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Chapter 1
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Without even glancing up at it, Tessa Graves walked past Dulcis Requiem one more time. She knew she was here to see Doc; there was no other reason to be outside of his hotel. But she couldn't quite remember why she wanted to see Doc, and she didn't understand why she was so frightened to go inside.

She'd actually managed to touch the door three times now before changing her course. Which wasn't really all that impressive considering the fact that she'd walked up and down the block eleven times now.

She'd had a reason for coming here. She wanted to talk to Doc. But why?

She stopped outside a nearby cafe and looked at her reflection in the window. Why couldn't she remember what she was doing here?

It wasn't for the coffee, although she had stopped pacing several times to drink one. So now, in addition to being nervous, she also had to pee. At least she could remember why she had to pee. Coffee equaled pee. Case closed.

She also knew that Dulcis equaled Doc. And Doc equaled... She closed her eyes, trying to remember her motivation for coming. And then she remembered. Doc equaled Thomas Jury. That was why she was here. And that was also why she was nervous as hell. She was terrified of witches, regardless of who they were friends with.

She straightened her back and exhaled deeply. She needed to be strong and assertive. She needed to be firm. She could easily do those things, but she also needed to be able to remember what she was doing, which meant that she needed to be anybody other than Tessa Graves.

She frowned, irritated by the idea that she wasn't enough because it simply wasn't true. When she wasn't being hypnotized or controlled by her father or the patron, she was a phenomenal investigator. Absolutely phenomenal.

And that wasn't arrogance; it was just the truth. In less than three days, she'd located the tetrarch's father, who had been missing for thirty years. That was how good she was.

Being a phenomenal investigator was hardly going to help her with Doc though. She couldn't just walk in and demand that Doc take her to Thomas Jury. She couldn't manipulate him either. She was going to have to use tact. And she was very, very bad at using tact.

"I should have brought Curtis," she grumbled as she walked past Dulcis one more time.

She might have been a master investigator, but Curtis was a master of tact. Which made no sense because he was a gigantic troll and he couldn't even walk up wooden stairs or sit on chairs, but he still had more tact than Tessa. Loads more tact.

She pressed her hand to her head, trying to remember what tact had to do with anything. She had known a second ago, but then it had blurred in her mind, leaving her confused.

She'd come to see Doc because Julian had said that Doc was the only way to reach Thomas Jury. But why was that important? Why did she care about reaching Thomas Jury? She knew her place in things, and it wasn't rubbing elbows with the Jurys.

She focused on the problem, trying to solve it, but she had to pee so badly that she could hardly think. She could still remember drinking the pee-inducing coffee. But what did that have to do with Doc?

She mentally retraced her steps. She'd been in bed with Julian; his talented fingers had been sliding over her skin, and he'd said something about Doc. He had told her to go see Doc. But why?

Tessa took a deep breath and closed her eyes. With every inhale and exhale, pain pulsed through her head; and she knew that meant she was close to something. Close to something the patron didn't want her to see. If only she could remember what it was.

She couldn't think past the pain, and she couldn't decide which was worse. The ache in her head or the ache in her bladder. She couldn't do anything about her head, but she could do something about her bladder.

She entered the cafe once more and bought yet another coffee. Without taking a single drink, she threw it into the trash and used the customers only restroom.

It wasn't long before she was out on the street again, staring up at Dulcis. There was only one pain now, the pain inside her head; but she still couldn't remember why she was here.

"Ms. Graves," a voice said from behind her.

She cringed, turned, and greeted Jervis with a politely terrified, "Jervis."

"Was there something you needed?" he asked. "You've walked by a few times now."

Tessa didn't roll her eyes at his obvious understatement, but she would have if it had been anyone else. Jervis scared the hell out of her; she just didn't know why.

She didn't know a lot of things. That was why it would be better if she was someone else. Someone who knew things. Someone who knew who they were or what they had done or why they'd come to Dulcis in the first place.

"Ms. Graves."

"Yeah," Tessa murmured. "Give me a second."

She pulled her notebook from her pocket and turned to the Julian page. She immediately blushed and flipped past it to the patron page. She went to the final entry and scanned backwards.

How could she have already forgotten? Doc equaled Thomas Jury. And Thomas Jury was rumored to be the most powerful witch in the world. Tessa had a witch inside of her head, and she needed help. Logically, from another witch. A shudder ran through her at the thought. She hated witches.

Pain tore through her head, and she snarled softly, "Yes, I goddamn hate witches. What're you going to do about it?"

"Ms. Graves?"

"Sorry," Tessa said hurriedly. "I wasn't talking to you. I need to see Doc."

"He isn't in."

"Of course he isn't," she grumbled. "He never is when I need him."

Jervis raised a thin eyebrow, and Tessa tried to smile.

"Because he has a life," she said, flinching at the harsh tone of her voice.

The eyebrow did not go down.

"Do you know where he is?" she asked. "I really need to talk to him."

"I rarely know where he is," Jervis replied.

"But do you?" she pressed.

"Perhaps."

"And?"

"I'll have him call you."

Now she did roll her eyes. And because that wasn't stupid enough, she growled, "Thanks." 

Jervis smiled.

His smile sent a horrid chill down her spine, and she stepped away from him, said "I appreciate it", and then practically ran down the sidewalk.

"I do not like him," she muttered under her breath as she walked, not ran, back towards her house. "He's..."

It suddenly struck her, and she felt foolish for not seeing it sooner. Jervis was a vampire. A filthy blood-sucking vampire.

Her words, not Virgil's. She didn't like vampires; that was all her. Virgil hadn't trashed on vampires like he had trolls and a dozen of the other species, but she didn't like them because they ate people.

She knew it wasn't fair to lump all vampires into a group and hate them, but what about life was fair? She had a witch living inside her head telling her what to do, and vampires ate people. Those were facts. Fairness didn't enter into it.

But what did she know? Maybe it did. There was apparently a lot about life she didn't know yet. Starting with tact. She didn't know anything about tact. If she did, Jervis wouldn't have smiled at her like that.

She wasn't stupid though; she could learn to utilize tact. All she had to do was study Curtis next time he talked to someone.

Everyone seemed to like Curtis. Hell, even she liked him, and she didn't like anyone. She couldn't say off the top of her head why she liked him; she just did. Which wasn't very logical. Nothing about her life was logical anymore. Virgil would be so ashamed.

She suppressed a grin at the thought of Virgil being ashamed because she knew that giving into such a thought would make her head hurt even more than it already did. She was already in pain, and she wasn't in the mood to add to it. 

As she jogged down the alley behind the house, she couldn't help glancing behind her, but there was no one skulking in the shadows. That she could see anyway. She was skilled, but she wasn't sure she would even notice it if a vampire was stalking her.

Vague fear was crawling up her spine, so she ran the last few steps; and when she reached the back door, she pulled it open with more force than was necessary and slammed it behind her.

A mere second later, Magnus appeared in the hallway in front of her. She was beginning to suspect that he used secret passageways because when she wanted him, he moved like molasses but if she was trying to avoid him, he somehow always managed to corner her before she could get away.

"Mrs. Graves would like a word with you in the sitting room," he said, pronouncing each word with excruciating slowness.

"It's because I slammed the door, isn't it?" Tessa sighed.

"I couldn't possibly say."

"You could," Tessa pointed out.

"Couldn't," he replied.

"Won't," she stated. "I thought you were loyal, Magnus. Remember what you said? I'm the last true Graves. And here you are, carrying orders for her like she's the queen of the roost."

"She is," Magnus stated. "And just a reminder, I won't be here tomorrow. It's my day off."

"Day off," Tessa snorted as she brushed past him and headed towards the sitting room. "Who ever heard of a day off? I don't take days off."

She couldn't. She had to work. Otherwise, her head ached so badly that she could barely function, but Magnus didn't seem to have that problem.

Which proved it. Fairness was just one of those ideals that people talked about but that didn't actually exist. Like world peace and fat-free ice cream.

Tessa stepped into the sitting room and snarled, "What do you want?"

"Someone's in a mood," Gisele said cheerily.

"Yeah, a bad one," Tessa growled.

"Maybe this will cheer you up. Sit."

Gisele was grinning, and it was a self-satisfied grin. The kind of Gisele grin that Tessa dreaded.

She sat, but only because she knew Gisele would just stare at her until she did, and said, "What?"

"I have a case for you, dear."

"Great."

"It's very interesting, and I think it will keep you occupied longer than the roses did. You solved that very quickly."

"What is it?" Tessa demanded.

"I'm getting there," Gisele chastised.

"Sorry," Tessa sighed.

She took a deep breath and whispered, "I'm working; I'm on a case right now; witches are great. I'm working; I'm on a case; witches are great."

The pain in her head backed off slightly, but only slightly. She had never been good at lying, but she was learning, because lying was the only way to mitigate the pain in her head.

"What did you and Julian do last night?" Gisele asked slyly.

Tessa swallowed another sigh. Lying was also the only way to deal with Gisele.

"We wrote down some case notes," Tessa said.

Which was true enough.

"And then?"

"We compared notes."

"And then?"

"You said something about a case."

"You're no fun," Gisele pouted.

"I know. Case."

"Forgive me for taking an interest in your life," Gisele complained.

"You're forgiven. Case."

Gisele huffed and said, "I was going to read to you, but now I'm not. Rathbone and Olive were just about to be discovered in the garden, but I don't suppose you care about that."

Tessa did care. She really, really did. Much more than she would ever admit. And since she couldn't admit it, she said, "You can't read that anyway. Ollie would never forgive you if you read it when she wasn't here."

"That's true," Gisele admitted. "Although I could read it twice."

"You don't ever read anything twice," Tessa pointed out. "Case," she added, trying to inject a note of command into her tone.

"Oh, fine," Gisele grumbled. "Work, work, work. I received a letter today, in response to my advertisement. Isn't that nice, dear?" 

"Yes," Tessa said shortly. "And?"

"You leave very little room for artistic expression. Do you realize that?"

"It's a case. There shouldn't be any artistic expression. It's facts and leads, Grandma. Facts and leads."

Gisele cleared her throat.

"Gisele. Case!"

"No need to get testy."

Tessa was going to scream. Repeatedly. And while she did it, she was going to run from the house and never come back. She'd set up a new business. Somewhere far away from Gisele and her ridiculous cases.

"It's not a high profile case," Gisele said with a shrug. "And I know how you feel about that, but I already said we'd do it, so you have to."

Tessa was beginning to think that she would take any case in the world, no matter how stupid, if Gisele would just stop puttering around and get to the issue at hand.

"The letter was from a Mrs. Lexi," Gisele said. "She wants you to figure out where her husband goes every night."

"Are you kidding me?" Tessa growled. "You want me to take on a trashy adultery case?"

"It's not adultery," Gisele insisted. "Mrs. Lexi knows that her husband loves her and would never cheat on her. Not ever. Something else is going on."

"That's what they always say," Tessa scoffed. "Where does she live?"

"The letter is on your desk," Gisele said woundedly.

"Great," Tessa said as she stood. "Next time start with that."

She made it all the way to the door before her guilt got the best of her. She stopped with a sigh and said, "I'm sorry, Grandma. I mean, Gisele. I'm not... I'm just having a bad day. Thank you for the case. I'm looking forward to it."

"You don't have to lie," Gisele huffed.

"I'm not," Tessa said. "Anything to keep me busy. Where's Curtis?"

"He's in Virgil's office, dear. Looking for a case. Like you asked him to."

"Thank you. I'm sorry," Tessa said once more before she left the room and headed towards the offices.

She didn't mean to take out her bad temper on Gisele; Gisele just happened to be the only target within range.

Magnus did not count. Tessa had learned a long time ago that things quickly descended into chaos if she took out her mood on Magnus. Magnus did not forgive slights easily. He didn't mind sarcasm or criticism, but Tessa would pay dearly for outright anger.

It was almost as if he controlled the house with his mind. When she had been sixteen, she'd once sneaked into his room and put tacks in his shoes. For three whole weeks afterwards her room had been infested with mice and cockroaches. She had finally apologized, begged his forgiveness, and promised never to enter his room again. The infestation had instantly cleared.

"Oh my god," she muttered. "I really am bad at this."

She'd lived with Magnus for over fifteen years, and she'd only just now realized that he was a Myhanava. It was so obvious that she honestly felt pathetic for not seeing it before. She was a detective; she was supposed to notice these things. But maybe she hadn't been able to notice. Just like she hadn't been able to notice that Gisele wasn't stupid and that Ollie wasn't flighty.

Regardless of why she hadn't noticed before, it was glaringly obvious to her now. Myhanava could enter the minds of animals and see what they saw and influence them if they chose. That was why the house never had mice. And it was also why the spiders were always up out of Gisele's reach, and why there were always at least one or two pigeons on the roof. Magnus was using the pigeons and spiders as lookouts. There probably wasn't a single thing that happened inside the house that he didn't know about.

She was just outside of Virgil's office, but instead of going in, she turned around and headed for the butler's pantry. Magnus could usually be found there if he wasn't wandering around the house.

She knocked on his closed door with as much politeness as she could muster. She'd learned seven years ago never to open the pantry door without permission, even if it was part of the house that she owned.

The door cracked open, and Magnus said, "Yes?"

"I need to speak with you. In my office. Now."

She didn't say please because it wasn't a request. Gisele might have paid him, but this was still Tessa's home, and she would fire him without a second thought if he actually knew what Virgil had been doing all these years.

"I'll be right there," he replied.

He wouldn't. It would take him at least fifteen minutes to traverse the house, but Tessa didn't say anything more, just spun on her heel and stomped back to her office. She flung open the door, grinning with satisfaction when it hit the wall with a snap. It was her house. She could slam all the doors she wanted to.

She sat at her desk; and out of pure defiance, she swung up her feet and dropped them right onto the glossy top.

The pastries she'd brought in for Julian last night were already gone. Someone had obviously come in and cleaned. She'd never given much thought to the fact that people were always inside her office and her room. Cleaning. Or snooping. Moving her belongings. Reading her papers.

Or maybe she had thought about it. Maybe that was why everything she wrote was in her own shorthand. Maybe she'd always suspected that someone was spying on her.

Pain didn't rush through her head at the thought, and she wasn't sure what that meant. Either it meant that no one was spying on her or that someone was spying on her but that the patron had never thought to order her not to think about it.

It would have been handy if he had given her a list of orders and commands, but he'd just plugged them inside her head and put them on repeat.

Anger rushed through her, but she didn't lean into it. Thinking about how much she hated the patron would only increase the pain.

"I'm working," she murmured as she stared at the letter on her desk. She knew it was from Mrs. Lexi; Gisele had told her it was from Mrs. Lexi, but seeing it still filled Tessa with horror. It wasn't addressed to her, and the handwriting was different. She knew it wasn't from the patron, but she still had to force herself to pick it up and unfold it.

A wave of relief washed over her when she saw the tightly formed writing within. It hadn't been written by the patron in disguise; it really was from a Mrs. Lexi, wife of a wandering husband.

Tessa glanced up at the door. Magnus was nowhere to be seen, so she started to read. 

Dear Graves, Graves, & Graves,

I saw your recent advertisement in the Hidden Gazette, and I would like to know if you'd take on a case for me. I don't have much money, but your advertisement mentioned large or small. I apologize for not coming in person; I am not permitted to leave the Hidden as I am a Menehune.

Tessa paused here and searched her memory for Menehune but came up with nothing.

"Curtis!" she called out.

"Yes?" his voice rumbled across the hall.

"What's a Menehune?"

A moment later, Curtis stepped into her office. She gazed at him in slight awe, still surprised at how ridiculously handsome he was.

"Tessa?"

"Yes?"

"I asked what you said?"

She felt her cheeks begin to heat, and she pinched her thigh.

"I asked you what a Menehune is," she said quickly, hoping he hadn't noticed her momentary blush.

"I don't know," he said. "I've never heard of one."

"Gisele probably knows," Tessa sighed.

"That's good, right?"

"Sure. I was just hoping to avoid her for the rest of the day."

"She's very nice," Curtis pointed out.

"I know," Tessa grumbled. "I actually wish she was a little meaner. Then I wouldn't feel so bad when I say nasty things to her."

Curtis raised one of his perfectly shaped eyebrows and said, "Wouldn't it be easier just not to say nasty things?"

"Maybe for you," Tessa replied. "Go away. I have to yell at Magnus, and then I'll come tell you about the case."

Curtis's eyebrow went even higher.

"Please... go away," Tessa ground out.

Curtis laughed softly, but did as she had asked and left her office.

Tessa waited a few seconds, but Magnus still didn't arrive, so she continued reading the letter.

My husband sneaks out of our home every night at midnight and returns at five in the morning. He's been doing this for several weeks now, and he's starting to look ill. When I asked him about it, he swore that he hadn't left once.

I don't understand why he's lying to me. I know he's not with another woman, but I still need to know why he's leaving like he is. Come by, and I will tell you more. He leaves for his work at eight and doesn't come home until five in the evening. Please come.

Mrs. Ahe Lexi

Tessa sighed. Gisele was probably right; not that Tessa would ever admit it. A cheater didn't usually meet up with his paramour every single night at the same time and spend five hours with them. Something else was definitely going on. It wasn't world changing, but it was a case. 

Tessa took out her notebook and jotted down the essential points of Mrs. Lexi's letter, as well as, the questions she was going to ask her when they met.

She had just finished when Magnus cleared his throat.

"Sit down," she said firmly.

Magnus tilted his head; and for a moment, she thought he was going to refuse, but then he slowly entered her office and sat across from her.

"You're a Myhanava," she said flatly.

He inclined his head in acknowledgement.

"I have a question for you," Tessa said. "And out of respect, I am not going to bring Fernsby in to hypnotize you. I trust that you will answer truthfully."

Magnus inclined his head once more.

"Did you know what Virgil was really doing?"

"Would you please clarify the question?" Magnus said softly.

"Did you know that he was involved in kidnapping people and killing people and stealing from people? Did you know that he was handing information about Hidden residents over to the patron to use as blackmail? Did you know that he was an evil piece of scum?"

"That is three questions," Magnus murmured.

Tessa growled.

"I am the last of my line," Magnus said carefully.

Tessa wasn't sure how that related to any of her questions, but she knew better than to interrupt a suspect when they were talking.

"The Braddocks have served the Graves for a very long time now; a tradition that has passed from father to son. However, one must have a son to pass it on to, which I do not," he said firmly.

Tessa leaned back in her chair, already not liking where this was going.

"We serve the House of Graves," Magnus said. "That is our purpose. My lack of offspring was a disappointment to your grandfather, but for all the hold he had over me, he certainly could not force me to marry or impregnate a woman against my will."

Tessa disagreed. The patron probably could have. But maybe not. Maybe Magnus wasn't as weak as she was.

"I do not eavesdrop on the master's office or the master's bedroom. I am not allowed," he said stiffly. "But it is my purpose to watch all the goings-on within the house and report them to the master. Regardless of Mrs. Graves's generosity," Magnus sighed. "That would be you."

Tessa wished she'd never asked. Some things were really best left alone.

In spite of her thick head lately, she wasn't stupid. Magnus had said a lot without saying a lot. Yes, he'd known. And no, there hadn't been anything he could have done about it. The Graves family, or the patron, had a hold on Magnus's family. A hold Magnus had broken by intentionally not having any children.

She studied him for a long moment before finally saying, "Do you want to leave?"

"I'm rather old, Ms. Graves. And very set in my ways. What would I do?"

"Birdwatch every day?" she offered.

His face twisted, and he said, "That sounds dreadful."

"So you don't want to leave?"

"Not unless you would like me to."

"I don't think I would like that," Tessa admitted.

She would never outright tell him that she wanted him here. She didn't. She didn't even like him. He was slow and cranky, but she would probably be slow and cranky too if she was working for a family that had imprisoned her entire line.

"Don't eavesdrop on people," she said.

"I haven't since Mr. Graves passed," Magnus said.

"Glad to hear it," Tessa said. "But I like lookouts," she added.

"I always have a minimum of six lookouts in place."

"Why didn't they notice the Cadwels?" she demanded.

He shifted in his chair and said, "They did, but I was perhaps a little slow in raising the alarm."

"Trying to kill us?" she asked with a short laugh. "Diabolical."

"I just wasn't sure about you yet," he said softly. "I wasn't sure if perhaps the world would be better off without..."

"The Graves?" she suggested.

He shrugged.

She could hardly blame him. The world would be better off without the Graves, and besides, if the Cadwels had failed to kill them, which they had, Magnus would have hardly been any worse off.

She studied him carefully, but she couldn't be certain that he wasn't lying. Virgil had lied to her every day, and she hadn't known or even suspected. Magnus could be lying as well. He could easily be spying on her and reporting everything he saw to the patron. It made sense that Magnus would be under the patron's thumb.

"It's not that I don't trust you," she said carefully, "but people do have a history of lying to me. I don't suppose there's any way you can prove yourself?"

"I don't suppose," he agreed. His lips turned up ever so slightly, and he added, "I did adjust your father's headstone design just a bit."

"What do you mean?" Tessa asked.

"There's a rather rude hieroglyphic in the lower right hand corner. On the back," he added. "I didn't want anyone to notice."

She'd just have to check it out, whatever it was. In the meantime, she had no reason not to trust Magnus. After all, she was pretty sure that if he had been reporting to the patron, the patron would already be here.

"Thank you, Magnus. I'm sorry for everything my family has done to your family. If you need anything in the way of recompense, please tell me."

"Yes, Ms. Graves. Thank you."

"One last question," Tessa said.

"Yes?"

"Have you ever seen the patron?"

"If I have," Magnus said carefully, "I was not aware of it."

Tessa nodded and gestured towards the door. Magnus stood, and with remarkable speed, given the fact that each leg moved incredibly slowly, he disappeared.

As soon as he was gone, Tessa dropped her head to her desk with a sigh. It was a little depressing to realize that she wasn't special in any way whatsoever. Virgil hadn't just ruined her life; he'd ruined Magnus's life too, as well as, hundreds of other people's.

In some small childlike part of her mind, Virgil's treatment of her had been more tolerable when she was the only one he'd abused. But she hadn't been; she had just happened to be there, and Virgil was an ass.


Chapter 2
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"Tessa?" Curtis said gently.

"What?"

"Have you been hitting your head on your desk again?"

"No," she lied. "I'm just resting. Wood is so comfortable. Even better than a down pillow."

He made a slight humming noise before saying, "I found the LaRoche case."

"Great," Tessa said. "I bet he didn't even keep track."

"Who and of what?"

"My dad. Virgil. Of how many people he screwed over. It was just a daily event to him. Wake up. Ruin Tessa's life. Ruin Magnus's life. Ruin Ollie's and Gisele's lives. Ruin seven random people's lives. Good work today. I'm going to go to bed and do it all over again tomorrow. What a freaking legacy."

"Maybe we should wait on the LaRoche case?" Curtis suggested.

"Nah, let me guess," Tessa grumbled. "Virgil screwed them over. The end."

"Your outlook might be a little less grim if you sat up," he suggested.

"It's comfortable here," Tessa lied.

"Maybe I'd better go get Gisele."

"I'm up!" Tessa spat as she lifted her head.

Curtis smiled at her and said, "On the bright side, your father kept really good notes, so there's not even anything to solve."

"Fantastic," Tessa snorted.

"He requested Mr. LaRoche's assistance in acquiring an ancient artifact. Apparently, if it's an artifact, Mr. LaRoche can find it."

"Can you just get to the part where Virgil screwed him over?"

"The client had offered Mr. LaRoche a sum of thirty million merlins."

Tessa's jaw dropped, and she demanded, "For what?!"

"That's the one thing he left out of the report," Curtis replied. "He just refers to it as the artifact."

"I'm going to hazard a guess that Pops found the artifact and Virgil took it but didn't pay."

Curtis made a strange face and murmured, "Something like that."

"Worse?" Tessa cringed.

"Slightly."

"How slightly?"

"Extremely slightly."

Tessa sighed and banged her head on the desk.

"I would stop doing that if I were you," Curtis advised. "Your head is very squishy."

"It's made of bone," Tessa countered.

"Squishy bone," he shrugged.

"Only by troll standards," she grumbled. "So what did we do to him?"

"You didn't," Curtis said. "Your father did."

"Sure, and by association, me."

Curtis made an irritated sound before saying, "Mr. LaRoche used to have a slightly higher status within the Hidden as a well-known procurer of magical artifacts. However, after Mr. LaRoche completed the job, your father—"

"Let's just call him Virgil," Tessa interrupted. "I'd rather not be reminded that he's related to me."

"Virgil," Curtis said emphatically, "reported Mr. LaRoche to the BCA, and they confiscated all of his artifacts, relics, and everything else he had. There was a trial, because as we know it's illegal for Hidden residents to own artifacts," he said, tone grave. "However, someone intervened on LaRoche's behalf, and LaRoche was released, but his entire life's work was lost."

"Wow," Tessa said softly. "Just wow. How am I supposed to fix that?"

"I don't know."

"This is stupid," Tessa grumbled. "How the hell are we supposed to fix anything that Virgil did? It's not as if there are even any cases to solve," she went on before Curtis could respond. "We know what happened. Virgil screwed over everyone. The end."

She made a noise of disgust and said, "You know what we need? Troll whiskey."

"I like the sound of that," Curtis admitted.

"Me too," Tessa said as she stood. "I'll tell you about our new case on the way. We'll have to go the long way though," she added, grinning slightly.

"How do we go the long way?" Curtis asked.

"Through the cemetery," Tessa responded as they walked down the hallway together. "I really wish I still had my car," she muttered. "I hate taxis."

"What happened to your car?" Curtis asked.

"Ollie."

"Ah."

"It's probably at the bottom of the ocean or something," Tessa said sadly. "It was beautiful too. A 1971 Dodge Challenger. Not that you know what that means, but if you did, you'd be impressed. It had a Hemi engine, and when I revved it up, it purred like you wouldn't believe."

Magnus's head suddenly appeared out of a side door, and he said, "Your car is in the garage, Ms. Graves."

"I said no eavesdropping!" Tessa snapped. "Wait, did you just say that my car's in the garage?"

"That is what I said," Magnus grumbled. "And I wasn't eavesdropping, not in any supernatural way. I just happened to overhear you. It is my job to know what goes on within the house, you know. That is why I'm here."

"I'm sorry, Magnus," Tessa said hurriedly. "Really, really sorry. And I'm so glad you know everything that goes on in the house!"

Without another word, Tessa bolted for the backdoor. She ran across the alley, keyed in the code for the garage door, and pushed it open, gasping when she saw her beautiful car. And cringing when she saw Gisele's hideous pink Mini Cooper beside it.

She turned her back on Gisele's car and ran her hand lovingly over the front fender of her Challenger. "I thought you were gone," she said happily. "I missed you so much. And I'm so sorry you have to be in here with such a disgrace to cars."

She didn't have anything against Mini Coopers in general; it was the paintjob she hated. The bright, sparkly, pink paintjob.

"You're talking to a car," Curtis said from behind her.

"Not just any car," Tessa corrected. "My 1971 Dodge Challenger. It's a thing of beauty."

"But it's completely inanimate. It would be like if I talked to my chair."

Tessa turned with a snarl and said, "Only if your chair had a Hemi engine and could go over a hundred miles an hour."

"I didn't mean to offend you," Curtis apologized. "I'm merely trying to understand. Why is a car so different than a chair?"

"Because it's a car," Tessa said.

"But you sit in it," Curtis countered.

"Get in," Tessa ordered. "And I'll show you how it's different."

There weren't normally a lot of opportunities to drive fifty miles an hour through downtown Denver, but Tessa managed to find them all. Completely ignoring Curtis's frequent hisses of dismay, Tessa tore through the traffic as quickly as possible. Mostly to prove to Curtis exactly how different a car and a chair were, but also because she was feeling pissed and driving fast made her feel better.

By the time they reached the cemetery, Curtis was wide-eyed with terror.

"See?" Tessa said as she wrenched on the steering wheel and tapped the brakes. The car slid into a space and screeched to a halt, and Tessa said, "That's the difference."

"I prefer my chair," Curtis mumbled.

"You're only saying that because you're not behind the wheel," Tessa shrugged.

"Do all humans have a death wish?"

"Not that I know of," Tessa replied. "Why?"

"You're so squishy. If I were in troll form, traveling at such speeds in a metal box would not bother me. But in human form... Are you out of your mind?!" he demanded. "Do you have any idea how easy it is to kill you? And me?!"

Tessa shrugged and said, "It's not that easy."

"How do you figure?" he demanded. "If you had run into one of the other cars, we'd be dead."

"But that's just not how things work. At least not very often," she qualified. "Seventy percent of people drive like they're the only person on the road. It's our belief that we're more important than everyone else that keeps us safe," she added.

"But what if someone stops believing?" Curtis challenged.

"The whole thing falls apart," Tessa admitted. "Pileups everywhere. Now come on, I want to see what Magnus put on Virgil's gravestone."

She stepped from her car and walked quickly up the cemetery lane towards Virgil's towering monument. She'd thought about coming out here with a jackhammer and wrecking the stone, but she simply hadn't had the time.

She paused just in front of it and stared up at it. "It looks like a gigantic dick," she said

"Dick?" Curtis asked.

She cringed and said, "You know, the thing."

"Oh. It doesn't look anything like the thing," he argued. "It's missing the—"

"I get it!" Tessa exclaimed. "It's just a thing people say when things are long or tall like that," she muttered. "I wasn't saying it looked exactly like the thing."

"I see," Curtis murmured.

He didn't. He was a troll. And he'd only been out of the Hidden for a few days. It was going to take him years to figure out all the nuances of human speech and behavior.

"Are you beginning to regret asking me to join you?" Curtis asked softly.

"Don't be stupid," Tessa said.

She didn't say more than that. It wasn't her style to assure people, and if Curtis didn't already know that, he wasn't a very good investigator.

Never mind that she had never realized that Jervis was a vampire or that Magnus was a Myhanava. Her brain had been scrambled so many times that she was surprised she even knew her own name. And she'd be tempted to question her knowledge of that except for the fact that Gisele and Ollie also called her Tessa.

She frowned at Virgil's ridiculous headstone, struggling with the sudden wave of hopelessness that wanted to overtake her. She was afraid that the Case of the Missing Memories didn't have a happy ending. But really, what case did? Certainly not the Case of the Lying Evil Father. Virgil had died before anyone could kill him; just more proof that fair didn't exist.  

"What happens to trolls when they die?" Tessa asked, curious to know if there was a troll graveyard somewhere with reasonable-sized stones marking each passing.

"If we were in our native land," Curtis replied, "we would go out into the hills and sit silently on a slope somewhere, watching the sunset or the sunrise until our spirits eventually let go. Over time, our bodies would solidify and become part of the earth mother once more."

"That sounds nice," Tessa admitted. "Nicer than being shoved into a box and buried six feet under. What happens if you're in the Hidden?"

"Our bodies are used to reinforce the structure of buildings and bridges," he said flatly.

"Oh," she murmured, more than a little horrified. "Sorry."

"You need to stop being sorry for things you had no part in," Curtis chastised.

"For all you know it was a Graves who came up with the idea to do that," she countered.

"Maybe so, but it still wasn't you. You are not the culmination of all the Graves who ever lived. You are simply Tessa Graves, and you are only responsible for your own actions."

"Then why are we trying to fix anything?" she questioned.

"Because it is within our ability to do so," he said. "If you decided to walk away tomorrow, it would not make you any less or any more responsible for Virgil's actions."

"Do you really believe that?"

"I do."

She turned to look at him. His face was open and serious; his eyes easy to read.

"Just to be clear, you don't hold me responsible at all for the sins of my ancestors?" she demanded.

He sighed and said, "No. Did you steal Mr. LaRoche's livelihood? Did you kidnap Mr. Redgrove? Did you turn me over to Phillip Jury?"

"No?"

"No!" he insisted, voice hard. "You did not. And you cannot carry the weight of their decisions with you. It will eventually crush you."

It just didn't seem right. Someone had to be responsible for the actions of the House of Graves, and she was the only one left.

With a frustrated sigh, Curtis said, "My great-grandfather's name was Havrasus the Full. Do you know what he was full of?" He paused here, but before she could offer any guesses, he said, "Human children."

"What's your point?" Tessa demanded.

"Are you going to turn me over to Tetrarch Redgrove?"

"What for?"

"The murder of innocent children?"

"To begin with," Tessa said, "you're assuming they were innocent. All we really know is that they were children. Secondly, were they trespassing on your grandfather's territory? Because if they were, he was behaving in typical troll fashion. I've read that wild trolls are very territorial."

Curtis frowned at her and said, "I can see now why you like to bang your head on wood so much."

Tessa raised an eyebrow.

"It's because you have the least squishy human head around," he grumbled. "Why are we here?"

"To see the rude drawing that Magnus put on the headstone," Tessa replied.

She stepped around to the back of the stone and searched the intricate detail for anything out of place. Her eyes caught on the edge of something, and she tilted her head, trying to make it out.

"Is that... It is!" she laughed. "Oh my god, look at that! If only Virgil knew! I can't wait to show Ollie!"

Ollie tapped her fingers on the edge of the window sill. She was bored out of her mind. She hadn't had to sit and watch a location for years now, and it was driving her mad. She liked to be moving, doing, killing. Sitting here just watching people go in and out of the building across the street was mind numbing.

The patron's box was one of the many mailboxes lining the walls inside the building, and Tessa's report was still inside his box.

Ollie knew this because she'd gone into the building earlier under the guise of a security specialist. After she'd been escorted to the security room, she had piddled around for a moment, pretending to check connections; and then she had wandered out onto the main floor so she could slip a little camera into the patron's box and tiny tracker onto Tessa's report.

Witches were hard to predict because they each had different skills; but one and all, witches tended to be on the arrogant side and ignore simple or basic things like norm trackers and cameras. There was no reason to think that the patron would be any different.

Ollie's phone beeped, and she pulled it from her pocket without taking her eyes from the monitor or the window. She held the phone out to the side of her face so she could view it from the corner of her eye and opened the message from Tessa, frowning as she tried to determine exactly what Tessa had sent. It was a photograph of something; she just couldn't tell what.

Ollie made a frustrated noise and moved the phone where she could see it better. As far as she could tell it was a picture of a section of carved rock, maybe a headstone, and she was about to ask Tessa what it was when her phone beeped again.

"It's Virgil's gravestone," Tessa said. "Magnus added something special."

Ollie tilted her head, trying to see whatever it was Tessa wanted her to see, and then she burst out laughing.

Gisele sighed heavily. Just like in real life, Olive was not cooperating. Gisele wanted her to do one thing, but Olive wanted to do something else, and it just didn't make sense for the story. Gisele had had it all worked out. They were caught in the garden, Rathbone proposed, which was exactly what Olive had wanted, but then for some ridiculous reason, Olive said no. It didn't matter how many times Gisele tried to rewrite the scene, Olive still said no.

"Now I have a stubborn, ruined, destitute heroine," Gisele grumbled. "And no one wants to read about that."

Her phone beeped, which would have normally annoyed her while she was working, but this time she welcomed the distraction.

She swiped up to open Tessa's message and stared in confusion at the image Tessa had sent her.

"What on earth is that?" Gisele texted back.

"Virgil's gravestone," Tessa replied. "Magnus added something special."

Gisele frowned at the phone, not sure why Tessa cared about Virgil's gravestone. Gisele was actually thinking about having it torn down and replaced with a plain white stone that read, "I'm glad you're dead. - Mother." It wasn't very poetic, but she liked the idea of it.

She turned the phone on its side to see if that changed things, and it did. It changed things a lot. Gisele started to giggle. It looked as if Magnus was getting another raise.


Chapter 3
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Curtis had tried to insist that they take a taxi from the cemetery, but Tessa had ignored him and told him in no uncertain terms to get in the car.

"It reminds you that you're alive," she said as she slid in between two cars to get into a turn lane.

"I know I'm alive," Curtis grumbled. "What I want is to stay that way."

"I haven't wrecked yet," Tessa stated. "I don't believe in wrecking."

"You cannot honestly suppose that that's how things really operate," he argued.

"Give me a more reasonable explanation," she said as she parked alongside the street near the lower Hidden entrance.

He didn't say anything, and after she had exited the car, she said, "Troll whiskey first, then Pops since he's closer, and then Mrs. Lexi."

Curtis still didn't respond, and Tessa bent down to look at him. He was sitting in the passenger seat, and his normally gorgeous face was sickly pale.

"If you're going to throw up," Tessa said hurriedly, "open the door!"

He looked at her in confusion.

"Is your stomach sick?" she demanded.

"I just feel... strange," he said. "That last corner..."

He trailed off, and Tessa ran around the car, flung open the door, and grabbed his hand.

"Out!" she said as she pulled.

He stepped from the car.

"Breathe!" Tessa ordered. "You'll be fine if you breathe."

Curtis took a ragged breath.

"I'm sorry," she said softly.

She hadn't for a moment considered that her driving would hurt him. After all, she didn't believe in wrecking, and she'd never been carsick. But he was a troll, and this was only the third time he'd ridden inside a car. She should have been more careful.

"I feel a little better," he said softly. "What happened?"

"It's called carsick," she said.

"What's that mean?"

"I don't really know. Your head doesn't like the movement, and it tells your stomach to throw up."

"Throw up?"

"Can't you just wait and ask Gisele?" she grumbled.

He lifted an eyebrow.

"It means all the food in your stomach comes back out your mouth."

"That's disgusting," he declared.

"That's being human," she shrugged.

"I don't like that."

"I don't know what to tell you," she said. "If you want to keep squishing faces with Ollie, you'll always run the risk of throwing up."

His beautiful face wrinkled with confusion, and he asked, "Why would squishing faces with Ollie make me throw up?"

Tessa was going to throw up if this conversation went on much longer.

"Because to be human is to get sick," she tried to explain. "At least sometimes. I hardly ever get sick, but you apparently get carsick."

"Only when you drive," he countered.

"I'm sorry. I don't... It's difficult... I'm trying to learn to consider others," she ground out. "But it's a work in progress."

He grunted and said, "Let's get inside. I'm done being human for a while. I want to squash something."

"It's not like someone's just going to walk up to you and ask you to squash them," she snorted.

"No, but give you a minute or two, and you'll have an army after us."

"Ha, ha," she said flatly. "You can buy your own whiskey today."

"So can you," he retorted.

"God, you're difficult!"

He frowned at her.

"Fine," she spat. "I'm difficult. Whatever."

With that, she locked the car door, shut it, and walked over to the Hidden door, not really caring if he followed her or not.

It was probably just as well if he went his own way. Her life was a mess; and if he stuck around, he would end up getting messy too. She didn't want that for him. Curtis deserved better than what the Graves family had to offer.  

Tessa was already three shots deep before Curtis showed up at the Strong Arm Tavern.

"I like you in troll form," she grunted as she slid him a glass.

"I like myself in troll form too," he shuddered.

"Is it worth it?" she asked. "The risk?"

"Absolutely," he said. "I've seen more, experienced more, felt more, tasted more than I have in years. I mean... Well, you know what I mean," he murmured.

"You need a little extra after all those years you sat inside Blackwater experiencing nothing," Tessa offered.

"Something like that. You weren't gone long this morning."

"Doc wasn't home. Not that I actually wanted to see him. I want him to introduce me to Thomas Jury."

"Ah, the most powerful Jury," Curtis mused. "What do you want with him?"

"Fight fire with fire," Tessa said. "Fight a witch with a witch."

"I don't understand," he said. "Why would you fight fire with fire? Wouldn't that just produce a bigger fire?"

Maybe the whiskey was muddling Tessa's head because she couldn't really say.

"I think it means to use the same thing they're using on you," she tried to explain. "Witch, witch, gun, gun. You know what I mean?"

"I suppose."

They didn't say anything else, just drank their whiskey in silence. Tessa didn't know what Curtis was thinking about, but she was thinking about Thomas Jury, and she was wondering what he was like.

A feeling of sickness had wormed its way into her stomach the second Julian had mentioned Thomas Jury. She didn't want anything to do with a Jury. She didn't have to be a very good detective to know that most of the Jury family was probably evil. She could assume Thomas wasn't evil all she wanted, but the only basis she had for that assumption was the fact that he and Doc were friends. And the problem with that was that she knew Doc wasn't immune to error. He'd been friends with Virgil, and Virgil was as scummy as they came.

What if Thomas Jury was just as bad? What if he knew the patron and turned her over to him? What if he put his own mind control inside her head? What reason could she possibly have to trust him more than Fernsby?

"Can I trust him?" she whispered, more to herself than to Curtis.

"Who?" Curtis asked.

"Thomas Jury."

"I think so," he said thoughtfully.

"Is that an assumption or do you have evidence to back it up?" she demanded.

"Thomas Jury is the one who freed us from Blackwater," he said. "No one else, besides Phillip, could do it."

"Doesn't prove anything," she replied.

"It proves that pleasing Doc is more important to him than pleasing his father," Curtis countered.

"Ugh, Doc," Tessa grumbled.

"If you dislike Doc so very much, why are you trying to find him?" Curtis asked.

"So he can introduce me to Thomas Jury," she said irritably.

"Aren't you an investigator?"

"What does that have to do with anything?"

"You can't find him on your own?"

"I could!" she retorted. "I mean, I guess," she muttered. "He is a witch, and I haven't exactly looked."

"Why not?"

"Uh, 'cause he's a Jury."

"So?"

"I'm pretty sure things will go better if Doc introduces us," Tessa explained.

"I see."

"You see what?" she demanded.

"You don't like Doc, but you don't mind using him."

Tessa opened her mouth and immediately shut it because she didn't actually have a retort for that. Curtis was right; she was using Doc. But what was so wrong with that? People used people; it was how life worked.

That sounded exactly like something Virgil would say, so Tessa closed her eyes and tried to think it out. Did she like to be used? People paid her to do a job. That was a type of use, but it was a type of use she didn't mind. Virgil had used her to please the patron, and that was a type of use she did mind. Which was she doing to Doc? She wasn't sure.

She frowned at Curtis and grumbled, "I know you're manipulating me."

"I am?"

His tone lacked any of the slyness that someone who knew they were manipulating someone would have. But that didn't mean anything. He was probably just a manipulative genius.

Tessa tossed some merlins onto the counter and growled, "Let's go see Pops."

"You're gonna have to wait outside," Tessa said when they reached Pops' amulets and charms shop. "Pops' shop isn't built for trolls. And no!" she snapped before Curtis could say anything. "That wasn't speciesist; it's just a fact!"

"You are in a mood today," Curtis chuckled. "I'm beginning to think Gisele lied to me."

"About what?"

"She said that when people squish faces all night, they are both much happier in the morning, but you are very grumpy. Perhaps you did not do it right."

Tessa felt her cheeks flame, and she didn't even bother to try to stop it. She knew that no amount of pinching would move the heat away from her face.

"I... Um... But... Goddamn it, Curtis!"

"What?"

"One has nothing to do with the other! I'm grumpy because I have a goddamn witch inside my head and I'm going to have to deal with another witch to get the first witch out! That's why I'm grumpy. Not because of... Not because of..."

"Julian," Curtis offered.

The heat in Tessa's cheeks increased.

"Do you have something you could be doing?" Tessa snarled.

"Sure," Curtis said.

"Then go do it!" Tessa snapped. 

"Maybe you just need some practice," he said easily. 

He was teasing her. It was harder to tell when he was in troll form, but she could always see it around his eyes. Even as a troll, Curtis had very expressive eyes.

"I do not... I mean... Go!"

Curtis started laughing, but after winking at her, he turned around and walked away from Pops' store.

As she watched him go, Tessa tried to get her embarrassment under control. She couldn't walk into Pops' store thinking about Julian. Pops would see right through her.

Tessa closed her eyes and breathed deeply, cringing when she heard the bell on the store's door tinkle.

"What're you doing?" Selina asked.

"Breathing," Tessa replied.

"Why?"

"Because I'm very, very grumpy this morning," Tessa ground out. "And I don't want to accidentally shoot any really inquisitive children."

"That's weird," Selina murmured. "'Cause Julian was really happy this morning, and he left in the middle of the night, so I kinda thought—"

"Is Pops inside?" Tessa broke in.

"Yeah," Selina said.

"I came to see him," Tessa said as she stepped around Selina and headed for the store's front door.

"I thought you came to see Julian," Selina complained. "You are seeing Julian, aren't you?"

"I have seen him, yes," Tessa said.

"That's not what I meant," Selina sighed. "And you know it."

"Pops!" Tessa called out once she was inside. "I need to talk to you. Privately," she added pointedly.

Pops didn't immediately respond, and she didn't see him either; but after a long moment, he stepped out from behind a cluttered shelf and said, "What can I do for you today, Ms. Tessa Graves?"

Tessa suddenly didn't know what to say. She was sick of apologizing for Virgil. And if she wasn't going to apologize, why was she here? She couldn't fix it. She couldn't change what had been done. She honestly didn't know what the point of this was or why she was even trying to fix things. It was utterly pointless. She couldn't fix what had already been broken; and her trying to do so wasn't making anything better for anyone.

Pops was staring at her with concern in his eyes, and she tried to smile. She knew right away it didn't work. She was no good at smiling.

"I'm sorry," she finally said. "I came here to tell you that I'm sorry for what Virgil did to you. That doesn't change anything, and I don't know how to make things better. But you tell me. Is there a way I can make it better?"

Pops' craggy face looked very sad for a moment, and he shrugged as he said, "It ain't your job. You didn't do it in the first place. There's nothing for you to fix."

"My family has spread nothing but hate and evil and suckery," Tessa said wearily. "I want to be better than that. So if there is a way I can help you, please, tell me."

"The damage is done," Pops said. "I moved on. The only thing..." He trailed off and shook his head.

"What?" Tessa demanded.

"I would like the artifact back," he said. "But that's asking a lot. And it's not worth your life."

"I'll see what I can do," Tessa promised. "After all, Curtis just told me that he wanted to smash something, so we'd be doing him a favor. Can you tell me what it is though? Virgil's report didn't explain it at all."

"I'll draw it for you," Pops said before he snatched a piece of paper out from under the counter and started sketching.

"See, it's a relic and an artifact," he explained as he drew. "One of the few that wasn't fashioned by the witches. It's named the Hand of Redemption. There was a woman from long ago, in Africa somewhere. She was trying to protect her people, and she went to Mount Nyiragongo and invoked the spirits of fire, askin' 'em for protection."

Pops paused here, moved his paper around a bit, and added another line or two before saying, "Her request was granted."

He handed Tessa the paper, and she studied it for a moment. "What is it?" she finally asked.

"What isn't it?" Pops said reverently. "It's a thousand soldiers; it's a rushing flood; it's a hailstorm with the strength of an invading army!"

Tessa raised an eyebrow. "All that, huh? In this... um block of wood?"

"You're seeing with the eyes," Pops snorted. "Not with the soul."

"I can't see with the soul either," Selina said from Tessa's elbow. "It's a Roma thing, and we aren't Roma."

"But it's a piece of wood," Tessa insisted.

"No," Pops sighed. "I just told you what it was."

"Okay," Tessa murmured.

"I hate dealing with unbelievers," Pops muttered. "Yes, it's a piece of wood. Burned wood at that. To you. And to your father and to the man who stole it from me."

"Then why do you want it back?"

"Because it's not a piece of wood," Pops stated. "It's infinite power, but only to the believing and only to those who are worthy."

"So you're saying that if I believe in the power of the wood, I hold the strength of an army in the palm of my hand?"

She still had no real idea of what they were talking about, but she didn't figure it was that much different than elevators or planes. Belief was key.

"Only if you're worthy," Pops stated.

"Could I take over the world?"

"Not worthy," Pops said.

"Could I take over Denver?"

"Still not worthy," he sighed. "She asked for a weapon to protect her people, and she was granted it."

"Gotcha. Selfish ambitions are not worthy," Tessa said. "Which is what you would have told Virgil right before he gave you the payment so that the buyer was warned that it probably wouldn't work for him."

Pops' eyes narrowed, and he said, "It's the truth."

"I'm not saying it's not," Tessa shrugged. "I'm just saying that a smart salesman always includes a disclaimer."

"You and Julian shouldn't go out in public together," Pops said firmly. "Neither of you know how to hold your tongue."

For just a second, Tessa was offended, but only for a second because she could hardly be offended by the truth. She didn't know how to hold her tongue in check, but she was learning. She was learning how to do lots of things. Lie, use tact, think of others. But just because she was learning to do those things, didn't mean she always employed them.

"I'll see what I can do," she said as she shoved the drawing into her pocket. A plan was already forming in her mind about how to get eyes on the missing artifact, and she liked it. She liked it a lot.

After leaving Pops' shop, Tessa walked back to the Strong Arm Tavern. A quick glance inside told her that Curtis wasn't there. She didn't need Curtis to interview Mrs. Lexi; she'd just been hoping he would come so she didn't have to deal with an emotional woman all on her own. There was nothing worse than an emotional woman. Unless it was an emotional man.

Maybe I should call Gisele, Tessa thought as she walked slowly towards the connecting doorway between Hidden neighborhoods. Gisele knew all about emotional women; her heroines were always crying from joy or sadness or rage.

