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Character List

Tessa Graves (norm): our main protagonist, lead detective of Graves, Graves, & Graves

Ollie Graves (norm): Tessa's aunt and total badass

Gisele Graves (norm): Tessa's grandma and author extraordinaire

Curtis Nash (troll): Tessa's friend and partner

Alex Baudelaire (witch): Virgil was working for before he died

Amos the Betrayer Amulet: an artifact that protects the wearer from body magic

Arthur Graves (norm): Virgil and Ollie's brother

Badri (elf): the Graves family's cook

BCA (organization): Bureau of Cryptid Affairs, no longer exists

Blackwater: prison that resides in the grey space; Curtis was inside it for 70 years

Bosch (norm): previous head of the BCA

Cadwel Wolves (wolf shapeshifters): previous client of Graves

Cecily (imp): helped Ollie retrieve her poisons in book 1

Dal (tiger shifter): Julian's best friend, dead

Della (witch): Mrs. Jury's adopted daughter; she sees true shadows

Doc Holliday (norm): an old family friend, hero of the Immortal Doc Holliday Series

Dulcis Hotel: Doc's home

Fernsby (witch): Denver's leading hypnotist

Floure LaRoche (Roma): Julian's mom

Frank (norm): former employee of Graves, Graves, and Graves

Hand of Redemption: an artifact that can only be wielded by one who is worthy

Iona: heroine in one of Gisele's books

Jarmen (boglet): supplies Ollie with her poisons

Julian LaRoche (Roma): sells information in the Hidden

Lloyd McQueen (ogre): business with much power inside the Hidden

Luc (witch): Alex Baudelaire sent after Tessa in book 4, she declined

Magistratus: Hidden police force

Magnus (Myhanava): the Graves family butler

Maude (witch): librarian helping Gisele

Mira (tiger shifter): Julian's best friend's wife

Mitcham (Zeniu): previous tetrarch of the Hidden; Doc book 2

Mr. Lexi (Menehune): puzzle box maker Tessa saved from the patron's control

Mr. Prescott (?): the deceased owner of Prescott Furniture Company

Mr. Treyman (?): Mr. Prescott's business manager

Mrs. Jury (witch): Thomas Jury's mother, head of the witches council

Mrs. Prescott (?): hired Tessa in book 4 to discover who was blackmailing her

Ms. Liddell: an alias Tessa used in book 4

Phillip Jury (witch): Thomas Jury's father; witch responsible for Curtis's imprisonment, dead

Pops (Roma): Julian LaRoche's father

Rishma (wood devil): bartender at the Strong Arm Tavern

Sagena Redgrove (Takaheni): Simon's sister, head of the Magistratus

Samit (tiger shifter): Mira and Dal's son

Selina LaRoche (norm): Julian's adopted sister

Silas Graves (norm): founded Graves, Graves, and Graves

Simon Redgrove (Takaheni): Hidden businessman, tetrarch of the Hidden

The Patron (witch): Aleister Graves, main client of Graves, Graves, & Graves

Thomas Jury (witch): friend of Doc's

Trish Owens (Worm): worked for the patron, Tessa killed in book 3

Virgil Graves (norm): Tessa's father, deceased

Weldon Graves (norm): Gisele's husband, deceased
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AND HE WALKED A CROOKED MILE

M.M. Crumley

To Truth

To the power of Belief

To being more

To pushing past the pain and the programming

To doing something, anything, to make the world a better place

To Tessa
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Prologue
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Aleister Graves reread the final line of Tessa's latest report. It was certainly more substantial than her previous reports had been, but it was still full of half-truths and lies.

With a heavy sigh, he tossed the report to the side. It fluttered towards the floor, then caught fire and burned so completely that there wasn't even any ash left to fall upon the boards.

He tapped his finger on his desk while he considered his options. He could easily kill her, but that would negate nearly thirty years of dedicated focus. Thirty years was a mere drop in the bucket, and he didn't mind that over much. The real trouble lay in the death of Graves, Graves, and Graves, Hunc Quaesitorem.

If he killed Tessa, Graves would also die, and that was unacceptable. He refused to waste another two hundred years building what he had already built once.

Virgil had never understood why Tessa was important. He had thought any child, a male child specifically, would be enough to carry on the Graves name. He didn't understand that it had to be blood. It always had to be blood.

There was always Olive Graves, but Aleister suspected it might be a little late to mold her to his will now. The one time he had suggested that Weldon bring her to one of their meetings, Weldon had said firmly, and in a tone that had brooked no argument, "Gisele gave you two boys; the girl is hers."

Aleister could have forced the issue, but Weldon was truly a good servant; and since he had already provided Aleister with two children, he had allowed Weldon's brief moment of disrespect. If he had only known how short the boys would fall.

He shook his head in disgust. Even with his blood in their veins, Virgil and Arthur combined hadn't been half the man Weldon had been. In fact, when she was functioning properly, Tessa put them both to shame as well.

And since they were both dead anyway, and Ollie was too old to fashion, Tessa would have to do for now.

Her rebellion wouldn't last long. He was getting close to the artifact known only as the Source, and once he had his hands on it, Tessa would finally bend to his will. She would finally stop fighting him. She would finally accept her duty and do as he told her.

It wouldn't be long, and he was nothing if not patient.

There was a soft, but certain knock on his study door.

"Enter," Aleister said.

The door swung open revealing a young boy. The child exhibited an excellent facade of confidence; but, to Aleister's satisfaction, beneath the facade, the boy was trembling with fear.

"I am going up to bed, Father," the boy said.

His diction was precise. Perfect even. And he spoke in Greek. No small task for a child of six.

"Very well, Aaren," Aleister replied.

The boy made a carefully measured nod, backed away from the doorway, and closed the door.

Aleister returned his attention to his desk. He didn't need Tessa for much longer, just long enough to establish Aaren as her successor. It had taken him nearly seven hundred years to do it, but he had finally fathered a witch.

Tessa was just a bit of chaff along the way, and he would not hesitate to discard her once she was no longer needed. Just as he had discarded the other children with no part in his plan. Just as he would eventually discard Olive. He would allow for no loose ends, and any child who carried his blood was by definition a loose end.

He had learned to be careful over the years. When dealing with witches, it amused him to be careful.

He could still smell the stew of humanity that had surrounded him as a child, but even though he had been born to a lowly whore in a filthy London street, it had not taken him long to realize that he was nothing like everyone else. He was not one of the masses. He was different. Special.

For years he had thought he was the only one, but then he had seen them. The Jury family.

The paper near Aleister's hand caught on fire, but he paid it little heed.

He loathed the Jurys. With their pure blood and their special rules and their rituals. He was better than all of them, and he had proved it by controlling everything they held dear. They thought they controlled the Hidden, but they were wrong. He controlled the Hidden. He controlled them.

They had rejected him, but now they came to him, begging for favors. If only they knew.

A burst of fresh heat waved out from the fireplace.

For over two hundred years, he had held the Jurys in the palm of his hand, and as long as Tessa didn't do anything stupid, he would continue to manipulate and control them.

The mere idea of Tessa doing something stupid made him seethe with rage. She was his. She belonged to him. She should have no thought inside her head except pleasing him.

