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Chapter One
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IN THE END, ‘IT ALL comes down to family.’ 

Mine. And Fin’s.

It was the only thing on my mind as Fin and I silently made our way to the Office’s safehouse. Melinda and Helix went off to separate rooms and Fin followed me into the one I found myself in.

When he didn’t say anything, I knew he was letting me process what I’d just learnt, letting me figure out how to react to the rather unsettling piece of information that Melinda and Fin were related to Esteban. In the worst possible way. Not as distant cousins, but as full blooded siblings.

The Black Mage was Fin’s brother. 

How many times had I told him there shouldn’t be any more secrets between us? And yet, there was always one more. One more lie. One more revelation to knock me flat on my ass.

I stared up at him and then threw myself back onto the bed. My hair loosened around my head, and I absently captured some of the strands. The pink has been fading for some time. When I was poor, I’d complained about the cost to maintain the color. Now that I had more money than I’d ever need, evil mages kept trying to fuck me up before I could make it to the salon.

No doubt unable to contain himself a moment longer, Fin stepped up to the end of the bed, bumping it with his thighs. “What are you thinking? I can’t stand this silence. I’d rather you rage at me so at least we’re talking about it.”

I released my hair and folded my hands across my stomach. “I’m tired.”

It was so true I ached with the knowledge of it. When we started down this path, I’d been ready to give up everything to take down the Black Mage. Now, it was as if part of me had realized I had too much to lose now. The loss of the Captain still sat like a hole in the gut that would never quite close.

What if something happened to Hawk, or the Chief, Melinda, Helix...Fin?

I sat up, my torso protesting the fast movement, and held my arms open to him. He didn’t hesitate to step into my embrace, dragging my cheek tight into his chest. 

“I’m so fucking angry at you,” I said, tears threatening to fall. “Just because I need you right now doesn’t mean I’m not going to kick you in the balls for this in the future.”

He snorted. “Noted.”

“We’re going to fight all the time.” I felt the need to warn him. “For as long as we stay together, I’m sure there will be more things to fight over. I can’t bring myself to walk away just because I want to rip your head off right now.” 

Did that make me weaker? The long-standing independent woman in me thought so. But the softer Zoey—the one who asked for help and hugged her lover when she needed comfort—didn’t think so. For a second, I let myself believe that and hugged Fin closer.

When he clutched me equally as tight, a sort of contented bliss drifted through me. It took me entirely too long to realize this was what he felt when he held me. When I let my guard down to him.

Damn it.

I reached up and tugged him by the shirt front to reach his mouth. He didn’t put up a fight. His lips brushed mine, but I needed more. I needed that solid point of connection our intimacy gave us. I pulled him harder, pressing my lips more firmly to his, until he finally relented and sat next to me on the bed.

As he sat, he clutched my hands and broke the kiss. “Are we really in any shape to do this now?”

I waved at my chest. “You can’t feel it? Besides, you’re getting off from another lie by omission without a fight...” 

I trailed off, hoping he got my train of thought so I didn’t have to be the asshole who would leverage sex for relationship harmony.

When all he did was let out a long sigh, I knew we were definitely not getting naked. I lay back on the bed and continued my observation of the ceiling. As far as ceilings went, it was a nice one. I hated the rough textured ones with the pattern. They always hurt the most to hit during a fight if my attacker managed to throw me up there.

He lay beside me. The tension rolling through him became too much for me.

“If you want to talk, talk,” I prompted him, “but be advised I’m not going to sugar coat my thoughts now that you cock-blocked me.”

There was a pause, then he sighed long and loud. “What do you think about this whole thing?”

I rolled my eyes. That was where we were going? 

“You mean the giant truth bomb that just revealed the man we’ve been trying to kill for the past couple of months is your brother? The man who killed your best friend is your brother? Oh, how about the one who wanted to capture me to make creepy mage babies—oh yeah, still your freaking brother.”

There was another long silence from him. So much so that I had to look over to check he hadn’t fallen asleep. Nope. He stared up at the same smooth white ceiling I’d been staring at.

“I guess I deserved that,” he said.

Yeah. 

He didn’t need me to confirm it. “At any point did you think, hey, let me tell this woman that we are setting out to kill a member of my family? Or did you intend to hide that tidbit until the very end, after I’ve shoved my knife into his gut?”

He flinched, and I prayed it was over my sarcasm and he wasn’t about to go brotherly love on me. We would have a serious problem if that were the case.

Exhaustion crept up on me. I wasn’t even really into this argument anyway. All I wanted was a hot shower, a sandwich, fresh clothes, and bed. 