But if she took Gisele, things would quickly get out of hand. Gisele would ask questions, personal questions, ones that had no bearing on the case. And she would sigh in sympathy. Tessa hated it when people sighed in sympathy. What good was a sympathetic sigh? You couldn't cash it in for merlins or a better life.

If a sympathetic sigh did have any value, she'd sigh in sympathy for herself and cash it in for a better case. She'd never admit that she missed Virgil, but she could admit that she missed the caliber of case he brought in. Gisele's cases were too easy and too full of drama. The most interesting and difficult case Tessa had right now was the Case of the Missing Memories. And that wasn't even really a case. She knew where the memories had gone; she just didn't know how to find them again.


Chapter 4

[image: ]

Gisele took a deep breath before walking into the tetrarch's office. This was no different than promoting one of her books; she was just going to make sure he was happy with his product and do a little smoothing over. There was absolutely no need to be nervous.

"Ah, Mrs. Graves," Tetrarch Redgrove said as he stood and came around his desk to greet her. "The final facet of the Graves triumvirate."

Gisele laughed softly and said, "Hardly, Tetrarch Redgrove. Tessa calls me the front man, but to be honest, she doesn't care for any of the cases I find her. They do seem a little beneath her ability." Gisele lifted a delicate shoulder and added, "But a case is a case."

"Indeed. Please sit," he said as he gestured towards a sleek wooden settee.

"I'm here on business," she said apologetically.

"I know. But that's no reason not to be comfortable."

She smiled brightly and took the seat across from him. She'd had a brilliant speech prepared, but now that she was here with him, all of her fancy words felt a little silly. She was going to have to make it up on the fly.

"First of all, thank you so much for agreeing to speak with me," Gisele said sincerely. "I'm certain you'd rather be with your father."

"It will be some time before he is up to my inquisitive company," Tetrarch Redgrove said sadly.

"Tetrarch Redgrove—"

He raised a hand, cutting her off, and said softly, "Must we stand on ceremony, Gisele?"

"It has been a long time, Simon," she replied. "And the last time I saw you, you were not the tetrarch."

"Regardless of my title, I am still the young man who needed a backer, and you are still the woman who saw past my youth to the potential beyond," he said.

"A decision I have never had an occasion to regret," she assured him. "You've repaid me a dozen times over."

He smiled widely, suddenly seeming a decade younger, and said, "And you're still my favorite author."

"Did you read my latest novel?" she asked. "I'm quite proud of the rowboat scene."

"I actually learned some things from that scene," he replied.

She chuckled softly before saying, "I wasn't sure you had time to read these days."

"I make time to read your books," he insisted. "I read them to Aine."

Gisele mentally searched her long list of contacts, then smiled happily and said, "The owner of the House of Banshee?"

"Yes."

"I'm so happy for you, dear. Aine's a lovely girl."

"She is," Simon agreed. "I'm happy to spend the day catching up with you," he added. "But as you said, you came on business. Would you like to tell me why you came?"

"It's about Tessa."

"I thought as much."

"She's not like her father," Gisele said.

"My contact with Virgil Graves was limited," Simon admitted. "I didn't have much opinion of him until my meeting with Ollie."

"Had I known what he'd grow up to be, I..." Gisele trailed off, knowing the truth of it.

She had done what she'd done to protect both Ollie and herself. And she knew that if she was given a chance to change things, she wouldn't. Not until Tessa. That she would change.

"Tessa is good," Gisele insisted. "She's caustic and rough, but she's good. She found your father because she's an exceptional investigator and not because of anything else."

"I understand," Simon said. "And I believe you; however, I'm in a precarious position as tetrarch," he explained, furry face serious. "After the recent upsets, cryptid kind is leery of norms. I realize that doesn't make a lot of sense," he admitted. "But unfortunately, many of the witches are still quite bitter over Doc's coup and my subsequent rule. If I show favor to norms, it could cause trouble. Sagena's investigation will move forward. I obviously don't expect her to find anything untoward; and in spite of her behavior the other day, she knows better than to let personal feelings influence her work."

It wasn't what Gisele had hoped for, but she could hardly blame him for being cautious.

"I do hope that, unlike Doc, Graves, Graves, and Graves will keep me informed," Simon continued. "I get rather sick of being blindsided."

Gisele nodded, suddenly certain of her direction. "There is something I need to tell you," she said. "Is this a safe place to do it?"

"Yes," he replied.

She took a deep breath before quickly saying, "From its inception, Graves, Graves, and Graves has been serving a mysterious benefactor. I only bring this up because, although we don't know who he is yet, we do know that he is a witch. He is the hand that is ultimately responsible for tragedies such as your father's and Curtis Nash's imprisonment. And once we uncover his identity, we'll stop at nothing to kill him."

"I do wish that you'd said anything but witch," Simon sighed.

"I know," Gisele murmured.

"Given what I've seen though, I can only support your position. Thank you for telling me."

Gisele smiled widely and said, "I have a cryptid romance that I never published. I'll send you over a copy."

"I doubt if even that will sooth the pain of being tetrarch," he grumbled.

"No, but it will at least help you forget about it for a couple of hours. Or days if you play your cards right," she said with a knowing grin.

"It doesn't seem as if I play any of my cards right anymore," he sighed.

"You mustn't say things like that," she chastised. "You play every card just the way it should be played. Remember that. And if you truly don't want the trouble of being tetrarch, you can simply walk away."

He smiled sadly and said, "As much as I would like to, I can't walk away. There are too many people depending on me to make the changes that need to be made."

"And that's why you're the perfect man for the job," she said gently. "Now, I have to run, dear. My latest heroine is causing me nothing but trouble."

He stood and took her hand in his. "Thank you, Gisele. It always brightens my day to see you."

"And you, Simon. Although I do wish you would have taken me up on my offer before you found lovely Aine."

"But how could I have stopped myself from falling madly in love with you?" he asked, eyes twinkling.

"No one asked you to," she chuckled.

She winked at him and left his office, feeling just a little glum. She really hoped that Ollie and Tessa were having better luck today than she was.

Ollie muttered another filthy limerick under her breath. She knew a hundred and forty of them, and she recited them in a loop whenever she was on lookout or conducting a stakeout or doing anything that required her to sit still. She hated sitting still.

As a child, she'd only sat still on the rare occasion that she'd eaten dinner with her father. He'd taken a very dim view on wiggling, and Ollie had never wiggled in his presence, not once, because Gisele had warned her beforehand.

No one was going to punish her if she wiggled now though. And she dared anyone to try. The only reason she was bothering to keep still was because she knew if she gave into a little wiggle, it would turn into a pace. A pace would turn into a quick run out to get a snack, and a quick run to get a snack would turn into completely missing the reason she was sitting here singing dirty limericks.

While a lady in white did something really inappropriate, Ollie moved her gaze between the window and her computer screen. She'd only been sitting here for three hours, but it felt like days. She missed having minions to order around. She would have made Tessa do it, but she doubted if Tessa would have lasted five minutes.

The lady in white was now a lady in red, and her drawers were creeping off to bed. In between lines, Ollie tried to convince herself that this was a worthwhile use of her time. She knew better though. The patron wasn't going to come. Someone else would, and Ollie would follow them, but they'd hand off the report, and then she would follow that person, but eventually, somehow or another, she'd lose it.

If luck was with her, the tracker would make it back to the patron; but if luck wasn't with her, all of her singing and sitting would be for nothing.

There was movement on one of the screens, and her eyes shifted to look at it. Irritation filled her as she watched a pair of pale fingers suddenly materialize inside the patron's box, pluck Tessa's report from it, and disappear.

"Goddamn witches," Ollie grumbled as she pulled up the screen with her tracker. There was nothing there. Either the witch had thought to look for it or the process of moving through wrinkles in space had fried it. Either way, it was gone, and Ollie had completely wasted three hours of her life. She'd never get those three hours back. And that was just one more reason to hate the patron.

Tessa sighed as she looked at the outside of Mrs. Lexi's apartment building. She could see now that Menehune belonged to one of the shorter species of cryptids. Which raised the question of how exactly Mrs. Lexi expected Tessa to "come by".

The Hidden apartments were of three types. Oversized apartments for trolls and ogres and the like, normal sized apartments for witches, Takaheni, and other normal-sized cryptids, and undersized apartments for creatures like imps and Lutins. Tessa didn't know what the buildings were actually called; that was what Virgil had called them.

She made a mental note to find out the actual names as she moved to intercept a boy headed towards the entrance.

"Would you take a message in for me?" Tessa asked.

The boy looked up, huge eyes frightened, and stuttered, "I didn't do it."

Whatever it was, he had done it. She could see the signs all over him. He was sweating, his eyes were darting from side to side, he was chewing part of his lip, and he wanted to bolt.

"I won't tell anyone," Tessa said in a hush-hush manner. "If you take a message inside for me."

"You won't?" the boy asked, fear morphing into confusion.

"Nah."

"Alright," he murmured. "What's the message?"

"Let Mrs. Lexi in apartment eighty-one know that Tessa Graves is here to see her."

His eyes widened, and he gasped, "Tessa Graves?"

"Yes?"

"You killed the wolves," he whispered.

"That's a rumor," she shrugged.

"But they say—"

"Do you want me to keep my mouth shut or not?" Tessa snapped.

"Sorry!" he exclaimed. "Tessa Graves, wolfkiller, to see Mrs. Lexi."

Tessa cringed and said, "Just Tessa Graves. Now go."

The boy nodded sharply and ran towards the door.

"Wolfkiller," Tessa snorted once he was out of hearing range. "I can't believe that that's what they remember. I don't get credit for finding the tetrarch's father or solving more than a hundred cases over the years. I'll go down in history as a wolfkiller."

She paced in front of the building, irritation mounting with each look cast her way by passersby. She tried to remind herself that she didn't actually know what they thought of her. Assumptions were dangerous, but facts were facts. She knew what the boy thought, and that was it. Everyone else might just be wondering why a normal was outside of an undersized building. That's what she would be wondering if she saw herself right now.

It took effort, but she managed to change her focus over to Mrs. Lexi's building. It was located in the five hundred block, so most likely Mr. Lexi was not a laborer. An assumption, Tessa knew, but one that could be easily verified or refuted. The area was clean and clearly designed for the smaller species. She hadn't seen a single normal since she'd entered the neighborhood.

She always felt a little out of place in the Hidden, but right now she felt like a giant inside of a child's playroom.

"I wish Curtis were here," she mumbled. She just knew she was going to say something to tick somebody off. But maybe not. Maybe today was the day she did everything right. She'd just channel Curtis. Unlike Virgil, Curtis never lied to people just so they'd stop asking questions he didn't want them to ask, and he always managed to be kind and gentle, not smarmy and fake.

"Ms. Graves?" a soft voice said.

Tessa turned. And looked down. The woman was only about as tall as Tessa's knee, and she was gazing up at Tessa with a hopeful expression. Tessa hated hopeful expressions. Hopeful implied an expectation of better news, and she almost never gave anyone better news.

"Mrs. Lexi," Tessa said.

"I wasn't thinking when I sent my letter," Mrs. Lexi apologized. "I should have never asked you to come here."

Tessa nodded in agreement.

An expression of dismay crossed Mrs. Lexi's face, and Tessa said quickly, "It's fine. Is there a place we can sit to talk?"

"The courtyard," Mrs. Lexi murmured. "This way."

Tessa followed the woman behind the building into a small courtyard and sat on a miniature concrete bench across from her.

"Our apartment is just there," Mrs. Lexi said, pointing towards one of the windows. "I don't know how it will help you, but you can look inside if you like."

"I'll see," Tessa said. "What sort of work does your husband do?"

"Oh, he's a builder." Mrs. Lexi frowned and said, "I'm not sure that's the right word. He makes things."

"He's a designer?" Tessa offered.

"Yes, that's it! He's very good. He works for the Stonehenge Firm."

Of course he did. Stonehenge was one of the privately owned witch firms. If Tessa was going to piss off someone, it may as well be a witch.

"How long has he worked for them?" she asked.

"As long as we've been here," Mrs. Lexi replied. "They recruited him. We used to live in the wilds," she said softly. "I didn't want to come, but..." She smiled brightly and said, "We've been here going on twelve years now."

Tessa tried to think of what comforting thing Curtis might say in this instance.

"You must miss it," she ventured.

Which was clearly the wrong thing to say because Mrs. Lexi's eyes filled with tears.

"Maybe you don't," Tessa said quickly. "What do you do?"

"Nothing!" Mrs. Lexi wailed. "Absolutely nothing!"

"Shit," Tessa hissed under her breath. She glanced around, hoping against hope that Gisele would just suddenly pop up and handle this.

Mrs. Lexi was sobbing into her hands, and Tessa shifted awkwardly. Curtis was no longer an applicable reference because she'd never seen him with a weeping woman.

Unbidden, a memory popped into her mind. A memory she hadn't even known she had. Her mom was crying in the orchard, and Tessa was watching from a distance, not sure why her mom was crying and not sure what to do about it. She'd just made up her mind to go ask what was wrong when Doc strode into view. She knew the instant Doc saw her mom; his walk changed; his entire demeanor changed, softened.

Without hesitation, he approached her, led her to a nearby bench, wrapped his arm around her shoulder, and spoke to her softly. Tessa had been too far away to hear what either of them had said. Her mom had continued to cry for a while, but eventually, she had laughed at something Doc had said; and not long afterwards, she and Doc strolled arm in arm back to the house, laughing as they went.

Tessa refocused on her weeping client. The woman was already sitting, and Tessa wasn't going to wrap an arm around her shoulder. For one thing, she didn't touch people. For another thing, Mrs. Lexi was much too short for Tessa to comfort that way. She'd have to try softly spoken words instead.

"What is it you'd like to do?" Tessa asked, struggling to make it a gentle question instead of a demand.

Mrs. Lexi didn't respond.

Tessa sighed and tried again. "Is there anything you like about Denver?"

Mrs. Lexi's sobs grew louder.

"This is not working," Tessa muttered. "Mrs. Lexi," she said firmly, "would you please tell me more about your husband?"

Mrs. Lexi nodded through her tears and wiped at her face with her apron. "I'm sorry," she muttered. "I'm just... lonely. And worried. My husband's so pale and thin now. I fear he's wasting away."

The flow of tears finally stopped, and Mrs. Lexi hiccupped before drying her tears once more.

"Tell me about him," Tessa ordered.

"Kaholo, my husband, makes puzzles. Very intricate puzzles. He designs boxes and such."

"What's the application of that?" Tessa asked.

Mrs. Lexi's eyes narrowed, and she said, "His work is very sought after. Someone is always wanting a box made by him to store something precious inside."

"Couldn't you just break the box and take whatever it was out?" Tessa asked.

Mrs. Lexi gasped.

"I guess not?" Tessa said.

"No," Mrs. Lexi said with feeling. "When the box is finished, one of the witches puts a spell on it. If it's destroyed, the item inside is also destroyed."

"I see."

Mrs. Lexi didn't go on so Tessa said, "He's been sneaking out at night."

"Yes."

"Have you followed him?"

Mrs. Lexi gasped again.

"You'd rather hire an investigator than follow him yourself," Tessa said a little incredulously.

"Well... It would be..."

Mrs. Lexi's eyes were filling with tears again, and Tessa said hurriedly, "I get that. You'd obviously rather not bungle the job."

Tessa immediately made another mental note; still not the right thing to say.

"I apologize, Mrs. Lexi," Tessa said stiffly. "I'm just trying to get the facts. What time does your husband leave during the night?"

"At midnight. Precisely."

"Good. I'll be here tonight to follow him. What does he wear?"

"Brown pants and a cream shirt," Mrs. Lexi said.

"And he... um... is also a Menehune?"

"Yes."

"I'll check it out tonight, and let you know what I find."

"Thank you, Ms. Graves. I don't have much money. I tried to make that clear in my letter."

She had said that she didn't have much money, which was the perfect thing to say if you wanted Gisele to worry and coddle you. Not that Mrs. Lexi would know that. It was simply Gisele's nature. She worried about and coddled everyone. She worried about people who didn't have umbrellas or dainty tea pots; she worried about people who had never read a good romance novel. And if she could get her hands on them, she would coddle them to death. She couldn't help herself.

"I'll have my accountant contact you," Tessa said as she stood.

She nodded in an effort to be polite, and then she headed back towards the normal-sized part of the Hidden, where she wouldn't feel a hundred feet tall.

Talking to Mrs. Lexi had done nothing to improve Tessa's mood. She actually felt even more irritable; which she hadn't even realized was possible. She'd had to listen to a woman sob, and she wasn't even going to be paid for it. It was a very good thing that the Graves were rich, otherwise, Gisele would run them into the ground with her nickel and dime cases.


Chapter 5
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It was already late afternoon when Tessa found her way into the sitting room. Everyone else was already there, and two of them looked just as downcast as Tessa felt.

She dropped onto the couch beside Ollie and said, "This day has been an absolute crapshoot."

"Agreed," Ollie grumbled.

"My day was fine," Curtis offered.

"That's because you're handsome," Tessa said acidly. "Things always go well for handsome people."

"I was in troll form," Curtis countered.

"I'm sure you're considered freakishly handsome as a troll too," Tessa said.

Curtis laughed softly before saying, "How did it go with Mrs. Lexi?"

"Horrible," Tessa said. "She cried. And it never even occurred to her to just follow her husband one night. What is wrong with people?"

"Because they don't think to follow their husbands?" Gisele asked.

"That would be my first thought," Tessa insisted. "Before I shelled out my nonexistent money to an investigator. You've opened us up to a whole new type of freeloader," she added irritably. "I hope you know that."

"Excuse me for thinking you might want to use your talents for good," Gisele retorted.

"I don't mind the good part," Tessa said. "It's the free I have a problem with."

"She'll pay," Gisele insisted. "They always pay."

"She'll probably try to pay me in boxes," Tessa snorted. "Her husband makes some kind of boxes for Stonehenge, and she says they're quite sought after."

"Oh," Gisele said, face filling with dismay. "He's that Lexi?"

"I don't know what that means," Tessa replied.

"They're called the Lexi Boxes," Ollie spoke up. "They offer ultimate protection for all your precious goods. I once heard about a man who had a box made for his prize dog."

"He kept his dog in a box?" Tessa asked in disbelief.

"No one could steal him," Ollie shrugged.

"Did he die from lack of air?"

"Of course not. The box was designed for a dog."

Tessa rolled her eyes and said, "Whatever. How was your day?"

"I sat in a hot room for three hours reciting dirty limericks, and then the patron reached into his box with magic and pulled out the report," Ollie said with disgust.

"Used the old library portal trick, did he?" Gisele stated. "I was afraid he might do something like that."

"I keep forgetting he's a witch," Ollie grumbled. "It was a complete waste of time. What did you do?"

"Tried to get Olive to cooperate, dear. She's just as difficult as you. She wouldn't listen to a word I said."

"I always listen to you," Ollie countered. "I just don't always do what you want."

"That's exactly what she said. When she threw Rathbone's proposal back in his face."

Ollie grinned and said, "That does sound like something I would do. How was your day, Curtis?"

"It went well, thank you. I haven't made very many contacts in this Hidden yet, and so I spent the day meeting new people."

"Sounds awful," Tessa stated.

"I didn't mind," he shrugged.

"To recap, we have no leads on the patron," Tessa said. "Gisele has nothing to read us, Curtis is making new friends so he can ditch us at the first opportunity, and I have to follow a little short guy around all night. Fantastic."

"I've no plans to ditch you," Curtis said softly.

"I know," Tessa admitted. "I'm just... grumpy. On the bright side, I have an assignment for Ollie."

"I don't do assignments," Ollie protested. "I'm the bookkeeper."

"That's a waste of your skills, and we both know it," Tessa said. "But if you don't want to help bring honor back to the Graves name, so be it."

Ollie raised an eyebrow and said, "Have you been spending time with Gisele without me?"

"No, why?"

"That was Gisele-level manipulation."

"Excuse me!" Gisele exclaimed. "I'm much subtler than that!"

Ollie made a shrugging motion, and Gisele snorted in irritation.

"You hardly even know when I do it," Gisele insisted.

"To get back on track," Tessa said loudly. "Virgil stole an artifact called the Hand of Redemption from Pops, in addition to a billion other things, and Pops would like it back."

"How does that involve me?" Ollie demanded.

"The man who requested the artifact in the first place is Lloyd McQueen."

"No!" Ollie exclaimed. "I won't!"

"You will," Tessa retorted. "He's having his annual soiree this week, and I'm pretty sure you have a standing invitation."

"I don't like you when you're like this," Ollie growled.

"Oh, come on," Tessa said. "You put on a dress, and you flirt. How hard can it be?"

"I don't see you volunteering."

"Tessa flirt?" Gisele snorted. "I don't think so."

Tessa really hated this day. She'd stopped trying to rank them, but for some reason she was thinking about ranking this one number three. Right after the day she found out that her dad was a rotten liar and the day she had realized that the Cadwel wolves were going to kill them.

Ollie glared at Tessa, but Tessa wasn't paying any attention, so Ollie switched her glare to Gisele. Gisele was writing something in her notebook. Ollie cleared her throat; Gisele didn't bother to look up.

"I think Gisele should do it," Ollie said loudly.

"I don't think so, dear," Gisele said absently. "You and I both know that Lloyd has a thing for you."

"A thing?" Curtis asked. "Like the thing?"

"Yes," Gisele said at the same time that Ollie said, "No!"

Curtis looked between them and said, "Which is it?"

"Yes, when a man has a thing for a woman, he wants to do things to her with his thing," Gisele said.

"Grandma!" Tessa exclaimed.

"What, dear? Curtis asked a question."

"Did you have to say thing so many times?" Tessa demanded.

"I said it the required number of times," Gisele stated.

This was getting quickly out of hand, and Curtis still looked confused.

"What Gisele said is basically true," Ollie admitted. "But I don't have a thing for Lloyd."

"Of course not," Curtis said slowly. "You don't have a thing."

Tea spewed out of Tessa's mouth, and she said, "I gotta go do a thing. Not that kind of thing!" she exclaimed as her cheeks turned bright red. "Ollie, here's a drawing of the artifact; see if you can locate it. Curtis, we leave at ten-thirty." With that, Tessa rushed from the sitting room.

"She's such a sensitive girl," Gisele said sadly. "She certainly didn't get that from me. I blame her mother. I need to have a talk with the housekeeper. I'm sure that the two of you can work this out."

"Cowards," Ollie muttered as Gisele slipped out into the hallway.

She turned to find Curtis watching her expectantly. Ollie frowned, not entirely sure what to do. She'd never been in a relationship before, and she honestly didn't know if she was in a relationship now. She had no idea what trolls thought about dating, and she was beginning to wonder if she hadn't been a bit hasty with Curtis.

"I'm not going to sleep with Lloyd," she said carefully.

"Why would you?" he asked easily. "That would be a very strange way to get information from the man."

"It's actually a pretty common way."

Curtis's lovely eyes narrowed with confusion, and he said, "I don't think I understand."

"It doesn't matter," Ollie said. "I'm not going to sleep with Lloyd, but I'll probably have to pretend like I'm interested in sleeping with him in order to get information on the artifact."

"I still don't understand."

"That makes two of us," Ollie chuckled. "Men are more likely to tell a woman something if they think that woman is going to sleep with them."

"That's very strange," he muttered.

Ollie had always seen it as commonplace. Most people did. But not Curtis. She didn't have to know every single thing about him to know that he would never use affection or physical touch for any type of gain, personal or otherwise. He was better than that. He was better than the Graves. The Graves would use whatever they had to use, affection, fear, hate, love, anything, to get what they wanted. She was afraid it was just part of their nature. 

"I do not have any claim to your body," Curtis suddenly said. "I am happy that you have seen fit to share it with me. If you should choose not to share it with me, I will understand. Likewise if you should choose to share it with others..." He trailed off and shrugged a little awkwardly. "I know nothing about human mating," he said softly. "You have only to tell me what you wish."

She didn't know what she wished, and that confused her. She only knew that she didn't want to hurt Curtis.

"I'm not interested in sharing my body with anyone else," she said honestly. "I'm only going to pretend like I am. You can attend the soiree if you like, but you'll have to go in your troll form. Magic is forbidden at Lloyd's soirees."

"Really?" Curtis asked. "Why?"

"Lloyd is a Hidden businessman, and like all Hidden businessmen, he has to deal with witches quite often. The witches control pretty much all aspects of the Hidden. Lloyd requires his own space to be magic free, and he's powerful enough to make such a demand."

"I see," Curtis murmured. "And we're planning to steal something from this powerful man?"

"We'll just have to see," Ollie shrugged. "Besides with no magic and no technology, it'll be easy peasy if we do."

After Tessa fled from the sitting room, she tried to sneak into the kitchen, but the second she opened the door, a cheery man turned from the counter and said, "Ms. Graves! So nice to finally meet you. What can Badri do for you? Pastry?"

"No," Tessa said. "Um... whiskey?"

She'd once criticized Doc for drinking in the morning, but she now understood why he did. Drinking made it easier to deal with other people.

Badri smiled widely before turning to open a cabinet. He retrieved a bottle and a glass and brought them to Tessa.

"Thank you," Tessa said as she took the bottle and slowly backed out the door. She preferred the old grumpy cook. She had never acknowledged Tessa in any way, which had suited Tessa just fine.

Gisele couldn't seem to leave anything alone. She insisted she was improving things, but there hadn't been anything wrong with the old sitting room carpet or the old sitting room drapes. And Tessa had liked the heavy dishes that dinner used to be served on. Not everything needed to be light and airy, like Gisele.

Tessa certainly wasn't. 

She tiptoed quietly back past the sitting room on her way to her office. When she reached her office, she pushed open the door and stared with confusion at the vacant space. Something was missing. A pretty large something. And even if she'd been the worst detective ever, she wouldn't have failed to notice.

"MAGNUS!!!" she yelled.

For once, Magnus didn't take an hour to show up.

"Ms. Graves?"

"Where the hell is my desk?" Tessa demanded.

"A somewhat dubious lad came by earlier and asked me to have it moved out into the alley. Mrs. Graves gave her approval. He told me to tell you to call him when you were free."

"Did this lad have a name?" Tessa ground out.

"Julian LaRoche," Magnus replied, tone rife with disapproval.

With a growl, Tessa pulled out her phone and called Julian. When he answered, she said, "Where is my desk?"

"Come out into the alley," he replied.

Tessa spun on her heel and stomped through the house towards the backdoor. She hadn't noticed anything in the alley when she'd come home earlier, but she hadn't exactly been paying attention. If she wanted to retain her title of lead investigator, she was going to have to learn to stay focused even if she was in excruciating pain.

She pushed open the backdoor and stepped outside, immediately coming to a halt. She had not missed anything earlier because no matter how distracted she had been, there was no way she would have missed Julian sitting on her shiny walnut desk, axe in hand.

"I also brought gasoline," he said cheerfully. "And matches."

"But... But I need my desk," she said, torn between a strange warm feeling and a vague irritation.

"That's why I brought those," Julian said with a large grin and a gesture to the side. "I've blocked off the entire alley."

Tessa looked sideways, eyes widening when she saw all the desks filling the alleyway.

"I didn't know which one you'd like best," Julian said. "So I brought them all."

Tessa didn't know what to say. And even if she had known what to say, she wasn't sure she would have been able to say it past the odd lump that was suddenly filling her throat.

"It's too much, isn't it?" Julian asked from beside her. "If you just gimme a minute, I can get your desk back inside and get these hunks of junk out of here."

"No," Tessa managed to say.

"No?"

"No. I think this may be the nicest thing anyone's ever done for me," she added in a whisper.

"Oh. I was hoping you'd like it," he said. "Do you want to pick out a new one before we destroy the old one?"

She finally turned to look at him. His eyes were twinkling with good cheer, and even though she wanted to be annoyed at him, she couldn't help but smile.

He made her feel strange feelings, and she wasn't sure she liked them. She wasn't sure she liked him. He was much too invasive. She'd simply said she didn't like her desk, and he'd brought her a dozen to choose from. Who did that?

"Changing your mind?" he asked with a grin.

"No," she said. "I'm not."

His expression suggested that he knew exactly what she was doing, but he didn't say that. Instead he took her arm and led her towards the desks.

"This one is my personal favorite," he said, stopping in front of a desk with a rough wooden top. "There's a rumor that it belonged to a member of the Denver mafia, and if it really did, I can only imagine the things it's seen."

He gave her a moment to study the desk before walking her slowly down the line, pausing in front of each desk as they passed it and introducing it to her.

Each desk had a story or reason why he'd picked it; and for some strange reason that made Tessa feel all warm and fuzzy inside. It was not a feeling she was comfortable with, but she couldn't seem to make it go away. 

"You strike me as a no frills kind of girl, but maybe you like a little flash, and that explains this desk," Julian said as he gestured down at one with an illustration of the world inlayed into the wood.

"And last, but not least," he said when they eventually paused in front of the final desk, "is the antiquer. She's a looker, that's for sure. She came all the way here from Germany."

The antiquer was absolutely beautiful. It wasn't sleek, plain, and utilitarian like her old desk. It was quite the opposite; the side panels and legs were covered in wooden filigree, and she loved it.

"That's the one," she said softly.

"I'm glad you like it," Julian replied just as softly. "I'll find you a chair to match."

That strange lump was back in her throat, and she tried to swallow it. She didn't know what to do with Julian. That wasn't unusual; she often didn't know what to do with people. But she always knew what she was going to do or at least what she should do; and with Julian, she didn't.

"Thank you," she murmured.

"I hated to think of you slaving away at such a hideous desk," he said.

He was still grinning, but his grin had somehow turned tender, and she turned away from him before she could do anything stupid, like kiss him.

"Now, let's get rid of that nasty thing," he said. "Axe first?"

"Absolutely," she said.

She walked over to her desk and picked up the axe he'd left on top of it. She lifted the axe high, but pain shot through her head at the thought of destroying the shiny walnut desk.

"Really?" she muttered. "It's a goddamn desk. Does everything in this goddamn house represent Virgil's legacy? What if I burned down the entire house?"

The pain sharpened, nearly blinding her; and she closed her eyes.

"I hate the desk," she stated firmly.

"I know," Julian said.

"I'm not talking to you," she growled.

"Ah," he muttered. "The witch."

She lifted the axe again, but something still held her back. It was a beautiful desk. Virgil had given it to her. And when he had, he had said he was proud of her.

Tessa shook her head, fighting to focus on what she knew to be true, not on what the patron wanted her to think was the truth. Virgil had lied to her. He had always lied. And this desk, just like her ridiculous title, was a symbol of his lies to her.

The pain was fierce, but Tessa still managed to bring down the axe right in the middle of her desk.

"Nice hit," Julian said. "I may have forgotten to tell you that this desk belonged to a rapist. Rapists are the worst kind of villain, don't you think?"

She glanced at him in confusion, not sure what he was talking about. It was her desk, and she wasn't a rapist.

"This desk," he said, pointing at it, "belonged to a rapist." He winked, grinned, and said, "It'll never be clean, so I thought we could chop it to bits and burn it."

"What the hell..." Tessa trailed off, feeling like a complete idiot. He was trying to help her. By lying to her. Funny how Virgil's lies had hurt her, but Julian's lies had the opposite effect.

"Can I take a swing?" he asked.

Tessa handed him the axe, and he chopped off one of the legs.

Tessa watched the desk wobble, and then she retrieved the axe and started swinging. It wasn't her desk. She wasn't breaking it into kindling because of Virgil. This had nothing at all to do with Virgil. She told herself that with every swing. But every time the axe buried into the wood, she visualized Virgil's face. The pain she felt was a small price to pay.

"What are you doing?" Ollie asked as she approached Gisele.

"Watching Tessa slaughter her desk," Gisele replied.

Ollie stepped up behind Gisele and looked out the window over Gisele's shoulder. Tessa was in the alley with Julian, surrounded by desks, and Tessa was hacking one of the desks into wood chips with an axe.

"Why?" Ollie asked.

"Virgil gave her that desk when he made her his lead investigator," Gisele replied.

"Ah," Ollie murmured, not needing any more explanation than that. "And the other desks?"

"If I had to guess, I'd say they were a romantic offering. Like a bouquet of flowers."

"A desk?"

"I can't see Tessa having any use for a bouquet of flowers, but she sits at her desk every day. A pretty clever move on the boy's part. I'm really beginning to like him."

Ollie wasn't sure yet. She was naturally suspicious of most men, and Julian's motivations weren't clear to her yet. Tessa wasn't the friendliest of people, and she wasn't overly affectionate either. So what exactly did Julian want from her? 

Ollie felt Gisele's gaze on her face, and she turned to look at her.

"Sometimes," Gisele said softly, "a gift is just a gift."

"You said the thing about the desk," Ollie countered.

"I doubt if the boy even thought that far ahead. He probably just saw that look of pain in Tessa's eyes, the one she gets when she thinks about Virgil, and he was trying to help her. He seems to genuinely like her, although only Brigid knows why," Gisele added with a sigh. "She doesn't try very hard to be pleasant."

Ollie actually liked that about Tessa because it helped her remember that Tessa was nothing like Virgil. For the most part, unless he was in a rage, Virgil had been exceedingly pleasant. He knew exactly how to talk and what emotions to display to make you feel listened to and appreciated. It was part of his deceptive charm. Ollie liked that Tessa didn't have a single stitch of charm. Not one.

And she hated that she did.

"If Tessa expects me to get that artifact out of Lloyd, I have to go shopping," Ollie said offhandedly. "Would you like to come?"

Gisele beamed at her and said, "You've just made this day worth getting up for."

"Really? Then why do I feel so depressed?"

"Because you hate shopping, dear. But I love it!"

"Maybe some of your enthusiasm will wear off on me," Ollie muttered.

"We can't do retail though," Gisele shuddered. "I'll make a call. Have Magnus bring the car around. Today we shop in style."

Ollie rolled her eyes as Gisele glided away to make her mysterious call. She didn't actually mind that Gisele was taking over. She wouldn't have invited her if she hadn't wanted her to take over. Gisele knew fashion better than anyone. Not trends. Fashion. She could look at someone and just know what dress in what color with what shoes would accentuate them the most.

Ollie took one last look out the window. Tessa was pouring gasoline on the remains of her desk. Her face was tight, the way it got when she was fighting back a headache, but when she took the lit match from Julian, she actually smiled.

Ollie hadn't seen Tessa smile like that in years. About twenty to be exact. She was beautiful when she smiled. And Julian had given that to her. Julian had given her that smile.

"I suppose you can live," Ollie said softly. "For now."

She'd be watching though, and if Julian showed even the slightest hint of duplicity, she would drag him off into the woods and hit him with the one hour poison. You lived in excruciating pain for exactly one hour before it killed you.


Chapter 6
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Tessa took another drink from her whiskey flask. She hadn't had a whiskey flask until exactly three hours ago when she'd told Badri she needed something to carry her whiskey in, and he had pulled the silver flask out of a random drawer in the kitchen that she hadn't even known was there.

"I think Badri's an elf," she whispered. "Or a brownie. Something. I'm telling you, that drawer wasn't there. I pay attention to these things; I know how many goddamn drawers there are in the kitchen."

Curtis didn't respond. He did, however, gently remove the flask from her hand and take a drink.

"No troll guzzling," she grumbled.

"I didn't. It was a very small sip."

"It was a troll sip."

"Would you like to talk about it?"

"Talk about what?"

"Whatever is making you so grumpy? And drink so much."

"I'm not grumpy, and I'm not drinking much," she hissed. Then she drained the flask and shoved it into her pocket. "The whiskey takes the edge off," she admitted. "There's pretty much nothing I can do that doesn't make my head hurt, because deep down, I know that everything I'm doing is the opposite of what Virgil would want me to do. And that's against the rules."

"What rules?" Curtis asked.

"The rules inside my head."

She wished she had more whiskey because talking about it just made it worse.

"I know I have to keep pushing forward," she whispered. "But when the pain gets really bad, there's a part of me that just wants to give in and say, 'You're right; I'm wrong.'"

She wouldn't though. She couldn't. As tempting as it was to live pain free for a day, she wasn't wrong, and she was never going to say that she was.

"I'm the one doing it to myself," she said. "I'm writing the internal report. Tessa hates Virgil. Tessa destroyed Virgil's gift today. Tessa wants to kill the patron."

With each sentence a fresh spike of pain jolted through her head.

"I can lie all I want, but internally, I still know I'm breaking the rules."

"You're not breaking the rules right now," Curtis pointed out. "You're on a case. Working. And that's exactly what you're supposed to be doing."

"True," Tessa muttered. "I hope he comes out soon. Pretending to be a bush is murder on my calves. I wish I had a troll ring. Then I could pretend to be a rock like you."

"Pretending to be a rock takes more talent than you realize," Curtis whispered. "I have to think like a rock too."

"And how do rocks think?" she asked.

"Slowly..." he replied. "And gravely."

She accidentally laughed before hissing, "Hush; we're supposed to be working."

"We are," Curtis said very slowly. "We are becoming one with the rock and the bush."

She laughed again, cutting off abruptly when she saw the front door of the apartment building swing open.

A small man wearing brown pants and a cream shirt walked out into the darkness of the night. He didn't look around, just walked with purpose towards one of the main roads.

Tessa stood, stretched to get the stiffness out of her back, and followed after him. At this point, she had no theories because she had no facts to support theories. All she knew was that he left each night and came back each morning. That was why she was here; to find out where he was going.

They trailed him from a distance, falling back and speeding up at intervals. The streetlights were few and far between, and their light was soft and yellow and not enough to do much more than add to the shadows. If it hadn't been for Mr. Lexi's cream shirt, Tessa would have had a difficult time keeping track of him.

She and Curtis paused at the edge of a building and watched as Mr. Lexi moved quickly down the street.

"He's headed towards the doorway," she murmured softly.

"How do you know?"

"It's an assumption," she admitted. "Based on his route."

They started walking again, moving quickly so they didn't lose him when he turned into an alley. They reached the mouth of the alley just in time to see Mr. Lexi exit it, and then darkness moved to fill the alley, blocking Mr. Lexi from view.

"Well, hell," Tessa muttered. "I'm tempted to say that they did a better job pretending to be the building than you did pretending to be a rock."

"I disagree," Curtis said. "You want me to throw you?"

"No!" Tessa retorted. "Can you really do that?" she added.

"Sure."

He didn't sound too confident, but she didn't have a lot of options. Option one, try to go through the trolls. Option two, try to go over the trolls. Option three, lose track of Lexi.

"Oh, fine; do it," Tessa said hurriedly. "Just try not to throw me into the wall."

"I'll try," he promised.

She held her breath as his huge hand wrapped around her waist. This was a stupid idea, probably the stupidest idea she'd ever had, but before she could launch a protest, she was flying through the alley right over the heads of the two trolls who were blocking it.

It was so dark that she didn't realize she was going to hit the side of the building until she did. Pain tore through her shoulder, causing her to gasp, but she quickly forgot about the pain when she realized that she was going to crash face first into the wall right in front of her.

Just before she hit, she twisted her body to the side so that her thigh took the brunt of the impact. Her teeth rattled, and pain shot down her leg, but she still managed to land on her feet when she dropped to the sidewalk below.

Everything hurt, but it would be for nothing if she lost track of Mr. Lexi. She quickly scanned the length of the street, but Mr. Lexi was nowhere to be seen. Instead of giving up, she took off running towards the doorway, following her earlier hunch. It wasn't what Virgil would have done, but she wasn't Virgil.

She dashed through the darkened neighborhood as quickly as possible and skidded out into the street right across from the doorway just in time to see Mr. Lexi disappear inside of it.

She sprinted over to the connecting door; and without touching the dial, she pulled the lever, hoping it would open up to wherever Mr. Lexi had gone. She raced through the darkness and out onto the other side, eyes widening in surprise when she recognized the silhouettes of the nine hundred block. 

She looked up and down the street, searching for Mr. Lexi's small form, and felt a surge of satisfaction when she saw him entering a house not far from her.

"Virgil can kiss my ass," she muttered, ignoring the spike of pain that followed her words.

Then she took note of the house Mr. Lexi had gone into and silently began to curse.

She just couldn't catch a break. It was as if the universe was conspiring to make her life as difficult as possible.

Of all the houses in the Hidden, why had Mr. Lexi gone into Trish Owens's house? Trish Owens hated Tessa with a passion, and Tessa didn't even know why.

That was a lie. She knew exactly why Trish Owens hated her. Tessa had once called her a money-grubbing whore. Which was exactly what Trish was, but apparently it wasn't acceptable to say that to a courtesan. Tessa was now aware that courtesan was the socially accepted term for a money-grubbing whore.

Tessa seethed with irritation as she watched Trish's house. Depending on whom Trish was currently screwing, things could go very badly for Tessa if she started an investigation that involved Trish. And that meant that things would go badly for Gisele, Ollie, and Curtis as well.

"Crap," she muttered.

The smart thing to do would be to go back to Mrs. Lexi and tell her that she couldn't take the case after all. Tessa could blame it on money or time, anything just to get out of doing it.

Tessa considered that option for a moment but quickly discarded it. She hadn't felt the slightest bit of pain when she'd thought about walking away, and that meant that no matter what, she shouldn't walk away. At least that was the excuse she was going to offer up to the others if and when everything went horribly, horribly wrong.

She walked slowly and quietly around Trish's house trying to get a line of sight on Mr. Lexi. There were curtains in all the windows, but they weren't drawn. Above all things, Trish Owens liked to be seen. But in spite of the fact that there were no obstructions to Tessa's view, the house was too tall for her to see inside of it. She'd have to come back in the morning and find a better vantage point.

With a good vantage point, she could get here before Mr. Lexi did and spy on him through the windows. And if things finally went her way, she'd be able to tell exactly what the little man was doing.

Plan made, Tessa headed back towards the doorway. They hadn't arranged to meet, but Tessa had a suspicion that Curtis would be waiting for her at his house.

She'd just stepped over into the four hundred block when her phone rang. She glanced at the screen and stuck out her tongue at it before answering with a sharp, "Hi."

"You came by?" Doc asked.

His tone made it clear that he was frustrated with her, but Tessa didn't care. Doc had left her alone with a monster. She could almost force herself to understand his reasoning, but she wasn't going to forgive him. Not when he could have so easily stopped everything that had happened to her.

"Can you introduce me to Thomas Jury?" she asked.

"Why?"

"Because he's a witch, and I need some insight into a witch."

"There are plenty of witches in the Hidden," Doc countered.

"Yes, but rumor has it that he's the most powerful witch around, and that's the witch I want."

"He prefers to be appreciated for who he is," Doc said. "Not what he is."

"That's all well and good," she retorted. "But when someone wants to hire an investigator, they don't go looking for a shoe salesman."

Doc chuckled softly and said, "You may have a point."

"I need a witch, Doc. Are you going to introduce me, or do I have to hunt him down on my own?"

"It would probably go better for you if I paved the way."

"Well?"

"I'll talk to him," he said.

Tessa wasn't sure if she was relieved or not. She really had no interest in meeting Thomas Jury. She almost said as much, but Doc cut her off by saying, "I'm not going to apologize again."

"I never asked you to," she ground out.

"I realize that. But you also need to realize that I would have killed him if I had known."

"You didn't look," she stated. "But neither did anyone else. No one is to blame but Virgil. Logically, I don't blame you, and I don't blame Ollie or Gisele."

That was true enough. Logically, she didn't blame them. But illogically, she totally did.

"I understand," Doc said. "I'll let you know what Jury says."

"Thank you," she forced herself to say. "I appreciate it."

"Anytime."

She disconnected with a sigh of disgust. She hated that he was so nice to her. And she knew it was genuine. Doc didn't do anything but genuine. He could lie just as convincingly as Virgil; she'd seen him do it. But he didn't lie to hurt people. She wasn't even sure if he could lie to hurt people. And that irritated the hell out of her. It would be so much easier to hate him if he had just one perceivable fault.


Chapter 7

[image: ]

It was nearly three in the morning by the time Tessa and Curtis arrived home, so Tessa was very surprised to see that the sitting room light was still on.

"Gisele probably fell asleep typing again," Tessa joked. "I'll let you carry her up. It'll be the stuff of dreams."

Gisele wasn't asleep though. She was waiting. With anticipation.

"Finally!" Gisele exclaimed when they peeked through the doorway. "Ollie! Wake up! They're home!"

"Is everything okay?" Tessa asked worriedly.

"It's fantastic! Better than fantastic! Olive finally decided to do the right thing!"

"What?" Tessa asked.

"She's talking about her book," Ollie grumbled. "She started writing several hours ago, and she's been dying to read it to you. I tried to go to bed, and she yelled at me."

"Can't it wait until the morning?" Tessa asked. "I got thrown into a wall by a troll tonight, and I'm kind of tired."

"You got thrown into a wall by a troll?" Gisele gasped.

"It was dark," Curtis said. "My aim was off."

"Curtis threw you into a wall?!"

"Technically, I threw her over some other trolls so she could keep following the suspect."

"He's not really a suspect," Tessa corrected. "He's the subject of investigation."

"There were other trolls?" Gisele demanded. "Why?"

"We really don't have enough information at this point to make any conjectures," Tessa said carefully.

"That was too obvious," Ollie stated.

"What was?"

"Your lie. Next time, try to say it like you really would. Or just say you lost him and you'll try again tomorrow."

"I did lose him," Tessa said. "And I will try again tomorrow."

Technically, both statements were true. After all, she had lost him inside the house.

"Hum," Gisele said. "I'd make you talk, but I'm too excited about Olive's turnabout. Sit down, both of you."

Tessa sat. Mostly because she was too tired to argue. Not because she wanted to hear about Olive and Rathbone. They were just characters in a book; they had no impact on reality. At least that's what Virgil would have said. But since Virgil was always wrong...

Before Tessa could really finish the thought, Gisele cleared her throat and began to read.

Olive paced her bedroom, fear choking her. She didn't know why she'd told Rathbone no. Everything had played out exactly as she had imagined it. He'd kissed her, they'd been discovered, he'd announced their upcoming nuptials, but then she had said no. Loudly and very publically.  

Why had she said no? Now she was utterly ruined. The moment her grandfather returned home, she'd be cast out into the street, destitute.

She abruptly stopped pacing and rolled her eyes. Why on earth was she acting like such a ninny? She had prepared for this. She had jewels and money stashed away; she had a bag packed and ready. Her grandfather wouldn't get the pleasure of tossing her out into the street because she would be gone by the time he got back.

She ran to her jewelry box and started taking out the ornate pieces and stowing them away in one of the books on sermons she'd fashioned into a box years ago just in case such a day ever came.

She'd just closed the book cover when her bedroom door slammed open, and an angry voice demanded, "What do you mean no?! You lured me into the garden, not the other way around. What were you hoping to gain if not my name?"

Olive stared at Lord Rathbone, utterly fascinated by the throbbing vein in his neck. He was beautiful when he was angry.

"Really?" Ollie snorted. "Who thinks something like that? No one is beautiful when they're angry."

"I think Curtis probably would be," Tessa argued. "I mean, why wouldn't he be? He's gorgeous."

Curtis made a strange noise, but before he could say anything, Ollie said, "I think the point is that she's attracted to him even more when he's angry. That doesn't make sense."

"She's unique," Gisele said firmly. "One more interruption and I'm going to bed."

"You've been waiting three hours to read to us," Ollie replied, voice amused. "You're not going to bed."

"Would you like to watch me go to bed?" Gisele shot back.

"He was beautiful when he was angry," Tessa prompted, irritated that she even knew the line.

"Humph," Gisele grumbled.

Tessa shot Ollie a dirty look, and Ollie rolled her eyes before saying," Please continue."

"Only because Curtis was polite enough not to say anything," Gisele said haughtily.

She cleared her throat loudly and started reading once more.

Olive stared at Lord Rathbone, utterly fascinated by the throbbing vein in his neck. He was beautiful when he was angry.

"It is a mistake to think that you can play with me," Rathbone ground out.

"I wasn't..."

Olive trailed off. Maybe she had been. She honestly didn't know anymore. Her clear and calculating mind felt muddled and slow when she was near him. 

"Then what were you doing?" Rathbone demanded as he stalked slowly towards her.

She stepped backwards, but the desk was behind her, and she didn't move quickly enough to step around it before he reached her. The heat from his body was overwhelming, and Olive suddenly became intensely aware of the fact that they were in her bedroom. With her bed. Where she'd dreamed of him touching her.

"Olive," he whispered, lips nearly touching her ear. "Why are you tormenting me?"

"I'm..."

She couldn't think. All she wanted to do was touch him. And all she had to do was lean forward, and her aching body would be pressed against his. Just one inch. That was all it would take.

"Olive," he whispered once more. "Kiss me."

She couldn't. She'd told him no. She wasn't going to marry him. She wasn't. But that didn't mean that she couldn't kiss him. Did it?

Need pulsed through her. So much need.

She tilted back her head and gazed into his dark eyes. They were full of need too. He wanted her. He wanted to touch her just as much as she wanted to touch him.

"Kiss me," he demanded once more, tone stark with yearning.

"No," she whispered.

Devastation filled his eyes, and he began to pull away.

"You kiss me!" she said quickly, afraid that she'd truly destroyed it this time.