He calmed himself by burning one of the birds in the aviary across from him and reminded himself that Tessa wouldn't fight him for much longer. The artifact would grant him ultimate control of her mind; and then all he had to do was wait just a while longer, just until Aaren was old enough to take his rightful place as the head of Graves, Graves, and Graves.

What was time to him? Nothing.


Chapter 1
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"This makes no sense," Tessa Graves said wearily as she dropped her head onto the Strong Arm Tavern's bar top. "We have a name for the patron, we have a face, and we even know who he's masquerading as. How is it that we still can't find him?"

"I think it would be a mistake to assume he's stupid," Curtis rumbled.

"He is stupid!" Tessa snapped. "Just not as fucking stupid as I want him to be!"

"Whiskey?" Curtis offered.

"Yes," Tessa sighed. "The whole goddamn bottle."

She heard Curtis slide the bottle towards her, and she grabbed it before lifting her head just enough to guzzle some down.

She was beginning to worry.

For one moment, she had felt so triumphant. She'd had him. Name, face, occupation. What more did she need? She was Tessa Graves, premier investigator. She always found her man, always. Always solved her cases, always.

She took another drink.

"We'll find him," Curtis assured her.

"Yeah," Tessa murmured. "Sure we will."

The pain in her head was vibrating with such intensity that she could hardly stand to lower it back down, but she did anyway. This was her thinking pose, head on wood. She never failed to come up with a good idea when she was in this position.

"Do you remember when the Cadwel wolves attacked you here?" Curtis asked good-naturedly.

Tessa rolled her eyes, even though they were closed, and said, "No."

"It wasn't that long ago," Curtis teased.

"Feels like years," she muttered.

And it did. She could barely remember those old almost pain-free days. Or a time before Curtis.

"I can still see the horror on your face the first time I changed," he said, humor coloring his tone.

Since Curtis obviously wasn't going to let her sulk, Tessa sighed, sat up, and took a drink.

"I take it you don't have an aversion to Julian's thing?" Curtis asked with a chuckle.

Heat flooded Tessa's cheeks, and she pinched her thigh in an attempt to redirect it, but it didn't work.

"I don't… I mean… It's not… Shit," she muttered before draining the bottle and gesturing for Rishma to get her another one.  

With a rather wide and self-satisfied grin, Rishma headed her way. When he reached her, he pulled out a bottle from under the counter and held it out in front of her.

Tessa reached for it, but stopped herself.

"What's that?" she snapped.

"Troll whiskey," Rishma replied with a smirk.

"And why does it have that label?" Tessa demanded.

"It's a new line. And if you'll pose for the poster, you can have a cut of the profits," Rishma said hopefully. "It's already very popular. Even the toffs are buying it."

"What the hell's a toff?" Tessa growled.

"You know, someone who thinks they're better than they really are," Rishma stated.

"So the Graves family," Tessa grumbled. "I'm not drinking that shit."

"It's classy," Rishma insisted. "Open Graves Troll Whiskey, the drink of Tessa Graves, top investigator of the Hidden."

"That is way too long of a name," Tessa spat. "And I didn't give you permission to use my name anyway."

Rishma laughed and said, "So sue me."

Tessa snatched the bottle from his hand and snarled, "This one's on the house."

"Pose for the poster, and they'll all be on the house," Rishma replied.

"I'm not doing a goddamn poster! I'm working!"

"Are you now?" Rishma snorted. "I hadn't noticed."

A spike of pain jetted through Tessa's head at his words, but she just stuck out her tongue at him and said, "Business meeting, so shove off!"

"Maybe we should pack it in for the day," Curtis suggested once Rishma was out of hearing.

"We can't!" Tessa snapped, frustration filling her. "We haven't actually done anything."

And they hadn't. Everything was a dead end. Everything.

After Tessa had figured out exactly who the patron was, she, Ollie, and Curtis had gone to Philadelphia and combed through the Graves house there. They had found nothing.

The address on file for the senator the patron was masquerading as was a dead end. So Ollie had hatched a plan to grab the patron when he left Congress one day, but it turned out that the senate was on its annual August break.

They couldn't wait until the Senate was back in session either. Tessa had to find the patron, and she had to find him now. There was simply no way she could continue to lie to him for very much longer in her reports.

At least that was the excuse she had given Ollie when Ollie had suggested they wait. The truth was that Tessa's head hurt more and more every single day; and she was afraid if she waited too long, her grape would just pop, and the patron would get away.

She had come to terms with dying if it meant taking the patron with her to hell, or wherever it was dead people went; but the idea of dying before he did was simply not acceptable.

"I can do this," she muttered. "I just have to be smarter."

They were dealing with a witch though. He was at least two hundred and fifty years old, maybe older. She was only thirty-three, and her mind hadn't been her own most of her life. How could she possibly hope to outwit him?

"You're going to win," Curtis said softly as he laid his large hand on her back. "You're fighting for something, but he's fighting for nothing."

"I'm not sure how much the home-field advantage comes into play here," Tessa sighed.

She glared at the bottle of whiskey with her name on it, hating everything about it; but since she was in pain, she gave in and took a large drink. The whiskey left a trail of fire down her throat and spread out to her body, momentarily burning away her pain.

"That's actually pretty good," she stated. "Little different."

"The… um… hair has a profound effect," Curtis muttered.

"As an investigator, I find that fascinating," Tessa replied. "But as a human being who is currently imbuing said whiskey, I find it repulsive, and I wish you would never bring it up again."

Curtis's laugh rumbled down the bar, and Tessa was happy to hear it. If Curtis was still laughing, things couldn't be all that bad.

"Gisele said she has a job for us," Tessa said before she took another drink.

"Are you certain you want to split your focus?"

Tessa shrugged and said, "We're not getting anywhere with the patron so we may as well help someone else while we try to figure out what the hell to do next. I need to check something out first, but I should be home in time for dinner."

"You don't want my company?"

"Nah, I'm just following up on something."

Tessa drained the entire bottle, slammed it down onto the counter, and called out, "Rishma! That's some damn good whiskey; set up the poster."

"You got it, lady!" Rishma hollered back, grinning widely.

She didn't particularly care for the idea of her name on a whiskey bottle, but if she died, Rishma would make a mint selling her name and face to everyone who wanted the chance to say, "Did you hear about Tessa Graves? They say…"

They would drink her whiskey and say a hundred things, and none of them would be accurate; but Tessa would be dead, so she wouldn't care. And the more rumors there were, the more money Rishma would make; and for some reason, probably because it would have annoyed Virgil, the idea of Rishma making money from her name, her face, or her death, amused her.

"I'll see you at home," Tessa said as she softly bumped Curtis's shoulder with her fist.

With that she left the tavern and headed towards the interconnecting doorway.

She was drawing more attention from the Hidden residents than she had used to. Apparently things such as killing the Cadwel wolves and locating the tetrarch's long-lost father weren't the type of things that went unnoticed.

She rather regretted her change in status because it meant that she could no longer observe without being observed, but since there wasn't anything she could do about it, she just ignored all the people who looked her way as she passed.

She was still a Graves, after all.

She didn't like being lumped in with Virgil and all the others, but remembering where she came from helped her keep her focus. She was the daughter of Virgil Graves and the progeny of Aleister Graves.

