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Chapter 1
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"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 took a deep breath, cringing at the stench that swept up her nostrils, 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.


Chapter 2
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Tessa paced the hallway outside Virgil's room, worry consuming her. She hadn't seen him in days; he refused to let her inside the room, but she knew Virgil was dying. She knew he was dying because when the doctor had left yesterday, he had looked at her, sympathy evident in his eyes, and said, "You should prepare for the worst."

Tessa wasn't stupid. She knew what that meant. It wasn't just a passing sickness; Virgil was dying.

Just the thought made her panic. What would she do without him? He brought in all the cases, and he dealt with all the high-roller clients. She did the legwork, while he made with the nicey-nice. She wasn't good at nicey-nice. She had one set of skills, detective work.

She wanted to go in and talk to him. She wanted to ask him what she should do when he was gone, but she didn't dare. Magnus had told her that Virgil didn't want to see her, and she could hardly ignore his wishes, even if she didn't understand them.

Virgil's bedroom door opened; and without fully understanding why, Tessa quickly looked at her feet and backed up against the wall. Her feet tried to shuffle down the hallway to the stairs, but she stopped them. Somehow she knew that with running came pain. She was never supposed to run. Just like she was never supposed to look at his face.  

The man stopped right in front of her, and she stared at his shoes. They were shiny and black, but understated. She felt as if they had cost more than all of her clothes, not that she cared. That was her investigator mind filing away useless details once more.

"Virgil is dead," he said.

She knew his voice. It was a voice that haunted her nightmares and pushed her faster and further and harder. But she could never put a face to it; and if she tried, everything hurt.

"Graves is yours now," he went on. "You will continue to serve me as you have always done, as the Graves have always done. Do you understand, Tessa?"

"Yes," Tessa said quickly.

It was the only acceptable answer she could give him.

"I expect you to get to work immediately."

"I will," she promised.

"There is no rest for us, Tessa. We must never rest."

She nodded.

She didn't see his hand move because she was looking at his shoes so she almost flinched when his cold fingers touched her cheek. She wanted to pull away, but she didn't. She knew he didn't like it when she pulled away.

"You are all that is left," he said, tone weary. "Do not disappoint me."

"I won't," she whispered.

"I'll be watching."

She knew that. He was always watching, and he always knew what she was doing, and he punished her if she wasn't doing what he wanted her to.

At least she thought that he did. The memory of him was so fuzzy she wasn't sure if she was thinking straight or not. But a different memory sprang unbidden to her head, and it was so clear that she knew it was true.

When she was seventeen, she'd come home from school with a novel. She hadn't even been sure if she was going to read it. She never read novels, but she had overheard one of the girls at school talking about it, and she wanted to try it.

Later that day, Virgil had burst into her room, seized the novel, and burned it. That and a harsh reprimand was the extent of Virgil's punishment, but the owner of the voice had punished her for an entire day. She was not meant to play, he'd said. She was meant to work; she had no other purpose.

The memory faded as quickly as it had come, and Tessa was left feeling confused. What had she just been thinking about? And why was her heart pounding, almost as if she was scared?

She shook her head to clear it. She needed to be working not just standing here in the hallway outside of Virgil's room. Virgil was dead, which meant that her work load had just doubled. She would alert Magnus to Virgil's passing, and then she would get to work closing her own cases so that she could take over Virgil's.  

Tessa forced her eyes open, escaping the memory of Virgil's death. She was staring at her ceiling again. The spider hadn't moved, and she stared at it in disgust, wishing that this moment was a nightmare as well, but suspecting it wasn't.

She felt absolutely wretched. Her stomach was cramping. Her head ached. Her body felt wrong, disjointed and out of place. And why the hell was she on the floor?

Then she remembered the whiskey. Apparently, she couldn't drink whiskey. She didn't know how or why, but she wasn't stupid enough to try again.

She carefully stood and picked up the journal off of her bed. She wasn't sure if it was fact or fiction, but the memory of Virgil's death was tugging at her, insisting that she listen to it. She could barely remember the man from the hallway, but she could still hear his voice, and it frightened her. She didn't know what he wanted from her, why she was scared of him, or why she couldn't remember him. It was her job to remember people.   

She sat on her bed and began to read the journal again, hoping that if she just kept going she might eventually understand what was going on. By the time she had finished it, her head was aching so badly that she was sweating from the sheer effort of continuing forward.

She fell back onto the bed and forced herself to breathe. Breathing did nothing to help the pain. According to her journal the only thing that helped the pain was lies.

"I'm working a case," she whispered softly.

The pain ratcheted back one notch.

"It's an important case; I'm just reviewing my notes."

The pain eased another little bit, proving without a doubt that the journal wasn't a lie. Which meant that after Virgil had died she had found a secret filing room filled with cases Virgil had done without her, Ollie and Grandma had moved in with her, they had killed the Cadwel wolves, she had done all those things with Julian LaRoche, and she was fighting someone she didn't remember called the patron.

But if all of that had actually happened, why couldn't she remember it?

She shook her head. There was no real evidence; all she had were assumptions based on her supposed journal. Assumptions were dangerous. She knew that. Besides, Virgil had never lied to her. He was her dad. Why would he lie?

A more logical explanation was that Grandma had figured out Tessa's unbreakable code and had forged the journal. But why? It was obvious. Grandma and Aunt Ollie were trying to trick Tessa into hating Virgil. Another assumption, and she wasn't sure what they stood to gain from such an action, but she was certain that was the case.

There was really no other logical explanation because the journal had been full of ridiculous statements that she was certain weren't true. The journal had said that Aunt Ollie was some sort of amazing fighter, and that didn't make any sense at all. Ollie was a party girl.

The journal had also said that the insanely handsome man Aunt Ollie had been with downstairs was a troll. Tessa could accept a lot of things, but a troll turned into man hunk was not one of them.

And she was hardly going to consider any of the ridiculous things the journal had claimed that Virgil had done. The journal was full of lies, and she was going to forget all about it, get dressed, go downstairs, and get back to work.

Just the thought of getting back to work eased the ache in her head, but she ignored that confirmation and quickly dressed.

Once she was properly clothed, she tossed the lying journal into the trash and headed downstairs. For some reason, a reason she couldn't place, she tiptoed past the sitting room. When she reached her office, she pushed open the door and stepped inside.

She halted just inside the room, mind reeling. That wasn't her desk, the desk Virgil had given her; and it matched the desk that had been described in the journal, the one Julian LaRoche had supposedly given her.

She traced her finger over its well-worn top, just to make sure it was real and not a product of her overworked brain. It was truly there, and her desk was gone. She wanted to kick the imposter desk, to shove it against the wall, to beat on it with a hammer; but just the thought of doing such a thing made her sad, and that confused her even more.

In an effort to ground herself, she worked through it, trying to find the logic. Yes, the desk was here. Yes, it was the desk described in the journal. But if Grandma had written the journal, she could have easily switched out the desks. 

Something about that deduction didn't quite track, but rather than try to continue to force it into something sensible, Tessa backed out of the room and crossed the hall to Virgil's office.

When she stepped inside and saw that everything was the same as Virgil had left it, she heaved a sigh of relief. She was angry that Grandma had gotten rid of the desk Virgil had given her, but at least Virgil's office was exactly the same.

She trailed a hand over Virgil's desk, grief momentarily clogging her throat. She could still smell his cologne, and if she closed her eyes, she could pretend he was sitting at his desk, reading over a case.

She held onto that image as long as she could, and then she sat down at his desk and opened the filing drawer. She pulled out the front folder and stared at it. She'd already written "solved" on it. Which meant that she'd already done this.

She thumbed through a couple more files, noting her writing on five of them. She'd already taken care of Virgil's cases, but she didn't remember doing it. She didn't remember sitting here like she was now. She couldn't remember writing solved on this folder.

She picked a folder at random and scanned through it. She didn't even remember the case, but she also couldn't imagine Aunt Ollie or Grandma riffling through the cases and marking them all solved. That would be a very elaborate ruse. And a pointless one at that. What would they have to gain by doing such a thing? Why would they suddenly care whether or not she liked Virgil?

While part of her mind was trying to work that out, another part of her mind started telling her that there was an easy way to prove it all one way or the other. All she had to do was check to see if there really was a secret filing room.

That's when the pain started in earnest, and it was the pain that convinced her that maybe, just maybe, Grandma and Ollie weren't to blame for whatever was going on.

"Working a case," Tessa muttered. "I just need to check the files."

She stood slowly. She wanted to get it over with, but she couldn't move any faster. She didn't want to know. She didn't want to further confirm what she was afraid of.

She took one step towards the bookshelf. Her hands were shaking, and her heart was pounding, and that was stupid. There wasn't anything here. Virgil hadn't lied to her. He hadn't needed to lie to her.

Her hand reached out for the book on English agriculture. Her fingers touched the top of the spine, and she paused. Why did Virgil have a book entitled Furrow Crops of England? Virgil wasn't a farmer. And this wasn't England.

"It's just a case," she whispered, trying to convince herself. "And there's nothing here."

She pulled out the book, gasping when she saw the tiny keyhole.

This wasn't real. This was someone else's life, not hers. She was dreaming. Having the worst nightmare ever. In just another minute, she'd wake up and find Virgil sitting at the breakfast table having a biscuit and coffee. Just like always.

And if it was a dream, it wouldn't matter if she opened the center drawer of Virgil's desk and pulled out the key she knew was there. If it was a dream, she would eventually wake, and none of this would have happened.

Heart pounding, she opened the drawer and picked up the little key. She inserted it into the keyhole and turned it. The entire bookshelf slid into the floor, revealing a room full of filing cabinets.

It wasn't fake. It was too goddamn elaborate to be fake. Virgil had lied to her. But why?

No. She didn't believe it.

Sure, there was a secret filing room; sure, she hadn't known it was there; but that didn't mean that the cases inside were anything other than regular cases, regular closed cases.

With a deep inhale, Tessa stepped forward and slid open a drawer. She didn't know what she was looking for so she just pulled out the first folder, one marked Addington. She opened it and read half of the first paragraph before replacing the folder and stepping out of the room.

She quickly closed up the secret room, left Virgil's office, tiptoed past the sitting room, and ran out the back door. She dashed down the alley, not sure where she was going, just knowing she couldn't stay here.

The buildings passed as she walked, but she didn't notice them. Her mind was spinning. Beneath the pain, though, there was fear.

She was afraid that it was true. She was afraid that everything in the journal was true. And that meant that she'd lost, but she didn't even know what that meant.

She swiped a hand across her eyes, surprised to find them wet. She didn't understand it. She didn't understand anything. Why would Virgil have lied to her? Why would he have given her to someone called the patron? Why would he have subjected her to such torture?

The answer was clear, but it hurt too much to look at it. She couldn't face it. Both her head and her heart were breaking, and she didn't know how to make them stop.

She wanted to run home and hide in her bed, but she knew that wouldn't change anything. She wasn't even certain what she was trying to change. She was so confused.

She had stopped walking, and she was standing in front of a door. This she remembered. If she opened this door, she could step through it and lose herself in the Hidden. She remembered the Hidden; she loved the Hidden. It was such a mystery to her, and there was always something new to solve.

She wanted to go inside. But she couldn't hide in the Hidden. It wouldn't allow her to. She was a norm, and the Hidden wasn't for norms; it was for cryptids.

Furthermore, what if she met someone she already knew but didn't remember? Had that happened before? Had her memory of people and events truly been removed over and over and over? Did she really only remember what he had allowed her to remember?

Fury rolled through her, fury at Virgil. He was her dad. How could he have done this to her?

There was too much pain with that thought, and her mind shuffled away from it and said, "No." Virgil hadn't done anything to her. He hadn't lied to her. He loved her.

There were other possibilities. She was sick; she was dreaming; she was in a coma. All more logical explanations for this moment. Or maybe she was dead. Maybe it was her funeral she had watched. Maybe this was her version of hell.

She leaned against a building and fought back a dry heave. The pain in her head was so intense that she wanted to vomit, but she couldn't. There was nothing in her stomach to vomit.

There was so much pain, so much crushing pain that she just wanted to curl into a ball and weep. But she knew, somehow she knew, that weeping would only make it worse.

Someone touched her arm, and she jerked away from them.

"Are you alright?" a voice asked from beside her.

Tessa met the worried eyes of an older gentleman. There was more concern in his face than she had ever seen on Virgil's.

That thought was met with more pain. So much pain. Virgil was good. She was bad. She was the one causing herself pain.

"Do you need help?" the man asked.

"No," Tessa managed to say. "Yes," she amended. "I'm looking for a building. There are gargoyles on the roof. Lots of them. I think it's on Josephine Street."

"I'm not very familiar with the area," the man replied. "I'm sorry. You don't look well. Do you need a doctor?"

"No," Tessa said firmly. "I'm fine. Thank you."

She stumbled past him and kept walking. Her head felt like mush. She wasn't even sure what she was looking for. She didn't remember a building with gargoyles. And if there were a lot of them, she was looking for a witch, and that didn't make sense. She hated witches.

More pain pulsed through her head at that thought. She shouldn't hate witches. Witches were better than she was. More superior.

She bristled at that thought, but she didn't argue against it. She was in far too much pain to argue.

If she was smart, she would go home and review Virgil's cases. Virgil had died before he could finish them. They were her cases now, and she needed to study them and figure out what to do next.

"Goddamn it," she hissed, struggling to hold on to the truth.

Virgil had been dead for a couple of months now. She had already handled his cases. She was certain she had. She could remember something about—

She gasped as a spike of pain tore through her head, pushing away whatever it was she'd been about to recall. She couldn't do this. She couldn't fight it back. She couldn't. It was too much; she was too weak. And she couldn't remember why she was trying.

She stopped walking and took several deeps breaths. It did nothing to help the pain, but she kept taking one breath after the other. There was something she needed to remember. Her journal had said that she needed to remember. It had said something else to. The final line of her journal. It had told her to do something. But what? Every time she tried to bring the words into focus, the pain blurred them.

Tessa's feet started moving again, this time of their own accord. She followed them mindlessly, unable to stop them and not certain why she even wanted to. She could barely see through the pain, and she didn't have the strength to fight both her body and her mind.

She simply could not understand why her head hurt. She was doing what she was supposed to be doing. She was working a case. Wasn't she? She couldn't actually remember. She couldn't remember what she was doing or who she was looking for, but she felt as if she was chasing down a lead, trying to tie it all together.

She stumbled blindly through a pair of doors and before she knew it, she was inside an elevator. She couldn't see it, could only feel it, and part of her mind tried to think about another elevator and belief. There had to be belief, or the elevator wouldn't run.

"Stupid," she hissed. "That's so goddamn stupid. Elevators run on cables."

Maybe. Or maybe they did run on belief. The only thing she knew for certain was that the elevator was important. She needed the elevator.

The doors slid open, and she walked unsteadily into the hallway. She was dry heaving again, and it hurt nearly as much as her head. If she could just make it to the door.

She didn't know why that would help. She didn't know what was behind the door, but whatever it was, she needed it, and she needed it now.

The door burst open before she reached it, and someone grabbed her arms, holding her up and tugging her forward at the same time.

"What's wrong? Look at me! Goddamn it! Tessa!"

She didn't recognize the voice; she didn't recognize him; she certainly didn't understand the fear she saw in his eyes.

Why had she come here?

She held back another heave and whispered, "Who are you?"

His eyes widened, and it was just a second before he said, "Jury."

"Oh," she murmured. "You're the one who said I couldn't drink whiskey. That was really fucked up."

And then absolute darkness filled her vision, and she dropped out of pain into nothingness.


Chapter 3
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Tessa didn't fight the darkness. There was no pain in the darkness, no struggle; and so she stayed there, resisting the pull to waken for as long as she could. When she finally did open her eyes, it was to an unfamiliar ceiling covered in delicately painted constellations.

"Where the hell..."

Tessa trailed off with confusion as she rolled to her side and realized she was on a strange bed. Not really in it, just on it. She was dressed, and there was no one else around.

She frowned, trying to remember how she'd gotten here. She was certain she didn't know anyone who would decorate their bedroom in dark blue velvet. She felt a little like she was inside a king's bedroom. If only she could remember the king it belonged to.

She sat all the way up, scooched over to the edge of the bed, and slid down onto the wooden floor. She was missing her boots, and she didn't see them anywhere. Had she taken them off? Had someone else?

She rubbed the middle of her forehead, trying to remember. Nothing seemed broken, but everything hurt. Maybe she had tumbled down a stairwell and some Good Samaritan had brought her here. Her logical mind immediately dismissed such a possibility. If she had fallen down a staircase, anyone but a complete psychopath would have called an ambulance.

She had a vague recollection of going somewhere, but she'd been in so much pain at the time that she couldn't remember where. She tried to force the memory to the forefront of her mind, but something held her back.

She didn't look at it too carefully, but she knew exactly what was holding her back. She was scared of the pain that she somehow knew would accompany the remembrance.

Tessa made a noise of disgust before padding softly towards the bedroom door. She opened it and stepped through, somewhat taken aback when a tall handsome man appeared at the end of the hallway.

"You're awake," he said hesitantly.

"Um... yeah. Who are you?" she demanded.

"You don't remember?"

"No. Should I?"

"I'm the one who told you not to drink whiskey."

Tessa wished he hadn't said that because with his words everything came flooding back, and with the memories came the pain.

"Oh, shit," she hissed as she grabbed her head and held it tightly.

She tried to push him away when he scooped her into his arms and carried her down the hallway, but pushing at him was like pushing at a mountain; he didn't budge.

He set her on a couch and said, "Look at me, Tessa."

She couldn't. She could barely keep her eyes open, let alone tell them where to go.

"I need you to look at me," he ordered. "I need you to remember me."

"It hurts too much," she gasped.

"I know," he said softly. "I'm trying to help. There's too much there though, and I'm afraid..."

"Just do it, whatever it is," she managed to say.

"I'm Jury. Do you remember me? Try to remember me."

She couldn't. She couldn't remember him. She didn't remember anything about him. But the journal did. The journal had said he was a witch.

She knew that, of course. He was a Jury. She just didn't remember knowing him. She didn't know any of the Jurys. She wasn't on the same level as the Jurys.

But the journal had said that she knew this Jury. Thomas Jury was Doc's friend, and he was helping her. Helping her with what though? She couldn't quite remember, but she did remember something. The last line in her journal had ordered her to get to Jury. She didn't know why, but here she was.

Jury put his hands on the side of her face and lifted it. "Keep looking at me," he insisted. "Keep trying to remember."  

The pain was building, infiltrating her head with such intensity that she wanted to run from it, but she couldn't. She had to know the truth. Had Virgil lied to her or was someone else lying to her? Was there a witch inside her head? Was he controlling her even now, forcing pain on her, forcing her to forget?

"Do you remember me?" Jury pressed.

She didn't. She didn't remember him. Surely she would remember someone like him. He reeked of power.

She stared into his glowing blue eyes and tried to place him, tried to remember looking at him or speaking to him.

The pain was alive now, tearing at her mind, tearing it apart; but there were flashes of clarity. She remembered gargoyles. She remembered a sandwich. She could see the sandwich. She had made the sandwich. But why?

The journal had said that Jury had compulsed her to make him a sandwich, but why would anyone do that?

Pain tore through her, and she doubled over.

She couldn't do this. She couldn't take any more. It hurt too much.

"Keep trying," Jury urged her. "I almost have it."

She didn't know what he had, and she didn't care. She would rather die than continue to hurt like this. It was too much.

She tried to hold back a heave, but she couldn't, and she heaved so violently that she could barely breathe.

She couldn't fight this. If someone was trying to control her, he had won. She wasn't strong enough; she wasn't brave enough. She couldn't summon the strength to fight anymore.  

"I'm fighting for you," a voice whispered in her mind.

She didn't recognize the voice, but for some reason it calmed her and gave her strength. The owner of that voice, whoever he was, had said that to her. He was fighting for her. And Jury was fighting for her right now.

As long as they were fighting, she couldn't give up. She had to keep trying, no matter how much it hurt.

"Keep looking at me," Jury insisted.

She forced her eyes up to his face and stared at him. He still wasn't familiar to her. His blue eyes were completely foreign. Everything about him was foreign.

"Keep trying!" he demanded, voice laced with frustration.

The journal had said she'd met Jury at Doc's so she imagined Doc's suite at the hotel. It was clean and bright. More modern than not. Then she tried to imagine Jury there, sitting on the couch, long legs taking up the floor.

She couldn't though. The couch remained empty, and the pain doubled.

Tessa felt herself fall forward, but she didn't stop trying to imagine Jury on the couch. He'd been there. She knew he had. She just had to break past the pain long enough to see it.

"Do you remember when we went to McQueen's party together?" Jury asked.

She didn't. She never went to Lloyd's parties. Virgil did that.

"You wore that blue dress," Jury went on. "And you almost got into a fight with Trish Owens."

She hated Trish Owens. She remembered that much, but she didn't remember the party. And every time she tried to, she retched.

"I said you were passable," Jury pressed. "I introduced you to my mother. Come on, Tessa! You can do this!"

His words barely registered through the pain that was breaking her head in two. He could fight all he wanted; she was done. She was so done.

"You made me compulse you not to tell him about Ollie and Gisele. Do you remember that? You called me to help Mr. Lexi."

Mr. Lexi. The name rang through her head like a bell, cutting through the pain and showing her the way.

Mr. Lexi was free. He was free. Because of Jury and because of her, Mr. Lexi had escaped the patron's grasp.

She could suddenly see Mr. Lexi's beaming face as he looked up at her. She could see Mrs. Lexi's shining happy eyes. They were free. She had helped them be free.

The pain sliced back through her, reminding her that she wasn't free, that she would never be free as long as the patron was inside her head.

She wanted to be free. She wanted to go on a vacation. She wanted to wiggle her feet in the sand and walk along the ocean shore. She wanted to stand on top of a mountain and laugh.

With Curtis.

She remembered Curtis. And he was a troll.

Pain and memories were crashing through her simultaneously now. With every memory came more pain, and with every dry heave, another memory surfaced.

Ollie was an amazing fighter. Gisele kept replacing the curtains. Curtis was her best friend. Julian had extremely talented hands. And Jury was a witch who hated mortals.

There was too much. Too much hitting her all at once. She felt like she was unraveling inside, and everything was spewing out, but she didn't try to stop it. She kept looking, kept letting the memories unfold.

She'd blackmailed Sagena Redgrove and killed Trish Owens. She'd realized that Jervis was a vampire; and moments later, she'd finally noticed that Magnus was a Myhanava.

But she didn't care about any of that. She only cared about one thing. Had the patron actually won?

She could barely face both the pain of the memory and the current pain, but she had to. She had to know.

He had found her. The patron had found her, and she had gone into the house. She hadn't had a choice. She had to obey him. He was her master.

She had known he would torture her, but she hadn't been able to stop it. She had never been able to stop it.

She could feel the rough boards under her body. She was shaking with pain, screaming from it. Her lungs stopped working; her heart stopped beating; sweat poured from her skin. 

And her mind bent to serve him. She would obey him; she would always obey him. He owned her.

"Tell me about Mr. Lexi," he ordered.

"I took him home," she sobbed.

"And then?"

"I left."

"Tell me everything about Mr. Lexi," he commanded.

"He was compulsed," she managed to say.

Her tongue was already thick and raw, but he'd told her to speak so she would.

"I took the box away from him, but he didn't wake up, so I took him home. He recovered once we arrived and went inside."

"That is all?" he demanded.

"That's all!" she cried out. "I swear!"

Tessa pushed away the memory and smiled slightly, relief briefly overriding the pain.

She hadn't betrayed the Lexis. The patron had told her to do something, and she hadn't. She had won. It might look like she'd lost, but she'd won. Nothing else mattered, except that she hadn't betrayed them. 

Another wave of terrifying pain tore through her, and she let it carry her back into the oblivion of darkness.  

A memory kept tugging at Tessa. A memory of pain, but she refused to look at it. She was busy being dead. It was a tad boring, but at least it was pain free. Mostly. There was still a little pain. Which was odd because she was dead.

There was also a strange sensation of warm liquid wiggling over her tongue and sliding down her throat, but she ignored it. It was impossible to feel hot things when you were dead.

Maybe.

Her investigator mind stopped napping and started shouting, "You're not dead!"

She disregarded it. Of course she was dead. Everything was black. She felt like she was floating, and it was boring. Case closed.

Her investigator mind started listing off facts.

Fact one, there was quite a lot of pain coming from the region of her stomach.

Fact two, someone was holding up her head.

Fact three, that same someone kept pressing a bowl or something to her lips and making her drink.

Conclusion, all she had to do to be dead was get rid of the someone making her drink.

She moved what she thought was her hand and batted in the general direction.

"Goddamn it, Tessa!" a voice snarled. "If you're awake, wake up!"

She wasn't awake. She was playing dead. It was easier to play dead than it was to wake up. There was pain with waking. She knew that. She'd rather be bored.

"Here's the thing," the voice went on. "I have now crossed the boundary, so whether you like it or not, you will wake up and you will eat."

That confused her; and without her permission, one of her eyes cracked open.

"I hope you know that I am absolutely furious with you," Jury growled.

"Sorry," she whispered.

"Don't you dare apologize!" he snapped. "Eat."

He held a spoon to her lips, and she forced herself to swallow the contents.

Everything hurt so much that she didn't want to move, but she managed to croak, "What happened?"

"Do you remember me now?"

She nodded, deeply regretting the movement as soon as she had done it.

"That's what happened," he said as he held another spoonful to her lips. "You're half dead, you know," he went on. "You were only missing for three days. What the hell did he do to you?"

She wasn't going to answer that. It hurt too much to even think about answering that.

She continued to eat obediently. Not because she wanted to, but because he needed her to.

"In all my goddamn years," he grumbled. "Do you have any idea what you've done?"

She didn't.

Another spoonful. She swallowed.

"I should have goddamn known. The second Doc told me you were mortal I should have packed my bags and gone to Cuba. The women there are lovely. I once had a fling with Estelita Rodriguez. She was all legs," Jury sighed.

He held the spoon up between every word, and she continued to sip. The pain in her stomach was actually easing, but everything else still hurt.

Her eyes slipped closed, and Jury cleared his throat. She opened them again.

"No sleeping," he snapped. "Not until you finish the bowl."

"I don't want to eat the whole bowl," she argued. "I want to go back to playing dead."

His eyebrows tilted downwards, and he glared at her. "No playing dead," he ground out. "You may sleep when you finish the bowl."

She stuck out her tongue and immediately cringed. There were apparently a lot of muscles connected to the tongue.

His face paled at the sight, and he whispered, "Hell, Tessa." 

"What?"

"I'm so sorry."

"Why the hell are you sorry?"

"I couldn't find you."

That didn't make sense to her, but before she could ask, he said, "I should have been able to find you. I can find anyone, but I couldn't. I couldn't find you. And that doesn't make sense."

He stared at her intently before hissing in disgust, "He scrubbed you."

"What does that mean?" Tessa asked.

"Your signature imprint is changed."

She didn't like the sound of that, but she was too sleepy to care very much.

"Can we talk about it later?" she asked.

He didn't reply, just held the spoon up to her mouth once more. She would have taken the bowl and fed herself, but she wasn't sure she had the energy or the drive to move. Just sticking out her tongue had hurt like hell. She couldn't imagine what moving her arm would feel like. She just wanted to go back to sleep.

"I don't want to move you yet," Jury said. "Is that alright, or do you want to go home?"

She shook her head. She wasn't up to dealing with Ollie and Gisele just yet. The looks on their faces when she hadn't remembered them was going to haunt her forever.

"I texted Doc and told him you were here. He told them," Jury added. "So they know you're not missing."

His words were starting to meld together. He said something else, but she couldn't quite figure out what it was. All she heard was the word "mortal".

She managed to swallow another spoonful, and then her eyes slid closed, and she fell into a dreamless, painless sleep.


Chapter 4
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"She's where?!" Ollie growled.

"At Jury's," Doc repeated patiently.

"Why?!"

"Because she went there."

"Why?!"

Doc sighed and said, "I assume because deep down she knew he could help her."

Ollie wanted to argue, but she could tell by the look on Doc's face that he wasn't in the mood.

"Why hasn't he brought her home?" she demanded instead.

"He said that she's very dehydrated and he doesn't want to move her."

"A likely story," Ollie grumbled.

"Olive Maria Elizabeth Charlotte Emily Anne Graves!" Gisele snapped. "Tessa is safe, and Thomas Jury is not the villain."

"Yes, Mother," Ollie ground out.

Doc looked between them for a moment before saying, "The real concern here is that you have five middle names."

Ollie turned her glare his way, but before she could snarl anything, Gisele spoke up.

"I named her after all five of the Bronte sisters. I didn't want any of them to feel left out, you know."

"That was very thoughtful of you," Doc drawled.

"Wasn't it just?" Gisele twittered.

"Thoughtful to whom?" Ollie muttered. "Certainly not me."

"Isn't there something you could be doing, dear? Or someone you could be fighting?" Gisele asked pointedly.

Ollie rolled her eyes and took another sip of her tepid tea. She would have loved a good fight, but it was still day time. And furthermore, Curtis had suggested rather strongly that she wait until she was entirely healed.

Not that he had any control over her. He didn't. She just didn't want to worry anyone; they were already worried enough.

"More tea?" Gisele said cheerfully.

"I should go," Doc replied. He turned his full attention to Ollie and said softly, "You trust me."

Ollie shrugged, knowing it was petulant.

Doc grinned and said, "I fully trust two people. Two live people," he amended. "Jury is one of them."

"Fine," Ollie grumbled.

"Tessa's in good hands," Doc added. "Grumpy hands, but good. Tell Curtis I'm sorry I missed him."

"We certainly will," Gisele said. "Thank you so much for coming by."

"You don't have to smarm," Ollie pointed out. "It's just Doc."

Gisele sighed heavily and stood to escort Doc out of the room.

As soon as they were gone, Ollie stood and started to pace. She did trust Doc. And she knew that if he trusted Jury, Jury could be trusted, but she needed someone to blame, and Jury was an easy target. It was much easier to blame him than herself. She could hardly blame Virgil; he was dead, and there was no sense in blaming dead people. And although she did blame the patron, she didn't have a face to go with the blame, so that left Jury.

She kicked the leg of a chair, not the least bit mollified by the slight crack she heard.

"Stop taking out your anger on my furniture," Gisele chastised. "I haven't been this embarrassed by you since you were sixteen and we went out on the Handburg's yacht," Gisele added irritably as she sank into her chair.

"Doc thinks that since he trusts someone it's just alright. This is Tessa we're talking about," Ollie grumbled. "She should be here! With us!"

"You were already packing," Gisele said softly.

"I was not!" Ollie snapped.

"Really? I could have sworn I heard you and Curtis arguing about it earlier."

"That's because he wanted to put a rug in the bedroom, and I hate rugs," Ollie spat.

"Interesting," Gisele hummed.

"I wasn't leaving!" Ollie insisted. "I was just going to take a few days to think about things."

"Away from here?"

"Yes! Away from here! It's goddamn suffocating here! I can't do a damn thing without six people knowing about it!"

"Me, Curtis, Magnus, and Badri. Who are the other two?"

"I just threw out a number!" Ollie huffed as she collapsed onto the couch.

"Do you really find it so bad?" Gisele asked.

"No," Ollie admitted. "I just... I feel... I don't know. I've never felt like this before. We failed her as a child, and we failed her again now. And then I think we might have failed again. I'm not used to failing," she tried to explain. "And seeing her like that. Like she used to be... It just terrified me. What if we never get her back?"

"I think that, like Curtis said, we must always keep trying." Gisele paused, then said very softly, "I fear we lack grit, dear."

Ollie made a snort of disagreement.

"Really though," Gisele said. "We've never had any difficulties, you and I. Things were never very hard for us. We've finally found a mountain to climb, and we're balking at the cliffs."

Ollie tried to think of a suitable rebuttal, but she couldn't. Learning to fight had not been easy, but it wasn't the same as watching someone you love be hurt with no idea how to help them.

"We run. That's what we do," Gisele said. "It's what we've always done, but it's time to stop. This time we're going to stand our ground."

"I thought we were climbing a mountain," Ollie interrupted. "Now we're standing our ground?"

"There's room for two analogies, dear. Now don't be a brat. I'm still your mother, and I know just how to punish you. As I was saying, we stand our ground. No matter what, we will stay here. Even if Tessa never remembers us the way we really are, we'll keep trying. We'll read to her, teach her to fight, and generally annoy her until she can't help but see us for who we are."

"Fine," Ollie sighed. "Curtis hid my bag anyway. I couldn't leave if I wanted to."

"I love that man."

"You can't have him. He's mine," Ollie stated.

"And that's why I love him," Gisele chuckled. "I think what this moment calls for is a story about a man who stood his ground in the face of insurmountable odds."

"Please no," Ollie pleaded.

"It will help the time pass."

"It will make it longer," Ollie argued.

"Don't make me call you by your full name again," Gisele threatened as she walked over to her bookshelf and reviewed the many books there. "I think you'll like this one. Frans is just your type."

"I don't have a type," Ollie countered.

"Perhaps," Gisele murmured.

She sat in her regal chair, flipped through the book, picked a page, and cleared her throat.

Ollie made a disgruntled noise, but she laid back her head on the couch and closed her eyes. Gisele had always turned to her novels when there was a need for comfort. The one time Ollie had been really sick, Gisele had read a novel about one of her heroines who almost died in a shipwreck. When it had stormed outside, Gisele had read about a couple who got lost on the English moors. There wasn't a single situation in life that Gisele couldn't read about. It was silly, but also somehow comforting.

"Are you listening?" Gisele suddenly demanded.

"You're not reading yet," Ollie snorted.

"No, because you're not listening."

Ollie swallowed a sigh and said, "I'm listening now."

"See that you are," Gisele grumbled before clearing her throat again.

It had been three years now since Frans had seen Emmeline, but he knew she would look just the same. Jet black hair, sparkling blue eyes, rose red lips, and a flashing smile.

That was Emmeline. She was vivacious and beautiful. She laughed with an energy that most women of the beau monde lacked.

How he had missed her!

His heart leapt with joy when he saw the roofline of her father's house. He remembered every slope, just like he remembered every curve of Emmeline's body.

His hands longed to touch her. He had waited these years, waited for her, yearning to touch her again; but he had pushed forward, knowing he had to give her the life she deserved, the life she was accustomed to.

He was a lord, yes, but he had not been a well-off lord. Now, however, he was. He could clothe her in velvets and silks. He could provide her with the finest teas. She could have hot chocolate for breakfast every day for the rest of her life if that was what she wished.

All he cared about was her. As long as she was in his bed every morning and every night and as long as he saw her face every morning across the breakfast table, he would be happy.

He spurred his horse on, urging it into a gallop. He could hardly wait to see her. He could hardly wait to touch her.

Emmeline. Laughing, happy Emmeline. Beautiful, vivacious Emmeline.

Joy practically lifted him from his horse, and happiness filled him as he ran up to the front door and pounded on it. He did not have long to wait before the door swung open revealing the solemn-faced butler.

Before Frans could speak, the butler said mournfully, "The family is not taking visitors today."

Frans's smile began to fade.

"Why not?" he demanded. "Is something amiss? Tell Lord Blair that Lord Carrington has returned. I'm here to see Emmeline."

The butler's face didn't change, but pity entered his eyes.

"What has happened to Emmeline?" Frans demanded.

"Please follow me," the butler replied.

Frans's heart tripped wildly as he followed the butler down the hallway toward Lady Blair's parlor. What could have possibly happened to Emmeline? Why wouldn't the butler just tell him? 

Lady Blair rose from her seat when Frans entered the parlor and stepped towards him, face pale.

"Frans," she whispered. "You're home."

"Where is Emmeline?" he demanded.

"Upstairs."

"Let me see her."

"Frans, I must... You must understand..." Lady Blair swallowed a sob and wiped her eyes with a crinkled handkerchief. When she finally managed to speak, her voice was but a whisper. "Emmeline's dying, Frans."

"What the hell is this shit?" Ollie interrupted. "I thought this was supposed to cheer me up!"

"If you would please just trust your author, dear."

"I don't," Ollie snapped. "What have you done to Emmeline? Not that I care," she added quickly. "Maybe he'll fall in love with her sister. It's all the same to me."

"So you say," Gisele chuckled. "If you'll just hold your horses."

"I'm not interested in watching Emmeline die," Ollie said sternly.

"She's hardly going to die, dear. I can see you're quite distressed though, so I'll summarize it for you. Frans walks into the bedroom to find Emmeline practically wasted away to nothing by fever. Her hair is flat. Her beautiful lips are pale. She's but a shadow of her former self, and according to the doctor, not long for this world."

"I told you!"

"Stop interrupting!" Gisele retorted. "Frans refuses to leave her side. He stands his ground, dear. For twelve days and nights he attends her, giving her sips of broth, bathing her face and hands, whispering words of love into her ear. We shall continue reading on the morning of the thirteenth day."

Gisele cleared her throat once more.

Frans lifted the cloth to Emmeline's pale brow and placed it there. He was so tired he could hardly keep his eyes open, but he'd not gone through hell and back just to watch his love die in front of him. She would awaken, and she would smile once more.

He removed the cloth, intent on replacing it with a fresh one, but paused and felt the cloth he had just removed. It was remarkably cool. Hardly warm at all.

His eyes leapt to her face, and he gasped in delight when he saw the faint color there. Not the color of fever, but the color of life.

"Emmeline!" he exclaimed. "Come back to me, my love!"

Her eyelashes fluttered softly, and then he heard the sweetest sound he'd ever heard in his entire life.

"Frans," she whispered, voice hoarse.

"Yes! It's me! I'm here! Emmeline!"

He wanted to leap to his feet and dash through the house screaming, "She's awake! She's awake!", but he didn't dare leave her.

Instead he cupped his hand to her face and whispered, "I'm home, my love. And I will never ever leave your side again."

Gisele paused here and sighed. Ollie rolled her eyes. She was somewhat pleased to hear that Emmeline was fine, but she was annoyed at Gisele for making the poor girl sick in the first place.

"Why do you do that to your characters?" she demanded.

"Do what?"

"Put them through so much suffering! You're the author. You can do what you want."

"Hardly, dear. I couldn't have stopped Emmeline from contracting the fever if I had tried; and believe me, I did try."

"That makes no sense," Ollie grumbled.

"They do their own thing," Gisele said with a delicate shrug. "I just write it down. And furthermore, dear, they'd be rather flat characters indeed if they never encountered any suffering. Why I imagine you're going to be a much more interesting person a year from now. Just look at all the suffering Tessa's put us through!"

"What are you trying to say?" Ollie snapped.

"That suffering refines a person," Gisele said cheerfully.

"You think I need refining?"

"Did you hear that? I think Badri needs me in the kitchen. I'll see you at dinner, dear."

With that, Gisele stood and fled from the sitting room.

"I'm perfectly refined," Ollie snorted, hurling one of the couch pillows after her. "When I want to be," she added softly. "Which isn't often."

Ollie stood with a growl, but immediately sat back down. She didn't have anything to do. There was no bookkeeping. She couldn't fight. Curtis was out, and she didn't really want to go up to her room because she still remembered his face when he'd told her that she was acting like a child. The only thing that had ever hurt more was the moment when she'd realized that Tessa didn't see her anymore.

She had never given anyone the power to hurt her before, and now she'd given it to three different people. Gisele, Tessa, and Curtis. And that irritated her. She liked being the only person she had to look to for approval. She always had her own approval, always.

She knew Curtis was right though. She was acting like a child. And she knew Gisele was right. She did want to run. She wanted to run because she'd screwed up, but she also wasn't sure she could face the vague disdain in Tessa's eyes every day for the rest of her life.

She wasn't like Frans. She couldn't sit by Tessa's side day after day after day hoping that she would recover. She couldn't bear the pain of that.

"You're crying," Curtis said softly as he sat beside her.

"Am not," Ollie grumbled as she swiped at her face. She was mortified that she hadn't heard Curtis enter the room, and she was even more mortified that he'd caught her crying.

"My grandmother once said that it took a very strong person to shed tears when they needed to be shed. She was very wise." Curtis paused here, then softly asked, "May I hold you?"

She didn't want him to be kind to her. If he was kind, she would start to bawl, and she'd rather fight.

"Won't you just go away?" Ollie hissed.

"If that is what you want."

She did. If he left, she would have one less person to account to. One less person to call her out when she screwed up. One less person to suggest she behave in a different manner.

She sighed heavily, knowing that Curtis wasn't going to leave. He would leave the room and her bed if she told him to, but he wasn't going to leave her life. He had too much grit for that.

"Gisele says I need grit," Ollie complained. "And refinement."

"It is easier to face insurmountable odds for yourself and laugh," Curtis pointed out. "It is much harder to watch someone you love face insurmountable odds."

"Yeah," Ollie muttered. "Apparently that's grit. You can hold me a little," she added.

"I don't do little," he replied. "I'm a troll."

Ollie turned to look at him. His bright blue eyes always showed every emotion, and right now they were glowing with concern, caring, love, and patience. 

"I'm scared," Ollie whispered. "I already miss her, and what if..." She trailed off, too terrified to even voice her worry that Tessa would never return, not really.

"She's found her way back so many times already," Curtis said. "What makes you think this time will be any different? Especially when she has us? She was all alone before."

At his words, Ollie's tears started to flow in earnest. She shouldn't have tried to leave. She did need more grit.

She didn't fight Curtis when he lifted her and pulled her onto his lap. Instead, she turned into his chest and let the tears flow.

She had been so worried the last few days. She'd been worried that she'd never see Tessa again, and then she had seen her, but she wasn't the same. She was Tessa, Virgil's daughter, not Tessa Graves, premier investigator and grumpy troll-whiskey drinker.

Tessa was back physically, but Ollie's worry wasn't gone. She still didn't know what to do, still didn't know how to find the girl she had lost. She was just as powerless as she had been before Tessa had walked through the door.

Curtis whispered something against her head, but she didn't understand what it was because he said it in trollish. Somehow though, it made her feel better, and it loosened the vise around her heart.        

For once, Ollie allowed herself to let go. She didn't have to hold it all together. She didn't have to be the strongest person in the room. She didn't have to know all the answers. She didn't have to know what to do next. Next would come, and then she would know.

Gisele paused at the doorway to the sitting room and clasped her hands to her chest. She'd never seen such a beautiful sight in all her life. Her beautiful, strong, fierce daughter was letting herself be comforted.

"I do love that man," Gisele murmured softly, heart filling with joy as she watched Curtis's large graceful hand smooth Ollie's hair.

She wanted more than anything for Ollie to find real love. Not just physical love, but true, all-encompassing love. The type of love that carried you forward in times of duress. Gisele had never felt it, but she'd written about it often enough, and she believed it was achievable. And if anyone could break through all of Ollie's barriers, it was Curtis. But only if Ollie didn't run.

She briefly indulged in a daydream where she nailed Ollie's feet to the floor.

"Mrs. Graves?"

"Shh," Gisele murmured as she backed away from the door. She walked all the way to the kitchen before she finally said, "What is it, Magnus?"

"It was a laborious process, but I finally managed to follow the pigeon all the way to the building. Here's the address."

He handed her a slip of paper, and Gisele tucked it into her pocket before saying, "Good work, Magnus. Do take the rest of the day off."

"And do what?" he muttered.

"I have just the thing," Gisele grinned. "I'll run up to my room and get you a Western to read."

"Oh what unspeakable joy," Magnus murmured.

"It's a wonderful read," Gisele went on. "They all die in the end, but they die happily."

Magnus's grey eyebrows actually rose.

"How do you die happily?" he demanded.

"Read it, and you'll find out," she giggled before she headed upstairs to get him the book.

Ollie would be very annoyed if she ever found out that Gisele now knew where Tessa was, but Gisele didn't plan on telling her, and Magnus never told anyone anything. Not unless he had to.

She was quite certain that Tessa was in good hands with Thomas Jury. She may not know him, but she trusted Doc more than any other man except Curtis. And she trusted Tessa. If Tessa had gone to Thomas Jury, then that was where Tessa needed to be.


Chapter 5
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Tessa wanted to stay asleep. But she couldn't because her body was pulsing with a steady ache; an ache that she hoped might be relieved by a hot shower.

Only after she filled the hole that was her stomach though. She felt as if she hadn't eaten in over a year. Or drank. Her mouth was so dry that her tongue was stuck to the back of her teeth.

She finally opened her eyes, cringing when she saw the constellations above her. She had been hoping that she had dreamed the part where she had gone to Jury for help. She really did not want to face him in the light of day. Not after she'd vomited bits of bile all over his Tabriz rug.

Some things couldn't be avoided though so she rolled off the bed and hobbled stiffly towards the door. She found Jury sitting at his dining room table, working his way through a pile of pancakes nearly a foot tall. When he saw her, he stood and took a step towards her before stopping himself.

"You're up," he said stiffly.

"Yeah. Thank you."

"You did most of the work," he replied. "I just slipped the knot loose."

"Pretty sure I couldn't have done it without you."

"I also removed all of my compulsions," he added. "And Fernsby's hypnotism. There was somebody else too, not the patron. Maybe Fernsby's father," he said. "I can't be sure. But that was all I could do."

"Why did you take out yours?" she demanded.

A pained look crossed his face, and he said softly, "You're familiar with the overall construct of the mind?"

"Yes?"

"Well, too much more messing around in yours, and your mind is going to be a bowl of mush."

"I just love your bedside manner," Tessa said, grinning slightly.

He had the decency to cringe, but he ignored her statement and said, "You need to eat. I had Dulcis send over some soup."

"I'd rather have pancakes," she replied.

"Soup," he stated. "Sit. I'll get it."

Tessa opened her mouth to argue, but she was really too weak to put up a fuss, so she sat.

After a few minutes, Jury placed a steaming bowl of soup in front of her and said, "Eat."

"Not 'cause you told me to," she muttered.

He didn't reply, just sat and started eating his pancakes again.

She took a careful sip of her soup. It was delicious. Perhaps the most delicious thing she'd ever eaten, but she quickly decided there wasn't enough of it.

"You have to eat small portions," Jury said when she asked for more. "Otherwise you'll get sick. Your body's been drained. You've hardly got anything left. Lots of food and drink, but just a little at a time."

She frowned at him, but since she knew he was unlikely to budge, she cleared her throat awkwardly and said, "Thank you for not just closing the door in my face. And thank you for... everything else. Untying it, feeding me, all that."

"Don't mention it," Jury said stiffly. "Ever."

Tessa nodded and stared at her empty bowl. She wasn't used to people taking care of her, and she was certain that Jury wasn't used to taking care of anyone. It made for a rather awkward atmosphere.

"Maybe you could call me a taxi?" she said softly. "Gisele and Ollie are probably worried."

"I'll drive you," he offered. He made an irritated sound and added, "I need you to do something. It sounds odd, but it's the only way I'll be able to find you if he scrubs you again. Stupid Doc and his stupid mortals," he added in an undertone.

"I'm sorry I'm mortal," Tessa said earnestly.

"I don't care that you're mortal!" he snapped. "Or I wouldn't, except now I... care," he ground out. "And I really don't want to."

"Then don't," she shrugged.

He cast her a furious look.

"I thought you didn't like me," she pressed.

"I don't," he snarled.

"There you have it."

