of the bar. I opened my mouth to call out when I saw he was with Oisin. Then I snapped my mouth shut. The hot redhead reached out and grabbed Chike by the back of the neck, pulling him down so their faces were close. He said something, his eyes intent, and his posture stiff. Chike closed his eyes and a shudder wracked his whole body. 
I backed away. I don't know what the hell I just saw but…I really wanted to unsee it. They were so close. Why were they all up in each other's business in a shady corner of the bar? I reminded myself that Chike could go off and get cozy with pretty guys whenever he wanted. We had never been anything more than friends. To him.
But…Oisin? That was a problem. What would I tell his girlfriend? Should I even say anything? Maybe it was none of my business. It wasn't like I'd seen them making out. Maybe I was only jumping to kinky conclusions. Two pretty men in a dark corner having an intense, secret conversation didn't mean they were about to make out, right? 
I retreated and tried to get a grip on myself. But after what seemed like forever loitering by the dance floor, I still couldn't seem to get myself together.  Forget it. I would just wait in the car. 
I was almost to the door, when long fingers wrapped around my wrist. "Hey, Troy?"
I turned back to find Chike trailing behind me, his coat over his arm. "Where are you going? Done already? I thought you were determined to get shitfaced."
His hair was down. And when had he taken off his jacket? I turned away and continued out the door into the cooler night air. "There's booze at the apartment," I huffed. "And way less people. But you can stay here if you want."
He shrugged into his coat and followed me to the car. "By myself? With all those rednecks? Gods no." He gave a melodramatic shudder.
I couldn't quite find it in me to laugh and pretend everything was okay. 
Because I was an asshole. 
When we pulled up to the apartment, Chike parked out front, then killed the engine. I was out the door and into the house before he even got the keys out of the ignition. My head was a mess. For some reason, I kept seeing flashes of silver armor and blood, interspersed with the sight of Chike pressed against another guy in a dimly lit room, his hands and lips exploring as if they didn't have an audience. 
I shook my head. I really did need to go see a doctor. I was losing my fucking mind. 
The bells above the shop door jangled behind me and I turned to see Chike locking up. The bookshop and the amazing apartments above it belonged to Oisin and Gesa, but they had decided to rent the place out when their family got too big for the space. They still ran the bookstore out of the lower level, but the upper space—which consisted of two more floors in an old, brick row building—was all ours. Mine and Chike's. And our other roommate. 
"You okay, Troy?" Chike said from close by. The room was lit only by the faint glow from the porchlight streaming in through the stained-glass windows. We were surrounded by rows and rows of tall shelves filled with old friends. I think I had read almost every book in the place in the four years since I moved to Ontonagon with my aunt, after my parents died in a car wreck. 
And Chike had been here since the beginning. We'd been teenagers then. We'd grown up together these last four years. We'd always been close. Why was I acting like this?
"I'm fine," I said tiredly. "Sorry. I just…I don't know what's wrong with me."
He sighed. "I'm sorry I disappeared on you, in the bar. I had to…get my head on straight."
I scoffed and turned away to make my way through the dimly lit store and toward the spiral staircase that led to the living area. "I saw you getting your head straight." I muttered, before I could stop myself. 
Chike was at my side, grabbing my arm and pulling me back toward him. "What are you talking about? Seriously, Troy, what is your problem all the sudden?"
I smacked his hand away and turned toward him. "I saw you and Oisin," I hissed. "It's none of my business where you want to put your dick, but I'd be careful there. Gesa is going to murder you."
Chike didn't respond for a long moment, just clutched my arm tighter. "You…you saw me and Oisin talking and you think I'm fucking him?"
I heaved a sigh and tried to pull my arm away. "I know, none of my damned business."
He yanked me back and I slammed into him, my chest pressed to his as my considerably heavier weight carried us back a few steps. We both almost fell on our asses. Damn, for such a slender guy, he was freaky strong when he got pissed off. 
"For fuck's sake!" he griped. 
Then…he kissed me. 
I don't know what I'd been expecting, but this wasn't it. Chike's lips were soft, but demanding. He was pissed. And I didn't even know why. I knew why I was so mad though. Because I didn't want to think of Chike out there, making out with some guy—no matter who it was. I was pissed because even though I'd told myself how stupid it was again and again for years, I still couldn't help wanting him. 
I was an idiot. 
Except…he was kissing me. I sank into him, opened to him and let him devour me. Baldur’s beautiful balls, who would have known that Chike was such a pushy kisser? He looked so soft, but his whole body was rigid. The hand that slipped through my hair to cup my head and hold me still was sure and strong. One hand slid down my back and fitted me closer to his slender body, and I thought I'd die right there, just from the feel of his body against mine through our clothes. 
I really needed to get laid more often. 
I pulled back, gasping for air, wanting to ask him a million questions. Things like why? How? When? 
But when I opened my eyes, I was staring at a stranger. 