His nostrils flared, and then his lips were on hers, ravaging her, stripping her bare.

She wrapped her hands around his neck and pulled him to her. There was nothing else in the world but him.

He lifted her and set her down on the desk before pulling her tightly to him. She could feel his hardness pressing against her, and she sighed in relief, gasping when his tongue swept into her mouth.

Gisele paused here, and Tessa cringed. Here it came.

"It goes on like this for a while," Gisele said a little breathlessly. "Long story short, she agrees to marry him, but only because he pulls away from her at a pivotal moment and refuses to touch her again unless his ring is on her finger."

"Grandma!" Tessa exclaimed.

"What, dear?"

"You ruined it!"

"I didn't ruin anything. Every time I read the racy bits your face turns red as a beet. I don't think it's good for you. Now up to bed with you. You had a long day."

Tessa glared at her. Gisele smiled sweetly.

"Is this because I snapped at you this morning?" Tessa growled.

"Of course not, dear. I'd never dream of holding a grudge."

Ollie snorted loudly but didn't say anything.

"Fine," Tessa ground out. "I know you're going to keep reading as soon as I leave the room, but I don't even care. I have a very comfortable bed waiting for me."

"A comfortable but cold bed," Gisele said with a pitying smile.

"Just the way I like it!" Tessa snapped.

Ollie snorted again.

"Oh, shut up!" Tessa said as she stood. "You both deserve each other. Curtis, run while you still can."

"But I want to hear the racy bits," Curtis said.

"I meant... Oh, never mind," Tessa sighed. "You've already been infected."

She left the room; but instead of going upstairs, she headed towards her office. It was past time for her to write a report; the patron would be waiting for it.

She tried to tell herself that she was only writing a report to keep him from checking up on her, not because she had to, but she didn't really believe it. She needed to write it. He'd be so disappointed if she didn't.

"Like I care," she snarled.

But she did care, because with every minute that passed, the urge to write it grew. And with the urge came pain. She was tired of fighting all of the time. All she had to do to make it stop was give him what he wanted, and he wanted a report.  

She entered her office and sat behind her new desk, grinning slightly as she did. She might have to write a report, but at least she didn't have to write it on the desk Virgil had given her. This desk didn't remind her of Virgil at all. It made her think of Julian and things she could do to him the next time she saw him.

The pain increased slightly so she pushed away her thoughts of Julian and pulled out a pile of paper. Then she stared at a blank sheet and struggled to think of how to explain the Lexi case in a way that didn't actually reveal anything of importance.

She wrote three lines, paused, and reread them.

In three sentences, she'd managed to tell the patron everything about the Lexi case including where Mr. Lexi had gone.

Tessa crumpled up that sheet and tried again.

She managed it in two.

She sighed, good mood lost under the weight of the patron's interference.

She reached into the bottom drawer of her desk and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. She took several large sips before setting the bottle to the side and staring at the paper once more.

Her hand wanted to write something, but she didn't let it. Whatever it wanted to write would be about her. Her and her whiskey problem. She hadn't been completely honest with Curtis earlier when he'd asked why she was drinking so much. She'd wanted to be honest, but she hadn't been able to say what really needed to be said.

She was completely terrified. She was terrified that the patron would find her and that he would reach inside her mind and take away everything she'd worked so hard to find.

She was afraid he'd take away Gisele and Ollie, Curtis, Julian, and even Magnus. She was afraid that when he was done, she wouldn't see them the way they really were anymore. She'd see Ollie as flighty and Gisele as a silly hobbyist. She'd see Curtis as a stupid troll and Julian as a snake-oil salesman. She'd see Magnus as a cruel butler and Doc as a flaky playboy.

She'd just found them all, and she didn't want to lose them, but she knew that she would if the patron reached her before she was ready to fight him. And if he took them from her, she didn't trust that she would be strong enough to fight her way back. But if she couldn't fight her way back, not only would she lose them, but she would also lose what little she knew of the real Tessa Graves.

She would lose the knowledge that she liked Gisele's silly romances. She'd lose the knowledge that she could fight a wolf shifter and win. She'd lose the knowledge that she hated Virgil. She would lose the knowledge that she thought Julian LaRoche was adorable when he grinned, and she would lose the knowledge that Curtis was her friend.

All truly insignificant things, but things she was certain were all her and not Virgil. If the patron found her, Tessa Graves would be gone, and a report-writing automation would be left in her place.

The fear was choking her. It had been choking her for days now, getting worse and worse with every hour that passed. She kept expecting to see the patron around every corner or a letter with her name on it to show up on her desk. She expected a lot of things, and none of them were good, and that was why she drank. To numb the fear.       

"Write the report," she whispered. "That's all I need to do right now."

She tried again. This time she wrote six sentences, one of them detailing all the weak points of Trish Owen's residence. She didn't even like Trish Owens, but she'd never do anything to put someone else under the patron's nasty thumb. Not ever.

She crumpled up that piece of paper, dropped it into the trashcan with the others, poured some whiskey on top, lit a match, and dropped it onto the paper. The match just smoldered for a second, but then the entire sheet of paper caught on fire. 

As the smoke drifted into the air, she wondered what to do. She had to write a report, but it needed to be filled with lies. Otherwise she was giving him exactly what he wanted. It was abusive to call Julian every time she needed to write one, so she was going to have to figure out how to lie to the patron all on her own.

Gisele secured her unfinished manuscript in her little safe and padded softly out of the sitting room. She'd never forget the look on Curtis's face when she'd reached the climactic moment of Olive and Rathbone's scene. She knew exactly what Ollie and Curtis were doing right now, and it made her smile. She liked seeing her girl happy.

She paused in the hallway and glanced down towards the offices. A beam of light was coming out from under Tessa's office door which meant that Tessa hadn't gone to bed after all.

She wished that Tessa would show any concern at all for her wellbeing. It was past four in the morning. She needed sleep, not work.

Gisele walked down the hallway to Tessa's office and pushed open the door. Whatever clever chastisement she'd been planning to deliver died on her lips at the sight of Tessa staring at a blank piece of paper, face tight with distress. Tessa looked up, and Gisele saw the pain in her eyes.

Gisele had never particularly hated anyone. She'd never had the need. But she hated Virgil with every fiber of her being, and she hated herself for not protecting Tessa like she should have. She had protected Ollie. Why on earth hadn't she done the same for Tessa?

"Can I help?" she asked softly.

"I'm trying to write my report," Tessa replied.

"I know," Gisele said soothingly. She sat across from Tessa and said, "How about Mrs. Rexi hired me to look into the nightly disappearance of her husband?"

Tessa's hand moved across the paper. After a second, she paused, reread it, and hissed, "Shit. I wrote Lexi."

She crumpled the paper and tossed it into her smoking trashcan, and Gisele wondered how many times she'd already tried.

Tessa inhaled deeply. "I can do this," she said, and then she tried again, talking as she wrote. "Mrs. Rexi hired me to look into the nightly disappearance of her husband."

She nodded when she had finished writing, and Gisele said, "Mrs. Rexi offered no clues as to his whereabouts, so I followed him when he left their home, but owing to the darkness, I lost him in the three hundred block. I've no clues as to what he is doing. Mrs. Rexi was very tight-lipped, even though she requested my assistance."

Tessa finished writing; and after a moment, she said, "My head hurts too much to read it. Will you check it?"

Gisele silently took the paper and read through it.

"It's good," she said when she was finished.

"I should probably add more," Tessa mumbled.

"Not tonight," Gisele replied firmly.

Tessa didn't reply, but she did fold the report and slip it into an envelope. She stared at the blank front of the envelope for a minute, and then almost as if it was moving on its own, her hand started writing.

A moment later, Tessa dropped the pen and said, "There. It's done." Then she took a long drink of whiskey out of the bottle on her desk before pouring some of the whiskey into the trashcan. She took another drink before lighting a match and dropping it into the can.

Watching her made Gisele's heart ache. She'd never seen anyone look so lost, so desperate, and so scared. Tessa was pretty good at putting on a brave face at nine in the morning. But after a hard day, she didn't seem to have any armor left. She was as easy to read as a book. And seeing her look so scared, frightened the hell out of Gisele.

Gisele wanted to protect her, but she was just an old lady with a typewriter. How could she possibly do anything to help Tessa face the patron? 

"You should go up to bed, dear," Gisele suggested.

"Yeah," Tessa said listlessly.

"Now."

Without a word, Tessa stood and left the office, taking the bottle of whiskey with her.

As the door closed behind Tessa, Gisele made a silent vow. She would not stop looking. She would comb through every archive; she would read every article; and she would find a trace of the patron. And when she did, she'd find a way to kill him herself.


Chapter 8
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Virgil looked up from his newspaper and said, without any inflection one way or the other, "We're going into the Hidden today."

Tessa's stomach turned to stone, and she pushed away her plate, no longer interested in breakfast.

"I have classes," she protested. "And there's a test today."

She knew it was pointless to argue, but she had to try.

"I've already called the chancellor," he replied. "You're sick, and you'll make up your test on Monday. I'll meet you at the door in exactly ten minutes."

Tessa stood, ran from the table, and dashed up the stairs to her room. Her body was frightened. She could tell by the way her heart was racing, but it was getting harder to remember why she was scared to go into the Hidden with Virgil. She'd used to love to go there and see all the different things; but every time they went lately, he was there.

It bothered her that she couldn't remember who he was. Or what he looked like. She could pass someone on the street and describe them exactly all the way down to the shoes they were wearing. But she couldn't remember him. She only remembered his voice. She tried to pull his face to mind, and a sharp pain shot through her head. That always happened when she tried to think of him.

Tessa checked her door to make sure she'd locked it, and then she crawled under her bed and pried up one of the wooden floor boards. She reached inside the hole and pulled out a notebook, flashlight, and a pen; and she held the flashlight in her mouth while she wrote down in shorthand that they were going into the Hidden.

After she'd noted that, she flipped back several pages, looking for the last time they'd gone into the Hidden. It had been three months ago.

She quickly read through everything she'd written in the last three months, trying to determine if she had remembered to write down everything of importance. She had. When they got back, she would get out the notebook again, and see if she had forgotten anything. That sometimes happened, and she hadn't quite determined why it happened.

She thought it had something to do with his voice. She hated his voice. It was a shard of ice, and it penetrated Tessa's soul, then ripped out like a saw blade. She knew that was a foolish sentiment. Voices didn't penetrate anything, but she certainly felt like it did.

Her watch beeped, and she quickly shoved everything back into the hole and leveraged the board back into place. He would not be happy if she was late. She wiggled out from under the bed and dashed into her bathroom. There wasn't a speck of dust on her. There never was, but she always had to check.

He didn't like dust. Or untidy hairs, she thought as she fixed her ponytail. She checked her teeth in the mirror; they were fine, but she brushed them anyway. He considered it a sign of disrespect if she wasn't perfectly turned out. She checked her appearance one last time, then ran down the stairs to the front door.

She wanted to run out the back, but she knew it would hurt if she did. She couldn't run away. At least not far. She'd only made it to the mouth of the alley last time she'd tried, and then the pain had torn through her with such force that she'd blacked out. It had been nothing compared to the pain of punishment. She would not do anything that required him to punish her.  

Tessa's palms were sweating by the time they arrived at the house. She didn't know how she knew it was the house. She hadn't remembered it, but she recognized it when she saw it. Or at least her body did. Her feet had grown heavy, and her heart had started to patter anxiously.

"I have a client to see," Virgil said. "You can find your own way home from here."

Terror filled her, and she wanted to scream at him not to leave her. That would just increase the punishment though. Which she didn't understand because she hadn't done anything wrong. She hadn't. She had been following all the rules. She listened to everything anyone said, and she wrote her reports every single day and handed them to Virgil.

But still. If she was here, she was about to be punished for something.

She walked up the short flight of porch steps and knocked on the door. She always knocked. He'd made sure to inform her that it was rude to walk right in.

"Come."

She inhaled sharply at the sound of his voice, and she had to fight with her body to move forward. It would go very badly for her if she did not go inside.

The cheerful outside facade of the house did not match the inner house. The windows were covered, and there was no natural light inside. The only light at all was cast from a large candelabra on the small table beside his chair. There was no other furniture.

She walked slowly forward and stood in front of him, looking exactly at his right shoulder. Exactly where he'd told her to look.

"You've been lying to me, Tessa," he said.

"I haven't!" she protested. "I swear that I haven't!"

"Do you truly believe that?"

"Yes!"

"In that case, you must be the laziest detective ever born. A child could have written this report," he snarled as he threw one of her reports onto the floor between them. "I don't care what he's wearing! I care where he's going and who he's going there with. I care what he's buying and what he's not buying! Are you truly so incompetent?"

"I'm sorry," Tessa whispered.

She knew there were no excuses she could make. The only thing she could do was say she was sorry and hope he had better things to do today than punish her.

He rarely did though, and she was beginning to think that he lived for punishing her.

"You must do better," he said with venom.

The pain was already starting, and Tessa tried to fight it, but she simply couldn't. It was too much.

She grabbed her head and whimpered, "I'll do better. I swear I'll do better."

"I don't want a child's report," he spat. "I do not care what hat he is wearing. I want to know how to control him. Do you understand?"

"Yes!"

"You will do better!"

"Yes!" she screamed.

The pain vibrated through her, carrying the patron's words to every part of her. She would do better. She would. She would know everything about everyone, and she would tell him.

"You will tell me everything," he said. "Everything I need to know to control them."

"I will," she gasped.

And she truly would. Because maybe if he was controlling them, he'd spend less time controlling her.

"You have disappointed me, Tessa. And you know what happens when I'm disappointed."

She swallowed the scream that tried to crawl up her throat and braced herself.

The pain wasn't just in her head now. It was everywhere. Like slashing pinpricks on her skin and inside her body. She felt as if everything were being turned inside out. There was nothing outside of the pain. The pain was everything.

"Do not disappoint me again," he ordered.

His words were like steel, and they drove into her body like nails until the only thought in her mind was, "Do not disappoint me."

Tessa flung herself out of her bed and made it halfway across the room before she vomited. She hadn't made it to the toilet, but she didn't much care.

The dream had been more reality than memory, and the pain was still coursing through her, still trying to mold her, still trying to force her to obey.

"I fucking hate you," she snarled. "And I won't! I won't obey you! Not anymore!"

The pain redoubled, but Tessa had one thing now that she hadn't had as a child. Anger. She was furious. And her fury was driving out the pain.

"I'm working right now," she said flippantly. "I'm going to solve a case, and when I do, I'll send you a very detailed report."

Even though Tessa knew she was talking about herself, the pain began to ebb.

"A very, very detailed report," she snarled softly.

She quickly pulled on a shirt and a pair of pants before grabbing her phone off the side table. Doc hadn't called her yet, so she'd go to him.

She couldn't wait any longer. She didn't dare. The patron wasn't stupid, and it wouldn't take him long to realize that her reports were full of lies. When he came for her, she had to be ready. But she didn't know how to fight a witch, and she didn't know how to fight compulsion. It was a long shot, but she was hoping that Thomas Jury did.

The morning sun was slanting between the buildings when Tessa reached Dulcis. When she'd been young and dumb, she had thought that the sun made the world look brighter and more cheerful; but now she realized that all it did was expose the filth. Everyone would be better off if it was cloudy all of the time; that way no one would ever see the truth of things.

She knew it was probably the lack of sleep making her so pessimistic, but she thought it was true, nonetheless.

She didn't go inside Dulcis, instead she called Doc from the sidewalk in front of Dulcis. He answered right away, and she could tell he hadn't been asleep.

"Tessa."

"Doc."

"You're in luck," he said.

"Am I? It doesn't feel like it."

"Jury's here."

She still didn't feel lucky. She felt like running. And maybe she should. Gisele and Ollie said she was rich. Maybe she should go to the beach somewhere, far away from here.

But then she'd never be free because the patron would always be crawling around inside her head. And she didn't want that. She wanted to be Tessa Graves, whoever that was.

And even if she didn't want to be Tessa, even if she didn't care if the patron was inside her head, she couldn't run. He wouldn't let her. She couldn't really remember it; she only remembered the dream memory of it, but the last time she'd run, she hadn't made it far. 

"Tessa?"

"Yes?"

"I said Jury's here."

"I heard you."

"Are you going to come up?"

Thomas Jury couldn't possibly be worse than the patron. He was probably nothing compared to the patron.

She made herself step towards the lobby door.

"Tessa?"

"Yes?"

For a moment, Doc didn't say anything, but then he said, "I'll come down for you."

She'd made it halfway across the lobby by the time he reached her. He didn't ask if she was all right. He wasn't stupid. He knew she wasn't all right. She was petrified, and she wasn't doing anything to hide it.

Without a word, Doc took her arm and led her gently into the elevator.

Tessa tried to breathe, but her lungs just wouldn't move properly.

"How powerful is he?" she whispered.

"Incredibly powerful," Doc replied. "Probably the most powerful witch alive."

Tessa's stomach turned, and she had to struggle not to slam the stop button on the elevator.

"Isn't that what you wanted?" Doc asked. "A powerful witch?"

She nodded.

"Are you certain?"

She nodded again before saying, "Curtis says he's nice. Is he?"

"I'm pretty certain Curtis didn't say that," Doc drawled.

Shit. He wasn't nice.

"That would be like saying you're nice," Doc added gently.

Double shit.

"This is a bad idea," Tessa stammered. "I'll figure out something else."

She stopped herself from saying anything more. That was the fear talking, and she didn't have room for fear. She needed a witch to fight a witch. That was that.

The elevator door opened, and Doc said, "Do you want to go down?"

"No," she said. "I'm fine."

"Tessa," he said softly. "You don't have to do this, whatever this is."

"I do," she insisted.

"Alright," he murmured. "Don't gush. He doesn't like it when people gush. But he does like it when people are properly impressed."

"He sounds like a pain in the ass," she muttered.

"He's a Jury," Doc chuckled. "What do you expect?"

Tessa could barely make herself move down the hallway, but even at her snail's pace, she was inside Doc's suite before she could properly protest, staring up at the second most handsome man she'd ever seen.

"You don't look like Phillip Jury," she blurted.

He smiled and said, "I'm glad to hear it."

"Sorry," she muttered. "I didn't mean... I'm not good with people."

"That makes two of us," he replied.

"Tessa, Jury. Jury, Tessa," Doc said. "Anyone else want whiskey?"

"Yes," Tessa said. "Just Jury?" she asked.

"Yes," Jury replied. He sat on Doc's couch, long legs taking up half the floor, and said, "Well?"

"Well, what?" Tessa asked, a little unnerved.

She could feel the power wafting off of him, and she wasn't sure that made sense. She hadn't noticed anything when Fernsby was near, but this man actually felt powerful. He felt like the most powerful witch around.

Doc pressed a cool glass into her hand and said, "Why don't you sit?"

She didn't want to. There wasn't anywhere she could sit that was far enough away from Jury. If she could feel the power coming from him, he must be very powerful indeed, and she didn't like that.

She downed the whiskey in one drink and started pacing. After a moment, she turned back around, snarling in irritation when she saw that they were talking soundlessly to each other.

"I can read lips!" she snapped.

"You were turned the other way," Doc shrugged. "You wanted to meet Jury. Here he is. If you don't start talking soon, he'll wander away in search of food."

"I have a witch inside my head," Tessa blurted before she could talk herself out of it. "And I need to get him out."

Neither of them spoke for a few seconds, but Jury finally said, "Can you repeat that, but slower and with more detail?"

Tessa started pacing again. Just thinking about the patron made her head hurt.

"I'm being, have been, am compulsed," she said. "He's been messing with me since I was thirteen. I can't remember him. Not really. Just his voice. He has an awful voice. Like steel or ice, and it goes inside my head and twists things. I can't explain it," she said desperately.

She faced Jury once more, pressing her hand to her head as she did to try to ease the pain, and said quickly, "When I try to disobey him, it hurts."

Jury sat forward and said softly, "But can you?"

"Can I what?"

"Disobey him?"

"I'm doing it right now," she said. "But it's easier with whiskey."

Doc stood and handed her the bottle.

"Thanks," she muttered.

She took a couple of drinks before saying, "Can you get rid of it? Fernsby says you can't. He says that it's me now, me making the compulsion work, but Fernsby's not as powerful as you are. Can you get rid of it?"

"I don't know," Jury said.

His face was completely blank, and she felt her stomach tighten. He wasn't going to help her.

"But I can try," he said.

Relief flooded her, and she exhaled sharply.

"Thank you," she whispered.

"I can't promise anything," he said. "Most spells can be untied, but I'm not sure if compulsion is like that. I've never had the opportunity to look at it."

Jury suddenly stood and said, "It'll be easier at my apartment. Doc, send over food. I'm adding this to your tab."

"I don't have a tab anymore," Doc retorted.

"I'm starting a new one," Jury said. "Come on," he added as he walked past Tessa. "Let's go see what we can do."

Tessa cast a panicked glance at Doc.

"It's fine," Doc said softly. "Jury wouldn't hurt a fly. Unless the fly had it coming," he added with a grin.

But in spite of Doc's assurance, Tessa didn't want to go anywhere with Thomas Jury. He was too much. And she didn't want him poking around inside her head any more than she had wanted Fernsby to.

"Are you coming?" Jury demanded from the door.

She had to go with him. He was the strongest witch around. If he couldn't help her, no one could.

She downed the rest of the whiskey, threw the empty bottle to Doc, and forced herself to walk after Jury.

Ollie stretched lazily. It was past six in the morning, but Gisele had ordered her to let Tessa sleep. Which suited Ollie just fine. She was enjoying sharing her bed with Curtis, and she was in no hurry to leave.

She was trying to decide exactly how she wanted to wake Curtis when her phone rang.

"Ignore it," Curtis said sleepily as he wrapped his arm around her.

"I can't," she said. "It's Doc."

"How do you know?"

"He has a different ring than anyone else."

Curtis released her; and Ollie rolled over, grabbed the phone, and answered.

"You didn't tell me that Tessa has been compulsed," Doc immediately said.

"Would telling you have changed it?"

"Why isn't he dead yet?" Doc demanded.

"Because I don't know who he is," Ollie said. "If I knew, he would be dead."

"What information do you have on him?"

"Nothing, Doc. Absolutely nothing. I have no description, no idea where he lives, no idea what his name is. I know nothing except that he's a witch and he's apparently been using Graves, Graves, and Graves since the beginning."

"That really isn't much," Doc admitted.

"We're trying," Ollie said.

"Can I help?"

"Not yet."

He was silent for a moment, then he said, "Tessa says that logically she doesn't blame us."

Ollie chuckled softly and replied, "Which means that she does blame us, she just considers it illogical to do so."

"I should have checked up on her."

"I should have realized that she'd changed," Ollie responded. "It's too late now, Doc. All we can do is be here for her. How did you find out, anyway?"

"She came to see Jury."

"Fight fire with fire," Ollie murmured.

"Call me if I can help," Doc said, tone commanding.

"I always do," she replied.

"You don't," Doc laughed. "Because you hardly ever need me." Then he said goodbye and disconnected.

Ollie tossed her phone onto the floor and returned to Curtis's arms.

"It's not your fault," he murmured into her hair.

"It's as much my fault as anyone else's," she whispered. "The only blameless person in the whole ordeal is Tessa, and she's the one suffering."

"She's strong," Curtis said. "It won't break her," he added. "She'll carry through."

Ollie really hoped that was true. She'd seen more strength and fight in Tessa than she would have thought possible, but there was only so much strain a mind could take before it finally broke.

Tessa stopped walking. She couldn't do it. She couldn't walk into an unknown building with him. He was Thomas Jury. The most powerful witch around. And not only that, but she was pretty sure Thomas Jury was old. Like he could be the patron old.

Jury paused just outside the building's doors and turned around with a sigh.

"Are you coming?" he asked.

"How old are you?" she shot back.

She knew without a doubt that he wasn't the patron. She would have recognized the patron's voice anywhere. It was burned into her very being. Thomas Jury wasn't the patron, but she'd ask anything to keep from going inside with him.

His eyes narrowed, but he said, "One hundred and twenty-six."

She did the math, just for the hell of it. Graves, Graves, and Graves was older.

"Look," Jury ground out. "I doubt if I like mortals any more than you like witches, but in this case we can be mutually advantageous to each other. You have a compulsion problem, and I want to know everything there is about compulsion."

"Why?" she demanded.

"So I can build something to stop it," he said flatly. "It's a horrible feeling, being compulsed. It makes you feel weak and worthless. You'd rather die than give into it, but you do it anyway."

"Because you don't have a choice," she whispered.

He knew. Thomas Jury, the most powerful witch around, had been compulsed; and he hadn't been able to stop it. She could see it in his eyes, and it made her sick to the stomach. If he couldn't fight it, what chance did she have?  

"But you do have a choice," he insisted as he stepped towards her. "You're fighting it. You're fighting it right now. I can tell."

Tessa shook her head, fear choking her. "That's the thing," she said worriedly. "I'm fighting the echo of a compulsion. Would I still be able to fight him if he was right in front of me, telling me what to do?"

"I don't know," Jury said. "But we can find out."

"How?" she demanded.

His expression tightened, and he didn't respond.

Tessa felt the blood drain from her face. "You can compulse," she whispered.

"I'm a Jury," he said with a bitter smile. "It's in my blood."

Jury could compulse; and in a roundabout way, he was offering to compulse her. So she could learn to fight it. But she didn't want to be compulsed.

She didn't want his voice inside her head any more than she wanted the patron's voice. The only voice she wanted inside her head was her own.

She didn't trust Jury; she didn't trust Doc either. Or Fernsby. She didn't trust anyone. But this was it, the moment. She was on the precipice. Either she went with Jury and faced her greatest fear or she walked away and faced the patron on her own.

"Are you coming?" he asked once more.

She couldn't. She couldn't go with him. Her feet wouldn't let her. But she had to. She absolutely had to. It was either go with him or lose the fight.

She swallowed the bile that tried to climb up her throat and whispered, "Make me."

He stared at her, a range of emotions crossing his face, none of them good.

"It's a little early for that, don't you think?" he asked.

"I can't do it," she admitted. "I need you to make me."

"Are you sure?"

"Are you?"

Doubt crossed his face, and he moved towards her, stopping when he was close enough to touch her.

"I hate that I can compulse," he said softly. "But there's a part of me that worries..."

He trailed off, but somehow she knew exactly what he'd been going to say. There was a part of him that was scared he'd like it, that he'd like controlling someone else.

"I don't know you," Jury said roughly. "I don't care about you, and I will do everything in my power not to care about you. As far as I'm concerned, you're an experiment; and as such, I would like to know if you can learn to resist it."

His bedside manner sucked, and that was exactly why Tessa decided she could trust him. He hadn't tried to assure her. He hadn't offered her empty promises. He'd said straight up that he didn't give a rat's ass about her. He'd even told her, without words, that he was just as scared to use compulsion on her as she was to be compulsed. He was scared of losing himself, just like she was.

"Make me go," she said.

She couldn't be scared. She had to learn to resist it. Otherwise, Ollie and Gisele would always be in danger.

"Are you absolutely certain?" he asked.

She nodded.

His jaw hardened, and he said, "Tessa, go to the elevator."

His tone was different, and she could hear the order inside of it. His voice was nothing like the patron's, but the result was the same because quite without her permission, her body began to move. She was doing what he'd told her to do, and not because she wanted to. She really, really didn't want to.

She tried to stop her legs, but they weren't under her command anymore. They were under his. Her mind was still hers, and it was screaming at her to stop, to turn around, to run, but her body wouldn't listen. It was a puppet, completely under the control of someone else.

The only thing that confused her was that there was no pain. The only time she felt even a hint of pain was when she actually managed to get her foot to drag, and the pain disappeared the second her foot shook off her control.

When they reached the elevator, Jury said, "Did you fight it?"

"What the hell do you think?" she snapped.

"But did it hurt?" he pressed.

"Did you want it to?" she growled.

"You're free to leave anytime," he stated with irritation. "But I can't help you if you won't work with me."

"No and yes," she said. "It didn't hurt, except once."

"Once?"

"I got my foot to drag for just a second," she replied. "And honestly, it was just a little pain, hardly anything."

"I see," he murmured.

The elevator door opened, and Jury stepped inside. Tessa had to make herself follow him. Partly because she didn't want to, and partly because the patron didn't want her to.

"You're fighting something right now," he said as the elevator moved upwards. "What is it?"

"He doesn't like it when I question him."

"But he doesn't know you're questioning him," Jury stated.

"But I know."

"That does support Fernsby's hypothesis. What else did Fernsby say?"

"Why do you care?" she muttered. "You're more powerful than he is."

"Maybe," Jury allowed. "But he certainly knows more about hypnotism than I do."

The elevator door opened before she could think of a response, and she followed Jury down the short hallway towards his door. Fierce stone gargoyles flanked the entrance, and Tessa swallowed nervously. She wasn't stupid enough to think they were just for show. They were guards.

The door opened on its own before Jury reached it, and he walked inside, but Tessa's feet stopped moving once more. She'd never been inside a witch's home before. Virgil had always handled witch cases personally.

She'd seen Phillip Jury from a distance once, and she'd met a few witches, such as Fernsby, the witch who had given her the sight, the witch who'd glamoured the roses, and a few others. But she didn't think they compared to Jury, and she wasn't sure she wanted to step past his gargoyles into his home. His lair.  

He turned around and looked at her, eyes almost pitying. "Last chance," he said. "Are we doing this or not?"

She tried to make her feet move, but they were stuck to the floor.

"You're going to have to make me," she whispered.

He sighed, and she could see the struggle on his face, but he finally said, "Tessa, come inside and make me a sandwich."

She wanted to laugh, but she couldn't. Her body was already moving forward. When he spoke, it was as if her body locked out her mind and his will, his command, took over. She hated it.

Her body moved inside, and her eyes looked for the kitchen. While her eyes searched, Tessa ignored her panic and took note of her surroundings. At a glance, his furnishings screamed money. Not in an overbearing way, but in that subtle way that said, "This table cost more than your car, and I eat on it."

As Tessa's feet moved slowly towards the kitchen, she made a list of her observations. He really liked wood. And white. There were large polished stones sitting in every corner. There was no television. And there was a gigantic billiards table in the middle of his living room.

She wanted to ask him a question, but her mind couldn't control her body at all, not even her mouth. Her eyes located the refrigerator, her body moved over to it, and her hands opened the door. She couldn't remember ever making a sandwich, but her hands started pulling out the ingredients that her mind knew went in sandwiches. She tried to reach for a peach, but her hand wouldn't allow it.

As soon as the sandwich was finished and on the plate, her body was hers again. He hadn't told her to bring it to him; he'd just told her to make it.

He was watching her from the kitchen doorway, eyes dark with an emotion she couldn't quite place.

"Well?" he said.

"I made your goddamn sandwich," she replied.

"Did you fight it?"

"Yes!"

He nodded before stepping forward and picking up the plate with the sandwich. "Come on," he said as he headed back towards the dining room area.

It wasn't a command, but she followed him anyway. She had come to him for help. There was no point in not cooperating with him, even though she really didn't want to.

Jury sat down at his table and gestured for her to sit as well. She did. He didn't say anything, just ate his sandwich.

When he was finished, he said, "Next time, add pickle."

She resisted the impulse to stick out her tongue and say there wouldn't be a next time. She knew that there would be.

Instead she said, "I'm not sure I like you."

"I'd rather you didn't," he replied.

Jury studied her for a moment, then he said, "I'm going to poke around for a minute. Sorry," he added.

She shrugged and tried to prepare herself. She hadn't been able to let Fernsby touch her, but Fernsby had already hypnotized her multiple times, and she didn't completely trust him, no matter what Ollie said.

She didn't want to let Jury touch her either, but if it was Jury or the patron, she'd take Jury.

She didn't trust Jury because Doc did. She trusted Jury because he didn't trust himself. It was something she recognized and something she understood.

He was most definitely going to hurt her, but he wasn't going to enjoy it.

"It'll probably be easier for you if you can see it," he added.

At his words, bright blue magic started to pool in his hand. Blue strands drifted out towards her, and she closed her eyes so she wouldn't pull away from them, but that only increased her fear, so she quickly opened her eyes once more.

She watched silently as the strands twisted around her. They looked like thread, but they didn't feel like thread. They felt like spider feet, whispering over her skin and her face and her body. She wanted to run, but she held herself still. The magic suddenly wiggled inside of her and started prodding around; and she had to fight the overwhelming desire to flee.

Just like the patron, Jury hadn't really asked. He'd just done it. But she had asked for his help first, and there was one thing Jury had done that the patron had never done. He'd said he was sorry. Jury didn't want to be here anymore than she did. He didn't like poking around inside of her head; he didn't like hurting her. He was a witch, but he wasn't the patron.   

"Interesting," Jury muttered.

"What?"

"I've never actually looked at a compulsed person before. I can see Fernsby's fingerprint, his hypnotism. His magic is unmistakable. But it's nothing compared to the other bit."

Tessa's stomach rolled.

"The other bit?" she asked.

"Yeah. The other bit. It's so intertwined with you that it's actually hard to tell what's you and what's not."

"Can you get it out?"

"I'm not sure," he murmured. "Can you do something to trigger it?"

"I hate Virgil," she said. Pain shot through her eyes, but she kept speaking. "I hate his face; I hate his business; I hate the goddamn desk he bought me. And he was always wrong, always."

It was hard to say that last bit, but she managed to push it out. Pain was pulsing through her, reminding her that she was actually the one who was wrong. But she wasn't. She wasn't wrong.

"He lied all the time," she went on. "If his mouth was open, he was lying. The Graves's name is worthless. We're the bottom of the barrel. No better than two-bit criminals stealing wallets. Only we steal information and trade it to the patron for our souls."

Each word was harder and harder to say. Pain was muddling her mind and making her tongue thick. She hated Virgil, but she couldn't remember why. Why was she here? What was she doing? She should be working. Why wasn't she working?

"I don't know why I'm here," she whispered, suddenly very confused. "I knew a second ago, but now I don't."

She rubbed her head and tried to think. She'd gone to see Doc. And then... Jury, Thomas Jury. That was why she was here. Thomas Jury was going to help her.

"I remember now," she muttered as she pulled her notebook from her pocket and began to quickly write down everything that had happened.

She'd had a dream. And she'd seen a house. In the Hidden. The patron had been there. He'd told her to do better, and so she'd done better. She'd found the secrets that he wanted. She'd found everything. And then she'd woken up and vomited. And now she was here. Having her head examined by a Jury. What was she thinking?

She stood without realizing it.

"Sit," Jury said.

There was no compulsion to his voice, just a simple command, one she could ignore if she wanted to.

She sat, closed her eyes, and inhaled deeply. She was on a case. She was working a case. Thomas Jury was an expert witness, and he was helping her understand the evidence.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

"Rewriting the story," she replied without opening her eyes.

"Does it help?"

"Yes. I'm only doing what I've been told to do. I'm working a case, and you're helping me understand the evidence."

"Interesting," he said again.

"You keep saying that," she grumbled. "What is so goddamn interesting?"

"You."

"Which part?" she asked, finally opening her eyes.

"I'm not sure I can explain it to a norm," he said.

His tone was vaguely condescending, but she had a feeling he didn't even realize it. He was so far above a norm that there was simply no comparison. He was a witch. But not just a witch, more like THE witch.  

"Try," she said.

"You are you," he said with a gesture towards her. "But it's like..." He paused, and she knew he was searching for words.

"Can I use a car analogy?" he asked. "That always works for Doc. It's either that or a sex analogy."

"I'll take the car analogy," she said quickly.

"Let's say you're one of Doc's supercars. Lousy seating, subpar legroom, big engine."

"Okay?"

"But you have a lot of aftermarket parts," he said bluntly.

"So you're saying I'm a Frankenstein," she muttered.

"You're still a supercar underneath," he replied. "You just don't run quite right. Or look quite right. Or drive quite right."

"Oh, that's way better," she said with a short laugh. "Can you help me or not?"

"I don't know; I need time," he said with a shrug. "You have two problems. The first one is the compulsions already inside you."

"The aftermarket parts," Tessa said.

"Exactly. The second problem is if he comes along and tries to install more." Jury frowned and said, "I think that analogy has gone as far as it can go."

"I'm still following you."

"Alright," he shrugged. "If you give me time, I might be able to remove the aftermarkets, but as for resisting any new ones, that's going to be up to you."

"That doesn't make sense," Tessa ground out. "How am I supposed to resist it?"

"Build up a tolerance," he said. "You're already halfway there. I can actually see you pushing back at it. Resisting hypnotism isn't all that rare," he went on. "But the only person I know who can resist compulsion is Doc."

Tessa rolled her eyes and muttered, "What can't Doc do?"

For the first time since she'd met him, Jury grinned; and he suddenly went from dark and brooding to boyishly cheerful.

"Do you not like Doc?" he asked happily.

"Do you not want me to like Doc?" she asked in confusion.

"Everybody likes Doc," Jury said.

"Not everyone," Tessa corrected. "Julian LaRoche doesn't like him."

"He's a boy," Jury said dismissively. "He hardly counts."

Tessa frowned, but before she could take offense on Julian's behalf, Jury said, "Women always like Doc. It's his thing."

"I think he's obnoxious," Tessa said. "He's too... perfect? Too everything. Because you want to be mad at him, you want to hate him, you want to kick him in the shins over and over again, but he's just too Doc."

"Exactly!" Jury exclaimed.

"You are friends with him?" Tessa demanded.

"Of course," Jury laughed. "It just amuses me to talk to someone who doesn't like him."

"But you like him?"

"Only about three-quarters of the time," Jury shrugged.

His merriment quickly faded, almost as if he'd suddenly reminded himself that he didn't like her, and he said, "Like I said, build up a resistance."

"How am I going to do that?" she asked.

"Unfortunately, the only way I can think of is to let me compulse you. For hours on end. Until you can finally tell me to go... You get the idea," he said carelessly.

"I see."

She didn't have time to make him sandwiches all day. But she also couldn't take the risk of not being ready when the patron showed up.

"What would happen if you put a constant compulsion on me?" she asked. "If I could fight that, would it be enough?"

"You're already doing that," he pointed out.

"But you're stronger than he is, aren't you?" she pressed.

"Infinitely," he stated.

There was no arrogance to his tone, just absolute assurance.

"So put it on me with everything you've got," she insisted.

He studied her silently before saying, "I don't think you'd like that."

"Half?" she suggested.

"We'll see," he said softly. "What's something you do repeatedly throughout the day? Some sort of habit."

"What do you mean?"

"Do you check your makeup?"

She snorted.

"Comb your hair?"

She shook her head.

"Eat pancakes?"

"No!"

"You're going to have to give me something to work with," he growled.

Realization struck, and she cringed.

"What?" he demanded.

"I drink whiskey," she muttered.

"All day?" he asked.

"Pretty much."

"You and Doc should get along just fine then," he snorted.

She didn't respond. She was dreading what came next.

"I've never put a constant compulsion on someone," he said. "I don't know what will happen when you try to resist it. Your witch built something into his spells to reinforce them, but even if I don't do that, there will be a failsafe to keep you on track."

"I know," she said.

Her heart was pounding so hard that she felt like it was going to leap out of her chest.

"I want you to come by tomorrow," Jury said.

She nodded.

"Same time."

She nodded again. Then she wrote down in her notebook that she was supposed to go see Jury tomorrow at seven o'clock.

"I'd really rather not do this," he said.

"Then don't," she replied. "You don't owe me anything."

"It'll hurt you."

"You don't like me, remember?" she said with a grin.

"Doesn't mean I want to hurt you," he murmured.

"I'm already in so much pain," she said. "I can't sleep; I have to work constantly; I can't be late; I have to keep my hair in a goddamn ponytail; and if I'm not careful, I'll tell the patron everything about everyone."

A horrible thought struck her, and she said, "I'll tell him about you. I'll tell him that you don't like to compulse people, but you can. I'll tell him that you're more powerful than he is. I'll tell him that you don't like your father and that you have two gargoyles at your door, but you have a weak spot in your security. I'll tell him that you have a weakness for food, that you like rocks and wood, that you'll do anything to please Doc. I don't want to, but if I don't fight it, that's exactly what I'll do. And when I'm done with you, I'll tell him all about Doc. In fact, you should compulse me not to tell him," she pleaded. "It'll make it easier for me."

"Stop," Jury said softly.

"Please," she begged.

"I don't even know if you can handle it," he replied. "There's already so much inside of you. Do you really want to add more?"

No, she didn't. But she had to.

"Yes. Please."

"Doc is going to owe me huge for this one," Jury grumbled.

"Shouldn't I be the one to owe you?"

He laughed softly and said, "You can't afford me. Look at me."

That was an order. She didn't even try to fight it. She needed him to tell her what not to do. She was scared that if he didn't, she'd break. She was too tired and too weak to keep fighting the patron forever.

"Tessa," Jury said. "You will not tell anyone about me or Doc. You will not write up a report about us. You will not include us in your meetings. Do you understand?"

She nodded. His voice wasn't like steel. Steel was weak compared to his voice. His was like a diamond. There was no question that he would be obeyed. To disobey would be disastrous.

"Listen to me, Tessa," Jury went on. "Do not drink whiskey ever again."

She nodded; she didn't have a choice. If he told her to walk off the top of the building, she would. There was no denying him. Thomas Jury could have anything he wanted; all he had to do was ask for it.


Chapter 9
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Tessa's head was hammering by the time she returned home, and she wanted nothing more than to drain an entire bottle of whiskey. She knew she couldn't, but the whole point was to try, so she walked into the kitchen and asked the ever-present, ever-smiling Badri for a whiskey bottle.

With a large comforting grin, he handed her a bottle and a glass. She handed the glass back to him, pulled the cork from the bottle, and then she stared at the bottle, trying to move it to her lips, but her arm refused to cooperate. It knew the bottle contained whiskey, and it knew she wasn't supposed to drink it.

But that was bullshit. She wanted a drink of whiskey, and she wasn't going to let some elitist witch tell her what she could and couldn't do.

It was water, anyway, not whiskey.

"Thanks for the water," she said.

That seemed to confuse her body for a moment, and she managed to lift the bottle to her lips. She almost had it when her traitorous nose caught a whiff of the contents and confirmed to the rest of her body that yes, it was indeed whiskey.

Tessa was not prepared for the crushing pain that tore through her. She vaguely heard the bottle break and Badri's anxious inquiries, but there was truly nothing outside of the pain. And with the pain came Jury's all-commanding voice, "You will not drink whiskey ever again."

"Oh my god," Tessa moaned as the pain began to fade. "I am so fucking glad he's not the patron."

She blinked unsteadily, eyes focusing on Badri's terrified face.

"What happened?" he asked.

"A witch," she muttered, wondering why she was looking up at Badri instead of the other way around.

"Are you alright? Do you need more whiskey?"

"God, no!" she exclaimed.

She finally realized that she was lying on the floor, and she sat up, relieved to find that she still had control of all her limbs.

"Shall I call Mrs. Graves?"

"Absolutely not," Tessa said firmly. "This stays between you and me, Badri."

"As you wish," he replied, large brown eyes filled with concern. "The house is protected," he added gently. "Witches shouldn't have any influence here."

"Not here," Tessa said with a short laugh as she stood. She pointed at her head and said, "Here."

"I am sorry," Badri said. "I cannot help with that. Tea?"

"Yes," Tessa said emphatically. "Tea."

"I'll make you a special brew," he replied.

"No whiskey," Tessa said.

"No whiskey," he agreed.

She nodded and started to walk unsteadily towards the sitting room. If she couldn't have whiskey, she needed a nap. And there was no way she was sleeping in her room, not with all the memories and the dreams. The sitting room didn't have any of that. Virgil had never stepped foot in the sitting room, and if she was lucky, Gisele would be in the mood to read one of her self-help books.

Ollie looked up from her bookkeeping when Tessa wandered sort of crookedly into the room. She knew for a fact that it was nearly impossible for Tessa to get drunk, so she wasn't sure why she was walking like she was.

With a weary sigh, Tessa collapsed onto the couch and said, "Where's Gisele?"

"Out. What's wrong?"

"Nothing much," Tessa muttered. "I don't suppose you'd read one of Gisele's self-help books to me?"

"Why on earth would you want that?" Ollie demanded.

"It'll put me to sleep."

"What's wrong?" Ollie asked once more.

"I can't tell you," Tessa said with a sigh. "It'd be stupid to even try."

"What?" Ollie demanded.

"Can you just read to me? Please?"

Badri suddenly walked in, tea tray in hand. He set the tray down beside Tessa and said firmly, "Drink this up, Ms. Graves. All of it."

Tessa nodded, but that wasn't enough for Badri. Defying all rules of staff household relations, he grabbed Tessa's hands and pulled her upright. That wasn't nearly so horrifying as the fact that Tessa did nothing to stop him. She didn't even bark at him. She just allowed herself to be moved, and she took the cup of tea Badri pushed into her hand.

"Drink," he said.

Tessa drank.

Worry filled Ollie, but she didn't say anything. She waited until Badri had left the room, and then she set aside her ledger and went to retrieve one of Gisele's self-help books.

"Which one do you want?" she asked. "The one about retaining your vim and vigor as you age or the one about keeping all the pertinent areas tight?"

"Does she write anything that's not filthy?" Tessa asked with a shudder.

"Not that I know of. Oh, here's one. Seeking New Pleasure in the Final Epoch of Your Life."

"Yuck. How about one of her westerns?"

"Trust me when I say you're better off with the self-helps."

"Fine. Vim and vigor."

Ollie removed the book and sat back down. Tessa had already finished her tea and was stretched out on the couch. Ollie had never seen anyone look as pale as she did, and she silently hoped that Badri had slipped something into the tea that would make Tessa sleep.

Ollie knew how hard it was to find the strength to keep going when you were exhausted, and Tessa was facing a battle more difficult than any Ollie had ever faced. Tessa needed all the rest she could get.

Taking her eyes off of Tessa, she turned to the first chapter and started reading. She stopped after the fifth page because Tessa was already snoring lightly, and she was hardly going to torture herself for no reason whatsoever.

She put the book back in its place before taking out her phone and texting Doc.

"What did Jury do to her?"

"You'd have to ask him," Doc replied.

"I don't know him," Ollie retorted. "So I'm asking you."

"Did you ask Tessa?"

"She said she couldn't tell me, and that it would be stupid to try."

"She knows what she's about," Doc responded. "You'll just have to trust her."

"I trust her fine," Ollie typed back, fury filling her. "It's Jury I don't trust."

"But I do."

Ollie knew that was the end of the conversation, and she resisted the childish urge to throw her phone across the room in anger. That wouldn't hurt Doc or Jury. It would just hurt her phone.

She carefully tucked a blanket around Tessa's sleeping form and sat back down. She wanted to search for the patron, but she knew searching for him at this point was just a form of pacing. Tessa was right; they wouldn't find him. He would come to them.

And so she would sit. She would sit, and she would watch over Tessa while she slept. It didn't seem like much, but right this moment, it felt like it was the most important task she'd ever had.

Ollie guarded Tessa throughout the entire day. When Tessa's phone beeped, Ollie found it and turned off the ringer. When Curtis came home, she shooed him away. When Gisele came in to work, Ollie glared at her and whispered, "Go find something else to do."

It was nearly dark when Tessa finally woke up, and Ollie pretended to work as she surreptitiously watched Tessa stretch. She was still pale as milk, but at least her eyes were flashing again.

"What time is it?" Tessa mumbled.

"Sometime," Ollie shrugged.

"Don't give me that," Tessa said. "You always know what time it is."

"It's eight fifteen," Ollie said.

"At night?" Tessa demanded.

"Yes."

"Shit. I needed to reconnaissance Trish's house today."

"It can wait until tomorrow," Ollie said firmly. "And please tell me that you mean someone other than Trish Owens."

Tessa's face scrunched, and she said very carefully, "I mean someone other than Trish Owens."

"Are you actually trying to get us murdered?" Ollie demanded.

"No," Tessa said. "I just go where the case takes me. Blame Gisele. It's her case."

"Trish Owens hates me," Ollie said.

"You too?" Tessa demanded.

"Why does she hate you?" Ollie asked in surprise.

"I may have called her a money-grubbing whore," Tessa said. "In public."

Ollie snorted in laughter at the image Tessa's words conjured. She could just see the look on Trish's perfectly formed face, the offended, I'll-kill-you look.

"Why does she hate you?" Tessa asked.

"We were at the same party once when we were younger, and I put my bubblegum in her hair," Ollie said. "And five other people's gum," she added with a shrug.

Tessa stared at her for moment, and then she burst out laughing. Ollie laughed with her because she was just so happy to hear Tessa laugh.

"Why are we laughing?" Gisele demanded as she stepped into the room.

"Ollie's so bad!" Tessa giggled, nearly falling off the couch she was laughing so hard.

Gisele watched her with a look of amusement before saying, "What did Ollie do?"

"She put a whole pack of bubblegum into Trish Owens's hair!" Tessa gasped. "Can you imagine the look on her face?!"

"Oh dear," Gisele said. "We're not involved in a case connected to Trish Owens, are we?"

Tessa immediately sobered and said, "No."

"That was almost believable," Gisele said. "I'm proud of you."

