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      This story is dedicated to my grandparents who had rings almost exactly like the ones described, ,just with topaz instead of amethyst.
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      Minke blew a drop of sweat out of her eyes. Again. Her shoulders ached. Too many boxes carried up too many steps. Surprising part was that it was her shoulders hurting instead of her back. Or legs. Or arms. Jeez, her arms should be the ones hurting after this many boxes full of books.

      But Finley couldn't carry them so of course Minke'd volunteered. Finley beamed as Minke shouldered the front door to his apartment open. The cast on his leg was probably heavier than the box that Minke carried, going from his toes all the way up to the middle of his thigh. He'd really messed up his leg with that fall.

      Suman was stacking boxes in the living room. Abiodun was in the kitchen muttering as he unpacked plates and bowls and cups from their mummification in newspaper. The apartment really was a good one. Or had been a good one until Finley broke his leg so badly. He was going to have fits with the historic front steps but hey, at least he only had that one flight of stairs to climb. If they'd taken that third-floor apartment, he'd be up shit creek in a big damn way.

      "Thanks again, Minke," Finley said as Minke put her box on the stack of books closest to the door.

      "No problem," Minke said just like she had every single time she carried a box into the apartment. "If someone has the keys, I'll go lock the truck up. It's empty. That was the last box."

      Both Suman and Abiodun's heads whipped around to stare at her with really forbidding frowns. Suman rustled through his pockets as he came over to give her the keys. For a guy a full head shorter than she was, Suman could be very intimidating. Especially when he narrowed his eyes and thinned his lips and did that little snort thing he had when he was annoyed.

      "We were going to get them," Suman said.

      "You didn't need to do it yourself," Abiodun agreed grumpily enough that even Finley looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

      Minke rolled her eyes. "Guys, I squat twice what you do. Stop acting like I’m some frail flower here. Butch, you know. Not femme."

      Finley grinned while Abiodun shook his head. Sunlight from the big bay window in the front of the apartment glinted off his newly shaven head. She'd miss his afro but hey, he could do whatever he wanted with his hair, including shave it all off. Suman shook his head, too, but he started smiling so it was all right.

      "Off to lock up and then I'm heading home for a really long shower," Minke said.

      "I'll go with you," Suman said. He shrugged at Minke's surprised look. "We do still have to return the truck. I'll need the keys back."

      "Ah, good point," Minke said. As if she'd just wander off with the keys. She'd planned on bringing them back in once it was locked up but if Suman wanted to oversee, he could oversee. It was Suman after all.

      Finley's new apartment was in a huge, lovely old Victorian on the north side of Everett that'd been converted into apartments. It was all of theirs, really, because Minke already knew it wouldn't be long before Suman and Abiodun moved in, too. They just had to outlast their leases on their old places. Four stories, big rooms with lovely windows and lots of old-fashioned charm, the place was gorgeous.

      And way, way, way out of Minke's budget. She'd need two roommates to afford it if she tried to live here. But that was okay. Her little apartment on the north edge of Lynnwood was good enough. It wasn't that long of a drive to work and the police did patrol the area regularly. Her car hadn't been broken into in ages. It was fine.

      "You be careful down there," Suman said once the truck was properly closed and locked up again. "That's a terrible neighborhood you live in, Minke."

      "I'm fine," Minke said, rolling her eyes at him. "Seriously, no one messes with the six-and-a-half-foot tall butch with the buzz cut. They just don't."

      Suman grinned at that, thumping the knuckles of his hand lightly into Minke's stomach. "True enough but a bullet doesn't care who you are."

      "We haven't had a shooting down there in two years," Minke said with a groan this time. "Like crime's all that much better up here. You're not that far from downtown and you're only a few blocks from the bars."

      "True enough," Suman agreed. "Still. Be careful. Let us know when you get there. Finley will fret otherwise."

      Minke nodded at that. If there was anyone on this green earth that fretted worse than her mom, it was Finley. The man was the born mom-friend for everyone he met. Honestly, it was kind of nice, if a little weird at times. Having Finley fuss over her eating enough when he couldn't cook to save his life was always going to be eye-rollingly stupid. But calling was the least she could do. Though probably she'd just send a text. Easier.

      She strolled up the street to her truck, grateful that the day had gone warm and clear instead of dark and rainy like they'd predicted. The sidewalks weren't too bad. Finley's new neighbors had done a pretty good job cleaning of the masses and masses of leaves that fell from the mature maple trees that lined the street. Pretty, those trees, but man, what a mess.