Chike's purple eyes glowed in the darkness. And his skin glinted with something metallic, almost like…scales, where the dim light hit his sharper than usual cheekbones. 
"Troy?" he breathed. My eyes darted to his mouth, which was full of short, pointed teeth. 
I scrambled backward, a scream caught in my throat. Chike reached for me, frowning in confusion, but I tripped over my own foot and fell on my ass. "Don't!" I yelped as he moved toward me. 
Light flickered on overhead, and I blinked in confusion. Chike was crouched next to me, looking perfectly normal. Or as normal as he ever did, with his feminine beauty and his stupid purple hair and eyes. He put a hand on my shoulder, and I flinched. 
"What are you guys doing down here?" a smooth, rich voice said from the top of the stairs. 
Our other roommate, Rhys. Chike was still frowning at me. "Nothing," he said distractedly. "We went out."
Rhys leaned against the wall and stared down at us, all blond, athletic perfection. "Oh, I see that. You know, if you want to make out in the bookstore, you should turn on the lamp. There's too much stuff to trip over down there."
I shoved myself to my feet and glanced up to see him smirking, his eyes dancing. Shit. He'd seen us. 
I headed up the stairs, trying to ignore the way his light green eyes lingered on me. But just as I went to pass him, he glanced at Chike and his expression went sly. "I thought dating our roommate was off limits. Shame on you."
Chike glared at him. "Stuff it."
Rhys just laughed and slung an arm around Chike as he reached the landing. "Oh, I don't think so." Those light citrine eyes met mine and I felt my entire body flush with heat. "You see, if you can break the rules, that means so can I."
I turned my back on them and hurried to my room. Maybe this whole fucking day had all been nothing more than one long hallucination. 
Because no way. Just no. Chike, who I thought was gay this entire time, did not just kiss me. Rhys, who was a fucking god of a man, did not just insinuate that he wanted a shot at me too. 
And I sure as fuck didn't just see Chike turn into a monster down there in the bookstore. 
If the choice was that this really happened, or that I had a brain tumor…well, I think I'd take the tumor.






  
  Chapter 3


By the next morning, I had mostly convinced myself that everything I thought I'd seen or experienced the previous day was nothing more than the result of extreme stress. It was getting close to end of term and I had been worried about my exam and my clinical rotation, and it had just finally gotten the best of me. 
These things happen, right?
Even I knew I was in complete denial, but I went with it. 
I had the day off, so I didn't bother with real clothes. I dragged a brush through my hair, leaving it wavy and puffed up around my face, then I padded into the kitchen in a pair of old sweats, a stretchy sports bra, and a tank. I thought I would have the house to myself, since my other roommates were probably working. So, I was a bit surprised when I entered the kitchen to find Rhys fiddling with the stove. 
He turned and flashed me a warm, welcoming smile. "Troy! I was just making some breakfast. Would you like to join me?"
I blinked, blinded for a minute by his beaming smile and his perfect, all-American good looks. As always. I'd never forget the day he waltzed into the bookstore where I'd been hiding out reading occult books. He was like a ray of sunshine, and I'd been stunned when he turned that easygoing manner and blinding smile my way. He had been new to town then, and desperate to fit in. Even though he was a few years older than me, we'd bonded, and we'd been friends ever since. It was impossible not to get drawn into Rhys's orbit. The guy just exuded this aura of warmth and charisma….
I gave myself a mental shake and forced myself to focus on something other than golden blond hair and green eyes so light they were almost a clear citrine. "Breakfast sounds great, thanks."
I went to the fridge to get orange juice, but I froze when Rhys spoke from right behind me, his deep voice rumbling through my awareness like a caress. He smoothed the wild pouf of hair away from my ear and leaned in close, his warm breath making me shiver. "You can tell me all about your date last night while we eat," he purred. 
I gulped in a deep breath, not realizing I'd stopped breathing until he snagged the butter out of the fridge door and stepped away. 
Fuck me, I was a mess today. My mind was still reeling from the idea that Chike might actually be interested in me, and now I was all aflutter because Rhys was being his usual sizzling hot self? I needed to get a grip. 
Straightening my spine, I got out the eggs and started cracking them into a bowl while Rhys heated up the griddle for the pancakes he'd already whipped up. We worked in companionable silence. The man might be a walking wet dream, but there was more to my attraction to him. He was…comfortable, somehow. He had a way of making everyone around him feel at ease. Where Chike was often cold and dismissive, Rhys had the kind of energy that just drew people in. And I wasn't immune. 
I got out my phone and opened a music app and before long we were dancing and telling bad jokes while we made breakfast. 
Once upon a time, orphaned and grieving, I'd felt adrift and alone. But ever since moving to Ontonagon, I'd slowly found a place, and a new kind of family besides the harried aunt who had reluctantly taken me in. Rhys and Chike were both a big part of that. Chike had always had trouble fitting in, and he was an orphan too. Rhys was new in town and, although he never talked about it much, I got the impression he had left behind a bad situation of some kind, that made him eager to find people he could trust. When my close friend, who was also Chike's adoptive mother, and her partners decided to move out of the apartment and upgrade to a bigger space, the timing had been perfect. My aunt was downsizing to help pay for cancer treatments. And it was time for me to have my own place. I never would have guessed that sharing the apartment with Rhys and Chike would turn out to be one of the best things that ever happened to me. 