"I'd rather you be proud of me for other things," Tessa replied.

"I am, dear. Now tell me about Trish Owens."

"Does she hate you too?" Tessa asked.

"Immensely."

"Why?"

"She approached me several years ago and asked to be my model. For my books, you know. I told her no."

Ollie couldn't hold back her chuckle.

"It's not really that funny, dear," Gisele chastised. "She started an anti romance novel campaign inside the Hidden, and for two years my sales were down nearly twenty percent. Eventually, she forgot about my slight, and things went back to normal. But if you go poking under her rock, she's going to be up in arms before you know it."

"First of all," Tessa said. "You're assuming that she's doing anything wrong."

"It's Trish Owens," Ollie pointed out. "Of course she's doing something wrong."

"Secondly," Tessa went on, "if she is doing something wrong, I'll prove it. And then we'll turn her over to the Magistratus, with proof. And the inexplicable fact that she happens to hate all three of us for completely different reasons will not merit a mention."

"Maybe," Ollie said. "You forget that the head of the Magistratus is not exactly on our side either."

"Sagena Redgrove can—" Tessa broke off with a wide smile at Gisele and finished with, "It'll be fine."

"If you say so, dear," Gisele murmured. "I didn't get any writing done at all today," she added with a dejected sigh.

Ollie swallowed a curse when the recently renewed color fled Tessa's cheeks.

"Gisele!" she snapped.

"I got plenty of other things done," Gisele said hurriedly. "Things I was putting off. I even managed to squeeze in a trip to my love nest. Raul has been crazed due to the bereft of my company," Gisele sighed.

"It was such a lovely afternoon, and I can only thank you for it, dear. I only meant to say that I cannot read to you about Olive and her darling Rathbone, but I feel the moment calls for a girding of the loins so to speak, so I'll pick a different book to read tonight. Ollie, you'd better run grab Curtis; I know he'd hate to be left out."

"Actually," Ollie said as she stood, "Curtis and I have something else planned for the evening."

Gisele lifted a disapproving eyebrow, but Ollie was used to Gisele's brand of disapproval. It usually only lasted a minute or two.

Ollie walked over to Tessa and bent down to kiss her head. She hadn't kissed Tessa's head in years. She should have never stopped. Tessa hadn't betrayed them by following Virgil around like a puppy; they had betrayed her by not realizing that it wasn't Tessa's choice.

"I'm sorry," she whispered as she wrapped her hand around Tessa's neck and pressed her head against hers. "I love you," she added, mouth hardly able to form the foreign words.

She kissed Tessa's forehead one more time and quickly left the room. She was so full of anger that she had to let it out, and she had to let it out soon before she did something she regretted, like beating up some random asshole for looking at her the wrong way.

Gisele tried not to worry as she watched Ollie leave the room. Her girl was furious. And when her girl was furious she did stupid things. Like putting six pieces of chewed gum into Trish Owens's hair or starting a fight with a ragtag group of assassins just to get the anger out of her system.

"She kissed me," Tessa said with confusion. "And she said she loves me. She doesn't think I'm dying, does she? I'm pretty sure I'm not dying."

"She just wants you to know that she loves you," Gisele said.

"But why now?"

"Why not now?" Gisele countered.

Tessa snorted and said, "Fine. I love you, Grandma."

"I was going to say it first," Gisele huffed.

"But you didn't," Tessa chuckled.

Gisele shook her head and tsked softly, but she wasn't actually annoyed. She was tickled pink to see Tessa smiling. She'd looked like death warmed over last night, and she'd had the mood to match.

"As I was saying," Gisele said with pretend annoyance, "I know just the passage to read."

"Sure," Tessa shrugged. "I've got nothing else to do."

"You could call Julian," Gisele suggested slyly.

"Didn't I just see him last night?"

"That was two nights ago, dear."

"Hardly long enough," Tessa stated.

"Don't you like him?" Gisele asked.

"He's alright," Tessa said.

Gisele leveled a look at her, and Tessa sighed and said, "Fine, yes, I like him. But usually the more I see people the less they like me, so it's better to spread it out. I'm actually surprised that Curtis is still around."

"Curtis is still around because he cares for you," Gisele said sharply.

"He's only known me for a month or so," Tessa argued. "He'll probably get over it."

"Do you really believe that?"

Tessa opened her mouth, closed it, frowned, then said, "Sometimes I don't. And sometimes I do."

"You shouldn't at all," Gisele chastised. "Curtis is not like that. He's not just spending time with you until someone or something better comes along. He genuinely cares for you. I know it's only been a short time, but some people are like that. They meet someone, and they just realize that that person has to be part of their lives. You did it with Curtis, and he did it with you."

Tessa's eyes were argumentative. Her eyes were often argumentative, even if her mouth wasn't. Which wasn't often. If Tessa was talking, she was usually arguing. The girl went out of her way to push people away.

"You left," Tessa said softly. "Ollie left. Doc left. Even Mom left. Why wouldn't Curtis leave too? The only people who never left me were Virgil and the patron."

For once, Gisele couldn't speak. Tessa was staring at her with pain-filled eyes, and Gisele wanted to run away and flop onto her bed and bawl, but she didn't.

She stayed right where she was and said carefully, "Curtis is better than us, dear. And I swear to you that I will never leave you again. I know it's not worth much. My presence is hardly helpful, but I will stay."

"I like having you here," Tessa murmured. "Besides, you said you were going to read."

Gisele smiled to hide her sadness and walked over to her bookshelf. It usually filled her with a sense of pride when she saw all of her accomplishments lined up together on the bookshelves, but tonight they made her sad. If she'd spent a little less time writing and gallivanting around the world and a little more time paying attention to Tessa, she would have realized what was happening.

It astonished her that Tessa was willing to forgive them, but if Tessa didn't forgive them, with the exception of Curtis, she really would be all alone. For all their faults, she and Ollie were certainly the lesser of two evils. 

After a moment's evaluation, Gisele chose one of her older books and sat back down.

"Let's see," she murmured. "We need a good girding of the loins passage."

"What does that even mean?" Tessa asked.

She sounded tired, and Gisele hoped that she would fall asleep again even though she'd slept all day. Tessa hardly ever slept; and when she did, it didn't seem to end pleasantly.

"It means to prepare for what's to come," Gisele said.

"I need that," Tessa muttered. "I need a lot of that."

"Yes, Trish Owens is quite a handful," Gisele murmured.

Tessa snickered, just as Gisele had hoped she would.

"Ah, here's the passage I was looking for," Gisele said. "You've never met this couple. They obviously aren't together yet. At this point, Cecelia thinks that Ashton is only after her for her enormous..." Gisele paused to let Tessa's imagination fill in the blank and then said, "Dowry."

Tessa snorted.

"Naturally, Ashton is, in fact, after her enormous dowry," Gisele went on. "But he's also after her assets. And not the monetary ones."

"I get it," Tessa said. "You don't have to spell it out."

Gisele laughed softly before saying, "Ashton is figuratively girding up his loins to compromise Cecelia."

"Jackass," Tessa growled.

"He has his failings, but he's quite out of his mind with love."

"Lust," Tessa corrected.

"Fine, he's quite out of his mind with lust, and he yearns for her touch."

"You love that word," Tessa pointed out. "Yearns."

"It's a wonderful word," Gisele replied. "It sounds exactly like what it is. Now shush, I'm going to read."

She cleared her throat. Not because her throat needed clearing, but because it always helped remind people that she was about to read.

Ashton watched Cecelia glide into the garden. He could have stood at his window and watched her walk all day. She walked with such beauty and grace. He'd never noticed a woman's walk before, but he noticed everything about Cecilia.

Last night at dinner, he had been completely fascinated by how her fingers had delicately wrapped around her fork. And he'd watched in wonder as her hand had moved the fork to her mouth. His pants had grown uncomfortably tight as he'd watched her small mouth close around the fork, little pink tongue darting out to dab the side of her lips.

He was going mad with desire. He needed to touch her, and she didn't even notice.

"What are you doing, old boy?"

Ashton turned to acknowledge his brother and said, "Devising a plan to ruin her."

"Did it ever occur to you just to woo her?" Damian demanded.

"Have you seen the way she looks at me? It's like I'm not even there! She's spoken to me twice this entire time."

"Could it be possible that she doesn't actually like you?"

"No!" Ashton exclaimed. "She's barely spoken to me! How could she possibly know if she likes me or not? If she would just speak to me, she would soon see that there's a spark between us."

"You're bordering on insanity, brother. Perhaps you should go see Marie."

Ashton made a sound of disgust.

"Brother," Damian said.

"What?"

"I'm worried about you."

"I've finally decided on a wife, and you're worried?"

"You can throw a stone in a London ballroom and hit two dozen women who would gladly have you," Damian said with weary patience. "Why go after the one woman who wants nothing to do with you?"

Ashton didn't believe that. He couldn't. If he could just get Cecilia alone, if he could just touch her, he knew she would feel the same way as he did.

He flung open his study door and stepped outside.

"Brother!"

Ashton was done listening. It was time to do something.

"I don't like him," Tessa broke in. "He's basically a rapist."

"He's not," Gisele replied, trying not to take offense. "I don't write rapists."

"But he's going after her even though she's made it clear she's not into him."

"Just calm yourself," Gisele suggested. "And let me read."

She cleared her throat again so that Tessa knew they were done talking.

Ashton strode quickly towards the garden. He knew Cecelia had gone into the maze. She always went into the maze, and someone always managed to keep him from joining her there, but not today. Today he was going to touch her. He needed to touch her. He needed to know if his burning desire for her was just a delusion or if it was real.

He knew that Damian was right; and in truth, he didn't want a woman who didn't want him. If he kissed Cecelia, no matter if it seared his soul as much as he thought it would, if she didn't kiss him back, he'd walk away. He hadn't met one yet, but surely there was another woman out there who could make him burn with such unquenchable fire.

With a sigh, Cecelia dropped another petal into the fountain. In general, she liked the country more than London, but house parties always tired her. There was too much gossip and subterfuge and silliness. She wanted to be at her father's country estate, wandering the orchards and wading, quite unladylike, in the brooks.

Only three more days, and then she could at least go home to London. For more gossip and subterfuge and silliness. Was this really all there was to life?

Her mother had encouraged her to return Lord Ashton Creswick's admiring eye, but Cecelia had heard the rumors that he was looking for a bride with money, hence the house party, and she wanted a man who wanted her, not her fortune.

She dropped the final petal and turned, gasping when she saw Lord Creswick's large form fill the exit of the maze.

"What are you doing here?" she demanded, heart pounding.

She couldn't be here with him, and he knew that. Perhaps that was his plan. She'd spurned his interest, and so he was going to ruin her.

"I want to speak with you," he said. "And every time I try, someone interferes."

"We've nothing to say to each other," she said firmly. "Now move so I may pass."

"No," he said. "We do have something to say. Just one thing. Please."

He'd stepped into the sunlight, and Cecelia could now see the expression on his face. She'd never seen such an expression, and it sent a shiver through her body.

"I know I shouldn't say this," he said. "But I'm absolutely desperate for you. I dream of you, every night. In my arms, moaning my name. And I long to touch you. To press my kisses to your slender neck."

A strange feeling rushed through her at his words, and she didn't understand it. He looked half deranged, and it should have frightened her, but for some odd reason, she suddenly felt as if she was the most powerful being in the world.

"Why are you here?" she demanded.

"Just one kiss," he said. "Just one kiss. If it doesn't make you burn, I'll leave you alone forever."

Now this was an interesting turn of events. Lord Creswick certainly needed money. Everyone knew it. But this wasn't about money. It was about something else. And she held the key to it.

She'd never held the key to anything. She'd never had any power over anything or anyone. It was a heady feeling.

"You want a kiss," she said, lips curving slightly. "From me."

"Yes."

He stepped closer, but she held out her hand to halt his approach, and he stopped.

"What do I get from such an arrangement?" she asked.

Confusion swept over his face, and he said, "Are you negotiating?"

"Perhaps."

She'd never seen him smile, but he did now, and it sent a wave of strange sensations through her stomach.

"What would you like?" he inquired.

"A horse ride without everyone else," she said.

"Unchaperoned?" he asked with a raised eyebrow.

"Of course not!" she shot back. "With a groom who actually knows how to ride. If I have to gently plod down the lane one more time with the Davies sisters, I will go absolutely mad."

"Granted," he said quickly.

"One kiss," she said. "On the cheek."

"No."

His refusal sent a thrill down her back. He didn't want to kiss her cheek. He wanted to kiss her lips. And he wanted it quite badly from the look of him.

She had been kissed once, but she hadn't thought much of it. Did it make a difference who was delivering the kiss? She thought that it might.

"One kiss," she agreed.

This time when he stepped towards her, she didn't stop him. She simply stood still, waiting for him to kiss her.

"New negotiation," he whispered when his lips were just inches from hers.

She swallowed nervously and said, "Yes?"

"I want you to kiss me back."

Was that how it worked? She didn't know anything about kissing; he was bound to be disappointed.

"I'll try," she murmured.

"You don't want something for it?"

"I doubt it will be worth anything."

Ashton was holding himself back, and it was pure torture to do so. He'd never been this close to her, and it was overwhelming him. He could smell her creamy skin, and he wanted to run his tongue along the curvature of her throat. He wanted to release her glistening golden hair from its cage and let it tumble over her perfect shoulders.

He barely trusted himself to touch her. She was so beautiful, so pure, so divine. He didn't want to taint her. He surely wasn't even worth her notice.   

Her eyes moved upwards, catching his, and she said softly, "What's wrong?"

"Nothing," he replied just as softly. "I'm simply trying to savor the moment."

She bit her lower lip, and whatever control he thought he had snapped. He wrapped his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her to him. And then he lowered his head and touched his lips to hers.

Fire rushed through him. Her lips were perfect under his, soft and absolutely delectable. He moved against them, tasting them thoroughly. Unfettered desire filled him, desire for her, desire for her body beneath his, but something else was there too. Disappointment. She wasn't kissing him back.

With a sigh, Ashton began to pull away, but stopped abruptly when she grabbed his coat lapels and held him firmly.

He kissed her again, gently and sweetly, trying to coax her into returning the motion, and then she did. Her lips moved under his, and he knew they were just as hungry, just as greedy, as his own.

Gisele paused here, sighing with happiness. She just adored it when lovers found the spark. It was so satisfying. She glanced over at Tessa to see what she thought, and swallowed a snort of disgust. Tessa had already fallen asleep.

"You missed the best part," Gisele grumbled as she carefully laid Tessa down onto the couch and covered her with a blanket.

She stood over Tessa, watching her breathe, and decided that she would stand sentry tonight, just as Ollie had during the day. It was surely the most important thing she could do with her time. There had been so many times when Tessa hadn't had a guardian, but she would never lack for one again.


Chapter 10
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"We have a brave new challenger tonight!" the announcer yelled. "Very brave!"

Cheers and jeers rose from the crowd, but Ollie wasn't listening. She was counting down the seconds until she got to pound someone.

"You all remember our defending champion, Five-Minute Ollie!!!"

The crowd went absolutely wild, and there was part of her that was pleased by their excitement, but most of her was still too filled with fury to care about anything other than causing someone else pain.

She felt a presence by her elbow, and she knew it was Curtis, but she didn't turn to acknowledge him.

"Ollie," he said.

She could barely hear him over the cheers of the crowd, but his troll voice was low and rough, and it carried well.

"What?" she asked impatiently.

"I just wanted to remind you that although this brave new challenger will certainly fall beneath your fists, you need not obliterate him. He is neither the patron nor your brother."

Ollie growled in irritation. Curtis didn't know what he was talking about. She was just here to fight.

"Welcome our challenger!" the announcer shouted loudly. "The Vicious Beast of Lithuania!"

A tall, strapping and completely naked man strode into the ring. "I will crush her!" he yelled, shaking his fists in the air. "Her previous challengers were pathetic weaklings! I am the Beast of Lithuania!"

With that announcement, he shifted into a gigantic bear and paraded around the ring.

Ollie quickly took note of his weaknesses. He was missing a claw on his front left paw, but in spite of that, he favored his right side. There was a scar running across his right eye so his vision could be impaired. And there was a bare patch on his back; and although the bare patch didn't necessarily mean he'd had a previous injury, there was a possibility.  

The imps were screaming her name so loudly that Ollie could barely hear anything else, but she did hear the announcer yell "let the fight begin!" before he quickly slithered from the arena.

Ollie cracked her knuckles and glanced up at the clock, taking note of the time. After all, she had a name to live up to.

The Beast was up on his hind legs, roaring loudly and pounding his chest. Ollie rolled her eyes and gestured for him to come get her.

He dropped to all fours and started circling the ring. He was easily four times Ollie's size, but she considered that an advantage.

He prowled towards her until he was about twenty feet away, and then he charged forward, throwing dust into the air behind him.

Ollie cracked her neck while she waited for him to get close enough. Two seconds, he reared up, one second, he swung back his paw. Now.

She lunged forward, ducking beneath his flying paw as she did. She slammed the heel of her foot into the front of his right knee, spun around behind him, and kicked the back of it. He stumbled forward, but recovered quickly; and she had to roll to avoid being mauled by another paw swipe.

She gained her feet and ducked once more, shuffling quickly backward. He was much faster than she had estimated, but she was still faster.

She stepped sideways to avoid a downwards swipe, then leaped forward and slammed the heel of her hand into his side, aiming for his floating ribs. Just as she was pulling back her hand for another hit, the back of his paw struck the side of her face.

The powerful impact flung Ollie backwards across the ring. She struggled to control her fall, but she crashed into the ropes chest first, nose second.

She quickly rolled to her feet, ignoring the fact that she couldn't quite breathe yet, and wiped the blood from her face. She'd been taking it easy on him, but now she was pissed.

She glanced at the clock. Three minutes to go.

She adjusted her stance. The Beast was barreling towards her on all fours, which was an idiotic thing to do since she was standing right in front of the ropes. But maybe he saw some angle she didn't. She doubted it, but it was possible.

Just before he plowed into her, she leaped onto the bottom rope and thrust herself into the air. The Beast crashed into the ropes, and Ollie dropped down on his back with all her might, slamming her elbow into the middle of his spine as she did.

She jabbed down onto his spine twice before he'd recovered enough to try to roll onto his back. To keep him from rolling, Ollie quickly shifted her position and pinned his arm to the ground with all her weight.

She slammed the heel of her boot into his exposed face, snarling, "How do you like a broken nose?" 

He tried to escape her, but in spite of their difference in size, Ollie's force on his arm was more than enough to keep him from rolling away from her.    

He clawed at her leg with his other paw, but she ignored his attack and slammed her foot into his face again. She kicked him several more times before he managed to catch her leg with his claws, at which point, Ollie shifted her weight and slammed her elbow into his face instead.

The frenzied cries from the crowd were vibrating through her now. "Five-Minute Ollie! Five-Minute Ollie!" They wanted her to destroy him.

Ollie hammered the point of her elbow into the Beast's bloody face again. And again. And again.  

Then, almost as if Curtis was right beside her, his soft, rumbly voice whispered in her ear, "He will certainly fall beneath your fists, but you need not obliterate him. He is neither the patron nor your brother."

"Goddamn it!" Ollie hissed as she stopped herself from hitting the bear once more.

The Beast was done. She had won. That was the end of it.

She rolled off his back and rose to her feet, stepping away from him and lifting her bloody arms into the air. The crowd screamed so loudly that the floor shook beneath Ollie's feet.

"Ollie! Ollie! Ollie!"

The announcer was suddenly beside her, and he yelled, "Our champion! In a little under her usual time, Five-Minute Ollie has won again! She remains the undefeated champion of the ring!"

"Five-Minute Ollie!" the spectators screamed as they threw flowers, bits of colored paper, and other completely random things into the arena. Ollie ducked a flying whiskey bottle, resisting the urge to catch it. If an imp had thrown it, it was most definitely empty.

The announcer was still yelling, but Ollie turned and walked from the arena. She was exhausted. Worrying about Tessa was the hardest thing she had ever done.

She ignored Curtis as she walked past him towards the door; but when he fell into step beside her, she grumbled, "I'm not going to say you were right."

"I didn't ask you to," he replied.

"You might not have been wrong," she went on. "But you weren't right."

"Never said I was."

"He broke my nose," she added. "That's why I was so mad."

"Noses get broken."

"Not mine," she growled.

She gently felt it, then she placed her fingers against the ridge and pushed, swallowing a gasp of pain when it snapped back into place.

"I like watching you fight," Curtis said.

There was something different about his tone, and Ollie cast him a sideways glance. Even in the dim light, she could tell that his blue eyes were darker than normal.

She grinned widely and said, "Do you now?"

"You are very skilled."

"I underestimated his speed," she admitted.

"You were just toying with him anyway," Curtis said. "Trying to reach your time. If you'd been fighting for real, your nose would be fine."

If he hadn't been in troll form, she would have kissed him. Curtis saw her. He truly saw her. He wasn't misled by the fact that she was a woman. He saw past both her form and her facade to the person inside. 

"My house is closer," he suddenly said. "But I don't have a bed."

"We don't need a bed," Ollie stated.

His eyebrow rose slightly, and he said, "I don't have any closets either."

Ollie burst out laughing.

After a moment of laughter, she managed to choke out, "You have to stop listening to Gisele."

And just like that, she suddenly had the energy to go a few more rounds.


Chapter 11
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The smell of coffee woke Tessa; and she stretched and yawned widely, yelping when she fell off the couch onto the floor.

"Ouch," she grumbled as she rolled onto her back. "Why the hell am I on the couch?"

"Because that's where you fell asleep, dear," Gisele said cheerfully. "On the bright side, I had a very productive night."

Tessa stood and stretched. She actually felt good. She couldn't even remember the last time she'd felt good. But if anything, feeling good just made her grumpier because she knew it wouldn't last.  

"What the hell did Badri put in that tea?" she grumbled.

"You'll have to ask him," Gisele replied absently.

She was bent over her desk, scratching out words and writing entire paragraphs with a pink felt pen.

"Did you work all night?" Tessa asked.

"Yes, dear. Someone had to keep an eye on you. I finished my novel. It has a very happy ending."

"Let me guess, Olive and Rathbone get married."

"Hardly," Gisele snorted. "They did that in chapter nine."

"So how did it end?"

"The way all romances should," Gisele said. "By them confessing their undying love for each other."

"Seriously?"

"Of course, dear. That's the entire point of a romance novel."

"I thought it was the sex," Tessa said.

"Shows what you know," Gisele chirped cheerily.

Tessa rolled her eyes before glancing at her watch.

"Shit!" she hissed. "Is that really the time?"

"Language, and yes."

"I have to go! Tell Curtis I'll meet up with him later to scout Trish's house."

"Eat something!" Gisele called out as Tessa ran from the room.

Tessa didn't reply. She didn't have time to eat anything; she was already late.

Just before she reached the kitchen, Badri opened the kitchen door and stepped out in front of her.

"What?!" Tessa snapped.

"Breakfast, Ms. Graves?"

"No time!"

"What about a pastry to go?" he offered.

"I don't have time..." Tessa broke off with a sudden smile and said, "Actually, yes. A whole box of pastries. All the pastries; to go."

When Tessa reached Thomas Jury's door a little while later, she opened the pastry box and held it out in front of her before knocking.

The door swung open, and Jury snapped, "You're late."

Pain crashed through Tessa's head, not from Jury, but from the patron. She had been late, and she was never supposed to be late.

"I'm not late," she said through clenched teeth.

Her body didn't believe her though; it believed Thomas Jury. She straightened her back, took a deep breath, looked Jury in the eyes, and said firmly, "I'm not late, and even if I was, who cares?"

He studied her for a moment before snatching the pastry box from her hands. He ate a pastry in two bites, licked his fingers, and said, "Still hurt?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because my head believes you, not me," she ground out.

"That's interesting," he mused as he gestured for her to come in. "It's a good thing you're not actually late."

The pain immediately faded, and she growled in irritation. He was not more important than she was. She should have been the one to decide she wasn't late; not him.

"Did you drink any whiskey?" he asked around another pastry.

"No," she said flatly.

"Why not?"

"Because when I tried, a jolt of pain a jillion times worse than anything the patron has ever hit me with fried my brain and I woke up on the kitchen floor."

His face turned a little green, and he put his half-eaten pastry back into the box.

"Sorry," he said softly. "I've never given anyone a long-running command before. I wasn't sure what would happen."

"Don't be sorry," she said. "If I can learn to fight your compulsion, the patron should be easy."

Jury didn't say anything for a long moment, and she began to worry that he was going to tell her to go away. She was trying to think of a convincing argument when he said, "Do you play pool?"

"What?"

"Pool. Do you play?"

"No."

"Would the patron consider it work?" he asked.

"I don't know," she shrugged.

"Would you?"

"Of course not."

"Let's play then," he said.

She was so relieved that he wasn't about to give her the boot that she didn't even argue with him.

He stood and approached the billiards table. "We'll just knock around a few balls," he said as he moved the balls into a triangle. He selected a cue stick and broke the balls apart, then handed her the cue. "Put one of the balls into a hole," he said.

"Why?"

"So I can see you fight it."

She shrugged and walked over to the billiards table. During the last week, she'd learned that to minimize some of the pain, she had to constantly tell herself that she was working a case; but as she looked down at the colored balls, she stopped the constant litany and murmured, "I'd love to play a game."

Another layer of pain began to vibrate through her head. How could she even consider playing a game at a time like this? She had a case, and she should be working it right now. Not hanging out in some handsome playboy's house, playing pool. Why would anyone want to play pool anyway? It was a ridiculous game. She had things to do. Important things.

She let the drive build, the drive to work, to move, to do anything but this, and then she lowered the cue and lined it up on a ball.

"You're supposed to hit the white one into one of the others," Jury pointed out.

"I knew that," she grumbled as she lined up on the white ball instead.

Multiple layers of pain vibrated through her, reminding her of all the ways she was disobeying the patron.

"It's a great game," Jury said pointedly.

She slammed her cue into the ball, and the ball jumped off the table and hit one of Jury's lamps, shattering it on contact.

The pain spiked, and she stuttered, "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to do that. I swear I'll never do it again. I'm so sorry!"

She dropped the cue and started picking up the broken pieces of lamp.

"I didn't mean to break it," she whispered.

She wasn't supposed to break things. When she broke things, she was punished.

"Tessa," Jury said.

"I'll clean it up," she said quickly. "I'll buy you a new one."

"Tessa!"

She swung around to look at him, keeping her eyes on his shoulder.

"Tessa!" he said sharply. "I don't care about the goddamn lamp. Get up."

It wasn't a command, but she was so frightened that she dropped the pieces and stood anyway.

"Tessa," he said more gently. "It's alright."

Logic finally broke through her fear, and heat rushed to her face. She was acting like an idiot. He wasn't the patron. She knew he wasn't the patron, but when she'd broken the lamp, it had triggered something, another command by the patron or a memory; she didn't know which.

"I'm sorry," she said awkwardly

"You're sorry?" he asked softly. "Why the hell are you sorry?"

There was both pain and pity in his eyes, and it made her a little sick to see it. She didn't want him to pity her.

"I understand his spells better now," Jury said. "He's not really that strong in compulsion."

Tessa wanted to argue. She wasn't weak. But before she could say anything, Jury went on.

"But he's very, very strong in body magic, for lack of a better term."

"What does that mean?" Tessa asked.

"He put his demands on you, but they're weak at best, not to say that you're weak; you're not," he said emphatically. "He's actually layered them one on top of the other, over and over and over. To build them up. I could see the spell just now, the one that kicked on when you..." He paused before saying firmly, "When the lamp broke. It was multiple layers. He didn't just compulse you once. He compulsed you ten times on that command alone."

Tessa fought the sudden urge to vomit. When Jury had said she had some aftermarket parts, she'd pictured one or two, but she was beginning to think it would have been more accurate for him to say that she was all aftermarket with just a few genuine parts left.

"But the compulsion isn't what makes you do it," Jury said. "Not really. When I compulsed you yesterday, that's all I did. I didn't add any layers or triggers or if-then clauses. I just said 'don't drink whiskey'; that was it."

For some reason, he paused here and walked off. He came back a minute later with two cups of black coffee and handed one to her. She leaned against the billiards table, took a cautious sip, and tried to wait patiently for him to continue.

"Body magic is magic that turns your body against you," Jury finally said. "It can take the air out of your lungs. It can boil the blood in your veins. It can squeeze the water from you like a sponge, leaving behind nothing but a dry husk."

The pain was starting up again, and Tessa knew she was about to hear something she wasn't supposed to hear, something the patron did not want her to hear.

"The witch who compulsed you is using body magic in addition to the compulsion. It's actually the pain or the fear of the pain that enforces the compulsion, not the compulsion itself."

A sharp spike of pain tore through Tessa's head, but she ignored it and said, "What does that mean?"

Jury was studying her carefully, and he said, "He was very thorough, wasn't he?"

"Pretty much," Tessa said. "Case," she muttered. "On a case. Just random information. That's all."

The pain reduced slightly, and she said, "Can you get it out?"

"No."

She was unprepared for the wave of disappointment that tore through her.

"I'm sorry," Jury said. "I might have been able to if you'd come to me right away, right after they were put into place, but now..." He shrugged and said, "They're part of you. If I fiddle around inside your head trying to untie them all, I might do more damage than good."

"There's a chance though," she pressed.

"I won't risk it," he said. "If I pull the wrong thread, you could be drooling for the rest of your life."

She would've preferred it if he had said that the Cadwels had come back to life and were hunting her once more.

"So I'll always be this way," she whispered. "I'll always have him inside my head. Always."

"I don't know," he said. "I'm not sure what would happen to the spells if you kill him. Although they are tied off," he hastened to add. "Which probably means that even if you kill him..."

"I'll always have aftermarket parts."

Tessa hadn't thought it was possible for her days to get any worse. She'd scraped the bottom of the barrel. She'd found out her father had lied to her. She'd found out she was compulsed. She'd nearly died. She'd pissed off all the wrong people. But she'd never felt quite as hopeless as she did right now.

"I gotta go work a case," she murmured as she stepped past Jury and headed for the door.

"Same time tomorrow," he insisted.

"What's the point?"

"You want to learn to beat him, don't you?"

"Yeah," she said. "I do."

Her head felt muddled, and the next thing she knew she was standing on the sidewalk, looking around in confusion. What the hell was she doing? Why was she here instead of in the Hidden, working on the Lexi case?

She turned around and looked up at the building behind her. There was a row of gargoyles on the upper ledge. Gargoyles. Jury. She'd come to see Jury. And he'd told her that the patron would always be inside her head. Always.

She sat down on the steps and pulled out her notebook, quickly writing down everything Jury had said. She didn't want to lose any of it. She didn't want to forget anything, even if it did make her want to hurl herself into traffic.

When she was finished, she put away her notebook and climbed into her car. There was nothing she could do about The Case of the Missing Memories right now, but she could do something about Mr. Lexi's nightly excursions.

Curtis was waiting for her just inside the entrance of the Hidden.

"How did it go?" he asked as he joined her.

"How did what go?" she replied.

"Whatever it was you were doing."

"Wretched," Tessa said. "But I can't tell you about it, so don't even ask. It might literally kill me to try."

There had definitely been more force behind Jury's words when he'd told her not to tell anyone about him. It hadn't been a half command; it had been a full command.

And given the pain she'd gone through when she had tried to drink whiskey, she had no interest whatsoever in seeing what would happen if she tried to disobey a full command. She would never mention Jury to anyone. Not ever.

"You look better," Curtis said.

"Than what?"

"Than you did yesterday."

"Badri drugged me," she complained.

"Did you thank him?"

"I'm not going to encourage him," she stated. "He shouldn't have done it. Not without my permission."

Curtis didn't respond, and they walked quietly together towards the neighborhood doorway.

"It helped though," he said after a moment.

"Goddamn it, Curtis! I'm just sick of people doing things to me without my say so! I should get a say so!"

She was mortified to feel hot tears in her eyes, and she blinked quickly, driving them away.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I understand."

She didn't yell at him. She didn't say that he didn't understand. Because he did. A witch had taken everything from him too. A witch and her grandfather.

"You ever wonder why we're fighting so hard or what we're even fighting for?" she asked softly.

"I'm fighting for you," he said.

Tessa turned to look at him, and even though he was in his troll form, she could see the absolute sincerity on his face.

"Why?" she demanded.

No one else had ever fought for her. Why should he be any different? Why should he care?

"I lost my daughter," he said, voice even gentler than normal. "And you never had a father, not a real one. We fit in a way, and I figure together we can do something, just like we talked about. Something, anything. Just not nothing."

He smiled at her, and she couldn't help but smile back.

"I'm fighting for you," he repeated. "And when we're done fighting, if we ever are, we'll take a vacation. To the mountains and then the beach. Gisele read a story to me the other day, and the woman was wearing something called a bikini. I'm curious to see Ollie in one."

Tessa tried to hold it back, but she couldn't help the laugh that bubbled out from her.

"What?" he asked with a grin.

"You've already seen her naked," Tessa laughed. "What difference would a bikini make?"

"I'm not sure. I think it must be tactile."

With a laugh, Tessa wrapped her arm around Curtis's and pulled him forward.

"We have a case," she said with amusement. "You can think about Ollie later."

"Did you know that you don't require a bed or a closet to have sex?" Curtis asked.

"Too much information!" Tessa exclaimed.  

"You're a detective," he replied. "Is there really such a thing as too much information?"

"Yes!" Tessa stated. "I don't ever want to hear about you and Ollie or Gisele and whoever she's with this week. Just no! No! And no!"

"In that case, Ollie fought a bear last night."

"A real bear or a shapeshifting bear?"

"A shapeshifting bear."

"So what happened?" Tessa prodded as they walked through the connecting doorway.

"She won."

"Was there any doubt?"

"The Beast from Lithuania was a little surprised," Curtis chuckled.

"Idiot," Tessa snorted. "Hasn't he heard that she killed like four hundred shapeshifting wolves all on her own?"

"Apparently not."

They'd just entered the nine hundred block, and with a muttered curse, Tessa pulled Curtis down a side road.

"What's wrong?" Curtis asked.

"Trish Owens just came out of her house. She hates me, so we'll have to make sure she doesn't see me."

"You should wear a disguise," Curtis suggested. "Like Ollie does."

The idea grazed over her mind, but she knew immediately that she wouldn't be able to do it. Not without suffering immense pain.

"Can't," she said. "Hair, ponytail."

She resisted the sudden urge to sit down on the road and sob. She had thought that she was straightforward and direct with people because Virgil wasn't, but what if the patron had programed her to be this way? What if nothing about her was what it seemed? What if there was no real Tessa Graves? What then?

"Will you ever stop fighting?" she asked desperately.

"For you? No."

"Then I won't stop either," she whispered.

It was getting harder and harder to believe that she could win, but even if she didn't win, at the very least she'd go down fighting.


Chapter 12
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"Explain to me our purpose," Curtis said as Tessa walked slowly down the street.

"Mr. Lexi went into Trish's house. Trish doesn't cover the windows, but they're too high up for me to see into. However, if we can get a good vantage point, maybe we'll be able to tell what he's doing."

"Wouldn't she be likely to cover the windows if she was doing something wrong?" he asked.

Tessa snorted in derision.

"Is that a no?"

"It's hard to explain," Tessa said. "Trish Owens is an exhibitionist. It wouldn't matter what she was doing, she'd want you to see it. Unless it's putting on her face every morning."

"She has to put on her face?" Curtis asked. "What sort of cryptid is she?"

"I meant when she puts on her makeup," Tessa laughed.

"Oh."

Tessa paused in front of a house, then turned around to check its position to Trish's house.

"What is makeup?" Curtis suddenly asked.

This time Tessa swallowed her laugh. Of course he didn't know about makeup; he was a troll. She seriously doubted if troll women felt the need to hide their real faces under layers of wax and clay.

"It's this stuff human women put on their faces to make them..." She trailed off here, unsure how to really explain its purpose. "It makes them feel prettier," she finally said.

"Does it actually make them prettier?"

"It really just depends," Tessa said.

"Ollie does not use it," he stated.

"No. Ollie's beautiful," Tessa agreed.

"Is Trish a norm then?"

"No."

"What is she?"

"Rumor has it she's a serpent shifter."

"Rumor?"

"No one really knows."

Tessa wasn't sure if that was actually true. Virgil had once said that a shifter could pretend to be human all they wanted, but the scent of their inferiority was still there. When she'd asked what he meant, he'd said that no matter what, a predator, such as a vampire, could always smell what you really were. She didn't know if that was true or not, and she wasn't going to find a vampire to ask.

"I think this house will work," Tessa said.

"Do you plan on breaking in?" he asked.

"No need," she replied. All she had to do was utilize some Graves's charm. And by charm, she meant intimidation.

"Please don't be a witch," she muttered softly as she strode up to the front door. She inhaled deeply and, ignoring the doorknocker, slammed her fist against the door.

It didn't take long for a harried-looking woman to open it.

"I need to speak with the owner of the house," Tessa said firmly.

"He isn't in," the woman replied.

"When will he be?"

"A couple weeks."

The woman suddenly ducked, and a vase hit the door jamb over her head and shattered.

"Is everything alright?" Curtis asked from behind Tessa.

"It's fine," the woman said. "I'm just having a little trouble with Francis, the master's son."

"You mean he's a brat," Tessa stated.

"He's not a brat," the woman replied, voice exhausted. "He can't speak, and he gets very frustrated when I don't understand him."

"Look, I don't really care about Francis and his issues," Tessa said shortly. "What I really need is access to this house tonight, about eleven thirty. Can we do that?"

"Absolutely not!" the woman snapped.

"I forgot to introduce myself," Tessa said with a sharp grin. "Tessa, Tessa Graves."

The woman's already pale face turned white. "I haven't... We haven't..." she stuttered.

"Don't care about you, this house, or anything in it. I just want access."

"I don't... Please don't..."

"Again, nothing to do with you," Tessa stated.

The woman was practically trembling in fear, and Tessa could feel the disapproval radiating from Curtis behind her. She had a job to do though, and this was the easiest way to get it done. It would be over by tomorrow, and in a week, the woman would have forgotten all about them.

"I apologize for my partner's abrasiveness," Curtis said as he elbowed Tessa roughly out of the way. "It would really help us out on a case we're currently working if we could have access to your house tonight. If that makes you uncomfortable, we completely understand and we'll figure out another way."

"Hey!" Tessa snapped.

Curtis leveled a glare her way.

"Fine," she grumbled. "It would be very inconvenient, but I'm sure I could figure out something else. Not easily," she added sulkily. "But I could."

"I'm certain we could recompense you for your trouble," Curtis went on. "Would a hundred merlins cover it?"

"We're not even making that much on this case," Tessa muttered.

"No, no," the woman said hurriedly. "I don't need money. And of course you can use the house. I'm sorry I was so uncooperative."

"Not in the least," Curtis replied smoothly. "My partner has a way about her. My apologies for not introducing myself. My name is Curtis Nash. And you are?"

"Betty," the woman replied with a blush.

Tessa rolled her eyes. Even in troll form the women loved him.

"So delightful to meet you, Betty."

Betty glanced over her shoulder and ducked once more. Water sprayed through the open door, splattering all over Tessa and Curtis.

"I'm so sorry!" Betty exclaimed, horrified eyes staring at Tessa. "I should go," she added quickly. "But yes, come back tonight."

With that, Betty slammed the door in their faces.

Tessa snarled softly as she flicked the water off of her hair. Curtis looked at her, disappointment evident in his eyes.

"What?" Tessa snapped. "Did you really expect me to say please and thank you and all that crap?"

"That was badly done, Tessa," Curtis said softly.

She stared at him, conflict waging inside her. She didn't understand how his words could hurt so much. They were just words, and he wasn't a witch. He wasn't compulsing her or turning her body against her. He was simply disappointed in her, and she didn't know why she cared. She didn't do things to please other people, not anymore. But right this minute, she'd rather try to drink whiskey than see that look on Curtis's face ever again.

If this was what it felt like to care about someone, she didn't like it. Not one little bit.

"Are we finished here?" Curtis asked.

His disappointment was already gone, and his tone was cheerful, and Tessa didn't understand that. He'd been disappointed with her, mad even, but he hadn't done anything more than say so. He hadn't tried to punish her. He hadn't hurt her. He'd said his piece, and that was that. She didn't understand him at all.  

"Whiskey?" Curtis suggested.

She cringed, but nodded. She had to keep fighting it. She had to learn to fight the pain. If Curtis was willing to fight for her, she had to fight too.

She was sweating by the time they reached the Strong Arm Tavern. Sweating and arguing with herself. After all, there really wasn't any point in fighting. The patron was going to win. He always won. She figured it out, and he made her forget. Time after time after time. What made this time any different?

Her feet stopped just outside the door, but Tessa forced them to step inside. After all, bars served more than just whiskey. She could drink anything she wanted.

She sat beside Curtis, and he handed her a glass of whiskey. She stared at it in horror. Did she really have to do this? Surely there was another way? A way that didn't involve pain. She was so sick of pain.

"Are you alright?" he asked.

"I can't drink this," she whispered.

"What? Why not?"

Tessa ignored his question and said, "I'm going to try though because that's the whole point. Will you pick me up off the floor if I fall?"

"What is going on?" Curtis demanded.

Tessa ignored that question too.

The bartender was watching her curiously, and she stuck out her tongue at him. He actually grinned. She growled softly, fighting the urge to jump over the bar and beat on him with the whiskey bottle. She was just angry because her head was killing her and the whiskey smelled so wonderful and she wanted it so much.

She glanced over her shoulder. The tavern wasn't too busy, which was a relief. She didn't want the entire Hidden watching her fall on her face.

She took a deep breath. She wanted whiskey, and so she would drink whiskey. She could do what she wanted. She was the owner of her body, and no one, not even Jury, was allowed to tell her what to do.

Furthermore, it wasn't even whiskey.

"It's not whiskey," she murmured softly.

Her body pretended to believe her, and she lifted the glass. A warning vibration shivered down her hand. Her body wasn't stupid after all, but she also hadn't technically done anything wrong. She was just holding the glass.

Closer, closer, a little closer. She could practically taste it now, but by the time the glass was to her lips, the pain was so horrible and so overwhelming that she could barely think.

In spite of the pain though, she managed to note two things. One, the pain wasn't just in her head; it was everywhere. Her head, her hair, her skin, her heart, her goddamn pinky toes. It was all encompassing. And two, the pain came from a different source. She was mentally trying to force her body to do something that it was incapable of doing. Her body was trying very, very hard to obey Thomas Jury. It was her mind that was fighting him.

She pushed through the pain and slammed the whiskey in one drink.

She'd never felt such agony before. Not ever. Her body reacted violently, and pain filled every minute corner of her being. She wasn't aware of what happened next, all she knew was that when she finally managed to open her eyes, both the bartender and Curtis were kneeling over her, faces full of concern.

Tessa grinned widely and said, "At least I got it down that time."

"Explain," Curtis demanded.

"I can't," Tessa sighed. "Not unless you want me to die."

"What?"

"It doesn't matter; I can't drink whiskey," Tessa said.

She ignored the bartender's offered hand and stood up on her own. The pain was mostly gone, but she could feel the aftereffects of it. It was as if she'd just made cozy with an electric eel.

Tessa sat back down on her stool. Curtis was fuming, but he'd just have to get over it. She couldn't tell him about Jury. She simply couldn't. Her mind couldn't even accept such a possibility, let alone her mouth.

"Give me something other than whiskey," she told the bartender.

"Are you sure?" he asked.

She raised an eyebrow.

"Look, you just fell on the floor after one measly glass of troll whiskey," he retorted.

She rolled her eyes and said, "You used to say I couldn't handle troll whiskey."

"And you proved me wrong," he replied. "You can drink more troll whiskey than a troll, present company excluded."

"Whatever," she said. "Drink. Now."

"Just don't blame me if you end up on the floor again, lady."

"Call me Tessa," she said. "And get me something else."

A moment later the bartender slid a bottle in front of her and said, "My name's Rishma."

"I don't remember asking," Tessa growled.

He braced his thorny elbow on the bar in front of her and said, "You know what I think?"

"No, and I really don't care."

"I think you're all bark and no bite."

Tessa raised one eyebrow and ground out, "Do you wanna see bite? Keep talking."

"Just as I thought," Rishma said with a grin. "Enjoy your rum. It's on the house."

"It's on the house," Tessa grumbled when Rishma's back was turned. "Is he serious? I have a reputation, and he's going to ruin it."

"Explain to me why you can't drink whiskey," Curtis said.

"Weren't you listening?" Tessa sighed. "Did you not see what happened to me when I drank the whiskey? If I try to explain it to you, multiply that by a hundred."

"Why?"

"If I could explain it, I would. And it's not a bad thing," she said softly. "I'm learning to beat him. You'll see."

She took a swig of the rum. It was not whiskey. She really, really hoped that Jury was right. Otherwise, all the suffering her taste buds were currently undergoing would be for nothing.

After a few disheartening drinks, Tessa looked at her watch. It was still early in the day; it would be hours before they could stake out Trish's house; and she had nothing to do in the meantime. She had to find something to do. She simply couldn't go that long without working. She just couldn't.

She tried to remember what she'd done today already. She'd gotten up, and then she'd... It was important; she knew it was important, but every time she tried to look at it, her mind shied away.

She pulled out her notebook and read through the last couple of entries.

"Damn it," she hissed, frustration filling her. It infuriated her that her mind wasn't her own, and it depressed her more than she'd thought possible to know that it would always be this way.

Her phone beeped, and she pulled it out.

"Lunch?" was all Julian's text said.

"I'm not hungry," she texted back.

She hadn't eaten all day, but her stomach was like a rock, and just the thought of eating made her feel sick.

"Dessert?" he replied.

She frowned at the phone, then showed it to Curtis. "Is this a double entendre?" she asked. "I've spent so much time with Gisele that I can't actually tell anymore."

"You do realize who you're asking?" Curtis chuckled.

"Hell, at this point you know as much as I do," Tessa sighed.

Another text from Julian came through. This one said, "I'm sitting near the Lutin cart, and something smells really good. My treat."

"I guess it wasn't," Tessa said, choosing not to acknowledge the frisson of disappointment she felt.

She stood and said, "I'll meet you at your house at ten tonight."

"I'll be there," Curtis said.

She smiled at him, left the bar, and headed towards the marketplace. She had nothing work related to do, and if her head was going to hurt anyway, it may as well hurt with Julian.

When Tessa sat on the bench beside him, he didn't look up from his sketchbook, but he said, "I didn't think you were coming."

She wasn't sure what to say to that, so she didn't say anything.

"Chocolate or plain?" Julian asked.

"I'm not hungry," she replied.

Julian closed his notebook and looked at her. "I can see that," he said with a grin. "You have the pale, hollowed-out look of someone who hasn't eaten in a while."

"I ate," she argued.

"Last week?" he prodded.

"Yesterday," she retorted. "Maybe," she added with a shrug.

He took her hand and stood, pulling her to her feet. "Come on," he said.

He didn't let go of her hand once they were in motion, and Tessa let him keep it, not sure how to extricate it from his grasp and also not entirely sure that she wanted to.

"Pops said you stopped by the shop yesterday," Julian said as they walked. "You don't really have to find the Hand of Redemption."

"I already know where it is," Tessa replied. "Probably. Anyway, Ollie's on it."

"It's not worth anything," Julian insisted. "Anyone who would want it wouldn't be able to use it, and those who would be able to use it would never dream of wanting it."

"It's the principle," Tessa said. "We stole it from you; we'll get it back. It's the least we can do."

"Not you," Julian said firmly. "Your dad. That's not you."

"Maybe," Tessa said.

"Did you talk to Thomas Jury yet?" Julian asked.

A whisper of warning feathered down Tessa's spine.

"I can't talk about..." She stopped herself from even trying to say his name and said "that" instead.

"Why not?"

Tessa took a shallow breath and said very carefully, "Because I can't. Please do not ever ask me about it again."

Julian's eyes narrowed, and he opened his mouth to say something, but Tessa cut him off by asking, "What were you doing in the market?"

He shrugged and said, "That's just where I go when I have nothing else to do. Here we are," he said as he ducked and pulled her through a doorway into a rather small dining room. It was obviously a restaurant, but not an overly popular one because no one else was there. 

"Julian!" a small voice cried out with excitement.

"Samit!" Julian replied happily.

He dropped Tessa's hand and greeted the small boy who'd come running out from behind the counter by lifting him up and hugging him.

"I have a drawing for you," Julian said.

He set the boy onto the counter, pulled a piece of paper from his back pocket, and handed it to the boy. Samit unfolded it and began to laugh.

"I'll show Momma," he giggled.

Samit jumped from the counter and ran into the back, yelling, "Momma, Momma! Julian is here!"

Tessa edged towards the door. She really wasn't good with children. Their big expressive eyes bothered her. Not to mention the intuitive way they could see right through you.

A lovely woman emerged from the back, carrying the boy on her hip.

"Julian," she said with a smile as she leaned forward to kiss his cheek. "What have I told you about drawing up naughty cartoons for Samit?"