Or as Tessa knew him, the patron. Witch and founder of Graves, Graves, and Graves, Hunc Quaesitorem. The man who had tortured and compulsed her for the last twenty years. The man who had forced her to fit his image. The man who was going to die by her hand.

The burst of pain that tore through her head at that thought was so intense that she couldn't swallow the startled gasp that came with it.

She didn't care how much it hurt though. She hated him, and she was going to continue hating him until he was dead.

She let out a hiss of breath and said, "I'm working a case. A really high-profile case. I'm doing my job, and I love Virgil."

That last one was a lie, but she said it with conviction; and the part of her mind that belonged to the patron believed her. She sighed in relief when the pain backed off slightly, but she knew if she didn't keep her mind focused on work, the pain would start right back up so she forced herself to think about her current case.

Mr. Prescott's untimely death didn't really qualify as work since she wasn't being paid for it, but it was still a case that needed to be solved.

Virgil would have said she was wasting her time; he would have said, "It was an accident, plain and simple."

And he was probably right. There was a slight chance that Mr. Prescott had been standing beneath a piece of furniture at the exact moment that the strap holding it in place had broken. And there was a slight chance that the couch had fallen in such a way that its leg had somehow pierced Mr. Prescott's heart, killing him instantly. She could accept one; she could accept the other, but she could not accept them both.

She could still hear Virgil saying, "You cannot base an investigation on gut, Tessa!"

He had said it with mild irritation; he had often spoken to her with that tone; she had just never realized it.

When she had asked why not, he had lectured her on the mind and reasoning. He had explained why base emotions such as instinct and gut had no place in detective work.

"We are looking for facts," Virgil had stated. "We do not care about emotions; we do not care about whys; we do not care about assumptions or suppositions. We only care about facts."

Virgil had been wrong. Even then she had known he was wrong. She had just forgotten.

She had forgotten that whys mattered. That clothing mattered. That emotions mattered. Emotions and whys may not change the facts, but they certainly made it easier to discover the facts. And gut level instinct was imperative to survival. If she just looked at the supposed facts, she would already be dead. Gut instinct was the only thing that had saved her with the Cadwels and Trish Owens.

"Screw Virgil," she muttered. "He was a lousy investigator."

That was not true, but she liked saying it, no matter how much she paid for it.

"Working a case, working a case," she repeated until she could finally see straight again.

She knew that she had to stop thumbing her nose at them. It made her feel more in control to criticize them, but it wasn't doing her head any favors. She was in so much pain at this point that she wasn't sure how much further she could push things before the inevitable mushing of her mind occurred.

Despair tried to wiggle its way into her thoughts, but she pushed it away.

"I'm working a case," she said softly. "And I have plenty of time."

After all, belief was an elevator. She just had to keep believing.

She had just reached the Prescott Furniture Company storefront; and she focused on it as intently as she could, investigator mind filing away all the little details for later.

The Prescott Furniture Company was inside the eight hundred block which made sense because they sold furniture to the upper echelon. What didn't make sense was that in addition to the furniture showroom, the building also included the furniture workshop. Mr. Prescott had clearly known the right people, otherwise the workshop would have been located in the three or four hundred block.

"Assumption!" Virgil snapped.

"Shut up!" she snapped back.

He wasn't wrong though. It was an assumption. A rather careless one, based on nothing.

"It's not based on nothing," Tessa ground out.

There was not a single other workshop within the eight hundred block. There were shops and boutiques. There was a small understated market with overpriced food. There were restaurants. There was a theater and an assembly room. The access to the House of Banshee was even here. All haunts of the rich. And then there was Prescott Furniture.

She wasn't wrong. It was out of place, but that didn't mean it had anything to do with Mr. Prescott's death.

Tessa set her jaw against the unrelenting pain, straightened her back, and walked inside the store. She had only been inside for a few seconds when a pretty young nix approached her and said, "Welcome to Prescott's. How may I help you today?"

"I'd like to speak with Mr. Treyman; is he in?"

"Certainly, miss. May I tell him who's asking?"

"Tessa Graves."

The woman's face shifted instantly from friendly to afraid, and she stuttered, "I'll go get him right away."

"Thank you," Tessa stated.

The woman flinched and practically ran towards the back of the building.

Tessa rolled her eyes. The Graves name on its own was usually enough to command respect, but her name was beginning to inflict fear, and she wasn't sure what she thought of that. Even worse, she was afraid that she kind of liked it, and she wondered if that was the Virgil in her.

She didn't have to wait long before Mr. Treyman came rushing towards her, his face full of concern.

"Ms. Graves!" he exclaimed. "I'm so sorry to have kept you wait…" He trailed off as he got a good look at her and murmured, "Ms. Liddell?"

"I'm sorry for my previous deception, Mr. Treyman," Tessa said. "I'm here to talk about Mr. Prescott's death."

"Oh," Mr. Treyman said, confusion deepening. "Why?"

"Were you here when he died?"

"No."

"Was anyone here?"

"Not that I know of. I came in to open the store one morning and found dear Mr. Prescott in the backroom. He was already… cold when I found him," he murmured.

"What did you do next?"

Mr. Treyman glanced around before saying, "Could we continue this discussion in the back?"

"Certainly."

Tessa followed him through the showroom into the workroom, where he immediately began to pace.

"I came in," he said. "I found Mr. Prescott, and I sent for the Magistratus. Wasn't that the right thing to do?"

"Of course," Tessa assured him. "And they came?"

"Yes, two officers. They looked around, interviewed some employees, and declared it an accident. Wasn't it?"

"Was it?" Tessa asked.

"My god, I don't know!" Mr. Treyman exclaimed. "I'm not an officer; I'm hardly qualified to say."

"But you are a furniture maker," Tessa pointed out. "And you are more than qualified to say if the version of events was likely to play out. According to the report, Mr. Prescott was inspecting a piece of furniture from beneath when the strap gave way, the couch fell, and the leg impaled him, killing him instantly."

"Oh," Mr. Treyman said, eyebrows furrowing with confusion. "Is that really what the report says?"

"Yes."

She didn't know how Julian had gotten the report, but that was the cause of death listed in it.

"But that… We don't… We don't hoist the furniture," Mr. Treyman muttered. "That would be… Why would we do that?"

"To inspect it from beneath?" Tessa suggested.

"No. That would be quite silly. We inspect each section as it's made, and then we look at the final product, but there's no need to inspect it from beneath. Are you quite certain that's what the report read?"

Tessa raised an eyebrow.

"Of course you're certain," Mr. Treyman stammered. "I didn't mean to suggest… You would know, of course. I'm so sorry."

Tessa fought the urge to grin. She knew Curtis wouldn't approve of her methods, but people were certainly less likely to lie to her when they thought she was capable of destroying their lives. Which she was.  

"And furthermore, even if we did hoist it," Mr. Treyman continued, "that particular settee was from the Mona Lisa line. All curves, no spikes. I could see it knocking him down, but impaling him? I don't know. That seems very farfetched."

"As I said," Tessa stated, "you are certainly the most qualified to say whether or not such a bizarre accident was likely to occur."

"Are you suggesting he was murdered?" Mr. Treyman asked incredulously.

"What do you think?" Tessa retorted. "You saw the body. Was he impaled?"

