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Chapter One
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EVERY MAN ON THE PLANET can tell when a woman is pretending to be asleep—except Fin, apparently. I kept my chin tucked to the side against the ugly blue gingham of my hospital gown. He couldn’t see all of my face, just my cheekbones and the blood-crusted hair around my head.

His breathing echoed around me, and I didn’t dare move as he stared at me. I didn’t know why he was hanging around me... and I didn’t care. Considering the way he practically ran over me to get out of the helicopter earlier, he’d made it clear where I stood in the hierarchy now.

Fuck him.

I kept my face relaxed, but what I really wanted to do was clench my jaw and throw a punch. Even a verbal one might make me feel better right now. The sound of his fingers tapping on a tablet probably meant he was checking my medical charts. Or rather, the notes one of the nurses had scrawled while another one stuck an IV into my arm.

If I were awake, I would slap that tablet out of his hand for violating my privacy. I clenched my fists tight and hoped he didn’t see them beneath the soft blanket they’d thrown over me. Talking to him right now might result in a lot of things being said that shouldn’t be spoken aloud.

I risked a peek out from under my lashes. He stood a few feet away, his honey brown hair gathered in a hasty knot at the nape of his neck. His brows were pushed down under his furrowed forehead and the urge to smooth it flat again with my fingers overwhelmed me.

Fucking hormones. Obviously. My body hadn’t learned what my brain already knew: he didn’t want me. 

The second I could physically leave this house, his palace, I would be hightailing it back to my apartment so I could start my own hunt for the Black Mage. 

A sniffle coming from his direction caused me to freeze up. I kept my gaze low until I could manage a quick scan of his face. Big fat tears glistened along his stupidly devastating cheekbones. Some tiny part of me melted at the display of emotion. Another part hardened to it. I wasn’t going to forgive him over a few well-timed tears.

He came around to the side of the bed I was facing. I schooled my sleeping face and relaxed my clenched eyelids. A shuffling sound told me he threw himself into the chair on that side. Shit. If he was staying, I might have to go to sleep for real. 

Another sniffle and my tough exterior cracked. Damn him. I wouldn’t feel sympathy right now. He didn’t deserve it. He didn’t deserve me.

Fear spiked through me. Maybe the Captain hadn’t made it through the bullet he’d taken to the face. Maybe that was why Fin was sitting at my bedside blubbering. A pang in my chest followed. The Captain and I had only just started easing toward being on the same page. It would be a while yet for his overbearing tendencies to wear down for me, but I’d felt a connection when we’d gone to save Fin. 

No. If he’d died, someone would have woken me; told me. 

You’re not fucking asleep, Zoey.

The Captain had to be fine. He was no doubt already bossing his men around from his immaculately hospital-cornered bed. I wouldn’t put it past him to get back to his old self fast, even without most of his face.

I almost let myself giggle on that and then sobered up. The pain meds were making me a bit loopy. It would explain the soft feelings blooming inside me at the sight and sounds of Fin crying.

Hormones and pain meds—every badass woman’s kryptonite.

The monitor by my bedside beeped, and even though they’d sponged me down, I still smelled pine needles with every inhale. It had to be wafting from Fin. The scent made my gut churn until nausea threatened to overtake me.

If I puked, Fin would know I was fake sleeping. Not an option, because then we would have to talk.

“I know you’ll be all right,” Fin said.

I stilled, fearing he’d caught me.

When something rustled beside me, I risked another peek from slit eyelids. 

He’d doubled over, his head cupped in his hands, his nails digging into the back of his head. “Zoey, so help me, if you die on me, I’ll raze the earth until I kill Esteban. I promise you that.”

His words cut into me, hammering away at the resolve I’d barely started building against him. 

What kind of woman could keep her shit together when a man sat there crying, professing unyielding vengeance over her death? Not this one.

I shifted and opened my eyes to look at him fully. His gaze locked with mine, the heat there zipping through me, until he shuttered his expression to something more reserved.