Fin could wait until the morning for his pity party confession. Let that be his punishment.

I nodded to myself at my decision, like a wierdo, like a tired, magically and mentally depleted wierdo, then levered off the bed to strip off my dirty clothes.

There were likely spare sets of clothes in the dressers, but I didn’t have the energy to worry about it. If necessary, I’d sleep naked. I trailed clothing all the way to the shower stall in the ensuite bathroom.

I flipped on the water and stepped under the spray the minute it felt mildly warm. Now that I was faced with washing my hair, my energy fizzled.

Fingers dug into the back of my scalp before I could shuffle back out of the shower. Fin stood behind me, naked, massaging water into my hair. I leaned into him as he grabbed a shampoo bottle off the top of the stall, and then worked it into my strands.

“You’re only being nice to me because you feel guilty,” I grumbled, with my eyes squeezed tight while he rinsed.

“I can feel guilty and enjoy taking care of you. It might not have occurred to you, but you’re a hard woman to love, Zoey. So stand there, shut up, and let me do this.”

I sighed and let him finish his work. It felt good to be taken care of, and not because he expected sex afterward.

When he finished my hair, he moved on to my body, running a washcloth over every inch of my skin. When he met a bruise or a cut, he softened his touch. It was enough to make me melt into him further and further until the last of the soap swirled in the drain.

After he finished cleaning himself—well, sort of, because I didn’t move away from him for even an inch—he turned off the water and helped me get out. Wrapped in a fluffy white towel, he led me to the bed and went in search of clothing.

I watched the firm round globes of his ass through his towel, as he rifled through the drawers. 

A lazy smile split his lips when he returned with a pair of boxer briefs and a white t-shirt. “You’re tired,” he said.

Who was he trying to convince? As much as I wanted him, constantly, I wanted to lay back down and pass out even more. “You’re right. Doesn’t mean I don’t want to look.”

He gave me another grin, opened his towel, and let it fall to the floor. “You can look all you want. I enjoy your eyes on me.”

Damn. 

I dragged my arms out of the towel and used it to fluffy dry my hair roughly. It would be a frizz ball tomorrow, but I’d deal with it then. I kept my eyes on him while I dressed, noting his gaze lingering on my bare skin as he did the same.

“Tired, remember?” I mocked.

He snorted. “You’re tired. I never said I was.”

I shook my head at him and settled back into the bed. He joined me and curled himself around my back. This felt right. Even after my hellish day and that whopping revelation, it felt right to have him wrapped around me like this.

His hand slid up the edge of my shirt and I held my breath, anticipating what he would do. Then he eased his hand around my waist to hold me tighter.

I groaned out loud before I even realized the noise came out of me. 

It earned a soft laugh in my ear. “Go to sleep. Maybe if you haven’t taken my balls while I sleep then I’ll wake you up in the morning.”

I shifted enough to be able to turn my head to look at him. “Is that a promise or a threat?”

Instead of answering, he nipped my earlobe with his teeth at the same time his fingers inched up to my breast. I sighed, and he released me.

“Tease,” I said, half-heartedly.

“Sleep, love. I’ll be here in the morning, and we can fight or fuck. Lady’s choice.”

Damn. This man knew me too well.

“Both.”

I snuggled back into his embrace, content to let sleep claim me, but my mind wouldn’t shut down, Helix and Melinda somehow at the forefront of my thoughts. If Esteban feared her magic so much, why didn’t he drain her dry and leave her for dead ages ago? Same for Fin. Could it be there was some kind of affection left for his siblings? The notion didn’t feel right, but my gut told me I should prod the idea further when my head wasn’t sleep clouded.

“I can feel you thinking,” Fin said.

I rolled over in his arms to meet his eyes. “Tell me about growing up with him. What was your relationship like?”

“You want to talk about Esteban now? Right now?”

“Humor me, okay? I’ll go to sleep like a good girl in a moment.”

He grumbled something I couldn’t quite hear, but then answered my question. “Normal, I guess. We were considered fae royalty so there was already a separation when it came to us and the rest of my people. Esteban was never gracious about it either. From the moment he realized his power, and his position amongst our kind, he always wanted more. Enough was never enough for him.”

That sounded about right from what I’d already learned about the bastard over the time we’d been hunting him. 

“How was his relationship with Sol—Melinda?” I corrected myself.

“The same. But, as we got older and grew into our strongest gifts, we began to drift apart as well. Fae, while prideful and long-lived, are often loners, choosing to stay alone or with their mates.”

“Has Esteban ever had a mate?”