"If only it were that easy," he replied. "Unfortunately, it's not. So you're stuck with me, and I'm stuck with you. And since that is the case, we have to do a whole blood brothers thing."

"What?"

"Blood brothers."

Tessa raised one eyebrow and said, "You want us to cut our palms and shake?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

If she'd had more energy, she would have asked in a slightly more incredulous way, but she was already feeling sleepy, and a simple why was the best she could do.

"It's the only way I'll be able to find you," he said once more.

She shrugged and said, "Fine. And I really am sorry that I'm mortal."

He had stood and was now standing right in front of her, knife in hand. At her words, he smiled regretfully and said, "I would certainly like you better if you weren't."

Without saying anything else, Jury took her hand and quickly sliced his knife over her palm. She hardly felt the pain and barely noticed when he sliced the knife over his own palm as well and pressed their hands together.

"I'll take you home now," he murmured as he picked her up.

Tessa tried to nod, but she wasn't sure if she managed it before she fell asleep once more.

Tessa suddenly jerked awake. She was so goddamn hungry. She couldn't ever remember being so hungry. It was as if her stomach was an empty pit.

Maybe she needed to stop eating pastries.

She sat upright and opened her eyes.

Or maybe she just needed to remember that she hadn't eaten in days, and what she had eaten before that had been vomited out on the floor of a cheerful house in the eight hundred block of the Hidden.

"We're here," Jury said as he parked in front of Graves, Graves, and Graves.

"Thank you."

She was getting a little sick of saying thank you and meaning it. It was unlike her. She usually said it with sarcasm and bite.

"I'll carry you in," he said.

"I'll walk," Tessa insisted.

"I doubt that," he muttered before exiting his truck and coming around to open her door.

He lifted her out of the truck, and she took a careful step. Then she stuck out her tongue at him and took another. She managed five steps before she accepted his offered arm.

"I'm still walking," she pointed out.

"I know," he said, voice laced with humor.

When they reached the front door, Magnus opened it immediately and said, "Ms. Graves."

"It is unbelievably nice to see you," Tessa said.

Magnus blinked a few times before saying softly, "It is nice to see you as well."

She smiled at him before letting Jury support her as she walked slowly down the hallway towards the sitting room. If Magnus knew she was home, Gisele knew as well.

"I should warn you," Tessa murmured softly, "my grandma, Gisele, is... Well, she's pink and bubbly."

"She's champagne?" Jury quipped.

Tessa laughed softly and said, "Basically."

She paused just outside of the sitting room and said, "I don't have the energy for this."

"I've seen you push through a massive pain-based compulsion; I think you can handle a little old lady."

"Shows what you know," Tessa muttered.

She stepped forward, hoping against hope that Jury wouldn't abandon her now, pushed open the door, and shuffled into the room. Gisele immediately leapt from her chair and rushed to meet her.

"Oh, Tessa! You look half-dead, dear! Food! You need food. My goodness, you're so thin. And your face! I've never seen anything so pale! Badri! Food! Tea!"

Tessa rolled her eyes and said, "I'm fine, Gisele."

Gisele stopped fluttering and looked at her, hope filling her big eyes.

"Yes," Tessa said gently. "I know who you are, who you really are. You're my sixty-year-old grandma, but if you ask me, you don't look a day over fifty."

Gisele beamed up at her before throwing her arms around Tessa and hugging her tightly.

Tessa looked over Gisele's head and met Ollie's turbulent eyes.

"And you're Ollie. Badass fighter and exceptional bookkeeper. And you," Tessa said, moving her gaze to Curtis, "are in fact, Ollie's date. You're also my partner and friend. Thank you," she added softly. "You helped... with everything."

There was more she needed to say, but she couldn't say it in front of everyone so she left it at that.

Curtis grinned widely, nudged Ollie, and said, "I told you the war wasn't lost."

"Let me guess," Tessa sighed. "Ollie was already packing."

"I wasn't!" Ollie insisted.

She was lying, but Tessa didn't push the issue. She was too tired to push the issue.

"Gisele," she said softly. "Can I sit now?"

If she didn't sit, she was going to fall, but before Gisele could reply, Jury plucked Tessa from Gisele's grasp and set her down on the couch.

"Rude," Tessa humphed.

Jury gave her a look.

"Whatever," Tessa said, rolling her eyes.

"And who is this?" Gisele asked silkily, staring up at Jury with a decidedly predatory look in her eyes.

Tessa opened her mouth, but quickly closed it.

"I removed it, remember?" Jury said in an undertone before he turned to address Gisele. "Thomas Jury, ma'am. I'm very pleased to finally meet the exceptional authoress Gisele Graves. Doc loaned me several of your books once."

"You've read my books?" Gisele simpered.

"Cover to cover," Jury replied with a grin. "Scintillating reads."    

"Are you being charming?" Tessa demanded. "I didn't even know you could do that."

He ignored her because he was busy kissing the back of Gisele's hand.

"Stop that!" Tessa ordered. "I do not like this side of you!"

"Tessa!" Gisele chastised. "Do hush. Would it be too much of an imposition to ask you to stand with Curtis, Mr. Jury? Just so I have something warm to take to bed with me tonight."

"Grandma!"

"You may as well just let her have her way," Ollie said as she scooted over to sit beside Tessa. "You look like shit," she added.

"I feel like shit."

"Sorry."

Tessa laid her head on Ollie's shoulder and said, "I'm sorry I forgot you."

"I'm sorry I was packing."

"You would have come back. You promised you would stay, and I believe you," Tessa murmured before she drifted off to sleep.

Ollie stared down at Tessa's pale face, guilt and relief warring inside of her. She was so happy to have Tessa back, but she didn't have as much faith in herself as Tessa did. Would she have come back? She honestly didn't know.

She knew now though. No matter what came, she would stand her ground from now on. Or she would scale the mountain, depending on which of Gisele's analogies they were using. From this moment forward, she would stay by Tessa's side, even if Tessa didn't recognize her.

Gisele's feline purr interrupted Ollie's thoughts, and she looked up to see both men shirtless in the middle of the sitting room.

"Gisele!"

"What, dear?"

"What the hell are you doing?"

"Imagining, dear. Curtis, would you turn a little more to the left? Jury, you're perfect just as you are."

Jury's lips tweaked up slightly with amusement, and Ollie admitted privately that if he could put up with Gisele's ogling, he probably wasn't a horrible person.

Besides that, he had brought Tessa back to them. She felt she probably ought to thank him, but she wasn't going to. He was a Jury, after all; he probably expected it.

"Mmmm," Gisele murmured.

She was biting her lip, and Ollie could only imagine the things she was thinking. She was just happy that Tessa was asleep and, therefore, could not be embarrassed.

"One more spin," Gisele ordered. "Glorious," she sighed. "Absolutely glorious. I've never seen such a magnificent sight. You must take after your mother, dear. I once met Phillip Jury, and I wasn't overly impressed."

"I'll take that as a compliment," Jury chuckled. "If you've seen your fill, I had better be going."

"If you must," Gisele said with a heavy sigh. "I'll always have Curtis, but the two of you together make a majestic pair. Like stallions prancing through the highlands."

"Gisele!" Ollie snapped.

"Can't you see it, dear? The heather is blowing in the wind; the sun is low on the horizon. They step into the light, kilts blowing in the wind, and their lasses run down from the castle to greet them, faces aglow with joy. Oh, dear," she murmured breathlessly. "I'm suddenly in the mood to write a Highland novel."

"I do believe that's my cue to leave," Jury said with a chuckle as he scooped his shirt off the chair and headed for the door.

He was so quick about it, so subtle, that Ollie almost missed the worried glance he cast Tessa's way. Whatever he saw must have reassured him though because he left the room without further comment.

"I don't know how two such beautiful men can exist in the same moment together," Gisele sighed as she sank into her chair.

Her face was flushed, and she was fanning herself with one hand.

"Curtis isn't exactly a Scottish name, but I'm thinking of naming my Highland hero Curtis. Is that alright, Curtis?"

"As you like," Curtis laughed.

He had sat on the other side of Tessa, and he was studying her intently.

"She looks terrible," Gisele said frankly. "She seemed so functional when she came home yesterday that I didn't even realize it."

"She's been starved," Curtis said.

"Badri's making her a rejuvenating soup," Gisele replied, tone full of false cheer. "She'll be feeling better in no time. And I can't believe you didn't even do Jury the courtesy of thanking him, Ollie. That's twice today you've embarrassed me."

"Let me get out my list," Ollie said sharply.

Gisele made a tsking noise and rolled her eyes. "It's not the same type of embarrassment. You know that."

"Mine is worse," Ollie insisted. "You do remember what happened on the yacht, don't you?"

"Of course, dear. Now there's no sense bringing up things that are dead and gone."

"You started it," Ollie insisted.

"You had better call Julian. The poor boy's been worried sick," Gisele said.

"You won't get out of it that easily!" Ollie snapped.

"Fine, if you won't call him, I will. And while I'm at it, I'll check on Badri," Gisele said as she stood and sailed from the room.

"She did it again," Ollie said with a disgruntled hiss.

"Did what?" Curtis asked.

"She just ends the conversation by leaving."

"It must run in the family," Curtis muttered under his breath.

"I heard that."

"I never suspected that you didn't," he chuckled.

"How can you possibly put up with us?" Ollie inquired.

"I happen to like the Graves women," Curtis said with a smile.

"Humph," she grumbled. They were a mess, and it didn't make any sense to her that Curtis would want to be around them, but he did. "Thank you for standing your ground," she added softly.

"Always," he replied.

"Don't you dare kiss over me," Tessa muttered sleepily. "I've had a bad enough day without that."

Ollie could barely contain the joy she felt at Tessa's words. Her girl was home. Grumpy, angry, sarcastic Tessa was right here, right where she belonged.

She leaned her head against Tessa's and just tried to soak in the joy of the moment. She refused to consider what would happen when the patron tried again. And again. There would be no again. The next time he came after Tessa, Ollie was going to kill him.


Chapter 6
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"Wake up," Ollie whispered. "Food."

"Food?" Tessa replied, sitting up abruptly. "Where?"

"Soup, Ms. Graves," Badri said as he pressed a bowl into her hands. "You must eat it all and then drink your tea."

"Is it drugged?" Tessa demanded.

"No drugs," Badri grinned.

She frowned at him, keenly aware that he was citing some loophole, but she was really too hungry to care.

"I'm watching you," she muttered before beginning to eat.

Badri's soup made the soup Jury had given her seem like toilet water. Tessa would have never called it soup. Soup was much too plain of a name; it was pure nectar, and before she knew it the bowl was empty.

"More?"

Badri was gone, but Ollie said, "No. One bowl at a time."

"I'm starving," Tessa insisted.

"You have to go slow," Gisele said. "I once entered into a sensory fast. Delightful way to subsist," she sighed. "Seven days of pure pleasure. I wasn't too careful when I started eating again though, and I ended up spending three days in the ladies' room."

Tessa cringed. She had had enough vomiting for a lifetime; she would eat slowly.

Ollie handed her a cup of tea, and Tessa took a careful sip. She was a little sick of falling asleep, but she knew the more she slept the faster she would heal. And the faster she healed, the sooner she could find the patron and kick in his ugly face with her boot.

Ollie and Gisele were watching her rather worriedly, and Tessa said, "I'm fine."

"That can't be entirely true," Ollie pointed out. "The patron had you for over three days. You're half-starved, and you look like death warmed over."

"It was not the best of times," Tessa admitted. "But it's over now."

She still needed to review her memories. She hadn't betrayed Mr. Lexi, but she wasn't so sure about everyone else. If she'd told the patron everything she knew about Sagena Redgrove, as much as she didn't like it, she was going to have to warn her.

But that was a problem for later. Right now she was just going to enjoy her home and her family.

"Jury is a fine specimen," Gisele said slyly. "Much more what I had in mind for you."

"He's an immortal witch," Tessa said flatly. "I'm doing us both a favor when I tell you right now that it is not going to happen. Furthermore, he's basically... me. But a witch. And immortal. That's a terrible combination."

"What do you mean he's you?" Ollie asked.

"He's grumpy, he's mean, and he doesn't like to get attached to people."

"He's attached to you," Gisele said pertly. "And that's promising."

"No," Tessa stated firmly. "Just let it go. It's never going to happen."

"Because of Julian?" Gisele asked, tone taking on a cloying quality.

"Hardly," Tessa replied, already feeling sleepy once more. "One has nothing to do with the other. I like Julian for Julian things. I like Jury for Jury things. Just leave it alone, Grandma."

"I was just thinking what handsome children you and Jury would have, dear."

"No, no, and no. Not interested. Even if he wasn't an immortal witch, I wouldn't be interested."

"Leave her alone," Ollie broke in. "Can't you see that she's tired? And furthermore, she said she wasn't interested."

"Yes, but often when a woman says that, she means the opposite," Gisele replied.

"Not Tessa," Ollie snapped.

"I can't believe I wanted to remember this," Tessa muttered. "Curtis, would you please help me upstairs?"

Ollie and Gisele abruptly stopped arguing, and Gisele said, "Are you certain you want to sleep upstairs, dear?"

"I'll be fine," Tessa lied.

She actually wanted to go upstairs because she needed to remember everything that had happened when she'd been with the patron, and she didn't want to do it in front of Ollie and Gisele.

"You need to keep eating," Gisele said worriedly.

"Send it up," Tessa said as she stood.

A wave of dizziness hit her, but Curtis's arm was suddenly supporting her, so she didn't fall forward like she'd thought she was going to.

"I'll carry you," Curtis said before lifting her into his arms.

Tessa didn't fight him. It was too much trouble to fight, and she'd get there faster this way.

"What happened with Gisele and Jury?" Tessa asked sleepily once they were outside the sitting room.

"She made us take off our shirts," Curtis replied.

Heat started to build in Tessa's face, and she whispered, "Please tell me you're kidding."

"I'm kidding," Curtis said carefully.

"Oh my god! She made Jury take off his shirt?!"

"What about me?" Curtis chuckled.

"You're you! But Jury! He did it?"

"Yes."

"I tried to warn him," she sighed. "But there's just no way to truly warn anyone. She's so... Well, you know."

"I like her."

"I like boats," Tessa grumbled. "But I don't want one sitting on top of me."

Curtis's laugh rumbled through her, and she savored it. There was still so much fear lurking inside her, fear that she would lose everything again and not be able to come back from it. But she hadn't lost anything yet. Curtis was here, laughing; and she was going to enjoy it.

After he laid her down gently on her bed, he asked, "Do you need anything?"

"No."

"Do you want me to stay with you?"

She raised an eyebrow and said, "I'm going to sleep."

"I'm sure that you are," Curtis replied. "Eventually."

"I'm not sure I give you enough credit," Tessa murmured thoughtfully.

He sat on the bed beside her and said, "In my experience, there is a very strange sort of elation that comes with escaping the grasp of an enemy. It tends to be followed by very great sorrow when you realize what you've lost."

"I haven't lost anything," Tessa insisted. "I remember everything."

Curtis studied her, and Tessa could almost see his mind moving, trying to figure out what exactly he wanted to say. She waited because she knew that Curtis couldn't be hurried. He never just blurted out whatever came to mind; he crafted it first so that it was said with meaning.

"You were only gone three days," he finally said. His tone was gentle, but firm. "However, you look as though you were just released from a prison camp. After many years."

"So I look bad," Tessa shrugged.

"I sometimes wish your skull was a little less thick," he said irritably. "Whatever torture he subjected you to was enough to nearly kill you, and you endured it for three days. Not to mention whatever torture you endured during the time you were attempting to retrieve your memories."

"What's your point?" Tessa said.

She was being deliberately obtuse. She knew what his point was; she just couldn't look at it like that yet. She had to look at the part where she had won. Anything else would hurt too much, and she was tired of hurting. 

Curtis was staring at her, and she tried to smile.

"If you need me, I'm here," he said.

"I know."

With that he leaned forward and kissed her gently on the forehead.

"I was scared for you," he murmured. "And I am very happy to see you again."

He saved her the trouble of responding by leaving as soon as he'd spoken.

Tessa watched after him for a moment. She hadn't looked at everything yet; she hadn't called up all the memories, but she knew one thing. She knew that it was Curtis who had saved her. He had been the stalwart corner she had clung to. He had promised to always fight for her, and she believed him; and during her torture, she had borrowed his strength as her own.

She would have to find a way to tell him thank you, but she was lousy at those kinds of things. 

She yawned widely, exhaustion pulling at her once more. She needed to think, not sleep, but she was afraid that she couldn't think until she had slept.

She just hoped that sleeping here was as peaceful as sleeping at Jury's.

Fear choked Tessa as she stepped through the white doorway into the house. The inside hadn't changed. There was one chair and a small table with a candelabra. The wooden floor in front of the chair was stained with years of sweat and tears and vomit.

She wanted to run, but even if she could have summoned the strength, it wouldn't have made things better. If she could survive this one last time, she would buy them enough time to find him.

She stopped walking in the middle of the room, just like she knew she should, and she waited for him to sit. When he moved in front of her, she was careful to keep her eyes trained on his shoulder and nothing else. She was supposed to keep her eyes always on him, but not on him. She knew the rules, and she knew that to break them would cause her even more pain.

"Why did you kill Trish Owens?" he asked once he was seated.

"She attacked me," Tessa replied.

"I don't believe that," he stated coolly.

Pain began to build in her body, starting somewhere deep inside of her. She started to shake, and sweat began to ooze from her pores.

"Do not lie to me," he ordered.

She felt his words twist her mind, but it was nothing compared to the pain, and besides, she already knew better than to lie to him. She couldn't lie to him. And she wasn't. Not about Trish.

"Why did you kill Trish Owens?"

"She attacked me!" Tessa exclaimed, trying to hold back her sobs of pain.

"Lies! She knew better than to do that! Why did you kill her?!"

The pain that tore through her was so violent that she fell to the floor and began to vomit. Between retches, she gasped, "She attacked me!"

Her muscles began to seize, and Tessa lost control of everything. She writhed on the floor in pain and screamed, "She attacked me! I swear she attacked me! She changed into her Worm form and tried to kill me!"

The pain eased slightly, and Tessa regained control of her body enough to roll into a ball and wrap her arms around her knees. It would have been easier to die. But that wouldn't protect them; this would.

"She changed into her Worm form?" he asked in disbelief.

"Yes," she sobbed.

"I see. Tell me about Mr. Lexi," he said.

"I took him home," she sobbed.

"And then?"

"I left."

"Tell me everything about Mr. Lexi," he commanded.

"He was compulsed," she managed to say.

Her tongue was already thick and raw, but he'd told her to speak so she would.

"I took the box away from him, but he didn't wake up, so I took him home. He recovered once we arrived and went inside."

"That is all?" he demanded.

"That's all!" she cried out. "I swear!"

"Perhaps," he allowed. "We shall start at the beginning and work our way forward. Tell me about Virgil's funeral."

So she did. Only she left out anything about Ollie, Doc, and Gisele because a force much greater than the patron had told her never to mention them.

He asked her question after question, and she answered them all. She did not, however, answer them all truthfully.

He didn't know when she was lying. Only she knew. And when she lied, the pain was greater, but she didn't care. She'd rather vomit her innards out on the floor than put anyone else under the patron's thumb.

The pain never let up. Sometimes it was so fierce her eyeballs felt as if they would pop from her head. Sometimes it was relieved enough that her body wasn't completely rigid. But it never completely left.

With every question he asked, the dryer her mouth became, and the harder it was to speak, to force words past her swollen tongue.

She told him the truth where it didn't matter. She told him everything about Lloyd. Lloyd was open in his activities so if the patron didn't already know everything she told him, he wasn't very proficient.

She made up lies about the guests. The patron inside her head chastised her and tortured her and told her to tell the truth, but she refused. And every single time she felt like giving in, Curtis's voice sustained her.

"I'll never stop fighting for you."

From the moment she had met Curtis, he had fought for her. She didn't know why, but he was the first person in her life to realize that she needed it. She needed someone to fight for her. She was too tired and too weary to continue on her own. But somehow, whenever she heard his words, he became part of her, he lent his strength to her, and she could keep going. She could keep lying. She could keep fighting.

"I don't know the LaRoches," she said when the patron asked.

Her body punished her for the lie, but the patron didn't know the difference.  

"I've heard of them, but I don't know them," she insisted.

"Why did you break the Mind of God?" he asked.

"What's that?" she sobbed.

"The artifact in the box," he replied.

"It was an accident. I dropped it, and then I stepped on it. I didn't mean to."

"Stupid, clumsy girl," he snapped. "You've no idea what you've cost me."

Pain speared through her with every word. So much pain that she eventually blacked out, only to waken sometime later to be tortured again.

This went on for hours, for days, until finally he had tortured her to his heart's content; and he said, "I'm dissatisfied with your cases. You haven't given me anything useful since Virgil's death."

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

At this point, a whisper was all she could manage.

"Retract that ridiculous broadsheet you put out, and start bringing me something worthwhile. Graves, Graves, and Graves works for the elite, not the gutter trash of the Hidden. Do you understand me?"

"Yes."

"I can't hear you," he said sharply.

"Yes!" she exclaimed as her lungs began to tighten once more. "Elite cases! Better information!"

"Very good. You'll go home now. You will not remember this meeting, nor will you remember anything after Virgil's funeral. Do you understand me?"

"Yes."

His words carried power with them. It wasn't much power, but she was so weak that she couldn't fight it anymore.

He repeated himself again and again and again, and by the time he was finished with her, Tessa was walking towards the Hidden exit, mind as blank as a school slate during the summer.

Tessa woke up with a gasp and opened her eyes. Bile was climbing its way up her throat, but she forced it back down. She was done vomiting. She was done hurting. The patron wasn't actually here. It was a memory, and a useless one at that. She was so over being scared of him. He was nothing but a pathetic bully, and he didn't control her. Not anymore.

She was going to get out of bed. She was going to yell at Magnus. Then she was going to take a shower and start hunting the patron.

She'd never joined in the fox hunts as a child because she liked the fox. But she didn't like the patron at all, and she was going to stuff his den with paper, corner him, and let the hounds tear him to pieces.


Chapter 7
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Once Tessa was on her feet, she took a deep breath and yelled, "Magnus!"

She didn't have long to wait before there was a soft tap on her door.

"Enter," she ground out.

"Yes, Ms. Graves?" Magnus asked as he shuffled into her room.

His tone was not subservient. It never was, but she could hardly blame him.

"What," she asked, pointing up at her ceiling, "is that?"

"A ceiling, unless I miss my guess."

Tessa glared at him.

"Eggshell white, I believe," he added.

"Magnus."

"Yes?"

"Why is there a spider in my bedroom?"

Magnus pretended to squint and said, "What spider?"

"Fine, I'll just get a broom and squash it," she said.

His face actually paled, and he said quickly, "Please don't."

She had never heard Magnus say please before, and she didn't like it.

"Don't ever say please again, and I won't," Tessa said. "Why is it here?"

"It likes it here, and it didn't want to move after your father's death," Magnus said wearily.

"So you don't..."

"Use it to watch you? No, not anymore. As I said, I am not allowed to spy on the master."

A sudden thought occurred to her, and she said, "Do you know where all the hidden cubbies are in here?"

He made a slight shrug.

"Yes or no?" Tessa demanded.

"I know where some of them are," he admitted. "You have to understand that I only see what I am watching at the time. I cannot see what has already happened. It doesn't work like that. However, I can find them, if you would like."

"Why didn't you tell Virgil?" she asked.

"There were too many loopholes in his commands," Magnus murmured. "If you want me to do something specific, you'd have to be very specific."

Tessa grinned widely at him, suddenly feeling extremely fond of the old man. They had both been bent to Virgil's and the patron's wills, and they'd both found ways to defy them.

"I'm going to take a shower," Tessa said. "Have someone come up and move all these boxes down to the sitting room. And then find all the cubbies in my room and everywhere else in the house. Was that specific enough?"

His lips curved slightly, and he said, "It was very specific. I'll take care of it."

"Thank you, Magnus."

"I won't say please if you won't say thank you," he said rather sternly.

"Deal. One more thing, what are the names on Gisele's approved visitors list?"

"Thomas Jury, Doc Holliday, and Julian LaRoche," Magnus replied.

"Fine. Do not let anyone else in," Tessa ordered. "Rephrase. Do not open the door to anyone else. Ever."

Magnus inclined his head slightly and turned to leave the room. When he was gone, Tessa headed towards her shower.

She let the hot water pound on all of her aching bones and muscles. She was still hungry, her head still ached, and she still felt as if she'd fallen down a staircase; but she was ready to start hunting.

She understood what Curtis was saying, but this one time he was wrong. If she just looked at the torture and the vomiting and the pain, she might be inclined to say she'd lost. But she hadn't because the patron hadn't gotten a single bit of useful information from her. So no matter what it looked like from the outside, it wasn't a loss. It was a victory. She had faced the patron, and she had won.

There was no loss, no defeat, and she had nothing to mourn. In fact, she was going to celebrate. And then she was going to sharpen her swords. She still didn't know who he was; she still didn't know where he lived; but she was going to find him. It was what she did.

"So here's the deal," Tessa said as she sat down on the couch beside Ollie. "No more messing around; no more doing our own things quietly in the corner. If we work together, we can find him."

"Are you certain you should be up, dear?" Gisele asked worriedly.

"I'm fine," Tessa said. "I bought us a few days, especially if I send in regular reports full of interesting and completely truthful information."

She added that last bit so she wouldn't punish herself, and it mostly worked. Mostly. She was smart; so unfortunately, she knew when she was lying.

"I'll comb through the journals pertaining to me," Tessa said as she pointed towards a short stack of Virgil's journals. "Maybe it will help trigger a memory or something. I want you three to read through the other journals, looking for mentions of the patron. Anytime you come across one, write down the date and anything else that might be helpful. When we've gone through them all, we'll compare notes and see if anything sticks out."

Gisele raised her hand.

"This isn't a classroom, Grandma."

Gisele pursed her lips and raised a delicate eyebrow.

"I'm sorry. This isn't a classroom, Gisele."

"Better," Gisele huffed. "I would really like to continue my newspaper archive search."

"We know the patron will be mentioned in the journals," Tessa pointed out. "We don't know if he'll be mentioned in the newspaper."

"That is true," Gisele admitted. "Half and half?"

"Journals first."

"If you insist," Gisele said with a dramatic sigh. "The newspapers are probably more interesting," she added under her breath. "Virgil never did have any imagination."

"You should really eat before you start working," Ollie insisted.

"Badri's bringing me something," Tessa replied absently. "Curtis, do you still have any contacts in the Philadelphia Hidden?" 

"A few," he said.

"I want to talk to them."

"Are you asking me to fly?" he asked.

She caught his eyes and said, "If I can handle three days of excruciating torture, you can handle a quick flight to Philadelphia."

"Handle, yes. Enjoy, no."

"I never asked you to enjoy it. We'll take whiskey. Whiskey," she breathed. "Badri's going to bring me some whiskey too."

"No, he's not," Badri said as he pushed open the sitting room door and carried in a tray.

"Why not?" Tessa demanded.

"You eat soup today, drink tea today, and tomorrow you can have whiskey," he replied.

"You're a terrible servant," Tessa said flatly.

Eyes twinkling, he set the tray on the couch beside her and said cheerfully, "I know."

"Go away," she snapped.

"I'm already leaving," he chuckled.

Tessa quickly devoured her soup and drank her tea. Then she wiped her mouth and said, "Toss me a journal."

They all three just looked at her.

"What?"

"Don't you think maybe there is something you should do first?" Gisele asked carefully.

"What? I already showered and yelled at Magnus. This is next on the to-do list."

"Perhaps regarding someone who cares about you," Gisele prodded.

"Just spit it out!" Tessa snapped.

"She means Julian," Ollie said.

"What about him?"

"Don't you think you ought to call him?" Gisele said.

"Should I?" Tessa asked.

"Yes!" Gisele exclaimed.

"Why?"

"To let him know you're alright."

"Didn't you already do that?"

"It's not quite the same as hearing it from your lovely lips, dear," Gisele said wearily.

"Oh," Tessa murmured. After a moment of considering it, she added, "What exactly do you want me to say?"

"Hi, Julian dear. It was so sweet of you to spend countless hours searching for me. I'm a tad thin, but recovering nicely, and I can't wait to bask in your presence."

"No," Tessa said.

"No what?"

"I'm not saying that. What would you say, Ollie?"

Ollie shrugged and said, "It's not a conversation I've ever had to have."

"Won't he just figure it out?" Tessa demanded.

"Do you like Julian, dear?" Gisele asked, tone stretched to the point of irritation.

"Yes."

"Then give the boy an inch."

"I don't understand."

"I give up," Gisele said, tossing her hands in the air. "I don't know what sin I committed to be cursed with such unromantic offspring. I would trade my youthful skin for the two of you to have just one iota of romantic inclination."

"I think you have enough for the three of us," Ollie snorted.

"That's hardly fair," Gisele moaned. "You need it so much more than I do."

"Am I calling Julian or not?" Tessa demanded.

"May I make a suggestion?" Curtis asked.

"Yes!" Tessa said.

"Just go see him."

Tessa cringed at his words. She may have won, but she wasn't in any hurry to leave the house. She was the master of this house, and the patron wasn't invited inside. Outside of this house though, she was master of nothing.

"I'll go with you," Curtis offered.

"Is this really important?" Tessa asked irritably.

"Do you want to continue seeing Julian?" Gisele asked.

"Yes."

"Then yes."

"Fine. Let's go," Tessa said. "You'll have to call a taxi though; I can't walk that far."

"Why don't you have him come here?" Gisele suggested.

"Is that an option?" Tessa asked, feeling both overwhelmed and disgusted by the entire conversation. She should probably know how to do something as simple as tell someone she was both alive and okay, but it suddenly seemed a monumental task. 

"Never mind," she suddenly said. "I'll go to him."

The idea of him coming here, where Gisele could pounce on him and tell him how beautiful Tessa and Jury's children would be, made her shudder.

"I'll meet you at the front door in ten," she told Curtis. "You two, get to work."

Tessa recognized the mutinous look that crossed Ollie's face. Ollie didn't like to be ordered around, but she was going to have to get used to it.

"I'm the first Graves on the sign," Tessa stated.

"I thought it went by age," Gisele said.

"Quite the opposite," Tessa said flatly. "My sign, my house, my rules."

She knew she was being heavy handed, but they had given up on her. She'd seen it on their faces when she had returned home. She hadn't realized at the time what she'd seen because she hadn't been paying them much attention. When she was under the patron's control, Ollie and Gisele weren't important to her. But she wasn't under the patron's control now, and she understood their looks of dismay and surrender. At the first sign of difficulty, they had given up and Ollie had tried to run.

She didn't blame them. She never did.

She and Curtis were partners, but if Ollie and Gisele wanted to stay with her, they were going to do as she told them; and that was that.

Maybe she was punishing them just a little, and maybe that wasn't fair, but they would never understand the pain she had suffered on their behalf. They couldn't comprehend such a thing, and she could hardly explain it to them.

They surely realized that she had suffered though. They had known, and still they'd been going to leave her. Again. She was about done trusting them. But they were all she had, so she would give them one last chance. 

She watched and waited patiently while Ollie waged a silent argument within.

Ollie finally said, "Your house, your rules. We'll look through the journals."

Gisele actually gasped, but Tessa smiled widely and said, "Thank you. We'll be back in a bit."

Tessa was exhausted by the time she and Curtis reached the Hidden. It had taken all of her effort to climb the stairs to her room and arm herself with several knives and her gun. She had made a rule that she would never leave the house without them again, and so she hadn't. But all the extra steps had cost her, and she had to lean heavily on Curtis's arm as they walked towards the Hidden entrance.

"I think I'm still a little tired," she muttered.

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have suggested you go out. I just thought it might be easier than calling. I don't feel as if you can have a meaningful conversation from a distance," he added.   

"You're probably right," Tessa said. "Let's just get this over with."

"It might go a little smoother if you didn't treat it like a task."

Tessa sighed and said, "Look, Julian knows who I am. He knows that I have little patience and that I don't go out of my way to consider people's feelings. He doesn't seem to mind, and I'm not going to put on a Gisele facade just to keep him happy. Either he likes me or he doesn't. End of story."

"Very wisely said," Curtis chuckled. "Do you want me to carry you?"

They'd just stepped through the doorway into the Hidden marketplace, and it was just as busy as usual. A spike of fear struck her; and for a moment, she scanned the faces, searching for the patron.

It was a pointless exercise. She wouldn't have recognized him if she had seen him. And furthermore, she was quite certain he would never deign to step foot in the three hundred block. Nonetheless, it bothered her to know that he could be any of the people surrounding her.

"I'm with you," Curtis said softly.

"I know. And I'm not scared," Tessa insisted. "I am," she amended. "Logically, I'm not. I know he's not here. I've bought us a week, maybe more. But he knows where I am and how to find me. I can't hide from him, but I don't even know what he looks like."

It wasn't the not knowing his face that really worried her though. It was the knowledge that she still wasn't strong enough to kill him.

"What if I'm never strong enough to break through his compulsions and kill him?" she asked wearily.

"You're the strongest person I know," Curtis said firmly.

"I'm not," Tessa replied. "If I had been on my own, I would've given him everything he wanted. But I wasn't. You were with me," she whispered. "Your hand was constantly on my shoulder, and it was the only thing that kept me fighting."

Curtis moved his arm and wrapped it around her, pulling her into his chest for a hug, and Tessa used what little strength she had left to hug him back.

Virgil had never hugged her, and if he would have, it would have been a lie. He hadn't cared about her. He had wanted a son.

Curtis had chosen her.

After a long moment, Curtis released her and asked, "Do you want me to carry you?"

"And ruin my reputation as the wolfkiller?" Tessa snorted. "I don't think so."

He chuckled softly, and they began to walk slowly through the marketplace.

A surge of relief soared through her when she saw Julian sitting on his bench. Relief that she could sit down, not relief that he was there. At least that was the lie she told herself.

She could tell the second he noticed her. His entire posture changed, both relaxed and stiffened at the same time; but he didn't look up from his drawing.

She sat on the bench beside him, but didn't say anything. She still wasn't entirely sure what she was supposed to say.

"You look like hell," Julian said after a moment.

"I feel nearly just as bad," she offered.

"That's something," he shrugged. "At least you match."

She laughed, and the sound felt strange in her mouth, like she hadn't laughed for years.

Julian paused his sketching and looked at her. "Are you okay?" he asked softly.

His normally placid face was actually displaying quite a lot of worry, and Tessa found it a little disconcerting.

"I am..."

She paused because she wasn't fine. Not really. She was alive; she had won; and her mind was still in the correct shape, even if Jury wasn't convinced it would stay that way. But she wasn't fine. She was furious.

"I'm alive," she said carefully. "And thanks to Jury, I remembered everyone and everything so I didn't technically lose anything."

"You can talk about Jury now?" he asked curiously.

"He took out his compulsions," she said.

"Why?"

"He said that my brain was unlikely to retain its proper shape if it was put through too much more."

"I see."

Tessa shrugged and said, "I guess there's only so much strain a mind can take before it... turns to mush, as Jury put it."

Julian stared at her for quite a while before he said, "You look hungry."

"I am hungry. Badri won't let me eat anything except soup."

"The Lutins make pretty good meat pies," Julian said. "And I won't tell Badri." Tessa's stomach growled, and he chuckled, "I'll take that as a yes. I'll be right back."

He handed her his sketchbook, stood, and quickly crossed the marketplace. Tessa watched him for a moment before turning her attention to his sketch.

He'd been drawing the marketplace, but everything was a little blurry except a woman who had been standing across the street from him. The look on her face was an anxious one, and Tessa could actually feel her fear.

She looked up, but the woman was long gone, and the only memory of her was Julian's drawing.

"Who is she?" Tessa asked when Julian sat back down.

"I don't know," he replied. "She's been through at least twice now, but I've never seen her before yesterday."

"She's not three hundred level," Tessa pointed out.

"See, that's why clothing is so important," Julian said.

He'd taken great pains to render the woman's dress, and the folds were so realistic that Tessa almost believed she could touch one and feel the silk.

"She's afraid," Tessa murmured.

"I know."

"What time does she come through?"

"Today it was..." Julian glanced at his watch and said, "About four."

"And the other time?"

He took the notebook from her and flipped back a few pages. "The lighting's about the same, so probably the same time. Why?"

"I don't know," Tessa replied as she picked up the meat pie and sniffed it. "I swear food tastes better than it did before," she murmured.

She took a small bite and closed her eyes as she chewed it. She'd had Lutin pies before. They were all right, but this meat pie was resplendent.

"God, that's good," she sighed.

"Did you come all the way out here just to see me?" Julian suddenly asked.

"Gisele said I had to call you, but the way she played out the conversation was frightening at best. Curtis said I should just come see you."

"And you?"

She took another bite and ate it slowly before responding.

"Honestly? I was going to get back to work," she admitted. "And not because I didn't think about you. I did. But I knew Gisele or Ollie would have told you I was okay, and the only way to stay okay is to get back to work."

"I'd rather you didn't lie to me," he said softly.

"I'm not lying," she insisted, confused by his statement.

"Why don't you run?" he demanded. "If Jury said your brain can't handle any more, then you get that if you face the patron again, he's going to..."

Julian didn't finish his statement, but she knew exactly how it ended. If she faced the patron again, he was going to kill her.

Tessa set down her meat pie. She wasn't as hungry as she had been a minute ago.

"The thing is, I can't run," she said. "That would probably kill me too. And furthermore, that's what Virgil would do. He'd run and let everyone else deal with the mess. I'm not Virgil. I'm not going to run. The patron may very well kill me, but not before I kill him. It's the only way to stop him. If I don't stop him, no one will, and I refuse to let some other child be handed over to him and tortured the way I have. I absolutely refuse."

Struggle crossed Julian's face, and he smiled rather sadly before saying, "I wish you weren't so good."

"I don't think I could be both grumpy and bad," Tessa shrugged. "If I was, I don't think you'd like me."

"I wish I didn't like you," he said bluntly.

"That seems to be going around. Let's start over," Tessa suggested, lump filling her throat. "I'm Tessa Graves, lead investigator for Graves, Graves, and Graves. I'm in a battle to the death with a witch whom I know only as the patron. There's a very good chance that I'm not going to make it. Would you like to have coffee with me tomorrow?"

"No," Julian said flatly. "I don't accept that. You'll find a way. You will."

"Sure," Tessa shrugged. "But about the coffee?"

"The last thing you need is coffee," Julian grumbled. "So no. But I will come over later and hold you while you sleep. That way you won't have any nightmares."

"You can't be certain of that," she snorted, relief filling her.

"I can. I'm Roma. I know things. Now eat, or else you'll be so weak that Curtis will have to carry you home."

"He's gorgeous; I don't know that I would mind."

"But does he have talented hands?" Julian asked.

"I've never asked."

"Don't," Julian said with a laugh. "I'm not sure I can compete with both gorgeous looks and talented hands."

"I'm sorry," Tessa said softly.

"For what?"

"For not knowing the outcome ahead of time."

"I don't think it would have changed anything," Julian said. He reached over and rubbed his thumb lightly across her cheek before saying, "Once you drew that gun on me, I didn't stand a chance. Now eat, before it's completely cold. The Lutins don't take too kindly to it when people waste their food. You might not have noticed, but they're watching. To make sure you finish."

Tessa's eyes darted to the side. Julian hadn't been looking towards the Lutin's cart; his eyes had been on her the entire time, but he was right. One of the Lutins was peering at her rather angrily.

She waved at the little woman before taking a large bite out of the meat pie. She swallowed it, gave the woman a thumbs-up, and continued to eat.

"They're a little creepy if you ask me," Tessa grumbled.

"They're a little creepy if you ask anyone," Julian laughed. "Is there anything I can do to help you?"

"There's a house in the eight hundred block that I would like to know everything about," Tessa said around a mouthful. "The only problem is I can't remember precisely how to get there."

"What does it look like?"

"Single story. Early 1900s design. A little out of place in the Hidden. It has a porch, covered, and the front has two windows and a door. The house is painted yellow, but the trim and the door are white. The door has a stained glass in it. The colors are red and black. The windows have one big central pane with two smaller panes on the sides. There are a couple of windows up in the roof too, and there's a chunk of wood missing from the third step on the porch. Third step up, not down. There are stone houses on either side. No lawn, but a black metal bench and a patch of poppies. That's all I can remember," she said as she pressed a hand to her head.

"Thank you; that will be the perfect house to include in my portfolio," Julian said quickly.

"Portfolio?" she asked in confusion.

"Definitely. Thanks for the tip."

The pain was already easing, and she smiled at him. He always seemed to know just the right thing to say.

"Go home," he urged. "I'll come by later."

"To hold me?" she laughed.

"Yes. To hold you. I'm not wasting any time," he said firmly. "From this point forward, if you don't want me in your bed, holding you or utilizing my talented hands on your neck cricks, you'll have to kick me out."

Tessa blinked quickly to chase away the tears that wanted to come. It was just like she'd said; she hadn't lost anything. Not yet. 


Chapter 8
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Tessa slept all the way home and didn't wake up until Curtis settled her on the couch. Then she sat up with a yawn and said, "Journal."

"You're clearly not up to working yet," Gisele said with a disgruntled air.

"I'll sleep when I'm tired," Tessa said. "Journal."

With a deep sigh, Gisele retrieved a journal from the short stack pertaining to Tessa and handed it to her.

"Thank you," Tessa said.

"How did it go with Julian, dear?"

"Fine."

"Fine?!" Gisele exclaimed. "Fine?! Was there romance? Were there pledges of undying love?"

"More or less," Tessa said offhandedly. "Now get to work."

Gisele made a sound of disappointment, but she plopped into her chair and picked up a journal.

Tessa pulled out her notebook and pen, opened Virgil's journal, and began to read.

She'd already organized the journals by date, so this journal started off with the mention of her mom's last miscarriage and the news that her mom couldn't bear Virgil a boy. She noted the date on her "Virgil's Journals" page and continued to read.

In the next entry, Virgil detailed her first meeting with the patron. It had not gone well.

At one point, Tessa actually bit him. I thought he would kill her then and there, but for reasons I still do not understand, he did not.

Instead, he did his best to break her. I worried that her screams might reach the house and bother Ruth, but the Patron assured me that no one would hear her and to come back in the morning.

Tessa's disposition was much improved when I returned. She was polite, and she kept looking up at me as if she actually liked me. He said it was necessary that she wish to follow in my steps.

I could have told him not to waste his time in that regard. Tessa has always been under the mistaken impression that she'd be joining the firm someday. I suppose today her mistaken impression has become a reality.

I know not what this means for the future of Graves, but I consider it ill tidings to be sure.

Tessa put down the journal and inhaled deeply. She'd only been a child. She had trusted him, and he had handed her over to a monster. There was no hell hot enough for Virgil to burn in.

"What do you think Doc meant when he said there's no such thing as death?" Tessa asked.

The idea that Virgil wasn't suffering did not amuse her. She wanted him to suffer.   

"You'd have to ask him, dear," Gisele said absently.

"I'm going to have to take a shower when we're done," Ollie ground out. "And even then, I'm not sure I'll ever feel clean again. If I write down the important parts, can I have Fernsby hypnotize me to forget everything?"

"No," Tessa said. "We should remember what they've done."

Curtis looked up from his journal and smiled approvingly at her. Tessa rolled her eyes and gestured for him to get back to work.

She was hardly going to tell him that he was right. It had taken a while, but she could finally see the difference. She would never hand a child over to the patron; she would have never helped lock Curtis in Blackwater Prison; she would have never willingly done anything to hurt Julian's friend Dal. That wasn't her. She was not Virgil, and she was not the long line of Graves that had come before her.

She would make amends when and where she could; not because the fault was on her, but because she had the capacity to do so.

Later though, after I've found the patron, Tessa thought as she gazed in disgust at the journal in her hands.

She didn't want to read in precise detail how Virgil had lied to her and hurt her over the years. She didn't want to watch herself be broken over and over and over again.

"It's somebody else," she whispered. "Somebody else named Tessa, and I've been hired to find out what happened to her. It's a high profile case, and that's just what he wanted."

Her words helped the pain in her head recede, but they did nothing to assuage the nausea that filled her at the thought of reading more.

She managed though, and by the time Badri brought her another bowl of soup and cup of tea, she had read through the entire first journal.

"Eat, Ms. Graves," Badri said sympathetically as he pulled the journal from her numb fingers and replaced it with a warm bowl.

Tessa didn't want to. She wasn't hungry anymore; she was too ill to be hungry. She was glad she didn't remember all those early meetings, and she hoped she never did. What she'd suffered just a day or two ago was nothing compared to what she must have suffered as a child. She had expected it this time; she'd known what was coming. As a child she'd known nothing but mild love and mild neglect; she had never conceived of pain.

"Ms. Graves," Badri pressed. "Eat."

"Tessa," she said. "Call me Tessa."

"Wouldn't that make me a rather poor servant?" he asked with a chuckle.

When she didn't respond, he leaned a bit closer and said, "You have to eat. Without strength, you will most certainly not have the will to fight another battle."

Tessa met his eyes. The understanding she saw there confounded her.

He was right though. When she found the patron, she had to be able to keep her feet; and to do that, she had to eat. Even if she didn't want to.

"Thank you, Badri," she said. "I'll eat as much as you bring me."

He smiled, nodded, and left the room.

Tessa quickly drank the bowl of soup, downed the tea, and started another journal.

No one else had spoken since Tessa's question earlier, and Tessa imagined that they were just as disgusted as she was. But at least they were reading about strangers.

The journal she was currently reading contained Virgil's version of the dream she'd had not very long ago, the time she'd been late because she had followed the fox.

I cannot understand why Tessa continues to be so obstinate. I've seen how he shapes and corrects her, and I cannot imagine there are very many men in the world who could take such pain and come out smiling at the other end. Not like she does. He'll have corrected her one day, and the next day she'll be skipping through the garden with Ruth.

It confounds me. Can she not see what he wants? She must. So why doesn't she just give it to him?

He wants me to take her to Denver with me, but I've told him that she's much too young still. In truth, I've no interest in babysitting the child. We've compromised. I'm to take her when she's sixteen, which offers me a short reprieve. He's instructed me to indulge her affection, and this will give me some time to work up to it.

Tessa tried not to let Virgil's words hurt her, but they did, and it irritated the hell out of her. She didn't want Virgil to have any control over her anymore. She didn't want him to be able to hurt her. He didn't deserve that.

"When we're done," Ollie suddenly said, "we should burn them."

"We can't," Tessa replied.

"Why not?"

"What if we miss something? What if we need something pertaining to another case? What if—"

"I don't want this crap in the house!" Ollie declared. "Do you know what I just read? He stole a woman's child! And do you know why? Because the poor thing was a healer! Virgil stole the boy and gave him to the government! Repulsive!" Ollie spat as she threw the journal towards the fireplace.

Tessa didn't comment. Virgil's actions were reprehensible, but it wasn't so very different than what he had done to her. He'd handed her over to a nameless entity, the patron; he'd driven Ollie, Doc, and Gisele from her; and once she'd turned sixteen, he had never allowed her to return to the country. She wasn't even sure if her horse was still alive.