We fit somehow. Even though we were all so different—the sulky diva, the sunny art teacher, and the chubby book-nerd-turned-nursing-student. 
After stuffing ourselves with fluffy pancakes and scrambled eggs, I helped Rhys clean up, then topped off my coffee. The warm buzz of contentment I always felt around Rhys had helped to take my mind off all the weirdness in my life, and I was almost feeling normal again. 
I turned to find Rhys standing close. The man moved without a sound, and without triggering that sense you'd usually get when someone was watching you. I focused on not spilling my coffee while my heart stuttered and resumed its usual rhythm. 
Big, hands wrapped around mine, slightly cool in contrast to the warmth of the coffee mug. Rhys took the cup from me and set it aside, then took both my hands in his. His oddly colored eyes were framed by thick blond lashes, and the suddenly serious look in them made me feel like I was looking at a stranger, at someone different than the carefree blond Adonis I was used to seeing. 
"I meant what I said last night," Rhys said softly, his eyes never leaving mine. He lifted one of my hands and pressed his lips to my knuckles, while he looked up at me through those thick lashes. "I've kept to myself because we agreed you were off limits." He gave me a crooked smile that did wicked things to my insides. "But I couldn't stand it if I didn't speak up and that little mermaid stole you away and kept you all to himself."
I huffed a laugh at his words. Chike might be pretty, and he loved his work at the aquarium, but if he heard Rhys call him a mermaid, he'd probably shank the guy in his sleep.
"This is crazy," I muttered. I wasn't one to feel sorry for myself, but the truth was, I was a little stunned that not one, but both of my hot roommates were interested in me this way. I wasn't a blushing virgin, but I wasn't some deadly femme fatale either. For Frigg's sake, they were both amazing, stunningly beautiful men and I was…me.
Rhys smiled at me and brushed his lips over my skin again, this time at the underside of my wrist. "What's crazy?"
I let out a breath. "This. You and Chike. I can't…I don't…for fuck's sake, why now?"
Rhys laughed, then ran a hand through his blond waves, stepping back to give me some space, his good-boy mannerisms falling back into place. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable, Troy. I just wanted you to know how I felt. No pressure."
He went from sensual stranger to easy-going roommate like flipping a switch. I had the strangest, most jarring sense that the Rhys I saw every day wasn't the real Rhys. It was a weird sensation, like that second of terror you get on a roller coaster when you're almost at the top, but not quite, and you can't see the fall you're about to take, but you can feel it in your gut. 
It was intense. 
And confusing. 
I sighed and ran a hand through my messy hair. "I don't know what to say," I said truthfully. "I don't want to sound like a complete bitch, but…I like you both." I felt my face turn bright red, but pushed on anyway. Not being a mouse was something I had to work hard at. But I tried. "I need to think about this."
Rhys smiled, easy and confident as always. "You don't have to sound so apologetic, love. My manhood will survive if you aren't interested."
I believed that. It wasn't like Rhys would have trouble finding a girlfriend, or a casual hook-up, if that's what he wanted. So, it was all on me to take his words at face value, like an adult, and not be all weird about it. 
I laughed at the ridiculousness of it all. "Okay, well. Thanks. I should go get dressed. I've got some errands to run." 
I almost made it to the hallway when Rhys's deep voice stopped me. "And Troya?"
I turned back to find him lounging against the countertop with his arms crossed over his broad chest, and a sly smile on that too-handsome face. His eyes almost seemed to glow with simmering heat. "I never said you had to choose between us."
I swallowed hard and turned away, his deep chuckle following me down the hall. Did he mean what I thought he meant? Holy fucking hell. 
I had been mostly making up excuses when I said I needed to run errands. But now…I needed to talk to Gesa, immediately. Because this was just too weird for me to handle on my own.






  
  Chapter 4


"Those fucking idiots!" 
So, that wasn't exactly the response I'd expected from my friend when I told her about my predicament. But this was Gesa we were talking about. The woman was the sole reason I'd learned to grow a backbone. She didn't exactly do subtle or beating around the bush to spare anyone's feelings. 
"Fuckers!" a small voice parroted. 
Gesa glared down at her son, hands on her hips, her expression promising punishment. "Do not repeat, Asa. You know better."
The little boy grinned, unrepentant and completely unafraid of his big, gruff, muscle-bound mother. "Fuckers, fuckers, fuckers."
Gesa didn't even hesitate to snatch the kid up by the scruff and march him out of the room. "Hisashi!" she called out. "Take your Satan spawn and teach him some manners. I've got company."