Fin’s forehead scrunched up so cutely while he considered my question. “I don’t know. Not that I’ve seen in person, nor what any intelligence had told me. Why? What are you thinking?”

“He’s an unusual amount of psycho, your brother, but he’s gotten extra psycho while we’ve been on the hunt. I thought it was just him getting tired of us fighting back instead of rolling over to take whatever he wanted to dish out. Now, I’m wondering if there are other factors at play. Maybe he has a mate, or someone...and they died, or got injured, or hell, left his crazy ass when he went off the rails...”

I watched Fin’s face, trying to track what he thought. Then I remembered I didn’t need to study him; I could just feel him and know how he felt. I opened that part of myself. We probably should keep that line open most of the time, but I hadn’t quite figured out how to unclench that protection so far. 

Confusion. Worry. Anger. Hurt. All of it rolled inside him as he thought about his brother. I understood it all. Every part of him hated the fact that he’d have to kill Esteban, and yet, he had zero doubts it needed to be done. Esteban had become irredeemable in his eyes. 

I could relate to that notion.

“I...” Fin trailed off.

I gave him the space he needed, even as I wanted him to lay out everything in words for me to hear too. Feeling things and understanding thoughts were entirely different concepts. Something I needed to remember.

I shifted in his arms, determined to stay awake.

“It’s possible,” he said, when he opened his mouth again. “But I don’t know anything about who it might be. Nor am I comfortable with using a person, if they do exist, as leverage.”

Despite our differences, I had little doubt, when it came down to ethics and morals, Fin’s were higher than mine. This was just another little bit of proof to his credit. If Esteban had a mate, then I had zero qualms about finding this person and using them to hunt him down.

Maybe, if we got lucky, they’d want him dead too. Although, probably not, if they were connected in the same way Fin and I were.

I shook my head, trying to formulate a clear thought in my mind, despite sleep closing over me. 

When my eyes drifted closed, Fin turned me around and tucked me tight into his body. “Sleep. We can think about it in the morning. It’s highly unlikely he’s going to come for us tonight.”

I sighed and relaxed, letting the feel of his breathing against my back lull me to sleep.

But even as I started to drift, a nagging fear reared up in my mind. A clarion bell of a warning.

By the time I realized what it was, it was too late; I’d already succumbed to sleep.
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Chapter Two
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I KNEW WHAT WAS COMING before I even felt the slight breath of magic. A fucking sending. And the only mage I knew was Esteban. It took effort to open my eyes and look around this new dream world. I was expecting fire and brimstone, but what I got was some intense cottage-core. The entire place was decorated with lace and puffy pillows. If lace wasn’t so itchy, I’d be all for the soft bedding.

But I would never be all about the man lying beside me. Esteban. He looked exactly the same as the first night I’d met him, and the last damn sending he initiated. Too pretty, too charming, his lean body encased in a tuxedo. Why was the world so cruel that evil could be packaged like that?

“What do you want?” I asked, already trying to free myself from this sending. 

My fae magic stuttered out like a candle flame in a breeze. A tiny ping in the back of my brain both worried and hoped it was a nightmare instead of a sending. It would be better because it would mean Esteban wasn’t really inside my head; but worse because I had no way of escaping a nightmare.

He huffed, a pout on his full lips as his hair caught the light. “You shouldn’t speak to me like that, you know. I can rip your mind apart with a single thought.”

I waved at the lace covered bed and risked a glance under the covers.  I was clothed in the black tank and capri workout combo I liked to wear when I had nowhere else to be. Thank fuck. 

“Then what am I doing here? Surely killing me takes care of most of your problems. I’m tired of the games.”

Instead of arguing with me, he uncoiled from the bed and hovered near the edge so he could look at my face better. “When you have my power, and my immortality, you’ll learn to enjoy the games.”

“Your power and immortality? No, thanks. Look what it’s done to you. I’d rather catch syphilis from a deranged circus clown.”

Of course, I had all the good comebacks when no one was here to appreciate them. I shifted off the bed and went for the door. 

The door was locked. All the windows were black, so I couldn’t even spot what lay beyond Grandma Irma’s House of Pain.

“You can’t leave just yet, my sweet. We need to talk.”

I jiggled the door handle, putting my strength into it. “You can call me on the phone if you just wanna talk, for fucks sake. All of you damn men think using magic is somehow better when technology has outpaced it with considerably less effort and risk to the participants.”

He stared at me, a little grin making him look even more pretty in the low lighting. “As if you would answer a call from me.”