"I don't suppose I really looked," Mr. Treyman murmured. "I saw him on the floor. The couch was on top of him. I…"

He trailed off, and she could tell that he was caught up in remembrance.

"Now that I think about it," he said slowly. "I did try to move the couch off of him, but it seemed to be stuck, so I checked his pulse instead. He was dead, as I said, and that's when I sent for the Magistratus."

"How could the couch have gotten on top of him?" Tessa prodded.

"It couldn't have," Mr. Treyman said. "I suppose he must have been murdered, mustn't he?"

"I suppose so," Tessa agreed.

"But who would have wanted to kill him?"

"You tell me."

"I don't know."

"Were you having trouble with anyone else in the business district?" Tessa asked.

"No. Or if we were, he didn't say," he hastened to add.

"Is all of his correspondence in his home office?"

"I should think so," Mr. Treyman said. "You will solve this, won't you? That is what you do, isn't it?"

Tessa smiled grimly and said, "Yes. And yes."

She might be having trouble with the patron, but she could surely figure out who killed Mr. Prescott. And if she couldn't, she didn't deserve her title anyway.


Chapter 2
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Gisele stopped herself from wringing her hands, but it was a trial to do so. If the girls ever discovered what she was doing, there would be hell to pay. It wasn't that they didn't understand how politics worked; they just didn't care, and they both hated to pander. Gisele knew better. 

"This is a little clandestine," Tetrarch Simon Redgrove muttered as he settled himself on the bench beside her. "And slightly pointless since I'm easily recognizable. Especially if you consider Nick," he added with a sigh, gesturing towards his hovering bodyguard.

"Yes, but if you had used the sunglasses I sent you," Gisele chastised.

Simon laughed and said, "No one wears sunglasses in the Hidden, Gisele. You know that. Furthermore, there's no reason why you couldn't have come to my office."

Gisele sighed heavily and said, "I swear that since you've become the tetrarch you've lost all sense of romance and intrigue."

"This is romantic?" Simon asked with a grin.

"I just wanted to meet someone clandestinely," Gisele muttered. She could feel her bottom lip trying to pout, and she pulled it back in. After all, he was right. It was rather silly. Especially since he wasn't using the newspaper to hide his face as she had instructed.

"As much as I enjoy your company, I assume there is a reason why I'm here?" Simon asked, tone still full of humor.

This was where things got extraordinarily tricky. She needed to protect Tessa, but she also had a duty to the Hidden at large which was not something Tessa or Ollie seemed to grasp.

She knew that Tessa would do her best not to hurt anyone, but she also knew that killing a powerful witch, especially one as connected as the patron, was bound to have a ripple effect.

"We've identified the Graves, Graves, and Graves' patron," Gisele said carefully.

"I'm not going to like this, am I?"

"It really just depends," she said, infusing her voice with cheer. It sounded false, even to her. "He is a witch, as we said. Not one of the elite though."

"That's good," Simon stated.

"Yes. Yes, it is," Gisele murmured.

"Ah, there is a but. Stop dithering, Gisele."

"It's just that… As it happens… I thought you should know that he is masquerading as a United States Senator," Gisele finally managed to say.

"Please tell me I misheard you."

"You misheard me?"

"Gisele," he growled.

"We'll obviously take great care to cover our tracks; and since we're not part of the Hidden, even if we were discovered, nothing would lead back to you or the Hidden. I'm sure senators are killed all of the time. It probably won't even make the front page."

Simon made a sound of disgust before saying, "May I know his name?"

"Shane Hundley, one of the Pennsylvania senators."

"I see."

Simon's tone spoke volumes, and Gisele cast a curious glance his way.

"I've told you something," she said rather slowly. "Is there something you would like to tell me?"

"All I have to say is make damn sure it can't be traced back to the Hidden."

His words were flat, and the fact that he had gone so far as to say damn meant that he was actually quite aggravated. Even as a hard-up young man, Simon had always been a flawless gentleman.

"Thank you for the heads up," Simon said more gently. He paused, then added, "Rumor has it that Tessa is quite brilliant. If I sent something over, do you think she would be able to break the code?"

"Likely," Gisele replied carefully.

"I'll send over a courier later today," he said pointedly. "I have another job for her as well. I'll include the details. It's always a pleasure," he said as he stood. "Next time, come by the office."

Gisele frowned at his retreating figure, irritated at how things had gone. He was making it impossible to hide their meeting from Tessa and Ollie, and that meant she was going to have to hurry home and write a really steamy scene before Simon's package arrived. It was the only way to ensure that Tessa didn't kill her.

Ollie stared across the table and growled softly. The ogre facing her growled back.

"Place your bets!" Jarmen yelled.

Ollie vaguely heard voices yammering back and forth, but she didn't bother listening. She was too busy staring down her opponent.

"I'm gonna crush you, girlie," the ogre snarled.

"That's what they all say!" Ollie spat back.

"I'll paint my face with your blood."

"I'm gonna make a necklace from your teeth," she retorted with a wide smirk.

The ogre snarled, and when he leaned towards her, a puff of putrid air blasted her in the face.

"Or not," she said, leaning backwards. "Don't you brush?"

"Brushing is for humans," he growled.

"They actually make ogre toothbrushes now," Ollie stated.

"Really? I didn't know that," he replied with interest.

Jarmen elbowed her in the side, and Ollie narrowed her eyes and spat, "The Worms feast tonight."

"On you!" the ogre retorted.

"Listen up!" Jarmen yelled. "The infamous Ollie Swan is challenging the undefeated champion Boris Brutalis!"

"Boris! Boris! Boris!" the crowd began to chant.

Ollie didn't mind. She was used to people underestimating her. She took a quick glance at her watch and guessed that she would win within a minute and a half.

"This is an aboveboard match!" Jarmen yelled. "There will be no cheating. Take hands!"

Boris slammed his elbow down onto the table so hard that it shook the table and one of the legs cracked. He grinned a wide, rotten-toothed grin and opened his hand. Ollie returned his smile before reaching out and gripping his large hand with her own. Someone shoved a block of wood under Ollie's elbow so that Boris didn't have to lean forward, and Jarmen put his hand on top of theirs.

"On the count of three!" he yelled. "One, two, three!"

Boris immediately started shoving at Ollie's hand, and she let him have an inch before she locked her arm and tightened up her muscles.

Her strategy was always the same. She just held her position while her much larger opponents exhausted themselves trying to shove down her arm; and when they were weakened, she went in for the kill. In all the years she had been arm wrestling, her strategy had never once failed.

Boris grunted as he doubled his effort. With a smirk, Ollie held her position.

"Table! Table!" the crowd yelled.

They didn't understand why it was taking Boris so long to table her because they didn't realize that Boris couldn't table her.

Boris growled angrily and tripled his effort; but sweat was already running down his brow, and Ollie knew that he wasn't going to last much longer.

She mentally channeled more strength into her arm and held strong, not pushing back at all, just holding her own.

People were yelling all around them. Some of them were ordering Boris to stop messing around and finish her; others were yelling things like "she's just a girl!", and there were a few imps shouting "Ollie, Ollie!" at the top of their lungs.

Ollie ignored them all, focusing her attention on Boris's arm. Given the amount of sweat running down his face and the sharp breaths he was heaving, it wouldn't be long now.