She frowned at that thought and focused on the memory that had just surfaced. She hadn't even remembered she had a horse until just now. His name was Snowdrop, and he was the most beautiful horse she'd ever seen. Doc had helped her pick him, and Ollie had ridden with her day after day after day.

"Is Snowdrop still alive?" Tessa asked abruptly.

Gisele looked up from her journal and said, "Snowdrop?"

"My horse," Tessa clarified.

"No," Ollie stated rather flatly.

"Oh," Tessa murmured, surprised at the sadness that filled her at the thought.

She didn't know what Jury had done, but she was recalling things she hadn't remembered a week ago. It was distracting, and she wished it would stop. She needed to stay focused on the future, not the past.

She rolled her eyes, frustrated with herself. She was looking at the past right now because sometimes understanding the past was the only way to see the future clearly. But Snowdrop had nothing to do with the patron, so she pushed all thoughts of her dead horse from her mind and continued to read.

She was halfway through the fourth journal when Badri came in with more soup. She took it without protest and ate quickly. She was tired once more, but she needed to keep working. She wanted to get through the journals as quickly as possible so she could move on to the next step. She didn't know what the next step was yet, but she would figure it out.

Gisele made another notation on her notepad before stacking the journal she had been reading on top of her done pile. She was fighting a very strong desire to dig up Virgil's corpse and paddle his behind, but she knew it would be rather pointless unless she enlisted the help of a necromancer. And as tempting as the idea was, one interaction with a necromancer was enough for her.

She pushed aside that unpleasant memory and studied Tessa. Her color improved with every one of Badri's soups. He hadn't been working for them very long yet, but he already deserved a raise. He was proving to be absolutely invaluable.

Never mind the fact that his entire family was living in the cellar apartment rent free; service such as his required reward. Otherwise, someone with a kind smile and a larger purse might steal him away. Just like she had done.

The sultan of Brunei was hardly going to miss Badri though. She was certain the man hadn't even known Badri was there. She, on the other hand, actually appreciated Badri; and there was nothing anyone liked more than being appreciated.

Except for Tessa. Tessa didn't care about the things most people cared about. She shied away from things like appreciation and status and fame. Even as a child, all she had wanted to do was solve mysteries. Mystery solving must have just been in her blood too because the child hadn't cared one bit about Virgil. Not until the patron had interfered.

She understood what Tessa was trying to accomplish with the journals, but it was a monumental task. They could spend days and days referencing and cross-referencing and not end up any closer to knowing who the patron was.

And it was rather boring reading. Virgil hadn't inherited any of her flair for writing. It was all straight facts and hard cold evaluations. When he'd written about turning a woman against her husband, it had been so dry that Gisele almost hadn't realized what an awful thing he'd done.

One thing had become clear to her though. Virgil had possessed no conscience at all. He was the worst kind of villain. The kind who truly believed that he was superior to every person he abused. 

He hadn't believed in right or wrong. Not really. If the patron told him to do it, he did it. That was right for Virgil. If he could make money from it, he did it. That was right for Virgil. There was no thought of other people, no guilt for the pain he caused, no subtle realization of his cruelty. Virgil simply was. He had never questioned himself, never criticized himself, never believed he was wrong.

It made her unbelievably sad.

"You know what we need?" she asked, trying to infuse her voice with cheer.

"Not right now," Tessa said absently.

"I could use a break," Curtis spoke up.

Tessa paused her reading and glanced across the room at Curtis. Then she shrugged and said, "Fine. My eyes are starting to blur anyway."

"Excellent," Gisele said happily. "Virgil's writing is so dry that it makes me long for something full of zest and life."

"It makes me long for gasoline," Ollie grumbled.

"I can tell you're very grumpy, dear, and rightly so. You probably shouldn't even be on your feet yet, not after the beating you sustained."

Ollie growled softly, and Gisele hastened to add, "Not that you didn't give seven times as good as you got."

"They're all dead," Ollie said tersely. "All five of them. All five bear shifters are dead, and I spent half a day in bed."

"Fine, a hundred times," Gisele sighed. "I don't know why we're arguing semantics, dear. We both mean the same thing."

"I'm not sure we do," Ollie said. "You seem rather focused on my minor injuries; I like to focus on the fact that I won."

"We get it," Tessa broke in. "You're a badass. Now Gisele wanted to read; and, for some reason, Curtis wants to listen to her, so shut up."

Gisele kept her face smooth and smiled sweetly at Curtis when she said, "Why don't you pick?"

She needed just a moment to think because she had just realized that Tessa was mad at them. And why wouldn't she be? They had crumpled at the first sign of adversity. They had done exactly what they'd both sworn to never do again; they had abandoned her. Not physically, but mentally. As soon as they'd realized that she didn't remember them, they had retreated into their shells and tried to run from her. They deserved her anger.

Gisele watched as Tessa turned another page. Her brow was furrowed with pain, and she paused every so often to repeat something to herself. Whatever it was seemed to ease the pain, and then she continued reading. She'd already finished five journals.

The girl was unstoppable, and Gisele was in complete awe of her, but at the same time she worried that Tessa was pushing herself too hard. She could surely take a day or two to recover.

"Is this one acceptable?" Curtis asked, breaking Gisele's train of thought.

"Of course," Gisele said as she took the book from him. "The Deadman's Curse. What a wonderful choice. It's one of my earlier novels, but my writing style was already quite developed. Where shall we start?"

"At the beginning?" Curtis said hopefully.

Gisele laughed lightly and said, "That would hardly do. It takes a bit of time to set up the characters and the situation, you know. Readers demand that sort of thing, but we can surely skip to a good part and surmise the rest from there. I'll just outline the plot for you. Clifford is a privateer for the king of England, but his family is under the impression he's dead. His brother Rupert took both his title and his fiancée, Godiva. Clifford doesn't particularly care about the title or Godiva, but Rupert is not a kind lord; he's quite ruthless in fact, and Clifford has caught wind of his actions and decided to return home. We'll start where Clifford enters the house for the first time in ten years."

Gisele cleared her throat. Tessa kept reading. She cleared her throat again. With a sigh, Tessa put down the journal and made a go-on gesture. Gisele graced her with a smile, and then she began to read.

Godiva stared at her soup. She hated soup. Everyone knew that she hated soup, but Rupert had taken everything away from her when he'd found out that she was sending in articles for The Lady's Magazine.

She wasn't allowed to decide on the menus anymore, and all the paper and ink in the entire house was now inside Rupert's office. All of her books had been taken as well, and her sitting room was filled with embroidery hoops and thread. A suitable pastime for a woman Rupert had said.

She cast a glare his way, wishing his bread would get caught in his throat and choke him. It didn't. So much for luck, she thought with a sigh. 

She absolutely hated him. She hated him so much that she was beginning to wonder if she dared to push him down the stairs one day. The only trouble was, if the fall didn't kill him, he would certainly kill her for trying. She wasn't quite ready to die, so she was going to have to figure out a more clever way to get rid of him.

She was considering sneaking into his room one night and bashing his head in with a candlestick when the dining room doors suddenly slammed open.

She dropped her spoon with a gasp as a tall black-haired man with a rakish hat strode into the room, acting quite like he owned it. His skin was the color of tea, and there was a white scar running across his left cheek. He looked absolutely barbaric.

She wondered hopefully if he was here to kill Rupert. If he was, she would happily look the other way.

She quickly realized that he probably wasn't though since there was a short clerkish-looking man right behind him. Maybe Rupert owed the man money. She hoped that Rupert refused to pay and the barbarian challenged him to a duel. Rupert was a terrible swordsman.

"Brother!" the barbarian announced.

"No," Godiva whispered, horror settling over her.

It couldn't be. It just couldn't. Clifford was dead. They'd received word five years ago that he'd been killed at sea. He was dead.

She stared at him, trying to see any resemblance to the boy she'd once known, then drew back in astonishment when she recognized both his eyes and his nose. Nothing else was the same, but there was almost no doubt in her mind that this was in fact Clifford. 

"I see you've seen fit to steal both my title and my woman," Clifford went on. "I am here to reclaim what is mine."

Rupert hadn't found his voice yet, but Godiva wasn't about to be tossed about like a piece of meat. Clifford hadn't bothered about her when he was alive, and she didn't care about him now that he was dead.

"I beg your pardon," she said as she stood. "Do you not see that we are in the middle of dinner? Perhaps you'd like to return at a more civilized time."

Clifford cast her a dismissive glance and said, "Keep the woman, but I'll be taking back the title. You've twenty-four hours to remove yourself from the premises. Your trunks will be searched as you leave. I'll not tolerate any theft."

"Keep the woman!" Godiva gasped. "Who gave you the right to..."

She trailed off as the rest of his words set in. He was kicking them out. Penniless. The cold hand of fear suddenly gripped her. Rupert wasn't kind to her at the best of times; she simply couldn't consider what he would do in the worst of times.

He owned her. He could do whatever he pleased with her. Including selling her to the highest bidder.

She suddenly couldn't breathe, and she dropped back into her chair in distress.

"Now see here," Rupert finally sputtered. "Everyone knows that my brother is dead. You don't even look like him. He was a rather soft fellow, a bit large around the waist."

What a lie, Godiva thought, not sure why she cared. Clifford was treating her cruelly, but unlike many of the other lords, he had never been soft.

"I thought you might say that," Clifford said. "Which is why I brought the king's clerk with me, along with a signed eviction notice from the king. You may want to start packing, brother." He cast Godiva another look and said, "You can stay if you please, Godiva. The king's given me leave to keep you, and I'm sure it won't be too much trouble to find something for you to do."

Heat filled her cheeks, but she couldn't seem to force her mouth to call him a villain like she wanted to. After all, she'd rather stay with him than leave with Rupert, no matter how much dignity it cost her. Rupert had stolen nearly everything from her, and she refused to allow him to squander what little was left.

"It's obvious the place hasn't had a good dusting in years," Clifford went on. "Mrs. Habbens would be mortified. She kept everything sparkling."

"You're... you're going to make me your housekeeper?" Godiva exclaimed.

"Was there some other position you had in mind?" he asked. His face was completely serious, but his grey eyes were twinkling mischievously. He knew exactly what he was about.

She stood, fury pulsing through her. "I shall accept the position of housekeeper, my lord," she said icily.

"I thought that you might," he chuckled.

She turned on her heels and quickly fled the room. She would accept the position of housekeeper, but until Rupert was gone, she was hiding in the attic.

Gisele paused here, because she simply loved it when sparks began to fly.

"She's not much of a heroine," Ollie snorted.

"Hiding, running away," Tessa said. "Same difference."

Gisele cringed. She didn't want to watch them fight, but she felt quite certain it was coming.

"Look, I screwed up!" Ollie snapped. "Are you so perfect that you've never screwed up?"

"If I have screwed up," Tessa said icily, "I don't remember."

"Exactly how long are you going to punish me?" Ollie demanded.

"Let's see, how about one hour for every day you left me?"

"I said I was sorry!" Ollie exclaimed as she jumped to her feet.

"That really helps ease the pain of abandonment," Tessa shrugged.

"Goddamn it!" Ollie spat. "What do you want?"

"I want you not to leave me," Tessa said. "When you say you're going to stay, I want you to mean it."

"Ollie and I know we made a mess of things," Gisele broke in. "And we've determined to have more grit moving forward. We really are sorry. We acted like spoiled children, and I can only hope it wouldn't have taken us but a minute to see the error of our ways."

"It's hard to take you seriously when you speak like you write," Tessa said.

Her face was still very serious, but her lips were curved slightly, and Gisele knew that Tessa had already forgiven them. They hardly deserved her forgiveness, but Gisele was hardly going to point that out; and as she gazed at Tessa, she silently vowed to spend the rest of her life atoning for her past failures.   

Ollie rolled her eyes as Gisele grinned goofily at Tessa. She didn't know why Gisele looked so happy. Tessa was furious, and if they weren't careful, they would lose her for real.

She didn't know what to say to make things right either. She never apologized, and she certainly never begged for forgiveness.

Curtis suddenly nudged her with his foot. She glared at him and mouthed, "What?"

"Just tell her how you feel," he whispered.

"I don't do that," Ollie retorted.

He shrugged and grinned at her. She hated how calm he was. She knew exactly how much he had worried about Tessa when she was missing. He had never once stopped looking for her, not even to sleep. But now he was so serene and calm that she wanted to beat on him with her elbow for a while just to see if she couldn't ruin it.

She had noticed that he had a despicable tendency to be right though, so she shuffled over to Tessa and sat down beside her.

"I know it is meaningless, but I am sorry. I swore to stay by your side, and I meant it. Your side. Tessa Graves, grumpy, irritable master detective," Ollie said insistently. "I love you, and I will never leave you, but I didn't want to stay by that other Tessa's side. I don't like her, and she doesn't like me. She doesn't see me, and that hurts."

Ollie wanted to stop here, but she couldn't. She had to tell Tessa how amazing she was and that no matter what happened, she would always stay with her. 

"I'm sorry that I didn't think you were there anymore; I should have known better. I've seen you fight, and you are incredible. I may be able to kill, but you know how to fight, and I am so impressed by you."

Tessa still hadn't looked at her; she was just gazing at a spot on the floor, and Ollie didn't know what else to say. She was trying to think of something, when Tessa shrugged and said, "Okay."

"Okay what?" Ollie asked.

"I understand. It's still my house though, and I'm still changing the sign."

"To what?" Ollie demanded.

"Graves, Nash, Graves, and Graves."

"Oh. Well, that's alright," Ollie murmured. "You two are the actual detectives."

"Good," Tessa said.

Ollie opened her mouth to say the rest of it, the more important part, the never leaving part, but she was cut off by Gisele's semi-delicate nose blow.

"Look at my girls," she blubbered. "Aren't they beautiful?"

Tessa rolled her eyes and said, "We should get back to work before she makes a thing out of it."

"Too late," Ollie muttered.

"I just knew you two would make up. I'm forgiven too, right, dear? I'll never falter again. I swear it on my mother's blessed soul. We should make a pact. The Trinity sisters made a pact in my novel Blood upon the High Seas. They swore to meet again in three years at the Cliffs of Dover, even if death had taken them. Death did separate one of them, but that's hardly the point here."

"Can we not?" Tessa said.

Ollie could tell that Tessa was struggling not to laugh. Laughing only ever encouraged Gisele, but just this once, Ollie wanted to encourage her. She wanted to hear Tessa laugh.

"Are we making a pact to meet or not to die?" Ollie asked.

"Ollie!" Tessa hissed.

"To never leave each other's side. Even in death!" Gisele announced dramatically.

"So if you die first, which is likely," Ollie said easily, "Tessa and I have to sit by your rotting corpse until we die too? Seems a little unfair."

Tessa was starting to giggle.

"First of all, my corpse would never dare rot, dear. As you very well know."

"What would it do?"

"Evaporate, obviously."

Tessa was laughing in earnest now, and Ollie joined her, amused by the look of disgust on Gisele's face.

"I don't know why you're laughing," Gisele said irritably. "If you die first, which I consider much more likely given your proclivities, I will have to sit beside your rotting corpse because you don't have the good grace to evaporate!"

Gisele managed to get out every single word without smiling, but the second the last word left her lips, she began to giggle.

The four of them laughed heartily until Magnus poked his head into the room and said with a monotonous tone, "Is everything quite alright? You're putting up such a ruckus that I can't be sure."

"It's fine," Tessa snorted. "Thank y—, I mean, go away! If I want you, I'll call for you."

"Tessa!" Gisele gasped. "That was entirely uncalled for. Apologize this instant!"

Magnus was already gone, and Tessa just shrugged and said, "Magnus and I have a thing. Don't worry about it. Now seriously, get back to work! We don't have all day."

With that, Tessa picked up one of the journals and started reading. Ollie didn't want to read for another second. With every word, she hated Virgil more and felt increasingly sorry for Tessa. And she couldn't do anything to ease either feeling.

There was only one thing to do. As soon as the clock struck ten, she was heading into the Hidden. It was time for Five-Minute Ollie to make her return.


Chapter 9
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Tessa had read through ten journals by the time Julian arrived. She barely acknowledged it when he sat beside her and acknowledged it even less when he slipped the journal she was reading from her fingers.

She was entirely numb, and she was hoping to stay that way. If she truly thought about any of the things she had read tonight, she would rage with anger. But anger would hardly help her here. She needed cold logic and hard facts. And right this moment, she had very little of either.

"I brought you another meat pie," Julian whispered in her ear. "If you come upstairs with me, I'll let you eat it."

Tessa's numb mind tried to work that out. She finally looked at him and murmured, "I can never tell if you're making double entendres."

"What?" he asked, confusion filling his face. "How do you... Oh... No!" He shook his head, cheeks actually turning a pale red, and said, "See, I literally meant that I smuggled you in a meat pie," he whispered. "That still sounds wrong, doesn't it?" He shook his head and said, "I got you another pie from the Lutins, but I wasn't sure if you had been graduated to solids yet."

Tessa swallowed a laugh and said, "We'd better go upstairs and eat it."

Julian's face twisted, and he murmured, "There's simply no way to salvage this. Hi. How are you?"

"Better now that you're here," she chuckled.

She tried to ignore the fact that the others were watching them. She could hardly blame them. She and Julian were interesting and wholesome entertainment when compared to Virgil's disgusting journals.

Gisele suddenly faked a yawn and said loudly, "I find myself quite tired."

"Me too," Ollie said with a glance at the clock.

"Me three," Curtis said in an irritated tone.

Tessa looked his way, surprised to see him watching Ollie with an air of disapproval. Whatever Ollie was planning, it didn't involve her bedroom upstairs, but Tessa was too tired to care.

Her eyes suddenly slid closed, and she felt herself begin to fall. She didn't make it far before Julian caught her.

"Would you rather Curtis carry you?" he asked as he wrapped his arm under her legs and picked her up. "According to the ladies, he's absolutely gorgeous."

"I want you," Tessa murmured.

"You still haven't eaten your pie," he whispered.

"You'll have to do it," she replied as she laid her head against his chest.

She'd never noticed how nice Julian smelled. He smiled like apples and sunshine, and for some strange reason that made her very happy.

Ollie cracked her knuckles as she stepped into the ring. Except for a slight twinge when she turned from side to side, she was already completely healed. She was back on top, a hundred percent, ready for whatever they threw at her.

"Gracing our ring once more, with her small frame and her fighting spirit, please welcome Five-Minute Ollie!" the announcer yelled.

"Ollie! Ollie! Ollie!" the imps shrieked.

She waved at them, and they screamed happily.

"For obvious reasons, we've had a difficult time finding anyone willing to challenge Five-Minute Ollie!" the announcer went on. "For such a small thing, she sure packs a punch!"

Cheers filled the room, and Ollie grinned widely. She was in the mood to showboat tonight. Anything to drag it out and help her forget that she was related to Virgil.

"We've bent the rules a little tonight!" the announcer said grandly. "Since we have a shortage of challengers, we are about to host our very first troll verses norm battle!"

Ollie's grin faded from her face. In a battle to the death, she had no problems fighting a troll, but in a battle for supremacy, she was going to find it very difficult to win.

"Introducing..." the announcer trailed off, shook his head, and muttered, "I can't think of any way to jazz that up." A second later, he announced loudly, "Without further ado, Curtis!"

Ollie leaned around the announcer's wide belly to get a view of the other side of the ring.

"You have got to be kidding me," she growled.

The troll standing at the other end was, in fact, none other than Curtis.

"What the hell are you doing?" she mouthed.

"Fighting," he mouthed back.

It was a little difficult to read troll lips, but she understood that word clearly enough.

"Why?" she demanded, stepping around the announcer and stalking towards Curtis.

"Just following your example," he said easily. "I'm angry; so I fight." He made an impressive growling sound to emphasize his words, and the crowd started cheering loudly.

Ollie didn't care about them anymore. She didn't care about the announcer or what he said next. All she cared about was the goddamn troll standing in her way.

"You know I can't fight you in troll form," she spat.

"Why not?"

"You're made of rock!"

"Am I? How curious. Sometimes I seem so squishy."

His blue eyes were not sparkling with his usual humor. He was angry, and he was angry at her.

"I'm fully capable of fighting!" she exclaimed.

"So this won't hurt at all," he said as he reached out and poked her in the chest.

She swallowed a gasp as a spike of pain jetted through her ribs and spat, "Didn't hurt a bit!" 

"Liar."

"What do you want?" she demanded.

"I want you to think about Tessa."

"What about her?"

"Can you fight by her side if your foot is broken?"

"Who's going to break my foot?" she snarled. 

He took one lumbering step towards her, and she jumped away from him.

"You're an incredible fighter," he said. "But this is selfish."

"You don't understand," she growled. "Steam, pot!"

"Fine. Fight me."

He jabbed her again, this time hard enough that she couldn't control her gasp of pain.

"Stop that!" she demanded.

"Make me."

He poked towards her, and she quickly grabbed his hand with both of hers and launched her feet at his face. The blow that her boots delivered to his cheek would have felled a normal man, but Curtis didn't even move, and the force of the blow pulsed back up her legs, briefly stunning her.

Before she could retreat, Curtis plucked her from his arm, set her down in front of him, and poked her once more.

"Goddamn it!" she spat. "Fight!"

"You want to die, is that it?" Curtis demanded.

"No!"

She knew it was useless to fight him, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of quitting, so she ran around behind him, leapt onto his back, and wrapped her arms around his thick neck.

"You can't choke a rock, Ollie."

"I goddamn know that!"

"Is pain the only way you can feel?" he asked as he slowly pried open her fingers.

"No!"

"Then what is it? Why are you here? Why are you risking everything?"

"I like to win!" she spat.

"I see."

She shook off his grasp and tightened her hold, trying to decide how exactly she could beat him. The only effective way to kill a troll was to drive a long knife into their eye or their ear, but she wasn't trying to kill Curtis. Just the thought made her a little sick. All she wanted to do was defeat him.

He pulled her arm loose and swung her around in front of him where he jabbed her once more.

"Stop doing that!" she growled.

"Or what?" he shrugged.

The roar of the crowd was just a vague buzz in her ears. She had no idea what they were saying. All she knew was him.

"If you're pissed at me, why don't you just say so?" she demanded.

"I'm pissed at you," he said.

"Why?!"

"I just told you, you stubborn woman!"

She slapped his poking finger to the side, ignoring the pain that vibrated through her hand. There was simply no way to fight a rock, but she wasn't going to quit. She'd find a way to beat him.

She refused to aim for his eyes; that was dirty gouging style, and she never used that unless she had to. Besides this was Curtis. She didn't want to blind him.

She glared at him for a second, trying to determine his weaknesses; but the only non-destructive way she could think of to incapacitate him was with a joint lock. She'd never attempted a joint lock on a troll, but she assumed their joints worked just the same as everyone else's.

When Curtis reached out to poke her once more, she quickly wrapped herself around his arm, braced her feet on his chest, and pushed and pulled at the same time. His arm didn't even move.

Her entire body was already aching from his stupid prodding finger, and she knew she didn't have the energy to put up too much more of a fight. It was possible that she had not yet entirely recovered from her fight with the bears.

"Why do you have to be so goddamn rocky?" Ollie growled.

"Why do you have to be so goddamn stubborn?" he retorted.

"I'm not!" she insisted. "This is how I vent. I need this!"

"Develop a new habit," he replied. "One that doesn't almost get you killed."

"You said you like watching me fight!" she spat as she kicked repeatedly at his face.

He caught her foot, pulled her from his arm, and dangled her upside down by her leg.

"I do, but I see no point in putting yourself at risk when you are needed elsewhere. Tessa needs you. She needs you to be ready. She needs you to be able to leap into action. She has no use for a woman bleeding out in bed."

"It hardly ever leaves the ring! He was just a sore loser," Ollie growled as she struggled to lift herself up to his hand.

Every time she rolled upwards, pain shot through her chest, so she stopped trying to reach his hand and started kicking at it with her other foot instead.

"You're hurting yourself right now," he chastised. "Because winning here, among all these strangers, and maintaining your title is more important to you than being in tiptop shape for your niece."

"Goddamn you, Curtis! One has nothing to do with the other!" she snapped.

He suddenly dropped her, and Ollie twisted her body sideways to avoid landing on her head. She hit the ground with a thud, but quickly gained her feet and faced him. As her eyes met his though, she knew their fight was over.

His gorgeous eyes, which had never looked at her with anything less than admiration, were filled with disappointment.

"One has everything to do with the other," he said flatly. "And if you weren't so self-focused, you'd know that."

With that, he turned and left the ring.

A second later the announcer was holding Ollie's arm in the air, but she didn't hear what he was saying, didn't hear the cheers from the crowd. It no longer mattered what had happened here. She wasn't Five-Minute Ollie anymore; she was just Ollie, and she was afraid that she might have just screwed up.

She yanked her hand free and ran after Curtis, but she didn't see his large shadow among the crowds or in the street or waiting beside the building for her. He was gone. She had pushed him away, and he was gone.

"Well, screw him!" Ollie snapped. "He's wrong anyway. I can do both."

Someone slapped her on the back, and she nearly doubled over with pain.

"Goddamn it," she muttered as she straightened and started walking away from the building.

With no destination in mind, she walked for several blocks, only stopping when she was completely ensconced in darkness.

She sat down on a short, flat wall and grumbled, "I'm allowed to have things. I need things. Sitting and doing paperwork and reading through journals is not my thing; it's their thing. I need activity! I need to hound people and kill people and do things! Goddamn, Curtis!"

She rubbed her chest, flinching slightly as she did. She was not completely healed. She was mostly completely healed, but deep lacerations from bear claws didn't heal up in a mere four days. Not even with the help of a healer. The marks were nearly gone, but the damage to her muscles was still in the process of healing.

She'd known that, but she'd gone out to fight anyway. She'd gone because she didn't know what to do with anger if she didn't take it out on someone. It was, perhaps, a flaw.

A year ago, no one had been depending on her. A year ago, no one had cared if she lived or died. Gisele would have cared; Gisele always cared, but no one else. Not Tessa, not Curtis, not Magnus or Badri or Julian.

And a year ago, she hadn't cared about anyone either, not really. She had cared about her team in as much as she didn't want any of them to die, but she had refused to see them as individuals or invest any energy into them as people. When you saw people as individuals it made it hurt that much more when they died without your permission.

She had a list of those, but it was short, and they were the reason for her strict code of conduct regarding attachment to others. But then she'd seen Tessa after Virgil's death and had forgotten all about her strict code of conduct.

"Dumb," she muttered. Because now she was thinking about Gisele's stupid pact and how maybe a pact wasn't such a bad idea.

She didn't want to care about Tessa or Gisele. She didn't want to care about Curtis. When you cared about people, you felt their pain, their losses, and their failures. You also had to accept their censure, and she didn't want that. She was better off alone.

But then she remembered how warm and happy the sitting room had felt when they'd all been laughing. And she remembered how safe she felt when she woke up next to Curtis. And she remembered how happy it made her to hear Gisele read about her ridiculous characters. It certainly hurt less to be without them, but they carried their weight in happy moments too.

She had never sat alone in some Paris cafe, giggling to herself. Instead she had sat there and read the newspaper, half bored out of her mind, waiting for the next intense moment to come.

Perhaps Curtis wasn't entirely wrong. Maybe she was seeking a high. And maybe it was a little selfish of her. She hadn't been able to look for Tessa right away because she'd lost so much blood she couldn't even walk straight. Curtis had done it instead. And if Tessa needed her right this moment, Ollie would be hard-pressed to deliver.

"Well fuck," she muttered.

Two apologies in one day was two too many. She was much too set in her ways to change, but if she wanted to keep them, if she wanted to keep having those golden happy moments, she was going to have to try.

She stood and moved slowly through the Hidden towards Curtis's house. Something told her he would be there, waiting for her; and he was.

She sat across from him on one of his ridiculously-oversized wooden chairs and folded her feet underneath her. He didn't say anything; she hadn't expected him to.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I was wrong."

He raised one thick trollish eyebrow.

"On all counts," she added. "I won't fight again until after we defeat the patron. Not on purpose," she added quickly.

"Thank you," he said.

"After that pathetic display, no one's going to want to watch me fight anyway," she murmured.

"You fought a troll," Curtis said flatly.

"So?"

"Most men would have just turned around and left the ring. You actually tried."

"If it hadn't been you, I would have done an ear clap, followed by an eye jab," she said. "And then, I would have taken your back and hammer fisted your eye."

"Had it not been you, I would have just sat on you," Curtis replied easily. "Troll squash."

"Forget the back," she said. "Ear clap, eye jab, repeat. Just as long as I stayed out of reach, I think I would eventually win."

"You are the second most stubborn creature I have ever met," he laughed.

"Who's the first?" she demanded.

"That honor goes to Tessa."

"I can't be mad about that," she shrugged. "Thank you."

"For what?"

"Caring enough to fight me."

"I figured it was the only way you'd listen."

"You're probably right," she laughed. "Can we go home now? My chest is killing me."

The look in his eyes quickly shifted towards concern, and he said, "Did I hurt you?"

"Yeah," she said. "You did. A lot actually. But it wouldn't have happened if I had listened to you in the first place, so, whatever."

He stood and offered her his hand, pulling her to her feet once he had it.

"I'll draw you a bath," he offered softly.

Ollie laid one hand on his stony cheek and said, "You shouldn't. If you do that, I may actually fall in love with you."

"That's not such a bad thing," he murmured.

She rose up on her toes and softly kissed his lips before whispering, "I can think of worse."

When Tessa finally woke, the sun was coming in her window and Julian's arms were wrapped around her torso. She didn't move right away, but just lay there, soaking in his warmth and trying to evaluate her condition. Her head only barely hurt, and she almost felt as if she had the energy to face the day.

"Most people don't start thinking until after breakfast," Julian said softly.

"Losers," Tessa snorted.

He laughed and pulled her closer to him before whispering, "I was afraid I'd never get to hold you again."

"So far, so good," she shrugged.

Right now, right here, Julian could hold her. She might not face the patron again for days or, if she was really lucky, weeks. Regardless, she'd make the best of it.

"I'd like to lodge a complaint," she said. "My neck is still a little sore, and I believe I was promised a hundred percent satisfaction."

"I'm terribly sorry to hear about your dissatisfaction. In a case like this, I can either offer you a refund or a second service free of charge," Julian said solemnly.

"I think I'll take..." She paused here and turned so she was facing him. "A second service," she murmured.

"My pleasure," he said, leaning forward so his lips feathered across hers when he spoke. "Would you like that now or later?"

"Now," Tessa replied. "Right now."

Julian was gone when Tessa woke for the second time. She thought about being annoyed by his absence, but she knew it was already late in the day, and she figured he had things to do. Just like she did.

She stood, stretched, and quickly dressed. She felt like she might live today. Which was a good thing because she had quite a lot to do. She glanced at her watch and cringed. She hadn't meant to waste half the day. She was going to have to work quickly.

She was halfway down the stairs when she met Julian coming back up with a tray of food in his hands.

"You're up," he stated.

"You're not gone," she replied.

"Nah, I really wanted to see these stairs in the daytime. They're nicer than you led me to believe."

"Magnus puts a glamour on them," Tessa snorted. "The carpet's rotten."

She cringed when she heard Magnus's peculiar throat growl from behind her.

"I wasn't serious," she said loudly. "Magnus keeps the very best house in the world. You'll not find a cleaner or more well-kept house anywhere. In fact, I'd be willing to bet on that."

"Would you really, Ms. Graves?" Magnus said slowly.

"Magnus!" Tessa exclaimed as she turned around. "Fancy meeting you here. On the family staircase."

"Just making my daily rounds, Ms. Graves. You're usually already out and about by this time of day."

She ignored the spike of pain she felt at his words and smiled tightly before saying, "But you surely knew that I wasn't up yet, didn't you? You seem to know everything. It's almost as if you have eyes everywhere."

"Almost," Magnus said with a glare.

"Your breakfast is getting cold," Julian said carefully.

"We'll eat in my office," Tessa said. "So Magnus can finish his daily rounds."

"So thoughtful of you," Magnus muttered.

"My room is now empty," she added pointedly. "In case you were looking for anything."

"As a matter of fact I was," he said with something that looked suspiciously like an eye roll.

Julian didn't speak again until they were inside her office, tray of food on the desk between them.

"Your servants don't seem very servant-like. Not that I care, but I kinda figured you might."

"Virgil cared about things like that," Tessa said dismissively. "And if he cared about it, I don't. It's not perhaps the most accurate way to measure things, but I find it's a good place to start."

She wasn't particularly hungry, but she started eating anyway. She needed all the strength she could get.

"I have to work today," she said around a mouthful.

"I've nothing to do if you could use an extra pair of hands," Julian said.

She raised an eyebrow, but his eyes were completely sincere. "I have to stop spending time with Gisele," she muttered. "First things first," she added in a louder tone, "I need to send the patron a report."

"I love reports," Julian said. He said it so cheerfully that she almost missed the flash of anger in his eyes.

Tessa quickly finished her breakfast and pushed away the tray; then she opened her desk drawer in search of whiskey, hissing in dismay when she saw that the drawer was empty.

"Goddamn, Badri! He actually stole my whiskey! He said I could have whiskey today, and I am drinking whiskey. I haven't had whiskey in..." She tried to count, but all her days had started to blur together so she just said "a long time" and left it at that.

"I'm going to corner him later," she muttered. "If he's not an elf, then I'm not a girl."

Julian made a noise of distress, and Tessa snapped, "He's clearly an elf!"

She grabbed a stack of paper and a pen, slapped the paper onto her desktop, and started writing.

After a few moments, Julian said tentatively, "Don't you need help?"

"After lying to the patron's face, lying to him from a distance is a snap. Or it would be, if I had whiskey," she grumbled.

Her head already ached horribly, but it was worth it. She was fiercely proud of every single lie she managed to write. She told him that she had approached several witch families and offered her services. She now had a small job for Mrs. Jury, but she was certain it would lead to bigger things. She and Mrs. Jury had only talked briefly, but the woman had seemed nervous.

Tessa didn't mind putting Mrs. Jury on the chopping block for two reasons. Number one, she didn't actually like Mrs. Jury, and number two, she figured out of everyone she knew, Mrs. Jury was more than qualified to deal with the patron.

She also told him that she was hiring a new team of investigators. One troll and two goblins. They were going to be her eyes and ears in the Hidden.

She made up enough details that it all seemed quite real, and then she quickly read back through it, folded the papers, put them in an envelope and addressed it.

"First things first, done," she said firmly.

"God, you're hot."

She glanced up to find Julian watching her, a rather hungry expression on his face.

"What exactly is it about this moment that turns you on?" she asked curiously.

"You just... You don't stop," he said with amazement. "You were in massive pain while you were writing, but at one point you were actually grinning."

She raised an eyebrow.

"I've never known anyone like you," he stated.

She grinned at him before glancing up at the clock on the wall behind him.

"Shit!" she hissed. "We have to go!"

"Where?" he asked.

"The marketplace."

"Need another meat pie?" he inquired with a snort as he followed her through her office door.

"Maybe," Tessa laughed. "We'll see when we get there."    

"What exactly are we doing?" Julian asked sometime later as they sat on his bench, staring out at the marketplace and eating flaky meat pies.

"Waiting," Tessa said.

"For what?"

"The lady."

"The lady from my drawing?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Why?"

"She's scared, and I want to know why," Tessa replied.

"Are you just going to walk up to her and say, 'Hey, why are you scared?'" Julian mocked.

"Something like that."

"That's ridiculous," he stated. "If she wanted help, she would come to you."

"Not necessarily."

"Don't you have your own things to worry about?" he pressed.

"I'm pretty sure I can handle two things at a time," Tessa shot back. "Eat this," she added as she shoved the rest of her pie into his hands and stood.

The woman she was looking for had just entered the marketplace from a side street, one in line with the connecting neighborhood doorway. Tessa made a mental note of the woman's direction before quickly crossing the plaza.

She intercepted the woman just before one of the carts and said, "I'd like to talk to you."

The woman looked up from the ground, eyes stark with fear, and said quickly, "I didn't do anything." 

Not the usual response of an upper level found in the lower levels. 

"I didn't say you did," Tessa said, trying to soften her normally harsh tone. "I'd like to help you. If you want. My name is Tessa Graves."

"Tessa Graves?" the woman stuttered. "You killed Trish Owens."

"She started it," Tessa said easily.

"What about the Cadwels?" the woman demanded.

The woman's bearing had shifted during their brief conversation, and it was easy to see that she didn't skulk through the lower Hidden on a daily basis.

"They would say I started it," Tessa replied, "but all I did was say I wasn't going to work for them anymore. It's hardly my problem if they took offense."

"Everyone you kill resides in the upper levels," the woman pointed out.

"That's hardly true," Tessa argued. "I killed a shaman in the five hundred block."

"Leave me alone," the woman spat.

"Are you quite certain that's what you want?" Tessa asked. "I'm very good at my job, and if someone is frightening you, I can find out the who or what and why."

The woman's face twisted with uncertainty, but she eventually said "leave me alone", turned on her heel, and walked off.

Tessa watched her, making note of the street she turned down, then returned to her seat beside Julian.

"That didn't go quite like you'd hoped, did it?" he asked with a chuckle.

"Actually, it went pretty much exactly like I thought it would," Tessa shrugged.

"She told you to shove off."

"She'll come around. I bet you she shows up at my door within thirty-six to forty-eight hours. You know what, make it twenty-four."

"Really?" Julian demanded.

"Really."

He made a snorting sound of disbelief, but instead of continuing the conversation, he flipped open his notepad and said, "Is this the house?"

Tessa stared at his drawing, a sick sense of fear suddenly choking her. It was the house. Alive and staring right at her. A whisper of dread feathered down her spine, and she quickly glanced behind her, but there was no one there. The patron wasn't watching her; at least not that she could see.

"That's it," she whispered.

"Did you want to go see it?"

"No!" she exclaimed. "I just want to know where it is."

He wrote down an address and handed it to her. She slipped it into her journal, closed his notebook, and tried to control her breathing. A house shouldn't be so frightening, but it was.

"Who owns it?" she asked.

"A corporation. Which is a little strange because it's not a Hidden corporation and I'm pretty sure it's illegal for norm corporations to own Hidden land."

"I doubt if he much cares," Tessa murmured.

"As far as I can tell the corporation is a dead end. It's just a shell company, and I couldn't get a solid lead on its parent company. I wrote down the name with the address."

"Thanks."

"Are you alright?"

She was sick of hearing that question. What did they want her to say? No. She wasn't all right. She'd writhed on the floor for three days, vomiting, screaming, sobbing, and having the liquid in her body ooze out her pores. And she also had the misfortune to remember it.

And if that wasn't enough, her brain was a fragile Jenga of pieces that could fall apart at any moment. Fight a suggestion too much, and she might very well end up drooling on the ground.

That was simply a risk she'd have to take. She just hoped she didn't break herself before she had the chance to break the patron. She absolutely refused to die before he did.

"I'm sorry," Julian said softly. "That was a stupid question. How about this instead? Is there anything I can do for you?"

Tessa grinned at him and said, "Just show up tonight. Like you promised."

"Deal."

"I have things," she said. "If your family is the type to appreciate it, tell them thank you for looking for me. If they'll be offended by a thanks, just kind of grunt and say 'yeah'."

Julian laughed loudly before leaning towards her and kissing her gently. "Until tonight," he whispered.

She watched him leave, then stood and stretched. Her body still ached, but she felt pretty much back to normal. The patron was lucky she healed so goddamn quickly. If she didn't, he would have probably killed her by now.

She supposed she should be grateful for small favors. She'd never given much thought to her ability to heal quickly, but now she realized that it was probably the only thing keeping her alive.

The patron in her head nudged her, demanding to know why she was just sitting here, doing nothing.

"Shut up," Tessa grumbled. "I was soliciting a case. A high profile one at that."

There were at least two more things she needed to do today, but first things first. Badri owed her a whiskey.      


Chapter 10
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Tessa settled onto the seat beside Curtis and dropped her head onto the bar counter.

"Walking hurts," she sighed.

"You don't have to be up and about," Curtis pointed out.

"I have things to do."

"I know that you must always work, but you could work from a desk just as easily as you could on your feet."

"Not with what I have to do," Tessa argued.

She had too much to do to sit in her office all day, and not enough time to do it in. She was always fighting the feeling now. The running out of time feeling. She didn't want to tell him, but Curtis was her partner, so she had to. It was what good partners did.

"Pour me a glass," she said as she lifted her head.

"It's troll whiskey," he replied.

"I can drink whiskey now."

She supposed that was the perfect opener.

"Jury took out all of his orders when he helped me get past the last... You know. He said that... He said that my mind couldn't take much more."

Curtis didn't reply as he slid a cup filled to the brim with whiskey over in front of her. She leaned over and sniffed it. It smelled delightful, and there was nothing in her mind or body telling her that she couldn't have it. She was free to drink as much as she liked.

She could tell the compulsion was gone, but just to double check, she lifted the glass to her lips and held it there. There was no sign of pain warning her to stop her actions. With a happy sigh, she took a small sip and held the liquid on her tongue, savoring the flavor.

"That's damn good," she breathed. "I really, really missed it."

She took a larger drink, sighing with happiness as it slid down her throat into her stomach.

"Are you saying what I think you're saying?" Curtis finally asked.

"If you think I'm saying that the next time I face the patron, I'll probably end up with my brain oozing out my ears, yes."

She took another drink and said, "I'd rather not tell Ollie and Gisele. If you think that's okay."

"It's just an assumption," he said firmly. "You can't base a case on it."

She acknowledged his statement with a shrug.

"And something could change between now and then," he added.

"Sure," she murmured.

He was right, of course. There was the odd occasion when the mechanic said that your engine was going to blow if you didn't do such and such, and it didn't actually happen. But it was one in fifty, and she was pretty sure Jury wouldn't have said anything if he hadn't been certain.

Tessa downed her entire glass and pushed it forward for a refill. While she waited, she took out her phone and texted Gisele.

"Can you meet me in the three hundred block at the corner of Tusk and Green in about thirty minutes?"

"Certainly, dear," Gisele texted back immediately.

That done, Tessa turned her attention back to her whiskey.

"What's different about troll whiskey?" Tessa asked as she stared at the dark amber liquid.

"It's complicated," Curtis said.

His tone was vague, and she knew he was lying.

"How complicated?"

"Very complicated."

"It ain't that complicated," the bartender interrupted.

"No one asked you!" Tessa snapped.

"Do you want to know or not?" Rishma inquired as he leaned on the bar top across from her. His sharp face was filled with mischief, and Tessa suddenly wasn't sure that she did want to know.

Curtis nudged her and said, "You don't want to know."

"She does," Rishma said with amusement. "She's a detective. She likes to know things."

Tessa gulped the remainder of her glass and said, "Hit me."

Rishma grinned widely before saying, "Among the trolls, the eldest males are called bulls. Later in life, bulls start to grow hair, down there, if you catch my meaning."

"Rock hair or regular hair?" Tessa inquired.

"It's kind of a mix," Curtis muttered.

"Thanks, big boy. I didn't know that," Rishma chuckled. "Now as I was saying, they start to grow hair, and then what they do is they saw it off."

"Saw?"

"Part rock," Curtis pointed out.

"And they put it in the still with the grains which accounts for its unique flavor," Rishma announced grandly.

"Disgusting," Tessa said flatly, more than a little revolted by the image his words conjured. "Fill me up," she added.

"You're still going to drink it?" Rishma demanded.

"Absolutely. I'm just going to forget we had this conversation."

"You're one hell of a lady," Rishma chuckled as he filled her glass.

"Now go away," Tessa ordered. "My partner and I are having a serious conversation."

Rishma rolled his eyes, but made his way to the other end of the bar.

"How serious?" Curtis asked.

"I just said that to get rid of him. Did you get anything from the journals last night?"

"Nothing that would help us determine who he is."

"Crap," Tessa muttered. "There has to be a way to figure it out. He's not that clever. He's certainly not more clever than I am."

She glanced at her watch and said, "I have to go meet Gisele. Would you look through the Hidden Gazette and compile a list of women who have recently lost their husbands?"

"Sure," he said, tone curious.

"I'll tell you later; when I've made a case out of it. Thanks for the whiskey," she added.

"I still haven't gotten a single paycheck," he argued with pretend protest.

"Talk to Ollie," Tessa laughed. "She handles all the money."

She winked at him and left, already second guessing her next move. Anytime Gisele got involved in something, it quickly went overboard. Things got too flashy and too big and too pink.

There was a chance Tessa wasn't doing anyone any favors. But on the other hand, Gisele had a flair about her that tended to bring new life where it was needed. There were definitely worse things that could happen to someone.

Tessa turned onto Green Street and tried to steel herself for Gisele's inevitable gush of emotion.

"Darling!" Gisele exclaimed as soon as Tessa was within eyesight.

"Grandma," Tessa sighed.

"We're in public, dear," Gisele said pointedly.

"Yes, Gisele. Would you mind waiting right here for one minute?" Tessa asked.

"Whatever you need," Gisele declared.

Tessa backed away from her, ducked under the awning, and entered Mira's restaurant.

"Tessa!" Mira said cheerfully from her position behind the counter. "It is so nice to see you again."

Tessa ignored Mira's statement and said, "This is a restaurant, right?" 

"Yes," Mira replied with confusion.

"And I assume you would like more customers?"

"Any customers," Mira laughed. 

"Good to hear. I apologize in advance for what I'm about to do, but I promise you that you'll thank me in the long run. I hope," Tessa added uncertainly. 

"I don't understand."

Tessa didn't bother to reply. She just stepped outside and took Gisele's arm. "You have to try this restaurant's soup," Tessa said. "It's divine."

She knew she was laying it on a little thick, but it was so out of character for her to suggest something as mundane as eating out that she didn't think Gisele would notice how much she was botching it. 

"A table for two," Tessa said once they were inside.

Gisele was already looking around the place, a calculating gleam in her eyes. 

"You seem to lack customers, dear," she said as Mira led them to a table. 

"I have you," Mira replied with a smile. "That's two more than I had a minute ago."

"I like her," Gisele said. 

"This is Mira," Tessa explained. "And this, Mira, is Gisele. I'm not at liberty to explain her relation to me."

Gisele twittered softly and said, "It's obvious that I'm your auntie, dear."

"I'm sure that it is," Tessa muttered. 

"Do you have a menu?" Gisele asked.

"Yes, ma'am," Mira said as she produced a carefully handwritten piece of paper.

"Lovely writing, dear, and please, call me Gisele. We'll have the soup," Gisele said without actually looking at the menu.

"I'll bring it right out," Mira said with a nod.

"And two coffees," Gisele added.

"Whiskey," Tessa put in.

"You don't need any more whiskey," Gisele said sternly. "I can already smell it on you." Once Mira was gone, Gisele said thoughtfully, "I like it here. It's quite clean; it's intimate, and I can smell the wonderful flavors already. Do you suppose she would like a little help promoting?"

"You'll just have to ask her," Tessa said.

It was precisely why she'd brought Gisele, but she was hardly going to wave the green flag in front of her and tell her to have at it. That was up to Mira.

She could remember Dal, Mira's husband, now. She remembered watching him as he went about his daily routine. And she remembered wondering why Virgil had her watching him, but she'd watched nonetheless.