“If I knew you were going to hijack my brain, I might have. Once I figure out how to get out of here, I’m going to kill you just for making me look at this place. I’m so fucking pissed I am still being dragged into these things.” 

I stopped trying to leave and swung to face him fully. “Where are we? I know this isn’t something from my memory. So, it must be from yours, or your imagination?” 

The thought disturbed me more than the magic dragging me in against my will.

When he didn’t answer, I danced a mental jig of victory. This place might be creepy, but it meant something to him. Or else why bring me here?

A few moments passed in silence, and I was content to let them stay that way until I woke up. 

But he had other ideas. “You’ve teamed up with Fin, Sol, and her little pet.”

I said nothing, but I noted what he called Helix. 

Color me curious.

I resisted speaking. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of participating. 

The look on his face said he couldn’t believe I wasn’t speaking to him. Like I wasn’t fawning to ask him questions. This was a far cry from the sadistic gentleman who hijacked my dreams last time.

His gaze meant to scold me, and for some reason that made me feel better. 

Here he was, trying reprimand me after he’s murdered my friend, threatened to rape me, almost killed me multiple times, and oh yeah, taken my parents from me. The guy needed to learn how to read a room. I also needed to learn if I could manifest something in this sending to gut him, since he so graciously put himself in my path.

I tried to tap into my power, but nothing came to me. Figured this would happen the minute I thought I finally had a solid handle on things. Not even a blip of Fin’s magic, either.

My nerve endings fizzled from the effort of trying and failing. “Can you just get on with whatever you think you need to say so I can leave?”

His gaze sharpened and his shoulders shifted back. Oh yeah, I’d seen that look on many a man’s face over the years. Right now, he was thinking, how dare I speak to him that way. But after several murder attempts, I was a little disappointed he hadn’t known to expect this sort of attitude from me.

“You will come to me in one week. If you do this, I will spare your friends,” he said.

Something about this seemed vaguely familiar. “Pretty sure you’ve already been threatening us all with a gruesome and a wholly unsatisfying death so, what makes you think I’m going to do what you say now? Hell, Fin can’t even get me to do what he wants, and I actually like him.”

“Of course you do.” He sneered. “Fin is perfect in every way. The perfect man. The perfect mate. The perfect friend.”

“Careful, Esteban, someone might think you’re jealous.” 

It probably was a bad idea to poke the bear, but if anyone was stubborn enough to do it, well, that was me.

He lunged toward me. I barely skittered backward to avoid his touch. His body pressed into mine, and it made me want to gag. I hated puking. It was almost as awful as being stabbed.

I shoved him as hard as I could, but he barely budged. All that effort only gave me a few precious inches between us. 

I’d take it.

“Of course, I’m jealous,” he whispered. His voice no less cold for lowering the volume.

I just stared at him as he spoke the revelation.

He continued as if I had invited him to. “Fin has lived his life blessed. I’ve fought for every single thing I have. And yet, when fate makes its choices, they’ve always been for him, never for me.”

“Yeah, well, fate probably doesn’t like how you think you can play God. Everything you have, or don’t have in your life, is your own fault, you dick. The imaginary mate you spoke of having the last time we did one of these little get-togethers—where did she go? I bet she ran as far as possible when she saw what fate had cooked up for her. And I don’t blame her one bit. But blaming Fin for that, taking me in retaliation, won’t change things.”

His jaw tensed as he ground his teeth together. It seemed I’d touched a nerve with that one. A tiny part of me rejoiced at finally having a weapon against him that could cut deep. The smart play would be to save it for now. Dig up what I needed to hit him hard and then follow through. 

I blamed Fin for this responsible streak. I kept my mouth shut when all I wanted to do was rant at him until I felt better for it.

But there was something I wanted to know. 

“How did you impact my fae magic? What did you do to cut it off so I can’t get out of this thing?” I waved my arms up, hating that my elbows brushed against him.

“Do you usually ask your enemies to explain things and then they just spill their guts to save themselves from your wrath?” he whispered, his gaze entirely too trained on my lips. 

I shoved at him again. “Whatever works. Most of the time I talk them to death and they just give up because they’re tired of listening to me yammer on. It’s not a strategy for everyone but it’s worked for me.” 

The last part escaped between my lips in almost a grunt as I tried to shove him away again. Not only had he stolen my power, but he’d also somehow made me an abject weakling to boot. No doubt in my mind this dream belonged to a man.

I would not be able to remove him by brute force. So, I straightened to stand tall, wrapped my arms around his torso, and kneed him as hard as I could in the balls.