I smothered a laugh when a small girl joined them, an exact replica of her twin brother. "Who's a Satan spawn?" she asked curiously. 
Gesa crouched down by them and very seriously, and without cracking a smile, whispered, "You both are." 
A good-looking guy with broad shoulders and platinum blond hair that was shaved on one side came down the stairs, regarding his partner and offspring with raised eyebrows. He saw me sitting in the living room and gave me a wave and a fond smile. "Hey, Troy. I've got a book for you to check out when I'm done reading it. All about ancient oracles."
I smiled back. Hisashi was one of the nicest guys I'd met. And he was the perfect father for Gesa's kids, since he put up with the energy and the snark from the kids and Gesa without ever losing his temper. "Come on then, spawn," he said happily. "Who wants ice cream?"
Both kids jumped up and down. "I want fucking ice cream!" the boy called out in a singsong voice. 
Gesa threw up her hands and gave Hisashi a "see" look. Hisashi just shook his head. "If that's the worst word he picks up around here, I'll be really surprised."
Gesa narrowed her eyes at him and he relented. "No swearing until you're an adult, please."
After receiving a couple of solemn vows to behave, he led the kids into the kitchen for treats so their mom could explain polyamory to me. It was good sometimes, to have such weird friends.
Gesa flopped down on the couch next to me and sighed. "I'm so not cut out for this parenting thing," she said, shaking her head. But I could hear the happiness in her voice, despite her outward appearance. She loved being a mom. And she loved the strange arrangement she had with her lovers. I'd never met anyone as strong and comfortable in their own skin as Gesa. She and her lovers were the first people I met when I moved here after losing my parents. Gesa had been my first real female friend here, even though she was quite a bit older than me. And the relationship I had with her and her lovers was a strange, but perfect, mixture of best friend and parental wisdom. 
"So, let me get this straight," Gesa said, her golden-brown eyes boring into mine. "Those assholes had the nerve--"
Someone came in the front door, and the blond rolled her eyes. "Never a second of quiet," she muttered. 
A stocky guy with a messy, dishwater blond ponytail and a couple days' worth of beard came striding into the room, his mismatched blue and gray eyes narrowed, and a scowl marring his ruggedly handsome features. "That damned guild just can't keep their opinions to themselves," he growled. "As if I'm some untried youth who doesn't know his ass from a spellb--" he stopped and nodded at me. "Oh. Hi."
I watched as Halstad bent to kiss Gesa, then continued on toward the kitchen. "I'll just.… Lunch."
I laughed as the usually silent man left before he could be pulled into girl talk. "Is he okay?" I said with a laugh. 
Gesa shook her head. "He's just pissed off at the guild. The construction guild. Where he works. Nothing new."
I sighed. Things were always just a little bit…odd around here. But I had learned that it didn't pay to ask questions about what they all did for a living, or the odd conversations I sometimes overheard. These people had taken me in and treated me like family when I needed it most. I wouldn't repay that by asking invasive questions.
"What should I do?" I asked when we were alone again. "I mean…I never really thought I'd be into the poly thing. But…I'm really attracted to both guys, Gesa. And Rhys…Rhys. He basically implied he'd be okay with it. But how do I…you know, bring it up with Chike?"
Gesa groaned. "You know I hate talking about relationships and emotions, and shit."
I smiled and ignored her grumbling. Sure, she pretended that wasn't her forte. But I knew better. She was such a softie when it came to her lovers. And it wasn't like I had anyone else to talk to about this. My aunt would die of mortification. And probably throw a bible or two at me, just for good measure.
"Love is different for everyone," Gesa finally said. "So, what a relationship looks like for you won't be the same as ours."
I remembered the first time I had realized Gesa was dating more than one person. My mind had been blown. But…it had somehow just seemed…right. The love they all had for each other was obvious to anyone who spent more than a few seconds around them. And that was all that mattered. 
"How did you talk to them about it?" I asked, picking at a loose thread on my jeans. "How was it not weird?"
Gesa huffed a laugh at that. "It's always going to feel weird, if you've been raised to think a certain way." She shrugged. "I was raised in a culture where these things are normal and accepted. But I never really thought I'd have a…group. Because where I grew up, that kind of thing was only for powerful men."
I nodded. It wasn't something I'd ever thought would be for me either. Though I had to wonder just what kind of family Gesa had grown up with, if poly was the norm, and men had such control. I knew she wasn't from around here, originally, but she'd always been sort of hesitant to talk about her family—or "the cult," as she'd taken to calling them when I was around.
"I never really had to talk it over too much with any of my partners," Gesa said slowly. "Things just kind of…fell into place naturally. I think as long as you are clear on what you all want, it will be fine."
Then her face returned to the glaring from earlier. "But regardless of who you decide to fuck, those two idiots are treading a dangerous line."
"What? Why?" I was so confused. Of all the responses, I hadn't expected Gesa to be angry at Chike and Rhys. "They didn't do anything wrong."