He suddenly took a deep breath; and as he did, he released the pressure, giving Ollie the brief window of opportunity she had been waiting for. She immediately drove her hand forward, taking his with it, and slammed them both down onto the table top.

"OLLIE!!!" the imps cheered.

"NO!!!" others wailed.

Ollie quickly checked her watch, just to make sure she had finished him in her window; and when she saw that she had, she stood, nodded politely towards Boris, and said, "Good match."

She was grinning with satisfaction when she grabbed a bottle of vodka from a nearby waiter and headed towards the backroom. She had promised Curtis that she wouldn't fight, but he hadn't said a damn thing about arm wrestling.

When she reached the backroom, she sat at one of the worktables and started working her way through the bottle of vodka. She had come here to talk to Jarmen, but he wouldn't be joining her until he had finished collecting his winnings.

She had emptied the bottle by the time he arrived.

"That was a profitable match," Jarmen cackled as he settled himself on his high stool in front of his work bench.

This wasn't Jarmen's real workshop. He only did innocuous mixes here. Things to keep the rodents away or mixtures to help your plants grow.

His real workshop, the one where he mixed the poisons, was inside of a crypt in a different part of New Orleans. It wasn't part of the Hidden per se, but since he didn't enter it from aboveground, he was never in any danger of being noticed.

Boglets weren't as easy to ignore as some of the other cryptids. As a species, they were rather short and spindly, but what would have really garnered attention if they went out in the norm world was the yellow lichen-like hair that hung from their grey-skinned bodies.

"Only a handful of imps bet on you," Jarmen went on. "No one thought you could beat Boris." He snorted and added, "It's amazing how fast they forget. Remember when you broke the table with that one cyclops's arm? What was his name?"

"Tobias," Ollie offered.

"That was it," Jarmen chuckled. "You destroyed him! He went home in tears and didn't show his face in public again. Last I heard, he moved to Texas via the underground."

"It was just an arm wrestling contest," Ollie said dismissively. "They shouldn't take it so seriously."

"Now, now," Jarmen said easily. "You know that's not what it is."

She did know. Men, regardless of species and especially big men, hated to be beaten by a girl. Little did they know that she found it equally offensive to be beaten by a man. Fortunately, she had never yet met a man whom she couldn't best.

"As much as I enjoy our little get-togethers," Jarmen said, "why are you here? I already sent you what I had."

"You didn't send me any five-seconders," Ollie pointed out. "Surely you have some five-seconders."

"Surely I don't," Jarmen retorted. "I sent you the five-minuters and the one hour poison. That's all I got."

"I need the five-seconders."

"The other two are just as effective," Jarmen said firmly.

"Yes," Ollie admitted. "But not on a witch."

"Oh," he murmured, leaning back and shaking his head. "You're swimming in deep waters now. You know it's against the law to kill witches."

"It's not if it's in self-defense," Ollie countered. "And anyway, no one seems to mind when Doc Holliday does it."

"He's Doc Holliday," Jarmen stated, tone making it clear that he thought she was a bit baked in the head. "Everyone knows what would happen if they tried to take him before the court. Furthermore, nobody remembers that dusty old law, but they might if YOU start going around killing witches."

"Just one witch," Ollie corrected.

"Still; can't help you. My supplier hasn't come through. Something about cows in the marshes. Who knows what goes on in the wilds? Give me the mold and stink of New Orleans any day."

"I need the five-seconders," Ollie insisted.

"I can't help you," Jarmen repeated.

Ollie snarled, and Jarmen rolled his eyes before saying, "How long have we worked together?"

"Twenty years."

"And how many times have I lied to you?"

"At least a hundred."

"Yeah, but those weren't important. Have I ever lied to you when it was important?"

"How would I know?"

"The answer is that I haven't. When you come into town and arm wrestle the current champ, I triple my year's income. I have a vested interest in keeping you alive. Of all people, I want you to have a five-seconder if you're going up against a witch; although I feel I should warn you, age does make a difference."

"Age?"

"The older they are, the more likely it is that the poison won't work on them."

"Why?"

"Too much magic to body ratio," he said offhandedly.

Ollie raised an eyebrow.

Jarmen sighed and said, "Let me rephrase, if they are old and powerful, poisons are less likely to work. Younger witches, regardless of how powerful they are, are simply more susceptible to poisons and the like. Not a widely known fact, but still a fact."

Ollie made a snort of disgust. She didn't know how old the patron was. She didn't know how powerful he was. All she knew was that she was going to kill him. With or without the goddamn poison; she would find a way.


Chapter 3
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Tessa knew she was pushing it. If she was late for dinner, Gisele would pout. And if Gisele was pouting, she wouldn't read to them, and if Gisele didn't read to them because Tessa was late for dinner, everyone would be mad at her.

Which was ridiculous because Tessa owned the house everyone was sleeping in, and she was pretty sure it was her money that paid the servants, her money that bought the food, and her ability to detect that brought in the money, however little that was. She should be the one in charge. Her name was first on the sign. Curtis's was second. Gisele came last. Gisele was not in charge. But it sure as hell seemed like she was.

Tessa suppressed a sigh as she ran up the steps toward Maryellen Prescott's front door. She was going to be late; and everyone was going to be mad at her; and when they were, she would just remind them whose name was first on the sign.

She pounded on Mrs. Prescott's door, not in the mood to wait around all day; and when the butler opened it, she said briskly, "Tessa Graves. I need to speak to Mrs. Prescott."

He blanched, and she rolled her eyes. It was a little ridiculous how much people seemed to fear her. She hadn't even done anything. Much.

By comparison, Doc had killed loads more people and in much more public fashions. It was a little unfair that no one ever blanched in his presence. But this wasn't about Doc; it was about Mr. Prescott. And his untimely death. By murder.

After the butler had gestured for her to enter, he quickly hurried away; and she stood in the entryway, tapping her foot while she waited for his return. She was not good at waiting; it made her irritable. And although the butler returned fairly quickly, Tessa greeted him with an irritated glare.

He paled a little more and said hurriedly, "I'm so sorry to have kept you waiting! Mrs. Prescott will see you now."

Tessa followed him to the parlor; and when she saw Mrs. Prescott, Tessa gave her a sharp nod and said, "I'd like to look through your husband's business papers."

"Whatever for?" Mrs. Prescott asked, dainty hands fluttering. "I paid your bill, and my case is closed."

"This isn't about that," Tessa replied. "Your husband was murdered, and I'd like to know who did it."

The moment the words left her mouth, Tessa knew she had bungled. Tact was not her strong suit, but the pain was making her even sloppier than usual.

"Murdered?!" Mrs. Prescott gasped. "No! The Magistratus said it was an accident!" After her horrified declaration, Mrs. Prescott's eyes rolled up into her head, and she slumped into a delicate faint.

With an irritated hiss, Tessa walked over to the inert woman and fanned her face.

"Mrs. Prescott," she said firmly. "Wake up."

Nothing.

Tessa kept fanning. She had no idea what to do with an unconscious woman, and she suddenly wished that she had brought Gisele along to handle Mrs. Prescott.

If she had brought Gisele though, what would she have done? Tessa searched her mental archives, but the only thing she came up with was a book Gisele had written where the heroine's mother had always needed smelling salts.