"Who says it was naughty?" Julian asked innocently. "Mira, this is Tessa. Tessa, Samit and Mira."

Without warning, Samit suddenly shifted into a tiger and jumped from his mother's arms. He landed just a few inches away from Tessa and started growling softly.

Tessa growled right back. She wasn't in the mood to be intimidated by a boy-tiger. She was in the mood to kick somebody, and child or not, Samit was the closest thing to her.

"Samit!" Mira gasped. "I'm sorry," she added as she rushed forward and scooped the tiger-child from the floor. "I don't know what's gotten into him."

"It's just Tessa," Julian laughed. "She goes out of her way to irritate people."

"All I was doing was standing here," Tessa retorted.

"In an irritating way," Julian said with a wide grin.

"I'm happy to leave," she snarled.

"You'd like that, wouldn't you?" he asked softly. "Any excuse to run away."

She glared at him, trying to remember why she'd wanted to see him in the first place.

"You like me, remember?" he said cheerfully.

"Do I?" she asked. "You seem to be irritating me."

"That's just 'cause you haven't eaten anything in nearly two days. Mira, we need some of your soup."

Tessa's stomach rolled.

"What part of not hungry do you not understand?" she snapped.

"What part of you can't fight a battle on an empty stomach do you not understand?" he retorted.

"It's not empty," Tessa argued. "I had tea, coffee, one shot of whiskey, and seven sips of rum."

Julian made a look of disgust and said, "Sit down."

Tessa snarled at him.

Julian rolled his eyes and said, "Sit down, please."

"Please do," Mira urged. "You must eat. My soup will fix you right up."

"There's nothing wrong with me," Tessa snapped.

"I'm sorry," Mira apologized. "I didn't mean to..." She trailed off, face full of distress.

Tessa sighed and said carefully, "I'm in a very bad mood; I should not have taken it out on you."

And then she sat. Even though she didn't particularly want to.

Julian sat across from her, and Tessa stared at him, trying to see his expression in the darkened room. Not that it would have mattered if she could see his face. Unless he was grinning, Julian was very difficult to read.

"Bad day?" he asked.

"No worse than normal," she replied.

"Do you like your desk?"

"You know I do," she retorted.

"Good. Are you working a case?"

"Unfortunately."

"That bad?"

"It's getting complicated. There are people involved who are predisposed not to like me. Or Ollie. Or Gisele."

"Even Gisele?" Julian asked. "But she's so bouncy. How could anyone have a problem with her?"

Tessa was saved from answering by the arrival of Mira with two steaming bowls of soup. Mira set them on the table, smiled at Julian, and disappeared.

"She seems nice," Tessa said carefully.

The smell of the soup was making her hungry and nauseous all at once, and she wasn't sure she'd be able to make herself eat it.

"She's very nice," Julian said. "And she makes amazing soup."

"I made a sandwich yesterday," Tessa said, not sure why it mattered. "I think it was good."

"Didn't you eat it?" Julian asked.

"I didn't make it for me; I made it..."

She caught herself just in time.

"Here's what I'm going to do," Julian said. "I'm going to make a wild guess. If I'm right, scratch your left ear. Because it itches, not because of anything else." He paused for just a second, then said, "I'm going to guess that you did see Thomas Jury, and I'm going to guess that you told him that he better compulse you not to talk about him so you didn't accidentally mention him to the patron in one of your reports, and I'm going to guess that if you do mention him, very bad things will happen."

Tessa stared at Julian, being very careful to control all of her facial and head movements. The slightest indication on her part could trigger the compulsion.

After a very long moment, she managed to convince herself that her left ear itched rather badly, and she reached up to scratch it. To her acute relief, nothing happened.

"This soup is delicious," Julian said with a grin. "You have to try it."

She smiled in relief and said, "The smell's making me sick."

"That's just because you haven't eaten," Julian said gently. "Trust me."

She wasn't good at trusting people. People lied. All the time. For no good reason.

"Suit yourself," he said just before taking a spoonful. "Umm," he murmured. "Delicious."

He continued to eat, and Tessa watched him, stomach twisting with hunger. When he finished his bowl, he reached across the table for hers.

"What are you doing?" she demanded.

"It's too good to waste it."

She slapped away his hand and said, "I'm thinking about it."

He shrugged and sat back in his chair, shadowed face watching her.

What was the worst that happened? She took a bite and threw up? It wasn't as if she hadn't done that before.

Tessa dipped her spoon into the soup, lifted the spoon to her mouth, and carefully touched the soup with her tongue. It was delicious, and she reluctantly swallowed the contents of the spoon, sighing in relief when her stomach didn't revolt.

They didn't speak while she ate, and when her bowl was empty, Julian asked, "Feel better?"

"Yes," Tessa admitted. "Thank you."

"Anytime. I'll be right back," he added before he stood, scooped up the bowls, and headed into the back.

A moment later he returned and gestured for her to follow him. Once they were out on the street, he took her hand once more and said, "What now? You have important things to do?"

She phrased the words carefully in her mind before saying, "I am on a case right now, as a matter of fact. There's a mysterious crick in my neck, and I'm not sure how it got there or how to get rid of it."

"I have an idea or two," he said with a wink. "But I'm afraid they'd be best implemented from the privacy of your bedroom."

"That's not usually where I conduct my meetings," Tessa teased.

"Oh well, you know how eccentric expert witnesses can be. The one I have in mind has very talented hands though, and I'm sure he'll be able to fix your neck in no time at all."

"I wouldn't mind if it took him a little time," Tessa replied.

Julian leaned into her and whispered, "My hands and my time are all yours."


Chapter 13
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Much, much later, as Julian was gently kissing the top of her shoulder, Tessa began to slowly drift out of her anti-pain daze. And only because she could see out her window, and she could tell that it was nearing sundown. At some point she really did have to work.

"You're thinking again," Julian murmured.

His very talented hand was idly tracing her naked hip, and she wanted to touch him as well, but instead she rolled away.

"Nothing lasts forever," he said with a sigh.

"I have things," she said regretfully.

"Do those things include a shower?" he asked.

They hadn't, but now they did.

"Maybe," she shrugged.

"What can I do to turn that maybe into a definitely?"

"Carry me there?" Tessa joked.

"Done."

Julian rolled off the bed and, despite Tessa's laughing protests, picked her up and carried her into the shower.

It was well past sunset when Tessa and Julian sneaked down the servants' staircase and out into the alley.

"Someday I'd like to see the family staircase in the daytime," Julian said as they walked across the alley to the garage.

"It's not that impressive, you know," Tessa said. "And it greatly increases the chances that Gisele will spot you."

"What's so bad about that?" Julian asked as he pulled her towards him and stepped forward at the same time so that her back was pressed against the wall. "I kinda like Gisele," he added as he kissed the side of Tessa's neck.

Tessa didn't respond. She couldn't even remember what they were talking about. When Julian's hands were touching her, she lost track of everything, but it was voluntary. She wanted to lose track of everything; she wanted the only thing she could think about to be him.

She kissed him one last time, then pushed him away.

"I have to work," she said firmly.

"It's no wonder Pops loves you," he laughed. "Go on then. I'll find my own way home."

"You don't want a ride?" she asked.

"No," he replied with a wink. "I have things."

With surprising gentleness, he kissed her forehead and said, "Don't forget to eat." Then he disappeared into the darkness of the alley.

She stared after him for a moment, and then she continued into the garage, got into her car, and started the drive across town.

She didn't know what was happening to her, and she wasn't sure if she liked it. She'd never cared about people before. Maybe she'd been scared they would leave her like Doc and Ollie had. Maybe she'd been scared she'd report on them and the patron would make them feel pain the way he did to her. Maybe it was a little of both. But now that Virgil was dead, now that she was finally uncovering all the layers of deceit that had kept her bound for so many years, she was almost free to care.

Almost.

She still didn't trust herself, and she was still afraid that in a weak moment she would betray them all. She knew that she would never be able to live with herself if she did though, so she wouldn't. The patron could have her, but he could never have them. She wouldn't let him have them.

When Tessa reached Curtis's house, he was already there, waiting for her.

"You're early," he sighed.

"It's just good practice," she replied. "I can't always be late."

"Did you enjoy your dessert?"

"I did," Tessa said with a smirk.

"So it was a double entendre."

"Who knows?" Tessa shrugged. "Shall we?"

They walked quickly and silently through the darkened Hidden, and they soon reached the nine hundred block. There was only one lit-up window in Trish's house, but that didn't surprise Tessa. It was still early, and there was a pretty good likelihood that Trish wasn't even home.

As they approached Betty's door, Tessa let Curtis take the lead. Since he was still in his troll form, he wasn't going to be much help with the surveillance, but she'd already considered and rejected the idea of him assisting in his man form. If they ran into a fight, she didn't want him to be squishy.

Curtis knocked; and a moment later, Betty opened the door. She looked even more haggard than she had that morning, but after casting Tessa a worried look, she opened the door the rest of the way and waved them inside.

"Please excuse the mess," Betty murmured. "Francis has had a difficult day."

The woman looked exhausted, and Tessa almost tried to think of something comforting to say, but then she reminded herself that she had a purpose.

"I'll just go upstairs," she said. "Curtis, you can watch out the window in the sitting room. He'll show up just a bit after midnight."

She didn't wait to hear Curtis's response but immediately ran up the stairs, two at a time. When she reached the second floor, she quickly checked the view from the windows. She could see into the first floor of Trish's house from here, which was probably good enough, but she liked to check all her options, so she ran all the way up to the attic. She already knew that the dormer window faced Trish's house. She'd seen it earlier, and it was the reason she'd picked this house to use.

Tessa carefully navigated the dark and cluttered attic, and when she reached the window, she pushed it open. She could see the entire front and side of Trish's house from here, and she knew from her surveillance the first night that Mr. Lexi used one of the front rooms. She hadn't been able to see Mr. Lexi, but she had seen shadows moving on the wall.

She fished her monocular out of her pocket and carefully studied the room she was certain Mr. Lexi would go in to. There was a bookshelf along the far wall, and a large wooden table in front of it. She couldn't see the entire room from here, but she'd stay here until Mr. Lexi arrived. If she couldn't see him once he was settled, she'd move to a different window. 

She checked her watch, sighing when she saw that it was only eleven. There was definitely a downside to arriving early.

There wasn't enough light in the attic to do anything other than wait, so Tessa just sat there, trying to keep her body as still as possible, and watched the house across the street.

She didn't let her mind wander. Thinking about Julian or Curtis or the patron was a distraction. She was here to work, and that's exactly what she was going to do.

She noted the time when the trolls arrived. It was eleven-thirty. And she watched them leave again. Trish still wasn't home. Another fifteen minutes passed. Twenty.

Tessa's leg was beginning to ache, but she held herself still. There was a chance that Trish had pigeons on the roof just like Magnus did; and if she did, any movement might be noted. 

It was just after midnight when Mr. Lexi arrived, and the trolls were right behind him. Tessa ignored the trolls and watched Mr. Lexi through her monocular.

Mr. Lexi walked right up to the front door. A man in uniform, probably the butler, opened the door for Mr. Lexi, but they didn't speak. The butler closed the door, and Tessa lost sight of them, but a moment later, Mr. Lexi showed up in the library and sat at the table.

She had a perfect view of him, and she watched him through her monocular. He didn't twiddle his thumbs. He didn't look around the room. He just sat there, staring straight ahead.  

The butler entered the room and put a wooden box on the table in front of Mr. Lexi. Mr. Lexi looked at it. Then he picked it up and began to study it in earnest.

Tessa now knew exactly what Mr. Lexi was doing every night. He was trying to open a puzzle box for Trish Owens. But why? And did he know he was doing it? She wasn't sure that he did.

Both of Tessa's legs were cramping by the time Mr. Lexi put down the box and stood. He left the room and a moment later, the front door opened and he walked outside.

A quick survey told Tessa that the trolls were nowhere to be seen. She turned her attention back to the library window. The butler was just picking up the box, presumably to return it to the place where Trish stored it when Mr. Lexi wasn't trying to break into it.

Tessa pulled out her notebook and turned to the page she'd started for the Lexi case. She quickly wrote down everything she'd seen and made a quick drawing of the box. She wasn't much of an artist, but she had noticed that in addition to the other engravings, there was a large geometric x on each side of the box.

When she'd finished noting everything she could remember, she shoved the notebook back into her pocket and rubbed her legs for a moment before creeping awkwardly across the attic towards the door.

She loathed stakeouts. She couldn't even feel her legs anymore. This was why Virgil had had people. He would have never sat in an attic for six hours, just watching. It wasn't his style.

Tessa wobbled down the stairs and headed for the sitting room, pausing when she saw Betty standing in the sitting room archway, a strange look on her face.

"What's wrong?" Tessa demanded.

"Shhh!" Betty hissed. "He hasn't slept in days; please, I beg you, please, don't wake him."

Confusion pushed aside Tessa's worry, and she looked past the woman into the sitting room. Curtis was lying on his side on the floor, asleep; and a small child, a banshee by the look of him, was curled up on Curtis's gigantic arm.

Tessa would not have thought that a troll would make a cozy bed, but the boy's face was so peaceful and so serene that she could hardly say otherwise.

"Um... Well, just let him know I've gone," Tessa said awkwardly.

"Of course," Betty murmured as she shooed Tessa towards the door.

As the door was closing behind her, Tessa stuck out her boot, stopping it.

"He means more to me than anything," Tessa growled, wishing her words were a lie. "Remember that."

Betty's eyes widened, and she stuttered, "I would never harm him; I swear."

Tessa glared at Betty for a moment longer, trying to gauge her honesty, then she removed her boot and headed down the street towards the doorway.

She had almost made it to the connecting door when she heard a voice exclaim, "As I live and breathe, is that Tessa Graves? In the nine hundred block? I didn't think you were welcome among the upper classes anymore."

"Don't say anything stupid," Tessa muttered to herself as she turned. "Ms. Owens," she said flatly.

"After the devastating Cadwel incident, I'm surprised to see you running around free," Trish said with a smirk.

Tessa just shrugged.

It was only six in the morning, and Trish was clearly on her way home, but her face was perfect, her hair was perfect, and her clothes were perfect. She looked exactly like a doll.

Tessa supposed some men liked that sort of thing, but she couldn't imagine why. And furthermore, couldn't they see the cruelty in Trish's eyes?

"I heard a rumor that the Magistratus captain is planning to destroy you," Trish went on.

Her voice was loud enough to reach the two people who happened to be out, and they paused what they were doing and turned to stare.

"Why soon, people won't even remember your name," Trish gloated.

"We obviously have different priorities," Tessa said, irritation finally getting the better of her. "Because I don't give a rat's ass if people remember my name."

Trish's perfect little nostrils flared, and she took several steps towards Tessa.

Without wanting to, Tessa took note of Trish's movements, her obvious sashay and her excessive jutting of the chest.

"You don't belong here," Trish said, venom lacing her tone.

"Neither do you," Tessa replied. "As I recall, you were born in the... What's lower than the one hundred block?" she asked innocently, suppressing her grin at the look of outrage that crossed Trish's face.

"Now, if you'll excuse me," Tessa said. "I have work to do. I work during the day, you understand, and I have to be on my feet to do it." She paused here because she thought Gisele would, and then she said easily, "Unlike you."

With a heavy sigh, Tessa sat at the breakfast table.

Ollie looked up from her book and asked, "Bad night?"

"Not particularly," Tessa said. Then she sighed again.

"Bad morning?" Ollie guessed.

"I kind of enjoyed it," Tessa said with yet another sigh.

Gisele put down her newspaper and said, "But?"

Tessa groaned and dropped her head onto the table.

"Chin up," Ollie ordered. "What happened?"

Tessa did not chin up. Instead she said very softly, "I may have said something stupid."

"May have or did?" Ollie demanded.

"What's your definition of did?"

"Sagena Redgrove, powerful witch, or Trish Owens?" Gisele asked.

"Trish Owens," Tessa moaned. "I tried not to; I really did. And if Curtis had been with me instead of snuggling that bratty little banshee—"

"Banshee?" Ollie broke in, surprised at the irritation that filled her at the idea of Curtis snuggling anyone but her.

"Relax," Tessa snorted. "It's just a child."

Relief swept away Ollie's irritation, and that irritated her. Curtis didn't belong to her, and she didn't belong to Curtis. He was free to see and do whoever he liked. And so was she. She just wasn't interested in doing anyone else.

"I think you got a little off track," Gisele said sternly. "What did you say to Trish Owens?"

"Oh, nothing much," Tessa mumbled.

"Such as?"

"I more or less suggested she was born in the gutter, and I called her a whore again, but in a rather roundabout and classy manner. You'd be proud. If it were a totally different situation," Tessa admitted.

Ollie swallowed a snort of laughter. It was funny, but they were in no position to tick off Trish Owens. After all, the woman slept in some very powerful beds.

"You'll just have to write her a note to apologize," Gisele said firmly.

"Like hell I will!" Tessa exclaimed.

"Tessa—"

"Absolutely not," Tessa interrupted, finally lifting her head from the table. "How about I prove how evil she is instead?"

"If you can do it, do it," Gisele said with a shrug.

"If I can do it," Tessa snorted. "Of course I can do it."

Ollie cast Gisele a sideways glance. She was beginning to suspect that Gisele was a manipulative genius. She couldn't be sure though because Gisele was so airheaded and bubbly that it was hard to believe that she might actually be a diabolical mastermind.

"So we have a plan," Gisele said happily. "Tessa nails Trish Owens to the wall with her own tongue; and tonight, Ollie plies information about the artifact out of Lloyd. Good meeting," she added with a wide smile.

Ollie opened her mouth to ask Gisele what she would be doing, but Gisele was already gone.

"I think she's a lot smarter than she acts," Ollie murmured.

"What was your first clue?" Tessa asked, voice thick with sarcasm.

"I'm not sure. She's tricky."

"Very tricky," Tessa agreed. "Is that really the time? I have to go!"

Tessa raced from the room, leaving Ollie all alone.

Ollie shrugged, took a bite of her pastry, picked up her book on gouging, and continued to read. She'd never gone in for the rough and tumble style herself, not unless she was in dire straits. She was intrigued, however, by the idea of sharpening and waxing her fingernails for maximum damage. 

She took another bite before examining her perfectly-filed fingernails. She wasn't sure it was a good idea to give herself any more of an advantage than she already had. But still, an interesting idea.

Ollie finished her pastry and stood. She didn't have anything at all to do today, which meant that she may as well remind herself what a socialite did all day before a party. She would go out and get a mani-pedi, and then she'd visit her hair stylist. She had absolutely no interest in either activity, but it had been a while since she'd played flighty Ollie, and she felt she needed a refresher.  


Chapter 14
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Jury's door swung open before Tessa even had the chance to knock, and she practically ran inside.

"I'm sorry I'm late," she said hurriedly. She didn't want to say it, but she had to; she had to apologize.

"You're not," Jury said from his stretched out position on the couch. "You're right on time."

She wasn't. She was over an hour late, but he was being kind. She didn't know why he was being kind. The whole point was to break the compulsions.

He gestured towards one of his chairs, and she sat. For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

He finally said, "Did you drink whiskey?"

"I managed to get down a shot," she said haughtily.

"Really?" Jury asked in surprise.

"Before I blacked out," she added.

"Progress," he allowed.

"Your orders are different than his," she said. "When I try to disobey you, my mind is trying to force my body to do what I want it to do. When I disobey him, it's just a matter of pushing through the pain."

"It's like I said, he's not that powerful at compulsion. If he started in on you when you were a child, it's probably the fear of the pain more than anything that's keeping you in line."

"I'm not scared anymore," she said firmly.

"You're not very good at lying," he replied.

"I'm not scared," she insisted, resisting her childish urge to pick up one of his rocks and throw it at him. "Not for me," she added.

"Ah."

She could tell from his tone that he knew what she meant, and his next words confirmed it. "My suggestion is not to bother with friends."

"Little late," she grumbled.

"Isn't that always the way?" he said softly.

"What if we go about it a little more systematically?" Tessa suggested.

"How so?"

"First of all, if you compulse me to never tell the patron anything about Gisele, Ollie, Curtis, or Julian, I'll at least know that even if I can't hold out against him, I won't betray them."

Jury sat up and stared at her, face thoughtful. "That might work," he finally said.

"If you use full power, I'm pretty sure it will," Tessa insisted. "I can barely even think of you when I'm with someone else."

"Are you certain you want to keep doing this?" he asked softly. "Depending on how long things go on, I might not be able to remove them. You might never be able to mention Doc to anyone."

"I don't care," Tessa stated.

Another lie, but a necessary one. Would she rather tell the patron all about Doc or never talk about Doc ever again? The answer was obvious.

"And then what?" Jury asked.

"I want to know why I forget things," she said.

"What do you mean?"

"I've forgotten all about the patron several times, and when I left here yesterday, I couldn't remember what I was doing. It happens all the time. I have to write down everything and check my notes constantly."

"Interesting," he murmured. "What's something you usually forget?"

Tessa thought for a moment before saying, "When I write his report, I can't remember the address."

"Alright," Jury said as he stood. "Move to the table, and I'll get you some paper."

By the time she was settled at his table, he had already returned from the other room with some paper and a pen. He handed them to her and said, "Wait just a minute; I need a snack."

She forced herself to stay seated while he was in the kitchen, but she had to lie to herself to do it. She was working right now. Studying the wood grain of his table. It was a critical element of her case.

She looked up from the table when he sat beside her. The plate in front of him was full of food, and there was an entire bunch of bananas beside it. Her stomach rebelled at the sight.

"You eat a lot," she said.

"I use a lot of energy," he said with a wide grin. "And I have to keep up my strength."

"Eww," she cringed.

He raised an eyebrow and said, "I was talking about magic; what were you talking about?"

Heat rushed to Tessa's face, and she quickly pinched her thigh. It did little to improve the situation.

"If you knew Gisele, you'd understand," she sighed.

"Maybe," he said, eyes still laughing. Then he gestured towards the paper and said, "Write something."

She looked down at the blank paper and tried to let go of her stranglehold grasp on her mind. "I haven't written a report in two days," she murmured, just to get the ball rolling.

Anxiety started to climb up her throat. She hadn't written a report in two days. What had she been thinking? He'd be waiting for it. He hated it when her reports were slow. He called her lazy and incompetent. And he punished her. She had to write the report, and she had to write it now.

She picked up the pen and began to write. She didn't even know what she wrote. She just wrote. It took several minutes to finish, and when she was done, she folded the papers and put them in an envelope. Without thinking twice, she sealed the envelope and wrote down the address.

"Stop!" Jury said sharply.

Tessa turned around; she was halfway to the door.

"I have to mail it," she said numbly.

"I'll do it," he said.

She fought back the need to mail it herself and returned to the table. She handed the envelope to Jury, sat, and dropped her aching head onto the tabletop.

"You have to burn it," she whispered wearily.

"Do you mind if I read it?"

She did mind. She minded a lot. She didn't even know what she'd written. For all she knew she'd detailed her last interlude with Julian. But the patron also minded. He really didn't want Jury to read the report so Tessa said, "Knock yourself out."

She closed her eyes and murmured "I'm working a case" over and over again until the pain subsided to just a dull ache.

"This is extremely detailed," Jury said after a few minutes. "In the wrong hands..."

When he didn't say anything more, Tessa lifted her head and found him studying her.

"What?" she demanded.

"You're very good at your job," he stated.

"Usually," she allowed.

"I can see why he wants you. What about this address?" he added with a gesture towards the front of the report.

"Dead end," Tessa replied. "It's just a mailbox. Ollie watched it one day, hoping that the patron or somebody would pick up the report, but the patron simply reached into the box from nowhere and pulled it out. Ollie even put a tracker on the report, but she said it didn't work."

"I see," Jury murmured. "That does complicate things."

"Are you going to burn it?" she asked, flinching at the sudden burst of pain her words incited.

The report was lying on the table between them, and as soon as the words left her mouth, the paper burst into flames. Tessa watched in horror as the paper blackened and curled. The table beneath it remained untouched, and as soon as the paper was reduced to ash, the ash swept across the room and dropped into the sink.

"You're very scary," she said softly.

"Not really," he murmured. "I'd be scary if I was Phillip, but I'm not. I hope," he added so quietly that Tessa almost didn't hear it.

"You forget because he told you to forget," Jury suddenly said. "It's just another layer to the compulsion."

"Oh."

"It's probably harder to fight because it's not task oriented, if that makes sense. There's something that's a little odd though," he said thoughtfully. "But I'm not sure if I can explain it to you."

"Try," she said. "Just don't use a sex analogy. Please."

He winked at her, peeled a banana, and ate it before saying, "The framework of his spells is strange. Almost crude?"

"I'm not sure what you mean," she admitted.

"It's almost as if..." He trailed off, then said, "Most people learn from being taught. For instance, there are a series of simple spells that most witches are taught to help them understand the fundamental framework of the elements."

She'd read something similar once, and it hadn't made any sense to her then either.

"If you're a kitchen pantry witch, you might not ever move past the framework," he went on. "If you've any skill, however, you'll learn to build your spells on top of it, but the framework beneath will always remain the same."

"Like a foundation?" Tessa suggested.

"Yes. He doesn't have that. There is no foundation. Each spell varies and changes. Not a single one of them is exactly the same."

"What does that mean?"

"If there was any structure, and it was just different, I'd say it meant he came from another country where they taught things differently. My structure and the structure of a worker witch won't be the same," he added. "Any spell made by a Jury witch though will have the exact same framework. Every single time. There is no structure to your witch's spells. None at all. I think he might have been self-taught," Jury said, tone a tad uncertain.

"Is that a thing?" Tessa demanded.

Jury shrugged and said, "Normally, a witch is born to witches, but Doc keeps insisting that we're not actually a species, just norms with an ability. Maybe your witch was born to norms, and he taught himself."

"So what you're saying is that I need to be looking for a witch outside of the Hidden?"

"Not necessarily," Jury countered. "He obviously knows about the Hidden, right?"

"Yes," she said absently.

In her mind, she was examining the scant puzzle pieces she had about the patron and wondering how they fit together.

Jury cleared his throat and said, "I've thought of a way you can pay off some of your debt."

"I thought I couldn't afford you," she retorted.

"Turns out you can," he shrugged. "My mother requested my presence tonight at Lloyd McQueen's party. Normally, I wouldn't go, but she said please, and that caught me off guard. Now I have to go, but if I go alone and Doc's not there, women will swarm me. So I'm taking you."

"No," Tessa said, shaking her head vehemently.

"I wasn't asking," Jury stated.

Anger filled her, and she opened her mouth to tell him exactly what she thought of him, but before she could spew out all the things she thought, he started talking again.

"Sagena Redgrove's team of witch sweepers have been combing over the Cadwel property. It's true that they probably won't learn much, but it seems to me that it wouldn't be a bad idea for you to be seen in public supported by the single most powerful witch family in the United States."

He ate another banana before adding, "But if you'd rather wage a war with Sagena Redgrove, Trish Owens, half the Hidden, and the patron on your own, be my guest."

"I can't even say your name in public," she protested.

"You don't need to say my name."

"I don't really do well around people," she tried again. "I'm very..."

"Blunt? Abrasive? Antagonistic?"

"What are you? A walking thesaurus?"

He winked at her and said, "Meet me outside the nine hundred block at eight tonight."

"I hate parties," Tessa complained.

She hadn't been to one in years, and she didn't even know why she hated them. She just did.

"That makes two of us," Jury shrugged. "But this particular party is worse than normal because McQueen has anti-witch protections. If it weren't for his staff, I would have to actually touch the doorknob."

She glared at him, but her mouth betrayed her by laughing.

"It's a terrible trial," he stated.

She just laughed harder.

"I have things to do," he said pointedly. His tone was serious, but his lips were curved upward, and Tessa knew he wasn't really angry.

"I'm not leaving until you compulse me not to tell the patron about Gisele, Ollie, Curtis, or Julian," she said.

"You definitely wouldn't want to tell him about Julian," Jury said with a smirk. "Some of the things you wrote in your report even made me blush."

Tessa's cheeks began to burn, and she didn't bother trying to stop it. She was absolutely mortified. She'd probably detailed everything, and she didn't even remember writing it.

"I'm sorry," he said, regret clear on his face. "I shouldn't have teased you."

"It's fine," she mumbled. "But please, I don't want to worry about them."

"Gisele and Ollie Graves?" he said.

"Yes."

"Curtis Nash?"

She nodded.

"And Julian LaRoche?"

She nodded once more, wondering if there was anything he didn't know. Or maybe he hadn't known. Maybe he'd learned it all from her report.

"Tessa," he said.

There it was. The voice of absolute authority and command.

"Listen to me. You will not ever mention Ollie Graves, Gisele Graves, Curtis Nash, or Julian LaRoche to the man you know as the patron. You will not write about them in your reports or mention them to the patron in person. If he asks, you will not be able to answer him."

She felt the command twist her mind. She felt it place a lock on her lips. She felt the weight of it; and with that weight, she felt a wave of relief. No matter what happened, at least she knew that now she would never be able to sell them out to save herself.


Chapter 15
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Tessa peeked into the sitting room. Gisele was typing away at her computer, a mad grin on her face. Tessa cringed. She would rather face Cadwel all over again than do what she was about to do.

But she had to do it. Jury was helping her; the least she could do was repay the favor. Even if it made her want to scream and kick the walls and tear out her hair.

"Are you going to come in?" Gisele asked without looking up from her work.

Tessa took two steps forward and paused. There had to be another way.

"What is it you want, dear?"

"Um... The thing is... Well... For a completely unrelated reason, I also have to go to Lloyd's party tonight," Tessa managed to force out.

Gisele spun around on her chair, face bright with excitement. "This may be the second happiest moment of my life!" she exclaimed. "You need a dress, don't you?"

"Yes," Tessa sighed.

Gisele jumped to her feet and danced around the room, looking just like a crazy little pink elf.

"Can we do it without the enthusiasm?" Tessa grumbled.

"Absolutely not, dear! The enthusiasm is half the fun."

According to Gisele, everything was half the fun. The ride in the limousine to her designer friend's house. The trying on of the dresses. The spinning in the mirror.

Tessa had had more fun writhing on the floor in front of the patron, but she'd never say that to Gisele. Not when Gisele was so obviously happy.

Gisele picked the dress, the shoes, the necklace, and a couple of other things that Tessa didn't even recognize. She hoped that a meteor hit her sometime between now and the party so she never had to find out what they were.

By the time they returned home, Tessa's eyelid was twitching; and she had a desperate need to intimidate someone, anyone, just for the hell of it.

"What time do you have to be there?" Gisele asked.

"Eight."

"We'll have to start dressing at six then," Gisele said. "I don't suppose I could talk you into getting your hair done?"

"No."

"Oh well. There's a certain classic nature to a ponytail," Gisele said regretfully.

"I have to go," Tessa lied.

"Six o'clock!" Gisele called out after her. "Don't be late!"

"As if I even could be," Tessa grumbled.

She could, she knew she could, but it wouldn't do her any favors, and she knew that too.

She stalked across town angrily, glaring at anyone who dared to look in her direction. She was pissed, and she wanted everyone to know it.

With a quick glance around her, Tessa stepped into the lower blocks of the Hidden right out into the marketplace.

"Would you like to buy—"

Tessa cut off the question with a mere stare.

The little Lutin seller stumbled away from her, mumbling sorry as he did. His terror made her feel just a little better. If she had to suffer, everyone had to suffer.

She stomped towards Pops' shop, pausing after a block or so to look around as casually as possible. Someone was following her. She didn't know how she knew; she hadn't heard anything unusual; she had felt it, instinctively.

Virgil's voice chastised her sharply, but she ignored it. Virgil had rigidly divided everything into groups of right and wrong. Instinct was wrong. Facts were right.

But Tessa knew that there were times when instinct was more important than facts, and this happened to be one of those times because there was nobody in the street behind her.

That wasn't strictly true. There were a few vendors and a couple of buyers, but there was no one else. No one pretending to look at ribbon when they were actually watching Tessa.

But she knew, she just knew, someone was there. She could feel them, and another careful scan of the street revealed a shadow that had no form.

Tessa absolutely loathed witches.

Before she could talk herself out of it, she grabbed a bag of flour from a nearby vendor and tossed him a taliesin before ripping open the bag, walking over to the shadow, and tossing the flour in the general area of where she figured a face would be.

Coughing erupted, and a man demanded, "What the hell did you do that for?"

"Because you're not good at your job," Tessa stated. "If you were good at it, I wouldn't have noticed you."

"You're interfering with an official investigation," he sputtered.

"Am I? As I recall, the tetrarch gave the captain of the Magistratus permission to look into my investigation as it pertained to Mr. Aesop Redgrove. He did not give permission to look into my ongoing cases. Your interference in a current case puts my life and the lives of my clients at risk. Do you understand that?" she growled, letting all of her fury come out in her tone.

"I'm just following orders," he insisted.

"Orders that put innocent civilians within the Hidden at risk!" she snapped. "If you want to drag me through the mud, go ahead and do it, but do it without hurting anyone else. You crawl back to your hole, and you tell Sagena Redgrove that if she wants a fight, she can come right out and get it, but she better do it face to face. Otherwise, I'll riffle through her closet until I find something that she doesn't want anyone else to know."

Part of her mind was screaming at her to shut up, but that was the part of her mind she always ignored. The get-along-with-others part.

Rishma was wrong. Her bite was every bit as terrible as her bark; it was just that her method of biting was different than other people's.

"I... I..." the witch stuttered.

"You were just leaving," Tessa said firmly. "And if I find anyone else following me... Trust me when I say it would be better if I didn't."

The flour-covered man sneezed and ran away.

For one second, Tessa basked in her victory, but then she remembered Ollie and Gisele.

"They're going to kill me," Tessa muttered.

Just then she realized that several vendors were watching her curiously, and for once they didn't look annoyed at her; they looked impressed.

She made an awkward motion with her hand and started walking. The faster she was out of sight, the better. One of these days her mouth was going to get her into serious trouble. She just hoped today wasn't that day.

When Tessa reached Pops' shop, she took a deep breath and said softly, "Be nice. Be nice. You can do this."

It wasn't that she didn't like Pops. She really did. But she was in a mood, and that made it even harder than normal to control the direction of her mouth.

She stepped inside, cringing when Selina yelled out, "Pops! That detective is here again!"

Tessa forced herself to smile, but even without seeing it, she knew it didn't look good.

Pops stuck his head out from behind a pile of what looked like bricks and said roughly, "Are you actually buyin' today?"

She wasn't the only one in a mood apparently.

"I'll pay you for your time," she said. "I need some information."

"Who says I got it?"

"Maybe you don't," Tessa shrugged. "I just assumed it fell under your expertise. That was my bad."

She turned to leave, stopping when he called out," Wait! What is it?"

Tessa suppressed her grin of satisfaction and said, "Can we talk in private?"

"Selina, flip the sign," Pops ordered.

As soon as the door lock clicked into place, Pops hit the button and the floor slid back, revealing the hidden staircase.

Tessa followed him down the stairs, and once they were in the basement, Pops demanded, "How much are you payin' me?"

"Since my pay is nothing but tears," Tessa grumbled, "I'll pay you ten merlins."

"Ten merlins!" he exclaimed. "That's a pittance!"

"It's more than I'm making," she shot back.

"What kinda cases are you workin'?"

"Gutter cases," Tessa growled.

He smirked slightly and said, "Elites won't work with you no more, huh? Perhaps your newspaper threat was a bit heavy handed," he added.

"It was perfect," Tessa retorted, feeling defensive of Gisele.

"Ask me your question," Pops said. "And I'll see if I feel like answering it for ten merlins."

Tessa rolled her eyes, but she pulled out her journal and flipped to the page with the drawing of Trish Owen's puzzle box.

Pops snatched the notebook from her and hissed, "Where did you see this?"

"I can't say," she replied.

"You're messin' with things too big for your britches, girl," he warned.

"The box came to me," Tessa said. "What is it?"

"It's a box," he stated.

"I know that," she spat. "What's inside?"

"Something that shouldn't be," he said.

"Such as?" she prodded.

He sighed heavily. So heavily that Tessa was afraid he wasn't going to tell her. But then he gestured towards a large black box.

"What?" Tessa asked.

"Get inside."

"Inside?" she said. "Inside what?"

"The box," he retorted, tone making it clear what he thought of her ability to deduce.

"That box?" she replied, pointing towards the large black thing.

"Yep."

"No way."

"Then I guess you won't ever know what's in the little box," he shrugged.

"Goddamn it," Tessa snarled. "You first."

He grinned at her, but opened the door and stepped into the empty dark space. Tessa stared at him. She really didn't want to go inside the box, but she did.

She sucked in her breath when he closed the door behind her, encasing them in absolute darkness.

"What the hell is this thing?" she demanded.

"I call it the witch box, but Julian says that doesn't make sense 'cause the point is to protect you from witches."

"Why are we in the witch box?"

"Because of the puzzle box."

"Would you please just explain?" she ground out.

The tight darkness was making it hard for her to breathe, and telling herself that it was all in her head wasn't making breathing any easier.

"There are rumors of a collector," Pops said, voice so dramatic that it would have given Gisele a run for her money. "They say he's got even more power than Bosch or Mitcham did, although I find that hard to believe."

"How does this relate?"

"There are a small number of genuine artifacts," Pops went on, ignoring her question. "We're talkin' several thousand at most, and lots of 'em are no more than trinkets. I once sold a ring that gave the wearer the ability to sing well. A pretty neat trick, but not world changin'."

He paused, and Tessa waited impatiently for him to continue. She couldn't read his body language or his eye movements in the dark, but she was pretty certain he wasn't lying. Why would he go through the trouble of getting inside the stupid box if he was going to lie? Virgil would have told her she was making an assumption, and he would have been right. She was. But not every assumption was wrong. She just couldn't make a case out of it.

"Every now and then," Pops finally said, "an artifact moves on the market. And if it has just the right set of supposed abilities, it simply disappears."

"You mean someone steals it?" she said.

"No evidence of theft," he replied. "But this is all black market, you understand, so there's never any type of official investigation."

It sounded like the perfect kind of case for Virgil. Unless of course... She didn't finish the thought. She could have, but she was beginning to recognize the warning signs of pain. Whatever she'd been about to think, the patron didn't want her to think it. She'd try to think about it later, when she wasn't stuck in an airless box with Pops.

"As I was sayin'," Pops went on, "They just up and disappear. The 'thefts' have really increased in the last twelve years or so; but the thing is, collectors ain't stupid. And most of the artifacts are transported in puzzle boxes. You got to be able to open the box to access the artifact. You get me?"

"Yes," Tessa said.

"That particular box, assuming your drawing's accurate, holds the Mind of God."

She already didn't like it.

"Accordin' to the grape vine, with the Mind of God, two minds can meld together, creatin' a type of symbiosis. Only problem is, you don't gotta want it. The last users of the Mind did want it, and they went mad. Dove right off the side of the Cliffs of Moher in the middle of a storm. They should've taken the artifact with 'em, but they didn't. I can't imagine what type of madness would follow if you didn't want to be on the other end. Furthermore, there's those who argue it could be used on more than two minds."

He paused, then said, "If you know where it is, I'd suggest you destroy it. The potential for evil's too great. For instance, can you imagine if someone like Phillip Jury had used it on Doc Holliday? If it had worked, which I'm not convinced it would, but if it had, the Hidden could be in ruins by now."

"So it's like a type of compulsion?" Tessa asked.

"Yes, and no. It's much more invasive. Or could be. It could just be a way for two people to understand each other's thought processes. Or..."

He made a clicking noise and said, "Consider two different flavors in a soup."

"Okay?"

"The stronger one will overpower the weaker, and then it's just basil soup. No parsley. You understand?"

"So worse than compulsion," Tessa stated. "If someone is controlling you with the Mind of God, there is no you."

"That sounds about right."

This whole conversation was making her sick.

When he didn't say anything else, Tessa said, "Are you done? Can I get out of the box?"

"Yep. But for your own sake, don't even mention the Mind of God outside of here."

She wished he hadn't said that. She was the worst person to have told.

She hurriedly pushed open the door and stepped out into the brightness of the basement, relieved to see light again.

"That information's worth more than ten merlins," Pops grumbled. "But seein' as how I like you, you can have it for free."

"Nothing's ever free," Tessa murmured as she pulled out ten merlins and handed them to him.

"Life's only that way if you see it that way," Pops said. "I can think of quite a few things that were free. Selina, for instance. In fact, they almost paid me."

"But you're paying for her upkeep," Tessa argued. "So not free."

"My wife says that I tend to view things in a half-empty sort of way, but I think you've got me beat," Pops stated.

Tessa shrugged, not sure what else to do.

Pops shook his head and made another clicking noise, one Tessa was tempted to label a "click of disappointment". When she still didn't say anything, he turned and walked up the staircase into the store overhead.

Tessa followed him, cringing slightly when she spotted Julian sitting on the shop counter.

When he saw her, he grinned broadly and said, "Miss Detective."

"Julian," she replied flatly.

"I'm delighted to see you as well," he laughed as he jumped from the counter and kissed her with an ease and familiarity that confused her.

Tessa quickly pinched her thigh, but her cheeks still burned when Selina said loudly, "Yuck!"

"Walk you somewhere?" Julian asked, ignoring Selina.

Tessa glanced at her watch and swallowed a groan. She'd happily go back to the moment she'd found out that her dad was nothing but a filthy liar if it would get her out of Lloyd's party. But apparently, magic didn't work that way.

"I have to go home," she said, suddenly acutely aware of the fact that she was going to go to Lloyd's party with Thomas Jury. And since Thomas Jury was a Jury, her presence in public with him would be spread about the entire Hidden by nine o'clock tomorrow morning. They didn't have technology, but news traveled just as quickly. Maybe even a little quicker.

"I'll walk you," Julian offered.

She nodded mutely. She had to tell him, but how? And why did she have to tell him? It wasn't any of his business. Was it?

Her mind reeled in confusion, so much confusion that she barely noticed it when they came to a halt.

"Tessa?"

"What?" Tessa murmured.

"Are you okay?"

"I'm fine," she said.

She shook her head, trying to clear it, but she still didn't know what to do.

"Did you eat today?" he asked.

"Probably," she replied.

He frowned at her.

"No," she admitted. "I didn't have time. I'll eat when I get home."

It was a lie. He knew it; she knew it. And she hated that she was starting to lie just to keep people from looking at her with that look of weary sadness.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I promise I'll eat."

She didn't promise easily, and when she did, she carried through.

The tension around his eyes softened, and he leaned towards her and brushed his lips softly over hers.

"I'd hate for you to waste away," he whispered.

For a second, she forgot that she'd been trying to tell him something, and she ran her fingers lightly over his neck while she returned his kiss.

Someone nearby cleared their throat, and Tessa jerked away from Julian.

"You have to stop kissing me in public," she hissed.

"You kissed me back," he stated, grinning widely.

Tessa growled at him before grabbing his hand and towing him towards the exit. She didn't want to try to explain what she needed to explain inside the Hidden. After all, Sagena was watching her, and she surely had better surveillance methods than invisible witches.

"You don't need to walk me home," Tessa said once they were outside the Hidden in Denver proper.

"But I want to," Julian replied.

"I have to go out tonight," she said. "To Lloyd McQueen's."

"Rubbing elbows with the elite?" he teased.

"That's never really been my thing," Tessa sighed. "Virgil did all that. He liked rubbing elbows. I'd rather kick them."

He chuckled and said, "I heard about the flour incident."

"Seriously? How?"

"I have my ways," he said.

"My mouth is too big," she lamented.

"I think it's perfect."

"I'm trying to tell you something, not that it's any of your business, I just don't want you to hear it from someone else, not that it matters."

He raised an eyebrow.

"I don't know what this is," she said, gesturing between them. "I could probably figure it out if my head didn't hurt so goddamn much all the time. The point is I'm not good with people and that includes you, and I don't want to hurt you."

She trailed off at the look on his face. She was making a hash of it.

"What I'm trying to say is that I'm going to Lloyd's party with..."

A tiny feather of pain wisped through her body.

She tried again. "I will not be alone at the party. But that doesn't mean anything, if you know what I mean. I can't tell you..."

She stopped again; this time the pain was more insistent. She could feel Jury's words vibrating through her, and she knew that she'd said all she could say.

At some point in her pathetic attempt to explain things, Julian's face had cleared, and now he was grinning at her.

"What?" she snapped.

"I like you too," he said with a shrug.

"I never said that," Tessa spat. "That is so far from what I said that it's not even funny."

"I'm really good at knowing what's really being said," he replied.

"You mean you're really good at hearing what you want to hear," she retorted.

"Have it your way," he laughed.

She wanted to strangle him. Or kiss him. She wasn't really sure which. But she didn't have time for either. If she didn't leave now, she'd be late.

The concern that raced through her at the thought had almost nothing to do with the patron and everything to do with Gisele.

"I have to go," Tessa said.

She quickly backed away from him and started running. She had been going to take a taxi, but a quick assessment of the traffic had told her that she'd be better off on foot. It was imperative that she wasn't late. If she was late, Gisele would make her life absolutely miserable.


Chapter 16
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"I told her six o'clock," Gisele grumbled as she paced the length of the sitting room once more.

"I'm sure she's on her way," Ollie replied.

Gisele cast Ollie an irritated glance and said, "Why can't she be more like you? You're completely ready. All you have to do is slip the dress over your head."

"I've done this before," Ollie pointed out. "Tessa hasn't. I haven't even seen her in a dress since she was little. Did she say why she's going?"

"She didn't. And she told me not to ask."

"Something's going on with her," Ollie stated. "And I don't like it."

"But her dress is fantastic," Gisele breathed. "I chose the blue one because it accentuates her hair better, and we went with diamonds. She's going to look stunning. If only she would let me change her hair, she would look stunning plus some."

"She always wears a ponytail."

"I know," Gisele sighed.

She walked over to her bookshelf and started reading the titles. Reading her many titles usually calmed her when she was upset, but not this time. It wasn't even five past yet, but she was anxious to get started.

Tessa suddenly skidded into the room, gasping for air.

"I'm so sorry," she panted. "I really did try."

"You're not even late," Ollie said.

Gisele almost argued with her, but then she remembered Tessa's condition. Being late was a crime punishable by pain.

"You're right on time, dear," she said instead.

Tessa shot her a grateful smile before saying, "I have to eat something."

"But—"

"I have to," Tessa broke in. "I promised Julian I would."

"Oh, very well," Gisele grumbled. "But do try to make it snappy. We have a lot of work to do, starting with a shower. You look as if you've just run a marathon."

Tessa snarled something under her breath, but didn't say anything more as she left the room, presumably in search of food.

"I think I'm in love," Gisele sighed.

"With?" Ollie demanded.

"Julian."

"Interesting choice."

"She's eating because of him," Gisele explained with a laugh.

"No one wants to make love to a skeleton," Ollie replied.

"I don't know where I went wrong with you," Gisele murmured. "You've no romance. And besides, if you had read Lord Granton Returns, you'd know that some people don't mind at all. Specifically Adele."

"I have questions," Ollie said. "But they'll wait. Right now I have to go shimmy into a dress much too small for me and meet Curtis."

"You're taking him with you?" Gisele asked in surprise. "Are you certain that's wise?"

"I'll get back to you on that," Ollie said as she left the room.

Gisele rubbed her stomach, and when that did nothing to soothe the ache, she took a sip of the repulsive tea Badri had given her. She didn't know if she had one ulcer or two; but regardless, she'd named them Ollie and Tessa.

As a young mother, she had imagined that once Ollie came of age, the worry would just dissipate, but if anything it had worsened over the years.

Ollie thought she didn't know about the cage fights, but Gisele had friends everywhere, and if there was something going on with her girls, her friends made sure to tell her all about it.

She knew about Ollie's broken nose, Curtis's lovely house, and the incident Tessa had with one of Sagena's agents just this afternoon.

She had no idea why they hid things like this from her. Maybe they thought they were protecting her, but they were doing a bad job of it. If this kept up too much longer, she was going to have to actually start drinking Badri's tea.

Since Tessa still hadn't returned, Gisele walked towards the dining room, frowning when she entered it and saw Tessa writing frantically in her notebook.

"What on earth are you doing?"

"I haven't recorded my day yet," Tessa said. "It'll just be a second."

Gisele glanced at the clock. They were pushing it. She wasn't a fairy godmother; she couldn't just wave a wand to make Tessa ready; she was going to have to work for it.

"Stand still!" Gisele snapped.

"I am," Tessa ground out.

"You are not," Gisele sighed. "If you were, we'd be done by now."

Tessa tried not to squirm as she glanced at the clock. It was nearly seven-thirty. Gisele needed to finish this up. Now.

She startled slightly as something cold slid around her neck, and she glanced down at the diamond necklace Gisele had forced her to buy. She'd never worn jewelry in her life, and it felt a little obscene. Like she was pretending to be someone she wasn't.

"This is wrong," she said. "It isn't me. It's someone else."

"Poppycock," Gisele snorted. "You are Tessa Graves, and you can be Tessa Graves in pants and a t-shirt or in a dress and diamonds. You look absolutely beautiful."

Tessa didn't believe that for a minute, but she turned around so she could admire Gisele's work.