His face contorted, and he tumbled back a few steps. The sickly shade of white that swept across his face gave me a lady boner.

“Good to know you can feel that even in here,” I said, using the opportunity to slip back to the door. 

It was still locked, but I felt better with an exit between me and the outside world. I frantically tried to call my power again. It was useless. Nothing but a match head striking glass. 

Did this mean he’d gained some shiny new toy to torture us with, or was this a shiny old toy he hadn’t brought to the party yet? All the fun things to consider as I made a run for it.

While he grappled with his ego, I edged around him to the other side of the room, hunting for another way out. Not that it would help in the sleepy in-between I kept getting dragged to for these little meetings.

He gained his feet, and I found myself waiting for his retaliation. It didn’t matter. I’d rather fight than cower, anyway. Especially to someone like him.

The white cast to his features had cleared. All that remained was the calm, cold man I’d come to know as the Black Mage. The bear was officially awake and pissed.

“We are done discussing this,” he said, his tone level and dripping ice. “You will come to me in person and I’ll let your friends live.”

I couldn’t stop the laugh from bubbling out of my overturned gut. “No. No, you won’t. Whether I voluntarily surrender myself to you or not, we both know you will try to kill Fin. And besides, your hench squad already tried that offer, and it failed then, too. I’m not a fucking idiot when it comes to bad guys and the things they do to torture people. I have you to thank for that education. If my parents had never died, then I wouldn’t be who, and what, I am today. So good job. This super fun ride was built just for you, and it will end with my daggers in your gut.”

“I told you I ca—”

“Kill me with one look?” I met his eyes head on, knowing he wouldn’t, or maybe couldn’t, do a thing against me right now. “Then do it. Save yourself the hassle.”

If he killed me now, I found myself all right with the fact that Fin would use Esteban’s intestines like a scarf, brother or not. That I had zero doubt in. I clung to the feeling because it helped wash away the lingering anger I’d been harboring for Fin over his omission about his brother. I could doubt so many things, but not the fact that Fin would do some damage to avenge me.

“You’ve been hanging out with them too long. You’ve suddenly taken a liking to dramatic speeches,” he said, hands shoved in his pockets. The pockets I hoped his balls sat in thanks to me.

I shook my head. “You obviously haven’t been paying attention. I’m fucking excellent at dramatic, and motivating, speeches.”

His gaze locked on my face, then down to my neck, and further. I felt naked under his eyes, despite the workout clothes covering the important bits.

“Stop looking at me like that.” Something occurred to me under his lechery. “You already knew I was Fin’s mate, didn’t you? Before I even knew.”

A weird look passed over his features. It wasn’t as cold and hard as he’d been pelting at me.  Funny, considering I was only here because he’d trapped me. Maybe if I pushed the right buttons, he’d let me go.

Or kill me. I scanned his tux. In that outfit, a fifty-fifty shot.

He cracked his knuckles and took another slow look up my body. 

Maybe sixty-forty.

I’d faced worse odds. He didn’t want me dead until he planted gross mage babies inside me. 

And they said romance was dead.

“What about your mate?” I asked, pressing forward. “What happened to her?”

With a growl, he rushed at me, his hands up as if he’d push me. I dodged the move easily enough.

While his suit might be expensive, it wasn’t made with agility in mind. He stumbled to the side before righting himself and grabbed at my neck. I slammed my forearms on top of his wrists. To my advantage, I’d spent many years desensitizing high hit areas.

He pulled away from me.

“She couldn’t stand you, could she?” I brought us back to the conversation from before. “The second she realized she’d never be more than a vessel for your power. Her womb, or her magic. Dealer’s choice on that one.”

He lunged at me, and then there was nothing.

No impact, no voices, nothing but darkness like I floated in space. It occurred to me that I should be scared. Then the harbored spark of my magic blazed back to life. It washed through me, and I let out a long, full exhale. 

I followed that feeling back home. Back to Fin.

But there was something important I needed to remember. Something about the Black Mage. Everything became an utter blank and I let my eyes close as I drifted.

Maybe it was a bad dream, and I’d remember what happened tomorrow.
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Chapter Three
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WHEN I LEFT FIN IN bed early the next morning, I walked into some kind of weird tableau. I knew I should have turned my ass back around and climbed back into our bed beside him. 

No one could pay me enough to deal with whatever fresh hell had wandered into the kitchen. Hawk stood at the stove, cooking bacon by the smell. Melinda sat on the counter a few feet away munching on the bacon. And Helix sat on a stool on the other side of the counter as far away from Hawk as anyone could get without being in the bedroom Fin and I slept in.
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