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Chapter One
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FIGHTING WITH MY ‘SORTA boyfriend’ in front of my ‘sorta father’ was like a nightmare come true. I wasn’t doing it. 

Rage pounded through me so hard I could hear my heartbeat in my ears. And all I could do was adjust to the situation.

“Chief, do you mind if I speak to Fin alone for a moment?” I asked, my tone careful and calm.

I kept my eyes locked on Fin as he leaned to the side on the blanket he lay upon, his hand pressed to his healing wound.

The Chief knew me better than anyone. He cast a glance between Fin and me, then stood and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him.

Fin dropped his gaze as I took the seat the Chief had vacated.

He knew he was in trouble. That was clear.

“Is it true?” I asked. “Have you had this secret relationship with the Chief the entire time we’ve known each other?”

He let out a long sigh, then dragged his gaze to mine. “You’re overreacting, Zoey. We haven’t had a secret relationship. We met a couple of times over the years when I was working for the fae council.”

I couldn’t even touch that piece of information yet. “But you’d met before and you just left that tidbit out?”

“What do you want from me?” His tone was sharper than usual, likely caused by the pain from his wound, but I didn’t care. 

People had been using that tone with me all my life.

“I want the truth. Why didn’t you tell me before? You had plenty of opportunity. Every single time I said, ‘Fin, no more secrets’, and you said, ‘okay, Zoey, I respect you enough to abide by that’.”

His pale lips folded in a thin line. “It never occurred to me it would matter. You said yourself that your relationship with the Chief was strained. I thought you two barely spoke to each other. He fired you, remember?”

“Well, what the hell was he supposed to do?” I asked, throwing my hands in the air. “Sometimes I’m an asshole.”

“Oh, I’m well aware.”

I narrowed my eyes. “If you’re using this opportunity to tell me I’m an asshole, then you have shitty timing.”

He hissed out a strained breath. “Oh, kettle, is that black you’re wearing? It looks just like mine.”

Touché. 

We sat there glaring at each other. It wasn’t really the fact that Fin knew the Chief and didn’t tell me that pissed me off, but the way he continually promised that he was telling me everything and then around every corner, there was some new secret waiting to blindside me.

“What else?” I demanded. “What else are you keeping from me? I’m tired of the lies and the secrets and more lies as you tell me you don’t have any secrets.”

He surged to his feet, still clutching his side with his palm. “What do you want me to do? Roll out the decades of my life for you to inspect to ensure something won’t pop up and get me into trouble with you? I lived an entire lifetime before you were even born, Zoey, and part of that life might have overlapped with yours. How am I supposed to know which parts did that?”

I waved at the door. “The parts that are obvious. The parts that are so glaringly obvious they should have already been disclosed to me, like the fact you were at my parents’ crime scene and the fact that you and the Chief have a history.”

With a gusty sigh, I slumped back into the chair. Under the weight of grief and exhaustion, I had little left to push with.

After a minute of wobbly standing, he sank back onto the twin-size guest bed and stared at me. “I worked for the council on crimes against fae. I came into contact with the Chief once at your parents’ murder. That’s it. I didn’t see him again until I saw him at the Office the day you took me in there.”

Another question surged through the exhaustion to bob at the surface. “If you were working crimes against fae, then which of my parents was the fae?” 

I didn’t need to add the question: and which the mage?

“Your mother. She was fae,” he whispered.

“And there you go again, something you could have told me at any point. Perhaps when we were talking about my parentage, or maybe when you were teaching me how to use magic.”

“Look, Zoey, I’m sorry. I can’t rifle through my head to discern what I should and shouldn’t tell you on any given day. Please understand. I didn’t choose to hide the information from you.”

Gods. I wanted to believe him, but Fin had a habit of keeping things from me. Over and over, until he got caught and had to dig his way out of the lie again. 

Why couldn’t I learn my lesson the first time?

I crossed my arms under my chest and stared him down, forcing our gazes to lock. “I’m going to ask you this one time and if I find out you lied, it’s over. I’m done with all this. With everything.”

He didn’t speak, simply waiting for me to say something, his chest rising and falling jaggedly.

“Is there anything else you’ve been hiding you need to tell me?”