“I’m not going to die, you idiot. It’s just a flesh wound,” I whispered.

He didn’t even blink at my joke. The silence stretched as we stared at each other. 

“Are you going to say something or are we going to sit here awkwardly?” I asked.

With a huff, he shoved out of the chair. With his back to me, he swiped at his face, removing all traces of moisture, before turning back. “How are you feeling?”

“Like someone tried to dissect me while I was still alive.”

Not even a smile at that one. 

Maybe drugged-up Zoey thinks she’s funnier than she actually is. 

“How is he?”

Fin shifted and then gripped the bar of the gurney. “He’s fine. The doctors stabilized him, and I healed him the best I could. He’ll be brand-new in a few days.”

“I’m glad. Truly. He and I were connecting there about five minutes before all hell broke loose. I think we made a breakthrough. When he wakes up, he better not have amnesia. That was a lot of work I put in.”

No smile there either. He sucked in a gust of air and gripped the bed so tightly the steel creaked under his palms.

I shifted in the bed so I could see him better. He looked not at all like the polished princeling I’d come to know. 

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

“What were you thinking?” he said, his tone somewhere between anger and threatening.

I waved at him. “What was I thinking? I was thinking my boss, the dumb ass, went off half-cocked with no backup to take out the most powerful mage in existence. And you know what, I wasn’t alone, so don’t fucking get pissy with me. In this situation, only one of us did the stupid thing. And I’ll give you a hint—it wasn’t me.”

My voice was rising the angrier I got, but I couldn’t stop it. By the end of my tirade, my ribs screamed, and a dull throb had taken root at the base of my skull. 

So much for the fuzzy pain meds I’d been enjoying.

I didn’t have to deal with this. I’d given him back his money a long time ago. That last mission had been more about the Captain requesting my help than Fin. If he wanted to yell at someone, he could do it to someone he paid to stand there and take it.

I shoved back the covers and swung my legs to the edge of the bed. The room swam around, so I gave myself a second to get orientated.

“What are you doing?” Fin asked from behind me.

I gripped the IV needle in my arm and jerked it out. The sting only lasted for a second, then I gripped the handle of the bed and shoved over the side. My knees buckled under my weight and I fell about a foot, having to use the bed for support.

He put himself in my path. “Get back in bed. You’re not going anywhere.” 

I shoved him hard, but it didn’t move him an inch. “You’re not my boss anymore. I don’t answer to you and I don’t have to sit here and listen to you berate me for something that was one hundred percent your fault.”

He narrowed his eyes, and I knew I’d pushed him too far. The tingle of magic filled the air before my entire body locked up in front of him.

NO! He promised he’d never make me submit to his magic like this. 

“Get back in bed,” he said with a growl.

With his magic choking my will from my body, I had no choice. I walked back to the bed, climbed inside, and threw the covers over my legs.

A hot buzz started in my ears and cascaded through my body. Molten anger boiled along my veins and I glared at him since it was the only expression he’d left free.

I could only watch while he eased the IV into a different spot and then smoothed a fresh bandage over the wound.

Tears rolled down my face. He’d just violated everything I held dear. My mind. My body. My free will.

And when the bastard wouldn’t look at me, I knew that he knew he’d fucked up by forcing me with his magic again, especially after promising me he wouldn’t.

“It’s for your own good,” he whispered, and then he walked out of the room.

I strained against the magic that bound me to the bed with any strength my battered body had left, but his magic held me flat in the bed. 

When I got free, I would skin him alive.

I will never forgive him for this.

With no other choice, I closed my eyes, and waited for my strength to return. When I felt like I could try again, I began to slowly fight my way back. I wiggled my toes. Then my feet. Eventually, with more strength than should have been necessary, I got movement back into my hands and torso.

Once I’d managed to buck his magic, my entire body shook from the effort. I jerked the fresh IV from my arm and dropped off the side of the bed. 