She sighed. "No. I suppose not. But…Troya, if you want this, please, please make sure to take the time to think it through and make sure it's what you really want. Okay?"
I was taken aback by the intensity in her eyes. She was trying to tell me something, but I was completely clueless. Maybe her relationship with the others wasn't as effortless as they made it seem? Or maybe she just thought I was too young and impulsive to really know what I wanted. 
I sighed. Maybe she was right. "I'll try to take it slow," I agreed. 
She nodded slowly. Then she stood, wiping her hands on her pants. "Sorry to cut this short," she said, turning to grab the holster and gun lying on the side table. "But I just took a job, and I need to head out."
I stood. "Sure. Thanks for the advice. And be safe!" Gesa worked as a bounty hunter and also did security for a rich businessman who ran half the city. She insisted he wasn't a mob boss. But I had my doubts on that one. Especially with the way Gesa and crew got whenever their work was mentioned. I should probably be more concerned about it than I was, but I trusted Gesa. She had the biggest heart of anyone I knew. 
I heard Gesa's phone ring as I reached the foyer. I was pulling my shoes on when she answered. "What do you want, idiot? Yeah, I heard. She came to me for advice." She huffed in annoyance. "You do realize he's going to fucking kill you, right? I can't protect you if this goes bad, Chike. Not from him. Not from either of them. This is stupid and reckless."
I stuffed my feet in my shoes as fast as I could and pulled the door closed softly behind me. Was she talking about me? What the hell was going on?
Oisin was walking up the drive as I left. His sharp, pretty features stretched into a fond smile as he greeted me. "Hello, darling. Coming or going?"
I shook my head. "Going. Definitely going."
He tilted his head, causing his long flame-red braid to fall over one shoulder. His green eyes twinkled with mischief. As always. "Why do I sense you're up to something, dove?"
I fidgeted under that perceptive stare. "Nothing. It's nothing." I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Gesa hadn't followed me out. Then my mouth ran away with me. "What did Chike talk to you about in the bar last night?"
The redhead arched a perfect eyebrow at me. "We talked about you, of course. But you already knew that, didn't you?"
I pressed my lips together. "Why would someone be upset if I started dating Chike?"
Oisin tipped his head back and laughed. The sound was musical. For one brief second, I swore I smelled the scent of fresh growing things, and my feet had the sudden urge to dance. Wiping tears of laughter away from his eyes with one graceful hand, the pretty man gave me a sly look. "Why would you think anyone would be upset?"
I narrowed my eyes at him. That was something he did. Answering questions by asking more questions. "I might have overheard something by accident," I ground out. 
The door opened and closed behind me and I closed my eyes in frustration. Shit. Gesa came up behind us, giving me a curious look as she headed to the car that sat in the driveway. "Still here, Troy?"
I shrugged.
Oisin raised his nose a notch and waved her away. "You know how people adore me, Gesa. Carry on with your own life."
She rolled her eyes and muttered something about walking cocks before getting in her car and pulling away. 
I started to walk past Oisin, but the redhead's whisper stopped me in my tracks. "Powerful people," he said softly. "Powerful people would be upset if you started dating seriously, Troya." He winked at me. "Which doesn't mean you have to give a fuck. But…maybe be sure about what you want before you commit to that kind of headache. For your sake and Chike's."
I watched him disappear into the house. What the actual hell?






  
  Chapter 5


Ilicked my blue moon ice cream cone, a faint smile ghosting over my lips. Chike was digging into his triple chocolate, caramel, and whipped cream topped extra-large banana split like he'd never seen food in his life. The guy had a ridiculous sweet tooth, and he ate more than anyone I'd ever met. He didn't really exercise, that I was aware of. How he managed to stay so slender and graceful was a mystery to me. Meanwhile, I worked out with Gesa several times a week. I was strong…ish. But I loved food, and my body seemed pre-disposed to maintain a nice layer of cushion. I had long ago accepted my well-padded jiggly bits. We couldn't all be model-thin waifs or perfectly sculpted muscle-heads.
Chike came up for air and his amethyst eyes met mine. "So, ice cream is nice," he said bluntly, his face not betraying any emotion other than his usual bored-with-the-world disdain. "But you only invite me out when you need to vent or when you plan on nagging me about something." His eyes slid away from mine, and I thought he knew exactly why I'd asked him to hang out. "What did you want to talk about?"
I swallowed and pulled my big girl pants way up. "Maybe we can start with why you kissed me. Then we can loop back around to how you've told me you were gay for years."
His perfect lips curled up on one side, a wry smile trying to make its way across his pretty face. "So sweet and subtle," he murmured. "You've been spending way too much time around Gesa."
I licked my ice cream and waited, ignoring the panic-inducing way my vision seemed to kind of shimmer every time I looked at Chike. 
He let out a sigh and looked down, attempting to murder his poor banana with the plastic sword that had held his cherry. "I'm sorry if I startled you," he said, licking his lips and forcing himself to look up. His expression was defiant. "Isn't it obvious that I've wanted more than friendship all these years?"