She'd tried very hard not to laugh when Dal had chased his son down the street one day. They'd both been in their tiger forms, and they'd made a game of it. She'd watched as Dal had lovingly kissed Mira goodbye every morning. And she had wondered what he and Julian were talking about when they had sat by the window of the restaurant and gestured excitedly back and forth. She hadn't known it was Julian, of course. She had just noted that Dal had spent three hours talking to an associate. She knew now they were friends. And that made it even worse.

She had reported everything to Virgil, and then she had demanded to know why they were watching Dal. Virgil had told her it wasn't any of her concern. She'd slammed her hands on his desk and said that she had a right to know what was going on.

Virgil had sighed heavily, muttered "every goddamn time", and that was the last thing she remembered. She could easily fill in the blanks though. Virgil had drugged her, and Fernsby had hypnotized her.

She couldn't bring Dal back. She couldn't return Mira's husband or Samit's father. He was gone. He would always be gone, but she could put customers in the chairs. It wasn't much, but at least it was something. Some small repayment for the harm she had caused.

Tessa glanced out the window. There was one last thing she wanted to do today. One last item on her to-do list. She'd drink her soup, she'd set Gisele loose, and then she'd offer up a long-overdue apology.

This time Doc was actually home, and when she knocked on his suite door, he opened it right away.

"Tessa," he said with a grin. "It's good to see you."

"Yeah," she murmured. "I just want to say that I'm sorry I ever blamed you. Virgil had a way about him. He seemed somehow innocent," she said with a shrug. "Like this angelic paragon. And I think he actually liked you," she added. "He said something in one of his journals about blaming me for losing your friendship. He thought your attachment to me made you soft."

"He obviously didn't know me very well," Doc drawled. "Just like I didn't know him very well. Would you come in and sit down?"

"Only if you'll share your whiskey," she said.

"Certainly," he grinned.

Once they both had a cup full of whiskey, Doc said, "It's hard for me not to take on responsibility for people. There have been a few times when I took on responsibility when I shouldn't have, and there were times when I did exactly the opposite."

Tessa shook her head and said, "You didn't do anything wrong. I had Gisele, Ollie, and Mom."

"But you didn't," he said.

"No. But here's what I think," Tessa stated. "I think it was a good thing because now I'm going to stop him."

She was done feeling sorry for herself. She was done wondering what her life would have looked like if everyone had stayed by her side and protected her.

She was glad they hadn't. She could look at herself and say that she was incredible. And she didn't owe that to anyone. She had broken through the compulsions time and time again, all on her own. She had fought Virgil. She had fought the patron. And just a few days ago, in spite of the pain it had caused her, she had lied to the patron's face.

She was Tessa Graves. She owned Graves, Graves, and Graves. She WAS Graves, Graves, and Graves. And she wasn't going to let the name be tarnished any longer. She was going to polish it until it gleamed, just see if she didn't. Virgil and everyone before him had used the Graves name for evil, but she was going to use it for good.

The patron in her head did not appreciate her trashing on the Graves, and it told her so with a burst of pain. She pressed a hand to the side of her head and quickly downed her whiskey. When she looked up, Doc was studying her with his unreadable eyes.

"I am sorry though," he said softly. "I could have spent every summer with you without seeing Virgil at all." He paused, smiled regretfully, and said, "I ran away. I don't mean to get attached to mortals, but I do. And I don't like watching them age and die."

A look of pain crossed his face, and he said, "For a while, I'm really with them, but with every year that passes, I become more and more of an observer and less of a participant. I stay exactly the same, and they grow older or sicker until one day, they're gone, and I'm looking down at their grave."

She suddenly felt terribly sorry for him. And terribly sorry for Jury. Jury hadn't wanted to know her at all, and now he cared. About a mortal. A mortal who didn't have much longer to live.

"Your mother was sick," Doc stated. "She was dying, and to be honest, I didn't want to watch her waste away. It's one of my failings," he added, tone frank. "And you paid for it."

"It's okay," she said. "I get it."

And she really did. She didn't blame him. She didn't blame Gisele or Ollie. She didn't even blame her mom. None of them had put her in a room with the patron. None of them had walked back out and left her there. That had been Virgil. And Virgil was dead. So there was really no one to blame now. No one but the patron himself. 

"I have a question for you," she suddenly said.

"Ask away."

"What did you mean when you said there's no such thing as death?"

"Just what I said," Doc drawled.

"So what happens when we die?"

"I'm not completely sure; no one will tell me," he admitted. "But I think it goes something like this. We die, and our spirits or our essence goes to the mother or our ancestors, not necessarily the people we came from, but the people we belong to. I believe that we continue to exist endlessly in the dreaming, but I haven't died yet, so you probably shouldn't take my word for it. All I know is that we don't end."

"That's a little disappointing," she muttered.

"What is?"

"That Virgil's not burning in the fiery depths of hell. He's really out there somewhere? Still existing?"

"Yes."

"Do you think I could find him and kill him?" she asked hopefully.

"No," Doc said with a grin. "You can't kill a soul. Only I can kill a soul."

Tessa raised an eyebrow, but he didn't explain his statement, just smiled at her; and she didn't press because she didn't really care about Virgil. Not much anyway.  

"But when I die," she asked, "I won't go to be with him?"

"Is he your family?"

"God, no!"

"Then no."

"So you're saying I'll be with Ollie and Gisele, maybe even Curtis?" she asked hopefully.

"Exactly," he replied, tone a little sad.

"I can't believe Gisele was actually right," Tessa snorted.

"About what?"

"Meeting even in death," she murmured. "Maybe we should make a pact."

Doc was studying her curiously, but just like he had done earlier, she didn't bother to explain; she just smiled at him.

"Thank you," she said. "For everything. I had better go. I have a patron to hunt down."

"If you need anything..." he said as he stood.

"I'll call you," she replied with a grin.

She left rather quickly because there was nothing else to say. She had apologized; he had apologized; it was done, and oddly enough, she felt better for it. Ever since she'd found out about Virgil's lying face, she had blamed Doc, Ollie, and Gisele for leaving her. And it was true. They had left her. But they were just people doing what people did. They hadn't known they were hurting her. They hadn't realized that she had needed them, and she hadn't been able to tell them.

What was done was done. She couldn't keep holding onto the past and weeping over it. She only had one objective now, and her focus needed to be crystal clear. She was going to find the patron. And when she did, she was going to kill him.

To borrow a line from Ollie, it was easy peasy. She already had everything she needed. She just had to piece it all together. It was her job. And she was very, very good at her job.


Chapter 11

[image: ]

When Tessa reached home, the others were already busy reading Virgil's journals, and Tessa's stack of journals had grown considerably.

"What're all these?" she asked as she sat.

"Magnus brought them in for you," Gisele said absently. "He said he found them in your room. Did you know that Virgil played a large role in the closure of the one hundred block, dear?"

"The one hundred block isn't part of the lower Hidden?" Tessa asked.  

"Well, it used to be, dear, and it obviously wasn't widely publicized when the one hundred block was condemned."

"Condemned why?" Tessa demanded.

"So that Adrian Gionta could build his castle there," Gisele said. "He used to throw the most opulent parties. I was always invited, but I only attended one," she said, shuddering delicately. "Absolutely sordid affairs. This all happened in the seventies, dear, before you were born."

"You're telling me that Virgil worked to condemn an entire city neighborhood so that one man could build a compound?"

"Yes."

"I didn't think there was anything you could say that would make me think less of him, but I guess I was wrong," Tessa muttered.

"Would you like to know what I just read?" Ollie offered.

"Not really," Tessa replied.

"It adds depth to his character," Ollie said with a snort of disgust.

"Does it pertain to the patron at all?" Tessa asked.

"No."

"Then keep it to yourself."

With that, Tessa picked up the top journal and flipped to the first page. It started off just the same as many of her journals did. With a case. There were pages of noted details, and then the inevitable conclusion. It went on like this for several cases, but then Virgil gave her a special assignment.

One of the Merton witches needed someone to check their security, and Virgil sent Tessa. She had surveyed the premises and made a list of suggested updates. None of them technological. There wasn't a single Hidden resident or sub-resident who utilized technological security. It was simply too easy to bypass or hack. The old methods were best. Gargoyles, witch traps, and mirrors. All far superior methods for protecting a residence.

Everything was going well until Tessa had witnessed Mr. Merton beating one of his servants. She had interfered, the witch had objected, and she had skewered him with a meat fork.

Tessa didn't need to keep reading. She had suddenly remembered what happened next, which was good because that was where the journal ended.

She'd gone home and told Virgil that she was going to report Mr. Merton to the Magistratus. Virgil had told her in no uncertain terms that she wasn't, and she had demanded to know why not.

They had argued for a few minutes before Frank had entered the room and tried to restrain her. She had bitten off part of his ear, which explained quite a lot about why Frank had never really liked her and why she hadn't liked him.

In any case, she had gotten loose long enough to make it to her room and hide the journal, and then Frank had broken down the door, knocked her out, and presumably dragged her down the stairs.

She was beginning to think that she owed the patron a thank you. She was quite certain that if it had been up to Virgil, she would already be dead.

She put that journal on the done pile and picked up another one. She was going to push through them as quickly as she could because she didn't have any interest in doing this night after night after night.

Tessa had just finished the last journal when Julian walked into the room.

"Julian, dear!" Gisele exclaimed. "I have a special request."

Julian halted his advance towards Tessa and said carefully, "From me?"

"Yes! I need some artwork done, and I've been told that you are the best artist around."

"Who told you that?" Julian demanded stiffly.

"Why Mira! She said you are simply amazing. We're redesigning, and we need a logo, new menus, and a sign. Is that too much? Can you handle all of that?"

Julian shot Tessa a look, and she shrugged helplessly. Once Gisele had been set loose, there was no controlling her. She was like a hurricane. Hurricane Gisele.

"I have some ideas," Gisele went on before Julian could respond. "Shall we look at them in the morning over breakfast?"

"I guess," Julian replied.

"Wonderful! I can't wait to hear your thoughts."

Julian made a noncommittal noise and sat beside Tessa.

"What have you done?" he hissed.

"Made Mira's restaurant a success," Tessa whispered. "I asked first, and she said she wanted more customers."

Julian was about to respond when Gisele suddenly spoke up. "I want to read you all a snippet of my new novel before you head up to bed."

"Oh god, no," Tessa moaned. "I'm really tired."

"You have to listen, dear. It's inspired by Curtis and Jury. Only I added some oil to make their muscles glisten."

Tessa's cheeks started to heat, and she tried once more, "I feel a little dizzy. I really should go to bed."

If she went to bed, Julian would go with her, and then she wouldn't have to listen with embarrassment while Gisele read whatever ridiculous episode she had written.

"Pshaw, dear. Listening to this scene will quicken your blood, and your dizziness will simply fade away. Now be quiet."

Tessa tossed Ollie a pleading look. Ollie shrugged and said, "I'm curious to see Highland Curtis. Especially with some glistening muscles."

Tessa wished the chair would open up and eat her. She'd rather be digested than sit through this.

"How bad can it be?" Julian whispered.

"You don't understand," Tessa whispered back.

Gisele cleared her throat very loudly, and Tessa sank into her chair and covered her face with her hands.

Iona walked slowly down towards the loch. She hadn't seen Curtie in over four months now, and she was certain that she'd gotten her lust for him quite out of her system. He'd never shown any interest in her. Not when they were children and not now. So after his recent departure, she'd made up her mind to put all thoughts of him behind her. There were other men, she supposed, but if she couldn't have Curtie, she would just do without.

She wouldn't even be here right now except Tomas had told her in passing that Curtie had been wounded during their skirmish with the MacTavish boys. It was her job to tend the wounded, and that's what she was doing. Never mind that it was Curtie.

"Curtie!" she called out. "It's Iona! I'm coming down."

He didn't respond, and she took a deep breath before continuing. She reached the edge of the loch without seeing him, and she had just began to wonder if she'd somehow missed him when the water in front of her broke and Curtie came striding out of it.

For a moment, Iona was too shocked to say anything. And then when she did try to say something, her tongue was too twisted to make sense of it.

"You're um... Well, you're..."

"Naked?" Curtie laughed. "That's the normal way of things, lass. Why are you here?"

"To tend," she stuttered, keeping her eyes locked on his beautiful face. "You have a... um, a wound."

"It's just a scratch," he said dismissively.

"Nonetheless," Iona replied, sanity quickly returning. "Even you know better than to ignore a scratch."

"As you wish," Curtie said as he turned around.

Sanity fled once more as she stared at his rippling back muscles and perfectly formed buttocks. He's beautiful, she thought as she watched a lazy water droplet wiggle down his buttock. The water droplet suddenly got stuck in the top of an angry red gash on the back of his thigh, and she abruptly remembered what she was doing.

"That's more than a scratch," she snapped.

"Hardly. The MacTavish don't know how to wield swords properly."

She ignored that and knelt behind him, pulling out her salve as she did. The wound had already stopped bleeding so she would just put the ointment on it, wrap it, and be done. And when the dressing needed to be changed, he could do it himself.

She pressed her trembling hand to his skin, surprised at how warm his flesh was. The loch was always cold, but he felt as if he'd been lying in the sun. She moved her hand to his other leg, worried that the wound had already become infected, but the skin on his other thigh was just as warm.

"I'm quite well aware of where the cut is, lass," he rumbled.

Heat flooded her cheeks, and she tore her hand away.

"I was checking for infection," she mumbled.

He hummed softly, and she quickly slathered ointment all over the cut, trying to ignore how the oil made his skin gleam. Her own skin was pale, but his seemed to glow bronze in the sunlight. 

She retrieved a strip of cloth from her bag and started to run it around his leg, but immediately stopped.

"Um, well, maybe you could wrap this around," she said awkwardly.

"You're the healer," he pointed out. "I'm quite sure you can do it."

"It's just that..."

She trailed off, not certain how she could say that her hand would have to move past his manhood. It wasn't that she hadn't done such a wrapping before. She'd even seen quite a few men's shafts, but she'd never seen Curtie's.

She moved her hand slowly, desperately trying to avoid contact, but failing; and by the time she had gotten the bandage tied, Curtie's manhood was in a very different state.

Iona stood and stepped away from him, but he grabbed her hand before she'd gotten very far and yanked her against his solid chest.

"Are you trying to kill me, lass?" he asked softly.

"No," she whispered.

His entire body was on fire. She could feel the heat of it through her skirts, but it was nothing compared to his eyes.

"You can change the dressing on your own next time," she managed to say.

The fire in his eyes flared, and he said, "I'd rather you do it."

She was finding it difficult to breathe. He was much too close to her. She could feel the heat of him and the hardness, and more than anything she wanted to touch him.

"Whatever you want, Iona," Curtie said, voice etched with longing. "It's yours."

Confusion swept through her, and she tried to pull away, but he wouldn't release her.

"I... but... You've no interest in me," she stuttered.

"Whatever gave you that impression?" he asked.

"But... I..."

This couldn't be happening. She had surely fallen asleep in the garden and was having a dream, a dream that she never wanted to wake from.

He moved her hand and placed it on his bare chest. "Touch me," he whispered. "Please."

"Enough!" Tessa exclaimed as she jumped to her feet. "Good work, Gisele. It's gripping. Really gripping stuff. Curtis makes an amazing Highlander. I'm so sleepy," she added, faking a yawn. "I'll see you in the morning."

Then, because he hadn't stood yet, she grabbed Julian's hand and yanked him to his feet.

They were halfway up the stairs when he said, "I did not expect that."

"I don't want to talk about it," Tessa muttered.

"But... Well, what do you suppose happened next?"

"Are you serious?" Tessa demanded as she pulled him into her room and slammed the door.

"I just... Was she going to touch him?"

He looked genuinely curious so Tessa snapped, "It's Gisele! Of course she was going to touch him!"

"But then what?"

"Goddamn it!" Tessa exclaimed. "I knew this was going to happen. With one goddamn reading she's infected you with her filthy smut! You can go down and listen if you want, but I'm going to bed."

"I was just curious what was going to happen next," he said with a shrug. "I guess I could make it up," he added.

"We are not playing Highland games," Tessa said sternly.

"We're going to bed," he replied innocently. "You're sleepy, remember?"

"Not that sleepy," Tessa muttered with a shrug.

"But no Highland games?"

"No! I would be thinking of Gisele or Curtis, and that's just creepy."

"How about I just kiss every inch of your body, and we see where that goes?" Julian murmured as he closed the distance between them.

"That would probably be alright," Tessa breathed.

His lips were already on her neck, and she suddenly didn't care about Gisele or Virgil or the patron. She just wanted to be here with Julian.

He pulled her shirt over her head, kissed the hollow of her shoulder, and whispered something against her skin. She didn't understand what he said, but before she could ask, he lifted her and carried her to the bed.

He laid her down, and she pulled him to her, kissing him feverishly. Right now, this was all there was.

Gisele tsked softly as Tessa pulled Julian from the room. "I just don't understand her. She always leaves before I get to the good part."

"She's tired," Ollie said. Her tone was serious, but her eyes were laughing.

"I'm sure she is," Gisele grumbled.

"I feel a little tired too," Ollie said with a yawn.

Gisele rolled her eyes and said, "No one appreciates me."

"I fully appreciated your Highland rendering of Curtis," Ollie protested. "Fully."

"Just go," Gisele sighed.

Ollie laughed, but she didn't waste any time abandoning Gisele, and naturally Curtis went with her.

Once they were gone, Gisele tapped her fingers on her papers and waited. She didn't have to wait very long before Magnus entered the room with two cups and offered her one.

"Thank you," she said cheerfully.

She took a delicate sip of the sherry and sighed happily. "Perfect. Now, shall I start over or just where I left off?"

Magnus put up his feet on the footstool beside hers and said, "Whichever you prefer."

"I hate to be interrupted. I'll start over."

She didn't clear her throat. She never had to clear her throat when she read to Magnus. He was always listening.

Tessa woke with a jerk when her phone beeped.

"Ignore it," Julian groaned.

She turned towards him, but her phone beeped again. And again, so she rolled off the bed and tossed her clothing around until she found it.

She had five texts from the House of Pancakes, and most of them read along some variation of "where the hell are you?"

Tessa didn't bother texting Jury back; she just called him.

"Where are you?" he demanded.

"Sleeping," she retorted.

"You should be here."

"I didn't know we were still doing that," she said.

"Why wouldn't we be? You still have a witch problem, and I'm your best bet. If you're not here in thirty minutes, I'll set the gargoyles to stun," he snapped before disconnecting.

"I don't think he's at his best in the morning," Tessa sighed as she pulled on her pants.

"Who?"

"Jury. I have to go. Have fun with Gisele."

"Gisele? Why am I having fun with Gisele?"

"Mira plus Gisele equals you, remember?"

"Can't I just use the servants' staircase?" he pleaded.

"Not if you want to live to tell about it," she shrugged.

She quickly kissed him, batting away his hands when he tried to grab her, and headed for the door. She was in no condition to assume that Jury was kidding.

Jury's door opened before Tessa reached it, and she called out loudly "I brought pastries!" before stepping cautiously inside.

Jury was waiting for her just inside, and he snatched the box from her hand and snapped, "Sit!"

"Somebody's grumpy this morning," Tessa muttered.

"You would be grumpy too if you'd been saddled with a mortal."

She didn't bother to point out that nearly everyone she knew was mortal. It wasn't the same, and she knew it. She'd seen the brief look of devastation in Doc's eyes when he'd spoken of her mom yesterday, and she somehow knew that Jury was no different.

Tessa expected people to die. It was what people did. Immortals couldn't seem to understand that though, and they apparently didn't handle it well when things took their natural course.

Jury was nudging her towards the table, and she moved without protest. Once she had sat, he put the box of pastries on the table and went into the kitchen. He returned a moment later with plates and two steaming cups of coffee. He put a plate and one of the cups in front of her before sitting, reaching into the box, and putting four of the pastries onto his own plate.

"Eat," he said as he slid the box towards her.

She resisted the urge to laugh at him, picked a pastry, and started eating.

He watched her while he ate, and after a few moments he said, "It's a good thing you heal so quickly. You look almost human again. To quote Andrew, it must be one of the ways you use the power."

"Who's Andrew?" Tessa asked around a bite. "And what's power?"

"Andrew Rufus," Jury snorted. "Another mortal, like you. He could shoot better than anyone else, fight better than anyone else, cook better than anyone else, kill better than anyone else, and heal better than anyone else. And he was just so goddamn cheerful, it was impossible to get on his bad side unless you were actually bad."

"Yuck," Tessa said. "He sounds like a pain in the ass."

"He was. Anyway, he theorized that everyone has a well of power inside them. I've no idea what he meant by this; I can't find any way to verify it, and I have tried," he said, voice laced with frustration. "He also said that people use the power in different ways. He would say that you use the power to detect and also to heal."

"Based on what evidence exactly?" Tessa demanded.

"None. He would just look at you and say, 'That's how you use the power'."

"Pretty flimsy deduction," Tessa muttered.

"There was this one time when we blew up a factory," Jury said. "Andrew was actually still inside when it blew. Janey, his wife, lit the charge," Jury added quickly. "But the point is, he walked out covered in burns, and this pipe..." He made a gesture with his hands to indicate its large size before continuing. "This pipe was sticking out of his stomach. Andrew looked down at it, said 'that smarts', ripped it out, glowed like the sun for a second, and then nothing. No burns, no gigantic hole, no marks. Just a sooty, half-naked Andrew."

"Interesting," Tessa allowed. "Could he heal other people?"

"No."

"So not a healer."

"No."

"One second he was injured, and the next second he wasn't?"

"Yes."

She pulled out her notebook, made an Andrew page, and quickly wrote down the key points.

"Why are you writing that down?" Jury demanded.

"Now I'm curious," Tessa shrugged. "Did he describe the power?"

"He just said it was golden. And hot. And when he made things, like his scythe," he muttered softly, "it was always made of golden light."

"His scythe?" Tessa asked.

"He would make things out of the power," Jury sighed. "And he used to make a scythe. To kill people with."

"Feels a little over-the-top," Tessa commented.

"It was," Jury agreed.

"And he wasn't using the elements?"

"No," Jury said. "He wasn't a witch. Whatever he was using came from inside of him, not from outside."

"Could he have been a shaman?"

"I don't know," Jury replied with a shrug. "Anyway, Andrew's not the point. You are."

Tessa made one last note and closed her journal.

"Do you have a plan?" Jury demanded.

"Find the patron and kill him."

"I swear you've been hanging around with Doc," he sighed. "That is not a plan."

"It is."

"Isn't. Eat more."

"Jury—"

"Eat."

She took another pastry from the box and started to nibble on it. She couldn't help but feel sorry for Jury, and if he wanted her to eat, she would eat. He hadn't wanted anything to do with her, he hadn't wanted to know her, he hadn't wanted to care about her, but now he did. And he knew how screwed she was.

"After you first came to me, I started trying to replicate the ring of Aqueduct the First. It protects you from compulsion," Jury said before she could ask. "There're only two problems. Number one, the only way to find out if it works is to test it; and number two, I don't think it's going to do you any good."

"Why not?" she asked.

"Because you can already ignore his compulsion. It's his body magic you can't fight. Which brings me to something else. You need to ask LaRoche if he can procure another one of the Amos the Betrayer amulets. He got one for Doc at some point, but it's been destroyed. However, there should be two more out there somewhere."

"What does it do?" Tessa inquired as she wrote the name in her journal.

"Protects you from body magic."

"That's a thing?" she demanded.

"Yes, but without having one to study, I can't just make it. Artifacts like that..." He made a frustrated noise before saying, "They require a lot of old magic."

"What does that mean?"

"The pieces matter, the setting matters, the ritual. You're infusing an object with not just magic but belief, intent; it's a very complicated process."

He quickly ate another pastry, then said, "I'll call up Sami, we'll have her put on the ring, and then I'll see if I can compulse her."

"No," Tessa declared.

"No what?"

"We're not doing it to someone else. Just give it to me."

"Sami doesn't mind," Jury argued. "She volunteers for these things."

"She volunteers to be compulsed?" Tessa demanded.

"She will once I tell her what I want."

"She probably has the hots for you," Tessa spat.

Jury's face turned green, and his entire body cringed.

"No," he said flatly.

"You can't be sure," Tessa pointed out.

"She's Jervis's," Jury said in disgust.

Now Tessa was the one cringing.

"You want to compulse Jervis's girlfriend?!" she exclaimed. "Are you out of your goddamn mind?!"

"Well, when you put it that way, it does sound a little unwise," Jury admitted.

"He scares the shit out of me," Tessa said frankly. "I would actually rather hang out with the patron."

"He's mostly putting on a show," Jury shrugged.

Tessa knew without a doubt that he was lying. She could see it on his face, and that made Jervis even more frightening.

"Who else can we get to volunteer?" Jury mused. "We can't use Julian; he's immune, but what about your aunt?"

"No," Tessa said vehemently.

"Did you not hear what I told you?" Jury snapped. "I'm not compulsing you."

"Then I guess we'll just have to trust that it works," she snapped back. "Because I'm not going to ask someone else to be compulsed on my behalf."

"It doesn't even hurt," Jury argued.

"You know that's not true," she said.

"I'm not a bastard," he retorted. "All I'm going to do is tell them to open the door."

"You know what I mean," Tessa insisted. "When you realize that someone else can control you, that they can make you do what they want whether or not you want to, it takes something from you."

Jury's eyes grew shadowed, and he didn't respond. He drank his coffee and ate another pastry before saying, "Fine. We'll try it on you."

"Thank you," she said.

He tossed her a golden ring. It was huge.

"Just hold it," he said before she could ask.

She wrapped her hand around it and waited. Her head already hurt. It always hurt now. It ached so badly that she just wanted to crawl into the shower and weep. The only time it didn't hurt was when she was in Julian's arms, but she could hardly find the patron from there.

So she was ignoring it. And when no one was looking, she sneaked sips of whiskey to help numb the pain. If any of them knew how much pain she was really in, they would start arguing with her and trying to pamper her, and she didn't have time for that.

"Tessa," Jury said.

She could hear the hesitation in his voice, but she could also hear the command. He was commanding her. She could hear it, but she couldn't feel it.

"Tessa," he repeated, "make me a sandwich. And this time, don't forget the pickles."

Tessa thought about it, grinned, and said, "Make it yourself."

Jury heaved a sigh of relief.

"You really didn't think it would work?" Tessa asked.

"That's the actual ring," Jury said. "Doc gave it to me, but there's no way for me to test it without asking someone to compulse me."

"So you never knew if it actually worked," she said.

"Exactly. Put it down, and we'll try this one," he said, and he tossed her a much smaller golden ring.

She put the large ring on the table and clenched the smaller ring, the ring Jury had made.

"Did you use the ritual and all that?" she asked.

"Yes," he replied.

His face was a little pale, and his eyes looked worried.

"It's alright," she said. "If it doesn't work, I just won't fight it. Nothing's going to happen."

He nodded, but she knew she hadn't actually convinced him.

"Please," she said. "We have to know if it works. And we already know I'm susceptible to your compulsion. I'm the perfect choice. Just do it. It's going to be fine."

"Tessa," he said.

There was so little command in his tone that she almost didn't hear it.

"Do it for real," she ordered.

"Tessa," he repeated, tone stronger. "Make me a sandwich."

She felt his words roll over her. She felt them tingle across her mind. She felt them feather down her skin. But that was all.

"No," she said.

The tightness in his face immediately disappeared, and he murmured "I need a drink" before pushing away from the table and leaving the room. He quickly returned with two bottles of whiskey. He set one down in front of her and sat. Both corks popped simultaneously, and Jury lifted his bottle and drank quite a large portion of it.

After he had put down the bottle, Tessa said, "Now try it again, but a little stronger this time."

"I can't," he said.

"You can."

"I don't want to hurt you."

"You're helping me," she insisted. "I'm fine."

He shook his head, and from his expression she could tell that he knew she wasn't fine. Somehow, he knew how much pain she was in, and he didn't want to hurt her any more, didn't want to jiggle her fragile brain.  

But she had to know for certain if the ring would work.

"You'd want to know if it was you," she pressed.

"Are you holding it?" he asked with a sigh.

"Yes."

"Tessa, make me a sandwich."

This time his voice vibrated with power. It vibrated through her, and there was a part of her that desperately wanted to serve him, that wanted to make him his sandwich, but she rejected that part and said, "No."

She grinned widely and exclaimed, "You did it! You replicated it!"

"I did, didn't I?" he said, relief clear on his face.

"It's not quite as strong as the other one," she allowed.

"I didn't have the right water," he explained somewhat crossly.

"I could still feel the command," she went on. "And I wanted to do what you said, but I didn't. Do you know how amazing that is? How amazing this ring is?"

"It's alright for a first attempt," he murmured. "It probably wouldn't work very well for someone who didn't already have some natural resistance. Fortunately, you do. Unfortunately, it's not going to help with any of the compulsions still inside of you. You're not going to like my next suggestion," he added softly.

"What's that?"

"I don't wear the ring," he said.

"I don't understand."

Jury stood, took off his shirt, and pulled a small knife from his side. With a deep inhale, he cut open the skin of his shoulder. Once his flesh was exposed, blue magic slithered from his hand into the hole and pried apart his muscles until there was a space large enough to shove the large ring inside. Then the blade of the knife turned red, and Jury placed it blade down on his skin, searing the cut closed.

Tessa opened her mouth, closed it, blinked several times, then said, "I'm going to need more whiskey."

Just watching him force apart his muscles with magic had made her stomach roll, but she understood why he was hiding the ring the way that he was. He wanted to make sure that no one could ever take it from him, and she understood that feeling.

"I don't know how else to do it," Jury said apologetically.

Tessa stood and raised her whiskey bottle. "To us," she said. "And doing whatever it takes."

She chugged half the contents, and before she could think better of it, she took off her shirt and offered him her shoulder.

"I'm sorry," Jury said.

"Don't be," she replied. "And thanks for making mine smaller."

He didn't reply, and when he cut the knife across her skin, she held back her yelp of pain. It hurt horribly, but it was nothing compared to puking out her guts for hours on end.

A different kind of pain followed the cut, and without looking, she knew that his magic was opening up her muscles, just as it had his. Bile climbed up her throat, and she quickly swallowed it.

A cold numbing pain suddenly seared into her, and Tessa turned her head away so she wouldn't smell her own burning flesh.

"Done," Jury said as he handed her a white cloth.

She wiped the blood from her skin, put back on her shirt, and sat. She was feeling just a little lightheaded.

She closed her eyes for just a moment and jumped in surprise when Jury said, "Eat."

"I already ate," she grumbled.

"Pastries don't count," he said.

She opened her eyes and saw that he'd made her a sandwich.

"Thanks," she mumbled. "You know you're only making it harder on yourself."

"Yep."

"You don't have to do this."

"I really do," he said firmly. "Unfortunately, I'm... invested. So I will try to save you."

"I don't think it's up to you," she pointed out.

"Maybe not," he muttered. "But I'm not going to give up, so you may as well get used to it."

She nodded and turned her attention to the sandwich. She wasn't hungry, but it seemed as if Jury tackled every problem with food.

"What's it like to be a witch?" she asked around a mouthful.

"I have no idea," he said.

She raised an eyebrow.

"Most witches have very little skill," he explained. "They can accomplish some things and usually have one area in which they excel. Most of them have to work in groups to accomplish anything big, such as the scutum on the Hidden buildings."

"The what?" she demanded.

"The camouflages."

"Ah. Didn't know they had a Latin name."

"Witches name everything with Latin," Jury shrugged. "I'm not like other witches," he stated. "I come from the Jurys. For centuries, the Jurys have intermarried with other powerful witch lines to increase their power. One Jury is worth more than a dozen other witches. And then there's me," he shrugged.

"Worth even more?" she asked.

"Considerably," he murmured.

"Do you use it because you want to or because you feel like it would be a waste not to?" she asked.

"Both," he replied. "Can you show me where he took you?"

"Why?" she asked, heart suddenly beating much faster.

"Because I'm a witch," he stated. "I might see something, such as a hair, that would help us find him."

Tessa pushed away the remainder of her sandwich and said, "I won't take you, but I'll give you the address."

"Good enough," Jury stated.

Tessa opened her journal, found the address, and wrote it down for him.

Jury abruptly stood and pulled her to her feet. "Ask LaRoche about the amulet and get some rest," he said as he shoved her out the door. "I'll see you in the morning." Then he closed the door in her face.

Tessa stared at Jury's closed door and rolled her eyes. He was a pain in her ass.

The door suddenly opened again, and Jury said offhandedly, "By the way, where's the weak point in my security?"

"The gargoyles are facing the elevator," Tessa said. "And their eyes are too deep-set to see the staircase door. I'm sure you have something for the staircase itself, but should anyone make it past that, they could easily open the door and slip down the hallway along the wall without the gargoyles ever seeing them. It's not much of a weakness," she shrugged. "But give me a crowbar, and I could make it bigger."

"Interesting," he stated before shutting the door in her face once more.

She rolled her eyes again. She was upgrading him to a royal pain in her ass. A helpful, royal pain in her ass.

She grinned slightly, remembering the look of relief on his face when the ring had worked. She knew it wouldn't help her much, but it was a relief to know that no one could ever force her to do something ever again. If Jury hadn't been able to force her to obey, no one could.


Chapter 12
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Tessa was only a block from home when a man stepped out in front of her on the sidewalk and said, "Ms. Graves."

Tessa pretended to check her watch before saying, "My office hours are already over, but I can probably fit you in tomorrow."

"Alex Baudelaire would like to request a meeting," the man said, accent thick but not so thick that she couldn't understand him.

"Not interested," she said.

She only had a vague notion of who the Baudelaires were. She knew they were witches, they were elite, they were French, and that she wanted nothing to do with them.

"He wasn't asking," the man said. "You'll come with me."

It was just a whisper, so slight she almost didn't feel it. His version of compulsion was weak compared to Jury's, and it was possible that she would have been able to resist it without the ring, but she was glad she had the ring, glad she didn't have to bother with the struggle.

"You're trying to compulse me," she laughed. "That's really adorable. I'm not interested in meeting with Alex Baudelaire. I told him as much in the letter I sent him terminating my father's contract with him. He would be wise to accept my refusal."

The witch was glaring at her as if she'd grown a second head, and Tessa smiled widely before saying, "Two options. Option one, walk away. Option two, try to make me."

"You are not anything like your father," he stated.

"Thanks," Tessa said sincerely. "Give Mr. Baudelaire my regards."

With that, she stepped to the side and walked past him. Ollie would have yelled at her for exposing her back, but Tessa was past caring. She had actual problems to deal with, and the Baudelaires didn't rate.

She knew that the man was a witch and that there were probably a dozen other ways he could force her to go with him, but she was fairly certain he'd only been planning to compulse her, not bludgeon her over the head and drag her after him. He just hadn't seemed the type.

She glanced over her shoulder once just to verify that he wasn't behind her, and then she put the Baudelaire's out of her mind and tried to organize her to-do list. She'd read through the journals, and she'd made a rough timeline.

The next thing on her list was to call Fernsby and ask him for the dates he'd hypnotized her. Once she knew those dates, she could eliminate them from her timeline.

For several years, Virgil had been very wordy and specific regarding her "treatments", as he called them. He'd noted each and every time she'd seen the patron and why she'd seen him, if he had known. There had been a few times when even Virgil hadn't known why the patron wanted to punish her.

Virgil had also noted a few meetings with Fernsby's father. Like Fernsby, Fernsby's father had used hypnotism instead of compulsion, a distinction that Tessa still didn't fully understand. In any case, Virgil had only called upon Fernsby's father when the patron hadn't been available to fix one of Tessa's glitches.

At some point though, Virgil had grown weary of detailing every incident involving her, so he'd just started to write things such as, "We had to get Tessa fixed again today. She is reverting faster than she used to. I hope the Patron will eventually realize that she's never going to be a real Graves and there is no point continuing to treat her like one."

Virgil's words had ceased to hurt Tessa, but his lack of detail was frustrating. She wanted to know exactly when she'd seen the patron because if she collected enough clues, she would eventually find the missing piece that completed the picture and told her exactly who the patron was and where to find him.

Gisele smiled as sweetly as possible as she approached the librarian's desk.

"You again," Maude sighed. "Would it be too hard to come on my day off?"

"I'd be happy to try," Gisele said. "When's your day off, dear?"

"What do you want?" Maude demanded.

"Only the newspapers from 1873 to 1913," Gisele murmured. "Did I mention that I brought you a gift?" she added cheerfully. "Pastries, a latte, and a book. You haven't yet read Ms. Pepperwink's Revenge have you?"

"No," Maude grumbled.

"It's one of my best," Gisele said slyly. "And these are chocolate pastries."

"I do like chocolate," Maude muttered. "Go sit, and I'll bring them out to you."

"You're an absolute treasure!" Gisele gushed. "In fact, I'm going to name Tomas's lady love after you. Maude and Tomas. It goes together perfectly!"

Maude's cheeks turned bright red, and she stuttered, "That's... um... Well, I can't wait to read it."

She took Gisele's offered basket, stuffed it under her desk, and padded slowly towards the archives room.

Gisele watched her with a grin. There was almost no one on earth who could withstand her particular brand of sweetness. She'd worked hard over the years to perfect it, and she was proud of it. If she wanted something, she got it, and not because she was fake or because she lied, but because people just couldn't look her in the eyes and tell her no.

Gisele walked over to the corner table she liked to work at, sat down, and waited for Maude's return. While she waited, she scanned the library, observing the other people.

It was a little startling to realize that just over a month ago this portion of the library had been a pile of rubble. She wondered how they had managed to rebuild it so quickly and was forced to admit that the witches were certainly efficient when they wanted to be.

Fortunately, for reasons Gisele didn't fully understand, the Graves had never been linked to the library disaster. If they had been, she was certain that Maude wouldn't be quite so helpful.

"Here you go," Maude said with a disgruntled air as she dropped forty years' worth of newspapers down in front of Gisele. "Enjoy."

"Thank you. You're an absolute dear. The latte should still be hot."

Gisele waited until Maude had shuffled back to her desk to pick up the first paper. Maude never organized by date, which aggravated Gisele, but she was hardly going to put up a fuss. She noted the newspaper's date and started reading, looking for any snippet or clue that might bring them closer to the patron.

Tessa was busy studying her timeline when Ollie sat across from her and sighed heavily. Tessa wanted to ignore her; but she knew Ollie wouldn't leave if she did, so she looked up from her papers and raised an eyebrow.

"You have to give me something to do," Ollie complained. "We've read through all the journals, and I put my notes on your desk. I paid everyone and moved some money around for no reason other than the fact that I'm bored. Give me something to do or I'm going to go insane."

"There's an imp who either works for the patron or worked for Trish Owens," Tessa said offhandedly. "You could find them."

"Do you have anything to go on besides imp?" Ollie demanded.

"Nope."

"You're just trying to get rid of me, aren't you?"

"Yep."

"Power does not suit you," Ollie grumbled as she stood and left Tessa's office.

Just a few seconds later, Curtis cleared his throat from the doorway.

"What?" Tessa demanded.

"I went through Gisele's newspapers over the last month. There were only two obituaries listed for married males," he said as he put a piece of paper onto her desk.

"Thank you," Tessa murmured, attention already back on her timeline.

"Anything else?" he asked.

"Go help Ollie find the imp."

"What imp?"

"The imp working for the patron or Trish Owens."

"Do you have anything else to go on?" he asked.

"No."

"I see."

She was busy staring at her papers, but she felt him leave. 


After talking to Fernsby, which had not been an easy task since he had spent the first thirty minutes apologizing for not answering her call when she'd asked him to hypnotize her, Tessa now had a twenty-year timeline of all the times she'd seen the patron. The first three years, she'd been at their country home, but most of the remaining visits had occurred in Denver. There were only seven exceptions, and those had taken place in the Philadelphia house.

But now that she had a timeline, what did she do with it?

"There's someone here to see you, Ms. Graves," Magnus suddenly said.

"For fuck's sake," Tessa grumbled. "Why won't anyone leave me alone today?"

"Shall I send her away?" Magnus asked hopefully. "She's out on the landing. I obviously couldn't let her inside as she is not on the list."

Tessa glanced at the names Curtis had given her and said, "What's her name?"

"Maryellen Prescott."

"Called it," Tessa said happily. "Bring her in. And have Badri send in some tea."

"Yes, Ms. Graves," Magnus muttered. "It will, of course, be done."

Tessa quickly cleared her desktop, shoving her timeline into one of the desk drawers before pulling out her whiskey and taking a large drink. She had just put the whiskey away and opened her notebook to a fresh page when Magnus knocked softly on the door and said, "Mrs. Prescott to see you Ms. Graves."

Tessa gestured for Mrs. Prescott to come in and sit. The woman was managing to hide her frightened look of the day before, and if Tessa hadn't been paying attention, she might have thought the woman had just come by on a social call.

"You don't seem surprised to see me," Mrs. Prescott said after she had settled herself somewhat regally in her chair.

"I had a suspicion you'd take me up on my offer," Tessa shrugged.

"You have quite the reputation, Ms. Graves."

"Tessa."

"Then you must call me Maryellen," she replied gracefully. "As it turns out, I would like to secure your services. Assuming, of course, you can keep it rather less public than the Trish Owens's incident."

"Certainly," Tessa assured her. "The only reason Trish Owens was such a public ordeal was because the head of the Magistratus was causing me some trouble. We've since come to an understanding."

"I'm happy to hear that," Maryellen said softly.

Tessa waited patiently, but when Maryellen didn't continue, she said, "Why don't you tell me why you're here?"

"Of course. I'm still reeling, you understand. My dear husband recently died, and I just haven't... I haven't..."

Maryellen trailed off and dabbed her eyes with a bright white handkerchief. Tessa evaluated her, quickly reaching the conclusion that Maryellen was genuinely distressed over her husband's death.

"We had no children," Maryellen finally went on. "So I inherited the entirety of his estate. Some of our extended family had expected to be included in the will, but they were not."

Tessa nodded, but didn't say anything. She'd learned a long time ago that asking questions often derailed a perfect vomit of information. 

"I can't say for certain that it's one of my nephews, although I suspect that it is," Maryellen continued.

Tessa wished Maryellen would get to the part of the story where she explained what was going on.

"The morning after my husband's funeral, I woke up to find a dead rat in my bed," Maryellen said with a shudder. "You understand that whoever this is, they could have strangled me right then and there," she whispered, hand at her throat.

But then they wouldn't have gotten any money, Tessa thought silently.

"I had already announced that when I die everything will be donated to the tetrarch's new fund for gardens," Maryellen said softly. "All of my relations already have homes and plenty of assets; they don't need more. The Hidden, however, needs life in it. Trees, grass, greenery," she said, eyes shining with conviction.

"Let's circle back to the rat," Tessa suggested.

Maryellen shuddered again before saying, "I had it disposed of, but my butler said there was a note inside its mouth. What sort of monster kills a rat and puts a note in its mouth?" Maryellen exclaimed, hands shaking with distress.

"What did the note say?" Tessa pressed.

"It said that my wealth had come from the backs of the oppressed and that I needed to return it, which I don't understand. My husband ran a furniture business, and he paid his employees a good fair wage. Furthermore, if with my death, all of my money goes back to the Hidden, I'm already returning it," Maryellen said with frustration.

"I ignored the note," she went on, "not that I had any choice. It wasn't signed, and it didn't demand anything, but the next day there was another note. And this," Maryellen said with distress as she lifted one of her long black sleeves to reveal a large boil on the inside of her arm.

"The note said that I would receive a boil for every day that I continued to ignore the warnings, and if I wanted to pay for my sins, I would donate my husband's copy of A Treatise on Diplomacy to a particular bookstore within the Hidden. That's madness, isn't it?"

Tessa nodded, although privately she wasn't sure. "Did you?" she asked.

"Of course not. But the next day, in spite of added protection, I woke up with this." She raised her other sleeve, revealing another boil.

"So of course, I donated the book. But then they wanted another book. And an article from his bedroom. The demands keep coming, along with the stipulation that I must be the one to deliver the items. I don't understand! I've done nothing wrong! Why am I being punished?"

She was nearly hysterical by now, and Tessa heaved a sigh of relief when Badri stepped into the room with a tray of tea and a pile of handkerchiefs. "For the lady," he said as he offered Maryellen a handkerchief. "I've brewed a special tea for you. Be sure to drink it all," he added.

He poured Maryellen a cup and gave it to her before passing Tessa a cup full of a different liquid. He winked at her, then left the room.

Maryellen's lack of reaction to Badri's presence confirmed what Tessa had already suspected. Badri was an elf. If she was to ask Maryellen where she'd gotten the tea, she probably wouldn't even remember because elves had a peculiar ability to only be noticed by the people they wanted to be noticed by. They could also appear in any form they wanted which typically made them difficult to work with, but Tessa wasn't going to lodge any complaints with Gisele. She liked Badri's pastries too much to fire him. Besides, he was sort of handy to have around.

Tessa waited until Maryellen had finished her tea to ask, "Do you have a list of the things you've given away?"

"Yes."

Maryellen reached into her bag, pulled out a crisp piece of paper, and handed it to Tessa. Tessa read through it. As far as she could tell, it was a list of completely random objects and not particularly valuable ones. And each of them had gone to a different location. But it did prove one thing. Whoever was toying with Maryellen's emotions had intimate knowledge of the contents of the home.

"Do you receive a lot of visitors?" Tessa asked.

"My husband's manager, Mr. Treyman, still comes to the house every day. The office is there, you understand, and I haven't had the time to make different arrangements for him. He's such a kind soul," Maryellen sighed. "He's been so supportive."

"Was he provided for in the will?"

"No. Everything came to me."

"Was he expecting something?"

"I quite doubt it. My husband never promised anyone anything."

"Does anyone else come to the house regularly?"

"One of my nephews comes nearly every day to check on me."

"Just since your husband's death?"

"Why yes."

"Is that all?"

"Yes. I have a housekeeper, a butler, a cook, and three maids, but other than that, it's just me." Maryellen shook her head and said, "I did hire two men to watch the house, but they've proven to be worthless. They haven't seen a thing."

"Do you have one of the notes?" Tessa asked.

"Not with me," Maryellen said delicately.

"I'm going to escort you home," Tessa said. "I'll have Magnus bring around the car."

Maryellen nodded.

Tessa kept her eyes from rolling as she stood and stepped out into the hallway. There were bellpulls installed all over the house, but she never used them. That was a Virgil thing. If she wanted Magnus, she yelled for him.

"Magnus!"

Whenever there were clients in the house, Magnus always arrived quite quickly, as he did now.

"Ms. Graves?"

"I'm escorting Mrs. Prescott home. Please bring around the car."

"I will meet you up front in five minutes," Magnus said.

"Tha—" Tessa stopped herself and said, "See that you do."

Once Magnus was gone, Tessa stepped into Virgil's office and opened the hidden filing room. She took a guess at which drawer the p's were in, opened it, and quickly flipped through the files. There was no folder marked Prescott. She hadn't thought there would be.

Maryellen Prescott was a spoiled, kept woman. Her husband had obviously pampered her and taken care of all of her needs. But she wasn't selfish, just a little oblivious; and someone was taking advantage of that.

Before going back into her office, Tessa took out her phone and texted Ollie. "I need Curtis to meet me at the Prescott house. Nine hundred block. Two hundred Jury Street."