"Butler!" Tessa yelled.

A moment later the butler rushed into the room, issuing an exclamation of dismay when he saw Mrs. Prescott.

"What did you do?" he demanded, earlier fear now gone.

"Nothing!" Tessa snapped. "She fainted."

"Oh dear," the butler murmured as he pulled a small bottle from his pocket, unstoppered it, and waved it beneath Mrs. Prescott's nose.

Mrs. Prescott moaned.

"Perhaps you should leave," the butler said pointedly.

"No," Tessa replied.

Mrs. Prescott's eyes fluttered open, and she immediately made a noise of distress.

"Mrs. Prescott!" the butler cried out. "What can I do?"

"Tea, Ames. I need tea," Mrs. Prescott said weakly. "Now leave us," she added.

Ames cast Tessa a dark look, but he quickly left the room.

It took Mrs. Prescott a moment to compose herself, but once she had, she looked at Tessa and said, "Are you quite certain?"

"Yes," Tessa replied.

"I trust you," Mrs. Prescott stated. "You may go through his papers, but please don't say anything to anyone else until you've found proof."

"Mr. Treyman and I spoke earlier," Tessa said. "He already knows."

"That's quite all right," Mrs. Prescott said. "Mr. Treyman is such a dear. I can't imagine how he's handling this. Perhaps I ought to send him a note."

"I'm sorry I caused you distress," Tessa said.

"I suppose it was better to just come right out and say it," Mrs. Prescott said bravely. "But I can hardly imagine why anyone would want to kill him."

"Were you and Mr. Prescott already married when he built his workshop?" Tessa asked.

"No."

"Do you happen to know how he managed to include the workshop with the showroom?"

"No. What does his workshop have to do with anything?"

"Maybe nothing," Tessa replied. "Again, I'm sorry I upset you. I'll just go look through his office."

"Yes, please; and let me know what you find."

"I will," Tessa said.

She nodded and left the room before she could say anything else to distress the woman. She was not good with people; she knew that, but she especially wasn't good with dainty women or grieving women or slutty women or really just women in general. She didn't know why. Men just didn't seem as bothered by her abrupt nature.

She pushed open Mr. Prescott's study door and stepped inside the room. The first thing she noted was that he had not been organized. At all. There were papers on every surface, and even some on the floor.

Tessa sighed with irritation. It was going to take her all evening to sort through everything. And then she would be late. And then Curtis would be mad at her.

She pulled her phone from her pocket and quickly dialed Julian's number.

"Miss me already?" he asked when he answered.

"Not really," Tessa stated. "In fact, I'm still mad at you for telling Gisele that I like Highland novels best. You know that's not true."

"I could hardly tell her that I like Highland novels the best," Julian laughed.

"I know how you can make it up to me," Tessa said.

"I'm at your command."

"Come over to Mrs. Prescott's house and help me sort through her husband's papers."

"Just couldn't let that go, could you?" he grumbled.

"He was murdered!" Tessa exclaimed. "Why would I let that go?"

"Because you don't know him, and nobody hired you to look into it! Furthermore, he's already dead; it doesn't really matter anymore."

"It matters to Mrs. Prescott," Tessa retorted. "If someone murdered Pops, I'm sure you wouldn't care one bit."

"That was low," Julian stated.

"I can manage my own time," Tessa said. "And I wish everyone would stop trying to manage it for me."

"It just doesn't seem that important right now," Julian argued. "You can look into it after you find the patron."

"It is important. And don't be stupid. Get your ass over here or you can find someplace else to sleep tonight."

"You know you can't sleep without me," he shot back.

"I can. I just have to sleep in the Hidden with Curtis."

"With Curtis!" he sputtered.

"Curtis," Tessa stated. And then she disconnected.

She had no doubt that Julian would show up. She knew he was mad at her, but she couldn't find the patron any faster, and she needed to work.

Furthermore, Mr. Prescott's life had been stolen from him, and Mrs. Prescott's husband had been stolen from her. Maybe nobody else cared, but Tessa did. She had had enough stolen from her to sympathize, and if Julian had been thinking straight, he would have understood that.

It was the same with Ollie, Curtis, and Gisele. They kept trying to manage her, kept trying to tell her what she could handle; and it was driving her nuts. She had been doing well enough without them all for the last twenty years; she was fully capable of knowing what she could and couldn't handle.

She pushed her irritated thoughts to the side, cleared a table, and started sorting Mr. Prescott's papers into piles.

She was about halfway finished sorting when Julian walked into the room.

He paused just inside the doorway, sighed, and said, "I'm sorry."

Tessa lifted an eyebrow.

"I get it," he added. "This is what you do. Nobody else is gonna do it, and it needs done."

"That was a very pretty apology," Tessa said.

"I thought so," he replied with a wide grin. "Don't like this though," he added, gesturing at the mess of papers. "You would think that a furniture maker would know what a filing cabinet was."

Tessa fought back her grin and said, "I'm organizing by outgoing invoices, incoming invoices, furniture designs, business correspondence, private correspondence, and miscellaneous."

"Sounds delightful. Permission to kiss you first?"

Tessa wrinkled her nose and said, "Then you'll be too distracted to work."

"I won't," he insisted. "I promise. In fact, I'll be even more focused."

"One kiss now," she said. "One kiss when we're done."

"Deal!"

He strode across the room and halted just in front of her.

"I'm sorry," he whispered.

"I know."

"You're beautiful," he said as he cupped her jaw and trailed his thumb over her lips. "I like the way you purse your lips when you're aggravated. It's a look that inspires fear in most people, but honestly, it just turns me on."

"Is there anything that doesn't turn you on?" Tessa laughed.

"Not about you," he replied.

He feathered his lips lightly across hers, not demanding, not taking, merely tasting; and then he pulled away and said, "That should keep me going."

He kissed her nose lightly and affectionately before turning to examine Mr. Prescott's desk.

"What a mess," he muttered.

Tessa smiled as she watched him pick up a stack of papers and rifle through them.

She was going to miss him. Or not. Maybe she wouldn't even know the difference. Doc had said that death wasn't real, but he was still alive, so what did he know?

Maybe she could haunt them. It would certainly be amusing to move things around in the house just to annoy Magnus.

Not that she wanted to die, but she felt it was inevitable. Even if she survived the fight with the patron, his compulsion would still be in her mind, twisting it. She was pushing through it now because she had to. She had to kill the patron. And once he was gone, she wasn't certain she could face the pain everyday. Not even for Julian.

"Hey! I'm working!" Julian suddenly exclaimed. "What are you doing?!"

She grinned at him, trying to memorize the adorable look on his face, and then she returned her focus to the task at hand.

After Tessa and Julian had organized all the papers, they began the arduous task of reading through them.

"What exactly are we looking for?" Julian asked as he set another paper onto his finished pile.

"Anything that might explain why someone would want Mr. Prescott dead," Tessa replied. "I'm especially curious about the location of his workshop."

"What about it?"

"It's in the eight hundred block."

"Oh," Julian murmured. "I see what you mean."

They both fell silent, and Tessa scanned paper after paper, ignoring terms such as bas relief and ebonising, and looking for things that might suggest anger or frustration.  