I raised my eyebrows at him and willed my suddenly racing heart to chill the fuck out. "Um. No. What the heck would be obvious about that?" I gestured at him. "You're you. And I'm so…me. I can't believe you'd be interested in a chubby nerd, who also just happens to be female."
He huffed at me and ate one of his cherries. "You're ridiculous." Leaning across the table, he put his hand on mine and squeezed. "Troy. You're beautiful. And smart. And funny." He frowned. "Well…sometimes you're funny. Once in a while. Your jokes are pretty lame."
I shook my head at him. "Do you even know how many times I've had to remind myself not to make a fool out of myself over a gay guy? One who is also my best friend?"
That was what puzzled me the most. I mean, sure, I had trouble believing someone as gorgeous as Chike would be interested in my awkward self. But he was my best friend, so I knew he liked me for who I was, before anything else. What I was still hung up on was all the boys I'd seen him date. And the way he seemed so…nervous. Chike didn't do nervous. He was too hostile and emo for nervous. He just did and said whatever the hell he wanted, with no fucks given about what anyone else might think. Something was freaking him out. My weird conversation with Oisin flittered through my mind. Something about powerful people. And then there was the phone conversation I’d overhead, where Gesa warned him away from me. 
"I feel like something else is going on here," I said slowly, wiping a drip of melting ice cream off my hand. "I overheard your phone call with Gesa yesterday. Why doesn't your adoptive sort-of-mom want us to date?" It might just be because I was also close friends with said adoptive mom. But somehow, I didn't think that was it. Irrational anger started to curl around the edges of my brain. "What? She doesn't think I'm good enough for you?"
Chike sat back and rubbed his hands over his face. Then he looked at me, expression filled with frustration. "Of course not!" he said on a sigh. "It's more like I'm not good enough for you." He shrugged, but I could see the trace of anger there. "She thinks you're meant for…bigger, better things." He smiled at me sadly. "I mean, come on, Troy. You're in school. You're on your way to becoming a nurse! You deserve better than a skinny, angsty orphan artist who works part time at the local aquarium."
I frowned at him. "That's stupid. She's stupid, if that's what she thinks. I'm going to slap the shit out of her next time I see her."
He huffed a laugh and dug back into his banana split. "Yeah, okay. I'll sell tickets." Because we both knew Gesa could kill me with one hand tied behind her back. The woman was scary strong, and she hunted down minor criminals for work. 
"So," I said, once again trying to remind myself I was a grown-assed adult, not a shy teenager. "Can I assume this whole weird conversation means we can try dating?" I met his eyes and saw the fond yearning there. The same need I felt in my soul. "Can we do this without ruining our friendship?"
He closed his pretty eyes in a long blink. "Yes. I'd…really like that."
I mulled things over as we finished our ice cream. Then we threw away our trash and wandered down the sidewalk toward the city park, soaking up the warm sunshine. Chike took my hand and launched into some ridiculous story about an octopus trying to escape from the aquarium that involved a lot of raunchy tentacle jokes. I let myself relax. This was Chike. My best friend. And now a whole new world of possibilities was opening up before me. I remembered the feel of his lips on mine, and my skin tingled. 
Glancing his way, I stumbled over my own feet. He was shimmering again, his skin for one moment flashing to an opalescent sheen. I blinked and the vision was gone. Chike was back to just normal levels of stunning, his long lavender ponytail swaying in the summer breeze as he turned to me, a slight smile on his face at my clumsiness. "Watch out, there," he teased. "That perfectly level sidewalk is a doozy."
I gave him a fake laugh. "And you said my sense of humor was bad."
He continued on, tugging me back beside him. "We can cut through the park. Then I have to go get ready for work. Move it, sloth girl."
I walked slower, just to piss him off. 
"Actually," I said, as we crossed the park and headed toward the apartment. "There was something else I wanted to ask you about." And, here we go, ruining everything. 
Chike shot me a sideways glance. "Haven't we had enough deep emotional talks for the day?"
I licked my lips, my stomach suddenly full of butterflies. Or maybe wasps. Maybe I should just leave it alone. Maybe I should just be happy with this budding new thing between us and not rock the boat. 
But a memory of Rhys's light green eyes, full of mischief and…hope, flashed through my mind and I opened my stupid mouth. "Rhys said you guys had some kind of agreement. Not to date me."
Chike stopped walking and turned to me in surprise. "He did?"
I nodded. "Uh…yeah. What's that all about?"
Chike let out a frustrated sigh. "Well, when we all moved into the bookstore, it was suggested that it might cause problems, with one girl and two guys staying there. We thought it might be best to have an understanding."
I narrowed my eyes at him. "And no one thought to include me in this discussion? You just went around behind my back deciding who does or doesn't get into my pants? Like I'm some weak-minded girl who needs the boys to protect my chastity?"