It was pitch black outside the window. The chill in the air told me the time must be early morning hours, but I couldn’t be sure. No one prowled the halls, not even the guards the Captain kept around like Pez dispenser people in the hallway.

I hobbled toward the front of the mansion; the door hung open as if waiting for the next rush of people in need of medical attention. A car sat in the driveway, the same SUV, and the same soldier, who’d given me a ride previously.

I opened the passenger side door and climbed into the front seat.

He started from a doze to stare at me in shock. “Shouldn’t you—”

“If you want to keep your balls where they are, you won’t finish that sentence,” I said.

He nodded, and I waved at the steering wheel. “Drive. Take me home. My job is done and I’m ready for a hot shower and my own bed.”

He glanced back at the house and then unhooked his walkie from his vest. I gave a little shake of my head and he clipped it back on, then drove away, down the long drive.

We traveled in silence, and I cursed Fin for living so far from civilization. Then I resolved it was better this way, since him living in the middle of nowhere would mean crossing paths in the city would be less likely. I never wanted to see that bastard again.

The worst thing about the entire situation was the dull ache in my chest. We’d both known we were on the brink of more. Of doing more and being more together. I didn’t sleep with clients, but I’d found myself thinking about him that way. Now I would never know what might have happened, if we had let ourselves. 

The driver shifted behind the wheel, and I stared at him from where I rested my face against the door. 

“You okay? Not going to die on the way to my house, are you?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Ugh... don’t call me ma’am.”

“Yes, ma’am—I mean, I’m fine.”

I faced out the window as the city lights come into view. Maybe it was time to seek out Hawk again. Go see the chief. Hawk had made it seem like the old man actually missed me. 

Unlikely, but the chief would never admit that he missed me to my face, so I would never know.

We pulled up outside my apartment and I climbed out. The driver came around to help, but I waved him away. “Go home, Junior. I have a feeling they are going to need you there more than I do.”

“But I should...”

I leveled him a glare. “Just go. I’m no longer on your boss’s payroll, so you have no obligation to stay parked outside my house.”

He didn’t look convinced, but he still got back into the SUV and drove away.

The trek inside my apartment was excruciating. Who knew stairs weren’t easy to navigate with severe head trauma?

I made it inside and kept the lights off. Every beam seemed to burn my eyes. Even the shimmering streetlamps slanting through my blinds caused a deep ache in my temples.

For about five seconds, I debated on taking a shower to scrub the blood from my hair, but I decided against it. The hot water might put me on my ass, and then I would have to call an ambulance and end up as one of those stories they told during the holiday season to their families. 

No, thank you.

I lowered myself onto my bed and lay out flat. The room spun around me as the pain meds sloshed through my system. Some tightness along my ribs had eased. Fin must have shoved some healing in me when he forced his magic on my body.

The thought drew a fresh wave of anger through me. If Fin so much as breathed near me, he would earn an elbow to the nose.

For now, the soft sounds of the city outside my window and the heady mix of medical-grade painkillers lulled me to sleep with a pocket watch clutched so tightly into my palm I’d almost forgotten it was there.
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Chapter Two
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HOW MANY TIMES IN THE past week had I woken up with this exact feeling? Emptiness. Loneliness. A lump lodged so deep in my chest it felt like it would never be free.

With the sunlight slanting through my windows, and my stomach reminding me I hadn’t eaten in far too long, I braced myself to get out of bed.

Every single nerve ending in my body ached. The Captain had taken so much worse. It seemed rude to complain, considering I hadn’t had my teeth rearranged by a bullet.

I sat up slowly in the rumpled covers of my bed. Somehow, I’d kicked the top sheet off the bed onto the floor, but it was still tucked in under the mattress at the end. My ribs protested with each movement. 

I should hate him—I wanted to hate him—but I couldn’t quite push myself all the way to loathing. Even after what he’d done, which to me was one of the worst things he could do. He knew how much I didn’t want other people in my mind. Especially when he was using his power to control me. It was an invasion of my basic human rights; my privacy. My will.