His mouth popped open, and I held up my hand. “No, this is your last chance. Don’t waste it. Because we aren’t doing this whole roundabout again. I won’t be punched in the head with one of your lies again. Not only is it embarrassing, it’s distracting because it makes me want to throw things at your face.”

I focused on breathing through my anger, slowing my heart rate.

“There is something else, but I can’t tell you yet.”

Just like that, my calm evaporated like a bubble on a blade of grass. “Excuse me?”

“It’s not that I don’t want to tell you, but you’re not ready to hear it and I can’t risk telling you until you’re ready.”

A rushing sound filled my ears. I was two seconds from drop-kicking him in his stupidly beautiful face.  

I stood, trying to project calm despite the rage coursing through me. Without another word to him, I walked out of the room and slammed the door behind me.

The Chief stood against the wall opposite the doorway and handed me a long strip of wrapping for my hands. He didn’t need to explain himself. I gripped the wrap and headed down the stairs to the right, straight into the basement the Chief used for training. I’d spent more time down there than I had on the upper level.

My hands shook as I tried to wrap them, and the Chief dragged me to stand in front of a punching bag. Then he took the strip of material from me and wrapped my hands carefully, methodically. A flash of him doing this the first time hit me. I’d been thirteen and dealing with the anger over my parents’ murder. He’d helped me channel it into my training.

The present image burned so much brighter. It had been years since we stood in this room together. I would not cry. Not in front of Fin and not in front of the Chief. 

Once my bandage was wrapped tight, he turned me to face my opponent.

I took my anger out on the sand-filled bag hanging from the ceiling. The bag swayed with every punch. This was always the best part. The bag could pretty much take every bit of my rage and not change. Not shift. No matter what, the bag remained the same, and that was comforting to me.

I didn’t know how long I stayed down there. The Chief didn’t keep a clock in the basement. He used to say, ‘you stay down there until you don’t need to be there anymore, no matter what time it is in the outside world’.

The bag swung wildly on its hook and I hugged it to my chest, resting my cheek against the vinyl. Another wave of exhaustion hit me, threatening to drag me under until I submitted.

With shaking arms, I unwrapped my hands and put the bandage in the drawer with my name on it, still here, written on a white label. Then I lumbered up the stairs.

The Chief met me at the door, and I waved him away. “I’m going to shower. Then probably eat something and crash.”

He scanned me from head to toe in one smooth inspection. Then with a nod, he headed back to the kitchen.

The bathroom felt a lot smaller than it had in my teen years. A shower sat in the corner. Gray stones lined the space and multiple shower heads hung overhead. The Chief enjoyed his showers.

I found towels under the sink and stripped out of my dirty, sweaty clothing. Under the spray, I let my shoulders fall and relaxed some of my guard. 

I felt Fin brush against the bond between us.

“No,” I growled, and locked down the connection. 

I could still feel him on the other side, but I didn’t want to be anywhere near him, mentally or physically, right now.

With sore arms it took me longer to wash my hair, but I reveled in the muscle ache. When I finished, I climbed out, dried off, and wrapped the overly large towel around my body to go find some clean clothes. 

I almost tripped over the pile of clothes the Chief had left for me outside the bathroom door. Once I dressed and braided my wet hair to keep it out of the way, I walked back out to find the Chief in the kitchen.

“Did you move into the kitchen now, or am I just lucky to keep finding you in here when I’m hungry?”

The Chief snorted and continued ladling soup into a bowl. Then he layered a couple of grilled cheese sandwiches on a plate and carried them around the counter for me. 

When I reached out to take them, he dodged my hands. “These are for your boyfriend. The bowls are in the same place. Help yourself.”

He said boyfriend like it was a curse word, and I smiled as I took his place on the other side of the counter to get my own meal.

I took my food to the couch and settled into the plush cushions in front of the fire with my feet folded underneath me. The Chief came back and joined me on the couch with his own food.

“Soup, your specialty.”

He huffed more than laughed as he sipped the tomato soup with a ridiculously large spoon. Once he swallowed, he said, “Surprised you’re not in there eating with him.”

“I know you heard our fight. Pretending otherwise won’t help the situation. He needs time to consider his priorities and where I fit into that mess. I need time so I don’t plant a knife through his ear.”