The fact that they were going to be late for dinner was a nagging pain in Tessa's head, but she kept negating it by muttering, "Working a case; dinner is not important."

Working trumped being late every single time, but the mantra only lasted so long before the pain continued to needle at her, like a drill boring into the side of her skull.

"Are you okay?" Julian asked softly.

"Yeah," she murmured, annoyed that her pain was so obvious.

"We could finish this later," he offered.

"I've already ruined Mrs. Prescott's day," Tessa said. "May as well just finish it up."

"You expect to solve the case in one sitting?" Julian asked.

"Why not?"

He made an odd hum, and she recognized it as his you-really-turn-me-on hum.

"Save it," she ordered.

"It's saved," he laughed. "I have to tell you, I'm learning a lot about furniture."

She chuckled softly before finishing the letter in front of her. She didn't know what she was looking for; she never did, but she knew she would know it when she saw it. Hopefully, Julian would too because she had absolutely no desire to go through his pile as well. He was looking at the invoices though, and they were the least likely to contain anything of interest.

She continued to chisel away at her pile, and after discarding several letters, she paused halfway through the letter she was currently reading and started over.

"Interesting," she said after a moment.

"What's interesting?"

"Nothing," she murmured.

She would need to talk to Mr. Treyman again before she was certain, but she was pretty sure she had just discovered the motive. She hadn't met Mr. Prescott, but she had met Mr. Treyman, and he seemed like a bit of a pushover. Let him make his furniture, and she was pretty sure he would agree to anything.

She folded the letter and put it in her pocket before continuing to read the remaining correspondence.

Her phone beeped when she was almost finished, and she pulled it out to check it.

"Will you be home soon?" Gisele had texted. "Curtis is lonely."

Gisele hadn't said the word late, but it had been implied, and Tessa's head reacted.

"Working a case," she whispered as she texted Gisele back and said, "No. I'm finishing up a case. We'll talk in the morning after I go see Jury."

"That's too bad," Gisele replied. "I wrote an absolutely amazing scene this afternoon."

"Read it to Curtis," Tessa said.

She put away her phone and reread the letter she had been in the middle of when Gisele texted. After she had finished it, she folded it and put it in her pocket with the other one. She was almost certain enough to walk away, but since she didn't want to have to come back, she would finish up the correspondence first.

"Gisele just texted me," Julian said.

"Tell her we're busy," Tessa replied.

"She wants to know if you've eaten."

"No," Tessa said. "But you can tell her I ate an entire Lutin roll."

Eating made her nauseous, and not eating made her nauseous. The only things that didn't make her nauseous were whiskey and Badri's soup.

In fact, she would kill for some whiskey right now. She cast a longing glance at Mr. Prescott's well-stocked liquor cabinet.

"Unprofessional," she heard Virgil chiding.

She sighed, knowing that the pain of disobeying Virgil would negate the numbing effects of the liquor.

"High profile case. I've solved it too," Tessa added, trying to push aside the gnawing pain in her head. "The patron's report is going to be exciting tonight."

She quickly flipped through the remainder of the correspondence, but didn't find anything else of notice. After a moment's evaluation, she pushed the furniture designs to one side and started reading through the miscellaneous pile.

"That's just ridiculous!" Julian suddenly exclaimed.

"What?"

"You wouldn't believe what he's paying for wood. Pops could get him wood for nearly half that."

"I thought Pops dealt in charms, relics, artifacts, and stuff like that," Tessa replied.

"Pops can get anything," Julian snorted. "If he wants to."

Tessa managed to make a mental note of that before continuing to read.

"Is this the boring side of detective work?" Julian asked.

"No," Tessa replied, tone sharp.

"Are you certain?"

"Yes."

"It's a little mind numbing," he insisted.

"No, sitting in an attic for hours on end without moving is mind numbing. This is entertaining," Tessa snapped. "I already solved the case, and I could have hardly done that without these boring papers."

"You solved it?"

"Yes."

"Then why are we still here?" he demanded.

"In case I missed something."

"You didn't," he insisted.

"You don't know that," Tessa stated. "Keep looking."

She wasn't really paying him all that much attention, but she heard him hum again, and she smiled slightly. He really did seem to like her for who she was. Mean, grumpy, pushy, and rude.

She finished the miscellaneous pile and quickly scanned the room, looking for anything she might have missed. There was an old, well-worn Rolodex on Mr. Prescott's desk, and she walked over to examine it, hoping he had been a little more organized with his contact information than he had been with his paperwork.

She flipped through it, noting Mr. Treyman's home address, as well as, the address for one Mr. Dysart.

"We can go now," Tessa said.

"I'm not done."

"It's fine," Tessa replied.

"But you said—"

"You can stay if you want," Tessa stated. "I'm going."

Julian rolled his eyes, but he dropped the papers he was holding and jogged over to open the study door for her.

"Thanks," she muttered as she walked through.

"No, thank you. It's always a pleasure to watch you leave a room," he replied.

"I think you need to cut back on Gisele's romances."

"Absolutely not," Julian stated. "The way she shapes the characters is just amazing."

"And you don't care at all about all the sexy bits?"

"That's just the filler," Julian said carelessly.

"So you won't mind if I ask Gisele to skip the love scenes from now on?"

"Sometimes I swear you hate me," Julian muttered as he held the front door open for her. "We both know I'm addicted. They say that bog powder is the most addictive substance on earth, but I know better. It's Gisele's books."

"I cannot believe I'm sleeping with you," Tessa muttered, trying not to laugh.

"You're doing a lot more than sleeping with me," Julian said, waggling his eyebrows.

"Shut up," Tessa laughed. "You can come with me, but only if you keep your mouth shut."

He winked at her and pretended to zip his lips.

She rolled her eyes and started walking towards the connecting doorway. Mr. Treyman was not an elite. He was just the manager for an elite furniture company. As such, he lived in the six hundred block.

Julian took her hand as they walked, but they didn't talk. It seemed incredible to her that they had already developed a balance. They didn't always talk. They didn't always have sex. They didn't always joke around. Sometimes Julian just held her at night. Sometimes they talked about Mira and Dal and Samit. Sometimes they talked about Gisele, Ollie, and Curtis.

Julian never pushed her to talk, and he never pushed her to eat anymore. He simply stayed by her side whenever he could, helping to ease the pain that was now almost constant.

She thought that maybe the pain had worsened because she knew she was actively trying to find the patron, and she was certain she had been ordered never to look for him.

She was breaking every rule inside of her head, and she knew it. She was never supposed to see him, but she had. She was never supposed to know his name, but she did. And she was certainly never supposed to look for him, but she was. She was looking. She was looking, and she would find him. She knew she would. She just had to figure out how.

She rubbed the side of her temple and muttered, "High profile case."

Julian dropped her hand and reached up to rub her neck. His fingers really were very talented because every time he touched her, she simply forgot that she hurt.

She wanted to turn to him and let him soothe her, but she had set out to finish this case, and that was exactly what she was going to do.

It didn't take long to reach Mr. Treyman's house, and he cracked open his door after the second time Tessa pounded on it.

"Oh, Ms. Graves," he murmured. "I'm so sorry, I didn't realize—"

"Have you been approached by a man named Mr. Dysart?" Tessa cut in.

"Why, yes."

"What did he want?"

"He wanted to share the workshop space."