He had the grace to blush, his high cheekbones turning a stunning pink color. "It wasn't like that, Troy. It…wasn't our idea, actually. Gesa took us aside and lectured us like a couple of horny teenagers. Like because we were men, we couldn't be trusted to keep our dicks to ourselves around the poor, precious maiden."
I scoffed. I was so going to kick Gesa's ass. Especially since she and her freaking harem of lovers had lived in the apartment before us. What a hypocrite. 
Chike held up his hands, clearly aware of my thoughts. "I know."
I waved that away for the moment and focused on the more important thing. "Rhys came on to me yesterday," I blurted out. 
Chike's eyes flashed and he opened his mouth, but I beat him to it. "And he didn't seem to care that he saw us kissing. He…kind of implied that I didn't have to…choose."
Lavender eyebrows almost met his hairline as Chike processed this. "That kinky leach," he muttered. 
Then he stepped closer, his amethyst eyes full of something I didn't recognize. "And…," he whispered, his head tilted curiously. "What did you say, Troya?"
I blinked at him. "I…uh…sort of ran away."
He smiled, a soft chuckle escaping him before he reigned it in. "Oh."
I stared at him. "Oh? What does that even mean, oh?"
He smirked at me and dropped a soft kiss on the corner of my mouth. "Well…you didn't tell him 'no,’ or punch him in the dick. So, I'm assuming that means you're interested in him too."
I swallowed hard. What a weird fucking conversation to have with your brand-new best-friend-turned-boyfriend. "Uh," I said intelligently. But I could feel the bright red blush staining my cheeks. I felt like I was about to spontaneously combust. 
Chike shook his head at me. "I take it back," he said, turning and pulling me along, making me resume walking so he could get to work on time. "You are awkward." 
I slapped his arm. "Shut up."
He laughed. "I didn't say it was a bad thing." 
When we reached the bookstore, he pulled me to a halt out front, glancing at the glass paned door, then back at me. "Where I was born, people liked to tell you all kinds of things about what you could and couldn't do and what was accepted and not accepted. You thought I was gay all those years because it's partially true. I'm pansexual. But the first time I realized I was attracted to a guy—another teenager back home—my family nearly disowned me." I opened my mouth to express my outrage, but he waved me off. "Whatever. Ancient history now. And that's part of why I ended up here, so I can't be too mad about it. But what I'm saying is, people weren't meant to live by these rigid ideals that are forced on us. I say, if you want something, if it feels right, go for it."
He squeezed my hand and gave me a soft, teasing smile. "If you want to date both of us and see where that leads, I'm…surprisingly okay with that. Even if Rhys is an annoying asshole."
I laughed at the ridiculousness of the situation. It was surreal. Was this really happening?
"You're an amazing person," I said seriously. "Do you know that?"
Chike just winked and opened the door for me. "Oh, I know. But you can tell me again anytime you want."






  
  Chapter 6


Derek White slid out of his sleek black Mercedes and gently shut the door. Pausing at the curb, he took a deep breath and straightened his already immaculate black Zegna suit and tie. Then he made his way to the old brick row building that held the bookstore. He loved that his growing city could still boast something as old-fashioned and endearing as a used book shop. The bells above the door tinkled in a way that he usually found quaint and charming. But today the noise seemed custom-made in the depths of hell to get on his last nerve. He very consciously did not slam the door. Flying into a rage never helped anything. One didn't win wars by waging needless battles. 
He was having a very hard time maintaining his usual icy calm these days. It was embarrassing in a creature his age. 
He drew in another deep breath, scenting books and dust, incense, and the unique scents of the people who worked here or lived in the apartment above. His eyes traveled upward, as if he could see through the ceiling and pin the assholes above him with his gaze. 
It was irritating, at times, having to function on the human plane with its soft rules and boundaries. Devouring your rivals was a much easier, if somewhat messy, way to go about things. 
"Are you lost?" a flat, dry alto voice asked, breaking off his murderous thoughts. 
He glanced to the counter to find his gryphon enforcer staring at him with an expression meant to convey her blatant disrespect. Her irritation warmed the cockles of his heart. "I need you to explain to me why murder is frowned upon in this plane," he said evenly, hanging his wool coat on the rack by the door with meticulous care. 
Gesa rolled her eyes and finished with whatever she was doing to the books by the register. "You're such an asshole."
He strode across the old, well-loved hardwood floor and past the counter, the gryphon trailing along after him with a put-upon sigh. As he made his way to her office and sank into one of the antique wingback chairs there, she followed. "Your secretary already gave me my new assignment," she muttered. "And it's the third one in a fucking week, thanks so much. He just left. Maybe you can catch up to him if you hurry."
He leveled a glare at the wonderfully exasperating woman. "I'm not looking for my secretary, Miss Lionheart. And I don't care about the damnable job!"
She raised one blond brow at him and crossed her arms, not so subtly flexing her well-developed muscles. Gryphons. They always fell back on physical intimidation when they were feeling threatened or uneasy. He smiled sweetly at her, watching her shift subtly to plant her feet more solidly in preparation for a fight. Even though she knew full well he could tear her in half without even trying. 