She was a little surprised to find that she had the entire nine hundred block memorized. She knew every house, every number, every street, and every owner. In fact, she could have drawn a map from memory. She'd just forgotten. Rather, someone had taken the memory from her and now she had it back.

She wanted to be happy that she was remembering all these little bits and pieces, but realizing just how much they had stolen from her really ticked her off. She couldn't focus on that right now though. She had a case to solve.


Chapter 13
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Mrs. Maryellen Prescott swept up the steps of her lovely home with the air of someone who is used to the door being opened before she reaches it. And it was.

Maryellen nodded somewhat vaguely towards her butler before moving her hand in a sweeping arc and saying, "Welcome to my home, Ms. Graves."

"Tessa," Tessa corrected. "I'd like to meet Mr. Treyman."

"Whatever for?"

Tessa raised an eyebrow and said, "I'm the investigator. Introduce me as Miss Alice Liddell."

"Yes, of course. This way."

Tessa followed Maryellen down a wide hallway and up to a large wooden door. Maryellen rapped sharply on the door before pushing it open and stepping inside.

"Mr. Treyman," she said cheerily. "I'd like to introduce you to Miss Alice Liddell."

Tessa couldn't quite control her surprise. Whatever Mr. Treyman was, she'd never seen his kind. He was basically humanoid, but he looked as if he was completely covered in moss.

She quickly recovered from her initial astonishment, shook his offered hand, but then mostly ignored him as she scanned his desktop, looking for something he'd written.

"So lovely to meet a new face," Mr. Treyman said happily. "I sometimes lose myself to my work," he added with a chuckle.

"Nice to meet you too," Tessa said vaguely.

She'd already found an invoice he had written, and she was memorizing the curvature of his letters.

"What kind of furniture do you design?" she asked just to give herself another second.

"We're doing modern right now," he replied with excitement. "Shall I show you a sample?"

"Sure," Tessa muttered, since she had asked. He was obviously very proud of it, and she was trying not to be completely rude.

"This is our summer catalogue," he said, handing her a magazine with a crisp white cover.

She opened to the first page and studied the furniture set displayed there. "This is modern?" she asked.

"Quite! We've never made chairs without claw feet before."

She looked up from the magazine at Mr. Treyman's ecstatic face, smiled as sweetly as she knew how, and said, "It's lovely."

And also about a hundred years out of date by norm standards. Which meant that if they started selling it on the norm market, the furniture would probably be wildly popular. But that was against the rules. Cryptid products for cryptids. Norm products for norms. Unless, of course, you were one of the elite. The elite could do whatever they wanted.

"Thank you, Ms. Liddell!" Mr. Treyman gushed. "We're quite proud of it."

"May I keep this?" Tessa asked. "I'm sure my... auntie would love it."

"Please do," he exclaimed.

"Very nice to meet you," she said before nodding towards Maryellen.

Maryellen took her arm and led her out of the library before asking, "What now?"

"I'd like to see one of the notes you received," Tessa said. "And also your menus for the week."

"My menus?" Maryellen questioned.

"Yes."

"You're very strange," Maryellen said softly.

"Do you want it solved or not?"

"Yes, of course. Please sit down," Maryellen added, gesturing towards her parlor. "I'll just be a moment."

Tessa didn't sit. Instead, she walked slowly around the parlor, noting everything. The obvious wealth, the beautiful furniture, the large portrait of Mr. and Mrs. Prescott over the fireplace. Mr. Prescott hadn't been looking at the painter; he'd been gazing at his wife.

"Gisele would love this," Tessa sighed. "A rich couple in love. I don't know how she'd spin the death bit though."

Tessa pulled out her phone again, this time texting Julian. "Can you find out how Mr. Prescott from the nine hundred block died?"

She was just putting away her phone when Maryellen entered the room.

"Here you are," Maryellen said as she handed Tessa a couple sheets of paper.

Tessa didn't even need to study them. She already knew two things. The paper and the handwriting of both items matched.

"Who makes your menus?" Tessa asked. "The cook or the housekeeper?"

"The housekeeper, of course," Maryellen replied.

Tessa paced over to the window and stared through it to the beautiful garden beyond. She knew the who, but she didn't know the why. And logically, someone other than just the housekeeper was involved. Someone who had something to gain from scaring Mrs. Prescott. But who and how?

On the other hand, if she had learned anything from Gisele, it was that not everyone thought as logically as Tessa did. It was possible that she was overcomplicating things.

"Would you please call in your housekeeper?" Tessa asked.

"Whatever for?"

"I have a few questions for her."

Maryellen made a noise of irritation, but she reached behind her and tugged gently on the bellpull.

Tessa turned the other way so she could roll her eyes without being noticed.

Within the minute, a young Lutin rushed into the room, curtsied, and said, "Yes, Mrs. Prescott?"

"Tell Ms. Hibbs that I require her presence," Maryellen said.

"Yes, Mrs. Prescott," the maid said before curtseying once more and rushing from the room.

Tessa made a mental note to make please and thank you a permanent part of her vocabulary.

While she was waiting, Tessa read through the menu.

"What's your favorite meal?" she asked when she was finished.

"Fish with rice."

"When was the last time you had it?"

"It's been a while," Maryellen said with a slight shrug.

"Do you have a favorite dessert?"

"Crème brûlée. What does this have to do with anything?"

"I'm the investigator," Tessa said sharply. "Let me investigate."

Just then, a rather striking nix woman glided into the room. She stopped a few feet from Maryellen and said stiffly, "You wished to see me, Mrs. Prescott?"

Tessa sighed. Gisele was going to love this.

"I have a few questions for you," Tessa said before Maryellen could say anything. "How long have you worked for the Prescotts?"

The woman turned to look at Tessa. A defiant look crossed her face, but Maryellen said softly, "Please answer, Ms. Hibbs."

Ms. Hibbs cast Maryellen a grumpy look, but said, "I worked for Mr. Prescott since he bought the house. It's been thirty-two years now."

"When did the Prescotts marry?" Tessa asked casually.

"Twenty-six years ago," Ms. Hibbs stated.

"What's Mr. Prescott's favorite meal?"

"Roast and potatoes," she answered immediately.

"I notice that you have roast and potatoes on the menu three times, even though Mr. Prescott is dead; but you don't have fish and rice, which is Mrs. Prescott's favorite meal."

"So?" Ms. Hibbs retorted.

"It's just a little strange. I would think as Mrs. Prescott's housekeeper that you would at least add crème brûlée to the menu since that's her favorite dessert. Or didn't you know that?"

"I'm the housekeeper," Ms. Hibbs said stiffly. "It's my job to know."

"We've all been dealing with such grief," Maryellen broke in. "I'm sure Ms. Hibbs just used one of the old menus."

"Yes, I'm sure that's exactly what it is," Tessa muttered. "Do you serve mustard with the roast?" she inquired.

Ms. Hibbs looked offended, but she said, "Naturally."

"Do you make that fresh?"

Maryellen opened her mouth to interject once more, and Tessa made a motion in her direction, hoping the woman would keep her mouth shut.

"Of course we make it fresh," Ms. Hibbs exclaimed.

"So you have mustard seeds in the kitchen?"

"Yes!"

"Interesting. Exactly how long have you been in love with Mr. Prescott, Ms. Hibbs?"

"What?" both women gasped simultaneously.

"After his death, you continued to serve his favorite meals, ignoring Mrs. Prescott's preferences entirely. You wrote the notes demanding that Mrs. Prescott take worthless, but sentimental, items of Mr. Prescott's and 'donate' them, and during the night you applied fresh mustard to her delicate skin to welt it. To what end, Ms. Hibbs? What were you possibly hoping to gain?"

Ms. Hibbs was staring at Tessa, eyes wide with horror; and Maryellen was staring at Ms. Hibbs, eyes wide with disbelief. 

"You didn't, did you?" Maryellen gasped.

"I just wanted something to remember him by!" Ms. Hibbs suddenly burst out. "You were talking about retiring me, and then I wouldn't be here, where I spent so many happy years!"

"Watching him from afar?" Tessa snorted.

"Yes! He was a wonderful man! And I knew he and I would never be together. I'm a housekeeper; I know my place. But it was a joy to watch him and serve him. Such a joy."

Tessa rolled her eyes. So much for a sinister underplot. Worst case ever.

"I'm so sorry," Ms. Hibbs blubbered, turning to address Maryellen. "I never meant to hurt you. Not seriously. He loved you, and I should have never hurt you. I'm so sorry."

Maryellen didn't respond, and Tessa began to wish that Badri was here to give the woman something for shock.

"The rat was just... He was in the garden trap, and I don't know what I was thinking, but once I got started, I couldn't stop," Ms. Hibbs went on. "I just wanted a few of his things to remember him by. That's all!"

"His slippers," Tessa said flatly.

"He had such beautiful feet," Ms. Hibbs sobbed.

Tessa wanted to gag, but she didn't. Instead, she said, "And the only reason Mrs. Prescott had to deliver the items personally was so you could be assured uninterrupted time in Mr. Prescott's room, is that correct?"

"Yes!" Ms. Hibbs wailed. "I'm so sorry, Mrs. Prescott. Can you ever forgive me?"

"For loving him?" Mrs. Prescott said softly. "Of course I can. He was such a wonderful man. How could you not have loved him?"

Now Tessa did gag. If they bonded over this, she was going to be sick.

"I never realized how you felt about him," Maryellen went on. "How hard this must have all been on you."

"You have got to be kidding me," Tessa muttered. "Case closed," she added loudly. "I'll send you a bill."

"Yes, yes," Maryellen said. "Please do."

"I'll let myself out," Tessa stated, and then she headed quickly for the door.

"Yuck," she grumbled once she was outside. "Just yuck."

She'd just decided not to tell Gisele when she saw Curtis waiting for her. She'd forgotten that she'd asked him to come.

"False alarm," she said as she joined him.

"False alarm?"

"I thought something much more sinister was going on. Turns out it was more of a Gisele thing."

"Gisele thing?"

"You know, love makes people crazy and all that."

"Does it really?" he asked.

"I have no idea. It made those people crazy." Tessa shuddered and said, "Did you find the imp?"

"We found many imps, yes."

"And?"

"Ollie is currently plying them for information."

"Meaning she's drinking with them?" Tessa asked.

"Yes."

"Good enough. That will probably keep her busy for another couple of hours."

"Indeed," Curtis chuckled.

"I have to go visit a witch," Tessa said with disgust. "Tomorrow, you and I are going to Philadelphia."

"You're really doing this to me?" Curtis asked.

"Look, you're a troll. If the plane goes down, turn back into a troll before it hits. You'll be fine."

"But what about you?"

"I'll be dead," Tessa said frankly. "But fortunately, I don't believe in plane crashes, so I'm pretty sure we'll both be fine."

"For such a logical creature, you have a very odd thought process."

"Thank you," Tessa chuckled.

"It wasn't a compliment."

"I know. Go do something productive."

"Such as?"

"Compile everyone's notes on the journals. Ollie's notes are on my desk."

"I wish I hadn't asked," he grumbled.

"But you did," Tessa said happily. "Have fun."

She ran away before he could respond. She wasn't trying to get rid of him; the notes really did need compiling, but maybe she was trying to get rid of him a little. She didn't want any witnesses when she apologized to Mrs. Jury. Apologizing to anyone was degrading, but apologizing to an elite witch was both horrifying and degrading. It was best if no one ever knew.

Tessa took a very deep breath as she tried to work up the courage to knock on Mrs. Jury's door. She wasn't really planning to apologize to Mrs. Jury exactly. She was issuing a warning. Just in case.

Tessa had just raised her hand to knock when the door swung open, but there was no one there. Tessa glared at the empty hallway, certain that Mrs. Jury wasn't inviting her in. Then she lowered her gaze and frowned down at the small girl who was standing there and staring up at Tessa with a look of intense curiosity.

"Your shadow is a fox," the girl said bluntly and with very precise diction. "I haven't seen a fox shadow yet, but I was just reading about foxes yesterday, and they're considered quite clever and helpful. They're often a guide, but I'm not sure that fits you. You seem more like a fox-woman. A Scandinavian fox-woman," she amended. "Fierce."

"Who are you?" Tessa demanded.

"Sorry, that was rude," the girl said with a frustrated shake of her head. "My manners still need work," she added. "But my hair is combed, so that's an improvement."

Tessa cleared her throat.

"I did it again," the girl sighed. "My name is Della. Previously Della Harrow, now Della Jury," she added proudly. "Abby did say I could take my mother's name if I pleased, but Della is from my mother, and I'm quite happy with that. I want something from Abby as well. Although technically, her maiden name isn't Jury either, so I would have been better off going with—"

"Della!" Mrs. Jury said sharply as she stepped out into the hallway behind the girl. "What have I told you about opening the door?"

"Sorry, Abby. Her shadow's a fox," Della said excitedly, not the least bit intimidated by Mrs. Jury's harsh tone. "I'm not sure what that means yet, but I don't think she's a guide. I think she might be a hunter."

"Della."

Della sighed heavily. "Sorry, Abby." She turned towards Tessa and curtsied before saying, "Sorry, fox-woman, for my rudeness. I shouldn't have opened the door."

Mrs. Jury made a slight noise.

Della rolled her eyes and said, "Or told you what your shadow is or kept you out here on the landing all day."

Tessa honestly didn't know what to say. After meeting Mrs. Jury at Lloyd's party, she was confused by how easily little Della was managing the woman, and she was beginning to worry that she had misjudged her.

"Up to your room now," Mrs. Jury said gently. "I've business to attend to."

"You'll come up when you're done?" Della asked.

"Of course, darling."

Della smiled widely, lifted her skirts, and ran towards the interior of the house.

"Ms. Graves," Mrs. Jury said, tone like steel. "I don't recall inviting you."

Tessa had not misjudged her.

"I came to... I need to... What happened..."

Tessa suddenly couldn't quite find the right words. Witches terrified her, especially this witch. She had spawned Thomas Jury, after all, and he had surely gotten his impressive power from someone.

"You're letting in flies," Mrs. Jury stated. "Come in before the cook has to throw out this evening's cake."

Tessa could feel the heat building in her face, and she quickly pinched her thigh. For once, the trick worked, and as she followed Mrs. Jury into a small parlor room, she tried desperately to figure out what she should say.

Mrs. Jury sat and gestured for Tessa to sit as well. As soon as Tessa did, Mrs. Jury said, "Now perhaps you will tell me what brings you here today."

"The thing is..." Tessa began. She stopped again, not sure how to tell this woman that she had thrown her to the wolf. "You're very powerful," Tessa said carefully. That was as far as she got.

Mrs. Jury's face twisted with displeasure, and she said, with no small amount of scorn, "If this is about Thomas, I can assure you that coming to me will not help your case."

"What?" Tessa demanded, momentarily forgetting who she was talking to.

"You must surely see how ridiculous it is to even entertain such a concept," Mrs. Jury said firmly.

"What concept?" Tessa growled. 

"You and Thomas."

"Thomas?" Tessa asked, feeling both confused and irritated. "Who the hell... Oh, you mean Jury. Yuck!" she added. "And no! Is it really so impossible to conceptualize of a man and woman being friends without it being..." She nearly choked here, but she managed to hiss, "Sexual? Jury is an immortal witch! I have like two months to live, tops. Furthermore, he's too tall, too gorgeous, and too freaking arrogant. I would rather go out with Fernsby than Jury!"

She wasn't lying either. Fernsby was sweet in his way. A little too rhymey and jovial for Tessa's tastes, but she would certainly prefer him to Jury if she were looking for romance. Jury was just fine as a friend. Period.

"Then why are you here?" Mrs. Jury demanded.

She seemed a little insulted on Jury's behalf, and at this point, Tessa didn't figure there was anything else she could do to get Mrs. Jury to hate her. Except admit that she had handed her over to a blackmailer.

"I don't like you," Tessa said flatly. "And that may have influenced me, but mostly I did it because you seem as if you can hold your own. From everything I've heard and seen, you're really very scary."

Mrs. Jury started to open her mouth, but Tessa quickly pushed forward.

"I've been under the control of a witch most of my life. He's compulsed me to watch people and report to him. He's looking for any sort of weakness he can exploit. He's been blackmailing members of the Hidden for nearly two hundred years now. He recently refreshed my programing, and he wants me to work with high profile clients. I have to report to him; and to buy myself time, I said I was working for you. There. Warning issued. I'm sure you can handle it from here."

Tessa stood to leave, but before she could bolt, Mrs. Jury quietly said, "Sit."

Her voice carried more command than Jury's ever had, but she was not using compulsion. She was using her birthright.

Without a peep of argument, Tessa sat. 

"I feel as if I missed a vital point in your story," Mrs. Jury said. "Would you please start from the beginning?"

It was not a request; it was another command.

"Which beginning?" Tessa asked.

"The beginning."

"The beginning of Graves, Graves, and Graves or just my beginning?"

"Graves, Graves, and Graves."

"That's a really long story," Tessa hedged.

"You came to me," Mrs. Jury pointed out. "I have nothing but time. You are the one running out of it."

She still did not like her, but Mrs. Jury hadn't tried to kill her yet, so that was something.

"Graves, Graves, and Graves was the first Hidden based investigation firm," Tessa said. "It was founded in Philadelphia by Silas Graves in 1823."

"I know all that," Mrs. Jury said irritably. "I was there. What about the witch?"

"Wait, you were there?" Tessa demanded.

"Yes, there was a small soirée to commemorate the opening, and there were quite a few members of the founding families in attendance. I believe my hus... Phillip had an initial investment in the firm."

"Really?" Tessa murmured, heart quickening.

It had never occurred to her that it might be possible to talk to someone who had actually been there all those years ago.

"Do you remember who all was there?" Tessa asked.

"I will be happy to answer all of your questions, Ms. Graves, after you have explained to me exactly what you have done. Perhaps you should skip forward a bit."

Tessa grinned widely. She had been regretting her decision to put Mrs. Jury in front of the patron, but she was beginning to think it was one of the smartest things she'd ever done.


Chapter 14
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Tessa burst into the sitting room with an exclamation of "you will never believe what I just found out!" Her excitement quickly dissipated, and she stomped into the hallway and yelled, "Magnus!"

She waited for nearly five minutes before Magnus appeared.

"Yes, Ms. Graves."

"No one is here."

"No."

"Where are they?"

He raised an eyebrow.

"Fine, just let me know when they return."

"Individually or all at once?" Magnus inquired.

"Just do it!" Tessa snarled before heading towards her office. "And I'm hungry!"

She knew she was being an ass, but she was annoyed that no one was here to listen to her discovery.

"I have work to do anyway," she grumbled as she sat down at her desk.

She pulled out her timeline and read over it. She felt like she was missing something obvious, she just didn't know what. She finally pushed the timeline to one side and pulled out her journal instead. She needed to note everything that had happened today and everything she'd learned. After that, she'd write her report for the patron. For once, it was going to be an interesting read.

"To whiskey!" someone cheered.

All the imps drank a shot, and so did Ollie. She was nearing her limit, and she hadn't learned a damn thing. She had enjoyed the company, but that was hardly the point.

The imps had been horrified to learn that she wouldn't be fighting for a while, but then they had decided to celebrate her retirement, and they'd thrown themselves into a cheerful display of drinking. Several of the imps had already passed out on the floor, but most of them were still making up reasons to drink.

Cecily was the only imp who still looked lucid, but Cecily always looked lucid and always seemed to be in control. It was one of the things Ollie liked about her.

"I need some air," Ollie said. "Would you go with me, Cecily?"

"Sure," Cecily replied with a grin. "It's getting a bit stuffy in here," she added, waving her hand in front of her nose.

Ollie snorted with laughter, and they left the tavern together. As soon as they were outside, Ollie closed her eyes and quickly moved under a nearby awning.

"I'm beginning to see why most drinking is done at night," she muttered.

"Imps can drink anytime," Cecily laughed. "We don't ever see the sun if we don't want to."

Ollie wasn't sure what she thought of that. She'd never really cared how imps moved like they did, but she suddenly had questions. That wasn't why she was here though. She was here to find out if they knew anything about an imp who worked for the patron.

"Trish Owens's death was certainly a surprise," Ollie said casually.

"Wouldn't know. We stay away from hobnobs," Cecily replied.

"Hobnobs?" Ollie asked.

"The elite. You're pushing it, but we make an exception."

"Do you ever work for them?"

"The hobnobs?" Cecily snorted. "No."

"Don't they pay?"

"Oh sure, but they want things faster and faster and faster. And they don't have rules, not like we do. We can't just pop into your house and take your silver." She held up her hands, then turned down her fingers and said, "That'll get us fingernipped."

Ollie raised an eyebrow, and Cecily sighed and said, "The imp council'll cut off our hands."

Ollie hissed in dismay. Just thinking about losing her hands was more than she could bear.

"So an imp would be taking quite a risk to work with someone who wanted them to steal?" Ollie asked.

"Stop beating around it, and just ask your question."

"There was an imp working for or with Trish Owens, and I'd like to find them."

"Why?"

"They could lead me back to the source."

"What source?"

Ollie frowned. She didn't want to give away too much, but she also knew that sometimes you had to give a little to get a little.

"There's a witch somewhere pulling strings," she said carefully. "And we're looking for him."

"And when you find him?" Cecily asked.

"We'll kill him," Ollie stated.

"I see. I'll ask around," Cecily shrugged. "I can't promise anything. Do I have permission to visit your home if I find out anything?"

"You had better send me a message," Ollie replied. "I don't know what precautions our butler has in place."

Cecily grinned slightly. It was a grin that said something along the lines of, "Whatever his precautions, they'll hardly stop me." But she didn't argue; she just said, "I'll let you know."

"Thank you," Ollie said. She inhaled deeply before adding, "Don't tell the others, but I can't drink anymore."

"You've not got an imp stomach," Cecily said with a laugh.

"No," Ollie agreed before handing her several merlins and saying, "My treat though."

"Aye," Cecily said, grinning widely. "You're the kind of hobnob we like."

With that, she disappeared.

Ollie took a pair of sunglasses out of her pocket, put them on, and stepped out into the sunlight. She wished it was nighttime. It was going to be hell getting home.

Gisele put yet another newspaper on the finished pile. Her to-read pile was quite small now, but her eyes were beginning to ache from scanning the small print for hours on end.

"Are you about done?" Maude asked grumpily. "I'd like to close up soon."

"It's still an hour until closing time," Gisele pointed out.

"Yeah, soon."

With a soft laugh, Gisele pulled another paper towards her. She'd already uncovered a few little oddities. They weren't much, and they meant absolutely nothing to her; but she didn't have Tessa's mind. Tessa saw things in a different way, and if Gisele could collect enough little oddities, Tessa would be able to put everything together and form a picture.

Gisele could build a world out of thin air. She could pluck characters out of the creative ether and give them form. But she couldn't look at a bunch of random information and tell you how it all connected. Tessa could though. And that's why she was here, straining her eyes for hours on end. To get Tessa all the random information she could find.

"Ms. Graves," Magnus said from Tessa's doorway.

"Yes?" Tessa sighed.

"Mrs. Graves is requesting your presence for dinner."

"Is everyone home?" Tessa demanded.

"Yes."

"Why didn't you tell me?" Tessa snapped.

"Ms. Graves went immediately upstairs to take a shower. Several minutes later, Mr. Nash joined her. Mrs. Graves went to her sitting room and started typing as if possessed. I assumed that, given your command, you wanted to be notified when they were all gathered together in one location so that they might listen to whatever it was you wanted to tell them."

"I'm not going to say you were right," Tessa snarled.

"But I was."

"Maybe," Tessa said with narrowed eyes. "But I'll never say."

Magnus smiled slightly before turning and disappearing.

Tessa took a large drink of whiskey and exhaled slowly. Her head was killing her. She'd written the patron his report, and she'd hardly even lied. But every time she turned her attention back to the timeline, the ache in her head increased by leaps and bounds. The patron didn't know what she was doing, but the patron in her head did, and he was punishing her.

She could handle it though. She just had to do it in such a way that no one noticed how badly she was hurting.

She took one more drink, and then she pushed away from her desk and headed to the dining room.

"So lovely to see you, Tessa dear," Gisele said cheerfully as Tessa pulled out a chair and sat.

"I'm sure," Tessa snorted.

"Your Julian is a phenomenal artist. If my covers were still painted, I'd hire him in a heartbeat. He brings life to the page. He created a logo for Mira's restaurant in under a minute, and it was perfect! He even came up with a name. The Tiger Lotus," Gisele breathed. "Isn't that an absolutely divine name?"

"Kind of leaves out the whole restaurant bit," Tessa pointed out.

"Hardly matters, dear. If you know, you know."

"I thought the point was to get her more customers."

"Oh sweetie, by the time I'm done, it'll be reservation only."

"You should see your eyes," Tessa said. "They're a little frightening."

"Like mad little furnaces," Ollie agreed.

Gisele gave them both an icy look before saying, "My day was long and dusty. How was yours, Ollie?"

"I almost got drunk," Ollie said wearily.

"Holy shit!" Tessa said. "How much did you drink?"

"A lot," Ollie muttered.

"Remember that one time we drank all of Dad's wine?" Tessa snorted. "It was the only time you came to Denver. That I remember anyway. He was so mad."

"He kicked me out," Ollie said. "I didn't think you remembered."

"I don't think I did," Tessa said thoughtfully. "Jury took out all of Fernsby's hypnotisms so I'm remembering things I didn't before."

"That's a thing?!" Ollie exclaimed. "Why can't he do that with the patron's orders?"

"They're too tied up," Tessa said vaguely. "Did you find the imp?"

"No!" Ollie snapped. "Talk about looking for a needle in a haystack. Cecily, one the imps, said she'd poke around for me. She says they don't usually work for hobnobs, but I'll let you know if she finds out anything."

For a moment they all fell silent, and Tessa had just opened her mouth to announce what she had learned when Gisele said, "And you, Curtis? How was your day?"

"Uneventful," Curtis said. "I'm almost done compiling all of our notes."

Just then, Badri walked into the room. He took a plate from his tray and placed it in front of Gisele, then continued around the table.

"Hey!" Ollie snapped. "How come I get mush, and everyone else gets steak?"

"No one else is nearly drunk," Badri said easily. "Besides its grits and shrimp."

"I hate shrimp," Ollie mumbled.

"Just eat it," Tessa ordered. "Badri's tea healed my client's arm in less than an hour."

"Did it?" Badri asked with a smirk.

"I didn't actually see it," Tessa shrugged. "But she was scratching when she came in, and she wasn't by the time we left."

"Imagine that," Badri murmured.

"Yes. Imagine that," Tessa snorted, rolling her eyes.

She wanted to blurt out everything she'd learned, but she was also very hungry, so she took three quick bites of her steak and washed them down with the wine Badri had given her.

"Why are you eating so fast?" Gisele asked censoriously.

"Because I'm waiting for you to ask me how my day went."

Gisele sighed rather delicately and said, "How did your day go, Tessa dear?"

"I solved a case in less than an hour," Tessa said. "You actually helped with that, Gisele, because I was thinking it was going to be this deeply involved plot, but it wasn't. I don't want to talk about it though. I wrote it down for you, and I put it on your desk, along with a furniture catalogue."

"Can't you give me a hint?" Gisele pleaded.

"No. After I solved the case, I went to see Mrs. Jury. I was feeling a tad guilty for saying I was doing a job for her in my report to the patron, and I thought maybe I should warn her."

Ollie sputtered and grits went flying across the table when she exclaimed, "You did what?!"

Gisele didn't even yell at Ollie for her horrible table manners; she yelled at Tessa instead.

"Did you learn nothing from the Cadwels? What were you thinking?!"

Tessa sat up a little straighter in her chair and said very firmly, "I was thinking that I needed to buy some time and that Mrs. Jury should be able to handle the patron. Trust me when I say I made a good call."

"But it's Mrs. Jury," Gisele insisted. "She's the most powerful female witch in the States."

"Yes, I know," Tessa said. "Which is why I used her."

"She obviously didn't kill you," Curtis suddenly said.

"Exactly," Tessa agreed. "Thank you, Curtis. She was quite annoyed actually, and she made me explain, and that took me a while; but here is the important thing, Mrs. Jury actually attended the small party that Silas Graves hosted to honor the opening of his investigation firm."

Tessa stopped there, enjoying the looks of utter shock on their faces.

"How stupid of me!" Gisele finally exclaimed. "I actually read the list of attendees, but it never occurred to me to note the ones who were still alive. It was two hundred years ago," she said with disgust. "I just wasn't thinking."

"It doesn't matter," Tessa said. "Mrs. Jury gave me a list. And she told me which ones are still alive. And she told me that there was a third man with Silas and William. She said he didn't speak to anyone, just sat in the corner and watched, but that she was certain he was a witch. What's more is that she said she overhead Silas and the mystery man talking, and she's absolutely positive that Silas called him father."

Tessa stopped again to let her words settle in before saying, "I think we've just found the third Graves."

"No," Gisele breathed. "You can't be suggesting... Are you saying what I think you're saying?"

"That the patron is Silas's father, a witch born in the norm world who somehow infiltrated the Hidden, brought in his sons, and set them up as an investigation firm, then used them to bring the elites to their knees? That's exactly what I'm saying."

Tessa knew it was pointless to be so excited. Knowing who he was didn't actually help them find him. But it was something; it was definitely something.

Ollie was the first to completely recover her voice.

"You're telling me that the patron, the man who has tortured you for years, is your great-great-whatever-grandfather?!"

"I hadn't exactly thought of it that way," Tessa admitted. "But yes."

"There is no poison brutal enough," Ollie snarled.

"Him being related to me doesn't actually make what he did any worse," Tessa said.

"It really does," Ollie countered.

"I don't see how," Tessa replied. "Anyway, it doesn't really change anything. It doesn't help us find him, but at least now we know who we're looking for."

"It has been some two hundred years," Curtis spoke up. "Are you certain of Mrs. Jury's account?"

"Pretty certain. She said that she was fairly bored, and Phillip was using her as arm candy. That's not precisely how she put it, but you get the point. She was studying the other guests, and she noticed the man in black. That's what she called him. Most of the men were sporting colors, but he was wearing all black, and he was sitting in the corner, not interacting with anyone. While she was watching him, he sent out a spell. She said it had a strange construction, and she tried to break it down, but couldn't figure it out."

"Mrs. Jury said she couldn't figure it out?" Ollie demanded.

"What she actually said was 'It was rather crude and rudimentary, and it surprised me that I couldn't understand what it was meant to do.'"

"That sounds more like her," Gisele admitted. "She's a terror of a woman."

"She's really not that bad," Tessa said a little defensively.

Gisele raised a delicate eyebrow.

"What?" Tessa asked. "She didn't kill me, and she was actually pretty nice. Kind of like a witch trying to fatten you up before they throw you into the oven," Tessa added with a laugh.

"You might want to tread carefully," Gisele warned. "The Jurys have a certain reputation. If you aren't careful, you might find yourself actually working for her."

"Too late," Tessa said softly.

"What was that, dear?"

"Nothing."

"I could have sworn you said 'too late'."

"Not me," Tessa shrugged.

"What exactly are you doing for Mrs. Jury?" Gisele demanded.

"Nothing much," Tessa said. "But Mrs. Jury said that since the patron thought I was working for her, the least I could do was actually work for her."

"I see."

"But," Tessa said, "look at what we learned!"

"We could've figured it out," Gisele said somewhat poutily. "I already had the list. I just hadn't thought about the witches still being alive."

"It doesn't matter how we found out; we found out," Tessa said in an attempt to guide the conversation back to the point. "Mrs. Jury's account also confirms what Jury said earlier about the patron being self-taught. Whoever he is, he didn't grow up around witches. And we're not witches, so I'm thinking he was actually born to norms."

"He can't be a norm," Gisele argued. "Not if he's a witch."

"Actually," Tessa said slowly. "Pops said that all the species have witches. In fact, he stated quite firmly that witches are actually norms. With an ability."

Ollie and Gisele just stared at her.

"I haven't really had a chance to test his theory," Tessa went on. "But I have a feeling he's probably right."

"I think I need something stronger to drink," Gisele said weakly. "If you're right, if Pops is right, do you have any idea what that means?"

"That the entire Hidden is based on a lie. And that the witches have been lying to everyone for hundreds of years," Tessa said. "That although the Hidden needs the witches to survive, they don't need human witches. They could use troll witches or sprite witches or Lutin witches."

"Norms are the only ones who don't know," Curtis spoke up. "We all know we have witches."

"Then why do you let the witches push you around?" Ollie demanded.

"Because we don't have enough, and the ones we do have don't have the training. There are a few pockets of resistance though. We're getting there," Curtis said with a wink.

"I'm beginning to think I'm a bit out of touch," Gisele murmured.

"You're an outsider and a norm," Curtis pointed out. "Most of the Hidden residents aren't going to take you into their confidence. They've been betrayed too many times."

"Back to the point," Tessa said loudly. "The patron is the literal head of the Graves family. And I have the dates of every time I saw him and where. So we're making progress."

"Are we?" Ollie muttered. "I don't see how any of that helps."

"It'll all shake out," Tessa replied with a shrug. "It always does. Just like the mustard in the garden and the menu list."

"I have no idea what you're talking about," Ollie said.

"It doesn't matter," Tessa replied. "We should do a class," she added. "I can't fight with you in the morning because I have to go to Jury's and then Curtis and I are flying to Philadelphia. Shall we do it now?"

Ollie blinked a few times before saying, "You want to fight?"

"Yeah."

"Really?"

"Don't you?"

"I'd love to," Ollie said. "I just didn't think..."

Tessa pushed away her empty plate and said, "Let's do it."

"Right after eating?" Gisele spoke up. "Do you think that's wise?"

"It's not like swimming," Tessa snorted.

"It's exactly like swimming," Gisele countered.

"Well, I never waited thirty minutes for that either."

"Ollie's drunk," Gisele insisted.

"I actually feel fine now," Ollie said. "Shrimp and grits," she added with a grin.

Tessa laughed softly, and without giving Gisele any more time to argue, she and Ollie quickly left the room.

They didn't speak again until they were in the attic, then Ollie said, "What do you want to focus on?"

"I'm not sure," Tessa admitted. "I'm not a witch. I can't fight a witch like a witch. But I'm pretty sure the patron's not a fighter so if I get to him first and slice open his throat, there's probably not a lot he can do to stop me. Right?"

"In theory," Ollie shrugged. "So what you need is a kill move."

"Exactly," Tessa agreed.

"When you meet the patron, what's the setup?"

"What do you mean?"

"How close can you get? What is he doing? What are you doing?"

"If I'm at the house," Tessa said slowly, fighting back the pain as she did, "I'm standing a few feet from him, staring at his shoulder, and he's sitting in his chair. Or I'm on the floor in front of him."

"On the floor?"

"Writhing in pain," Tessa said flatly.

Ollie's face was emotionless, but her eyes were flashing with anger. Tessa didn't want to go into it though because it wasn't important. Knowing how to kill him the next time she saw him was important.

"But let's assume I never go to the floor," she said quickly, hoping to keep Ollie on track. "I'm standing in front of him. What do I do?"

"What's he wearing?"

Tessa couldn't remember, so she closed her eyes and forced herself to concentrate on that moment. She was standing in front of him. The pain in her head grew, both in reality and in the memory; but she kept her eyes on his shoulder and evaluated his clothes.

"He wears a suit," she finally said. "All black. White shirt. He doesn't wear a tie," Tessa murmured, finding it hard to speak. "It's an ascot."

The pain was so much that she had to open her eyes and take a deep breath.

"Are you alright?" Ollie asked softly.

"Fine," Tessa lied.

Working a case, she added silently. This is all part of a high-profile case.

"Do you have your knife?" Ollie asked.

Tessa nodded.

"Is it easy to get to?"

Tessa shook her head. "It's in my boot," she said. "I'd have to bend over. We are in Denver."

"True," Ollie sighed. "So that's not a great option because it would take you too long to draw it, just like your gun. Furthermore, we don't know what kind of witch he is. If he's an earth witch, pulling a knife would totally screw you. Your best option is a choke out. Go get a chair."

"What?"

"Go get a chair," Ollie snapped. "And put on a jacket or something with a collar. So we can practice."

"Okay," Tessa said with an eye roll.

"The house may be yours," Ollie said. "But the attic is mine. Don't take all day."

Tessa snorted but quickly ran down to her room, put on a jacket, and grabbed her desk chair. When she returned to the attic, Ollie said, "Sit in the chair."

Tessa sat.

"We're going to do this in slow motion," Ollie said. "I'm you. I'm standing here; I leap forward; I grab your collar, pull it open, and shove my other hand up to grip the back."

Ollie was slowly acting out each motion as she listed it, and Tessa paid careful attention.

"I'm grabbing the back of your collar," Ollie went on. "Way up by the tag, see? Now I'm going to cross under with my other hand and grab the back of the other side. My arms are crossed like an x. Once that's in place, I'm going to pull you towards my chest and move my hands towards each other. My forearms are like a pair of scissors, and I'm trying to cut through your neck. Tap out when you feel it," Ollie added.

"Feel what?" Tessa asked just before she felt a sudden loss of blood to her head and quickly tapped out.

Ollie immediately loosened her grip, and Tessa pulled away.

"I do not like that," Tessa said flatly.

"Neither will he," Ollie replied. "It's a blood choke. If you do it right, he'll pass out within five to ten seconds. If you release it, he won't stay unconscious for long, but if you keep the hold in place, he'll be dead in a couple minutes. Better to choke him out for a minute, then quickly stab him in the heart or the carotid artery. Let's do it again."

Ollie slowly repeated her actions, and after Tessa tapped out, Ollie said, "You try it now."

They traded places, and Ollie said, "Start from the beginning, but go slow."

Tessa tried to pretend that Ollie was the patron. She looked at her shoulder, girded herself for the pain, and jumped forward.

"Stop," Ollie said.

She adjusted Tessa's hand and said, "Remember what I told you. Dive deep. This hand needs to touch the tag."

Tessa moved her grip, and Ollie said, "Perfect. Now the other hand goes under the first. Make an x out of your forearms."

Tessa continued to follow Ollie's instructions, and then suddenly Ollie was tapping out on Tessa's arm.

Tessa released her hold and stepped back.

"Is it really that easy?" she asked.

"Well, no," Ollie admitted. "He's a witch, and regardless, he would be resisting you anyway. I'm sitting still, letting you do it. But we'll keep practicing, and after a few times, I'll start to fight you. We'll practice until you've got it."

"Just this one move?" Tessa asked.

"You're better off practicing this move a thousand times than practicing a thousand moves only a handful of times," Ollie stated. "Now come on. Do it again."

They practiced the move over and over and over. And then Ollie began to fight her, and Tessa had to force her hands inside the collar, and once she had them there, she had to struggle to bring her arms together.

Ollie always tapped out eventually, but it was never an easy task.

"Good," Ollie finally said. "I think you've got it now."

"Are you serious?" Tessa snorted. "I barely got you that time."

"True, but you did get me."

"You're not a witch," Tessa sighed.

"Witches are weak," Ollie said with disgust. "If their magic fails them, they fall apart. Figure out how to disrupt his magic for even a second, and you'll have the upper hand."

"Maybe," Tessa said.

Privately, she wasn't sure. The patron wasn't like the Jurys. He hadn't been raised by witches. He was self-taught, and she had a feeling he had more tricks up his sleeve than a normal witch did.

Both Mrs. Jury and Jury had called the patron's spells rudimentary. Jury had said they lacked structure. But Jury wasn't able to untie the patron's compulsion, and Mrs. Jury hadn't been able to tell what he was doing at that party all those years ago.

Say what they like, the patron was powerful in ways that they weren't. He was unpredictable, and he paved his own path. There was a chance that if she tried to choke him, he wouldn't hesitate to grab the candelabra and beat her over the head with it. But she had to try.

"I'm too tired to deal with Gisele tonight," Tessa said. "I'm going to take a shower and go to bed."

A slight pain pulsed through her head at the thought so she added, "I'll get up really early to make up for it."

She had no intention of getting up really early, but her body didn't know that; and at her words, the pain faded.

"When Julian gets here," she added. "Just tell him to come up. And Ollie... thank you."

Tessa forced herself to smile at Ollie, and then she quickly left the attic. If she didn't get a drink soon, she was going to cry from the pain, and that was unacceptable.

Ollie tried to tamp down her worry as she watched Tessa exit the room, but she just couldn't. In a very short time, Tessa had nearly mastered the art of lying, but she hadn't yet learned to control her eyes. And her eyes were full of pain.

Ollie had never wanted anyone to suffer as much as she wanted the patron to suffer, and she didn't know of a poison painful enough to use on him. The one hour poison was hardly an even trade. She wanted him to suffer for days, for a lifetime even. But she knew that was pointless. Tessa would only be free if he was dead.

Ollie rolled to her feet and began to pace the room. She had so much pent-up anger that she was worried she'd take it out on Gisele if she went downstairs.

She suddenly stopped pacing and grinned. Curtis had said it was selfish to fight, and she could accept that. But he hadn't said anything about working over the punching bag. It wasn't her preferred form of release, but she would take what she could get.

She quickly wrapped her hands and faced off against the bag. She didn't normally punch. After all, an elbow or a hammer fist did much more damage to your opponent, and you didn't risk breaking anything. Hitting knuckles out was dangerous, but right now she needed a little danger.

She imagined a black-suit wearing jackass and started punching. She punched so hard and so long that she was wheezing by the time she quit. Wheezing and crying.

She wiped her arm across her eyes and tried to stop her tears, but she was so angry and so scared that the tears kept coming.

She felt Curtis's approach, but she ignored his presence until he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to his chest. She tried to push away, but there wasn't much heart in her struggle; and she quickly turned into him and let him hold her.

Curtis whispered soft words in her ear as she continued to weep. He wasn't making empty promises. He wasn't telling her that everything would be all right. All he was saying was, "I'm here."

Ollie clung to him, embarrassed by her weakness, but unable to stop herself from needing his comfort.

When she finally managed to force the tears to stop, she pulled away from him, wiped her eyes, and muttered, "I'm sorry."

"For what?" Curtis asked gently. "For crying? For expressing sorrow? Why would you be sorry about that?"

"I don't cry," Ollie insisted.

He raised an eyebrow, and she grumbled, "Fine! I don't normally cry. In the last week I've cried more than I have in my entire life, and I hate it."

"Why?"

"I don't cry!"

"Why?"

"Because it's weak," she spat.

"Who told you that?"

"No one," she said. "I told myself."

"Who did you see crying? Who did you think was weak?" he asked.

"No one," Ollie ground out.

"I see."

"You don't," she growled. "Gisele wanted me because I'm a girl. She couldn't have the boys, but she could have me. No one else wanted me. Not Father, not Virgil, not Arthur. I grew up alone and unwanted, except for Gisele. Gisele wanted me," she repeated, just in case he didn't understand what she was trying to say.

"I didn't understand what was different," she went on. "I didn't understand why they didn't want me. When they were home, I followed them, trying to be with them. But they would say horrible things to me, trying to get me to leave them alone, and one day I asked them why. Do you know what Virgil said?"

She actually paused even though it was a rhetorical question. Curtis couldn't possibly know what Virgil had said, but she didn't keep speaking until Curtis shook his head.

"He said, 'You're a girl. Girls are weak, and they cry. They're not good for anything.'" Ollie grinned fiercely and said, "I'm not weak, and I don't cry. Once I was trained, I could have killed them both in a heartbeat if I had wanted to. They didn't know that; they couldn't see it, but I knew."

Curtis tilted his head and said, "You are a girl. A woman. But you are not weak. And not because you do not cry. You are not weak because you choose not to be weak. Do you think I am strong?"

"Of course," Ollie stated. "You're a troll. I can't think of anyone stronger."

Curtis shook his head slightly and said, "I am not strong because I am a troll. Just like you, my mind is strong, and my body follows it. After I was released from Blackwater, after I realized what I had lost, I wept," Curtis said. "Do you think less of me?"

"It's not the same," she mumbled.

"Why is it not the same? Is my strength less because I cried?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"I don't know," Ollie admitted, frustration filling her.

She hated that he wouldn't just let it go. She hated that he kept trying to get her to see it as a strength. It wasn't. It was weakness through and through. She'd seen women cry, and she'd seen the weakness that came from it.

Curtis sighed heavily and said, "Gisele wants to read to us. She says that she wrote a very romantic scene in the linen closet."

"The linen closet is overrated," Ollie said irritably.

"Apparently Curtie and Iona don't see things that way," Curtis chuckled. "I wouldn't know. I've never even seen a linen closet."

"When you have access to a bed, I don't see the point," Ollie shrugged.

"Maybe Gisele will enlighten us," Curtis suggested.

"Maybe so," Ollie agreed.

She followed him downstairs, mind trying all the while to figure him out. In spite of all the times he grew frustrated with her, it didn't change the way he behaved towards her and it didn't change the way he smiled at her.

His patience seemed infinite, and she wasn't sure she deserved infinite patience. She was bullheaded and unlikely to change. How much longer would he really put up with her? The thought bothered her. A lot. She'd become attached to his presence. Both in her life and in her bed. And she was beginning to realize that she didn't want to lose him.

He stopped just outside the sitting room and turned to look at her. His blue eyes were full of emotion, but she still couldn't quite read them.

"Ollie," he said softly. "When you fight, my heart soars to watch you. You are skilled, strong, and fierce. I am happy to stand with you, to fight with you."

He reached out and gently cupped her face before saying, "And when you mourn, I mourn with you. My heart aches when your heart aches. You are so strong that it humbles me, and when you cry, I see no weakness in you; I see courage. Just as I am honored that you have chosen me to fight with you, I would be honored to hold you and to offer you comfort when you are sad. If you do not wish to cry, so be it, but please do not hide yourself from me. I..."

Curtis trailed off, and he shrugged rather helplessly before saying, "My days are much brighter now that you are in them."

Ollie stared at him, completely torn. She wanted to kiss him; she wanted to hug him; she wanted to say things that she'd never said before, never even considered saying. But she didn't know how to do any of those things.

"Blink twice if you like what I said," Curtis prodded

She blinked twice.

"Good," he murmured. "We shouldn't keep Gisele waiting. She'll punish us, and I hate it when she does that."

Ollie nodded.

She had never given much thought to luck. After all, there was only so much luck in the world and it seemed as if Doc had it all. But not this time. This time, luck had reached out, picked up Curtis, and dropped him right down into her lap. And she'd be damned if she let anything take him away from her. She was keeping him, and that was that.


Chapter 15
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Tessa woke when Julian slipped into bed beside her. Without opening her eyes, she turned and curled into him.

"Me tut kamav," Julian whispered.

"You know I can't understand you," Tessa mumbled. And then she fell back asleep.

When she woke again, it was morning, and Julian was twirling her hair around his finger.

"How come I don't dream when you're here?" Tessa asked sleepily.

"Because I put a rock under your pillow," he replied.

"A rock?" she snorted.

"It's a special rock," he laughed. "I found out how Mr. Prescott died."

"It probably doesn't matter," Tessa shrugged. "If he did die of unnatural causes, I can guarantee that the housekeeper didn't do it."

"What?"

"Doesn't matter. How did he die?"

"A couch fell on him."

"Really?" Tessa muttered. "A couch?"

"Rumor has it he was inspecting the upholstery from beneath the couch, the strap snapped, and the couch fell, impaling him."

"Shit," Tessa muttered.

"Why?"

"What are the chances?"