She stared at the mirror for a moment, not recognizing the woman she saw there. It couldn't be her; it just couldn't be. She moved her hand, and the woman in the mirror moved hers.

"Wow," Tessa breathed.

"I know," Gisele said proudly. "The ponytail actually works."

For some reason that made Tessa laugh.

"No laughing!" Gisele ordered, even though she was grinning. "You'll ruin your hair. Now walk downstairs, don't run. Magnus is waiting up front with the limo."

"Thank you," Tessa said. "I look pretty amazing."

Gisele smiled happily, and Tessa kissed her cheek before turning and taking small steps towards the staircase. They'd argued for a long time about the shoes, but after Tessa had demonstrated her inability to walk in high heels, Gisele had relented and chosen a pair of glittering slippers instead. Tessa still felt a little ridiculous, but she was reluctantly impressed by how good she looked.

It felt strange to have Magnus open both the front door and the limousine door for her, but Tessa knew Gisele was watching so she didn't argue.

She sat stiffly in the back seat of the limousine and told herself that this was just another aspect of her case. She had given Ollie an assignment, and she was making sure Ollie carried it out properly. Her mind didn't fully believe her, but the pain in her head did back off slightly.

The window separating her from Magnus began to slowly lower, and she raised an eyebrow in confusion. When Magnus drove, he never talked.

"There have been more pigeons than normal today," Magnus said cryptically.

"The Magistratus is watching me," Tessa replied.

"That is true," he said. "Also..."

"Also what?" she demanded.

"A certain hotel proprietor has also been keeping watch."

"Doc?"

"Yes."

"Why the hell would he do that?" Tessa grumbled.

"I suppose you'll just have to ask him," Magnus replied before closing the window and separating them once more.

Tessa had barely been able to shove her phone inside the tiny reticule Gisele had forced upon her, but now she was glad she had persevered. 

She wiggled the phone out of the bag and quickly texted Doc.

"Why are you watching me?"

"Because I didn't when you were little," he replied.

"I don't need you now," Tessa retorted. "I needed you then."

"Nonetheless."

"Get rid of them!"

"No."

Tessa growled at the phone. She knew there was no arguing with him. If he wanted to watch her, he would. No matter what she said. One of these days she was actually going to kick him in the shins. Maybe even punch him in the eye.

Would she ever get a say? Would she ever get to decide what happened in her life? She wanted to believe that things wouldn't always be this way. That someday she'd be like Ollie or Gisele. They didn't have anyone telling them what to do. They were strong, and she wanted to be strong too. She wanted to stand in the patron's presence, look him right in the eyes, and say, "No." 

Jury was waiting for her when the limousine pulled up alongside the entrance to the Hidden's nine hundred block.

Tessa stepped from the car and walked towards him, a lost sense of feminine pride rearing its head when she saw the look of surprise on his face.

"You look... passable," he said.

She raised an eyebrow.

"Fine, you look gorgeous," he admitted before taking her arm. "But don't let it go to your head."

"I'd never dream of it," she replied with a grin.

"Do not leave my side," he ordered as they passed into the Hidden. "If you do, I'll be absolutely swarmed by hopeful Mrs. Jurys," he added with a shudder.

"I hate going into the Hidden," he went on. "I'm someone here, but out there in the norm world, I'm no one. I can go anywhere and do anything, and nobody pays any attention to me."

"I hardly believe that," Tessa snorted.

"It's not the same," he said. "I don't mind being appreciated for my looks; that has nothing to do with my name."

She understood that only too well. Her name overshadowed everything else about her. She was a Graves. And for reasons she was only just beginning to understand, her name inspired fear, not respect.

"Oh, and one more thing," he said. "Try to be nice."

"I'll try," Tessa said.

"I'm attaching the Jury name to you, and although I don't much care how they portray us in the Hidden Gazette tomorrow, I would like you to conduct yourself with a little decorum. Otherwise, Mother will be very annoyed, and I'll have to hear about it; and if that happens, you'll hear about it."

"Noted," Tessa said.

She'd never been very adept at holding her tongue, but she would try because he'd asked her to. He didn't need to help her, but he was. The least she could do in return was not embarrass him in front of the Hidden elite.

The closer they got to Lloyd's house, the more Tessa's throat tightened.

"I've never gone to anything like this before," she whispered.

"There's nothing to it," Jury said easily "You just imagine them all in their underwear."

"Isn't that for giving a speech?"

"I find it works in almost any situation," he chuckled.

She wasn't so sure about that, but she was willing to try anything. She'd never been this nervous in her life, and she didn't want to accidentally babble something that she shouldn't and embarrass Jury. She had a suspicion that he was a bit temperamental, and she didn't want him to stop helping her.

They had nearly reached the large group of people slowly filing inside the largest house on the block, and Tessa stared at the nearest couple, trying to imagine what kind of underwear they might wear. She gave up after a few seconds because it was too assumptive of an exercise; there was simply no way to know what they preferred.

She could tell, however, that in spite of the woman's glittery dress, she spent long hours gardening and she usually wore sunglasses when she did.

Tessa's nervousness started to fade as she reviewed each person she could see and catalogued their clothing, their posture, and their possible hobbies. She was so caught up with her study that she didn't even realize they had reached the door until Jury made an unhappy hiss.

"Something wrong?" she asked.

"Nothing leaving won't fix," he grumbled. "We just hit the anti-magic barrier."

"How does he do it?" Tessa asked.

"I don't know," Jury replied. "But if you gave me a couple of minutes on the outside, I could figure it out. Here comes Mother," he added in an undertone.

Tessa scanned the people in front of them, instantly noting the woman who had to be Jury's mother. The woman was absolutely gorgeous and despite her small stature, she emanated with a sense of power, just like Jury.

"Thomas," she said without even looking in Tessa's direction.

"Mother," he replied.

They stared at each other for a moment, almost as if measuring each other, and then Mrs. Jury smiled slightly and said, "Are you going to introduce me to your companion?"

"I doubt that's necessary," Jury stated. "I'm sure you already know Ms. Tessa Graves."

"Only by reputation," Mrs. Jury said, finally turning her gaze towards Tessa. "And from what I've heard, I'm surprised that Thomas chose to bring you." 

Her gaze was just as sharp as her words, but Tessa returned Mrs. Jury's stare without flinching; although in truth, she was absolutely terrified of the woman. It wasn't hard to surmise where Jury had gotten his power and his bearing. And Mrs. Jury knew exactly how powerful she was. In addition to being the head of the North American Witches Council, Mrs. Jury was rumored to be the most powerful female witch in the United States.

"I do hope you'll be on your best behavior," Mrs. Jury said.

It wasn't a request. It was an order. Not a compulsion. Simply an I'll-destroy-you-if-you-tarnish-my-name statement.

"Be sure to circulate," she added, and then she walked away, smiling as she greeted someone else.

"She seems nice," Tessa said.

"Compared to what?" Jury chuckled. "A rabid badger?"

"I would never say that about your mother," she replied with mock seriousness.

"Of course not; you wouldn't want rabies."

They both laughed at that, but quickly sobered when they saw one of the other guests watching them.

"I wish Doc were here," Jury sighed. "He'd find an excuse to kill someone, and before you know it, it would be an all-out brawl."

"I've been told to maintain my good behavior," Tessa said. "Otherwise, I'd be happy to start a fight for you."

"We'll keep that idea in reserve," Jury said. "We only have to stay for an hour. Surely we can manage."

Tessa wasn't convinced of that. Her mind was quickly being overloaded by everything she couldn't help but see from the corner of her eye.

The couple to her left were both cheating on each other. There was a man across the room who really hated someone in the middle of the room; she wasn't sure who, but she knew she could find out if she moved just a little to the right. There was a small girl upstairs, staring down through the gaps in the balusters. Three of the women were wearing nearly identical dresses, the only difference was the color of the trim, and two of the women were showcasing the exact same necklace. Seven of the men were already drunk, one was a pickpocket, and another was a lecher.

Those were just a few of the things she had already seen. She couldn't stop noticing things. She was supposed to notice things, after all; it was her job.

Jury tugged gently on her arm, and they started to move slowly through the crowd. He greeted people as he went, but he did it in the same way as Mrs. Jury did, superior and far above the rest. Tessa pasted a smile on her face and nodded at people when they looked at her, shook hands with the few people Jury bothered to introduce her to, and tried to look perfectly reputable.

Things proceeded smoothly. But then, as always, the universe decided to punish her.

"Why, Tessa Graves! Twice in one week. The sky must be falling."

Jury turned them, bringing Tessa face to face with Trish Owens. Tessa forced a smile, but Trish wasn't looking at her. She was looking up at Jury, her greedy, cruel eyes eating him up like one of Badri's pastries. But judging by the look on Jury's face, he wasn't interested; he was repulsed.

He took a step sideways, but Trish moved to block them.

"Aren't you going to introduce me to your handsome escort?" Trish purred, voice dripping with promises of seductive pleasure.

"Sorry, but no," Tessa said.

Fury flashed across Trish's face, and she glared at Tessa as she ground out, "It's polite."

"But I can't," Tessa replied, hoping that Jury would step in to save her before she said something really, really stupid.

"Well, there's nothing to keep him from introducing himself," Trish said with a provocative roll of her shoulders.

"I'm afraid there is," Jury said flatly.

"What's that?" Trish twittered.

"My dignity," he responded.

He dragged Tessa away before Trish could respond, and Tessa moaned, "I really wish you hadn't done that."

"She was going to continue hating you no matter what I did," he replied. "So there was no point in throwing myself under the bus."

"So you threw me under the bus instead?" she demanded.

"Consider it motivation to tie up your Lexi case as quickly as possible," he said with a shrug. "The longer you give a woman like that to stew, the worse it will be in the end."

"Did you memorize my report?" she demanded.

"It was a really compelling read."

"I think I hate you."

"Music to my ears," he stated. "Our hour is almost up. We'll pay our respects to Lloyd, and then we're done."

"Good," she grumbled.

Jury's tone had grown harsher with each minute that had passed, and Tessa wasn't quite sure why. She didn't like being around people either, especially this many at once, but his aversion seemed almost physical. 

Ignoring everyone they passed, Jury continued to tow her across the room towards the raised dais at the back. Lloyd was standing on top, directly in the middle, surveying the party like a king surveys his subjects. There was a striking woman in a dark red dress hanging from his arm, and it took Tessa more than a second to realize it was Ollie.

When they reached the top, Jury greeted Lloyd with a very polite, "Mr. McQueen." 

"Ah! Sir Thomas Jury!" Lloyd gushed. "I'm absolutely delighted to see you. You've made my party a slamming success. Not just one Jury, but two! And you've brought the lovely Ms. Graves with you. Why I think the last time I saw you, Ms. Graves, you were wearing your hair in pigtails."

Tessa smiled at him and said, "It's a lovely party, and you're looking very well, Mr. McQueen."

"Not as well as you, my dear. The Graves women are without doubt the loveliest to be found. You can't imagine my delight to see Ollie tonight."

He gazed down fondly at Ollie, and Tessa felt a tinge of guilt for manipulating his harmless adoration. Despite the fact that he'd known Virgil, she'd never disliked Lloyd. For an ogre, he was rather bumbling and sweet. Although rumor had it, he was only half ogre, and she supposed that might explain his short stature, if you were measuring in ogrements.

"Thank you for the kind invitation," Jury said.

"You're not leaving already?" Lloyd replied, face falling. "The entertainment hasn't even begun."

Lloyd's parties were famous for their entertainment. There'd even been an elephant one year.

"I'm afraid I have a business meeting in Philadelphia in the morning," Jury said apologetically. "Otherwise, we would certainly stay."

"Ah! Business! The only time you can leave it behind is at a Lloyd McQueen party!" Lloyd announced with a laugh.

"Indeed," Jury said. "Goodnight."

Tessa grinned widely at Lloyd and started to say something, but Jury was already dragging her down the steps towards the door.

"That was rude," she hissed as she struggled to keep up with him.

He didn't respond, and she glared at him, but her glare quickly turned to confusion when she noted the signs of strain around his eyes. He was also sickly pale, and there was a sheen of sweat on his brow.

"Are you alright?" she asked worriedly.

"Fine," he growled.

It took them another few seconds to reach the door, and Jury hauled her through it so fast that she almost lost a slipper. As soon as they were completely clear of the house, Jury sighed in relief.

"I don't know how they stand it," he said.

"Who?"

"The other witches," he replied as he loosened his collar.

Realization struck her. Thomas Jury could not be without his magic. At least not for long.

She played back the party in her mind, looking at the faces of the known witches as she did. None of them had looked distressed. They'd all been laughing and smirking and casting about subtle insults.

And that was when it occurred to her that not all witches were the same. Placing Thomas Jury in the same category as one of the other witches was like putting a fish in the same category as a frog. They both used the water, but one lived in it and breathed it, and the other one just played in it every once and a while.  


Chapter 17
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With a frown, Ollie watched Tessa hurry after Thomas Jury. She'd known something was going on, and she'd known that the cause was Thomas Jury. She just didn't know why.

"Thirsty, my dear?" Lloyd asked.

"A little," she murmured.

Lloyd gestured for one of the attendants, and Ollie swallowed her sigh. She hated playing the helpless socialite. She liked Lloyd fine. He was harmless and sweet, but he didn't know her, and he wouldn't know what to do with her if he did.

He was using her just like she was using him. People always took a man more seriously if he had a beautiful woman on his arm. If it hadn't been her, it would have been someone else.  

"Here you are," Lloyd said with a smile.

Ollie took the offered glass and drank the contents rather quickly. She would've rather spent her evening with the imps or fighting, but this was important to Tessa, so she would carry it through.

She needed to move fast though, before the entertainment started. Lloyd wouldn't be much use to her once he was drunk.

"I was going through some of Virgil's old case files," she said innocently.

"Work, Ollie," Lloyd tsked.

"This isn't work," she said with a smile. "It's curiosity. I've always been fascinated by artifacts, and I would love to see the one he procured for you. The Hand of Redemption."

His eyes darkened with irritation, and he said, "I paid thirty million merlins for that artifact. The value it had, the possibilities, the things I could have accomplished, and without the witches."

He made a noise of disgust and added, "If it can do what was suggested, it certainly never did it for me."

"I'd still like to see it," Ollie murmured. "Please?"

He smiled fondly at her and said, "For you, my dear, anything."

He placed his hand on top of hers and led her off the dais and up the stairs. Ollie knew how it looked, and she could feel at least one pair of eyes following her movements, and she fought the urge to look for Curtis to see if it was him.

It hadn't been difficult to procure an invitation for Curtis, and he wasn't the only troll here. Lloyd's parties were open to anyone; he wasn't a speciest or a snob. He was just very rich, and once a year he liked to show it off.

They reached the top of the staircase, and Ollie forced herself to focus on her mission. Curtis was not a factor; Lloyd was.

As they walked down the hallway, Lloyd continued to chatter about the Hand of Redemption.

"I use it as a paperweight," he said with a chuckle. "To remind myself how worthless something of supposed value can be."

He pushed open the door to his study and gestured for her to go first. He followed her, approached his desk, and picked up a carved piece of blackened wood. Without even checking, Ollie knew it matched the drawing Tessa had given her.

"I've always liked you," Lloyd said as he handed her the artifact. "And I'm convinced that beneath your beautiful face is a brilliant woman. You didn't come here tonight because you enjoy being stared at in a dress; you came for the Hand. Why do you want it?"

She stared at him in utter shock.

"You and I are the same," he chuckled. "You masquerade as a flighty beauty, and I pretend to be a harmless ogre with no teeth."

He smiled widely, exposing two rows of extra sharp teeth.

"People see what they want to see," he said with a shrug. "Why do you want it?"

"I don't," Ollie said truthfully. "Virgil stole it from the merchant who acquired it for you, and I'd like to return it to him."

"That's curious," Lloyd mused. "Considering that I paid for it."

"I can't return your money," Ollie said regretfully. "I could only give you a pittance of what you paid."

"Money means nothing to me," Lloyd said, suddenly looking much older than he had downstairs. "True wealth comes from power," he added, face oddly regretful.

"I have these parties because it amuses me to have the witches completely at my mercy for one night. They pretend not to be frightened, but they are. Take them away from their toys, and they are nothing. I invite everyone else because the witches despise the other races. They think they are superior with their magic. If only they knew," he muttered. "If only they knew."

He suddenly smiled, serious Lloyd of just a second ago gone, and said, "You may have the Hand, my dear. I only ask that you remember me if I ever have need of a friend. I don't think I could do much better than to have the Graves women in my corner."

"On my word," she promised solemnly.

"Your word means so much more to me than Virgil's," he replied. "The Graves women intrigue me. Perhaps the three of you will come for lunch next week?"

"I would like that," Ollie said.

"I'll have my man send you an invitation. Go back down with me, pretend to adore me for a while, then we'll cruise the room, and I'll engage myself in conversation while you sneak away with the troll you've been eyeing all evening. I have a few curiosities about the logistics of such a relationship, but as I am a gentleman, I'll keep them to myself," he added with a hearty chuckle.

"Come by in the morning, and the Hand will be ready for you. It would be a bit obvious if I gave it to you now. Considering that you have no way to conceal it."

"Thank you, Lloyd," she said earnestly.

"No, thank you. You've made the evening more interesting by far."

"I'm sorry that I never honestly returned your affection," she said. She felt bad for misjudging him all these years, for only seeing the mask and not the true him, just like so many people did to her.

"You aren't the only one playing a role," he said. "Come. They'll be wondering how many positions we've conquered."

He reached out his hand and gently mussed her hair.

"There," he said. "You look properly had."

She grinned widely, suddenly very fond of him.

"Thank you," she said once more.

"My pleasure. Now, let's whisk you downstairs and into the arms of your troll. Again, logistics." He shook his head, but smiled as he took her arm and led her back downstairs.

Everyone pretended not to watch them as they descended the staircase, but Ollie could hear the whispers. She didn't mind though; she was used to whispers.

She followed Lloyd back up onto the dais and smiled up at him when he announced the arrival of the dancing serpents. The curtain at the back of the dais opened, and a group of women serpent shifters danced out onto the stage. They circled Lloyd and Ollie, giving them both kisses, and then ushered them off the dais and started dancing in earnest.

Lloyd wrapped his arm around Ollie's waist and walked among the crowd, chatting with people as he did. As they passed near Curtis, Lloyd engaged himself in an enthusiastic conversation with a young female witch. After a minute, he dropped his hold on Ollie to make a gesture; and a moment later, she slipped away into the crowd.

She caught Curtis's gaze from across the room and made a slight head motion. He nodded. She smiled at him before walking unhurriedly towards the ladies room; and when she reached it, she made sure no one was around before slipping down the hallway into the kitchen and out the backdoor.

She headed for the connecting doorway, exhaling in relief when Curtis joined her.

"Did it go well?" he asked.

"Yes. He's going to give us the artifact."

"You do look very beautiful," Curtis said.

Ollie started laughing and said, "Not because of that. Just because."

"That's very unusual in my experience."

"It's Lloyd," she replied as if that somehow explained it. "He's different than he seems. Do you think Tessa made it home alright? I don't like Thomas Jury. He's done something to her."

"Perhaps to help her," Curtis offered.

"Humph," she muttered.

Ollie cringed as soon as the word left her mouth. She had sounded exactly like Gisele.

"Did you enjoy yourself?" she asked, hoping to change the subject.

"Yes."

"Really?" she demanded.

"Yes," he replied. "I enjoyed watching you very much. I like your dress. It looks very tight," he added. "Like a second skin. How will you get out of it?"   

Ollie grinned widely and said, "Easy peasy."

Tessa banged her head on her desk in an effort to knock herself out. Knocking herself out would serve two purposes. One, she'd be unconscious so her head wouldn't hurt. And two, she wouldn't have to write the patron a report.

She'd observed too much tonight not to write a report. Her mind was screaming at her to write it and write it now, but she could hardly do that without screwing over a couple dozen Hidden residents.

Ollie was still at the party. Gisele was missing, and Tessa didn't dare call her for fear of where she was and what she was doing, which meant that Tessa had to write the report on her own. She'd already burned three copies.

She dropped her head onto the desk once more.

"Does that help?" a voice asked.

Tessa startled, nearly leaping from her chair, and snarled, "What the hell are you doing in here?!"

Julian raised an eyebrow before saying, "I knocked and your grumpy butler opened the door. He asked my name, even though he already knows it. I told him. He consulted what looked like a very short list, then let me in and told me where to go."

"List? I never gave him... Goddamn Gisele."

"I'm happy to leave," Julian said with a shrug.

Tessa really didn't want him to see her like this. In this ridiculous dress, banging her head on the desk. She probably looked deranged. And she'd snapped at him. For no reason other than he'd seen her looking like this.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I'm just trying to write this goddamn report, and it's not going very well."

"It's lucky I came then," he said cheerfully. He sat across from her and said, "Can this desk have feet on it?"

"No."

His grin widened, and he winked at her before cracking his knuckles and saying loftily, "You went to McQueen's party because your father always went, and it's important to you to maintain the Graves public image."

"I'm not sure the patron's stupid enough to believe that," Tessa snorted.

"We can do your thing then," Julian shrugged. "What is your thing again?"

"Fine," Tessa grumbled as she started writing.

"I assume you would normally report on the people you saw there and what they were doing?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Who did you see?"

"Mrs. Jury," her mouth actually said.

"Mrs. Jury was looking very well in her 'insert color here' dress."

"No," Tessa interrupted. "I may note what everyone is wearing, but I don't tell him. He doesn't care about that. It's amateur," she grumbled.

"That's a little short sighted. I find it's often rather important what people are wearing," Julian stated. "But how about this? Mrs. Jury spoke with nearly everyone, and only a few of them died afterwards."

"No!" Tessa exclaimed with a laugh. "It has to seem real."

"That is real," Julian replied. "People are almost more frightened of her than Phillip Jury."

"But she's not actually evil, is she?"

"Everyone praises her politics," Julian admitted. "But they're scared to death of the actual person. She went into the six hundred block once to visit with someone, and the streets just cleared. I drew a picture of it," he added.

"How are you always around when something interesting happens?" she inquired.

"I have good instincts," he said.

"What does that mean?"

"I just know."

"Back to the report, give me something useful," Tessa ordered.

"Fine, Mrs. Jury spoke with nearly everyone, but since McQueen's parties are about leaving work behind, there was very little discussion of business. She asked about children and trips and things of little value. Mr. Vlad was there also. He's cheating on his wife."

"Hey!" Tessa said. "He is cheating on his wife."

"I know, but everyone knows. He always cheats on his wife, so it would be strange for you not to write it down."

"Oh."

Tessa went back to writing, and Julian continued to make up one ridiculous statement after another until Tessa finally had a report several pages thick.

She read back through it, making sure she hadn't revealed anything of actual use, and then she started to fold it.

"We didn't put in anything about Ollie," Julian said. "She was with McQueen."

"Is there anything you don't know?" Tessa demanded.

"Sure. Lots. But the Hidden is small, and news travels fast."

"How does news travel so fast?" Tessa asked suspiciously.

Julian just grinned.

"You know, don't you?"

He shrugged and said, "Ollie?"

"I can't," she said.

"It's a pretty obvious exclusion," he pointed out.

"I'll just have to risk it," Tessa said. "I literally can't."

She'd tried earlier, before he'd come. She'd tried to write something about Ollie. Not on purpose, but because she needed to report. It hadn't worked. The pain that had warned her of imminent destruction had been a thousand times worse than the pain that was currently making it difficult for her to see.

She finished addressing the report and put it in the outgoing slot on her door. Then she sat back down at her desk with a sigh.

If she looked at it too long, the knowledge that she was never going to be better would drive her to despair. She had to keep fighting though. Not for her, but for them. As long as the patron was alive, Ollie and Gisele would always be in danger, and that simply wasn't acceptable.

"You should get some rest," Julian said.

She snorted and replied, "The likelihood of rest is pretty low."

"You look incredibly sexy," he suddenly said. "But I like you better in t-shirts."

"I'm glad to hear it," she said with a smile. "I hate this dress."

"If you'd like, I can help you remove it."

"I probably do need help," she admitted. "I don't think I can reach the zipper."

"My talented hands are ready, willing, and able."

She laughed softly before saying, "It turns out that I don't like to be used, and I don't want you to think I'm just using you. I am using you," she admitted with frustration. "But it's not like that; it's not the same. I don't think," she murmured, suddenly not really sure.

"A knife is a knife," Julian said with a shrug. "If you leave it in the drawer and never cut anything with it, it's going to feel rather useless. Some things like to be used. Like my hands. It's the whole point of things," he added. "And do you know that two knives in a drawer aren't much use to each other? But if you pair a knife and a cutting board, you suddenly have a relationship of value. Being used by choice is a very different thing than being used by force."

He smiled before saying, "And if you recall, I've already given you permission to use me however you like."

Before she could respond, he stood and offered her his hand. "I can see you're having difficulty breathing," he said. "We'd better get you out of that torture chamber as quickly as possible."

She took his hand without a word and let him lead her upstairs. Relief of three different kinds spiraled through her when his fingers grasped the dress's zipper and began to slowly lower it. She hated this dress, she wanted him to touch her, and her head had instantly forgotten that it had ever hurt.

"You look even sexier naked," he murmured as he slid the dress down over her hips.

She swallowed a gasp as his thumb feathered over her hipbone. And suddenly everything became clear.

"Shit!" she exclaimed. "I can't believe I missed it!"

"Missed what?" Julian asked.

She pushed him away and ran to her closet to grab a shirt. "It's so obvious," she said.

"What is?" he demanded.

"I just can't think straight when my head hurts all the time," she explained. He was staring at her in confusion, and she grinned at him and said, "I figured it out! I figured out her secret."

"Who and what?"

"I'm sorry," she replied absently, mind already calculating. "I'm really sorry. I didn't mean to... Oh, just come on!"

With that, Tessa dashed for the stairs.

"I should have known," she murmured. "Even Virgil had more class than to hook up with someone like Trish Owens. She thought she was using him, but he was actually using her."

She pushed open the door to Virgil's office, excitement filling her. She loved it when a case started coming together.

She quickly unlocked the secret door and revealed the hidden filing cabinets. Then she opened one drawer after another, searching for Owens.

"I got it!" she crowed.

"Got what?" Julian asked.

He was standing beside her, barefoot, shirt unbuttoned, and hair mussed. He'd never looked so handsome, and Tessa quickly kissed him before sitting on Virgil's desk and opening the file.

It took her a while to read through it, and when she was finished, her stomach felt a little ill. Virgil and Trish had deserved each other. They were both horrible human beings.

Tessa suffered a slight pulse of pain for that thought, but it was already getting easier to disparage Virgil in her mind.

She looked up, eyes narrowing when she saw Julian standing near one of the filing cabinets, file in hand. His face was white, and his lips were tight with rage.

"What is it?" Tessa asked.

"What is this room?" he demanded, words sharp.

"Virgil's secret file room," she said carefully. "The one I didn't know was here until he died."

"So you had nothing to do with any of these cases?" he asked.

A whisper of dread ran down her spine.

"I don't know," she said honestly. "I might have. If I did, I don't remember it. But that doesn't mean I didn't."

His posture didn't change like she had hoped it would.

"Did I?" Tessa asked. "Did I have something to do with that folder?"

He nodded.

"Can I see it?" she asked.

He released his death grip and tossed her the folder. A quick glance told her that it was related to Bosch's project, and a more thorough reading told her that she had been assigned the surveillance because the suspect was a tiger shapeshifter and Virgil knew that she was the only one who'd be able to pull it off. She'd followed the suspect for over a week, reported everything she'd seen, and Fernsby had been called.

"I'm sorry," Tessa said softly. "Mira's husband?"

He nodded.

She read through the report one last time. Because of her information, the shapeshifter had been easily caught and turned over to Bosch. He must have been one of the ones who hadn't returned. She had killed him. She had killed Julian's best friend.

"I can't do anything to fix it," she said.

She didn't make any excuses. She didn't tell him that she didn't remember the case or the man involved. She didn't say she was sorry. She was, but she doubted if he wanted to hear that. It was a rather empty sentiment, after all. His friend was dead. What good was her sorry?

"I'll go get your shoes," she offered. "So you can leave."

The look he gave her was furious.

"Don't you want to leave?" she demanded. 

"If you want me to," he replied.

"You have to hate me," she insisted.

"Do I?"

"Yes!" she exclaimed. "I provided Virgil with information that he used to..." She trailed off because she didn't really want to say it; she didn't want to fully acknowledge what she'd done.

"Do you even remember?" Julian asked angrily.

"No, but still."

"Your dad told you to watch someone; you did; you reported; he had your memory wiped."

"But still," she said.

"I don't hate you," he said wearily. "I hate Virgil, Bosch, and Merrick. And they're all dead. So what's the point? Hating them won't bring Dal back or..."

He trailed off , and she stared at him, not sure what to do next. She wasn't good with grief. Not hers, not anyone else's. If Curtis were here, he would comfort Julian somehow. But how?

She hopped from the desk and walked over to Julian. She paused once she was standing in front of him, not entirely sure what to do. She didn't like to be touched when she was struggling with something, but her mom obviously hadn't minded. And neither had Ted when Curtis had offered him comfort.

She stepped a little closer and wrapped her arms tightly around Julian, hoping it was the right thing to do. It must have been because he hugged her back fiercely and turned his face into her neck.

"I miss him," he whispered.  

"I'm so sorry," she replied.

She didn't know what else to say or do, so she just stayed there, holding him, trying to comfort him.

After a while, he dropped his arms and stepped away from her. His usual humor was gone, and she hated seeing his face like that. The lack of emotion was stark when he wasn't grinning.

She suddenly hated Virgil more than she ever had because he had put that look on Julian's face. But she couldn't kill Virgil; he was already dead. She'd have to kill the patron instead.


Chapter 18
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"What are you children doing in here?" Gisele demanded from the doorway of Virgil's office. "And why here?"

"Eww, Grandma!" Tessa exclaimed, face turning hot.

"You're hardly wearing any clothes, dear," Gisele pointed out. "What did you expect me to think?"

"Anything but that! I had an idea about Trish Owens."

"In the middle of sex?" Gisele asked curiously. "I'm not sure you're doing it right."

"Grandma!"

Gisele cleared her throat.

"Gisele," Tessa growled.

"Better. Why don't you come into the sitting room, and you can tell me all about it?"

"Which part?" Julian asked with a slight grin.

"You're a naughty boy," Gisele chuckled. "I like that."

Tessa wished the floor would crack open and swallow her whole.

Gisele tucked her arm through Julian's and drew him from the office. "Tessa, dear, you might want to put on some pants before you join us."

Tessa hadn't thought her cheeks could get hotter, but they did. She was wearing a t-shirt and underwear and that was it. She hadn't really thought about anything else when her realization had struck.

Tessa quickly shut up the filing room and grabbed the two files off of Virgil's desk before running upstairs to dress. She put the file on Julian's friend under her mattress, and the other file she took back down with her.

When she entered the sitting room, Ollie, Curtis, Julian, and Gisele were all chatting as if they were old friends. It was a little concerning, and Tessa began to calculate the likelihood of getting Julian out of there before Gisele started to read.

Tessa sat beside Julian and shot Ollie a curious look. She was wearing a large Hawaiian shirt and, as far as Tessa could see, nothing else.

"What happened to your dress?" Tessa asked.

"What happened to yours?" Ollie shot back.

"It's upstairs on a hanger," Tessa lied.

"I'm afraid mine didn't make it," Ollie said, eyes twinkling with laughter.

"What?" Tessa demanded.

Julian elbowed her in the side.

"What?" Tessa said again.

He gave her a look.

"What Ollie means to say is that her beautiful dress was the victim of passion," Gisele sighed. "Which is too bad. It was a one of a kind. But it does happen. Why I remember when Eliot finally unleashed his passions on Gertrude. They had a very difficult time getting out of that party without being seen. It was incredibly careless of them, but passion simply cannot be contained."

"Grandma," Tessa moaned. "Can we just not?!"

"You and Ollie are so unromantic," Gisele murmured. "You've no idea how it pains me."

"Are we doing a meeting or not?" Tessa snapped.

"If you go by Lloyd's house in the morning, he'll give you the artifact," Ollie said.

"Give it to me?" Tessa replied. "In exchange for?"

"We remember him if he ever needs a friend."

"You're kidding?"

"Deadly serious."

"That's one case solved," Tessa said, not sure how she felt about such an ending.

"Are you going to tell us why you were riffling through Virgil's old cases?" Gisele asked.

"It... Um... Well, it suddenly occurred to me—"

"Very suddenly," Julian broke in.

Tessa felt heat rush to her cheeks, but she ignored his interruption and plowed forward. "As I was saying, it occurred to me that Virgil surely had better taste than Trish Owens."

Ollie made a loud snort, and Tessa cast her an irritated look before saying, "And I was right. Mostly," she added softly.

"Meaning that Virgil did add another notch to the old bedpost, but he did it for the patron," Gisele said.

"He wasn't specific in that regard," Tessa murmured, trying to banish the image of Virgil and Trish from her mind. "What I'm trying to say is that Trish is working for the patron."

Tessa had to force the words out, and it cost her, but she managed.

"In what capacity?" Ollie snickered.

Tessa shot her another glare before saying, "This is just a theory, but I think Trish uses her position in society to steal artifacts from people, and then she turns them over to the patron. About twelve years ago, someone recruited Mr. Lexi to come work for the Stonehenge Firm. About the same time, there was a rise in artifact theft. I think the patron is responsible for both Mr. Lexi's arrival and the thefts. I bet Mr. Lexi's been opening puzzle boxes for him this entire time. It's just that this particular puzzle box is beyond even Mr. Lexi's skill which is why he's been sneaking out at night to work on it. Only I don't think he knows he's going. I think he's been compulsed. Maybe. I've never actually talked to the man; it's possible he just doesn't have any personality," Tessa said with a shrug.

"It's a great theory," Ollie said, "but how are you going to prove it?"

"I'll think of something," Tessa murmured. "The Hand of Redemption is probably a pretty big thing, right?"

"Yes," Julian said.

"Interesting," Tessa muttered.

She glanced at the clock. It was just past midnight. Not that it mattered; the Strong Arm Tavern never closed.

With her head hurting as much as it was, it was hard to tell whether or not her idea was a good one, but she was going to play a hunch and do it anyway. Mostly because Virgil would never have done anything as gauche as follow a hunch.

"I have to go out," Tessa said.

"It's after midnight," Gisele protested. "And weren't you in the middle of something?"

"It's important," Tessa replied.

"What are you doing?" Ollie demanded.

"Playing a hunch," Tessa said.

She left the sitting room without another word, hardly noticing Julian's presence behind her. When they reached the alley, he took her hand, but didn't say anything, just walked with her through the night streets.

"Is your plan dangerous?" he asked after they entered the Hidden.

"I doubt it," Tessa lied.

She was either getting better at lying, or he simply wasn't paying attention because he just nodded.

Tessa knew there was something more that needed to be said about his friend; she just didn't know what it was. She had a strange feeling though that if she didn't say whatever it was, things would change between them and not in a good way.

She paused under a store awning and asked softly, "Will you really be able to look at me the same?"

"The same as what?"

"You know what I mean, Julian."

He tugged her towards him and kissed her gently before saying, "Yes."

"Yes, what?"

"I'll be able to look at you the same."

"Are you sure?" she demanded.

"I always knew the Graves were bad news," he said. "And if I'd known you were a Graves when I first met you, I probably wouldn't have told you where the door was. I'm really glad I didn't know," he added softly.

She didn't understand that. Even she hated herself for selling out his friend. And all the other people she'd probably sold out over the years.

Julian lifted her chin with one finger and laid his forehead against hers.

"The Tessa Graves I know barks, grumbles, threatens, and probably even makes people cry," he said gently. "But she's not about hurting people. She's about solving mysteries and making things better. The Tessa Graves I know is working her ass off to solve a case that she isn't even getting paid for. And I like that woman," he said. "A lot."

The return of her inconvenient throat lump kept her from responding, and Julian kissed her once more before saying, "You should go; you have a case to solve."

He stepped away from her, but she reached out and grabbed his shirt, pulling him back in. She wasn't good with words so she wasn't even going to try to say that she liked him too. It would have felt trite and silly. Instead she threaded her fingers through his hair and kissed him thoroughly and without any reserve.

When she finally pulled away it was only because they were standing in the middle of the street and not in her bedroom.

Tessa walked off without another word. If he had asked her too, she would have stayed with him, but it would have cost her to do so. She had to finish the case. She needed to finish it. She would make it up to Julian later. As many times as she had to.

She strode swiftly through the Hidden, her mind and senses cataloguing and recording as she did. She could tell that there were two people following her. One of them was Sagena's witch, and since Tessa had to attempt to lawfully prove Trish's guilt, Sagena's witch had just become an asset.

Tessa was hoping that the other one worked for Trish, but she couldn't be sure. She'd just have to dangle some bait and see what happened.  

When she reached the Strong Arm Tavern, Tessa opened the door with enough force to bang it loudly against the wall. Every head in the room turned to look at her, but she ignored them and swaggered up to the counter.

"Troll whiskey," she announced loudly. "And leave the bottle."

Rishma started to turn, but she caught his eyes and mouthed "bourbon". His sharp features twisted in confusion. "Bourbon," she mouthed again.

With a shrug, he grabbed a bottle of troll whiskey off the shelf and put it under the counter where it wasn't visible. She couldn't see his hands either; but after a moment, he lifted the bottle back out and set it on the bar in front of her.

He handed her a glass as well, and she poured herself a full cup, surreptitiously sniffing it just to make sure it was actually bourbon before slamming the entire glass.

"You might wanna go easy!" someone hollered. "Troll whiskey ain't for humans."

"Bugger off," Tessa growled.

She was facing the bar, so she allowed herself to roll her eyes. She really hated what she was about to do, but it was the quickest way to achieve her goal.

"Bad night?" Rishma asked casually. 

"All my nights are bad," Tessa replied.

And then she continued to drink. She drank the entire bottle, and then one more just in case anyone inside the bar had seen her drink before. When she had drunk enough to kill a large horse, she started to talk.

She did it in a half whisper. One of those that seemed like you were talking low, but you were actually announcing everything to the entire room. She started off talking about how annoying it was to live with a writer, and she detailed one of Gisele's most revealing sex scenes. There was so much bourbon in her system that she didn't even blush.

When she was certain that everyone was listening to her, she motioned for Rishma to step a little closer. He rolled his eyes, but leaned down near her.

"I know you're not drunk," he said in the softest voice possible.

She winked at him and said, "They treat me like an errand boy, but I'm a detective. The head detective actually, the lead detective, and they're sending me off to the nine hundred block to pick up some stupid artifact. We used to have people for that."

She made a small circular motion with her hand, and Rishma asked, "What kind of artifact?"

"I dunno," Tessa grumbled. "They all have dumb names. The Finger of the Redeemer. Or something like that. Maybe it was hand."

That said, Tessa let her head fall forward onto the bar top. A second later, she started making soft snoring noises.

"I told her to go easy," someone said.

"She got down a helluva lot more than I thought she would."

"That was nothing!" another voice declared. "I once saw her down three bottles in one go. She must've already been drinking."

Tessa ignored all the voices and listened for something else. And then she heard it. A soft, almost indiscernible pop.

She continued to hold her position, pretending to be drunk and asleep while she considered the possible angles of how everything would play out. These were all assumptions based on other assumptions, but there was one thing that was a fact no matter how she rearranged the assumptions in her mind.

No matter how it all shook out, if Tessa took down Trish Owens, the patron was going to know about it. She might have been able to cover it up for a while if Sagena hadn't gotten involved; but since the Magistratus was going to know what happened, everyone in the Hidden was going to know what happened. 

Her reprieve, assuming she'd ever had one, was about to be over, and she wasn't ready. She wasn't ready to face the patron. She wasn't ready to fight him. She could barely push past his minor orders like don't be late. She'd never even tried to wear her hair in something other than a ponytail. And she still had to write reports.

Fear bubbled up inside of her, but she refused to change her course. Virgil had had Trish Owens hypnotized, and he'd gleaned more than enough dirt to blackmail her for a hundred years. Trish Owens had done a lot of nasty things. Some were as petty as her anti romance novel campaign, but most of them were exceedingly cruel. In general, Tessa couldn't have cared less. When you played with a viper, you should expect to get bitten.

But there was one thing that Trish had done that Tessa simply could not ignore. She'd murdered one of her paramour's children in the hopes that he would marry her if he had no heirs. And that was why, no matter what happened because of it, Tessa was going to rip Trish from her pretend throne and expose her for what she actually was.

This wasn't one of those times when Tessa could choose to turn left up ahead and avoid the whole mess. She couldn't do anything about Virgil. She couldn't bring Mira's husband back, and she couldn't stop the patron. Not yet. But she could stop Trish Owens, and she could make damn sure that Trish Owens never hurt anyone ever again.

Tessa's face was beginning to mold to the bar top when she finally heard the soft return pop. The bait had been taken. 

Tessa made a gurgling noise and sat upright. "Errand boy!" she exclaimed.

"I know," Rishma said sympathetically. "Maybe you oughta head home for the night, huh? I think you've had enough."

"You don't get to tell me what to do!" Tessa snapped. "I get enough of that from them." She glanced at her watch and pretended to be surprised by the time. "Shit, I gotta go."

She tossed Rishma five merlins and stumbled towards the door, allowing her legs to steady slightly as she went. By the time she was outside, she was walking normally, and so was the invisible witch who was following her. The imp's method was a little different. He or she, Tessa didn't know which, was following her by popping from one rooftop to the next. He needed a pop suppressant if he was ever going to be very good at his job. Not that she cared if he was good.

She slowed, suddenly realizing that she'd made one slight miscalculation. She adjusted her course and walked aimlessly for a while, thinking as she did.

She finally leaned against a wall and pulled out her phone, keeping it close to her body as she texted Ollie. "I need you to make a replica of the Hand artifact and get it over to Lloyd's. Give it to him to give to me, and take the real one to Sydney LaRoche."

And since Tessa wasn't sure what kind of witch the one following her was, she used pig Latin to write it.

The message Ollie sent back was also in pig Latin. "Whatever you're doing, I don't like it."

"Just hurry. And if you have a puzzle box you can put it in, that's even better."

"Give me an hour. I'll text you once the switch has been made."

"Thanks."

Tessa checked her watch again. She was playing a little bit of a dangerous game. Right now Mr. Lexi was attempting to open the puzzle box; and if he succeeded, the extremely dangerous Mind of God would belong to the patron. Tessa could only imagine what a man like the patron would do with such a thing.

She wanted to run to Trish's, take the artifact, and push Trish down the stairs; but Sagena was watching, looking for any excuse to strip Tessa of her right to be inside the Hidden, so Tessa had to play everything aboveboard. And since that was the case, she'd just have to hope that the puzzle box continued to confound Mr. Lexi.

With every second that passed, her rage at Sagena grew. This was all Sagena's fault, and the second Tessa had everything tied up, she was going to pay Sagena a very informal visit.

Tessa tried to push all thoughts of Sagena from her mind as she wandered over to a park bench and sat down. Thinking about things she couldn't deal with quite yet made her angry. And impatient.

So she would think about nothing and pretend to sleep for an hour instead. Assuming she could convince herself that pretending to sleep was necessary to the case. It would probably take her the entire hour just to accomplish that, and by then, hopefully, everything would be in place.  


Chapter 19
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As soon as Ollie put down her phone, she pulled out the drawing Tessa had given her of the artifact. She knew that it was made of wood, charred wood, and that the markings were carved into the sides. All she had to do now was figure out a way to fake it.

"Badri," she muttered.

"Badri?" Curtis asked.

"He's probably got one of those flame things for cooking," she said as she quickly threw on a shirt and pair of pants and headed for the doorway. "Badri!" she yelled as she ran down the stairs. "Magnus! I need you!"

Badri met Ollie at the base of the stairs, and surprisingly, Magnus was right behind him.

"Tessa needs us to make a replica of this," Ollie said. "It's made out of wood," she added as she handed Badri the paper. "The designs are carved into the burned wood, and the top and bottom are the same, and all the sides are the same. It's about this big," she said, making a shape with her hands. "And I need a puzzle box too."

"I have just the piece of wood," Magnus said. "As well as a box."

"And I can easily burn it and mark out those designs on it," Badri said happily.

"We've got fifteen minutes," Ollie said.

Magnus practically disappeared, leaving Ollie and Badri alone.

"I don't how he does that," Ollie grumbled. "He's so slow most of the time."

"We all have our secrets," Badri grinned.

"You don't though," Ollie replied. "Gisele just pretends not to know anything, but in truth, she knows everything."

"So true," Badri murmured. "I'll handle this," he added. "And I'll meet you at the backdoor in thirteen minutes."

"Perfect," Ollie said as she checked her watch.

It had been exactly five minutes since Tessa had texted. Ollie would be cutting it close, but she was pretty sure she could make it across town and to Lloyd's house in forty minutes.

She ran back upstairs and dressed appropriately, clipping her belt of syringes in place before tucking her knives into their positions. Except for when she was wearing a dress much too tight to hide anything, she never left the house without her weapons.

"I want you to keep watch on Lloyd's house," Ollie told Curtis. "I don't know what her plan is, and she's not much of a fighter yet, but maybe she doesn't expect any trouble."

"You needn't worry," Curtis stated. "Tessa is amazingly resilient."

"I know," Ollie sighed. "But you'll still watch."

"Of course."

He was already dressed, and together they went back downstairs and stood by the backdoor. Ollie tapped her foot while they waited and counted down the seconds. At precisely eighteen minutes, Badri opened the kitchen door and walked over to them.

"It's not exact," he said apologetically. "But I doubt they'll know the difference."

Ollie took the wood from him and compared it to both the drawing and her memory of the artifact. If the replica wasn't exact, it was as close to exact as it was possible to be.

"Thank you," she said.

She checked her watch one last time. She was going to have to run, but she was going to make it.

Tessa's phone beeped, and she sat up with a pretend yawn before reading Ollie's message. All it said was "switch made".

Tessa put away her phone and stood. "They'll yell if I'm late," she muttered. "Like I don't have better things to do."

She started walking towards the connecting doorway. It was just after six now, so Mr. Lexi had already gone home. Assuming he hadn't already figured out the puzzle box, she'd deal with him tomorrow.

She crossed through the connecting door, and once she was on the other side, she slowed her walk until she was certain that the witch and the imp were still behind her.

She was more than a little offended that they thought she hadn't noticed them. They weren't good at it. Not like she was. She had taught herself how to tail when she was fourteen. For over a year, she'd practiced on the horses and groomsmen at the country estate. She could have tailed a... She cringed, but it was true; she could have tailed a shapeshifting tiger without being noticed.

She could see Lloyd's house up ahead, so she pushed away her many thoughts and focused on the task in front of her. She ignored the suspicious Curtis-shaped rock on the street outside Lloyd's house, walked up to the house's side door, and knocked.  

A woman opened the door, and Tessa said, "I'm here for the artifact." The door closed, and she waited. A moment later, it opened again, and the woman handed Tessa a small sack.

"Thanks," Tessa said.

She peeked inside the bag and committed the puzzle box within to memory before heading back towards the street.  When she reached the street, she hefted the package slightly and muttered, "A whole lot of fuss over nothing. Everyone knows that artifacts are worthless."

Then she started to walk back towards the doorway. She walked slowly to give them time to advance. She didn't want to make it too easy on them, but the point was to get them to steal the artifact.

She'd hardly taken twenty steps when a large bulky form moved out into the street in front of her. Without even checking, she knew there was a second troll behind her; but she checked anyway, just to be certain. 

Now for the tricky part. She actually wanted Trish's trolls to steal the fake artifact. And she wanted Sagena's witch to see it happen. But she wasn't just going to give it to them. That was too unrealistic; she wanted the theft to seem real.

"Give us the box," the first troll ordered as he shuffled towards her.

"Or what?" Tessa demanded.

"We'll smash you, you stupid flesh sack!"

"I don't think I will," Tessa said before she shoved the bag down the front of her tucked shirt and made a quick dash for the mouth of the alley just to the left of her.

The trolls moved towards her, but she swiftly outdistanced them and safely made it into the alley. Halfway through the alley, she grabbed a ladder that was hanging from the side of the building and started to climb. She paused after several steps, sighed heavily, jumped off the ladder, and started running again.

She'd forgotten her purpose there for a second, but then she had remembered that the trolls couldn't actually follow her up the side of a building. The imp could have, but then Sagena's witch might have missed the whole thing; and furthermore, Tessa wasn't sure if she would have been able to fake being intimidated by an imp. Some things just weren't realistic.

She was so far ahead of them that she pretended to stumble on a cobblestone and limped for several strides before picking up her pace once more.

These trolls weren't as fast as Curtis, and they also weren't nearly as clever. Curtis would have already cut out in front of her, but she could still hear her pursuers running behind her, crashing into everything as they did.

The end of the alley suddenly grew dark, and Tessa glanced over her shoulder. The two trolls were still chasing her, which meant there was a third troll on their crew, one she couldn't have accounted for because she hadn't seen any evidence of a third one.