I lowered my face to take a few sips of the hot liquid. We lapsed into a calm silence and I finished my sandwich and soup, then took my dishes to the kitchen. 

As the Chief finished eating, I washed the dirty dishes in the sink and eyeballed his rising dough still sitting where he’d left it on the bench.

“Don’t touch it while it’s rising. It can feel your eyes on it, and it might fall. It senses fear.”

I chuckled and threw the dish towel onto the counter. 

The events of the day caught up with me. The Captain’s face swam in my vision and I swallowed the lump in my throat.

The Chief put his dishes in the sink, chuffed my bicep, and went back to his room for bed, I suspected. He never told me where he was going. Or why.

I settled onto the couch and tugged a blanket off the back. No way I’d be going into the room and squeezing in beside Fin.

Footsteps in the hall made me look up. Fin padded into the kitchen and placed his dinner dishes in the sink, then came over to the couch.

“I’m not ready to talk to you right now,” I said, gazing at the dwindling fire.

He settled beside me, leaving some distance between us. For his safety, no doubt.

“Do you have any secrets?”

I turned my head to look at him. Was he fucking kidding me? “You hide things from me and then you have the gall to ask me if I’m keeping things from you?”

He tilted his head to stare at me. “You keep just as many secrets as I do, Zoey. You just seem to catch me in all mine.”

My mind flashed to Sol’s necklace and my ability to possibly track her through her metalsmithing. To be fair, it wasn’t a secret. We just hadn’t had time to go over all the details and make a plan to do it yet. Fucking Esteban had interrupted us.

Instead of answering his question, I said, “We need to make sure the Captain is taken care of. I don’t like the idea of him just lying there all alone.”

Fin lifted his hand like he might touch me, but then settled it back down, thinking better of it. “I’ll take care of it. He won’t be alone.”

The silence stretched between us and I hugged the blanket higher to my chest. “Well, goodnight.”

After a minute, he sighed heavily, lumbered off the couch, and went back to his bedroom alone.

I ignored the tears tracking down my cheeks and lay down. I’d taken so many naps on this lumpy old couch and as it settled around me, I sighed. It felt like home being here in a way my apartment never did. I needed to be here. Something deep inside told me coming home was the right choice.

I felt the bond between Fin and me. 

I let my shields go and brushed against the connection, checking it was still there. If he felt me do it, he didn’t respond. So, I lay there with my anger, and my grief, and let sleep carry me out of it for a while.

But sleep wasn’t in my future, it seemed. I blinked my eyes open and found myself flat on my back on the blue mats in Fin’s training room.

“What the fuck?” I said out loud, staring up at the white ceiling.

“You always did have a way with language,” a familiar voice said from beside me.

I glanced over to stare at the Captain. 

He wore a plain black t-shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants. Otherwise, he looked exactly the same as he had when I’d last seen him, alive.

No, this wasn’t real. It felt like a sending. I peered around the room, afraid to sit up, afraid to breathe. How could he be initiating a sending if he died? I saw him die.

Fear swept through me. Had we run away from the house and left him there alone, bleeding out slowly?

I clawed at the mats, trying to lever myself up, but even in my dreams my muscles were sore, and it took me a minute to sit up.

“Take your time,” the Captain said.

I burst into tears.
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Chapter Two
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“OH SHIT, ZOEY, DON’T cry. This may come as a shock to you, but I’m not great at dealing with female tears,” the Captain said.

My sadness turned into laughter as I stared into his face. “Yeah, you are definitely the type to be manipulated by tears.”

He narrowed his eyes. “I wouldn’t go that far. I’ve known plenty of women who pull that move ruthlessly, dropping big fat crocodile tears at a moment’s notice.”

Neither one of us needed to mention the fact that I was one of those women who could put on a show if I needed to get my own way. But I wasn’t doing that now. I wanted to hug him and tell him how sorry I was that he was gone. Especially knowing how much Fin was hurting.

I didn’t hug him, though. Instead, I gaped at him, trying to think of something to say. Anything that might convey how much it hurt to know he wouldn’t be there when I woke up. 

He stared back at me, like he was perfectly comfortable to spend time in my company for however long we had.