"Of what?"

"That happening!"

"Pretty good, I guess."

Tessa disagreed. But she didn't say so. Instead she said, "Gisele loved your drawings."

"Don't even," Julian grumbled. "I'm taking the servants' staircase from now on."

"Really?" Tessa said with a chuckle. "Why for, how come?"

"Because that woman is a pain."

"If only someone had warned you," Tessa teased.

"Hush you!" he ordered before kissing her.

She wrapped her hand around his neck and kissed him back, then she pushed him away and said regretfully, "I can't stay. Jury's expecting me. And then I'm going to Philadelphia with Curtis."

"Too bad," Julian murmured. "My hands were all limbered up."

Tessa rolled from the bed with a groan. "I don't want to hear about your hands," she said as she started to dress.

"They feel both limber and talented this morning," Julian went on.

"Shut up!" Tessa laughed as she chucked a boot at his head.

He caught it easily and said, "And their reaction time? Superb!"

"You're being cruel," Tessa stated. "I would stay if I could, but Jury is much more tolerable when he's not grumpy."

Julian threw back her boot before asking, "Is there anything I can do to help?"

"Two things, actually. One, you can ask Pops to find an Amos the Betrayer amulet for me."

"Ask Doc for his," Julian replied.

"I would; except it's apparently been destroyed."

"It's what?" Julian demanded.

"Been destroyed."

"Are you serious? Pops is going to be irate," Julian muttered as he started to dress as well. "You should have to be the one to tell him. How did it happen?"

"I don't know," Tessa admitted. "But Jury said there should be two more."

"Do you have any idea how hard Pops had to work to get that one?" Julian demanded. "And Doc destroyed it?"

"I'm sure it wasn't intentional," Tessa shrugged.

"Wait," Julian said, tone flattening. "Why do you need the Amos the Betrayer amulet?"

"Because the patron uses body magic to enforce his compulsions," Tessa said offhandedly. "I can fight the compulsions," she added, thinking it was best not to tell anyone that Jury could copy artifacts. "But it's difficult to do anything about my stomach revolting against me and the air being squeezed out of my lungs."

She didn't immediately notice Julian's lack of response because she was lacing up her boots, but when she stood back up, he was staring at her with a tight expression.

"What?" Tessa asked.

"I..."

He swallowed visibly, stepped towards her, and pulled her into his arms. "I'm sorry," he whispered. "I would cut out my Roma and give it to you if I could."

"But then you wouldn't have it," Tessa said.

"It's never done me any favors," he muttered.

"You might be surprised," Tessa said before kissing his cheek and pulling away.

Julian caught hold of her hand and said, "There were two things."

"Right, would you see if you can dig up anything on the founding of Graves, Graves, and Graves? Specifically the third Graves. There was Silas, William, and their father. I want to know about the father."

Julian shrugged and said, "It's a bit on the old side, but I'll see what I can do."

"Thank you," she said.

She kissed him once more before running for the door. She hurried through the house, yelling out "can't stop" when Gisele tried to flag her down, and dashed out the back door.

Once she was in her car and out on the road, she heaved a sigh of relief. It was growing increasingly difficult to deal with everyone else's emotions on top of her own. She couldn't think about how things would affect Gisele, Ollie, Curtis, and Julian in the end. She had to focus on finding the patron.

She tried to imagine his face, and pain cut through her. If she couldn't have his face, she wanted his name. She needed his name. She was sick of calling him the patron. He wasn't her patron. He was her torturer, but she was done with that. Until she knew better she was calling him Sam.

She parked in front of Jury's building and dashed inside. She didn't have to wait for the elevator, and when the doors opened on Jury's floor, Tessa stepped out, laughing when she saw that the gargoyles' eyes had changed. No longer were they receded into the stone heads, and no longer could anyone sneak up the staircase and surprise Jury.

She walked forward, and the door opened. She stepped inside, and the door closed behind her. Jury finished his shot, knocking the white ball into the black one before he turned to acknowledge her.

"The second I saw you," he snarled, "I knew you were going to be a pain in my ass."

"What did I do?" Tessa asked, a little startled by the furious look in his eyes.

"Why would you go to my mother? It's not as if she couldn't have handled one measly witch. You hardly needed to warn her. But no, you did warn her, and then I had to sit and listen to her tell me all about it while that annoying child stared at me. I'm apparently the only person in the universe whom she hasn't told what their shadow is," he added with irritation. "And Mother's maids keep whispering about how that must mean I'm evil incarnate."

He sighed and growled at the same time, then snapped, "You didn't bring pastries. Make me a goddamn sandwich."

"I'm so glad I hurried to get here on time," Tessa stated. "It's really improved your disposition."

"You want to improve my disposition? Stay away from my mother!"

"I would love to, except I'm doing a job for her, so that's probably not going to happen."

"You're doing a job for her?" Jury demanded. "Why on earth would you do that?"

"She wasn't really about giving me a choice!"

"If I ordered you to do a job for me, you'd tell me to shove it, but my mother orders you to do a job and you meekly take it?"

"I needed a high-profile case."

"You're so annoying."

"You're a fit thrower!" she shot back.

"You look stupid in a dress," he snarled.

"You look stupid all the time."

"I rue the day I met you!"

"I rue the day you were born!" she spat. "And I hate your shirt," she added. "Button-up shirts are supposed to button up!"

Without warning, Jury started laughing; and Tessa stared at him in surprise. His moods were so mercurial that it was hard to pivot with him. Only a second ago, his eyes had been full of rage, but now they were twinkling with humor.   

"Remember when you used to be scared of me?" he laughed. "I actually had to compulse you just to make you come into the building with me."

She glared at him.

"Now you're yelling at me," he chuckled. "Seriously though, make me a sandwich. I deserve it after sitting through my mother's lecture yesterday. And don't forget—"

"The goddamn pickle!" Tessa broke in. "Whatever. I'm doing this, but only because I feel bad for you."

Jury shrugged and said, "Good enough for me."

Tessa shot him a glare before stomping into his kitchen. She opened the refrigerator and started pulling out ingredients, not really sure why she was doing it. It wasn't because she was scared of him. It wasn't even because she felt like she owed him. She thought she might honestly feel sorry for him, and that confused her. She never felt sorry for anyone.

With a grunt of disgust, she finished off the sandwich, slapped the top piece of bread on it, and carried it in to him.

He examined it and said, "I like a little more cheese."

"Get it yourself," Tessa snapped as she sat across from him.

He winked at her and held out his hand. Blue magic spiraled off of it, and a grey circle appeared in the air in front of him. He put his hand inside; and a second later, he pulled it back out, holding the cheese.

"Did you just... Wait," Tessa said as she stood and ran into the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator and shouted, "Do it again!"

A second later, a grey circle appeared on the second shelf, and Jury's hand reached out of it and grabbed a jar of liquid before disappearing back inside the hole.

"That's amazing," Tessa admitted when she sat back down across from him. "I was aware the library witches could do such a thing, but I've never seen it in action."

"It's just a parlor trick," Jury said with a shrug.

"You consider that a parlor trick?"

"Yeah."

"Would another witch consider it a parlor trick?"

"Probably not," he admitted. "The library witches can only do it because they've installed portals in each of the libraries so they have something to focus on. Most witches wouldn't be able to reach into their fridge." He shrugged, as if it was of little consequence, then said, "I went by the house."

Tessa controlled a shudder and said, "And?"

"Not much. I found a hair, but I can't find him. Which is unusual," Jury added, tone a little frustrated.

"He's so crude that it makes it hard to track him," Tessa mocked.

Jury cast her a disgusted look.

She grinned and said, "Your mother has actually seen him."

"What do you mean?"

"He's the third Graves; the third founder of Graves, Graves, and Graves."

"Oh."

Jury didn't say anything more, but Tessa could tell he was thinking, moving things around, and putting them in place. He finished his sandwich, stood, went to the kitchen, and returned with two cups of coffee before he said, "That actually explains a few things."

"It does?" Tessa asked.

"Absolutely. It explains how he found you, probably how he always finds you. His blood is in you. He might scrub you every time you meet, but his blood will remain the same. It's just your signature that changes."

"Have I ever mentioned that I hate witches?" she asked.

"Only every time I see you," Jury retorted. "Have I mentioned how much I hate mortals?"

"At least three times a day."

"Good!" he snapped. "Anyway, it wouldn't matter where you went, he'd be able to find you. It's really, really difficult to throw off someone related to you. I should know," he grumbled.

"Can we use that to find him?" Tessa asked.

"No. Because I can't find him."

"So we're pretty much dead in the water," Tessa declared.

"I'm still thinking about it," Jury replied.

"Well, if we're done here, I have to go to Philadelphia."

"Wait," Jury said. "What are you doing for my mother?"

"Client confidentiality," Tessa stated. "Sorry."

"Are you serious right now?"

"Have you met your mother?"

"Just go."

"Good job closing that little security weakness," Tessa chuckled as she stood.

"I don't like your shirt either," Jury said. "It's too tucked in."

Tessa rolled her eyes and headed for the door. She had more important things to do today than argue with Jury.

She jogged down the stairs instead of taking the elevator, and just as she was climbing into her car, her phone rang.

"What?" Tessa said when she answered it.

"When are you leaving, dear?" Gisele asked.

"Now."

"Swing by the Tiger Lotus on your way out," Gisele said. "We're having lunch."

"What part of now do you not understand?" Tessa demanded.

"The airplane just sits there until you arrive," Gisele pointed out. "So what's the difference between now and two hours from now?"

"Two hours!"

"Piddle, dear. Bring Curtis."

Tessa disconnected with a snort. There was simply no point trying to argue with Gisele. She was an unstoppable force.

Gisele turned in a slow circle. It was perfect. Just as she'd known it would be. Most people wouldn't believe it was possible to completely revamp a restaurant in just under thirty-six hours, but she was not most people.

She also knew the value of small and stylish. Mira didn't need a larger restaurant. Her space was intimate and perfect. If it was any larger, she wouldn't be able to handle it on her own. All she needed were customers to fill the space she already had.

A subtle apricot-colored awning, featuring the artwork Julian had created, gave the entrance a sophisticated appeal. And an eclectic mix of booths, chairs, and tables from the Prescott Furniture Company gave the inside a comfortable yet elegant air. A few hanging lamps and privacy screens tied everything together.

Before long, the Tiger Lotus would be The Place, Gisele thought with satisfaction.

"Are you certain about this?" Mira asked nervously.

"Of course, dear. It's just a small brunch party. We're not going to advertise. Advertising is gauche. Everything will be word of mouth."

"All these chairs and curtains and lamps, they're so expensive. How will I ever pay you back?" Mira asked.

She was beginning to wring her hands, and Gisele turned to soothe her. The chef couldn't be agitated or it would taint the food.

"Those things are my gift to you, dear. I was once young and struggling as well."

Not in the same way, of course. Gisele's husband had been rich, but Gisele had still struggled to find her place in life, and she would never forget the publisher who had taken a chance on a young and foolish author.

"I have both the money and time to invest them in you," Gisele assured her.

"But why?" Mira demanded. "You don't even know me."

"I don't need to know you to know you," Gisele said softly. "Tessa brought me to your door for a reason. Tessa wanted me to help you. So here I am. If you can't accept it for yourself, accept it for Tessa."

"I don't understand you," Mira whispered.

"The Graves have been responsible for many bad things," Gisele said easily. "And we are trying to even the balance."

Mira blinked rapidly and forced a small smile. "Thank you," she said softly.

"Thank you, my dear. I love watching young people succeed. Here comes the first of our guests."

Gisele looped her arm through Mira's and pulled the trembling woman with her to greet Ollie and Lloyd McQueen.

"Quite a charming little spot you've found here, Gisele," Lloyd said cheerfully. "I'm quite looking forward to our luncheon."

"Thank you so much for coming, Lloyd. I know it was rather short notice."

"I will always make time for the Graves women," Lloyd said as he took her offered hand and pressed his lips to the back of it.

"This is Mira," Gisele went on. "She's our hostess and our chef. Her soup is absolutely resplendent, and that's just the first course."

"Excellent! I've worked up quite an appetite arguing with Ollie here," Lloyd said boisterously. "She keeps insisting that technology and magic can work together, and I'm telling her why she's wrong."

"She'll keep you on your toes," Gisele laughed. "Please sit. Tessa and Curtis will be here soon."

Once Lloyd and Ollie had taken their seats, Gisele pulled Mira aside and said, "I asked Julian to come, dear. As moral support, but he declined. I'm so sorry."

"He's in the kitchen," Mira said with a smile.

"Well, that's even better. I'm going to join my guests. Once Tessa and Curtis have arrived, please bring out the first course."

Mira nodded and disappeared into the kitchen.

Gisele sat at the end of the table and smiled at Lloyd. In spite of his involvement with the Graves, she had always liked him. He was influential, but he wasn't cruel, and she admired that in anyone.

"Making another investment?" Lloyd asked.

"It's more of a gift," Gisele demurred.

"Your mother has made quite a mint off of her gifts over the years," Lloyd chuckled. "She's quite shrewd."

"I can just tell if a person has the drive to succeed," Gisele countered. "Some people have the drive, but not the opportunity, and if that's the case, I provide the opportunity."

"I've always liked that about you," Lloyd said. "You've a good heart. I still can't quite figure out how you ended up married to Weldon Graves. Wonderful investigator, heart as black as tar."

"Ancient history," Gisele shrugged.

She never liked to talk about Weldon. She hadn't liked him; she hadn't disliked him. And he had given her a beautiful daughter; she had no complaints. 

Before Lloyd could press further, the door opened, and Tessa and Curtis walked in.

"Sit," Gisele said cheerfully, relieved to see that Curtis had had the foresight to appear in his human form. Mira's restaurant wasn't designed to accommodate anyone larger than a half ogre. Gisele had actually purchased a special chair just for Lloyd, but trolls in troll form were going to have to find somewhere else to eat.

Curtis sat beside Ollie, and Ollie cast him a non-too-subtle glance under her eyelashes.

"I see," Lloyd murmured. "Logistics questions answered."

Ollie actually blushed, and Gisele looked back and forth between them, but neither of them said anything further.

"Thank you all for coming to the unveiling of the Tiger Lotus," Gisele announced. "I hope you brought your appetites."

Tessa grunted softly, and Gisele swallowed a delicate sigh. They were going to make it hard on her. She should have invited more people. People who knew how to make small talk. People who enjoyed making small talk. This was going to be an absolutely dismal lunch if she didn't get them talking about something.

Gisele was just trying to decide on a topic when Tessa said, "Are you aware of how they make troll whiskey, Mr. McQueen?"

Lloyd grinned widely before saying, "I am, Ms. Graves."

"I didn't know myself until the other day," Tessa said, lips curving. "And it makes me wonder how they make sprite whiskey."

"It's not nearly as interesting," Lloyd said. "Vampire whiskey though; that's interesting."

It wasn't the conversation she'd had in mind, and Gisele briefly wondered if she should step in. But it was Tessa and Ollie. They didn't have normal interests. And it was Lloyd. Lloyd was known for his peculiar ideas on things. It may not have been the conversation she would have picked, but she was certain that lunch was going to be anything but dull.


Chapter 16
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"There's no question that Mira's restaurant will be a success," Tessa said.

"Uh-huh," Curtis murmured.

"Lloyd was thrilled. Both with the conversation and the food. He said it was the most scintillating lunch he'd had in thirty years."

"Uh-huh."

"The plane is in the air," Tessa said, trying to make her voice sound soothing. "It's moving. There is no turbulence. Everything is fine."

"But how is it moving through the air?" Curtis demanded. "And do not say belief!"

"Um... Would you accept magic?"

"I would! Except it's not!"

"How do you know? Maybe technology is magic, but they knew they couldn't call it that so they made up a new name."

Curtis cast her a dark look, and she shrugged and said, "It's a theory."

"Flimsy at best," he growled.

His fingers were gripping his chair so tightly that his knuckles were white.

"It's hard to see you like this," Tessa said. "I'm just going to turn around and read my reports. You'll let me know if you need me."

"Some partner you are," he muttered.

"I know that's just the fear talking," Tessa replied cheerfully. "You'll feel better once we land."

"If we land."

"We'll land one way or another."

"How can you be so calm about this?"

"I'm pretty sure elevators malfunction more often than planes drop from the air. Also, people choke when they're eating all of the time. And I once worked a case where they thought the woman had been murdered, but she had just tripped on a shoe, fallen down the stairs, and broken her neck. To live is to risk dying," Tessa summarized.

"I don't mind that bit," Curtis replied. "It's the falling part I don't like."

"Just close your eyes and take a nap," Tessa suggested. "I've got more than enough belief for the both of us."

"Belief," Curtis snorted.

Tessa was glad that her back was to him because she was having a hard time not laughing. Curtis was so relaxed and easy going that she found it a little amusing to see him wound up so tightly. She could understand his concern, but she knew better than to look at it too closely.

She was afraid that there was quite a bit of Gisele in her. A true Graves would never advocate the idea of belief holding a plane in the air. It wasn't logical.

Tessa understood logic. She understood patterns. She understood if-then scenarios. But she didn't understand what would drive a woman to resort to subterfuge to gain a dead man's slippers. That was not logical. And neither were planes. But just because such things weren't logical didn't mean they weren't facts. 

She laughed softly as she imagined how Virgil would have responded if she had said such a thing to him, and then she pulled Curtis's report on the journals out of her bag and looked at it.

Just like Tessa, Virgil had kept journals to record his cases and everything he had observed. The only difference was that Virgil hadn't been compulsed to do it. He'd just done it, no questions asked, no arguments made. He had served the patron willingly and faithfully.

That hadn't worked with Tessa though. Apparently, Virgil had tried to cultivate a subservient attitude in her after her first meeting with the patron, but it just hadn't taken. According to Virgil, she'd already developed her own view of right and wrong, and it wasn't compatible with the patron's.

Tessa shook her head and tried to refocus. This wasn't about her anymore. It wasn't about her struggle or her life. It was about stopping the patron.

"Sam," she muttered. "It's about stopping Sam."

As much as she wanted to strip him of his title though, she just couldn't. Sam didn't carry the same weight or meaning. He was the patron, and he would continue to be the patron until she killed him.

An intense bolt of pain tore through her head, and Tessa muttered, "I'm just kidding. I love the patron, and I love Virgil."

The words felt filthy in her mouth, but they helped the pain, so she ignored the part she didn't like and focused on the part she did.

She pushed aside all her scattered thoughts and started reading Curtis's report. When she finished with it, she put it to the side and read through Gisele's report on the newspaper archives.

Gisele had noted some very odd things. For instance, she'd written about an incident that had occurred in 1911 in the Philadelphia Hidden.

Apparently, Graves had taken on a case for a local business regarding missing merchandise. As it turned out, there had been a ring of children who were shoplifting the items and selling them on the sly. The article had gone on to say that the thieves had disappeared before they could be taken into custody by the Magistratus.

What happened to the children? Gisele had written in large letters. She'd even underlined it three times, so it must have really bothered her, but Tessa wasn't sure what that had to do with the patron.

Gisele had also noted a party in 1895 that the Graves had hosted inside the Hidden. The Graves usually only mixed socially outside of the Hidden because they didn't like to socialize with obvious cryptids. It was beneath them.

Why did they have it inside the Hidden? Gisele had written. How did that benefit them?

It was curious, but again Tessa didn't know how it helped with their search.    

After she'd read through everything, Tessa leaned back in her chair and stared at the plane's wall. Nothing she'd read had pulled it all together like she had hoped. If anything, she was more muddled than ever.

Virgil had often talked about his meetings with the patron, but he had never described the man, and he had always called him "the Patron". He'd toed the line of respect, but Tessa had been able to feel the subtle irritation in his tone. He hadn't liked the patron, and she was certain Virgil would have gotten rid of him if he'd been able to. So why hadn't Virgil just shot the patron in the back one day?

Uncertainty filled her. What if the patron couldn't be so easily killed? After all, surely at least one of the Graves had tried over the years. Tried and failed.

Her mind pulled at a thread, something Virgil had written. He'd said, "I remember quite well what happened the last time a Graves crossed the Patron, and I want nothing to do with that for myself."  

Who had crossed the patron? And why? And how? And what had happened to him? And who could it have been if Virgil remembered the incident?

Tessa started a new page in her journal and wrote down all of her questions, then she made a note to ask Gisele about any Graves who had been alive when Virgil was younger. She also made a note to ask Gisele if Silas's brother had had any children. Or any of the other Graves. She knew her Uncle Arthur hadn't had children, but surely Silas had other descendants besides just Ollie and Tessa.

For some reason, she had never thought about there being other Graves out there, but what if there were a whole bunch of them? All of them running around, eavesdropping under windowsills. She cringed at the thought. But surely she would know if there were others. Surely she would have met them at some point.

"What are we doing in Philadelphia?" Curtis suddenly asked.

"I thought you were busy freaking out," Tessa chuckled.

"I decided not to think about it," he replied.

Tessa spun her chair around and studied him before saying, "You could pretend you're in the sitting room."

"Just distract me," he moaned. "Please."

"Anything for you," she said. "First, we're going to visit Graves, Graves, and Graves."

Curtis made a noncommittal noise, and Tessa said, "What?"

"Nothing. It's just strange going there in human form. I've never seen Philadelphia. I've only seen Hidden Number Three."

"Number three?" Tessa asked.

"The Hidden's are numbered in order of establishment," he replied. "The Hartford Hidden was first, probably because of its closeness to the Jury family. Then Richmond. Then Philadelphia. There are laws specifying which cities are allowed a Hidden; the city must meet one of two requirements. Either it has to be a state capital or the population has to be over thirty-three thousand."

"They've changed that," Tessa said. "Now the population has to be over ninety-nine thousand."

"Humans breed faster than cryptids," Curtis stated. "It's always been that way. Is Philadelphia like Denver?"

"In as much as it is a city and there are both people and cars," Tessa stated.

"So no?"

"Is the Denver Hidden like the Philadelphia Hidden?" she asked.

"In as much as there are Lutins selling pastries in the marketplace," Curtis chuckled.

"There's your answer," Tessa replied. "After we visit the house, we'll touch base with your contacts. How many do you have?"

"Two."

"Immortals?"

"Witch and vampire. Both in the Magistratus."

"Did they work with you?"

"Yes."

"Did they follow the rules?" Tessa asked.

"Yes."

"We can do better," Tessa stated. "We'll find a tree spirit or something."

"Do you think the patron still lives in Philadelphia?" Curtis asked.

"Yes."

"Why?"

"I don't know," Tessa admitted. "It's just a feeling I have. Virgil would have yelled at me for saying that," she muttered. "Instincts and feelings have no place in investigative work."

"I disagree," Curtis said. "When I first saw you, I engaged with you out of instinct. There was something about you that drew me to you. There were no facts to suggest that you were good or bad or that we might get along. It was pure instinct. Gut," he said, gesturing towards his belly. "If I had looked for facts, I would have walked away."

"And I would be dead," Tessa declared.

"Maybe," he agreed.

"Definitely," she said. "How many wolves did you kill?"

"A few. My point is that a honed instinct is more valuable than any fact. It's a fact that you are a Graves, but that doesn't tell me anything about you."

"Were you so insightful before Blackwater?" Tessa asked.

"I had my moments," he shrugged.

"There is one other thing we have to do while we're there," Tessa said. "For Mrs. Jury," she added offhandedly.

"Can't say I love working for a Jury," Curtis stated.

"She's married in," Tessa pointed out.

"Some three hundred years ago. She probably doesn't even remember her own family."

"Can you imagine being four hundred years old?" Tessa asked. "Mrs. Jury used to pee in a chamber pot, now she pees in a toilet."

"That probably wasn't the example I would have chosen," he murmured. "But yes."

"Illustrating a point," Tessa said. "I don't think I would like it. They live, yes, but look at how much death they see. It's not as if they can truly surround themselves with other immortals. Look at Doc. Do you have any idea how many people he's seen die? I just... I don't think I would like it."

"Are you trying to get out of telling me about Mrs. Jury's case?" Curtis asked.

"Not really," Tessa said. "I was just thinking. The patron has watched his entire line die. All because of some fluke where he was born a witch, but we weren't. At what point do you get bored of blackmailing people?"

"At what point do you get bored with locking people inside a lifeless grey prison?" Curtis countered.

"Right away," Tessa stated.

"Me too. What are we doing for Mrs. Jury?"

"Finding someone."

"Who?"

"I don't know."

"Care to elucidate?"

"Sure," Tessa said. "Mrs. Jury spent some time at the Jury's Philadelphia estate in 1922."

"I love these old cases you find," Curtis sighed. "So many eyewitnesses and so much evidence."

Tessa ignored that and said, "While she was there, she frequented a shop in the Hidden. Red Rose, it was called. The woman, a Mrs. Welty, was a shaman. Mrs. Jury declined to tell me what kind of services the woman offered."

"That will definitely make it easier to find her," Curtis snorted.

"I enjoy this," Tessa said.

"What?"

"How grumpy you are. When your feet are on the ground, you're basically perfect. It's nice to know you have a grumpy side."

Curtis glared at her, and Tessa chuckled softly before saying, "The shop has been closed for a while now, but Mrs. Jury would like us to find Mrs. Welty."

"Immortals," Curtis grumbled.

"Actually, Mrs. Jury took the time to explain to me that shamans and witches are not actually immortal. She said they are merely very long-lived. According to her, the only species that are immortal are vampires and tree spirits."

"Fascinating," Curtis ground out. "This isn't helping. I think I'll take a nap instead."

Tessa swallowed a laugh. Seeing Curtis so grumpy actually made her feel quite cheerful, and she didn't know why. If she'd ever been afraid of airplanes, she couldn't remember it, but she had a vague recollection of her first ride in an elevator.

Virgil had been on one side of the elevator, and Tessa had been on the other. Her mom had been standing with Virgil, gazing up at him with that look Tessa had grown to hate, but had later forgotten she hated.

Tessa hadn't wanted to get inside the elevator in the first place, but Gisele had taken her hand and tugged her inside.

"It'll be alright," Gisele had whispered. "Little sprites pull the cables up and down."

"Don't they ever get tired?" Tessa had asked, not the least bit soothed by her grandma's statement.

"Of course not, dear. Your belief gives them strength."

"Stop filling the girl's head with nonsense," Virgil snapped. "There's a motor that runs the cables, Tessa. It's all very safe."

Her dad's explanation made more sense. It was logical, and it fit with what Tessa already knew of the world. But in spite of the fact that she knew she was supposed to, she didn't really like her dad, and she didn't like his explanation either. She much preferred the idea of sprites moving the elevator up and down.

"I believe," she whispered softly.

Grandma grinned widely and winked at her.

Tessa refocused on the plane around her and smiled slightly. If she had to be like anyone, she'd pick Gisele over Virgil any day of the week. Gisele was smart and cunning, but she was also sweet and caring. Virgil had been too arrogant and chauvinistic to see Gisele for what she was and appreciate her. But Tessa wasn't, and she absolutely adored her.

By the time they landed in Philadelphia, Tessa had convinced herself that she was chasing down ghost leads, but since she didn't have any actual leads and they had already landed, she decided to keep pushing forward.

"I'm done with machines for today," Curtis stated when Tessa gestured towards their taxi.

"You can't be done," she said. "It's way too far to walk."

He shook his head, and Tessa frowned at him. He was pale, and there was a green tint to his skin.

"Take deep breaths," she ordered.

He took a ragged breath, but it did nothing to improve his color.

"Here's what we'll do," Tessa said. "We'll walk to the closest Hidden entrance. You can go inside and start poking around, and I'll meet up with you after a bit. Sound good?"

"Yes. Can we drive back to Denver?"

"Sure, but it would take an entire day, and I would be the one driving."

Curtis's face paled even more. "I guess we'll fly," he muttered.

"We made it," Tessa reminded him. "Your feet are on the ground. Everything's fine."

"I think it's because I'm a troll," he said softly. "I'm not meant to leave the earth. When we're up there, I feel... I feel like I'm dying."

Fear rushed through her, and she snapped, "You're not dying!"

"No, I'm not," he said soothingly. "I said I feel, not that I am."

"No more planes for you," she said irritably. "We'll drive."

"I'd rather not," he replied. "I can make it back. I just don't like it."

"Let's just get you inside the Hidden so you can be a troll again," she said.

She gave the taxi driver a fifty and dismissed him. It was going to be a very long walk; the closest entrance she could think of was near Wolf Street, but she figured Curtis probably needed the walk after flying.

She wasn't familiar enough with Philadelphia to just wing it though, so she quickly pulled up a map on her phone and studied it.

A very, very long walk, she amended silently.

"This way," she said, hoping Curtis didn't regret his refusal to ride. They were going to have to go through the airport first, and she was certain he had never been around so many people before.

Curtis was vibrating with both angst and irritation by the time they reached the other side of the airport.

"These are all norms?" he demanded.

"Majoritively," Tessa shrugged. "There might be a few cryptids thrown into the mix."

"Did it ever occur to anyone that there are too many of you?"

"Sure," Tessa laughed. "But what do you expect anyone to do about it?"

"Stop breeding," he grumbled. "You're like ants. Only bigger and messier."

"And more destructive," Tessa added.

Curtis shot her a look and said, "Aren't you supposed to be defending them?"

"Why bother? Can't argue with facts. I'm a Graves. People are destructive. It is what it is. Now are you sure you want to walk? There's a taxi right there."

"Will a taxi get me to the Hidden quicker?"

"Yes."

"Taxi."

Tessa breathed a small sigh of relief and made a mental note to warn Ollie that Curtis had a grumpy side.

"How are we going to go on vacation if you won't get into a plane?" Tessa asked once the taxi was on its way.

Just saying the word vacation caused her pain, and since Curtis was looking out the window, Tessa quickly took a drink from her flask. It did little to dull the pain, so she took another one before hiding the flask once more.

"I'll get on a plane for a vacation," he said softly. "This is not my Philadelphia," he added.

"Hiddens are slow to change," Tessa replied. "And I think that's a good thing. Out here everything moves so fast that you can hardly keep up."

"My heart hasn't slowed down since we left Denver," Curtis said.

"How can it?" Tessa replied. "Did you see that billboard? It changed three times as we passed it. I don't even know what it was advertising."

"Why is everything so fast?"

"I think they're in a hurry to get to the end," Tessa murmured. "Or maybe they're scared of the end, so they try to shove a million and one things in between now and then, hoping that it will somehow make it easier to let go. Or maybe, like me, everyone has a voice inside their head, urging them to go faster and faster. Urging them to keep moving."

"To what end?" Curtis demanded.

"I don't know," she admitted. "No facts. No logic. Just a silly thought. Like sprites running the elevator cables. I can't handle this. You have to snap out of it. I'm the morose one; you're the optimistic one," Tessa insisted. "And I need you to be optimistic. When you're morose... I start to lose hope."

"Sorry," Curtis said. "I just... I'm really... There's just too much. I'm not used to it."

"It won't be long now," Tessa said. "And I'm sorry. I should have left you at home."

"No," Curtis countered. "This is my world now, and I need to adjust."

"It doesn't have to be your world," she pointed out. "You can stay inside the Hidden. Or even just inside Denver."

"Ollie strikes me as the type of person who likes to wander around a bit," Curtis said.

"So you're saying you'll get on a plane for Ollie," Tessa teased. "Just not for me."

"I'm here," he grumbled.

"That you are," Tessa laughed. "And we're here."

She exited the taxi, paid the driver, and waited for a few seconds before walking up to the Hidden doorway and pushing through it.

Once they were on the other side, Curtis said, "There were so many people on the sidewalk. How come they didn't notice?"

"When I read about the doorways it said there is a sort of perception filter on them. I don't know what that means, and no one will tell me. There's a pub in the four hundred block called the Unicorn's Mane. I'll meet you there in three hours."

"I really shouldn't leave you," he said worriedly.

"It's no big deal," Tessa said. "I already reported to the patron. He knows I'm here."

"What?!"

"On business," Tessa laughed. "I'm here to find Mrs. Jury's shaman. You're still green, so I want you to change. I'll meet you in three hours," she repeated.

She left before he could argue. The taxi was gone, but it was a simple matter to flag down another one. She gave the driver an address, got inside, and closed her eyes.

"I'm here on business," she muttered. "Mrs. Jury. Mrs. Jury. Business."

The words helped, but not much because her mind and body were beginning to recognize her lies.

Part of her was relieved to have left Curtis behind, but the rest of her was panicking. Virgil had brought her to Philadelphia with him seven times, and each time the patron had come to the house. She remembered the house; she remembered Philadelphia; she remembered the Philadelphia Hidden; but she did not remember the patron. She only knew he'd visited her there because of Virgil's journals. There was apparently a room on the third floor that had been set aside for his visits.

The third floor was for servants though; that was the way it had always been. So now Tessa was wondering what was really on the third floor. She would have liked to have Curtis with her when she found out, but some things were better done alone.

"Here you go," the taxi driver suddenly said.

Tessa opened her eyes and looked out at Rittenhouse Square. According to Gisele, this was not the location of the original Graves, Graves, and Graves. Silas's son had commissioned this house in the early 1890s. Right in the middle of the elites.

Tessa made a mental note to ask Gisele where the original office was located before exiting the taxi and handing the driver several bills.

"This is too much," he said.

"Keep it," she muttered as she headed towards the front door.

From the outside it looked just like she remembered it, but she knew no one would answer the door if she knocked. Virgil had decommissioned the house several years ago, and it now sat empty, entombed in silence.

There was an offer to buy it shoved inside one of Tessa's desk drawers, but she couldn't sell it. Not yet. Not until after the patron was dead. And then, depending on what she found on the third floor, she might raze the house to the ground and sell the empty lot. She didn't care how historic it was.

She stared at the front door for a few seconds, lost in the memory of walking through it with Virgil. Virgil had never used the back door. Back doors were for servants; front doors were for family. It was important for the other important people to see you coming and going.

Tessa didn't give a rat's ass about the other important people though. And furthermore, the front door was locked. Virgil hadn't ever used a key; he'd always expected someone to open it for him.

Tessa rolled her eyes in disgust and headed towards the end of the street so she could access the alley that ran behind the row of townhomes. When she reached the back door of the house, she tugged on a brick until it popped loose, and then she reached in behind it and fished out the key. She unlocked the door, returned the key, and opened the door.

She didn't enter right away. It was dark inside, and it was not warm and welcoming like the Denver house. It had never been warm and welcoming, and she had no desire to go inside. She wasn't even sure why she was here. All she knew was that when she'd read about meeting the patron here, she'd known that she needed to come.

Her eyes finally adjusted to the darkness, and she stepped inside and stared down the hallway at an interior layout so eerily similar to the Denver house that she half expected Magnus to pop up in front of her and say, "Ms. Graves." But he didn't.

She walked slowly down the hallway, ignoring the doors she passed, and pushed open the door for the sitting room. Gisele hadn't conquered this room. There was no overflowing bookshelf, and the drapes were a dark green color that seemed to consume what little light there was. The furniture was covered by white cloths, but Tessa knew what the furniture underneath looked like. It was not light and airy. It was heavy. And severe. Everything about this house was severe because the Graves insisted on being taken seriously.

Even though it was still full of furniture, the house felt empty, as if there was no life inside and never would be. It smelled even worse. It smelled like she imagined a tomb would. She absolutely hated it and made a mental note to come back someday and start a small, but uncontainable, house fire.

She considered going into the offices, but decided against it. If she wanted to poke around, she needed a witch to check the house first. She didn't trust Virgil, not anymore; and she had no desire to lose a hand from impatience.

In any case, she'd only come to see the third floor.

Even missing her memories of the patron, Tessa had no good memories of Philadelphia, and the sooner she was done with it, the better.

She walked quickly up the staircase; and when she reached the second floor, she walked down the hallway to the servants' staircase.

She climbed up that staircase as well, walking a little slower this time. Her heart was pounding, and that annoyed her. There was nothing to be scared of. It was just an empty house.

Once she reached the third floor, she walked methodically down the hallway, pushing open each door as she passed it. It didn't take more than a peek to know that each of the rooms were servants' quarters, and when she reached the end of the hallway, she just stood there, staring back down the hallway in confusion.

Virgil had specifically mentioned a third floor room that had been set aside for the patron, and he hadn't had any imagination so she knew he hadn't made it up. It was here; she just wasn't seeing it.

The easiest solution would be to hire a witch to find it, but there had to be a way to find it herself. After all, she couldn't be sure that hiring a witch wouldn't give her away to the patron.

A thought occurred to her that maybe she could trigger a memory if she tried, and she went back downstairs and walked into Virgil's office, heart catching when she saw how exactly like his other office it was. She could even smell him. Which was good. She needed to believe that he was here.

She closed her eyes and pulled his face to mind. Virgil. Her dad. Her authority. Her boss. She was standing in front of him right now. She could see him in her mind, and she could see the hard line of his lips. His lips only looked like that when he was annoyed at her.

Virgil had written about this exact moment.

He's wasting his time, but there is no point trying to get him to see that. He keeps expecting a different result, but Tessa is like a stone. He can carve out portions all day, but the core of her always remains the same.

She replayed Virgil's account of the event over and over again in her mind, trying to trigger the memory that went with it, trying to rebuild the moment.

And then it clicked, and she was there, watching Virgil's face.

"Tessa," Virgil said. "He wants to see you."

Tessa's stomach twisted. What had she done wrong now? She'd been sending in her reports. She'd been noting everything she possibly could, important things too. Just last week, she had sent in a report telling him that the Angelos had secretly been selling off their heirlooms in an effort to pay off Mr. Angelo's gambling debts.

The memory was already making her ill, but Tessa gave herself completely over to it, allowing herself to feel it.  

"Go upstairs," Virgil said. "He's waiting for you."

Tessa turned and left the office. Her eyes were closed; she was walking in the memory, not in reality, but she could easily traverse the house without the help of her eyes.

She didn't go to the family staircase. Instead she went to the servants' staircase and walked slowly up it. Her heart was pounding, and her palms were sweating. She hated it when he wanted to see her. She could never remember why, but she did. He frightened her. And she didn't even know who he was.

At the top of the third floor, she walked straight towards the wall across from the staircase. Then she reached out, grasped a doorknob that she couldn't see, and turned it.

She paused for just a second, heart racing. She didn't want to go in, but she knew if she didn't, the pain would be worse. She had to go in. Swallowing a sob, she stepped inside the room.

He was sitting there, waiting for her. She couldn't look at him; she didn't dare. She couldn't remember what had happened the one time she had, but she knew it had been horrible, and she knew that she would never look at him again.

"Tessa," he said, dry voice grating across her skin like broken glass. "Your hair is in your eyes again. You know I don't like that. You are a physical manifestation of me. You are my presence in the world, and when you are out there, you must look the part."

"I will," she said quickly.

She didn't really know what he meant, but she always agreed with him. Always.

"Wear your hair up," he said.

There was a command to his tone, and she could feel it. She also knew what came next.

Tessa let the pain wave through her. She wasn't really experiencing it; she was just experiencing the memory of it. It still hurt, but she reminded herself that it wasn't really happening. She could escape at any moment; she just needed the eyes of her memory; that was all.

Her eyes had seen everything in this room except for his face. Everything. Including the oil lamp on the wall behind her. The wick was burning, and the light flickered about the room, filling it with a strange and eerie light. A light that was amplified by the reflective silver plate on the wall behind it.

Tessa let the remainder of the memory play out. She let herself be tortured for no obvious reason other than her stylistic choices. He'd just wanted to make another imprint on her, to force her shape to take his form.

She had wept, and she had promised to do better, she had promised to wear her hair in a ponytail, she had promised to be his presence in the world, the purest expression of him. And when he was done torturing her, she had stood, and she had walked towards the door, and she had seen the reflective plate, and she had seen the face inside of it.

Tessa grinned slightly and said, "I've got you now, you sack of shit."

Pain vibrated through her head, but Tessa barely felt it. She was too busy memorizing the patron's features. When she was certain that she would never forget his face for as long as she lived, she let go of the memory and opened her eyes.

A thrill of triumph briefly chased away the pain. She had his face; all she needed now was his name. And a conceivable way to find him, but she was making progress.

She frowned as another spike of pain ripped through her head. For some reason, just standing in this room was causing her immense pain, but she didn't leave right away. Instead she turned around and studied everything. It had all the hallmarks of the patron's house in Denver. It was a stark room with one chair and one light. Not an electric light though, and that was where he'd made his mistake.

She couldn't remember ever looking at him directly, but she must have at least once, and that memory was so buried that she couldn't even conceive of it. It didn't matter though because she had found a work-around.

She hadn't remembered this room, but she did now. She remembered it once. She didn't remember the other six times, but the floor was evidence enough of what had happened here. He had tortured her.

But why? And why hadn't he bothered to have it cleaned up afterwards? It was disgusting to leave vomit and bodily fluids all over the floor. There was something about him that she didn't understand, something she couldn't quite figure out.

She stepped from the room, closed the door, and stared at the space it should have occupied. The door wasn't there, but when she reached out her hand, she could feel it. He'd gone through a lot of trouble to hide it, and she wondered what else he had hidden over the years. Was there a hidden room in the Denver house? She somehow doubted it. She was pretty sure even the patron wouldn't be able to hide anything from Magnus.

She shook off her thoughts and headed for the exit. She had what she'd come for. She had a face. It pained her to remember it, but she was going to. She was going to hold on to it until she was looking right at it.


Chapter 17
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"They don't have troll whiskey," Curtis stated when Tessa sat beside him sometime later.

"Are you serious?" Tessa demanded. "Tell me you're just messing with me!"

"I wish I was."

"Let's go then," Tessa said. "I need whiskey. Hard whiskey."

"The unicorn whiskey isn't bad," Curtis shrugged.

"After listening to Lloyd, I'm a bit leery to try anything other than troll."

"What we don't know, right?" he replied with a chuckle.

"I'm not sure that's how life works," Tessa snorted.

"Are you drinking?" the bartender demanded.

"Are you looking to get punched?" Tessa snapped.

"If you aren't drinking, you aren't sitting," he growled.

"Tell me to leave then," Tessa said with a sharp smile. "It's not as if you really need my business." She paused here, Gisele-style, to give her next words more impact. "Graves, Graves, and Graves doesn't have the presence it used to in Philadelphia, but I did think we were still accorded some respect."

The bartender was a Takaheni, so it was difficult to tell, but she was pretty sure he paled some. Maybe a lot given the way he started to stutter.

"Are you... You aren't... I mean, drinks are on the house!"

"You don't have anything worth drinking," Tessa stated. "I drink troll whiskey. Period."

"I can get some," he quickly offered.

"I don't think I'm interested anymore," Tessa said easily. "I have business to attend to."

Ignoring the bartender's look of distress, Tessa stood, tapped Curtis on the shoulder, and turned to leave. When they were outside, Curtis said, "I really wish you wouldn't do that."

"Do what?" Tessa asked.

"Throw around your weight."

"It's fun every now and then," she shrugged.

"He's probably having a heart attack as we speak," Curtis chastised.

"Serves him right for being rude. He started it, you know."

She was already regretting leaving. It wasn't that she needed whiskey. At this point she didn't care whether it was whiskey, vodka, or morphine. She just needed something to take the edge off the pain.

"I'm sorry," she suddenly said.

"For what?"

"Bringing you here. Turns out I didn't need you."

"I thought we were going to talk to my contacts," Curtis said.

"I changed my mind. I don't trust anyone who works for the Magistratus, and I'm not going to go poking around, asking people questions about the patron. I don't know how many people are working for him, just like Trish Owens was. Pick the wrong person to talk to and the second I leave, the patron would hear all about my visit, and that would ruin everything. As far as anyone knows, we're here for Mrs. Jury."

And even if everyone wasn't a patron spy in disguise, she knew that, thanks to her blood, the patron could see where she was at any given time. He probably had some sort of map that he moved a little Tessa figure around inside of, using it to track her from one place to the next.

She couldn't stop the chill that raced down her back at the thought. But it was a possibility, and since it was a possibility, she wouldn't go anywhere or talk to anyone who might give her away.

"Let's find the Red Rose," Tessa grumbled.

"Already found it."

"And?"

"It's not there," Curtis stated.

"Did anyone know anything about Mrs. Welty?"

"All the shop owners were shorties."

"What does height have to do with anything?" Tessa demanded.

"Short lived," Curtis laughed. "As opposed to longies."

"That's a stupid term."

"It's older than you," Curtis shrugged.

She was in too much pain to argue the point so she said, "To recap, we found the shop; it's no longer there, and no one knows anything about Mrs. Welty. How would you normally go about finding someone random that you don't know anything about?"

"I would talk to a longie."

"I hate that, and we are not using it."

"It saves time."

"You're ridiculous."

"How about we go by the Magistratus and talk to Kostka or Palm?" Curtis suggested. "Both longies so they might be able to give us a lead."

"Only if you stop using that ridiculous term."

"It saves time," Curtis repeated with a chuckle.

"Have you spoken with them since you were released?" Tessa asked.

"No."

"So how do you know they still work for the Magistratus?"

"There's a list of agents."

"Oh. Fine. Let's go."

"You seem reluctant."

"I'm not. I just don't like the Magistratus. I don't like anyone who just blindly enforces rules. It's too patrony for my tastes."

"Not everyone in the Magistratus blindly enforces the rules," Curtis said softly.

"You're not in the Magistratus anymore," Tessa pointed out. "And Kostka and Palm obviously did enforce the rules or else they would be dead, recently released from Blackwater, or otherwise occupied."

"I see your point," he muttered.

"But since we've nothing else to go on, let's go talk to a longie."

"See, it works."

"It does not work."

"You used it."

"Only to make you happy."

"It did make me happy."

"There you have it," Tessa grumbled. "Now shut up and let me think."

As they walked towards the Magistratus office, Tessa considered Mrs. Jury's case. She had a suspicion that Mrs. Jury was just testing her. If they had been in the norm world, it would have been relatively easy to track down a norm who wasn't opposed to being found. But the Hidden wasn't like the norm world.

They didn't always keep records, and what records they did keep weren't digitized or easy to access. There would be a record of Mrs. Welty's business though. After all, government was government; and government, Hidden or otherwise, always wanted its cut. Other than that, there was not likely to be any indication of Mrs. Welty's whereabouts.

And that was the point. If Tessa did manage to find Mrs. Welty, Mrs. Jury would know that Tessa really was as good as she said she was. But if Tessa failed to find her, Mrs. Jury's suspicions would be proved correct.

Tessa hated tests, and she had better things to do than run around looking for some random person just because Mrs. Jury wanted to know how good she was. But she also hated to fail, so she would find Mrs. Welty.  

Just outside of the Magistratus building, Curtis stopped walking and murmured, "It hasn't changed." 

"Did you really think it would have?"

"I had kind of hoped. Change would make it easier to remember that it's been more than seventy years since I stepped inside."

"We can find another longie," Tessa offered.

"No," he replied. "I need to do this. And I don't mind so much since you're with me. I'm not lost anymore. I have a place."

"Damn right you do," Tessa said. "I already ordered the new sign, and it should be there by the time we get back." She grinned widely at him and said, "Graves, Nash, Graves, and Graves. To quote Gisele, it has panache. As an aside," Tessa said softly, "I wouldn't advertise your ring."

Curtis raised an eyebrow and said, "I'm not an imbecile."