"Such noble creatures, gryphons," he said, his smile stretching wider. 
She narrowed her eyes at him and dropped her arms to her side, trying to look like she wasn't on edge. Taking the act one step further, she crossed to her desk and sank down into her leather office chair. "What do you want, White. I've got shit to do."
He arched an eyebrow. "It has come to my attention that your little sea-dwelling project has decided to…date Troya."
She stared right back at him, arching her own eyebrow in imitation of his expression. "So?"
He breathed through his nose, trying to resist the urge to yell. He didn't own the girl, no matter what his instincts said on the matter. "I thought I made it clear to you and all your…family, that her exposure to supernatural things should be limited."
She shook her head sadly. "You're a mess, White."
He was not a mess. He jerked the lapels of his suit coat straight, then smoothed a hand over the exquisite handmade fabric. "I am simply trying to keep her safe. She's better off not knowing about the non-human world. She's…fragile now."
Gesa scoffed…scoffed, at him. "You're trying to keep her close because you're hoping she'll somehow magically remember you. It's weird." Her eyes softened. "And sad, Derek." The usually gruff alpha gryphon's voice was gentle. "You need to either tell her, or let her live her life. This creepy hovering is getting old. And it can't be good for your sanity."
Derek stood slowly, shoulders back and head up. "I do not need you to fear for my sanity, Miss Lionheart. I simply need you to follow orders and keep your mutts and misfits in line."
She blinked up at him, her face taking on a slightly flushed color that never meant anything good. Fine. He was more than willing to indulge her need for a fight. He was hoping for it, in fact. He needed a good fight right now. "Well," she said, standing. "Someone needs to look out for your sanity, you fucking asshole. Just tell her the truth or fuck off!"
He moved into her space, staring the tall woman in the eye as he hissed out. "She is mine! She's not a simple human, to be used by every rutting supe male who crosses her path."
The gryphon laughed in his face. "Do you even hear yourself right now, White? Psycho."
He often wanted to strangle his best friend, but this time the urge was almost too much to resist. He put his hands on her shoulders and squeezed. "I saw her out on the street with that orphan of yours. I…can't lose her yet," he ground out. "Not so soon."
She bared her teeth at him for the physical contact, but then she relented and let out a sigh. "Is that what this is all about? You don't care if she hooks up with random humans, because you're sure it will never last. But if she falls in love with another supe, you might just have to do the sane thing and let go, right? A supe feels like more of a threat to you and your supe side."
He snarled and spun away, wanting to kill something. "Aren't friends supposed to offer advice in these situations?" 
Gesa threw up her hands and went back to her desk. "I've already given you advice. You just don't listen."
He paced across the room and ran his finger over a collection of cheap knick-knacks…and one authentic medieval flail. It probably belonged to her fae. "Your advice is appallingly useless," he huffed. He was hoping she'd have something new to say. Not the same inane yammering that he'd heard countless times before. She didn't understand the situation, not really. Growling, he picked up the flail, pulled back his arm, and sank the weapon into the pristine drywall, wishing it was someone's head. 
"You mother fucker," the gryphon said, without any true anger. "Go ruin your own damned stuff, you jackass."
A soothing energy fell over the room, and he rolled his shoulders, trying to get a better grip on his anger and frustration. 
"Mister White," a soft, gentle voice said into the weighted atmosphere of the room. "Embedding antique weapons into walls is not generally accepted as a way to show friendship in the human realm."
His secretary, Orion, appeared beside him, soft, caramel-colored hair falling over one side of his face to hide his ruined beauty. He placed a gloved hand on the handle of the flail and pulled it from the wall with a strength most wouldn't believe from someone so slight. He gave Derek a small, calming smile. Then he turned and deposited the weapon back on the shelf where it had been resting. 
Derek inhaled deeply, drinking in the calming magic that Orion exuded. Then he turned back to his gryphon friend. "This drywall needs to be replaced," he said evenly. "I'll send a crew to take care of that. Perhaps you should consider adding a recessed safe while they're at it. Some weapons storage would be a good idea."
She just shook her head at him. "You're such an asshole."
He smiled, somehow feeling more himself.
Orion let out a barely audible chuff of laughter and raised a brow at the gryphon, giving her an apologetic look. "Please forgive my employer, Gesa. He's not feeling quite himself of late." A muscle twitched at the corner of his one visible eye. 
Derek gritted his teeth together. "I'm fine."
Orion and Gesa gave him twin looks of wry disbelief. 
He huffed. "I'm serious about the safe. The renters need to be armed. Surely, you've heard the stirrings of unrest lately. The violence that's been popping up in the bigger cities."
Gesa nodded, her mouth drawing downward in a grim line. "Yeah. Does this have anything to do with what you told me, before? About the hardships you insist are coming our way?"
He closed his eyes
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