“What’s going on here?” I asked, unable to sit still in silence for long. “You’re not alive, are you? I feel like I would know if you were alive.”

Come to mention it, while this felt like sending, it also had a dreamier quality about it. Like a sending, but through a fog.

He smiled. “No, I’m definitely not alive. This is just a lingering part of my magic and my consciousness that connected to you the last time we had a sending.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Not only did I not know how much time we had, I also couldn’t think of a proper way to actually apologize for him dying. Right beside me, right beside Fin.

He raised his eyebrows in question.

Fuck, we couldn’t just sit here looking at each other. 

“I really don’t know what to say. I’m so sorry that you died, especially that way.” 

Within arm’s reach.

“It wasn’t your fault, Zoey.”

“I just feel like I should’ve done something different. I should’ve been better. I should’ve saved you.”

He gathered my hands in his and I marveled at how solid they felt in mine. How solid all of him felt. Even as he moved, the surrounding air stirred as though he was real. 

“I don’t want you to blame yourself. Fin is going to blame himself no matter what. Even if I stand at the end of his bed as a ghost and tell him not to. Can you try to get him to understand that it wasn’t his fault? I’m pretty sure you might be the only person who can get through to him about it.”

I shook my head and gripped his hands tighter. I opened my mouth again, trying to gather the words to express my sympathy, my regret. Most of our friendship had been rocky, especially given our mutual feelings for Fin. I wish he’d used this last little bit of himself to talk to Fin, but knew he couldn’t. Fin was a pure fae, he couldn’t connect with the Captain the way I could, through our mage magic.

Grasping onto the first thing that popped into my head, I said, “Is there anything you can tell me about that knife?”

He shook his head. “No, I knew he had it. There are several weapons with those sorts of abilities, but it’s sort of an unspoken rule that you don’t use them against others with magic.”

“So what, you’re supposed to save them for people without magic? That doesn’t seem right. If you can’t tell me about the knife, can you tell me anything about how to steal it from him, or how to negate its magic? Either way, Esteban isn’t following that rule anymore. He used it on Fin after you.” 

His entire body went rigid, and his eyes flew wide. “What?”

“Don't worry, I took care of him. We’re at the Chief’s cottage right now. It looks like the Chief’s hatred of magic actually saved Fin’s life.”

His long gusty sigh of relief blew my hair around my face. “I fear Esteban is too far gone.”

“What do you mean?”

“Esteban has always been a little unstable. But our last several encounters he’s been even more so. And now, killing me with that weapon, and going after Fin. I fear he’s jumped off the deep end and there’s nothing that will be able to stop him.”

I wasn't going to take offense at that. “Well, I’m going to give it my best shot, especially since all I can think about is driving that damn knife right into his belly. Anything you know that will get that knife out of play?”

The Captain nodded. “Of all of the people I know, I think you could at least give him a run for his money. And yes, you need to find a metalsmith. They are rare, but they might be able to help either take apart the magic in the weapon, or give you something to help fight against it.”

At least give him a run for his money?

I shoved at his shoulder in mock affront. “For the record, he and I have gone head-to-head three times now. And every time I’ve come out alive.”

He snorted. “Barely alive, maybe?”

Even his residual consciousness was giving me shit. 

“Is there anything you need?”

He nodded. “I want you to be easy with Fin. He acts way tougher than he actually is. Every time he closes down, and pushes you away, it’s his way of trying to protect himself. Just be gentle.”

I glared at him. “Be gentle with the man who keeps lying to me? How do you propose I do that?” 

My tone carried some of the bite I used on Fin earlier.

The Captain averted his gaze from mine. “He doesn’t mean to keep lying to you. The man is fucking old, Zoey. Be patient with him as he learns both the ways of modern women and your ways.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

His snort called me an idiot. “Ask me how many women he’s dated in the many years he and I have been friends.”

Not that I wanted to know. Okay, my jealous ass did. “Just tell me.”

“One. He’s dated one woman, casually, seriously, any of it. And that one woman is you. He tends to stay away from the opposite sex, and he doesn’t date men. As long as I’ve known him, he’s been going it alone, despite all that he has suffered and lost. So, you’re a novelty to him and he doesn’t know how to act.”