I tested my limbs with gentle twists and turns, stretching where I felt comfortable, and holding back where pain flared through me. The blood crust in my hair told me a shower should be my first priority.

It took me so long to wash everything that needed it, the water had chilled by the end of the shower. I was pretty sure I still had blood in my hair, but I couldn’t move in the correct ways to check everything.

I dressed economically in a T-shirt and leggings and left my wet hair hanging loose on my shoulders.

I crossed to my bedroom door and stopped with my hand on the knob. 

The last time I’d woken up in similar circumstances, Fin had been rustling around my apartment. I let myself feel the tiniest little glimmer of hope that he would be here again. That when I stepped into my small kitchen, he would be standing tall over my too-low stove, cooking bacon that was probably expired. 

I wasn’t naïve enough to think he would actually be out there waiting for me, but I enjoyed the thought while it lasted.

I exited my bedroom and stepped into my empty living room area. 

Did it feel emptier now, or was that just me?

With nothing else to do, I made some toast and coffee. One thing I’d learned when healing major wounds, especially with magical help, I needed to increase my calorie intake.

I was thankful all my food hadn’t gone bad since I’d been staying at Fin’s house, but I had to drink my coffee black since the milk looked suspicious.

I shoved the toast in my mouth and eyed the bowl of apples on my counter. I didn’t intend to leave my apartment today, so I’d have some of them later. When I sat down at my desk, it took me a moment to sort out my feelings. 

When I’d left Fin’s house the last time, maybe some part of me thought I would be going back. This time, I couldn’t. It wasn’t just a matter of pride. He’d hurt me. Worse than anyone.

I ran my mental fingers over the bond Fin and I shared. It was no longer the gaping hole it was last night, as if when I healed, it had scarred over. 

Somehow, I could still feel Fin on the other side. Did he hurt as much as I did? The vindictive part of me hoped so.

I faced my desk and dug for my laptop in the bottom drawer. Once I got it set up, and started the various updates loading, I went through some of my emails. Most of it was from former clients. A few invoices. 

One of the emails was from Hawk, which I deleted. 

While I wasn’t ready yet to return, working with my clients again would be much easier with the office’s backing. It wasn’t just about the physical space; it was the little details that made life as a bounty hunter easier. Things like interrogation cells. The last time I interrogated a subject successfully he broke so nicely.

Then there were the easy pickups. I didn’t have to sling anybody over my shoulder and carry them away. Pedestrians stared when that happened.

As much of an asshole as he was, I appreciated Hawk both as a supervisor, and as the chief's best friend. He’d been in my life almost as long as the chief himself. Once I was done hunting the Black Mage, I needed to clear the air between the chief and me. I couldn’t go back before that happened.

I needed to figure out how to mold my current environment to fit my client list. I’d never been dry for clients, so it wasn't as if I couldn’t find work when I needed it.

I bit my lip. If I was desperate, there was always the first paycheck from Fin’s employment I hadn’t cashed. That would cover me for the next few years. My laptop sputtered and beeped at me. I dug the charging cable out from somewhere under the desk, my ribs protesting every single movement as I plugged it in. Maybe that would be my first big purchase, a new laptop. I could certainly use it.

I remembered the pocket watch I’d stolen off Esteban, then smuggled out of Fin’s house. I allowed myself a small smile of satisfaction, thinking about Fin and how angry he would be for my having taken it. To be fair, he probably didn’t even know about its existence. 

I shuffled back to my bedroom and dug through the blankets to find the pocket watch, but came up with nothing. But it had to be here, somewhere. I skirted around the mattress, hunting until I spotted it underneath the edge of my bed frame.

With a groan, I bent down and snagged the watch. Standing upright actually hurt more than the bending. I took the watch back out to my desk and sat it on the scarred wood surface. The watch had a sort of antique bronze finish. The engraved cover over the face swung open with the push of a button to reveal a normal-looking watch. 