      "Wait!"

      Minke stopped, turned and then cocked her head to the side as a really pretty, really feminine woman ran up to her. She had a mass of deep black curls all tumbled around her face, dark chestnut skin that'd gone rosy from the run and a ring box clutched in her hand.

      "You're Finley's friend, right?" the woman said. She thrust the box at Minke. "Right?"

      "Um, yeah?" Minke said.

      "Take this," the woman said. She pushed it right into Minke's chest so that she kind of had to take it or be knocked over. For a woman no more than five five, she was pretty darn strong. "Keep it for me. Just a for a week. I'll be back to check for it then. I'll check in with Finley. I just can't have it here on site right now. Thanks!"

      "But…" Minke stared as the woman turned and ran away. "Who are you?"

      "Ndidi!" the woman called back. She waved and ran into the Victorian without saying anything else.

      Minke stared at the door, then at the ring box, and then at the door again. No way. She had not just had someone's wedding ring shoved at her. Not a chance.

      But when she opened the box it was rings. Two of them. One was big and chunky, made of white gold with a really lovely square cut amethyst set in it. The other was a daintier ring with a smaller but very similar square cut amethyst in it. A matched set. A really pretty matched set.

      When Minke pulled out the men's ring, it had an engraving on the inside. "Forever love." But it wasn't new at all. The band was covered with nicks and dents, like it'd been worn for a lifetime. The woman's ring was much the same, same engraving and the same sorts of dents, too.

      "Okay, I am calling Finley when I get home," Minke said as she closed the ring box with a little snap. It nearly bit her finger, darn the thing. "That was really weird."

      

      
        
        2.

      

      

      

      Ndidi Bianchi had the apartment at the very top of Finley's new complex. She had the whole floor to herself, or she had until she started dating some guy who made Finley grumble over the phone while both Suman and Abiodun commented about what a louse the guy was. So, it made sense in a way that she'd want to get the rings out of the place. Apparently, Abiodun was quite convinced that the guy was a drug addict and that Ndidi was getting herself into trouble by letting him into her life.

      "Yeah, but why would she give me rings like that?" Minke asked Finley.

      "I can only assume that she wanted to keep them safe," Finley said while making shushing noises at the others that made Minke grin. She could just see him flapping a hand and then waving a crutch at the others to make them shut up.

      "She doesn't know who I am," Minke said. "Seriously, Fin. How's she supposed to get them back? I mean, I could go pawn them and she'd never see them again."

      "Yeah, but you wouldn't do that," Finley said.

      "Finley, she doesn't know me. At all."

      "Oh no, we've told her about you," Finley said. "She volunteered herself and her boyfriend to help us move. Abi basically said that no, we wouldn't let that creep in here and when she protested that it was too much work Suman sort of made a lot about how strong and nice and helpful you were. The guy scowled a lot about that. He eventually dragged Ndidi away. I'm pretty sure we're going to have to call the cops on him every few days. He's not a good guy. She really shouldn't have to deal with that sort of thing, not when she's such a nice person."

      Minke sighed as she slumped back on her lumpy couch. There he went, invoking mom-friend again. Give it a week and Ndidi would be sucked right into their lives. Heck, Suman would probably start baking her a pie as soon as he had the kitchen sorted out. From Suman's pie to Abiodun's casserole to Finley's books to being part of the family, that's how it went.

      They'd done the exact same thing to her several years ago.

      "Well, I suppose I can keep them with me," Minke said. "I wouldn't leave them here in the apartment. There's supposed to be an inspection tomorrow so I'll have to keep them in my bag."

      "Do," Finley said. "She wouldn't have given them to you without a good reason. Oh. Oh dear. Um, I better go."

      "What?" Minke asked, sitting up on the couch as if they were still across the hall instead of across town.

      "Abi, don't file those with the medical books!" Finley said. "They belong with the fiction books. Really, just, just, no. No. No! I can file my own books. No, really."

      He hung up and Minke just laughed. Okay, Finley emergency, not a real emergency. Seriously, the guy took his books way too seriously.

      She flopped back on the couch and stared at the rings. They really were pretty. It was strange, holding a piece of someone else's family history in her hand. The woman's ring wouldn't even fit on her little finger. The men's ring, on the other hand, fit perfectly. Like it'd been made for her.
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