“And that gives him the right to keep things from me? I asked him point-blank what he knows and is hiding from me, and he told me he couldn’t tell me until I’m ready.”

The mats creaked underneath us as I shifted to lie flat on the blue vinyl. The Captain joined me, still holding my hand in his. Somehow, it didn’t feel weird here. In real life, I’d have cut off his hand and thrown it back to him. 

Now, though, it was beginning to feel like I was giving a little of myself to keep him with me longer.

“Don’t pretend you don’t have your own secrets to keep,” the Captain said. “I know you well enough by now to guess you have at least one or two things you haven’t told him you probably should have.”

I shook my head and squeezed my eyes closed. “I’ll think about it.”

“There’s one more thing I want you to do for me.”

“Just as demanding in death as you were in life.”

He grunted and nudged my shoulder with his.

“Too soon?” I asked. 

“I want you to kill Esteban.”

His words surprised me. I thought we were already on the same page when it came to that bastard. “Of course, I’m going to kill him. What, did you think we were going to run off together?”

I shuddered, unable to even speak about such a thing in jest.

“No, I mean, I want you to physically end his life. When it comes down to it, Fin will hesitate, and it might get him killed. Don’t even let him in the situation. If you have the chance, take it, and don’t let Fin be the one standing between you.”

Each word he spoke had a forceful edge to it, as if he were trying to impart some hidden meaning I should be able to grasp. 

I couldn’t, not right now, so I said, “Of course, I’ll handle it. Do you happen to have any tips, tricks, or tidbits, on how to deal with this guy that you might not have told me before?”

He turned his head to stare at me, and again, I felt like there might be something he desperately wanted to impart, that I shouldn’t have to ask. But he didn’t speak.

So, I turned my attention back to the white ceiling above me, and spent the last few lingering moments I had with the Captain. If he wanted to lay here in silence, I wasn’t about to take that away from him.

The dreamy haze of the moment began to wane.  I could feel myself starting to wake up. I gripped his hand tighter, hoping to keep him with me, even as I knew I needed to let him go. 

“I’m not ready to say goodbye yet. I wasn’t at the house and I’m not now. I know I’ve been a complete brat to you, but I like you. I liked you even when I first met you. We’re too alike for us to remain enemies.”

He laughed, warm and soft. It felt good to hear it in the air around me. “We aren’t saying goodbye, Zoey, because I’m already gone. This is just your mind, and my magic’s way of giving us a few more moments together.”

“Does Fin get to say goodbye too?”

I tilted my head to see his eyes better.

“No, he doesn’t. But he knows how I felt about him, and I knew how he felt about me too. Like you and him, he and I shared a bond as well. Not the same kind of bond, but unbreakable nonetheless.”

It was the closest we’d come to speaking about our aligned feelings for Fin, but I didn’t want to taint the moment by bringing it up, so I just nodded. 

“Any chance I can get you to tell me what Fin’s last secret is? The one he’s hiding behind. I will not lie. It might be the one to push us apart for good.”

“You two don’t have a chance of being apart. Even angry at each other and practically forcing yourselves away, you always end up drifting together again. And to answer your question, no, I won’t tell you, not yet. As Fin said, you’re not ready. But I might give you a bit of a hint.”

“Please do. I need all the help I can to get inside Fin’s head. Sometimes I feel like he’s even more secretive and paranoid than the Chief.”

We rolled onto our sides to face each other.

“I doubt anyone is more secretive and paranoid than your father.”

The urge to clarify that the Chief wasn’t my father rose to my lips. But after everything he’d done for me today, I couldn’t bring myself to denounce him.

“Progress,” the Captain murmured. “You might not think so, but you’ve changed since I first met you. While you’re still an asshole, you’re at least starting to open your mind to the possibility that people can care about you. And you can care about them.”

Tears threatened at the corners of my eyes as I watched the air shimmer around him. “I always lose the people I care about.”

“You never lose them. They stay with you—you just can’t see them anymore.”

My chest rose and fell with a strained laugh. “Well, that’s bullshit, but thanks for trying. And stop spreading rumors I’ve gone soft.”

“What do you think I’m doing here now? Staying.”

“You’re literally fading out in front of my eyes. You don’t get to stay, even in my dreams.”
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