"I never thought you were," Tessa said. "But these men were once your friends, and sometimes it's hard to remember that..."

"That they never really were," Curtis said flatly. "I remember well enough."

His tone was harder than normal, and she almost insisted they leave, but she saw the stubborn light in his eyes so she said instead, "I'll let you take the lead."

Curtis nodded and started up the wide stone steps. With slow intent, he entered the building and approached the clerk.

"Good afternoon," Curtis said kindly.

The young man looked up with a rather startled expression and stuttered, "Is it?"

"Certainly," Curtis said. "My name is Curtis Nash. I'm looking for Officer Kostka or Officer Palm."

"Oh," the man replied. "Reason of visit?"

"Business."

"Just one moment, Mr. Nash. I'll see if they're available."

The clerk jumped to his feet and ran down the hallway, returning a few moments later.

"Right this way," he panted.

"Thank you," Curtis said.

The clerk's eyebrows shot up, and Tessa rolled her eyes and muttered, "That's at least six."

"Out of how many?" Curtis retorted. "Besides it's not that he didn't appreciate the thanks, he's just not used to it."

"If you say so," Tessa allowed as they followed the man down the hallway.

He eventually paused and gestured towards a large office. Curtis thanked him, and he and Tessa walked through the open doorway.

There was a man sitting behind the desk, and one sitting on the edge of the desk. Both men stood and grinned widely when Curtis entered the room.

"Captain Curtis Nash!" the skinnier man exclaimed. "Imagine seeing you after all these years! Where the devil have you been?"

Based on both instinct and fact, Tessa hated them both instantly and had to swallow a growl of irritation.

She hadn't immediately placed their names because she hadn't bothered to memorize all the reports in the secret filing room; but she remembered them now, and she wished she'd remembered them ten minutes ago.

Kostka and Palm had both been contacts of her grandfather, and they were the ones who had provided Weldon with the information he had needed to lock Curtis away.

In her mind, Tessa hurled all sorts of curses at them while they pretended to be happy to see Curtis. And she actually had to stop herself from pulling out her gun and shooting them when they started in on how he hadn't changed a bit and what was his secret.

Curtis responded politely. Curtis was always polite, but when Tessa saw the look in his eyes it suddenly occurred to her that he knew. Curtis knew they had betrayed him.

"And who is this fine flower?" Kostka asked as he turned his attention to Tessa.

"Tessa Graves," Tessa said flatly, ignoring his outstretched hand. "Of Graves, Nash, Graves, and Graves."

She didn't care if he was a vampire. There were ways to kill one, and she would find them.

"Graves, NASH, Graves, and Graves?" Palm asked.

Tessa turned her gaze to him, and he let out a nervous chuckle.

"Curtis is my partner," Tessa said. "We're here on business. Are either of you familiar with a shop called the Red Rose? It was located in the five hundred block in the 1920s?"

Both men seemed relieved at the change in conversation, and Tessa decided then and there to destroy them. Better yet, she would tell Ollie, and Ollie would destroy them. Ollie knew how to kill things, and she would definitely know how to kill a vampire.

"Seems as if my wife used to talk about the Red Rose," Palm said as he scratched his head. "Can't recall much more about it though."

"Would the business record be here?" Tessa asked.

"Sure. Down in records."

"I'd like to look at it."

"Hold up," Kostka said with a head shake. "As much as we'd love to help an old friend, we can't just go pulling files, especially for civilians. It's not related to an active case, or else I'd look into it for you. But you know the rules, Nash. My hands are tied."

"That's really unfortunate," Tessa murmured. "Mrs. Jury is one of the most powerful politicians in the Hidden, and if we return empty handed, heads are going to roll. Not mine obviously," she added with a shrug. "I've done my part."

"Mrs. Abigail Jury?" Palm asked, eyes wide.

"Yes. She's a very important client of mine," Tessa replied.

"Oh well, we wouldn't want to disappoint Mrs. Jury," Palm said quickly.

"I'm not," Tessa said. "I'll just tell her you couldn't pull the file. Rules. I'm sure she'll understand."

"No, no, no!" Palm exclaimed. "It's hardly going to hurt anyone if we bend the rules for an old friend just this once. It's just a business record, after all. Why don't you come back in the morning, say ten, and we'll have the record for you?"

"See if there's anything about a Mrs. Welty while you're in there," Tessa ordered. "She owned the shop."

"Sure, sure," Palm said. "We'll make it a priority."

"And I'll be sure to pass on to Mrs. Jury how helpful you were," Tessa lied. She did it with a straight face, and given the excitement that brightened Palm's eyes, she succeeded in fooling him.

Kostka didn't seem as excited, and he said firmly, "You can't just come in here every time you want something and we'll go fetch it for you. We're Magistratus officers. We don't work with private dicks."

"That is so strange," Tessa said thoughtfully. "Because I'm pretty sure you do work for Graves, Graves, and Graves. Weldon Graves kept very good notes, and he mentioned you both specifically. There was this one particular instance in which you were truly instrumental," she added pointedly.

Both men paled, and she smiled widely before saying, "So I feel like you probably do work for me, and I feel like you probably do go fetch anything I ask for. Don't you?"

Kostka growled menacingly, and for a moment, she saw his fangs, but for once, she wasn't scared of vampires.

She leaned forward, placed her palms on his desk, and said softly, "I'm Tessa Fucking Graves, and I am backed by more powerful people than you have ever seen from a distance. Don't you dare act like you just suddenly developed a conscience. I know all about you, and I can end you or I can leave you alone. It's up to you."

It wasn't. They were already dead. Nobody messed with her family and got away with it. Nobody.

Kostka glared at her angrily, but he didn't say anything, and neither did Palm.

"I thought you'd see things my way," Tessa said cheerfully. "It's been nice meeting you. We'll be back in the morning," she added.

Once they were outside the office, Curtis said, "I'm not sure that's how I would have handled things."

"You didn't tell me they betrayed you," she spat.

"I wasn't sure. Not until I saw their eyes. There was guilt," he explained. "And fear."

"Weldon did write about them; I just didn't put it together until I saw them," she said.

"You didn't make them into friends," Curtis pointed out.

"I don't want them as friends," she snarled. "I want the information on the Red Rose. That's all."

"And you're going to let it go after that?"

"You're my partner," Tessa said without looking at him. "Don't ask questions that you don't want the answers to."

"I see."

Tessa strode down one street after another, her anger at Kostka and Palm nearly driving out her anger at the patron. At least the patron had never pretended to be her friend. At least the patron had never lied to her face.

"I have to run a personal errand," she said abruptly.

Pain shot through her head at her words, and she had to work to control her expression so that Curtis didn't notice how much pain she was in.

"I doubt if Kostka and Palm are going to give us anything useful," Tessa went on, "so why don't you canvas the four, five, and six hundred blocks looking for other longies."

Curtis grinned at her use of the word, and she made a face at him before saying, "Where shall we meet up? And do you want to stay inside the Hidden tonight?"

"I know of a place we can stay," he said. "Meet me outside of the Unicorn's Mane."

"Couldn't we meet at a tavern that sells actual whiskey?" she grumbled.

"I'll bring a bottle," he said.

"Make it two."

He nodded, and she could tell from the look in his eyes that he saw more than she wanted him to see.

"What time?" he asked.

Tessa glanced at her watch. "Two hours?" she suggested.

"Sounds good."

Tessa nodded and walked off, not headed for anywhere particular, just somewhere away from Curtis. When she was certain that he was nowhere near, she tucked into an alley, pulled out her phone, and called Ollie.

"What's up?" Ollie said when she answered.

"I need you out here," Tessa said.

"You have the plane."

"Borrow one of Doc's."

"What's going on?" Ollie demanded.

"I need you to handle something for me."

"Does this have to do with the patron?"

"It's about Curtis. Do you know how to kill a vampire?" Tessa asked softly.

"That's an offensive question," Ollie growled. "Of course I know how to kill a vampire. Very, very carefully. What the hell is going on?"

"Did you read Weldon's report on Curtis?"

"Yes."

"You remember Kostka and Palm, Weldon's contacts?"

"Yes."

"They're longies."

"Longies?"

"See, I knew that wasn't a thing. Curtis said it was older than me, but—"

"Tessa!"

"Sorry. Kostka is a vampire; Palm is a witch. They still work for the Magistratus."

"Interesting," Ollie murmured.

Her tone said it all, and Tessa knew that she didn't have to spell out what she wanted. Ollie already knew.

"I'll be there in a couple of hours," Ollie said.

"Do you need my help?"

"That's actually more offensive than your first question."

"He's a vampire, Ollie."

"I got this," Ollie said. "I'll let you know when it's done."

With that, Ollie disconnected, and Tessa was left wondering if she'd done the right thing. Regardless, it was done now. Ollie wasn't going to stop until Kostka and Palm were dead.

That just left Tessa with one more thing to do before she turned her attention back to finding Mrs. Welty. One last personal errand. Two, she thought as the ache in her head intensified. Whiskey first; Curtis's daughter second.

Tessa inhaled deeply and tried to channel Gisele. She was nice; she was sweet; she was friendly. She shook her head in disgust. She was none of those things, and she hadn't learned to lie well enough to fake it. She was just going to have to be herself. It wasn't as if Curtis's daughter could actually talk to him any less.

"I can do this," she muttered just before knocking on the door.

It was just a moment before the door opened, and when it did, Tessa looked up into the large blue eyes of a trolless. It was difficult to tell the woman's age because trolls didn't age like humans did, but Tessa could tell just from her eyes that she was at least related to Curtis.

"Are you Ceba Nash?" Tessa asked.

"Ceba, yes," the woman replied. "I haven't been Nash for a number of years though. Fifty-three to be exact."

"I wasn't aware that you had married," Tessa said.

"Who are you?" Ceba inquired, tone a bit angry.

"My name is Tessa Graves," Tessa said.

Ceba took one step backwards, and the door started to close.

"Please don't," Tessa said. "I just want to talk to you about your father." The door stopped closing, and Tessa quickly added, "He's my partner, and he's... I just want you to know how amazing he is. Please."

"Curtis Nash?" Ceba snorted. "Amazing?"

"Yes!" Tessa exclaimed, irritation giving the word more force than was necessary.

"Norms don't care about trolls," Ceba spat. "Why are you really here?"

"Because of Curtis," Tessa insisted. "He... He means the world to me."

"I don't believe you."

"He does," Tessa insisted. "He's my business partner, but he's also my friend. He's... He... Can't I just come in?" Tessa pleaded. "It'll make more sense if I start at the beginning."

"Why do you care?" Ceba demanded.

"I had the worst dad ever," Tessa tried to explain. "He was a horrible person, and he allowed me to be tortured repeatedly. And I wish... I honestly wish that Curtis had been my dad," she admitted softly, both surprised and pained by the sentiment.

"I wish that he had been my father as well," Ceba replied, and the door began to close once more.

"Wait!" Tessa exclaimed, shoving her boot against the doorjamb to block the door. "What do you know about Blackwater Prison?"

"Nothing."

"Do you know where Curtis was these last seventy years?"

"He said he was locked away, but I am not stupid. Trolls do not live so long. We begin to yearn to return to the mother. We cannot help it."

"But he wasn't just locked away," Tessa said with frustration. "He was locked up in Blackwater; it's a witch prison. No one aged inside. There was no time there, no nothing. He's the same as he was the day he was locked away."

Ceba's eyes were shuttered, and Tessa couldn't tell what she was thinking.

"Why are you really here?" Ceba asked wearily.

"I'm here because I care about Curtis," Tessa said softly. "He's family. And I want him to be happy, but if he never sees you again, I know that will make him sad, and I can't stand the idea of him being sad."

The door finally opened all the way; and with a sigh, Ceba said, "Come in."

"Thank you," Tessa said.

She sat when Ceba gestured for her to, and for a moment they just studied each other awkwardly. Tessa wasn't really sure what to do now. She was good at solving cases, but she wasn't great at expressing feelings.  

"He sent me a letter," Ceba finally said. "I will get it."

She returned a minute later and handed Tessa a well-worn letter. Tessa quickly read through it, making a noise of frustration when she reached the end.

"He didn't say any of the important things," she grumbled.

"He said he was sorry," Ceba pointed out.

"Yes, but he shouldn't have been sorry. He didn't do anything wrong, and he didn't tell you why he got locked away; he didn't tell you who did it; he didn't tell you what Blackwater was like."

"Will you?" Ceba asked.

"I would love to," Tessa replied. "Let me just start by saying that Curtis is the kindest, wisest, strongest person I have ever known, and he truly means the world to me."

"I am glad he has you then," Ceba murmured.

"I'm glad to have him," Tessa replied before launching into her story. "When Curtis was captain of the Magistratus here in Philadelphia seventy years ago, they passed a new law that required the Magistratus to confiscate all privately owned magical artifacts. Curtis refused to enforce it; and for some reason, Phillip Jury, who at the time was the head of the witches' council, locked Curtis away in Blackwater."

Tessa paused here just to gauge Ceba's reaction. She was difficult to read, but Tessa thought she might have softened some.

Tessa knew she would never be able to give Curtis back the last seventy years of his life. She couldn't give him back his wife or the experience of watching his daughter grow up. But maybe, just maybe, she could give Curtis the chance to see his daughter, the chance to talk with her, and the chance to know that she didn't hate him for something quite beyond his control. 


Chapter 18
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Tessa had drained her supply of whiskey by the time she met up with Curtis outside of the Unicorn's Mane. The alcohol had done little to alleviate the pain, and she was beginning to wonder if she could actually make it through the night without Julian helping to ease it. Not that she had much of a choice.

"I got you something," Curtis said as he passed her a small flask.

"What is it?"

"It's for the pain."

"Drink the whole thing?"

"Yes."

Tessa didn't ask anything else; she just drank. One, she trusted Curtis. Two, at this point she would take anything.

"That was disgusting," she said after she had drained the flask. "If it doesn't help, I'm going to punch you in the face next time you're squishy."

"You'll still break your hand," Curtis pointed out.

"With my boot," Tessa amended.

"Ah," he chuckled.

"Did you find anything?" she asked.

"Yes, but I'll show you in the morning. Tonight, I want to show you my favorite spot."

"Lead the way," Tessa said.

She was still in pain. Her eyeballs even hurt, but for the first time in a couple of hours, she felt as if she might be able to make it until morning.

Neither of them spoke as they walked through the Hidden. Tessa had no idea what Curtis was thinking about, but she was trying to figure out how to broach the subject of his daughter.

After a while, Curtis stopped at the base of an old stone tower.

"I wasn't sure it would still be here," Curtis said.

His lips were lifted in a smile, but the edges of his eyes looked sad. Tessa didn't like seeing it so she tried to open the door, but found it locked.

"It's always locked," Curtis said as he moved a large rock and removed the metal key from beneath it.

"Trolls only, huh?" Tessa chuckled.

He winked at her, then unlocked the door, opened it, and stepped through the doorway. It was pitch black inside, but she followed him blindly up the staircase; and a few moments later, she found herself standing beside him on a flat roof.

"You can see it all from up here," he murmured. "Isn't it beautiful?"

The sun was setting to one side of them, and it was casting a pink shadow on all of the Hidden buildings. It was so beautiful and sparkly that Tessa actually felt as if she was standing inside of a fairy tale.

"It's amazing," she whispered.

"It's my thinking spot," he replied. "Or was. I used to come here when I was stuck on a case or when I wasn't sure what to do. It always gave me the answer."

"I went to see Ceba," Tessa blurted out.

It would have been better to ease into the topic, but she hadn't inherited that particular skill from Gisele. 

"My daughter?" Curtis asked in surprise. "Why?"

"To tell her how amazing you are, and that she's missing out on something wonderful."

Curtis studied her for a moment before saying, "You really said that?"

"Yes," Tessa muttered.

He smiled widely and said, "Thank you."

"Oh, shut up," Tessa growled.

He nudged her lightly with his shoulder and said, "I like you too."

"I know you do," Tessa snorted. "Otherwise you wouldn't have gotten on the plane."

"That is true," he laughed. "What did Ceba say?"

"She asked you to come by."

"How did she look?" he asked, tone calm but with a hint of worry.

"Don't take this the wrong way," Tessa said, "but she looks like a troll with a hint of womanly aspects. She does have your eyes though."

"She does, doesn't she?" Curtis said happily. "Did she really ask to see me?"

"Yes."

"What exactly did you say to her?"

"I explained what happened much more thoroughly than you had. 'I was imprisoned these last seventy years.' What the hell was that?"

"I did not feel that I could make any excuses," Curtis explained solemnly. "After all, I did allow them to take me from her."

"Out of curiosity, how did they subdue you?"

"Trolls are incredibly sensitive to sound waves," Curtis said. "They used a specific frequency that knocked me out, and when I woke up, I was inside Blackwater."

"I didn't know that trolls are sensitive to sound," Tessa murmured. "It's not common knowledge."

"It's not," Curtis agreed.

Her phone beeped, and she looked at it.

"Here," Ollie's text read. "I probably won't be able to finish up until morning. I'll let you know."

Tessa put away her phone and stared out at the city. It was truly a beautiful sight. For a city.

"I don't remember what a real sunset looks like. Ollie and I used to climb up the hill behind the lake to watch the sunset," she added softly, not sure where the memory had even come from. "But I haven't seen a city-free sunset in seventeen years."

"Soon," Curtis said. "Soon."

She hoped that was true.

"Do you think it will look this nice from the beach?" she asked.

"Nicer," he said. "Was your phone letter from Ollie?" he asked.

"It's called a text," Tessa snorted. "And yes."

"Is she here?"

"Yes."

"Is she going to kill them?"

"I think she's just planning on talking to them," Tessa said sarcastically. "You know how Ollie likes to talk." 

He ignored her sarcasm and said, "If anyone was going to kill them, I feel like it should be me. But I just... I don't..."

"Ollie lives for this," Tessa said before he could continue. "Besides, even though it is just about you, it's not just about you. These are bad men. They were on Weldon's payroll, and they screwed over a lot of people. I honestly don't know how they made it through Doc's housecleaning. His people cleared out a lot of Magistratus agents."

"She knows Kostka is a vampire?"

"Yes, and she was insulted when I asked if she knew how to kill one."

Curtis nodded and said, "It would be difficult for me to kill them. For many years I was under the misunderstanding that we were, if not friends, at the very least on the same side of things. I had begun to suspect, but until I looked into their eyes, I wasn't sure."

"Ollie will handle it," she promised him.

They didn't speak anymore as they watched the sunset fade. Once it was fully dark, Curtis said, "I have another drink that will help you sleep."

"That's probably not a good idea," Tessa sighed.

"Trolls don't really sleep," Curtis shrugged. "Not the same way humans do. I will keep watch."

The idea of sleeping out here under the stars was both frightening and exhilarating. It wasn't often that she slept anywhere except her room. And, in spite of her many nightmares, her room was safe because Magnus was always watching.

But Curtis was even better than Magnus. She trusted him more, and she was quite certain that if he was watching over her, nothing, not even the patron, could touch her.

"I could sleep," she admitted.

Curtis silently handed her another flask, and she drank it without question before stretching out on the stone roof.

"I can barely see the stars," she said. "What do you think they look like from the beach?"

"Beautiful," Curtis said.

His voice resonated through her, and it was the last thing Tessa heard before she drifted off to sleep.

With a sultry toss of her hair, Ollie walked up to the bar. The bartender immediately acknowledged her and said, "What can I get for you?"

"I'd like a sprite twist, straight up," Ollie replied.

She slid a merlin across the counter in exchange for the drink, and said, "Keep the change."

Looking straight ahead, she crossed the room again and sat down in an empty booth. She knew exactly where Kostka was. She knew where every man in the bar was, but she didn't pay attention to any of them. Men could always be counted on to hate it when a woman ignored them.

She glanced at her watch and silently bet herself that someone would approach her in less than forty-five seconds.

She took a sip and was just putting down the glass when a burly voice said, "I hate to see a girl drink alone."

Ollie looked up, absolute disdain filling her face, and said, "Then don't watch."

He wasn't the fish she was hoping to catch.

"You're advertising," the dwarf insisted.

"I'm not," Ollie said flatly. "I'm drinking alone; that's not advertising. Now shove off before I set your beard on fire."

The dwarf's face reddened, and he muttered, "I still say you're advertising."

"Maybe she's just not interested in your type," another voice broke in. "She looks like a sophisticated woman. Which eliminates you entirely."

Ollie turned her head and studied Kostka. If she was too easy, he'd walk away. If she put up too much of a struggle, he'd also walk away. Middle of the road.

She shrugged slightly and turned her attention back to her drink.

"Looks like she ain't interested in you either," the dwarf chortled.

"She hasn't taken a close enough look," Kostka replied.

Ollie looked up again and raised an eyebrow at his exposed fangs; then she looked between him and the dwarf, pretending to study them.

"I tell you what," she purred. "Whoever can answer my riddle may join me for a drink."

"Deal!" the dwarf said.

Ollie waited until Kostka nodded slightly to say, "Black on the outside, red in the middle, and if you are cold, you will surely guess my riddle."

"Coal!" the dwarf exclaimed.

"Close," Ollie shrugged.

"Fire," Kostka stated with a smug grin.

"Oh, I'm afraid he's right," Ollie murmured.

"I almost had it," the dwarf grumbled.

"Almost is never enough," Ollie pointed out. "My glass is empty," she added.

"I'll get you another," Kostka said.

Once his back was turned, Ollie smiled with satisfaction. The witch she could get on his way to work in the morning. That was easy. But it was impossible to sneak up on a vampire. Kostka was going to have to let her into his space. And then she was going to have to kill him really, really quickly, before he could bite her. If he managed to bite her, she was dead.

Kostka returned and sat across from her, and Ollie gave him a small smile before taking the drink he offered her.

Sprite twists were somewhat legendary for being an aphrodisiac, and she could see from the heat in his eyes that Kostka knew that. What he didn't know was that it wasn't sex that excited her. It was killing the bastard who had hurt Curtis.

"Do you have a name?" Ollie asked.

"Ivan," he said. "Ivan Kostka. And you?"

"Ollie Swan," she murmured.

"You're a norm," he stated.

"You're a vampire," she replied. "It hardly means that we can't be mutually beneficial to each other."

"I never thought that it did."

She smiled at him over the rim of her glass.

"I've never seen you in here before," he said.

"I travel a lot. I was recently in Morocco."

"Work?"

"I aim to always mix business with pleasure," she shrugged.

"I like that philosophy," he stated, grinning widely.

"I was recently rather disappointed," Ollie said with a languorous sigh.

"I am always up to the task," he bragged.

"I should hope so," she drawled. She ran one finger around the rim of her glass and slowly licked the moisture from her fingertip before saying, "Do get us another round of drinks."

Kostka practically jumped from his seat. When he returned, he had an entire tray of sprite twists. She took one from the tray and gestured for him to do the same.

"To mutual pleasure," she said as she raised her glass.

"To mutual pleasure," Kostka replied.

It was nearly as impossible to get a vampire drunk as it was to kill one. She wasn't trying to get Kostka drunk though. She was trying to slow him down. Vampires had very few weaknesses, but sprite powder was one of them, and sprite powder was the main ingredient in sprite twists.

She couldn't lollygag though. Once he'd had a few sprite twists, she had to get him outside as quickly as possible. She lifted another glass, and so did he. They both drank, and as soon as the glasses were empty, Ollie stood and walked towards the backdoor.

She could feel him behind her, and she could feel her heart quickening. She knew he would be able to hear her heartbeat, and she also knew he would interpret it the wrong way.

The second they were beyond the glowing lights of the bar, Kostka grabbed her and shoved her up against the wall. His lips were instantly on hers, and she allowed him to paw at her because he was exactly where she wanted him.

Her hands moved over him as she quickly unbuttoned his shirt; it would make things easier in a minute if his shirt wasn't in the way. That done, she grabbed his arm and pushed him to one side so she could step behind him and press his chest up against the wall.

"I like it a little differently," she purred in his ear as she trailed one hand down his chest towards his manhood. With her other hand she drew one of her knives. This moment was of massive importance. She had to get the knife just right, or she was dead.

"Do you like it like this?" she murmured as she gently cupped him. "Or like this?" she said just before she shoved her knife into his neck between his top two vertebrae.

Kostka immediately dropped to the ground, and Ollie didn't waste any time rolling him onto his back, drawing another knife, and stabbing it into his heart. She knew he wasn't dead yet, which was why she immediately shoved her purse into his mouth to keep him from biting her if he managed to recover before she killed him fully.

"This is for Curtis," Ollie spat as she pulled yet another knife and began the slow process of breaking his ribs and cutting out his heart. Every time Kostka started to move, she shifted her weight and slit his throat before returning her attention to his heart.

When she had finally managed to wrench his heart free of his chest, she dropped it onto the stones beside him and started chopping at it with her knife. It was in a hundred pieces by the time his eyes finally slid closed.

Ollie still didn't trust that he was dead though. She never trusted that a vampire was dead. To test it, she made a quick cut across his cheek and watched it. After just a second, the cut was half the size, so she went to work once more.

She speared her knife through both of his eyes and into the sides of his neck. Then she stabbed him a hundred times in the chest. Soon there was blood all over the alley cobblestones, but Kostka still wasn't dead.

"Goddamn it," Ollie muttered. "Why won't you die?"

Poison didn't usually affect vampires because their systems got rid of it as quickly as it came in, but Kostka was already half dead so Ollie plugged him in the neck with one of her five-minuters, and then she dumped another one out onto the pieces of his heart, wishing she could ignore the fact that there were fewer pieces than there had been a minute ago.

Once she had administered the poison, she sat back on her heels and stared at him. His face was twitching, and the purse she'd shoved into his mouth was working its way free. With an angry hiss, she kicked the purse deeper, and then she started cutting off his fingers.

The more blood he lost, the more likely he was to die. She just had to keep cutting him. Old vampires were notoriously difficult to kill, and Kostka was definitely making her work for it.

His hand started to twitch so she quickly rolled him onto his face to check the knife in his spine, growling when she saw that his body had ejected it. She snatched the knife off the ground and shoved it back in. His body slumped once more, and she pulled her last knife and started working her way down his spine, stabbing him between each and every vertebrae.

When she had severed his spine in every possible place, she rolled him back over and cut his cheek. It was slower this time, but it still healed.

"Son of a bitch," Ollie snapped.

She was going to be at this all night.

Her senses sharpened, and she tightened her grip on her knife and quickly turned around, hissing when she saw the large form in the alley behind her.

She swallowed the curse that wanted to jump from her lips and waited to see what the massive troll would say. She wasn't really in the mood to kill a troll and a vampire, so she hoped he would just walk the other way.

"For ten merlins, I'll finish that off for you," he rumbled.

"I'll give you twenty," Ollie said with relief as she stood and moved out of his way.

"Deal," he chuckled.

He lumbered forward and tread all over Kostka's body, completely pulverizing what was left of him.

"I would've done it for free," the troll grumbled before spitting on the bloody pile. "I hate vampires, but I especially hate Kostka."

"I appreciate it," Ollie said as she handed him the money.

"Don't mention it. To anyone," the troll said as he took the money from her hand and disappeared into the darkness of the alley.

Ollie knelt down to look at Kostka. There was nothing discernable left of him. He was just a bloody stain on the rocks, and she was pretty sure even a vampire couldn't come back from that.

But still...

She leaned against the wall and called the Worms.

"This is Ollie Swan," she said. "I have a really messy cleanup behind Dirty Dicks in the six hundred block of the Philadelphia Hidden."

"I'll have someone there in a few minutes," Robert replied. "It's always a pleasure doing business with you, Ms. Swan."

"The pleasure is all mine," Ollie said before disconnecting.

There was only one Mortuary, and it was located in Denver. But there were Worms in every single Hidden, and they could clean up a mess quicker than you could spit on your shoe and shine it.

Which was good because trying to kill a vampire was exhausting, and Ollie was going to need a good night's sleep if she was going to kill a witch in the morning.

She was tempted to smoke her after-kill cigarette, but she decided to save it until after she'd killed the witch. Besides, she hadn't even finished Kostka off. Normally, she wouldn't have hired it out, but she hadn't wanted to sit here all night sawing away at his body. It would have served him right for betraying Curtis, but sometimes it was best just to get the job done.    


Chapter 19
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Tessa giggled as she ran down the slope towards the lake. Aunt Ollie was so slow she'd never catch up. Something suddenly rolled past her, and she gasped in surprise.

"It's a race!" Tessa yelled. "You can't roll!"

"Why not?!" Aunt Ollie shouted back, voice bumpy.

"Because!" Tessa yelled as she ran even faster.

"Because why?" Ollie's bumpy voice retorted.

Tessa didn't know. She'd just assumed it was a foot race. She should have defined it before they started, but only Aunt Ollie was crazy enough to roll down a hill.

"I declare Ollie the winner!" Grandma announced when Tessa arrived, panting, at the edge of the lake.

Tessa snorted and said, "She kind of cheated."

"She did no such thing," Grandma said sternly. "She took the exact same path as you did, she just found a quicker way to do it."

"So I could have ridden Snowdrop?"

"Of course, dear. There are no rules," Grandma said airily. "There's more than one way to skin a cat, and there is more than one way to win a race."

"I'm hot," Aunt Ollie said. "And covered in dust."

"How are you not covered in blood?" Tessa demanded.

"I don't believe in getting hurt," Aunt Ollie said as she stood. "Can you imagine what would happen if I did?"

She shook her head in pretend dismay and started removing her clothing.

"First one into the lake wins the cake," Aunt Ollie announced with a laugh.

"Deal," Tessa said just before she jumped fully clothed into the water.

When she surfaced, Aunt Ollie and Grandma were both laughing.

"Well done!" Grandma exclaimed.

Tessa laughed as she did a back float. It was a perfect day. The only thing that could have made it better was Doc. She had half expected him to show up this summer, but he hadn't.

Ollie had told her what Virgil had done to him, and Tessa knew that was why Doc had said he had left, but her gut told her it wasn't the real reason. Her notebook was already full of little notes she'd made about his case. She'd keep digging, and one day she'd figure out the real reason.

With a loud laugh, Ollie grabbed Tessa's foot and yanked on it; and as her head went under the water, Tessa woke up.

She yawned and stretched before rolling over onto her back and staring up at the pinkish-tinted sky.

"Did you sleep well?" Curtis asked.

"Yeah," she said, unable to completely contain her amazement.

"It is difficult to have a nightmare when you are near a troll," he murmured.

"Lucky Ollie," she sighed.

"I'm not certain it works when I am in human form."

"Is that why you were able to soothe the banshee child?"

"Yes."

"That was nice of you."

"He was suffering," Curtis replied. "I could hardly turn my back on him. I left him one of my scales, and if he keeps it with him, he will never have nightmares again. It makes me slightly more vulnerable, or else I would do the same for you."

"You removed one of your scales?" Tessa demanded.

"Yes."

"And this makes you more vulnerable?"

"Only slightly," he shrugged.

"I don't want one," Tessa insisted. "I would rather have nightmares."

"You seem to have become fairly attached to me," he pointed out, lips curving upward.

"Yes!" Tessa spat. "And I hate it! So don't go around giving away your scales! Or I'll kick you!" she threatened.

"That is very scary," he said, tone amused.

"If I kick you in the thing while you're squishy, you'll think scary," she growled.

"That does not sound enjoyable," he admitted.

"With my boots on," she added.

"It was a very small scale," he assured her.

"I don't care."

The idea of losing him was not an acceptable one, and she refused to even contemplate it.

"I dreamed about something I had forgotten," she said, trying to change the subject. "About Ollie and Gisele. The patron tried really hard to make me forget their influence and who they really were, but I think he started too late. I'm a lot more like them than I ever realized."

"I can't think of anyone better to be like," Curtis said. "Although they could also stand to be a bit more like you."

She laughed at that idea as she sat up and gazed out at the view.

"It's just as pretty here at sunrise," she said.

"It is," he replied. "Will you go with me to see Ceba?"

"Sure, but I don't think you need me."

"I am not often afraid, but I am very afraid to see her."

"Why?"

"Regardless of all the years I lost, I am her father," Curtis said softly. "I held her when she was too small to walk. I let her chew on my hand. I told her stories of her ancestors while we walked through the city. I told her tales and imaginings of what the mountains we used to call home looked like. And then I left her and never came back. When I see her again, I am afraid she will look at me and not know me. I am afraid she will not see her father, and I'm not sure I can handle such a thing."

Tessa didn't know what to say to comfort him. She certainly wasn't going to lie to him and say it would all work out just fine. She didn't know if it would, and saying so was a lie that, just like Virgil's lies, would hurt in the end.

"I wish I could give you back to her," Tessa whispered.

Curtis laid his hand gently on her back, covering it completely, and said, "One cannot mourn the past without tainting the present. I am happy to be here with you. I am happy to live this life with you."

His words rang true within her, and she couldn't refute them, didn't even want to. If Doc had stayed with her, she might never have known Curtis. And like Curtis, she wouldn't taint this moment by wishing the past had been different. She was happy to be here now, with him.

She leaned her head against his rocky shoulder and said softly, "I wouldn't trade this moment for anything."

It amazed her to realize that she'd never felt safe, not truly, until this moment, right now. And it wasn't because Curtis was a troll. It was simply because he was with her; he was fighting for her; and he always would.

She allowed herself another moment to bask in her realization before saying, "Ceba first or Mrs. Jury?"

"Ceba. Before I lose my nerve."

"Sounds good," Tessa said. "Did you bring any regular whiskey?"

"Hurting already?"

"A bit," she admitted. "I was thinking bad thoughts about Virgil there for a minute. I know better."

"I have one more flask of the pain mix," he said. "But that's it."

"You'd better save it," she sighed. "It's only morning, and I'm sure I'll have some more uncharitable thoughts about Virgil soon enough. Where do you store it?" she asked curiously.

"In my troll pack."

"That's not a thing," she stated.

"It is a thing," he replied. "I've got the flask in there, a notepad, a pen, a snack for later, and a few other things."

"Bullshit," Tessa said.

"It's right here," he said, patting his upper thigh.

"Where does it go when you're human?" she demanded.

"Where does any of me go when I'm human?" he retorted.

"I still don't believe you."

He rolled his eyes and lifted one of his scales, revealing a small opening full of things.

"You actually have a troll pouch," she muttered in astonishment. "That is so unfair."

"I have one on each side," he added, grinning widely. "I keep my human clothes in the other one."

"Then you have no excuse for not bringing real whiskey," Tessa grumbled. "Let's go," she said before he could reply. "I'm hungry," she murmured grumpily.

"I have a Lutin pie," Curtis offered.

"I am not that hungry," she stated as she started down the stairs. "I'll drink whiskey out of your troll pouch, but I'm not eating out of it."

She walked quickly down the stairs, suddenly in a hurry to be done with Philadelphia and go home. They'd only been gone half a day, but she already missed Gisele, Ollie, and Julian. She knew that wasn't logical, but for the moment, she was done with logic.

Neither of them spoke as they headed towards Ceba's house. Tessa wished she could think of anything to say, but she was too worried that Ceba wouldn't really give Curtis a chance. She hadn't spoken with the woman long enough to know for certain how she would behave.

Tessa was so caught up in her thoughts that she almost didn't notice the quietness of the street and the odd plink-plink sound behind them. Without changing her pace, she glanced over her shoulder, horror filling her when she saw the three archers on the roof above them.

Before she could react, she heard a twang; and a mere second later, an arrow slammed into Curtis's back. Tessa threw her body against Curtis's in a futile attempt to push him out of the way of the other oncoming arrows; and although she didn't move him, Curtis quickly wrapped his arm around her and flung himself backwards.

An arrow sliced across Tessa's arm just before they hit the ground, and she gasped in pain, then swallowed a yelp as Curtis rolled sideways, taking her with him. He halted their retreat under a large vendor's cart and said worriedly, "You're hit."

"So are you," Tessa snapped.

"Bounced right off," Curtis replied. "They didn't use the right tips."

"There's a right tip?" Tessa demanded.

"For hunting trolls, yes, and these aren't them."

Several arrows slammed into the cart above them, shaking it, and Tessa growled irritably. She was a goddamn detective. Detectives weren't supposed to go around killing people and getting attacked by goblin assassins dressed like frigging ninjas.

But since she was being attacked by goblins, she wasn't just going to stay here until they got smart and circled around them. She'd already noted their position; and if things went just right, it would be relatively easy to finish them off.    

"Here's what we're going to do," Tessa said. "You distract them; I'll run up onto the roof and push them down; you finish them off."

"You'll only get one free push," Curtis pointed out.

"I know," Tessa said.

As far as plans went, it was a pretty stupid one; but she was in a hurry.

"On the count of three," Curtis said.

Tessa nodded.

"One, two, three."

Curtis suddenly sat up, taking the cart with him. Tessa held her position until Curtis roared something in angry trollish, and then she bolted for the alleyway.

Instead of ambushing from both sides, all three of the archers were on the same side of the street; and all of the buildings were connected so if she could reach one of them, she could reach all of them.

A crash sounded in the street behind her, but Tessa didn't allow herself to think about Curtis at all. Curtis was a troll; he would be fine.

She found the roof-access ladder and scrambled up it. When she reached the roof lip, she leaped over it onto the roof and dashed towards the first archer.

Tessa slammed her shoulder into his back, and with a loud scream, he toppled off the roof towards the street below. The moment the archer's feet left the roof, she sprinted towards the next one.

The second archer was already turning towards her and adjusting his stance, but before he could pull back his arrow, Tessa yanked her empty flask from her pocket and hurled it towards his face. He jerked backwards, and at the same moment she leaped towards him, slammed the back of her elbow into his side, and pushed. He lost his footing, and she quickly pulled away from him and scrambled backwards.

As soon as she was certain he was falling, she bolted towards the last archer. He was already looking at her, aiming down the length of his arrow.

Tessa dived forward, then tucked her head and rolled. She came up just under his bow and kicked out with her feet as hard as she could, hitting him in the groin and knocking him backwards.

He didn't tumble from the roof as she'd hoped. Instead, he stumbled backwards several steps, and before she could gain her feet, he had recovered his and leaped forward, slamming his shoulder into her and pinning her to the roof.

He thrust a knife towards her face, and Tessa moved on instinct, grabbing his arm with both of her hands. As she struggled to hold him back, her mind scrambled, trying to figure out what to do next.

She couldn't toss him off of her because he wasn't on her, not fully. And she couldn't let go of his arm because if she did, he would skewer her.

He suddenly shifted his weight, and the knife moved closer towards her face, nearly nicking her nose. She struggled to push him back, but her arms were already weakening.

"Screw this," she hissed as she twisted her body to the side just enough to move her knee up against his stomach. Once her knee was in place, she lifted her hips and pushed. She was a little surprised when her effort to roll him actually worked, but she wasn't sure what to do once they had fallen sideways.

Since she was still grasping his arm with both her hands, she quickly pulled up her leg and kicked him in the face. He grunted, but managed to grab her foot with his free hand. She yanked her foot free and slammed her heel into his jaw once more.

She was pulling back her leg to kick him again when he suddenly drove a knife into her calf. She gasped in pain, almost losing her grip on his arm, but fury soon pushed the pain to the side.

"You shot Curtis in the back," she growled as she ripped her leg free and used her foot to pin his arm to the roof. "And then you stab me," she went on. "I'm starting to get just a little bit pissed."

The archer was fighting her, trying to break free of her hold, but her anger was lending her strength. The only thing she needed to do now was figure out how to actually kill him. 

She had just made up her mind to try to roll the archer towards the roof's edge when Curtis stepped into view and rushed towards them. He knelt when he reached them, grabbed the archer's head, and twisted it sideways. Tessa heard a loud snap, and then the archer went limp.

"I almost had it," Tessa panted as she dropped her hold and collapsed onto the roof with a loud exhale. 

"I'm sure you did," Curtis replied as he offered her his hand.

She reached for it, then jerked back in disgust.

"Fuck, Curtis!" she spat. "You're fucking naked! You cannot just offer someone a hand when you're naked like that! I nearly grabbed your goddamn thing!"

"Why wouldn't I be naked?" Curtis asked calmly. "I could hardly climb the ladder in my troll form, and if I had taken the time to dress, you might be dead."

"No excuses!" Tessa snapped. "Go back down and turn back into a goddamn troll!"

"You're bleeding," he pointed out.

"It hardly even hurts," Tessa lied. "I would love to get up and deal with it, but you're too goddamn close, and your goddamn thing is right in my face. Would you please just go?!"

"I'm leaving," Curtis chuckled. "You may want to call the Worms."

"Like I don't fucking know that," Tessa grumbled as she shimmied away from the dead archer.

Her leg was in extreme pain, but it was hardly any worse than the pain she'd suffered at the hands of the patron.

Once she was several feet away from the archer's dead body, she sat up and braced one hand on her knee. With a grimace, she wrapped her other hand around the knife handle; and then she took a deep breath, set her jaw, and yanked the knife free.

Blood bubbled out of the hole, so she quickly emptied the yarrow pouch Ollie made her carry on top of the wound and pressed it in. Then she cut off a strip of her shirt and tied it around her calf.

She was still too angry to feel any real pain. No one messed with her family. No one. If Ollie hadn't already killed them, Kostka and Palm were going to regret the day they had met her, and they were going to regret it right up until the second they died.

Ollie fought the urge to crack her knuckles. She'd been following Palm all morning, but he had picked the busiest route to travel, and poison didn't work on most witches. They healed too quickly, so she needed to be close to him to kill him. Witches might be able to resist poison, but they were just as vulnerable to a knife in the heart as any norm.

Palm had stepped into an alley just a few minutes ago; and once he had hidden himself in the shadows, magic had spiraled out from him and pooled in his hands. Now he was glaring into the magic and muttering softly to himself.

"You idiots," he grumbled. "You should have used both rooftops. If you're not careful... Shit. Can't you see her?! She's sneaking up behind you! This is what I get for hiring goblins. They just don't think. I told them to use the fucking hunting tips, but did they listen? No!"

With every word he spoke, Ollie took another quiet step towards him. Just one more step, and she'd be close enough to end him.

"Shit, shit, shit!" Palm suddenly exclaimed. "What the hell am I going to tell Kostka?"

"You don't have to tell him anything," Ollie said pleasantly.

"What?!" Palm shrieked as he whirled around.

"Thank you," Ollie said as she leaped forward and thrust her knife into his heart.

Palm's eyes fluttered wildly, and his hands grasped at the knife protruding from his chest. Then a short little gasp escaped his lips, and he fell to the cobblestones.

Ollie ripped her knife free and sliced his throat just to make sure he was dead before pulling out her phone and calling the Worms.

"It's Ollie Swan," she said when Robert answered. "I have another cleanup. It's in the alley behind the theater."

"Philadelphia Hidden still?" Robert asked.

"Yes."

"My boys are just a couple blocks away. They'll be right there."

"Thanks," Ollie said.

After disconnecting, she leaned against the alley wall and scowled down at Palm's pale dead face. It was never quite as satisfying to kill someone who didn't see it coming, but it was the smarter way to handle things when dealing with certain cryptids. To announce her intentions would greatly decrease her chances of success.

She didn't feel as if she'd really earned her cigarette, but since she'd just rid the world of two worthless men, she decided to smoke it anyway. She pulled the cigarette from her boot, lit it, and took a long drag.

When there was hardly any cigarette left, she ground it out on the wall and slipped the stub back into her boot, and then she texted Tessa. All she said was "done".

Curtis hadn't belonged to the Graves's family back when Kostka and Palm had betrayed him, but he did now. And if there was one thing you could depend on, it was that the Graves girls took care of their own.


Chapter 20
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"Now I'm in the mood to kill them," Curtis said as they walked slowly towards Ceba's house.

"Too late," Tessa replied. "Ollie already did it."

She was trying not to limp, but it turned out that not limping was hard when you'd just been stabbed in the calf.

Curtis made a noise of disgust before saying, "Still."

"What do you want me to do? Hire a necromancer to bring them back from the dead? And please say that's not really a thing but just a thing people bandy about for no reason."

"I try not to lie to you," Curtis said earnestly.

"Are you goddamn serious right now? Necromancy is real?!"

"As I understand it, the body has to be fairly fresh, organs intact, and the spirit has to be willing to return."

"Oh," Tessa said, surprised by the relief that filled her.

Virgil's corpse was already a couple of months old, and since he'd insisted on being buried in the norm world, he was full of formaldehyde, so he probably wasn't coming back. Besides, what good was it to bring back someone if their body had quit working? If the problem wasn't fixed, wouldn't they just die all over again?

Curtis suddenly stopped walking, and Tessa realized that they were there.

"You don't need to come in with me," Curtis said.

"I know I don't need to, but do you want me to?"

"I think... I... Will you stay here?"

"Yep. I'll sit down right here and wait for you," Tessa promised. "Give me the flask."

"I bet you're glad you saved it," Curtis chuckled as he pulled the flask from his troll pouch.

"Damn right I am. I wish I had a troll ring," she grumbled. "It sucks being squishy."

Curtis laughed out loud at her statement, and she stuck out her tongue at him before snatching the flask from his hand and saying, "Go see Ceba. And don't be dumb and noble like you tried to be in your letter. It wasn't your fault. You would have never left her. Ever. You tell her that."

"But..."

He sighed heavily, and his shoulders rolled forward. It was hard to see him so troubled and uncertain.

"But what?" Tessa demanded.

"I've only been out for a little while, and I've already... Well, there's Ollie and you."

"You told me yourself that you felt the passing of time," Tessa reminded him. "You knew before you stepped out of Blackwater that your wife was already dead. Whether or not you were able to shed tears for her, you had already grieved her passing. And you grieved the loss of Ceba's childhood. Furthermore, what did you just say to me? You can't mourn the past? Well, you can't live in the past either, and it would be unfair to ask you to." Tessa mentally replayed her words before nodding with satisfaction. "That was good," she said. "You must be rubbing off on me."

"I must be," he chuckled.

"I'll be right here," Tessa assured him. "Now go so I can drink my measly portion of disgusting pain reliever in peace."

She still didn't lie to him, still didn't make promises that Ceba would have to keep. She just smiled and gestured for him to leave.

She watched from her position on the sidewalk until Ceba opened the door and let Curtis inside. Once the door was closed, Tessa limped a few feet away and lowered herself onto a short wall. She opened her flask and guzzled the contents, hopeful that it would take away at least some of the pain.

Even though the pain was overwhelming, her eyes were still scanning the street; and she saw Ollie the second she entered it. A moment later, Ollie noticed Tessa and adjusted her course.

"What are you doing here?" Tessa asked after Ollie had sat beside her.

Ollie took the flask from Tessa's hand, sniffed it, and lifted it to her lips. Tessa didn't bother to tell her it was empty.

"We need more whiskey," Ollie grumbled. Then she said, "I came to yell at Curtis's daughter."

"I did that yesterday," Tessa said.

"And?"

"Curtis is in there right now."

"He's fine, isn't he?" Ollie asked. "The assassins didn't use the right arrowheads?" She was trying to hide it, but her tone was full of worry.

"Curtis is fine," Tessa said evenly. "I'm in a lot of pain; thanks for asking, and how the hell did you know?"

"Palm was scrying the whole thing as I was sneaking up behind him. He was very annoyed. For about thirty seconds," Ollie chuckled. "Are we going home after this?"

"Curtis and I still have something we need to finish up, but yes."