She slowed, trying to decide exactly how she wanted this to play out, but then she realized that the third troll was actually Curtis.

"What're you doing?" she hissed. "You're gonna ruin it."

"Ruin what?" he asked softly.

"It!"

He moved aside so she could pass him; and she snapped, "Get lost!" as she exited the alley.

She didn't know how he managed it, but when she looked back, Curtis was gone, and Trish's trolls were bursting from the alley.

Tessa pretended to trip, and she tumbled to the ground with a shriek. In spite of her supposed efforts to gain her feet, she only barely managed it by the time the trolls had reached her.

"Give us the box!" one of them demanded before shoving her roughly.

"What box?" Tessa retorted.

"The one in your shirt. Give it to us! Now! Or we'll just take it," he threatened.

"Well, when you put it that way," Tessa said with pretend reluctance.

She untucked her shirt and carefully pulled the package free.

"This isn't yours to take," she said sternly, just in case the silent witch hadn't quite realized what was happening.

"Like we care," the troll snarled.

She knew the witch was watching, and she knew he was listening. He obviously wasn't interested in trying to help her even though she was being publically assaulted by trolls. That probably fell outside of his job description. She wondered if he'd interfere if he thought her life was in danger, but she guessed that he wouldn't.

Playing by the rules made it really difficult to get anything productive or worthwhile done. It was no wonder that Sagena was so pissed. It would have been impossible for her to find her father if she played by the rules all the time.

"Now!" the troll demanded.

Tessa started to hand it to him, but paused.

"You gonna make me rip it from your hand?" he snarled.

She grinned and said, "Of course not."

Then she tossed it into the air and ran. This time she ran for real, and she ran quickly enough and made enough turns and adjustments that by the time she slowed down all she had to do was listen, and she knew that no one was following her.

Step one was complete. Now all she had to do was figure out exactly what step two was.

Tessa adjusted her course and approached the connecting doorway from a side street. She checked all the shadows to make sure they were attached to something, and then she moved quickly forward and through the door. Once she was on the other side, she changed the dial in the vague hope that it would change the dial on the other end as well, but she knew it probably wouldn't.

After conducting a thorough visual sweep of the street and all visible buildings, Tessa walked out onto the crowded street and headed towards Curtis's house.

He was already there, waiting for her.

"One of the finer points of having a partner," he said as she sat down across from him, "is letting them in on your plans."

"I made it up on the fly," Tessa said apologetically. "And I also didn't figure they'd try to steal it if I was walking around with you. You're a troll."

He sighed, and she knew he was irritated at her. Again.  

"I'm sorry," she said. "I should have told you. I didn't tell you on purpose because I thought you might try to stop me."

"Why would I try to stop you?" he asked. "It was a good plan. Assuming you have a purpose."

"I do."

"And that purpose is?"

"I'm being followed by one of Sagena Redgrove's minions, and I haven't quite figured out how to get her off my back, so I can't just walk into Trish's house and beat her to death with one of her own shoes. I have to play by the rules."

"Are these the same rules as the ones inside your head?" he asked.

"No," she replied. "These are THE RULES."

She didn't even know how she knew what the supposed rules were. She just did.

She could suddenly hear Doc's voice, saying something about the rules, and she closed her eyes, trying to visualize the moment that went with it.

They had been doing something, something that she must have thought was a little naughty. Tessa couldn't quite remember what, but she thought that it might have involved dinner. She'd said something about breaking a rule, and Doc had given her this look and replied, "Who do you think made up the rules, Tessa? And who gave them the right to do so?"

She hadn't known then, but she knew now. At least for herself. The patron had made the rules. And he enforced them with pain. But she didn't know who had made the rules for the other people. The universal rules that everyone seemed to follow. The rules that kept them from getting anything productive done. She also didn't know why they followed them. After all, they didn't have a patron living inside their head; not like she did.

"You know, the rules that people like Sagena, people who work for the Magistratus," she added pointedly, "live by and enforce."

"If you recall correctly, I ended up in Blackwater precisely because I wouldn't enforce the rules," he chuckled.

"I wish Sagena was a little more like you," Tessa sighed. "Her interference is costing me," she added softly.

"Costing you what?" Curtis asked.

"Time."

"But you have a plan?" he inquired.

"It's more of an outline," she admitted.

"And?" Curtis prodded.

"We're going to use Mr. Lexi to get inside. After that, I'm afraid it's going to have to hinge on luck," Tessa said. "Not my usual method, but I can't figure out how to make sure that Trish is at home when we show up."

"We should ask Gisele," Curtis suggested. "She's full of interesting ideas."

"Wouldn't you rather run with the bulls in Pamplona?" Tessa grumbled.

"What?"

"Nothing," she sighed. "It's all the same in the end."

She'd end up getting trampled. Either by bulls or Gisele's crazy writer ideas.


Chapter 20
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It only took Ollie a second to decide that she liked Sydney LaRoche. He was grumpy but also good-natured, and he loved his work with a passion, which she admired.

His absolute awe when he unwrapped the Hand of Redemption was worth all the time she'd spent pretending to be flighty Ollie.

"Isn't it beautiful?" he breathed.

Ollie reserved comment. After all, it was a piece of wood. She realized that it had supposed properties, but all she saw was a tiny bit of leftover tree.

"He was really using it as a paperweight?" Sydney asked as he held the artifact up to the light.

"Yes."

"And he gave it to you for free?"

"Yes."

Ollie hadn't told Sydney that Lloyd McQueen had owned the artifact. All she'd told him was that the man who had purchased it had actually paid for it and that it was Virgil who had taken the money.

"I'm happy to know it wasn't in the hands of a thief," Sydney said.

"Will you resell it?" Ollie asked.

"No," he murmured. "A piece like this deserves to be revered. I have a special place for it. Thank you," he added. "I appreciate it."

"I'm sorry we couldn't do more," Ollie said honestly. "Such as restore your position and fortune."

He smiled slyly and said, "I managed that all on my own."

She grinned at him and headed for the door. Once she was outside, she paused and considered what she should do next. She'd completed all of her assigned tasks, and until Tessa gave her something else to do, there wasn't anything to do.

The patron's box was a dead end, and she had already identified all five of the men she hadn't initially recognized from the surveillance photographs Ethan had sent her.

Two of the men were actually witches, but they were young witches without much standing in the Hidden. One of the men was a United States senator, probably one of the few United States politicians who were aware of the existence of the Hidden. And the other two men were norms from old-money families. Virgil hadn't been picky who he worked for, just so long as they were an elite of some type.

A little digging had eliminated each of the men as the patron; mostly because they were all fewer than seventy years old. She'd tried to look at each of their family lineages, but she hadn't found anything that had indicated a connection to Graves, Graves, and Graves since the very beginning.

So she was back to square one, and she wasn't sure how to get to square two, assuming there was a square two.

"'Scuse me," a soft voice said.

Ollie turned to acknowledge the goblin who thought he'd sneaked up on her.

"Are you Ollie?" he asked.

She nodded.

"I got a message for you. Someone's got information that might be valuable to you."

She raised an eyebrow.

The goblin licked his lips nervously and said, "He don't want to be seen talking to you though. Wants to meet you behind the Abbey."

"Interesting," Ollie stated. "When?"

"Now."

"I'll think about it," she shrugged.

The goblin backed away and hurried off down the street.

It was obviously a trap, but if Ollie didn't go, she wouldn't know who had set it.

The Abbey was not a church in the norm sense. It was a meeting place, and anyone could go there. The Worms met on new moons to pay homage to their god; the sprites gathered in the garden in front of the Abbey to honor the earth mother, and the European vampires often laid offerings at the base of the large oak tree that dominated the middle of the garden.

It was a universal place for any and all of the cryptids because there simply wasn't space for each and every one of them to build their own meeting houses. They had to share, but no one seemed to mind.

That being said, there was a very tight alley behind the building itself. An easy pinch point if ever Ollie had seen one. There was no easy access to rooves on either side. There was one entrance and one exit, if you didn't the count the back door of the Abbey itself. Which Ollie didn't, because it would be an easy matter to bar the door from the inside.

She twiddled her thumbs as she thought. The smart thing to do would be to call Tessa and meet up with her and Curtis, then go. But she was a little bored, and when she was bored, she did stupid things.

She tried to figure out who might want to ambush her as she walked towards the six hundred block, but the list was a little long. Too long to really narrow it down.

She bet herself a new knife that it probably didn't have anything to do with the business. You only ambushed someone behind the Abbey if it was personal and you wanted to see their face. If it was business, you'd take the first potshot available.

Tessa and Gisele would yell if they found out what Ollie was doing, but if everything went right, they'd never need to know. Even Gisele's nearly omniscient view didn't cover the back of the Abbey.

When Ollie reached the front of the Abbey, the garden was curiously empty, and she walked slowly through the garden whistling a tune about a gravedigger and the rain. She placed her hand on the oak tree in the middle when she reached it, closing her eyes as she did and trying to see the strength that held it in place.

She'd already counted three, and she also knew that one was waiting for her in the alley, and she was trying to decide if four was too many. Four was an easy number in normal circumstances, but these weren't normal circumstances. After all, there was no effective way to keep the high ground in the alley; and high ground was especially important when you were dealing with bears.

She considered walking away, but she just couldn't do it. If the Beast of Lithuania had an issue with her, she was happy to help him resolve it. And then she'd go buy herself a new knife. Maybe a karambit. She could never have too many karambits.

Ollie cracked her knuckles and checked her syringes. She had three five-minuters and two five-seconders, so she could kill two of them immediately, which would only leave her two to kill by hand. Unless of course, there were more than four. But still. She was pretty sure she could handle it as long as there weren't more than six. 

"Easy peasy," Ollie murmured as she stepped into the mouth of the alley.

The Beast was waiting for Ollie in the very middle of the long strip behind the Abbey, and she knew that once she entered the alley it would close behind her.

"Come for a rematch?" Ollie asked as she strolled towards him.

For fighting purposes only, not because she was delighted to see the damage she'd done, she quickly noted the many cuts and bruises on his face.

"I came to crush you," the Beast growled.

"You couldn't do it then; what makes you think you can do it now? Oh, that's right," Ollie said with a soft laugh. "You brought your friends. To fight one little woman. I'm so impressed."

"You'll find it a lot harder to disrespect me when you're missing your teeth," he snarled. "You're gonna eat all your words, and then I'm gonna cut out your heart and grind it beneath my heel."

A calm settled over Ollie. The calm that came from knowing she didn't have to hold back. She was free to kill. And since she was bored, she had a very special syringe for the Beast. The one hour poison.

With one hand, she tucked her hair behind her ear; and with the other, she palmed the syringe. Its effects weren't immediate. He wouldn't start to feel them for about ten minutes, which would give her plenty of time to kill his friends and break his bones.

She usually saved this poison for rapists, but she had a sixth sense about these kind of things, and something told her that somewhere, at least one woman would weep with happiness if she knew how painfully the Beast was going to die.

"I'm ready whenever you are," Ollie said casually. "I assume you wanted the first hit. Seeing as how you already lost once."

His nostrils flared, but before he could shift into his bear form, Ollie jumped forward and smacked the syringe into his neck. He roared angrily and shifted into his bear form so quickly that it actually surprised her. One of his paws came flying towards her face, and she quickly ducked beneath it before dashing down the alley towards the two men blocking the exit.

They were only there to stop her from running; little did they know she had no intention of running. All she was trying to do was even the odds.

When she was close to them but still out of arm's reach, she threw both of her five-seconders at once. Both men were shirtless, so there were no obstructions to keep the needles from hitting their chests; and all of Ollie's syringes were rigged to inject immediately upon puncturing, so it wouldn't be long until she only had three bears to deal with.

As soon as the syringes hit their targets, Ollie drew one of her knives and turned, ducking as she did to protect herself from the Beast's wild swing. She lunged forward, thrust her knife into the meat of his upper arm, and ripped downwards. Then she quickly maneuvered around him and ran towards the other end of the alley.

The men at the far end had already shifted into bears which was certainly going to make them harder to kill; but if there was one thing Ollie liked, it was a challenge.

She ran to the left of the alley, hoping to deal with just one bear at a time. They both moved to block her, but right before she reached them, she abruptly changed direction and flung herself at the bear furthest from her.

She slammed into him and shoved her knife into his chest at the same moment. His arms began to close around her, but she grabbed his fur and yanked herself up and out of his reach, before wrapping her legs around his neck and drawing another knife.

Using one hand to hold his head, she drove the knife into his eye with her other hand. He bellowed loudly, and his claws slashed at her lower legs. Pain rushed through her, but she ignored it, ripped the knife free, and stabbed the knife into his other eye. He wobbled unsteadily, but continued to claw at her legs.

If he had been in his human form, he would have already been dead, and she was running out of time to kill him. The Beast had nearly reached them, and the other bear had just taken a slash down her back. She had to move quickly, before they could corner her.

She ripped her knife free once more and thrust it into the back of the bear's neck before standing on his shoulders and kicking the knife handle to launch herself backwards. She landed on her feet just as the bear dropped to the ground.

She quickly dodged another swipe from the Beast, before ducking under his huge paws and running back down the alley the other way. The two men she'd hit with the syringes were already dead, and she could have easily kept running until she was free, but she wasn't going to do that. She'd already killed three of them. What were two more? And technically, one of the two was already dead; he just didn't know it yet.

She estimated that she'd only injected him three or four minutes ago, which meant she just had to keep out of reach of his paws for six more minutes.

"Easy peasy," she laughed as she ran up the Abbey's back steps.

When she reached the top of the stairs, the Beast had just reached the bottom and began to lumber up them on all four legs. With a knife in each hand, Ollie vaulted towards him, aiming her feet for the middle of his back. She landed with as much force as she could, then pushed off of him and careened towards the second bear.

She crashed against the bear's chest, using the force of the impact to thrust her knives deep into the sides of his thick neck. Gripping the knives tightly, Ollie rolled her body upwards and pressed her feet against his chest; then she shoved her body backwards, yanking the knives towards her as she did.

She fell to the ground and rolled sideways, quickly escaping the collapsing bear but not the hot blood that spewed from his ruined neck.

Ollie leaped to her feet, hissing in irritation when the Beast's hand closed around her throat. He had shifted back into his human form, and his eyes were livid.

"I've changed my mind," he snarled. "I'm gonna lay you flat and split you in half."

Ollie started to laugh.

"What's so funny, bitch?"

"That you even think you still have a chance of winning. It's only been five, five and half minutes, but your body is probably already feeling a little strange. That's your blood vessels weakening. Pretty soon blood will start leaching from your pores. And without any blood, I'm pretty sure your dick will be totally worthless," she added with a wide smirk.

With a low snarl, he shoved her against the wall, and Ollie didn't fight him. She already had another knife in her hand; she was just giving him a moment to think he had won before she used it.

His hand tightened on her throat, and he reached out towards her with his other hand. Ollie winked at him before slashing her knife over his wrist. His grip loosened; and she sprang forward and shoved the knife into his groin. He roared in pain and anger and tried to grab her, but she quickly released the knife and slammed her elbow into his face.

With a loud bellow, the Beast shifted into his bear form, and in spite of her effort to flank him, his paw caught her chest and slammed her back into the wall.

He lifted his other paw to strike her, and she flung her head to the side, but she wasn't able to move far enough to escape the blow entirely. Pain burst through her head and neck, but before he could hit her again, she shoved at the paw holding her in place and thrust it to the side, grimacing when his claws tore at her flesh.

The second she was free from his grasp, she grabbed his arm, swung herself into the air, and wrapped her entire body around his arm from the outside.

She quickly hooked one foot around the front of his arm and moved the other foot to the back, and then she pushed and shoved at the same time, not stopping until she heard his elbow snap.

He bellowed in pain and rammed her into the wall. She wrenched his arm once more before releasing it and hastily grabbed a hold of the other arm before repeating her actions. When both of his arms were useless, she dropped her hold and pushed him away from her.

He stumbled forward, arms swinging awkwardly by his sides; and with a wail of pain, he shifted back into his human form and screamed, "I'm gonna rip you to pieces!" 

"With what?" she mocked. "Your teeth? Hold still, Beast. I have to break your legs so you can't run away."

He took several quick steps away from her, but she tackled him from behind; and instead of breaking anything, she shoved a knife into each of his knee joints.

He was screaming in earnest now. Cursing her and yelling for help. But no one came. They were in the alley behind the Abbey. Of course no one was going to come. It was why he'd picked this place to attack her. He'd known that no matter how much anyone screamed, no one would come; he just hadn't expected to be the one screaming. 

She rolled off of him and stood. After kicking him a few times in the ribs, she grabbed his wrists and dragged him over to the wall. With some difficulty, she maneuvered him into a sitting position so he'd have a full view of his body as it started to turn into mush.

"I think we have at least one more minute before it starts," she said as she sat beside him.

Now that the fight was over, she was suddenly very aware of how much she hurt. She was also feeling just a little bit lightheaded. She wouldn't be able to give him the full hour, but she had to let him suffer for at least ten minutes. She could surely keep herself conscious for that long.

She tuned out his yells of fear and rage and reached into her boot, pulling out the cigarette she kept there for just such an occasion. It was a celebration, after all. She'd defeated her enemy, and she still had all of her limbs and eyes. Never mind that she was leaking blood at a terrible rate.

She lit the cigarette and took a long, slow drag, relaxing against the wall as she blew out the smoke. She wasn't bored anymore; she was tired.

Blood was beginning to boil from his pores, and part of her mind chastised herself for sitting so close to him. She didn't have the energy to move; and before much longer, she was going to be sitting in a puddle of blood.

Maybe two minutes was enough. It wasn't as if making him suffer was doing her any good.

She cast him an evaluating look. He hadn't stopped screaming, but his voice was already hoarse. His eyes were so wide with terror that she was surprised his eyeballs hadn't popped out of his head. Blood was leaking out of the skin on his face, and before long it would be running down his naked arms and chest in tiny rivulets.

"Rule number one," she sighed as she put out her cigarette. "The fight stays in the ring. You broke my nose; I broke your face. That's how it works. Goddamn sore loser," she muttered as she pulled out her last knife and stabbed him in the chest.

His scream died immediately, and she glared at his body in disgust as she pulled out her phone and called Tessa.

"I need you to pick me up," she said when Tessa answered.

"What do you mean?" Tessa demanded.

"I've lost a lot of blood, and I feel just a little too sleepy to walk."

"Goddamn it, Ollie! Where are you?"

"Behind the Abbey. You might want to hurry. Oh, and call the Worms."

Ollie meant to say something more, but it slipped away from her, just like the phone slipped from her fingers. Her last conscious thought was a pleasant one, involving Gisele and how much she would read to her while she recovered.        


Chapter 21
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"Fucking Sagena Redgrove," Tessa snarled as she stood and started pacing. "She's going to rue the day she fucked with the Graves family."

"What's wrong?" Gisele asked.

Tessa didn't immediately respond because she was working it out. She was being followed by Sagena's minions, so she couldn't go get Ollie because whatever Ollie had done was certainly not going to be in line with the rules. But even if she wasn't being followed, she was too far away to get there quickly. She needed someone inside the Hidden. She needed...

"Julian," she murmured as she quickly dialed his number.

"Miss me already?" he said when he answered.

"I need your help," Tessa said quickly. "Ollie's in trouble. She's in the alley behind the Abbey. I need you to go get her. She's probably bleeding, so if you can—"

"I'll take care of it," Julian interrupted. "And I'll let you know as soon as I have her."

He disconnected, and Tessa began to pace again. Ollie would be okay. Ollie had to be okay.

"What is going on?!" Gisele demanded.

"I don't know!" Tessa exclaimed. "Ollie just said she needed help, and then I think she passed out. I have to call the Worms," she added absently as she dialed another number.

"Mortuary," a grainy voice answered.

"This is Tessa Graves. I need a pickup, and I need it done quickly and very, very quietly."

"Double."

"Fine!" Tessa snapped.

"Where?"

"The alley behind the Abbey."

"Mmm. How many?"

"I don't know!" Tessa growled. "Assume quite a few."

"We'll take care of it. Thank you for your business."

"No, thank you," Tessa snarled before disconnecting.

She continued to pace even though what she really wanted to do was march into Sagena's office and beat her head against the desk until she couldn't see straight. But since Sagena was being indirect, Tessa would be indirect as well.

"I need you to reach out to your informants," she said to Gisele.

"What informants?" Gisele snorted.

Tessa raised an eyebrow.

"What use would a little old lady have for informants?" Gisele simpered.

She somehow managed to make herself look old and small when she said it, but Tessa knew better.

"Gisele."

"What, dear?"

"I want to know everything there is to know about Sagena Redgrove. I want to know who she's been with, I want to know where she eats, where she buys her clothes, and who is closest to her at work. I want to know how she got the position of captain in the first place and I want to know where she gets her ass stick polished."

"Tessa!"

"Sorry. I am very angry."

Gisele made a long sigh and said, "I still don't—"

"This is about Ollie, Gisele. If it wasn't for Sagena Redgrove, I would be rushing to Ollie's side right this second instead of depending on people I barely know to protect her. Sagena did this. She's the reason we can't go help Ollie. Do you understand?"

"Yes," Gisele said firmly. "I'll get you what you need."

"Good," Tessa stated. "After I'm done with Trish, I'm going to cut Sagena's feet right out from under her."

"Are you sure that is the correct move?" Curtis asked.

"Yes!" Tessa snapped.  

Curtis hadn't said a word about Ollie, but Tessa could see the concern around his eyes. He was just as worried about Ollie as they were. And his hands were just as tied.

"Why do you need the information about her if you are just going to cut off her feet?" he inquired, brow lifted in confusion.

"What?!" Tessa exclaimed. "I'm not going to literally cut off her feet! She's the tetrarch's sister. We'd be dead before we decided to run."

"I don't understand then," Curtis murmured.

"I meant it metaphorically," Tessa tried to explain. "I want to take away her high ground, her supposed morality and rightness. I'm going to bring her down to my level, and I'm going to do it by doing what the Graves family does best," she snarled. "I'm going to blackmail her interfering ass."

"Oh. I see." After a pause, Curtis said, "In some cultures, foot soup is actually a delicacy. Or roasted foot. That's quite popular as well."

"Please stop talking," Tessa said.

"I was just saying."

"But don't," Tessa ordered. "Ever. Foot soup? That's disgusting."

"Much of your strength comes from your feet," Curtis replied with a shrug. "It follows that a strong enemy must have strong feet."

A strange visual of Sagena's furry feet cooking inside a soup pot materialized in Tessa's mind.

"No way," she shuddered. "That's just disgusting."

"I attended a feet-eating ceremony once," Gisele said.

"Aren't you supposed to be doing something?" Tessa snarled.

"Sorry, dear. I'll get right on it."

Tessa began to pace again. Julian couldn't have been very far from the Abbey, and she didn't know why he hadn't called her yet to let her know that Ollie was all right. Unless Ollie wasn't all right.

She didn't know what she'd do if Ollie wasn't all right. She needed Ollie. Just like she needed Curtis and Gisele and possibly Julian. Hell, she even needed Magnus. They were the only things standing between her and complete destruction. Without them, she had no reason to fight. 

She was about ready to run to the Hidden, consequences be damned, when Julian finally called.

"Is she okay?" Tessa demanded.

"She's going to live," Julian said carefully. "But I wouldn't go so far as to say she's okay."

"What the hell happened?"

"I'm not exactly sure. She regained consciousness for about thirty seconds, and from what I understand, she was bored, so she went to the Abbey even though she knew it was a trap, where she proceeded to kill five bear shifters, one of them in a fairly..." Julian paused here, as if he was searching for just the right words. "In a fairly gruesome way," he finally said. "She said something about the ring, and then she passed out again. The bodies have already been cleaned up, the scene swept clean, and Pops and I managed to move her to the shop without anyone noticing. If you send over a van, we'll bring her to you. Or we can keep her here."

"She needs to come home," Tessa said firmly. "I'll send someone to meet you, but it'd be best if you didn't come. Not until I've taken care of this whole Magistratus thing. And Julian, thank you. I cannot—"

"No need," he broke in. "You'd do the same for me."

She really would. No matter what happened from this moment forward, Julian had earned her eternal gratitude and loyalty. 

"Thank you," she said once more.

She disconnected and, before she could talk herself out of it, called Dulcis. A cheerful voice answered, and Tessa said, "I need to speak to Jervis."

"Hold please," the man said happily.

A moment later, Jervis's unmistakable voice said, "Jervis speaking."

"This is Tessa Graves. I'm sorry to ask anything from you, but Ollie's been injured and I need to get her home without anyone noticing. Could you send someone to pick her up from the three hundred block?"

"I'll handle it," he said.

"Thank you," Tessa said sincerely.

"Of course," Jervis replied.

Tessa disconnected and dropped to the couch, relief flooding her. Ollie was going to be all right. She wasn't all right yet, but she would be. Nothing could keep Ollie down for long. Not even a fight with shifter bears. Five bears was nothing. Ollie Graves had personally killed over half of the Cadwel wolves. You'd think at some point people would stop messing with her.

"Well?" Gisele demanded.

"Ollie's on her way home," Tessa said.

She didn't say anything further. There was no need to worry Gisele. Maybe Ollie was better off than Julian thought; maybe she was worse. But no matter what, by the time Ollie was back on her feet, Trish would be out of the picture and Sagena would be leashed and muzzled. The patron was out of Tessa's league, but she was perfectly capable of dealing with a gutter trash whore and an impudent officer of the law.

It turned out that Ollie was worse off than Julian had thought. So worse off, in fact, that Gisele took one look at her and said, "Call the doctor and get her stitched up; I'll call the healer."

According to Gisele, the closest healer lived in Montana, which explained the need for a doctor. Tessa didn't know what the point of calling the healer was. After all, healers hadn't been able to heal her mom, not completely anyway. And it had all been the same in the end. Her mom had died.

Gisele had tried to explain that healing was just like any other skill. One healer might be able to heal skin abrasions; one might even be able to heal a broken bone; and yet another could heal the flu. But there were very few healers, if any, who could heal the entire body.

Hopefully, the healer in Montana could heal torn open flesh and a severe loss of blood. Otherwise, Ollie was going to be listening to Gisele read for a very long time.

"Cloth," Curtis said.

Without a word, Tessa handed him another cloth. The doctor hadn't arrived yet, and Curtis was carefully cleaning Ollie's wounds and packing them with yarrow to stop the bleeding. 

Tessa was trying not to look. If she looked, she might panic. Anger was better than panic. Anger kept her focused.

She took a bloody cloth from Curtis and added it to the others, then glanced at her watch. She didn't need to leave for hours, but she wasn't sure she could just sit here, watching over Ollie and hoping she would wake soon. She needed to be moving in order to keep her mind from focusing on the pain Ollie must be in and the fear that Ollie would never wake.

Ollie's eyes suddenly popped open, and she gasped, "Goddamn it! Do you have to be so rough?!"

"Sorry," Curtis said softly.

"Ollie," Tessa whispered, relief filling her.

"Vodka," Ollie ordered. "Now!"

Tessa ran for the kitchen, and Badri met her halfway, bottle of vodka in his hands.

Tessa grabbed it, and as she ran back to the sitting room she made a mental note to corner Badri later and question him about how he had known what she needed. 

When she reached Ollie's side, Tessa held the bottle up to Ollie's lips.

"Give me that!" Ollie snapped as she snatched the bottle and drank half of it. "And I know Gisele sent for the doctor. I don't want him. I don't need stitches. Everything'll heal just fine on its own."

"But Ollie—"

Ollie grabbed the front of Tessa's shirt and snarled, "No stitches."

"But—"

"No. You're using the yarrow, right?"

"Yes," Tessa assured her.

"It'll be fine. If you let someone put stitches in me, I'll never forgive you."

"Shit," Tessa hissed when Ollie's eyes slipped closed and she fell back onto the bed. "What am I supposed to do with that?"

"Not let anyone stitch her," Curtis replied.

"But Gisele!"

"But Ollie," he retorted.

"Goddamn it!" Tessa hissed. "It was easier without them!"

Curtis sent her a sideways look.

"What? It was," Tessa grumbled. "Now I have to go fight with Gisele. If Ollie gets her way, Gisele will punish me. If Gisele gets her way, Ollie will punish me. Did I ask for this? No, no I did not."

Tessa turned, cringing when she saw Gisele ushering the doctor into the room.

"Ollie doesn't want stitches," Tessa announced.

"But dear—"

"Nope," Tessa cut in firmly. "He can look at her if he wants, but no stitches."

Gisele glared at her, but Tessa didn't back down. If she couldn't stand up to Gisele, she had no hope of standing up to the patron.

"Fine," Gisele grumbled. "She does heal remarkably quickly. Why, I remember this one summer, she fell off the fence and broke her arm. When the doctor said she needed a cast, she ran away into the woods." A regretful look crossed over her face, and she said, "I looked, but I couldn't find her. She returned a week later, as good as ever."

"Ollie always says that the Graves heal quickly," Tessa pointed out.

"And they do," Gisele agreed.

"More yarrow," Curtis broke in.

"Badri will bring it," Tessa replied.

The words had barely left her mouth when Badri rushed into the room and offered her a large tin. With a glare, Tessa seized it and turned to attend Curtis once more.

She wanted this moment to be over with. She couldn't deal with both Gisele's worry and her own. Worry was worse than grief. Worry implied that something could still go wrong. At least with grief, the worst had already happened and you were on the other side of it.

After Curtis had finished patching up Ollie, Tessa tucked a sheet around her, and Gisele started reading, insisting in an overly cheerful voice that Ollie would be able to hear everything and it would do her good.

Tessa wasn't able to sit, so she paced instead. She'd been pacing for nearly five hours now, and she was a little surprised there wasn't a hole in the carpet.

She glanced at her watch once more and heaved a sigh of relief. She could finally leave.

"Curtis, you should stay with Gisele. I've got this."

"No."

"No?"

"I'll take care of Trish's trolls. You take care of the rest."

Tessa could hardly argue with that. She didn't want to end up in a bed beside Ollie. She'd been there once, and she had no interest in going back.

"Fine," Tessa agreed.

She glanced over at Ollie. The color in her cheeks was back, and Gisele had said that the healer was on her way. Ollie was going to be fine. And when she was completely healed, Tessa was going to kill her.

She now understood exactly why Curtis had been frustrated with her earlier that morning. There was no point in a partnership when one side was kept in the dark. Ollie needed to learn that too. Maybe they all did. Maybe Curtis was the only one among them who knew how to be a good partner.

Tessa looked at Gisele and said, "Are you sure the information is good?"

An offended look crossed Gisele's face, and she said haughtily, "I'm sure."

"Full disclosure, when we're done with Trish, I'm going after Sagena."

"I realize that, dear."

"I just didn't want to leave you in the dark," Tessa said. "I'm trying to break the habit."

Curtis grinned at her, and she rolled her eyes. She wasn't doing it to please him; she was doing it because he actually had a point.

"I'm not going to hold anything back," Tessa said. "If I'm going to win, I have to go all the way."

"I understand," Gisele said. "It's just like the time Oliver went all the way with Tracy."

"I'm pretty sure it's not," Tessa said firmly. "Take good care of Ollie."

With that, she left. She was ready to get on with it. She needed some sort of outlet for all her pent-up anxious energy; and if she was really lucky, Trish Owens would volunteer her face.

Tessa left the house several minutes before Curtis did to make sure that the Magistratus agent followed her. There was a chance that Sagena didn't already know about Curtis's troll ring, and if she didn't, Tessa wanted to keep it that way.  

Tessa and Curtis, in his troll form, met up just inside the entrance to the nine hundred block at exactly eleven-thirty, which gave them plenty of time to walk to Trish's house and do some quick surveillance.

Tessa had it on good authority that Trish would be home tonight. After all, one of Gisele's rich male acquaintances had sent Trish Owens a letter asking for the pleasure of her company, and he'd scheduled their rendezvous for one o'clock. Trish had, of course, accepted; just as Gisele had predicted she would. So all Tessa had to do was wait until Mr. Lexi arrived. Assuming that he did arrive.

"This isn't at all how I would normally handle this," Tessa grumbled.

"I know," Curtis replied.

"She's going to wish she had never even looked my way."

"I know."

"I don't care if her brother is the tetrarch."

"I know."

"Stop saying I know!" Tessa snapped.

"Ollie's going to be alright," he said softly.

"I know," Tessa murmured.

"Now you're doing it."

"Annoying, isn't it?"

"Not particularly."

"Did anyone ever go on a stakeout with you before Blackwater? Because if they didn't, I might be able to provide you some insight as to why."

He chuckled softly.

"I hope this works," she said.

"It will."

"Based on what?" she snorted. "It's a pretty stupid plan, and it depends entirely on Sagena's little witch not being a total nitwit."

"You'll make it work," Curtis said encouragingly.

She rolled her eyes. What she wouldn't give for a drink of whiskey right now. Not because her head hurt, but because it would calm her twitching nerves.

Just as long as she didn't think about how Trish was involved with the patron, her head didn't hurt at all right now. She was working, which was exactly what she was supposed to be doing. But she still wanted whiskey.

"It's possible I'm addicted to whiskey," she murmured.

"I know," Curtis said, amusement coloring his tone.

"I told you to stop saying that," she growled.

She could feel him laughing, and if he'd been in his human form, she would have kicked him in the shin, but she wasn't stupid enough to kick him while he was in troll form.

"I'll get you later," she muttered. "When you're squishy."

His laughter rolled out, and she quickly shushed him.

"We're on a stakeout," she hissed. "You're supposed to be quiet."

They didn't speak anymore. Just stood there in the shadows, watching the front door of Trish's house. Just after midnight, Mr. Lexi walked up the steps and knocked on the door.

Tessa exhaled in relief the moment she saw him, glad he hadn't somehow managed to solve the puzzle box yesterday. She gave him ten minutes to get settled inside, and then she jogged up the stairs and pounded on the door. The butler opened it.

"I want to see Mr. Lexi," Tessa insisted, cutting off whatever the butler had been about to say.

"I'm afraid that's not possible," he replied.

"I'm afraid it is," Tessa shot back. "Mrs. Lexi hired me to look after him, and I'm quite certain he's not here of his own free will."

"Based on what exactly? Didn't he just walk up the steps on his own?" the butler returned.

"Have you ever heard of compulsion?"

He pretended to look shocked at such a suggestion and said evenly, "I do believe compulsion is illegal."

"Then you don't mind if I talk to him," Tessa stated.

"I do. He is here under his own volition."

Tessa sighed, pretending to accept his refusal, and said, "Can I please just speak to him?"

In his poorly conceived belief that he'd won, the butler's posture changed, providing Tessa with the perfect window to push past him and run through the entryway to the library.

She burst into the room with a shout of "Mr. Lexi!"

The little man didn't look up from the puzzle box in his hands. Tessa didn't know how to break a compulsion, but she had to try, so she ripped Mr. Lexi from his chair and shook him roughly.

"Mr. Lexi!" she yelled.

Mr. Lexi continued to examine the box.

Just then the butler grabbed her shoulder and exclaimed, "You can't be in here! You're trespassing!"

"Call the Magistratus then!" Tessa snapped as she slapped away his hand.

The man visibly paled.

Tessa shook Mr. Lexi and snarled, "Does this look like his own volition to you? Release the hold you have over him!"

"I can't do that," the man declared.

Mr. Lexi was starting to freak Tessa out. It was as if nothing else existed in the world except for the puzzle box in his hands. He hadn't even acknowledged the fact that Tessa was holding him a foot off the ground by the back of his shirt. She knew it was the work of compulsion, and it made her sick to see it in action.

But that was neither here nor there. Right now she was in the middle of an attempt to legally entangle Trish Owens; and for that to happen, Trish had to be in the library when the Magistratus agent finally decided to intervene. And he would intervene because only a complete idiot would stand outside of a house in the nine hundred block and listen to a fierce confrontation without interfering.

"Release him now!" Tessa shouted.

"I can't!" the butler yelled back.

There was still no sign of Trish, so Tessa took a step towards the butler and snarled, "Then get someone who will."

With a muffled squeal, he dashed from the room.

As soon as he was gone, Tessa lightly slapped Mr. Lexi's cheek. His eyes blinked, but he didn't stop moving his deft little fingers over the box.

Tessa's stomach rolled, and she wondered if this was what she looked like when she wrote her reports to the patron.

The vague pain in her head began to build at the mere thought of a report, and Tessa tried to redirect it by muttering softly, "I'm on a case."

The pain faded slightly, enough that she could ignore it; and without releasing the little man, she moved to examine the room, grinning slightly when she saw another puzzle box on the table. She instantly recognized it as the puzzle box that supposedly held the Hand of Redemption. She'd been hoping it would be in the library, waiting for Mr. Lexi to unlock it. Its presence was certainly going to make things easier. Assuming both Trish and the witch showed up.  

Tessa left the box where it was and took a quick survey of the room before moving to a different spot. Trish would want to have a good line of sight to yell at Tessa, and by Tessa's estimation, her current position would put Trish right in front of the window.

She turned towards the door when she heard the telltale clip of stiletto heels on wood and readied herself for the barrage of insults she knew she'd be hearing. She could do this. She could pretend to be Curtis. Hell, she'd pretend to be Virgil if she had to. She was playing this completely aboveboard, so even if it killed her to do it, she wasn't going to cast a single insult Trish's way. 

"What the hell is going on?" Trish demanded as she sashayed into the room. She paused when she saw Tessa and snarled, "Tessa Graves. What on earth are you doing here?"

"Mrs. Lexi hired me to look into her husband's nightly disappearance," Tessa said. "He's clearly being compulsed, and you need to release him from the compulsion immediately."

"What makes you think he's compulsed?" Trish asked with a smirk. "He seems perfectly fine to me."

"His lack of response," Tessa ground out.

Trish wasn't moving forward to stand in front of the window like Tessa had hoped, so she moved instead, holding Mr. Lexi up so he'd be visible through the window. The Magistratus agent was following Tessa, after all. Surely he had orders to detain her if he caught her doing something illegal. Like holding a poor defenseless Menehune up by his shirt collar. Tessa gave Mr. Lexi a rough shake, just in case simply holding him wasn't threatening enough for the slow-moving agent.

"He looks completely fine to me," Trish said. "You certainly realize that the lower species tend to lack social skills," she added. "Smith, call in Brute. I think it will do Ms. Graves some good to be escorted home by the boys."

The butler fled from the room.

"Brute? That's an imaginative name for a troll. Did you pick it yourself?" Tessa snorted, forgetting her plan not to insult Trish.

Trish's face turned red, and she snarled, "I have had it with your insults. It will hardly be my fault if the boys accidentally tear you limb from limb while they're carrying you."

There was something odd about Trish's tone, and Tessa began to evaluate her, searching for a clue that would explain it. She quickly noted the fear in Trish's eyes, and she knew that she hadn't been the one to put it there. So who had? And why would Trish even pretend to be concerned about her trolls killing Tessa? There was no doubt in Tessa's mind that Trish would be quite happy if Tessa was dead.

Tessa had publically insulted Trish three times now, and according to Virgil's notes, Trish had had people killed for less. Was it at all possible that Trish wasn't allowed to hurt Tessa? After all, in theory, Tessa belonged to the patron, and he didn't strike her as the kind of person who liked to share his toys.

She kept her eyes on Trish's face and said, "But will he really see things that way?"

Trish's hard face suddenly lost all of its natural color, and she swallowed nervously before saying, "I don't know what you mean."

"The man you collect these puzzle boxes for," Tessa said casually. "He's not one to be trifled with. If he ordered you to leave me be, I don't think it will go well for you if you disobey him. He might even... punish you."

Trish's nostrils flared with fear, and Tessa would have felt sorry for her, but she knew exactly what kind of evil Trish was capable of all on her own.

"Now release Mr. Lexi," Tessa ordered.

"If you know him," Trish said, voice unaccountably weary, "then you know that I can't."

"Then I suppose there's only one way for this to end," Tessa said.

At this point she was just playing for time, but she was losing hope that the stupid agent would ever intercede. And if he didn't, that meant she'd have to do something very drastic.

She shook Mr. Lexi one last time, and as she did, she cranked back her elbow with enough force to break the window pane behind her.

"For the last time!" she yelled. "Release Mr. Lexi!"

Trish stared at Tessa in confusion before glancing over her shoulder as if she'd suddenly realized that the butler had never returned with Brute.

"The boys met with an accident," Tessa stated. "You're on your own."

"In that case, I'll just have to ask you to leave," Trish said stiffly.

Well, shit, Tessa thought.

The patron was keeping Trish from trying to kill Tessa; and, whether Trish knew it or not, the Magistratus was keeping Tessa from trying to kill her. It was a stalemate, and both of them knew it. If only that stupid agent would get off his stupid ass and get in here.

"Goddamn it!" Tessa yelled as loudly as possible. "Release Mr. Lexi, or I'll call the Magistratus!"

Trish raised one of her perfectly groomed eyebrows and said, "What exactly are you doing?"

"Being disappointed," Tessa sighed.

Just then a short and rather pasty man rushed into the room.

"Tessa Graves!" he shouted. "You're under arrest!"

"It's about goddamn time," Tessa muttered under her breath before saying loudly, "On what charges exactly?"

"Harassing a good citizen of the Hidden!" the man declared.

Tessa grinned. He couldn't have set it up more perfectly if she'd asked him to.

"I'm here on official business," she growled. "Mr. Lexi's wife hired me to find her husband. This man here," Tessa said, giving Mr. Lexi a little shake.

The witch looked worriedly between Tessa and Trish. Trish's nostrils were flared with anger, but for once, she didn't seem to know what to say.

"What's wrong with him?" the witch asked.

"He's been compulsed," Tessa said.

"Can you prove that?"

"Sure," Tessa replied. "Mr. Lexi! Are you in there?"

The man continued to work.

"Doesn't really seem like the actions of a man fully under his own cognizance, does it?" Tessa demanded.

"This whole affair is boring me," Trish said with an affected air. "In truth, Tessa Graves has an issue with me, and she forced her way into my house in an effort to cause trouble. I'd be most grateful if you'd arrest her."

Tessa tilted her head and said, "Do you think he'll approve of that? I don't think he will. I'm pretty sure he likes it when I'm out working."

Tessa's words caused Trish to pale even more, but instead of giving up, she pretended to swoon and fell gracefully towards the Magistratus agent.

He caught her, and Trish looked up at him with imploring eyes as she said breathily, "My nerves are a little overset, I'm afraid."

Tessa rolled her eyes, but then she gasped and said, "Oh my goodness! That's the puzzle box the Hand of Redemption is in! How in the hell did that get here? Two trolls stole it from me earlier today," she added just in case the agent was a little slow in putting things together. 

"There were two trolls outside," the agent said thoughtfully as he pulled Trish into a standing position and released her. "Acting as guards. I'm not sure what happened to them. There was a noise, and then a lot of noise, but I needed to keep my eyes on you, so I didn't go check."

Thank god for the rules, Tessa thought.

"Is it possible..." Tessa trailed off and pretended to put things together in her mind before she pointed at Trish and exclaimed, "You stole the artifact from me! It's in a puzzle box, just like the one Mr. Lexi is working on. Why, I'd guess there's an artifact in there too! And you need Mr. Lexi, a known puzzle box builder, to open the boxes for you! How could you?"

Trish cast a hard stare Tessa's way before turning back to the agent, thrusting out her generous chest, and saying, "I have no idea what she's talking about. Can't you take her away?"

The witch didn't even notice Trish's boobs, and for that reason alone Tessa decided she liked him after all. He was a man who stayed focused on his purpose. So what if his purpose was wrong? Any man who ignored Trish Owen's boobs was all right in Tessa's book.

"Now, ma'am," the witch said. "These are some serious accusations. I was there earlier, and I witnessed the theft of the Hand of Redemption, and now to find it in your possession. It doesn't look good."

"She broke into my house," Trish snarled.

"I didn't," Tessa said. "I just walked past the butler. He didn't make any attempt to stop me, and I'd already seen Mr. Lexi go inside. You've no idea how worried his wife is. She's sick with it. And wouldn't you be? Look at him! He doesn't even know I'm holding him. I could toss him out the goddamn window, and he'd still keep working on trying to open the box."

"What's in the box?" the witch asked.

"Who could possibly know?" Trish spat. "It's in a box!"

"I know," Tessa said with a grin.

Trish's eyes widened with horror.

"It's the Mind of God," Tessa announced.

The witch's mouth dropped open. "Are you certain?" he demanded.

"Absolutely."

"The Mind of God was stolen from a private collector about a month ago," the witch said.

"How interesting," Tessa drawled. "That's about how long Mr. Lexi's been sneaking out of his house every night."

Trish was practically foaming at the mouth now, and Tessa had to control her delight at watching the woman squirm.

"I'm afraid I'm going to have to call in my boss," the witch said regretfully.

"To take away one little woman?" Trish screeched. "Can't you handle her?"

"No, ma'am, to validate her claims. You have not just one, but two, stolen artifacts in your possession, as well as, a clearly compulsed puzzle box maker."

"How do you know she didn't drag that little runt in here just to make me look bad?" Trish demanded.

"I've been following her all day," he said. "I watched her watch Mr. Lexi go inside. On his own."

Trish's face was beginning to twitch.

"You cannot do this to me," she snarled. "Do you know who I am? I'm Trish Owens!"

"I'm aware of that, ma'am, but you need to know that no one is above the law."

That wasn't true at all, but Tessa thought it was cute that the witch actually believed what he was saying. It was true that Trish Owens wasn't above the law, but most of her clients were.

"I just need to send out a message," the witch said. "You two sit tight right here."

As soon as he was gone, Tessa smiled widely.

"Do you have any idea what you've done, you little brat?!" Trish demanded.

"I do," Tessa said.

She did too. The patron would never let Trish Owens be taken into custody. At least not for long. That was part of the reason why Tessa would have much rather handled this quietly and just another reason to hate Sagena.

Trish took a menacing step towards Tessa. Tessa put Mr. Lexi onto the floor and took a step towards Trish.

"I don't know what he sees in you," Trish snarled. "You're nothing."

"I trapped you, didn't I? Where is your client anyway?" Tessa asked as she pretended to look at her watch. "It's past one, isn't it?"

With a livid snarl, Trish leaped at Tessa and grabbed her by the throat. Tessa stumbled backwards in surprise, and they tumbled to the floor together.

"I'll kill you!" Trish shrieked as she tightened her grip.

Tessa tore one of Trish's hands from her throat, twisting her hips upward as she did. Trish crashed to the floor, but scrambled back onto Tessa's chest before she could stop her.

Trish clawed at Tessa's face, and Tessa threw up her arms to protect it, not sure what to do next. In an effort to maintain the letter of the Hidden law, Tessa had left her gun at home, which meant that the only way to win this fight was to actually fight. This was what she got for skipping lessons with Ollie.

While Trish tore at Tessa's arms, Tessa tried to remember what Ollie had said to do in a situation like this. She'd already tried rolling Trish off of her, and that hadn't exactly worked. But maybe she hadn't done it right.

She reached for one of Trish's arms, flinching when Trish's fingernails slashed across her face.

"Goddamn it!" Tessa hissed.

She slapped Trish's face as hard as she could, and Trish drew back with a gasp, touching her face where Tessa had hit her.

"How dare you?" she spat.

"Are you fucking serious?" Tessa demanded.

"No one hits me!" Trish exclaimed, eyes wide with insanity.

Instead of responding, Tessa used Trish's pause to toss her to the side once more. This time, Tessa rolled sideways at the same time, quickly gaining her feet, only to duck when Trish hurled a book at her.

"You'll pay for what you've done to me! I'll make you pay!" Trish screamed as she snatched a vase off a side table and threw it as well.

Tessa ducked again, gasping in surprise when Trish rammed into her from the side. They stumbled across the room, and Tessa gave up trying to fight like Ollie had taught her and slammed her elbow into the back of Trish's head. Just as Tessa was bringing her elbow back up, Trish released her and Tessa's elbow crashed into the bottom of Trish's jaw.

Trish stumbled backwards a few steps, and when she had found her feet, she wiped the blood from her lip with the back of her hand.

"Stupid fucking brat," she hissed. "I should have killed you years ago."

Trish's face began to twist and warp, and Tessa watched in confusion as Trish's mouth widened, her teeth narrowed and sharpened, and her shoulders gyrated oddly. With a sudden and terrible ripping sound, Trish suddenly shifted completely into her other form. Her long white tubular form.

"What the fuck?" Tessa gasped.

With a horrid howl, Trish slithered quickly towards Tessa. Tessa stood her ground for a second, but then she ran. She had absolutely no clue how to kill a Worm. At least with a wolf, all their parts were in the same places.

Tessa darted across the library, leaped over the table, and scrambled for the hallway, nearly crashing into the witch when she rushed through the door.

"What's going on?" he demanded.

"Trish is trying to kill me!" Tessa yelled as she grabbed his arm and pulled him with her down the hallway.

"The Worm?" 

"Yes, the fucking Worm!"

"Oh, shit!"

"Get outside!" Tessa ordered, shoving him towards the open door. The witch didn't argue with her, just kept running through the door and out into the night.