Maybe I’d stolen the Black Mage’s family heirloom?

Not likely. The magic simmered and sizzled in my palm when I touched it. Initials were etched on the front of the watch, and some kind of language I didn’t recognize inscribed on the back.

No, this was no ordinary watch. I would bet my life on it.

I pushed the button again and again, opening the face of the watch to see if that did anything. The feel of the magic didn’t change. The surface or weight of the watch didn’t alter as I picked it up and hefted it in my palm.

So how did it work? Could it be like my magical blades, which sang to the person who should own them? Did all magical objects call out to their owners?

I tried to connect to the watch again, using the same senses I did when I touched the bond between Fin and me. Of course, nothing happened. The watch sat there mocking me and my inability to make it bend to my will.

Maybe I should have gotten more magical instructions before burning all my magical bridges. A magic-wielding person of any kind would suit. 

Anyone except Fin. 

Did I know anyone else with magic besides Fin and the Captain?

There had to be a way for people like me to learn magic. If anyone could find the way, I could. Hunting people was the one thing I excelled at. Hunting information came second since often I plucked it from their mouths while I beat the shit out of them. I doubted I could get help with my magic that way.

When the Captain came to me to help Fin, he’d directed me to focus my awareness. I tried that, but it proved fruitless on the watch. 

I considered how I connected to my black steel blades. Thinking about them made my heart hurt. I’d left them at Fin’s in my haste to get away. Maybe the Captain would send them to me? They were the only thing I wanted out of that house.

I opened up the browser on my laptop, my wrists hovering over the watch. Quickly, I typed in ‘how to do magic’.

As usual, I should have thought that through. The first search results were related to pulling rabbits out of hats and making damsels disappear. Not a problem I currently faced.

I tapped the space bar a few times while I thought about what else to type. Then I typed in ‘fairy and mage magic’.

I hit enter harder than probably necessary. Maybe this was why my laptop didn’t like me. 

The first results that popped up were related to fantasy novels. A lot of fantasy novels were written as a way for the humans who knew about magical creatures to process that fact, but I didn’t have a hundred years to read thousand-page novels to pick apart what was truth and what was fiction. 

I cleared the search bar and considered what I needed to know a little more thoroughly. Then typed in ‘fairy and mage artifacts’ and hit enter.

Instead of searching through the link results, I hit the image button and scrolled through the images. A lot of them were related to swords and weapons. Most of them were also fictional or from movies. Again, nothing that would help me sort out the mystery of the stupid watch. I closed the laptop with a slam and sat back in the chair.

My ribs fucking hurt. I should start thinking about some kind of protection for them if I did any more fighting.

Allowing myself a moment of weakness, I went back into the kitchen and dug through my junk drawer to find a bottle of aspirin. It was expired, but anything right now was better than nothing.

I grabbed a bottle of water from my refrigerator, tossed back four of the pills, and washed the chalky taste down my throat.

I took the remaining water and sat back at my desk. The watch gleamed in the morning sunlight, and the fact that it sat there, doing absolutely nothing, pissed me off.

No, that wasn’t right. It was the pain. I should’ve stolen the hospital grade painkillers from Fin’s house before I left. Maybe I could bribe the Captain to bring me some of them too? Or one of the IVs the medical staff kept locked up that contained the good drugs. In a pinch, I could do a field IV if necessary. 

Something I should have done for the Captain while he lay bleeding out in the helicopter. Surely there’d been one in the first aid kit? 

But in the heat of the moment, I’d floundered on the medical training the chief had drilled into me over the years. Always basic stuff, but the basics could keep a wounded person stable until more experienced hands could take over.

I turned the watch over in my palm and studied the inscription on the back. The language was all looping swirls and symbols. Nothing I recognized, even from my fiction reading experience.

Another idea popped in my head. I dug into the top drawer of my desk and took out a small toolkit. It contained a tiny spectacles screwdriver that I never seemed to throw away despite the fact that I didn’t wear glasses.
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