"Do you know you're bleeding?" Ollie asked offhandedly.

"Why, thank you," Tessa stated, forcing as much sweetness into her voice as possible. "I had not yet noticed that someone stabbed me in the leg."

"Love a good stab wound," Ollie murmured. "Did I ever tell you about the first time I got stabbed?" 

"If you did, I don't remember it," Tessa replied.

"I was on this job in Argentina. This was actually before I started working for the Hidden. I was just a killer for hire."

"As in an assassin?"

"Yeah, this kind of ragtag group of assassins trained me, and I worked with them for about five years before I got the Hidden job. Anyway, it was supposed to be an easy job, but they wanted it to look like a mugging. I got sent in because I was really good at getting close to people. No one thought it was important to tell me that the target was a two hundred and fifty pound German behemoth. He did not appreciate my attempts to kill him, and he was rather more difficult to kill than normal because I couldn't find his goddamn heart in all that muscle." She chuckled softly before saying, "He pinned me to the alley wall with my own knife."

"Correct me if I'm wrong, but you seem to be remembering this moment rather fondly," Tessa said with disbelief.

"You probably had to be there," Ollie shrugged. "Anyway, I ended up choking him out with my legs, but I had to work to get that goddamn knife out of my shoulder. Good times," she sighed.

"You're a little strange," Tessa said. "I won't be remembering this moment with any fondness."

"You don't get a rush when you kill someone?"

"First of all, Curtis killed him. Second of all, I'm usually so busy trying to stay alive that I rarely know it's happened until after the fact."

"You probably get a rush from solving a case," Ollie observed.

"It's actually the moment just before I solve it," Tessa admitted. "When everything starts to fall into place."  

"And Gisele gets a rush from her ridiculous sex scenes," Ollie chuckled.

"I'm afraid that everyone gets a rush from Gisele's sex scenes," Tessa muttered.

"Not as much of a rush as Gisele gets," Ollie countered. "Have you ever watched her write one? It's definitely interesting."

"I'm going to set fire to the sitting room," Tessa groaned.

"You love the sitting room."

"Not now that I'm thinking about Gisele and you know."

"You can say it," Ollie prodded.

"I really can't."

"Gisele enjoying her sex scenes," Ollie said, tone low and sensual.

"Stop that!"

Ollie laughed loudly before saying, "I'm going to go get more whiskey."

"You do that," Tessa grumbled.

She waited until Ollie was gone to grab her head and squeeze it. She was trying to push back the pain with her hands, but it didn't really work. All of Curtis's flask had gone to her leg, and none of it had gone to her head, and her head wanted to know why she was just sitting here doing nothing and why she hadn't written a report to the patron yet.

"I'm working," she mumbled. "I'm staking out the..." She cracked open one eye and surveyed the street. She was in the oversized portion of the Hidden, and most of the people passing by belonged to the larger species. From here, she could see four ogres, one cyclops, one lonely Lutin, and three trolls.

"I'm staking out the Green Helmet," she said, latching onto the nearest storefront. "It seems to have a lot of business."

She took a deep breath, and on the exhale she said softly, "Working, working, working."

The pain had been much worse since she and Jury had broken through the last compulsion. She didn't know why it was worse, although she had a few suspicions. She wasn't in any hurry to have her suspicions confirmed though. They were, after all, just assumptions; and assumptions were basically worthless.

And besides that, it didn't really matter if her assumptions were accurate; they changed nothing. She only had one objective now, just one.

She wasn't going to think it though; she wasn't even going to look at it because she didn't have any whiskey, she was hours away from Julian, and everything already hurt like the devil.

It was mid-afternoon by the time Curtis left Ceba's house. With just a glance, Tessa could see that things had gone well. Curtis looked as if a boulder had been removed from his shoulders. If he wasn't a troll, she would have said that it looked as if he was walking on air.

"So it went well?" she asked.

"It did," he replied with a smile. "Thank you for paving the way."

"Anytime. Ollie was here, but she got bored. She'll meet us back at the plane."

"I wondered where you got all the whiskey," Curtis said.

"It's just three bottles," Tessa said defensively.

"I'm sorry I made you wait so long. I wasn't sure when or if I would have the chance to see Ceba again."

"You fight for me," Tessa said. "I'll wait for you. Now show me what you found so we can go home."

"Home," Curtis said softly. "I like the sound of that."

"Well?" Tessa prodded.

"Follow me," he said.

Tessa stood with a groan and tossed a merlin to a nearby ogre boy. "Take care of those for me," she ordered, pointing towards the whiskey bottles.

Curtis shot her a look; and Tessa ground out a "please" and "thank you" before following Curtis out of the oversized section of the neighborhood into the regular-sized section. After a while, he paused and pointed towards one of the store fronts.

"That's where the Red Rose was located," he said. "If you look closely, you'll see a very small plaque attached to the wall."

Tessa approached the building and leaned forward to read the bronze plaque.

"It's written in Latin," she said. "I flunked Latin," she added.

"Roughly translated it says, 'The Red Rose has moved. Please visit us at our new location on Underwood Street, under the name the White Rose.'"

"I guess it's like Gisele said," Tessa sighed. "If you know, you know. Shall we?"

It only took a couple of minutes to reach Underwood Street, but by the time they had, Tessa's whiskey had worn off, and she was feeling irritable again.

"I think this is starting to piss me off," Tessa grumbled when she saw that the White Rose didn't have a sign announcing its presence, just a single white rose in the window.

"Remember who you're working for," Curtis cautioned.

"Mrs. Jury can—"

"You brought her into this, not the other way around," Curtis broke in before she could say anything stupid.

"I know," Tessa growled. "I'll be good."

She stomped into the White Rose, leaving Curtis behind her. Many of the regular sized shops weren't built to accommodate the oversized species. Just like the undersized shops weren't built to accommodate the regular sized species. Only the undersized could go into all three shops if they chose.

Once Tessa was fully inside the shop, a lovely woman with silvery hair approached her and said, "Greetings, wanderer. How may I assist you today?"

"I'm looking for Mrs. Welty," Tessa said.

"You must be Tessa Graves," the woman said with a wide smile. "I'm Philomena Welty. Mrs. Jury said you'd be coming by to pick up her package."

Tessa worked to tamp down the rush of anger that tried to fill her at Mrs. Welty's words. She had known Mrs. Jury was testing her; but she hadn't expected it to be quite so obvious.

"It would have already been there if I had shipped it," Mrs. Welty said in a censorious tone. "Imp mail is so much more reliable than it used to be now that they're under Elegant Express. I can't imagine why she wanted you to pick it up."

"I can," Tessa growled.

"In any case, here it is," Mrs. Welty said as she handed Tessa a small tightly-wrapped package. "Is there anything else I can do for you?"

"What do you make here?" Tessa asked, curiosity briefly overriding both her anger and pain.

"Dream bridges," Mrs. Welty replied.

"Explain," Tessa ordered.

"Has anyone ever suggested that you might benefit from an increase in politeness?"

"Several times," Tessa snapped. "My head hurts, my leg hurts, and I'm ready to go home."

"Oh. You are bleeding," Mrs. Welty observed.

"Apparently it doesn't like to be walked on," Tessa sighed.

"You should visit a healer."

"Is there one nearby?" Tessa asked hopefully.

"Oh, no. There hasn't been a healer in the Philadelphia Hidden since Mitcham's second term. He passed a number of laws designed to drive them out, although I can't say why. It's a horrible thing for a community not to have a healer."

"Interesting," Tessa murmured.

If she had been in less pain, she'd think it was even more interesting, but right now she just wanted to be done with this place.

"I apologize for being rude," she ground out. "Would you please tell me what a dream bridge is?"

"Certainly," Mrs. Welty said cheerfully. "Shamans can walk the dreaming which is something very few people can do. Dream bridges allow anyone to walk the dreaming, but only for a little while," she said regretfully. "It's difficult to learn to navigate the dreaming in normal circumstances, let alone under a time constraint. Nonetheless, people like to try," she said with a shrug. "And they are willing to pay for the experience. I also make quite a few odds and ends that will improve the energy in your home, your office, and your closet."

Tessa really didn't know how to respond to that, so she just said, "Thank you."

She was halfway through the door when Mrs. Welty called out, "Give Mrs. Jury my regards!"

"I'll be sure to," Tessa grumbled.

"Well?" Curtis asked once she was outside.

Tessa held up the package and said, "Errand boy."

"Ah. She was just testing you."

"Making a mockery of me, you mean."

"Testing you."

"Treating me with disrespect," Tessa countered.

"You included the oldest and most powerful North American witch from one of the most powerful witch families of all time in your report to the patron, and then you felt the need to tell her just in case it put her in harm's way. You should be grateful that you're still upright."

"I am," Tessa sighed. "I'm just grumpy."

"You're bleeding again."

"Why does everyone feel the need to point that out?" Tessa snapped. "Like I don't know!"

"Sorry," Curtis chuckled. "Let's get you to the plane."

"We aren't walking," Tessa spat. He didn't respond so she said, "And I want more whiskey."

He still didn't respond.

"And stop laughing!" she ordered.

His shoulders began to shake, and loud rumbling chuckles burst from his mouth.

"I am sorry," he managed to say. "I know it's not funny."

"It's life-threatening," Tessa grumbled. "I could die from blood loss, from infection, from falling down some stairs; and you're laughing."

"You're more likely to die from whiskey overdose," he countered.

"That's not a thing," she growled.

"Not for you," he chuckled.

"Exactly."

"And neither is the other stuff," he pointed out. "You and Ollie heal faster than any other norm I've known."

"It still hurts," she grumbled.

"You want me to carry you?"

"Do you not understand that the Graves family has a certain reputation? One that would be completely destroyed if people saw you toting me around like a sack of potatoes? I'll walk."

Tessa managed to grumble the entire way to the Hidden exit. And then she grumbled during the entire taxi ride to the airport.

Once they were finally on the plane, Tessa sat across from Ollie, lifted her bleeding leg up onto the table, said "would you please do something about that", and passed out.

"She shouldn't have been walking on it," Ollie stated as she carefully removed Tessa's sloppy bandage.

"She wouldn't let me carry her," Curtis said.

"Stubborn girl," Ollie sighed.

She peeled off the blood soaked yarrow powder and examined the wound.

"It went all the way through," she said. "She's lucky it didn't nick anything important. How did it go with your daughter?" she asked as she packed fresh yarrow onto the wound.

"It went well," Curtis said. "She has agreed to exchange letters with me."

His voice was strained so Ollie cast him a curious look. He was sitting, hands gripping the seat, eyes staring fixedly out of the window.

She hadn't even realized that the plane had taken off, but she could see now that they were already in the air.

"You don't like flying?" she said with incredulity.

"No. I'm sorry."

"Why are you sorry?"

"Because I am sure you like to go places. You get bored very easily."

Ollie laughed softly and said, "Don't worry about it."

She ripped off another section of Tessa's shirt and tied it around the wound. Then she carefully moved Tessa's foot off of the table to a chair and tucked a pillow beneath it.

Once she was certain Tessa was situated comfortably, she turned to observe Curtis. His face was white.

"You've never flown with me," Ollie announced with a grin.

"What does that mean?" Curtis asked.

"It means that I know the perfect way to distract you."

Curtis tore his eyes from the window and said, "How?"

Ollie slowly removed her shirt.

"We are on a plane?" Curtis said.

"See that door over there?" Ollie asked as she removed the pins from her hair.

"Yes."

He didn't. He hadn't once taken his eyes off of her.

"It has a bed behind it."

"It's a plane," Curtis said.

"A very nice plane," Ollie replied.

She turned and walked slowly away from him; and by the time she reached the door, he was right behind her. With a laugh, Ollie tugged him inside the room and pushed him onto the bed.

"If you fly with me," Ollie promised, "you'll soon forget all about the plane."

With slow and seductive intent, Ollie began to remove the remainder of her clothing. She wasn't watching him, but she could feel his eyes on her, wanting her; and it made her blood quicken.

If he was willing to fly for her when it bothered him so greatly, she would make certain that he never suffered more than a moment's aggravation.








Chapter 21
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Tessa fell onto the sitting room couch with a sigh of relief. She had missed the stupid sitting room with its ridiculous decor. She had missed Gisele. She had missed Julian. And she had missed Badri and Magnus.

"Tea, Ms. Graves?" Badri suddenly murmured.

"Will it knock me out?" she demanded.

"Do you want it to?"

"No."

"Then no."

"I don't trust you," Tessa said as she sat upright.

"What's not to trust?" Badri replied with a wide smile.

"Don't elves prefer the forest and mountains and what not?" Tessa asked.

She had never thought about things like that before, but hearing the yearning in Curtis's voice when he spoke of the mountains had made her wonder about the other species.

A sad look passed over Badri's face, and he said softly, "My family was long ago captured and enslaved. Whatever knowledge we used to have of the wilds, we have lost. I am far more comfortable in a kitchen than I am in the woods."

"I'm sorry," Tessa said, wishing she hadn't asked.

"It was not your family who enslaved us," he replied.

"Yeah, but they would have."

"Not you, Ms. Graves. Never you," he said with an understanding smile. "It is my pleasure to work in your kitchen."

There was nothing to do but take him at his word so Tessa accepted the tea he offered and took a sip.

"It's good," she said.

He raised an eyebrow.

"It's absolutely delightful," she amended. "Much better than that swill Curtis got me in Philadelphia. In the future, when I say good, know that's what I mean."

He nodded, eyes twinkling, and left her alone.

She didn't really want to be alone though. The sitting room never felt right when it was empty.

She hoped the others showed up soon. She didn't know where Gisele was, but she'd left Ollie and Curtis behind on the plane. She hadn't even bothered to knock to let them know it had landed. They'd obviously been busy, and Tessa had already seen Curtis's thing once today. She didn't want to see it again.

She'd delivered Mrs. Jury's package on her way home, handing it off to Della, the small overly-intelligent child who couldn't seem to help but open the door.

Tessa cringed slightly as she remembered their interaction. It hadn't been her finest moment, but she hadn't had whiskey in over six hours, and she had been really feeling it.

Still. She should have handled it better. It was a memory she wished she could forget, but it was imprinted on her mind.

She sighed as she ran through it once more, ruing every word she had said. She had just wanted to drop off the package, but Della had immediately started talking.

"I've been reading more about foxes," she had said.

"I don't care," Tessa had broken in, feeling an immediate surge of regret when the child's face fell. "Look, I'm sorry," Tessa said. "I'm in a very bad mood. If Mrs. Jury wants to see me again after this, I will listen to everything you have to say about foxes; but right now I just want to go home and find a bottle of whiskey."

With that, Tessa had shoved the package into Della's hands, turned, and limped away.

She knew she wasn't going out of her way to get on Mrs. Jury's good side, but she was too worn out to care.

She was glad she and Curtis had gone to Philadelphia. Curtis had seen his daughter, they had gotten rid of two crooked Magistratus agents, and Tessa had seen the patron's face. All in all, not a bad couple of days.

If only knowing what the patron looked like could actually help her find him.

She drained the rest of Badri's tea, then got up and headed towards her office, relieved to notice that her limp was already better.

She didn't have anything specific to do right now, so she may as well write the patron a report. Lying would make her head infinitely worse, but if she drank an entire bottle of whiskey afterwards, she might be able to make it through the remainder of the day.

After she had sat, she pulled out a pile of paper and stared at it. What the patron wanted most of all was blackmail information. And that was how she was failing him. She wasn't giving him anything to work with. And if she didn't give him a nice tasty tidbit fairly soon, he was going to come out of his hole again, and she didn't want that. She wanted him to stay in his hole until she was ready to pour gasoline into it.

She tapped her fingers on her desk, trying to think. There had to be something she could give him that seemed blackmail worthy, but wasn't. On the other hand, she was going to kill him soon, so it didn't much matter if she actually sold someone out.

She really wanted to believe that. She wanted to believe that she could just throw Mrs. Prescott under the bus, and then save her by killing the patron before he could do anything with the information she had given him; but she just couldn't risk it. She refused to be the one responsible for putting anyone else under the patron's thumb. So she would lie. And he would likely see right through it, but so be it.

By the time she was finished writing her bullshit report, she was gasping from the pain. She quickly sealed it in an envelope, put it in the outgoing slot, and sat back down at her desk.

She didn't drop her head; instead she laid it down very carefully and whispered, "I've written the report, and it was completely and totally truthful. I am reporting to the patron, exactly as I am supposed to do. He is my authority, and I am obeying him. I am obeying my master."

She hated to say such things, but it worked because the pain slowly backed off, giving her enough relief to reach for the whiskey drawer.

The bottle was empty.

She was beginning to think that nobody liked it when she drank. If they understood why she did it, they'd like it even less.

"Working a case," she whispered. "Mr. Prescott was murdered, and I want to know why."

She didn't know that for sure, but it was enough to back off the pain a little more.

Her door suddenly swung open, and Ollie said, "It's dinnertime."

"Have you ever heard of knocking?" Tessa snapped.

"Have you?" Ollie retorted. "'Oh fuck! My eyes! Why, Ollie, why?'" she said in a mocking voice.

"First of all, I do not sound like that. Second of all, that was one time," Tessa stated firmly. "And I needed you."

"I need you for dinner. I hate being the center of Gisele's focus; I much prefer to share it with you."

"You're too kind," Tessa muttered as she stood.

"How's the leg?"

"Better. How does Curtis like flying now?"

"Better," Ollie said with a wide grin.

"Glad to hear it," Tessa chuckled.

When they entered the dining room, Tessa's heart stumbled a little at the sight of Julian sitting beside her empty chair. She had missed him. Which was stupid. She'd only been gone for a day. Not long enough to miss anyone, let alone someone as annoying as he was.

He glanced up at her and gave her that knowing smile he liked to use. Tessa glared at him. Julian's smile didn't fade, but his eyes darkened; and he stood and approached her.

"Not happy to see me?" he asked softly.

"That's not it at all," she growled, hoping that he wouldn't forget why he liked her at some point. "I'm annoyed that I'm happy to see you."

"Oh," he murmured. "I suppose I can deal with that."

"I missed you," she whispered, aware that everyone was watching them.

The tenderness that she didn't quite know how to deal with filled his eyes once more, and he ran his thumb down her cheek and said, "I missed you too."

"We're not in one of Gisele's novels," Ollie said loudly. "So no staring longingly into each other's eyes at the dinner table."

"Hush!" Gisele chastised. "Can't you see they're having a moment?!"

"We are not having a moment," Tessa snorted. "It would be impossible to have a moment with all of you watching."

"That's not technically true, dear," Gisele stated. "In my novel The King's Bride, Adam and Eve had quite an impressive moment with the entire court watching."

"Ewww!"

"It wasn't like that," Gisele said with a sad sigh. "You just don't understand romance. Sit so we can eat."

Tessa quickly sat, relieved that she was no longer the point of focus. She was ravenous, but since she hadn't eaten in over a day, the smell of food was making her ill. She poked at the meat on her plate, trying to decide whether or not to risk it.

"Did you not eat while you were gone?" Julian asked in an undertone.

"I forgot," she admitted.

"Did you remember to drink?"

She cast him a dirty look, unamused by his teasing grin.

"I did, in fact, remember to drink," she spat. "I had been stabbed and was in quite a lot of pain."

His face paled, and she wished she hadn't said anything.

"I'm fine," she added quickly. "It was just a tiny prick."

"It went all the way through her leg," Ollie offered helpfully.

"Ollie!"

"All the way through?" Gisele gasped. "Are you alright?"

"I'm fine," Tessa sighed. "I'm pretty sure it's not bleeding anymore, and Badri gave me tea."

"You have to eat," Gisele pressed. "Your body will need the fuel to heal."

"Yes, Grandma."

"I'm going to ignore that because you were stabbed," Gisele said haughtily.

"But you didn't ignore it," Tessa countered. "Did Ollie ever tell you about the first time she was stabbed?" Tessa asked, hoping to move Gisele's focus to someone else.

"Tessa!" Ollie snapped.

"You sacrifice me; I sacrifice you," Tessa shrugged.

"I do wish you girls would be more careful," Gisele said worriedly.

"Are all your meals like this?" Julian asked softly.

"Pretty much."

"Pops would love it."

"I don't think I could handle more of them," Tessa shuddered. "Not all at the same time."

"So you'll come over for dinner tomorrow?" he asked. "Pops has been asking about you. You should have seen his face when I told him that the Amos the Betrayer amulet was destroyed. Who knew anyone's veins could get that big?" Julian chuckled. "I drew you a picture. Try this," he added, holding up a fork to her mouth. "It's really good."

Tessa ate it without thinking, only realizing that she'd been tricked after her mouth had started to water.

"That was dirty," she muttered.

"Worked, didn't it?"

"You're not trustworthy."

"I'm pretty sure that was one of the first things I told you," he laughed.

Tessa rolled her eyes and took another bite, completely ignoring Gisele's beaming smile and moist eyes.

"What did you do today, Gisele?" Tessa asked, trying to distract her.

"Went through another fifty years of newspapers. Maude's beginning to look forward to seeing me," she added.

"How much are you paying her?" Ollie asked.

"Five pastries, a coffee, and a signed book."

"Every time?" Ollie demanded. "That's highway robbery."

"I don't mind, dear."

"Why did you note the missing children?" Tessa asked around a mouthful.

"Manners," Gisele chastised. "None of us were born in a barn."

"I don't know what being born in a barn has to do with manners anyway," Ollie grumbled.

"It's just an expression, dear. I noted the children because it seemed odd. And I honestly wondered if the patron took them somehow. I know it doesn't really help with anything," she sighed. "But I was trying."

"You did great," Tessa hurried to assure her. "I just wondered why you had noted it."

"I thought it was strange. Why would anyone want those children?" Gisele said worriedly.

"Maybe they just ran away," Tessa suggested. "Were they norms?"

"Various types of cryptids," Gisele replied.

"So maybe they didn't run," Tessa allowed. "They're probably all dead by now," she added. "But I'll poke around. Let me know if you find any similar references."

It seemed like a waste of time to her, but if it would make Gisele happy, she'd look into it. Assuming she had the time.

A sense of frustration gripped her, and she poked discontentedly at her food. She may as well look into Gisele's case because if she was being completely honest with herself, she had nothing.

Even though she knew what the patron looked like and that he was a Graves, it was hardly enough to make a case off of. She needed more. He could be anywhere, although she was certain he was in Philadelphia somewhere, but she doubted if he still went by Graves. That would be too obvious.

She should probably check though. She should definitely check.

"Hey, Ollie?" Tessa said, interrupting whatever conversation Gisele and Curtis were having. "Have you ever done a search for Graves in Philadelphia?"

"No, because I didn't know he was a Graves, and do you really think it could be that easy?"

"I don't know," Tessa replied. "He's arrogant, so maybe?"

"I'll check as soon as we're done eating," Ollie promised.

Tessa nodded. She knew she was missing something, but the problem with missing something was you didn't know what it was.

She kept trying to look at it, kept trying to identify the hole, but every time she tried to focus on the empty space, the pain in her head intensified and she couldn't quite see whatever wasn't there. 

She was so lost in her mind that she startled when Julian tapped her arm and said, "Dinner's over, and Gisele has something to read to us."

Tessa looked up, surprised to see that she and Julian were the only ones left at the table.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I don't mean to be so distracted."

"I know you have a lot on your mind," he replied.

His fingers were gently massaging her neck, and she fought the desire just to lean into him and give it up for the day.

"And you were stabbed today," he murmured. "I've never been stabbed. Did it hurt?"

"Like hell," she admitted. "But the worst part was pulling out the knife."

"I don't think I could do that."

"You probably could," she shrugged, "if it was that or walk around with a knife in your leg."

"Maybe," he laughed. "I think I might just lay there and yell for help. By the way, thank you for what you did for Mira."

"I didn't do anything," she said. "I just let Gisele loose."

"That was everything," he replied.

"When Jury was inside my head, he took out Fernsby's hypnotism," Tessa said softly. "And afterwards, I remembered Dal." She kept her eyes on his face, wanting to see his reaction, wanting to make sure that her words didn't change the way he looked at her.

"And I remembered you with Dal," she went on. "I remember wondering what you two were talking about for so long."

"We had all these ideas on how to improve the Hidden," Julian said with a wistful smile. "It all seems pretty pointless now."

"Maybe your ideas are just what the Hidden needs," Tessa countered.

"No one's going to listen to me," he shrugged.

She didn't argue with him, but she made a mental note to figure out a way to get Julian and Tetrarch Redgrove in the same room together someday.

"I fought with Virgil about Dal," she said. "I didn't understand why I'd been watching him, and I demanded he explain. It didn't change anything, and it doesn't change anything now, but I wanted you to know."

"Thank you for fighting," Julian said, eyes shadowed, but tone earnest.

He was silent for a moment, but then he grinned widely and said, "You don't think Gisele is reading without us, do you?"

"Are you frigging serious?" Tessa demanded, trying not to laugh. "How did she already get to you?"

"Her stories are really intriguing."

"I'm so embarrassed for you right now," she stated.

"Like you don't care what happens with Curtie and Iona?"

"I don't," Tessa lied. "Not one little bit."

"Let's just go upstairs then," he offered.

"Ollie was going to check something for me," Tessa countered.

"Ha!" he exclaimed. "Caught you!"

"You didn't," she growled. "I want to know what Ollie finds out so I can think about it during the night."

"Now I know you're lying," he laughed. "You don't think about anything when you're with me."

"That's mostly true," she admitted. "Although sometimes, it can add clarity."

"Are you two coming?" Curtis demanded from the doorway. "Gisele is threatening to go to bed."

"You're both pathetic," Tessa laughed as she stood. "We're coming."

When they entered the room, Gisele gave Tessa a hurt look and said mournfully, "I didn't think you were coming."

"Sorry," Tessa said. "I was thinking."

"Think on your own time, dear. This is my time."

Tessa rolled her eyes; but she sat, jerking slightly when Julian took a hold of her hand. She stared at their linked fingers, trying to justify why her heart was suddenly pattering so quickly.

"I like to touch you," he whispered in her ear.

She frowned at him, confusion filling her. She didn't understand him. She was grumpy and mean; she hardly ever had anything nice to say; she wasn't good at affection; she didn't know how to tell him how she felt about him; and she was most likely going to die. Why was he wasting his time with her? Surely he'd be better off with someone sweet like Mira.

He must have somehow read her mind, because he leaned a little bit closer and murmured, "I like everything about you, including the disgusted look you give me every time you see me."

"That doesn't make sense," she whispered back.

"It doesn't have to make sense," he replied.

Gisele cleared her throat very loudly and said, "You two can have your moment later. Right now I'm reading."

Tessa felt her cheeks began to heat, and she quickly pinched her thigh. It didn't help because Ollie was leering at her, and Tessa wondered if Gisele would yell if she chucked her boot at Ollie's face. She only considered it for a second though, because bending over and unlacing her boot sounded like a lot of work.

"I don't feel like anyone appreciates me today," Gisele announced with a loud sniff.

"I appreciate you," Curtis immediately said. "And I appreciate all of your hard work. I honor your hard work."

"Suck up," Tessa muttered under her breath.

"I think you're absolutely amazing," Julian pitched in. "How you craft such vivid visuals with words astounds me."

"Oh god," Tessa moaned. "How the hell did she infect you so quickly?"

"Well," Gisele murmured. "It's gratifying to know someone appreciates me. Two someones. Two handsome someones. I will read, but not because of Ollie and Tessa. One more peep out of them, and I'm sending them to their rooms."

Tessa opened her mouth to say something, but stopped herself when she saw Curtis's pleading look.

"You're pathetic," she mouthed.

"Curtie," he mouthed back. "Highlands."

She rolled her eyes and leaned against Julian's shoulder. After all, she was mildly curious to know how things turned out. Mildly.

Gisele cleared her throat again and said, "I read a lovely scene to Ollie and Curtis the other day involving a linen closet, but it was a little ways in; and I'd rather read about Curtie and Iona's first kiss. We'll skip forward from the loch just a wee bit because Iona was so overwhelmed when Curtie asked her to touch him that she ran away."

"What?" Tessa demanded. "Why?"

"Why does a woman do anything, dear?" Gisele shrugged. "She had just put Curtie out of her mind, and the abrupt turnabout caught her off guard. Anyway, we'll start up again in the garden. Iona is gathering some herbs."

Gisele cleared her throat one last time and began to read.

Curtie watched from the shadows of a rose bush as Iona bent down once more to cut the leaves off of a plant. He could hardly believe that this was really Iona.

Little I he'd called her when she was young. She'd been so tiny compared to the rest of them. Three years younger and so much smaller. He'd always thought she was delicate and fading, like the petals of a rose.

It had surprised him when he'd seen her at the loch. Maybe the sunlight had illuminated something that he'd never allowed himself to see. All he knew was he'd finally seen her, seen what a fine woman she'd become, and he'd suddenly wanted her touch more than anything else.

How was such a woman like her still unwed? He couldn't imagine a single reason, but he wasn't going to question his luck. Whether she knew it or not, Iona was his.

He stepped forward softly, but she must have sensed him because she turned and murmured, "How is your injury?"

"I can't be sure," he replied. "It's on the back of my leg. Won't you have a look at it, lass?"

"Have Tomas do it," she said.

"Why are you being difficult?" he demanded.

"I'm not," she insisted. "It's common for the men to check each other's wounds. If it's infected, then I'll look at it."

"So if I rub some dirt into it, you'll take a peek?"

"Don't you dare!" she exclaimed as she stood and stalked towards him.

"Iona," he murmured. "I feel as if I never saw you until yesterday."

"You have never seen me!" she retorted, frustration clear in her tone. "And I can't for the life of me think what's different between today and four months ago."

"I don't know," he admitted. "But today my fingers yearn to touch you."

"What about tomorrow?" she demanded.

"Why wouldn't they?" he asked, not entirely sure what she wanted from him.

She snorted and said, "Today isn't good enough for me, Curtie. Have Tomas check your wound, and don't you dare rub dirt into it."

She stepped away from him, but he caught her arm and said, "Don't leave."

"Let go of me," she hissed.

He released her, but not before stepping towards her. He was so close now that he could see the pulse in her neck pattering away. She wasn't calm, and he had a suspicion that she was as unsettled by him as he was by her. All he had to do was prove it.

"Just one kiss," he whispered. "To keep me warm at night."

"You shouldn't have any trouble keeping warm at night," she ground out.

"But I want to be warmed by you," he replied, tracing his finger down her rosy cheek. "Just one kiss, Little I."

Even though her body swayed towards him and he could see the desire in her eyes, she whispered, "I can't."

Disappointment filled him, but he stepped away from her. He wanted her more than he'd ever wanted a woman, but he'd never push her. He would step back, and he would woo her as she deserved, and even if it took him a lifetime, he would eventually win her. He hadn't seen her before, not really, but now that he had, he simply couldn't accept the idea of living without her. 

Iona stared up at Curtie, confused by the regret that filled his face at her refusal. He couldn't truly be serious. Did he honestly expect her to believe that he had suddenly seen her in a way he had never seen her before? That was ridiculous.

"I'm sorry," he said stiffly. "I didn't mean to press."

Panic suddenly filled her. He was walking away. Curtie had offered to kiss her, and now he was walking away. What on earth had she done? Even if it was just for a day, even if it was just for an hour, Curtie was offering to touch her, and her body ached for it.

"Curtie," she said. "Wait."

He looked at her, eyes shadowed, and she said softly, "One kiss? To keep me warm."

Fire flared in his eyes, and he said, "Don't play with me, lass."

"I'm not."

She wanted to say more. She wanted to say that she'd always wanted to kiss him, ever since the time he'd given her a ride on his horse. She wanted to say that when he laughed she couldn't help but smile. She wanted to say that when he went out to war, her heart went with him, and if he ever didn't return, her heart would stay with him. Always.

But she didn't say any of that. She couldn't. She couldn't risk scaring him away. She would simply have to let her body say it for her.

She stepped towards him and lifted her hand to his face. She'd never kissed anyone, but she'd dreamed of kissing Curtie a million times.

"Just one kiss," she breathed, even though she knew that one kiss would never be enough.

His eyes flared with fire, a fire that threatened to consume her, and he lowered his lips, brushing them across hers, and murmured, "Just one kiss."

Need crashed through her as his lips made full contact, and she leaned into him, wanting his hands on her, needing his hands on her. Needing him.

She was not disappointed. He pulled her towards him, pressing her softness against his hardness, and deepened his kiss, completely consuming her.

She had never imagined it like this.

Gisele suddenly paused, sighed, and said, "I absolutely love the first kiss."

"Shit," Tessa muttered.

"What?" Julian asked.

"She's done."

"She can't be done," Julian argued. "It was just getting good."

"That's how she gets you. She leads you on; that's what she does."

"Hardly, dear. That's just as far as I've written."

"You just said that you read a different scene to Ollie and Curtis. One further in," Tessa said accusingly.

"Yes, dear, but I haven't written all the stuff in between." Gisele smiled innocently as she said it, but Tessa knew she was lying.

"Whatever," Tessa said. "I need Ollie to check that thing anyway, so I didn't even want you to keep reading. Ollie?"

"Working on it," Ollie replied distractedly, eyes already focused on her laptop computer.

"Gisele, do you know if William Graves had any children?" Tessa asked.

"He didn't," Gisele said. "He died only five years after they started the business, under fairly suspect conditions."

"Really?" Tessa mused. "That's odd."

"I never thought so," Gisele replied. "Silas probably wanted all the money, power, and fame."

"Maybe," Tessa said.

Something about Gisele's theory didn't ring true to Tessa, but she wasn't sure why. It made sense. It was logical. But it didn't seem quite right.

Tessa was just about to ask Gisele about other Graves in Silas's line when Ollie suddenly spoke up.

"So this is interesting, there IS a living Graves listed in Philadelphia. An Aleister Graves the Fourth. There's just one problem," she said.

"What's that?"

"His address is off of Rittenhouse Square."

"He's using our address?" Tessa demanded.

"Yes."

"Goddamn him!" Tessa said angrily. "I knew I should have burned it down!" She couldn't stand to sit anymore, so she stood and paced. "This is stupid," she ranted. "We have a name, an address, and a face; and we still have nothing!"

"Wait," Ollie said. "We have a face?"

"I made myself remember something," Tessa said. "It's difficult to explain. But yes."

"Come here," Ollie ordered. "I have some surveillance photos of various men who visited your father. I already eliminated all of them, but given what we now know, he might be hiding in plain sight, and I just missed it."

Tessa forced herself to sit beside Ollie. She was annoyed. Really, really annoyed. The patron wasn't smarter than she was, and she would prove it by finding him.

Pain tore through her head, and she grinned fiercely and told herself that she was working a case. A big case. One the patron was going to love.

"I'll scroll through," Ollie said. "Just tell me if you want me to stop."

Tessa stared at the screen as Ollie scrolled slowly through picture after picture. The patron wasn't any of them. They were all wrong. All very, very wrong.

"Wait," Tessa suddenly said. "Go back one."

Ollie returned to the previous photograph, and Tessa stared at it.

"Who is he?" she asked.

"Just some Eastern senator," Ollie replied. "He's been in office about fifteen years now."

"What state?" Tessa asked absently, eyes staring into the eyes of the photograph. She could look right at him. He wasn't the patron. She wasn't scared of him or frightened by him, but there was something, just something about him.

"Pennsylvania."

Ollie's voice barely pierced the haze that was surrounding Tessa, but when it did, Tessa finally saw the piece. The piece that tied it all together.

"Look at his nose," Tessa whispered.

"What about it?" Ollie asked.

"Does it remind you of anyone?"

As Tessa spoke, she touched the edges of her own nose. She had a very distinctive nose. It was the same nose Ollie had. And the same nose Virgil had. And the same nose the patron had.

"Oh shit," Ollie hissed. "He's got the Graves' nose!"

"And he's wearing a fucking ascot," Tessa ground out. "It's not him, but it's him. That's the fucking patron."

Gisele had been looking over their shoulders, and now she said, "I'll admit that he does have the Graves' nose, dear, but are you really certain this is the patron?"

Tessa stared at the picture, logical mind screaming at her that an ascot and a nose weren't enough evidence to sentence a man to death.

"Screw logic," she muttered.

She knew it was him. She could feel it in her gut. She had found the patron. 

"It's him," Tessa announced, elation filling her. "He doesn't look the same because he can obviously glamour, but he's too goddamn arrogant to change his nose. We've got him," she added fiercely.

She was so filled with euphoria that she didn't even feel the pain that was screaming through her, ordering her to forget everything she'd just seen and heard.

The patron could change his face, he could change his name; but she had his scent now; and there was nothing, not a goddamn thing, that was going to keep her from destroying him.   

... ... ...

Thank you so much for reading this installment of The House of Graves series. Keep scrolling for more...
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Chapter 1

 

"Wake up, you filthy hedonist!" 

Doc Holliday ignored the nagging voice because he was in the middle of a particularly nice dream and he didn't want to wake up just yet. 

He'd just been dealt the winning hand; which he knew because he could always feel it when he was about to win. The man he was playing against was a hotheaded imbecile who didn't really understand how to play the game; and if Doc was lucky, which he usually was, the hothead wouldn't take losing well, especially since he was young and playing with money he'd stolen from his father. If Doc was very lucky, the hothead would pull a gun. 

"Wake up!" the voice snapped again. "It's time!"

Doc rolled away from the voice, intent on finishing his dream, and controlled all his facial expressions as he threw in his chips and called the hand. The hothead was sweating now, chewing his lip anxiously. Doc held back his grin as he laid his cards face-up on the table. 

The hothead's face went white. He sputtered for a second before tossing his cards onto the table and demanding, "How'd ya do that? You're cheatin', ain't ya?" His face wasn't pale now; it was bright red.

Doc smiled very slowly, leaning back in his chair as he did. "I don't need to cheat," he drawled. "I've the devil's own luck."

"Gimme a chance to win it back!" the man suddenly pleaded.

"No."

"You gotta!"

"I don't have to do anything," Doc mused. "If you can't afford to lose, you shouldn't play. That's just a good rule to live by."

The hothead's hand twitched, moving closer to his gun. Finally, Doc thought, smiling a little wider.

"WAKE UP!!!"

"Goddamn it!" Doc sputtered, sitting upright in bed. "I was just getting to the good part."

"Two women or three?" Thaddeus asked solicitously, accent making his words crisp. 

"No," Doc grumbled. "It wasn't that kind of dream."

"Ah. The old 'I'm going to kill you to get my money back' dream?"

Doc grinned lazily as he stretched. "Something like that. Where's Ana?"

"How should I know? Fortunately, I'm not her keeper. Unfortunately, I appear to be yours." 

"I think you have that backwards, Thaddy, old boy." Doc stepped from his bed, picking up his silk robe and slipping his arms through it. "Which reminds me, have I watered you lately?"

"Have I watered you lately?" Thaddeus mocked softly. "Why let me think. It's been approximately five years since you invited Ana to come have a stay. In all that time you've watered me... Wait, it'll come to me. That's right, twice." 

Doc chuckled as he ran a finger over one of Thaddeus's shiny green leaves. "It's a good thing you're so low maintenance."

"Humph," Thaddeus snorted. "It's a good thing Rosa comes. That's the maid, if your addled brain will recall. If it wasn't for her I'd be dead. She, at least, waters me regularly. She's quite frightened to come into your bedroom, you know," he added slyly. "She believes you're a Tlahuelpuchi."

"Really? Now, how ever could she have gotten that idea?"

"I do get bored," Thaddeus grumped. "And I may have told her a fairytale or two."

"I hope you educated her, instead of feeding her prejudice," Doc said softly. "I once spent a very pleasant summer with a Tlahuelpuchi."

"But you're not an infant, are you, so you weren't in any danger of being drained dry," Thaddeus pointed out.

"That's just a myth," Doc said, stretching his neck. "Any type of blood will do."

"Oh, well, that's certainly less frightening!" Thaddeus snapped.

Doc shrugged and poured himself a glass of whiskey.  

"It took me two years to get Rosa to even talk to me," Thaddeus muttered. "She's extremely superstitious." He was quiet for a mere second before he added, "It's not easy living as a plant, you know. Especially when my only source of conversation decides to take a five-year, vampire-induced hiatus."

"My, you are grumpy." Doc poured himself another shot of whiskey, then tipped some into Thaddeus's pot. "Maybe some whiskey'll take the edge off."

"Goddamn it, Doc! You know I can't handle whiskey!"

Doc's eyes widened innocently. "You can't?"

"I don't know why I try. You're not worth it."

"That's what they all say. Are you going to tell me why you ruined my dream?"

"You told me to, you worthless wretch." Thaddeus's crisp words were starting to soften. "It's time. Señora Teodora."

"Oh." 

Doc blinked, and his plush hotel suite faded away, replaced with the memory of a different hotel room. Not as plush, not as clean, and filled with the scent of death. 

He was lying in the bed, staring at the cracked ceiling, coated in sticky sweat, sheets soaked from his constant perspiration. 

He hadn't planned to die this way, not like his mother had, drowning in her own blood in a filthy bed, slowly giving in to the consumption. He'd planned to go out in a blaze of glory. One card game too many. One card sleight too obvious. But he had the devil's own luck. Except in anything that mattered.

Another cough racked his broken frame, and he welcomed it. Welcomed death. Asked it to come, but it didn't. 

"Whiskey," he rasped. 

Kate shook her head, sorrow making her eyes huge. "Whiskey isn't good for you. You know that."

"I'm dying!" Doc spat. "What the hell do I care? Get me some goddamn whiskey!" 

She must have taken pity on him because she stood and left the room, hopefully in search of the best whiskey they had to offer. Not that he'd be paying for it. 

He rested his hand on the cool ivory handle of his six-shooter. It would be faster to just eat a bullet, but he rather liked his face and he didn't want to ruin it. No one would attend his funeral if his face was a bowl of mush. He laughed softly, trying not to trigger another coughing fit.  

The door opened, but it wasn't Kate returning with the whiskey; instead a rather old woman entered. She didn't particularly look old. Her face was lined, but not wrinkled, and her hair was thick with only a few streaks of grey. Her eyes were sharp as a hawk's, and he knew from experience her hands were strong enough to squeeze the life from a man's neck, not to mention his other parts. 

"Señora Teodora," he wheezed, "come to make sure I die?"

"No." She sat beside him and studied him with the eye of a woman used to death. "You haven't much longer." 

"I should expect not," he chuckled, gesturing towards a pile of bloody linens in the corner. "I can't imagine I have much blood left."

"You still do not take life seriously."

"Why would I?"

"I have forgiven you for seducing my granddaughter."

"Is that why you're here?" Doc laughed dryly. "To absolve me of my sins?" 

She spat contemptuously to the side, then said, "Do not speak to me like I am one of them. They destroyed my culture, my people, and if they knew what I was they would burn me and think nothing of it." 

"Then why are you here, Señora? I'm dying, and I'm afraid I don't have time for games."

"You've never had time for anything but games."

"True enough." 

"Do you regret it? Do you wish you'd done something else?"

"You mean marry like my brother did?" Doc retorted. "Have children, then die, leaving them grief stricken and fatherless? I'd rather relive my own life over and over and over again." 

Doc's heart clenched, thinking of Francisco. He hadn't been with him when he died, and he should have been. He didn't have many regrets, but that was one.

"If you lived past today, would you choose a different path?" she asked.

"No."

Doc blinked, returning to the present, and looked around his elegant suite with a grin. He was Doc Holliday. There was no other path. 

"Why can't you drink brandy?" Thaddeus slurred.   

Doc laughed heartily. "Because I'm a whiskey man, Thaddy. Always have been."

"I utterly despise you."

"Shall I lose you in my next game?"

"Only if you lose to a nubile young nudist."

"Male or female?"

Thaddeus made a strange noise which Doc assumed was a growl. Sometimes he wished Thaddeus at least had a face. It wasn't easy reading a plant's moods.  

"I'm back," Ana sang cheerfully as she sauntered into the bedroom. "Doc!" she exclaimed. "You're upright!"

"Yes. I'm afraid our staycation has come to an end." He kissed her fondly, grazing his hands over her slim form.

"But we were just starting to have fun," she pouted. "One more night?"

He pushed her away gently, stepping backwards so her fangs couldn't touch his skin. "A night with you, my dear, turns into a hundred."

She smiled widely, fangs glinting for a second before receding into her gums. "I will miss you," she said, licking her lips seductively. 

"It's never a goodbye, Ana," he said, yearning to sink into her arms for just another minute or two. He couldn't though. The time had come, and he needed to be clear headed, not drugged into lust and happy dreams by the lovely sedative she injected into his veins every time she was near him. 

"Go," he insisted. "Before I give into temptation." 

"Call me anytime," she murmured throatily, tracing her fingertips over the tattoo covering his naked chest before turning and leaving the room. 

"I'll miss her," Thaddeus muttered drunkenly. "Her hips were perfect."

"Indeed. But we have work to do," Doc said. 

"You have work to do. I'm taking a nap." 

"Sleep well, old boy," Doc whispered, pouring another bit of whiskey into the clay pot before throwing open his heavy brocade curtains and gazing out at the city beneath him. 

He hadn't been outside his suite in five years, but at a glance, not much had changed. Another building or two perhaps, but it still looked like Denver. Modern Denver, not Denver as he'd first seen it. That was an entirely different thing. He couldn't have imagined back then that Denver would ever turn into this sprawling, towering mammoth. 

He opened the window, letting the breeze brush over his chest. He hadn't been hiding so much as taking a break. Every now and then he needed a break to remind himself how much life there was left to live. 

There were more hands of cards to be played. There were more women to be thoroughly bedded. Hell, there's more whiskey to be drank, he thought as he took a sip and breathed deeply. 

If living forever meant he had to take a breather every now and then, it was a small price to pay. Thirty-six years just hadn't been enough. Now that he was heading towards two hundred, he could honestly say he'd lived. If Death came to collect him tomorrow, he might not even fight it. Well, not tomorrow. He had to take care of something first; then he wouldn't fight it. Maybe. He'd just have to see.  

Doc chuckled softly, amused at himself, and then indulged in a leisurely shower. After he'd dried, he studied his clothes and carefully picked out a white shirt, dark grey vest, and black trousers. As much as he'd enjoyed being naked for the last several years, it felt good to get dressed. 

He'd missed his knives more than anything. He strapped a small knife around his ankle and one around his thigh that he could access through his pants pocket. After he'd donned his shirt, he buckled his special knife harness across his chest. His vest hid it completely, but he had easy access to both knives, the one under his shoulder blade and the one in the center of his chest.

He buttoned his vest, enjoying the feel of the buttons between his fingers, rolled up his shirtsleeves, and slipped on his bracelets. He had five for each wrist, and each one was made of horse hair, or something more exotic, and held a stone meant to block psychic or magical attacks. 

He hadn't lounged around doing nothing the last hundred and fifty years. He'd acquired knowledge, he'd found friends, lost friends, and collected more than a few enemies. He'd honed his skills; he'd learned new skills; and he'd endeavored to understand the world in which he lived. Both worlds, the regular one and the Hidden one. 

But unfortunately, he still wasn't ready. For everything he knew, there were a hundred things he didn't. A hundred and fifty years, and he'd only scratched the surface. 

For the first time in decades, there was a very small part of him that was nervous. Señora Teodora had entrusted him with a task, and he was very much afraid he was going to fail. 
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