There was a wooden coat rack near the door, and Tessa kicked the door shut so she could grab it. She brandished it wildly, but Trish didn't stop or slow down like Tessa had hoped; instead she barreled into the coat rack at full speed, slamming Tessa into the door and pinning her to it.

Trish opened her humongous teeth-filled mouth and snapped at Tessa, blasting her with a wave of hot, rancid air. Tessa fought back a gag as she tried to push Trish backwards. No matter how hard Tessa pushed, Trish didn't budge. As a Worm, she was twice her human size, and her gaping jaws were just inches away from biting off Tessa's head.

Trish pushed forward, and Tessa gasped as the coat rack compressed her chest. There was so much pressure that she could barely breathe, but at least the rack was keeping Trish from eating her. She would rather go down in history as a wolfkiller than as the lady who got eaten by a Worm.

They were in a stalemate once more, but as soon as the coat rack broke, Tessa was dead. There had to be a way to kill a Worm. A way that Tessa could actually accomplish without any weapons whatsoever.

She quickly evaluated her options. She was pinned against the door with no way to break free and no way to get past Trish into the main house. She couldn't open the door, but there was a large window in the middle of it. She visualized the yard, grinning when she remembered that right in front of the house was a wrought iron fence with spikes along the top.

Tessa twisted her body sideways, hissing in pain as the base of the coat rack scraped across her chest. The base hit the glass of the door, shattering it; and when the rack flew through the broken door, Tessa went with it, scrambling over the broken glass and quickly jumping to her feet.

The door crashed open behind her, but Tessa didn't look back as she ran down the porch steps. She quickly crossed the small strip of grass that was in front of the house, and only when she'd reached the fence, did she turn around.

Trish was just a few feet away, and she was moving so swiftly that Tessa had to immediately dive out of the way. She landed flat on her back, but she rolled quickly to her feet and ran back towards Trish.

Trish had hit the fence hard enough to stun herself, but she was already starting to move, and Tessa couldn't let her do that. This was her one chance to finish it.

Tessa leaped onto the lowest fence rail and jumped from there onto Trish's back, using her weight to push the Worm down onto the fence spikes. She bounced up and down as hard as she could, trying to ignore Trish's moans of distress.

She had to finish it. If she walked away now, Trish would eventually hurt someone else, and that someone else might be Ollie or Gisele. It wasn't a chance Tessa could take.   

Trish began to roll her body violently back and forth, and Tessa locked her legs in place before hammering her fist onto what she was pretty sure was the back of Trish's head.

Trish suddenly bucked wildly, and the force flung Tessa off of her and out onto the street. Pain jolted through Tessa's back when she landed; but Trish was still alive, so Tessa pushed through the pain and scrambled to her feet once more.

Trish was trying desperately to yank free of the spikes that had pierced the bottom of her neck, but before she could manage it, Tessa ran quickly towards her and vaulted onto her head, slamming down with her entire body. Then she dropped to the street, backed up a couple of steps, and did it again. And again.

She was panting with exhaustion and pain when someone grabbed her arm and said, "Tessa! She's dead."

"What?"

"She's dead!" Curtis repeated.

"Oh. She is?"

Tessa blinked several times, trying to clear her blurry vision. It was still dark, but the light from the doorway was illuminating the multiple spike tips that were thrusting out of the top of Trish's large Worm head and glistening off of the slime that was dripping onto the street.

Tessa tried to wipe some slime from her face with the back of her hand but found that her hand was also covered in slime.

"I'm so grossed out right now," she grumbled, trying not to gag.

"But you're alive," Curtis said solemnly.

"That is true."

Tessa took a step forward and winced.

"I may have a few broken ribs," she murmured.

"Nothing an hour with Gisele won't fix," he chuckled.

"No need; I think they're already healed." Tessa lied. "I cannot believe that that used to be Trish Owens," she added with disgust.

"That was definitely speciesist," Curtis chastised.

"Hardly. Trish Owens was hot," Tessa said. "If you're into cold cruel women. But all that time she was a Worm underneath."

"How is that not speciesist? You just indicated that Worms aren't hot. Although I'm not sure what body temperature has to do with anything."

"Gisele needs to read you some modern books," Tessa sighed. "Have the other Magistratus agents arrived yet?"

"No."

"Good," she said as she started limping towards the doorway.

She wanted to sit down and drink an entire bottle of whiskey, but there was one last thing she needed to do before the Magistratus got here. She was going to follow Pops' advice because she rather doubted that the Magistratus would be able to hold onto the Mind of God once they had it. They just didn't seem that competent.

When Tessa reached the library, Mr. Lexi was still sitting on the floor where she'd left him, little fingers pressing away at the box.

"Gimme that," she grumbled as she snatched it from his grasp.

Mr. Lexi didn't respond and didn't reach after it; he just sat there, staring at the empty space in his hands. She felt a wave of despair just looking at him. He was exactly like her. He'd been assigned a task, and he was carrying it out without question. Take away the task, and he was nothing.

She knelt in front of him and said sternly, "Mr. Lexi! Are you in there?"

He just continued to stare at his hands.

She'd hardly done Mrs. Lexi any favors if she couldn't break the compulsion making Mr. Lexi leave his house every night. There had to be a way to help him. There just had to be.

Tessa wiped the slime covering her hand onto her pants and pulled out her phone. She had never called Jury, but he had given her his number in case she needed to. It was listed under "House of Pancakes".

He answered after the third ring.

"What?"

"It's Tessa."

"Yes?"

"I have a question."

"Yes?"

A female voice in the background said something about her chest getting cold.

"I'm sorry," Tessa murmured, cheeks starting to heat. "I didn't mean to um..."

"What's your question?" Jury demanded.

"You said that you might have been able to untie the compulsion if I'd come to you right away. Did you really mean that?"

"Mr. Lexi?" he asked.

"Remind me to never let you read any of my reports," Tessa grumbled.

He chuckled before saying, "We'll just have to see. Where are you?"

"Trish Owens's house."

"How did that go?" he asked.

"She's a Worm. I mean, she was a Worm."

"That was your takeaway?"

"I'm sorry," she said. "You weren't the one to see her gorgeous face shift into... into... Well, that! So yes, that was my takeaway."

He laughed once more, then said, "I'll be right there."

"Thank you," she murmured.

He'd already disconnected, and she slipped her phone back into her pocket and stared at Mr. Lexi with mounting distress.

What would Mr. Lexi do if Jury couldn't help him? Would he be doomed to always leave his home at midnight and come here? Would he just sit at the empty table and stare at it, waiting for the puzzle box to arrive? Or would the patron find him and rewrite his programing? Would the patron even care now that Trish wasn't around to steal artifacts for him?

"Ms. Graves?"

Tessa looked up to meet the eyes of the witch.

"I never did get your name," Tessa said.

"Samuel Baxter," the man replied proudly.

"Thank you, Samuel," she said. "I'm so glad you were here tonight." Not even a lie. He was essential to the part of her plan where her sight wasn't redacted.

Samuel beamed at her and said, "And I'm so happy I was here to assist. I've orders to take possession of the Mind of God," he added.

"Of course you do," Tessa replied.

She stood and walked away from Mr. Lexi. Samuel followed her; and once they were out of the library, she stopped, smiled, and held out the box to him. 

Before he could retrieve it, the box slipped from her fingers and clattered onto the floor. Tessa made an exasperated sound and said, "Sorry; I'm still a little disoriented."

She bent down to retrieve it, stepping forward as she did and slamming her heel onto the box. It crunched.

"Oh, shit," Samuel hissed.

And then the hallway turned white. What followed was something like the complete absence of sound, and the next thing Tessa knew, she was flat on her back in the hallway, gazing up at Jury's mildly concerned face.

"What happened?" he demanded.

She didn't so much as hear him as see his lips move, but she replied, "I broke a puzzle box."

He shook his head and said, "Those things are rigged, you know."

"Yes," she murmured. "I know."

He offered her a hand, and she took it, sighing when he simply lifted her to her feet.

"Is Samuel okay?" Tessa asked.

"The scrawny little excuse for a witch?" Jury replied.

"Yes."

"He was running when I saw him, so probably."

Tessa rolled her eyes and led Jury into the library. Mr. Lexi was still sitting on the floor looking at his hands.

"He won't stop doing that," Tessa said irritably. "I took away the puzzle box, so he's just going to stare at his hands like that until five o'clock. And then he'll go home."

"Interesting," Jury said as he knelt down in front of Mr. Lexi.

Tessa swallowed a shudder as a strand of blue magic left Jury's finger and feathered over Mr. Lexi. She loathed magic. On the list of things she didn't like, magic was actually above vampires, which was saying a lot.

"It's your witch alright, but the spell isn't nearly as complex," Jury murmured. "And there's only one layer. I'm guessing Mr. Lexi's mind is a little more pliable than yours."

Tessa thought that was a compliment, but she wasn't sure.

"I think..." Jury trailed off, but a moment later Mr. Lexi actually blinked.

Mr. Lexi looked from left to right, then stared at Jury and Tessa before saying, "Where am I?"

Tessa felt her heart unclench. She'd been so worried that just like her, Mr. Lexi would never be free. But Jury had saved him.

"Thank you," she breathed.

"I'm sorry I can't do the same for you," Jury said. "Why don't you take the morning off?"

The pain that feathered through her mind just at the idea of taking the morning off told her that she had no business skipping lessons with Jury just like she had no business skipping lessons with Ollie. But she was going to do it anyway because she had other things to take care of.

"Where am I?" Mr. Lexi demanded.

Tessa smiled at him and said, "Trish Owens's house."

"What? Why? Years ago she approached me to ask for my help with a puzzle box, but I told her no."

"I'm sure you did," Tessa replied.

She offered Mr. Lexi her hand and pulled him to his feet. Jury had already disappeared, and she was glad she didn't have to try to explain his presence to anyone.

"What am I doing here?" Mr. Lexi demanded.

"Trying to open the box that contained the Mind of God."

Mr. Lexi gasped in horror, and he stuttered, "I didn't succeed, did I?"

"No."

He heaved a sigh of relief and said, "I would have never forgiven myself if I helped unleash such an artifact on the world. Where is it?"

"It met with an unfortunate accident," Tessa said solemnly. "I'm afraid it's been destroyed."

For a moment, Mr. Lexi didn't say anything, but then he nodded and murmured, "I suppose that's probably best. There was a reason why eighteen box makers and eighteen witches came together to lock it away."

Tessa rolled her eyes, thinking that all this trouble could have been avoided if they had just destroyed it in the first place. It ticked her off that people tried so hard to keep such a thing when it would be better for everyone if they just stepped on the box.

"Ahe!" Mr. Lexi suddenly gasped.

"She's fine," Tessa said. "She hired me to find out what you were doing."

"Hired you?" he asked.

"I'm Tessa Graves," she replied.

His eyes widened, and he whispered, "Why would she hire you?"

"You're welcome for saving you," Tessa stated.

She was starting to get a little irritated by people's reaction to her name. And she could never tell if it was because of Virgil or because of her.

"Of course! Thank you!" he stuttered. "I'm so sorry! I didn't mean to offend you!"

"Offend away," Tessa snorted. "Let's get you home to Mrs. Lexi."

"I can get there on my own," he murmured.

"Not tonight," Tessa said. "I'm delivering you myself. And I suggest you go home home. There was more than one hand in all this, and I don't know for sure what will happen if you stay here in Denver. Besides, your wife is miserable."

"Ahe? She is?"

"Yes!" Tessa exclaimed. "She's lonely, and she has nothing to do all day but sit around and wait for you to come home."

Before Mr. Lexi could respond, someone said loudly, "What's going on here?"

Tessa turned, swallowing her sigh when she saw the uniformed Magistratus officer standing behind her. He looked very serious, and those were always the worst kind.

"I'm escorting Mr. Lexi home," Tessa said firmly.

"We haven't questioned him yet," the officer replied. "Or you."

"It'll have to wait."

"You don't get to decide," he said haughtily. "And frankly, I don't put much stock in anything Samuel said, Ms. Graves. You might still be under arrest."

With a thin smile, Tessa took one step towards the cocky bastard and snarled, "I have been hired by Mrs. Lexi to protect her husband, Mr. Lexi, and I am going to do just that. I will escort him home; and not you, and not anybody else, is going to stop me."

"Now listen here, Ms. Graves—"

"No, you listen to me, if Sagena had so much as a shred of evidence against me, I wouldn't still be walking around free; but she doesn't, and neither do you. My investigation was completely aboveboard; I followed every rule; I did not break into Trish Owens's house; I only entered it, to the full knowledge of the butler, when I became convinced that my client's life was in danger."

"Samuel said your client was compulsed," the officer said. "But he looks fine to me."

"He is fine. It's five in the morning," Tessa snarled. "It wore off."

She didn't actually know what time it was, and she was hoping he didn't either.

"The scene's fresh," she went on. "If you don't trust your own agent, why don't you call in the witch sweepers and have them read it? You'll find that everything is exactly as I said. Now, if you'll excuse us, we're leaving."

She grabbed Mr. Lexi's arm and pushed him out in front of her as she swept past the Magistratus officer. She controlled her pace as she walked; after all, she wasn't running away. She had won, and she wanted it to look that way.

But she somehow knew that it was absolutely imperative to get Mr. Lexi out of there. If the Magistratus officers took him in for questioning, he wouldn't live to see another day.

She strode out onto the street, relieved to see Curtis waiting for them. Curtis joined them as they walked past, flanking Mr. Lexi's other side.

"How did it go?" Curtis asked.

"There were... things," Tessa replied.

Mr. Lexi was running to keep up with them, but Tessa didn't slow down. She wanted out of the nine hundred block before the Magistratus officer decided to do something stupid, like put on a show of force.

They reached the connecting doorway without trouble and walked through it, and Tessa heaved a sigh of relief once they were on the other side.

"I wasn't sure he'd actually let us go," she admitted. "And I wasn't sure what I'd do if he tried to stop us."

"It's probably just as well we didn't find out," Curtis said.

"I agree," Tessa replied.

And then she started laughing.

She had no idea why she was laughing. She was just so relieved that everything had played out like she had hoped it would.

"I can't believe Trish was a Worm," she chuckled. "And did you see the explosion from the puzzle box? If I had known it was going to do that, I wouldn't have stepped on it; I would've thrown it out the window."

Curtis was laughing now as well, and his rumbling tones washed over her in waves. And for just a second, Tessa let herself pretend that everything was going to be okay.

She and Curtis had sobered by the time the Lexi's apartment building came into view; and when they were still a little ways away, the front door flung open and Mrs. Lexi ran outside.

The Lexis rushed into each other's arms, and they both started talking at once, not that Tessa could actually understand them.

"I guess we know what a Menehune is now," Curtis said softly as they watched the happy couple.

"Yep."

Tessa turned in a circle, evaluating all the shadows as she did. It was still early, but news traveled fast in the Hidden. It wouldn't be long before the patron knew that Trish Owens was dead, the Mind of God had been destroyed, and Mr. Lexi was home.

There wasn't much Tessa could do to protect herself, but she would do what she could to make sure Mr. and Mrs. Lexi lived to enjoy their happiness.

"I want you to stay here and guard them," Tessa told Curtis. "I doubt if the patron would come himself to collect Mr. Lexi, and you should be able to handle anyone who does come. As soon as they're done kissing and all that, tell them to pack up. I'll stop by Mr. Shook's on my way to Sagena's and arrange transport for them."

She handed him several merlins and said, "Give them these."

"What for?" Curtis asked with a grin. "Aren't they supposed to pay you?"

"Oh, shut up," she grumbled. "Just make sure they're okay. Please?"

"They'll suffer no harm as long as I am here," Curtis promised.

She smiled at him and said, "I'm really glad I met you. Should the sign read 'Graves, Graves, Graves, and Nash' or 'Graves, Nash, Graves, and Graves'?"

"The first one," he said.

"I kind of like the second one," she replied. "It might help keep Gisele in line if she was last on the sign. We'll vote on it," she suggested.

"I like that."

"I should go," she murmured and turned to leave.

She'd only gone a few steps when Mrs. Lexi exclaimed, "Ms. Graves! Wait!"

With a sigh, Tessa stopped and turned. She'd really been hoping to get out of here without a scene. 

"Thank you so much, Ms. Graves!" Mrs. Lexi said as she grabbed Tessa's hand and held it tightly.

There were tears in the woman's eyes, and her face was bright with joy.

"You need to go home," Tessa said. "I'll arrange your transport."

"We don't have the money for that," Mrs. Lexi replied stoutly. "We'll just have to weather the storm."

"You can't weather this storm," Tessa stated. "Trust me. And I'll cover the expense."

"But, Ms. Graves, there's no way we could ever repay you," Mrs. Lexi protested.

Tessa looked over Mrs. Lexi's head at Mr. Lexi. He was smiling at her now, but the image of his focused eyes and moving hands was going to haunt her forever. He'd been trapped, and he hadn't even known it. At least she knew she was trapped. She knew right now anyway.

"I don't want to be repaid," Tessa said softly. "Run. Run as fast and as far as you can, and live happily. That's all I want."

She released Mrs. Lexi's hand and stepped away from her. "Be happy," she repeated, and then she turned and walked away.

After a few steps, she started to run. She didn't know what time it was, and it didn't matter. She could feel it; she could feel it in her bones. She was running out of time. It wouldn't be long now. She knew he was coming for her.


Chapter 22
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Tessa's heart was pounding, and not from exertion, by the time she reached Franklin Shook's office. She felt like the patron was right behind her. Watching her. Waiting for the moment when he could say her name, and she would tremble in fear.

She should have taken more precautions. She should have found another hypnotism amulet so she could have removed her memory of the Lexi case. She should have asked Ollie for one of her syringes. She shouldn't have ever left the house without her gun.

There were a lot of things she should have done, but it was a little too late now. The one thing she could do was focus on protecting those she needed to protect. She'd worry about protecting herself when that was done.

She stepped into Mr. Shook's office building and nodded at the imp behind the desk.

"Ms. Graves," the imp said crossly.

"I need to speak to Mr. Shook," Tessa said. "It's important."

The imp rolled her eyes, but stood and popped from the room. Tessa tried to wait patiently, but she started to pace. Every second lost was a second lost, and she needed all the seconds she could get.

The imp popped back in and said, "This way, please."

Tessa followed her up the stairs to Mr. Shook's office, and when Tessa stepped into the room, Mr. Shook stood to greet her.

"Ms. Graves!" he exclaimed as he grabbed her hand. "I was going to come by your office soon and thank you personally. I can hardly believe that Aesop is... Well, he is. And we have you to thank for that."

"Just doing my job," Tessa replied. "And also not why I came. I have a favor to ask, but I'll obviously pay you for your services."

"Whatever it is, I'm happy to oblige."

"I need transport for a Mr. and Mrs. Lexi back to their home, wherever that is. I don't actually know. I just need them out of here. And I need it done quickly and so quietly that not even the mice know it's been done."

Mr. Shook's face sobered, and he said, "This is a willing transport?"

"They might put up a fuss about money, but if they want to live, they'll accept my gift," Tessa said awkwardly.

"I see," Mr. Shook replied. "I'll take care of it personally. They'll be out of town within the hour."

"Thank you," Tessa whispered, confused at how relieved she felt at the thought. She wanted Mr. Lexi to be free though; she needed him to be free.

She quickly wrote down their address and handed it to Mr. Shook.

"There is one other thing," she murmured.

"Yes?"

"I would be very much in your debt if you would personally deliver this to my home," Tessa said as she pulled her notebook from her pocket. "I would ask that you give it to Gisele and no one else."

"You have my word," he said.

Tessa was going to have to accept that. She didn't have any friends outside of Curtis and her family, and although she would never go as far as to say that Mr. Shook was her friend, at least she could say that he wasn't an obvious enemy. Even if he was a vampire.

"Just give me a minute," Tessa said as she sat and quickly began to write down everything that had happened since the last time she'd taken notes. She detailed the entire Trish Owens's event, she wrote down about Mr. Lexi, she detailed Jury's intervention, she wrote that the Mind of God had been destroyed, and she noted her discussion with Mr. Shook. When she was finished writing everything, she wrote one last line, and then she closed her journal and handed it to Mr. Shook.

"I should warn you," she said softly, "that it's very likely that your involvement in this matter will soon be revealed to someone of great power. I apologize in advance. I had no intention of putting you at risk, and I will do my best to protect you if I can."

Mr. Shook studied her frankly before smiling gently and saying, "I'm no stranger to risk, Ms. Graves. And I accept the risk willingly if it will serve you."

"You should never have to," she said wearily. "Thank you. I have to go."

There was one more task she needed to complete before she ran out of time.

She quickly left Mr. Shook's office and headed towards the Magistratus headquarters. As she walked, she took out her phone and called Fernsby. He didn't answer, so she left him a message.

"This is Tessa Graves. In about twenty minutes, I need you to hypnotize me. Meet me outside of the Magistratus office. Please," she said.

She could hear the fear in her voice, but it wasn't for her. Whatever was to come, she could handle it. She could handle the pain and the fear and the degradation. What she couldn't handle was revealing secrets that would hurt others. She knew that her family was safe, but Mr. and Mrs. Lexi weren't. Mr. Shook wasn't. Impressionable Samuel Baxter definitely wasn't safe. And neither was Julian's friend, Mira and her son Samit.

When Tessa reached the Magistratus building, she cast a quick glance behind her. There was no one there. She wasn't being followed. At least not as far as she could tell.

She let out a shaky breath. She had to be focused right now. She wasn't a child, and she wasn't dealing with the patron yet. She was dealing with Sagena Redgrove.

She closed her eyes and pictured Ollie, broken and bleeding, all alone in the alley because Tessa couldn't run to rescue her. She pictured Mr. Lexi and Mrs. Lexi. It was because of Sagena that they were in so much danger right now, and it was because of Sagena that Mr. Shook and Mira were in danger.

Tessa inhaled deeply. Her resolve was firmly set. Sagena Redgrove would never, ever put anyone in Tessa's life in danger again. Tessa would make sure of it. She was about to give Sagena the Graves Family Special.

With a grin, Tessa opened her eyes and started walking towards the entrance. She strode right past the front desk and headed towards the captain's office. She knew exactly where it was, and she also knew that Sagena was across the street right now, getting her daily cup of coffee with one of her informants. Gisele was nothing if not thorough.

When Sagena entered her office a few minutes later, Tessa was lounging in Sagena's desk chair, filthy, slime-covered boots planted right in the middle of her desk.

"What the hell are you doing?" Sagena growled.

"Paying you a visit," Tessa replied easily. "I have a few complaints about your investigation."

"Get the hell out of my chair before I haul you out!" Sagena snarled.

"See, I don't think that's gonna happen," Tessa said with a shrug. "I was there when the tetrarch gave you permission to investigate me. And as I recall, he specifically gave you permission to investigate my methods in as much as it pertained to the Aesop Redgrove case, which I'm sure you did."

Tessa paused here because she wanted to give Sagena a moment to consider everything she'd said thus far.

"You obviously didn't find anything that would allow you to raise an issue with me to the council," Tessa continued. "If you had, I wouldn't be here. So we're done," she stated firmly. "Because the tetrarch never gave you permission to interfere with my ongoing cases, and doing so has put my life, the lives of my family, and the lives of my clients at risk."

Tessa paused here and made a noise that she thought Gisele would be proud of. Half disappointment and half anger. 

"And that is not acceptable," Tessa said softly.

"You listen to me, you norm piece of shit," Sagena said as she stalked towards Tessa. "You've made a very big mistake today. You do realize that I am the head of the Magistratus, don't you?"

Tessa couldn't have asked for a more perfect opening.

"You are the head of the Magistratus, aren't you?" she said with a wide smile.

Sagena abruptly halted her approach. It was difficult to read her face since it was covered in fur, but her body language was suddenly very guarded.

Tessa dropped her feet onto the floor, leaned forward, and said thoughtfully, "Now how do you suppose that came to pass? That's a pretty major accomplishment. You're fairly young; you have no experience in law enforcement; you didn't work for the Magistratus before you became head, which I think is the normal course of things. Your brother is the tetrarch, but he's not the one who made you head, is he?"

Tessa paused again and pretended to think.

"Who was it who made you head of the Magistratus?" she finally murmured. "Oh, that's right. Silly me. It was Doc. During his brief term as tetrarch. I believe there's still some contention about his rule among the witches. They really don't like your brother either. They wanted to be in charge of the Hidden, and I hear that they're looking for any reason they can find to impeach him and put someone of their choosing in his place. It's politics," Tessa said with a shrug. "Who really cares?"

She made a face and added, "I mean, I guess your brother might. He's probably exerting a lot of force right now to keep his place. And I think he's probably a pretty good leader. That's just based on Virgil's spite of him, but I've found that it's a pretty accurate way to judge things."

"Do you have a point?" Sagena growled.

"Not really," Tessa shrugged. "We're just talking. About how I found your father and saved him from death, and I did it in a totally aboveboard way with no previous knowledge of his situation, which you quickly discovered when you investigated me. I think it's a waste of Magistratus resources for you to carry out a personal grudge against me, especially since it's not based on anything."

She stood and flicked at a bit of the slime on Sagena's desk. "You're probably going to want to have someone clean that up. It's Trish Owens's guts."

Tessa was almost to the door when she snapped her fingers and turned around.

"That's right," she said, nodding her head. "I did have a point. You and Doc had a thing. He got all up in your fur and stuff. And then, as soon as he had the power to do it, he put you in a position of power. Oh, and then, to follow that up, he put your brother in a position of power. I mean, wow! I think you could've probably taught Trish Owens a thing or two."

"It wasn't like that," Sagena said stiffly.

"See, I know that," Tessa replied. "I don't know you, but I do know Doc, and I know he's not like that. But the thing is, your bullshit is putting people in danger. More danger than you can even realize. You've thoroughly fucked me, and why? Because I found your fucking father! What the hell is wrong with you?

"I don't give a shit how you became head of the Magistratus, and I don't give a shit what you do with it as long as you stay out of my way and away from my family. If you do that..." Tessa shrugged and said, "The witches will never hear it from me."

"So you're blackmailing me?" Sagena demanded.

"I fail to see how what I'm doing is any different than what you were doing," Tessa stated. "At least I had the decency to come here and tell you to your face."

Sagena sighed heavily and said, "I'll call off the investigation."

"Thank you," Tessa said cheerfully.

"My brother is a good man," Sagena insisted. "Much better than any of their bred politicians. He actually cares about people."

"Good," Tessa said. "I'll do everything in my power to help him, just as long as you don't get in my way."

"Go," Sagena hissed.

Tessa nodded and left the office. It bothered her that she'd handled that so easily, almost as if she'd done it before. She didn't like manipulating people. She'd much rather strong-arm them into doing what she wanted them to do, but she didn't feel as though Sagena had left her much of a choice.

If Sagena kept pushing though, Tessa wasn't going to run to the witches and tell them everything. She wasn't like that. She would never hurt innocent bystanders in an effort to punish Sagena. What Tessa would do instead was pass the problem over to Ollie. She hoped it didn't come to that though. She had recently realized that she was rather fond of her family, and she suspected that Simon Redgrove was too. She didn't want to hurt him just to protect her own family, but she would.

Tessa walked through the front door, pausing just outside of it and scanning the area for Fernsby's jovial face. He wasn't there.

A wave of terror rolled through her, and she fumbled for her phone and called him again. He still didn't answer.

Tessa swallowed the bile that tried to climb up her throat. There was too much ground to cover. She had to walk from here to the exit and then all the way home. It was at least four miles. There was no way she would make it. And she couldn't just stay here. She'd be a sitting duck. She had to keep moving.

She didn't know how she knew all these things, but she did. If she stayed right here, he'd find her. And if she didn't stay right here, he'd find her. There was nowhere she could go and no way she could prevent him, but she had to try.

She wiped her sweaty palms on her pants. All she had to do was make it home. She could do that. She could. Just one step, followed by another.

She forced her feet to move, pushing them faster and faster. All she really had to do was make it to the exit. Once she was outside, she could call a taxi and she'd be home before she knew it. Safe and sound.

She had almost reached the Hidden exit when she turned abruptly down a side street. She hadn't meant to turn, but she had, and now that she had, her feet began to fight her. They slowed down, dragging across the cobblestones with every step she took. Her feet knew something she didn't. But what was it? Why had she turned in the first place?

She suddenly stopped, horrified eyes looking up at the bright cheerful house from her dream. It was his house. And she was standing right in front of it.

"Tessa."

Dread filled her at the sound of his voice. She wasn't dreaming this time. He was right here. Right behind her.

She wasn't ready to face him. She needed more time. She wasn't strong enough to fight him yet. She would lose.

"I'm very disappointed in you," he said.

Absolute terror tore through her, followed by pain, crushing, horrendous pain.

"You disobeyed me," he said. "And you know what happens when you disobey me."

The pain was overwhelming; it was everything.

"Go inside," he said.

She didn't want to. She couldn't. Her feet refused. But if she didn't, the pain would never stop.

Through a haze of pain and fear, Tessa forced her feet to move. This was the only way. She had to go inside. She had to let him torture her. She had to let him tear apart her mind once more. It was the only way to win.




... ... ...
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Chapter 1




"Fuck!" Ollie Graves exclaimed furiously as she flung her phone across the room. It slammed into the wall with a loud crack and fell to the floor. She resisted the urge to stomp on it and instead snapped, "Goddamn useless! Every one of them!"

"Language," Gisele chastised.

Ollie swallowed whatever curse she'd been about to hurl Gisele's way and reminded herself that Gisele was just as worried about Tessa as she was. Ollie handled her worry by cursing; Gisele handled hers by chastising.

"How can no one have seen her?" Ollie went on. "And how come Thomas Jury can't find her? He's a goddamn Jury! And Jurys are supposed to be able to find anyone, anywhere. Maybe he's the goddamn patron! Has anyone thought about that?"

"He's not," Curtis broke in.

"Prove it!"

"Tessa said that she knows the patron's voice," Curtis pointed out.

"So?"

"She would have never gone anywhere with Jury if he was the patron."

"Maybe he changed his voice," Ollie growled. "Witches can do that."

"Olive!" Gisele snapped.

"What?!"

"He's not the patron!"

"I'm just saying you don't fucking know! Everything was going fine until he arrived. And then she just suddenly disappears! She never even mentioned him to me, but then she showed up with him at Lloyd's. Did she even know what she was doing?"

"Everything was not fine," Gisele broke in. "Tessa said herself that it was only a matter of time before the patron came to get her. And she knew, she knew, Ollie, that the patron would know as soon as she went after Trish. She did what she thought was best," Gisele added softly.

Before Ollie could refute Gisele's words, Curtis said, "She went to Jury for help. You know that. He was trying to help her fight the compulsion."

"Well he did a lousy job," Ollie grumbled.

She'd never felt so useless in all her life. She'd sworn that she would watch over Tessa and protect her, but she had failed. She hadn't taught her how to fight. She hadn't given her any poisons to carry with her. She hadn't insisted that Tessa always take Curtis with her. Protecting Tessa was the most important mission she'd ever had, and she'd botched it.

Ever since the moment Curtis had told her that Tessa was missing, she had been plagued with horrible images of Tessa lying in the street somewhere, or worse yet, being consumed by Worms. She'd called Robert. She'd begged, bribed, threatened, and pleaded for information, but all Robert would say was, "You know the rules, Ms. Swan."

She hated the not knowing and the waiting for information. Part of her heart was already mourning, and she hated that, but if Doc couldn't find Tessa and if Jury couldn't find her, maybe she was nowhere to be found.

"I'm going out," Ollie suddenly said.

"To do what?" Gisele asked.

"To look for her."

"You've combed the Hidden from one side to the other," Gisele pointed out softly. "And so have the LaRoches. Doc has sent out his people as well. Thomas Jury has searched for her. Curtis has searched for her. I think it's time that you accept that she's not in this Hidden. Perhaps we need to expand our search."

"I already have people looking," Ollie retorted.

And she did. She had called in every single favor everyone owed her, which was quite a few, and ordered them to look for Tessa. There were people in Africa looking for Tessa, but somehow Ollie knew that Tessa was either here, in Denver, or dead. And so she would continue to look.

"I have to keep looking," she muttered. It was either that or go insane, so without another word, Ollie stomped across the sitting room and out into the hallway.

Her body still ached from her fight with the Beast of Lithuania, but she considered it a small price to pay for her folly. If she hadn't been so arrogant, she wouldn't have been bedridden when Tessa needed her the most.

The idea that Tessa was lost to her was simply not acceptable. Tessa couldn't be lost. Ollie needed her.

She was halfway down the hallway when the backdoor opened and Tessa walked through it.

"Tessa!" Ollie exclaimed, relief pouring through her.

Tessa lifted an eyebrow and said flatly, "Aunt Ollie."

"Aunt Ollie?! Is that all you have to say?" Ollie spat, fury and relief warring within her. "Where the fuck have you been?"

Tessa gave a short laugh and said, "What's gotten into you? It's not like you're my keeper. Why are you even here? Shouldn't you be out, I don't know, drinking and dancing or whatever it is you do."

Hot rage rolled through Ollie, and she took one menacing step towards Tessa, only stopping because Curtis grabbed her arm and whispered, "She's not herself."

At his words, Ollie forced herself to really look at Tessa, to really see her, and she could see that Curtis was right. Not only did Tessa look like she'd just crawled out of a ditch somewhere, but her eyes were also empty, and her face was void of its usual pissy expression. The woman standing in the doorway looked like Tessa, but she wasn't.

Tessa's empty gaze flickered over to Curtis, and she rolled her eyes and said, "He must be special; you don't normally bring men home. Anyway, I didn't realize you were still here. Let Magnus know when you leave."

And then Tessa turned her back on them and headed for the stairs.

Ollie wanted to run after her, to grab her and demand she listen, but what was the point? Tessa was gone, and a Tessa lookalike had taken her place. The patron had won. He'd found Tessa, and he had made her his once more.

They had failed. Failed to protect her, failed to stop the patron, failed to save her.

Maybe it isn't Tessa, Ollie thought desperately. Maybe it was just some woman glamoured to look like Tessa. Ollie wanted to believe that was the case, but she knew it wasn't. A woman glamoured to look like Tessa wouldn't have recognized her; and even if she had, she wouldn't have leveled that disdainful gaze on her, the one that said, "I'm better than you; why are you here?"  

"We lost," Ollie whispered.

"We lost one battle," Curtis agreed. "We have yet to lose the war."

"Are you out of your mind?" Ollie practically screamed. "Did you see her? She doesn't even know you!"

Before Curtis could answer, Gisele rushed into the hallway and demanded, "Was that Tessa? I thought I heard Tessa. Where is she? Is she alright? What happened?"

"That was Tessa," Curtis said.

"She doesn't remember Curtis," Ollie quickly ground out, needing to quash the look of hope that filled Gisele's face.

"She what?" Gisele asked worriedly.

"And she told me to leave."

"What? Why?"

"She's been compulsed," Curtis explained.

"Oh," Gisele murmured, face falling. "Are you certain?"

"Yes," Curtis said.

"We failed her," Gisele whispered, suddenly looking every one of her eighty-five years. "And I was so hoping we would win."

Curtis made an irritated noise and said sharply, "We lost that battle; we did not lose the war."

"Basically!" Ollie snapped. "We basically did. You cannot tell me that she's coming back from that! She... She looked at me like... like..."

She couldn't finish, and she was absolutely horrified by the hot tears that were suddenly running down her cheeks. She'd lost her. She'd lost Tessa.

With a loud wail, Gisele burst out bawling; and Curtis wrapped his arms around them both and held them tightly.

"It's going to be alright," he assured them. "All we have to do is help her remember."

Ollie only allowed herself a moment to grieve before she pushed Curtis away and said, "I should call Doc and let him know she's home."

"You do that, dear," Gisele replied. "I'm going to go up; I need to see her for myself."

"Don't expect much," Ollie said flatly. "She's not the same."

"I have to believe that our Tessa is still there," Gisele whispered. "I have to."

Gisele didn't really know what she had expected when she knocked on Tessa's door, but she certainly hadn't expected the blank and slightly irritated look Tessa gave her.

"Grandma," Tessa said without any emotion whatsoever. "You're still here? Shouldn't you be in the country?"

"We're staying with you, dear," Gisele said gently, even though her heart was breaking.

"You are?" Tessa replied. "Since when?"

"Since Virgil's funeral," Gisele managed to say.

She was beginning to wish she'd listened to Ollie and stayed away. This Tessa, whoever this was, was not the Tessa she loved. She didn't even look the same. She looked flat and hard. Emotionless. And she stared at Gisele with empty eyes before saying, "Probably time to go home, don't you think?"

"Probably," Gisele murmured. "I wanted to give you this," she added as she handed Tessa her journal.

"What is it?" Tessa demanded suspiciously.

She hadn't taken it yet, and she was glaring at it like it might bite her. It gave Gisele hope, hope that her Tessa wasn't really gone.

"It's your journal," she said as she pressed it into Tessa's hand. "It's important to you."

"Oh," Tessa said, relaxing a bit. "My case notes. Why did I give it to you?"

"I'm sure it will say inside," Gisele replied. "Just read it. Please?"

"Yeah," Tessa said dismissively as she moved to shut her door.

As the door closed in her face, Gisele's tears started to flow once more. She wanted her granddaughter back. The argumentative, loud, foul-mouthed Tessa she had grown to love. She wanted her back, but she was afraid that that Tessa was gone. 

She hated Virgil, but she hated herself even more. She had let him do this to Tessa. She had let him turn Tessa into this. Whatever this was. If she'd been paying attention all those years ago instead of gallivanting around the world, she could have stopped it as soon as it started. But she hadn't been there, and now it was too late.

Tessa leaned against her bedroom door, closed her eyes, and tried to think past the pain. Her entire body hurt, and she didn't know why, but there had to be a reason. Bodies didn't just hurt; they hurt because something happened to them.

She'd checked the garage on her way in, and her car was fine, so she hadn't been in a wreck. At least not with her car. She couldn't remember being in a wreck, but she also couldn't remember walking home.

Her clothes and body were covered in some sort of strange crust, and she reeked. She was certain that she hadn't showered in days, and that was very unlike her. She always showered, always brushed her teeth, always pulled back her hair into a perfect ponytail. So something had happened, something that kept her from doing all those things. 

She rubbed her aching head, trying to remember yesterday or even an hour ago, but everything was blank. The last thing she remembered clearly was her dad's funeral. It had been sunny. And then it had rained, but it had been a crappy sunny rain. After that, everything sort of blurred together.  

She had no idea why Aunt Ollie and Grandma were still here. Or why they were acting the way they were. Ollie was furious, and Grandma had looked like she was about to cry. They weren't her problem though. They were Magnus's. He didn't like extra people in the house, and she was certain he would hurry them along in due time.

She shook her head and straightened her back. Even though she couldn't remember what had happened to her, her course of action was clear. She needed to go through Virgil's case files and decide what needed to be done.

She rubbed her aching head, trying to soothe it, and rearranged her list. First, she needed a shower. Once she no longer stank like the inside of a sewer she would look at Virgil's cases.

A strange sense of déjà vu gripped her. Hadn't she already looked at Virgil's case files? She remembered a missing jewelry case, and she was certain it wasn't one of hers. She had closed all of her cases several days before the funeral. Hadn't she? She tried to remember, but she just couldn't think past the pain.  

God, her head hurt. She needed some whiskey, and she needed it now.

She caught another whiff of her stench and shook her head. Shower first, whiskey second, then work.

Tessa walked a tad unsteadily towards her bathroom. Something was really wrong. In addition to every single fiber of her body hurting, her mouth tasted like a trashcan, her hands were shaking, her skin felt raw, her stomach was twisted into a hard knot, and she was pretty sure her clothes had seen some things that she didn't want to examine too closely.

What the hell had happened to her? How had she gotten this way?

She honestly couldn't remember. She couldn't remember a damn thing. When had Virgil died? Had it only been a few days ago? Had it been months? Had it only been an hour or two? She could not remember. Why couldn't she remember?

She peeled her stinking clothes from her body and tossed them into a corner. She'd tell Magnus to burn them because for some strange reason she never wanted to see them again. Just the sight of them gave her cold chills, which was stupid and completely without logic.

With an exasperated shake of her head, she turned on the water and stepped under the cold spray. She could barely feel it. She could barely feel anything past the aching pain. She was numb. Completely numb.

She leaned her head against the shower wall and tried to remember. She didn't know what she was trying to remember, just anything.

She pressed a hand to her head, but it did nothing to ease the ache. She was so tired. She wanted to crawl into bed and stay there until the aches faded away, but it was only midday. She couldn't go to bed yet; she had work to do. If only she could remember what work.

The water was hot now, and it washed over her but did little to ease the ache. She felt empty inside. She couldn't remember the last time she'd eaten. She couldn't remember the last time she'd slept. She felt nothing. Nothing except pain.

She ran a hand through her hair, surprised to find it tangled. Her hair was never tangled. She wasn't even sure what could have happened to her for her hair to get tangled.

Panic gripped her as her mind struggled to find the answers, but she pushed it aside and focused on the image of her office. She always knew what to do when she was in her office with the details of a case spread out across her desk.

Mind made up, she quickly washed herself, and then she stepped from the shower and dried herself off. She carefully combed her hair before pulling it back and putting it into its customary ponytail. Once that was done, she brushed her teeth. Vigorously. Five times. When she was finished, her mouth still tasted like rot, but at least she knew it was clean.

She dried her lips with a towel, and then she stared at herself in the mirror. She was pale, there were dark circles under her eyes, and the whites of her eyes were so bloodshot that they were almost completely red. She hadn't just gone out for a walk and fallen down a staircase. The evidence suggested that something horrible had happened to her. But what?

Every time she tried to look at it, every time she tried to focus, every time she tried to remember what had happened before this moment, a sharp pain pulsed through her head.

She needed whiskey. It was only midday, but whiskey would calm her clenched stomach and soothe her head. Maybe it would even help her relax enough to remember what had happened.

Tessa opened her wardrobe and pulled out a t-shirt and a pair of underwear. She dressed, trying to ignore the ache in her muscles as she moved, and then she walked over to the mantle and picked up the half empty bottle of whiskey that was sitting there. It wasn't troll whiskey, but it would do.

She popped the cork and tried to lift the bottle to her lips, grunting in surprise when her arm locked into place a little ways from her mouth.

"What the hell?" she whispered.

She set down the bottle and moved her arm around. It moved perfectly fine, but when she tried to lift the bottle to her lips again, her arm wouldn't budge.

She switched hands and tried again, with the same result. There was something wrong with her frigging arms because every time she tried, she couldn't even raise the bottle high enough to get a whiff of the whiskey inside.

Tessa growled angrily as she set the bottle down again and stared at it. She touched her nose and her lips and her chin with both hands. Nothing stopped her.

She picked up the bottle again. Her arm simply wouldn't move past a point.

"I don't know what the fuck is going on," Tessa growled. "But I want a goddamn drink."

She grabbed her wrist with her other hand and forced her arm to move. Pain was building in her body now, pushing aside the ache, warning her not to lift the bottle; but she didn't care. She wanted a drink.

She forced the bottle to her mouth and tilted it up, but the second the whiskey touched her tongue, pain unlike anything she'd ever felt tore through her entire body.

For the briefest moment, Tessa floated in darkness, but then the insistent ache returned, and she opened her eyes, frowning as she did.

"What the hell just happened?" she murmured.

Her skin was cold, and she was looking up at her ceiling. She knew it was her ceiling because there was a spider in one corner, and there was always a spider in that corner. Always. Her room was completely immaculate. Except for that one corner.

The smell of whiskey reached her nose, and she turned towards it. There was a bottle of whiskey on the floor beside her, amber liquid dribbling out onto the floorboards. Why was there a bottle of whiskey on the floor? Why was she on the floor?

Her head felt fuzzy, but she suddenly remembered exactly what had happened. She had tried to drink whiskey, it hadn't been working, and when she'd forced it, so much pain had torn through her that she'd actually blacked out.

She closed her eyes and tried to think. Maybe she was dreaming. That was actually a fairly logical explanation. Far more logical than her arms no longer working. And having Grandma and Aunt Ollie camp out in the house indefinitely was one of her worst nightmares. Not being able to drink whiskey was surely number two, not that she'd ever given it any thought.

So that was the answer. She was dreaming.

She pinched her thigh and opened her eyes. She was still flat on her back on the floor. Her body still ached. And the spider was still in the corner.

Probably not dreaming.

"What do I know?" she asked herself. "Virgil died. I went to his funeral. Aunt Ollie was there, Magnus, Grandma, Doc, and a handful of other people. Not a great turnout. I came home. And then?"

She couldn't remember. She remembered talking to Doc, and she remembered getting into her car, but after that everything got fuzzy; and the harder she tried to look at it, the fuzzier it got.

"What would I have done after the funeral?" she murmured.

That was easy. She would have gotten to work. She would have looked at all of Virgil's cases to see where everything was at. Had she done that?

She could hardly focus on anything after the funeral, but she had a vague recollection of a conversation with Frank, and she remembered a jovial man with a golden medallion. She focused on the medallion, and it suddenly came to her. He was the hypnotist. Why had she brought in the hypnotist?

The pain was increasing with every thought, but she had to remember. She couldn't move forward if she couldn't remember what she'd done.

That's when she realized that she didn't have to remember what she had done. The journal Gisele had given her would have all of her case notes, and she should be able to use them to piece everything together.

She was religious about taking case notes because Virgil had insisted that a good investigator didn't rely on memory alone. And wasn't this moment proof of that? She didn't remember anything, but her journal would have everything. 

She rolled over, got to her feet, and walked slowly to the bed where she'd left the journal. She picked it up and flipped to a random page. It was titled Julian LaRoche.

She frowned at the name. It wasn't familiar to her, but the name was written in her handwriting and the page beneath was full of her special shorthand, and no one knew how to replicate her shorthand.

She read several sentences, her confusion growing as she did. It almost sounded as if... She skipped ahead a bit, then dropped the journal on the bed and stepped away from it.

It wasn't true. It couldn't be true. She hadn't. She would remember if she had.

She glared at her bed. It looked just the same as always, but surely if she'd done any of the things she'd written down, the bed would reflect it.

It was a lie. It had to be a lie. But she had written it. And even if she had been lying for some reason, she should remember writing it.

But she also didn't remember where she'd walked home from, and she didn't remember what she'd done after Virgil's funeral. So hypothetically, she could have done all those things with some man named Julian LaRoche and not remember them.

She focused on the name and tried to pull up a visual, but she couldn't. There was no visual. She could not remember ever meeting or seeing or doing anything with a Julian LaRoche.

She could hardly believe that she was simply missing a part of her memories, of her life. The only way something like that was possible was if someone had hypnotized her, but it wasn't as if someone was just going to walk up to her on the street and force her to forget everything she knew. That wasn't how things worked. There were laws and proper procedures regarding the use of hypnotism.

Maybe she had written the notes about Julian LaRoche to amuse herself. That wasn't a logical explanation, and she knew it. She wasn't like Grandma; she never wrote anything to amuse herself. And even if she had, she didn't remember writing it, and that was the point.

She rubbed her hand over her head, searching for sore spots, something that would indicate a head injury, but she didn't find anything. She hurt everywhere, but she hadn't suffered a blow to the head.

Her normally sharp and discerning mind felt muddled; and anytime she tried to look into the past, pain threatened her and everything in her mind seemed to turn into fog, too hard to grasp.

She forced herself to pick up the journal once more. Maybe if she read through the whole thing it would trigger something, but this time, she would start at the beginning.

The beginning didn't make any more sense to her than the Julian page had. She'd written about a dream she'd had, and she couldn't understand why she had bothered. Dreams were hardly anything to note. If Virgil knew she was writing down dreams, he'd yell at her. But Virgil was dead, and she had written about a dream.

In the dream, she had realized that something was off about Virgil, back when he'd been alive. He'd noticed, and she'd run to her room and hidden her journal, not this one, but another one. And then she'd wiped her memory of the journal and opened the door. Frank had injected her with something, and that was the end of the dream.

Tessa reread her notes about the dream again and again, trying to force them to make sense. She had never questioned Virgil. She hadn't had any need to, but the dream she'd supposedly had made it seem as if she had. And it had implied that Virgil was... bad.

She gasped as pain tore through her head. It hadn't liked that thought. It hadn't liked the idea that Virgil was bad.

There was more pain, and Tessa pushed the thought away. It wasn't true. Virgil was her dad, and he'd taught her everything she knew.

Something inside her, besides the pain, didn't like that notion, and it wanted to argue. It wanted to say that Virgil hadn't taught her everything she knew, that she had actually taught herself, but that wasn't true. Virgil was her master; she was his apprentice.

That wasn't right. She knew that wasn't right, but she couldn't think past the pain anymore. She needed whiskey.

The whiskey bottle was still lying on the floor. Most of the whiskey had leaked out onto the floor, but she was sure there was still a little whiskey inside the bottle.

She scooped it up and tried to take a drink.

"Goddamn it," she grumbled when her arm refused to obey her. "Move, goddamn you!"

Despite the pain, she forced her body to move; she forced her arm to lift; she forced the whiskey bottle to her lips. Her tongue touched the liquid inside, and then unbelievable pain swept through her body, and darkness took her.
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