"And what did you tell him?"

"Well, at first I said no. After all, it's a little tight in there anyway, and we're not able to expand the workshop portion, just the showroom. But he was very convincing."

"Convincing how?" Tessa demanded.

Mr. Treyman shuffled his feet and said, "Well, you know."

"I really don't, Mr. Treyman. Enlighten me."

Mr. Treyman cleared his throat, but then he said very softly, "He threatened to bring Prescott Furniture up in front of the Guild of Businesses. We grease the wheel, you understand; but if the Guild was put on the spot, they would be forced to close the workshop."

"So you told Mr. Dysart that he could share the space?"

"I didn't have a choice."

"That's what I thought," Tessa said as she turned away from him. "Thank you," she added offhandedly.

Just one more stop, and she would have her murderer. Check that, two stops.

"That was hot," Julian said when they reached the street once more.

"Just wait," Tessa promised.

"Any hotter than that, and we're going to need to find a closet," he joked.

"I am not Iona," Tessa retorted. "I do not do closets."

"I'll wear you down."

"You will not."

"Where to now?"

"The Magistratus."

"Why?"

"I thought I might do that thing everyone always wants me to do," Tessa said.

"Have sex in a closet?"

"No," she laughed. "You know, suck up to people in positions of power."

"Really?" he said, tone incredulous.

"Sure."

"This I have to see," he muttered.

She didn't know why it was so hard to believe. She understood the basic premise. Instead of making Sagena Redgrove and all of her officers look like apes with clipboards, she was going to offer Sagena a chance to redeem herself. That was the exact definition of sucking up. 

When they reached the Magistratus office, Tessa strode past the main desk right into the captain's office. Sagena wasn't there, but Tessa knew she would be in a few minutes. She had Sagena's schedule memorized, and Sagena was very predictable.

Tessa sat behind Sagena's desk and propped her boots on top of it. Julian leaned against one of the walls and watched her with a raised eyebrow.

"This is you sucking up?" he asked.

"Sure," she shrugged.

"Interesting technique."

One minute later, Sagena returned to her office, growling when she saw Tessa.

"What the hell are you doing here?" she spat. "And get out of my chair!"

"I came to do you a favor," Tessa replied easily.

"A favor!" Sagena snarled. "I could do without your favors."

"You made it hard on me, not the other way around," Tessa said. "But I suppose if you don't want my favor, there's really nothing I can do."

She started to stand, but Sagena snapped, "Oh fine, what is it?"

"I'm not going to just give it to you," Tessa said. "You have to do this my way."

"Fine," Sagena ground out as she sat across from Tessa. "But it better be worth my time."

"I think compared to the alternative, you'll be glad you listened to me," Tessa said. "I'm about to solve a case. One that your office has already closed the book on."

"What case?" Sagena demanded.

"Terms first. I get the credit, but I will say that you hired me to look into it if you would like me to do so."

"Why would I want that?"

"So you can maintain your… Oh, what's that word? Oh right, credibility."

Sagena's upper lip curled back, and Tessa grinned widely, thoroughly enjoying Sagena's irritation.

"Fine," Sagena ground out. "I hired you. What case?"

"The murder of Mr. Prescott."

"His death was an accident," Sagena retorted.

"His cause of death is listed as an accident," Tessa agreed. "And if I recall correctly, which I do, your officers stated that Mr. Prescott was examining a piece of furniture from beneath when the hoist broke, and the couch fell, impaling him."

"Yes?" Sagena prompted.

"The thing is, I talked to Mr. Treyman, Mr. Prescott's business associate, today; and he said they don't hoist the furniture. Ever. He also said that the Mona Lisa design is all curves. In his professional opinion, such an accident had exactly zero percent chance of occurring."

"Why didn't he say something at the time?" Sagena inquired furiously.

"No one asked him, and he never knew the official cause of death."

"So what are you suggesting?"

"I'm suggesting that the two officers who worked the case are either complete and total morons or that someone paid them off to call it an accident."

Sagena snarled slightly, but she said, "I will have them investigated."

"Would you like to go with me to arrest the murderer?" Tessa offered.

"Obviously," Sagena retorted. "Since you have absolutely no authority to arrest anyone."

"You should probably thank me for not turning all this information over to the Hidden Gazette," Tessa prodded.

Sagena bared her teeth, but she did say very softly, "Thank you for coming directly to me."

"You're welcome," Tessa replied with a wide grin.

"Are you going to tell me whom we're arresting?"

"No," Tessa stated. "I don't trust you that much. You'll see when you see."

"You better not be wrong about this."

"I'm never wrong," Tessa replied evenly. "Ever."

It only took Sagena a few minutes to round up a couple of officers, and then everyone followed Tessa as she walked leisurely to Mr. Dysart's house. She really hoped he was home, because otherwise, she would have given away her information for nothing.

She was sure this wasn't the proper way to do things, but she had never been on this end of the investigation before. If Virgil had been alive, she would have given him her findings and let him handle the rest; and it was only just occurring to her that he had probably never handled anything the way it should have been handled.

She had tracked down more than a few murderers over the years, and she had always assumed that Virgil had handed them over to the Magistratus, but now she wasn't so sure. Maybe he had blackmailed them instead. If she survived the patron, she was going to have to go back through all of her old cases to make sure that nobody was still upright who shouldn't be.

As she approached Mr. Dysart's door, she felt a little like one of Gisele's ridiculous characters. It wasn't like her to do a big reveal, but in this case, she felt it was called for.

She paused just outside the door and took a deep breath. The anticipation of closing her case was pushing away the pain, and she let herself enjoy the nearly pain-free moment before pounding on the door.

A pleasant-looking brownie woman opened it, and Tessa immediately said, "I'm Tessa Graves. Is Mr. Dysart in?"

For once, there was no reaction to her name. The woman just blinked and said, "He is. Would you like to come in?"

"Yes."

"All of you?" the woman asked worriedly.

"The officers will stay outside," Sagena stated.

"Very well," the woman said. "Let me just show you to the living room."

Tessa, Sagena, and Julian followed the woman down a short wide hallway and into a cozy living room.

"Thomas, dear," the woman said, "these people are here to see you."

Tessa briefly regretted what she was about to do, but then she thought of Mrs. Prescott. There were no winners here, but she wasn't about to let Mr. Dysart walk free. He was a greedy, selfish asshole who had murdered someone else to achieve his goal. She was sorry that Mrs. Dysart was going to suffer for it, but it was what it was.

"Good evening?" Mr. Dysart said hesitantly as he stood to greet them.

"Not for long," Tessa said frankly. "You own a shoe business, isn't that right, Mr. Dysart?"

"Yes."

"The shop is located in the eight hundred block not far from here."

"Yes."

"But your workshop is located in the lower three hundred. You can't move it because of the tanning agents you use. Chemical workshops aren't allowed past the three hundred block. But you found a loophole. Not that you needed one. It takes only about ten minutes to traverse from here to there, but that was ten minutes too much, I suppose."

"What are you going on about?" Mr. Dysart demanded.

"You wanted your workshop to be closer. More efficient, more shoes, more, more, more. And so you approached Mr. Prescott and asked to share his space. After all, he has the only workshop within the eight hundred block. He was already breaking the rules, why would he care about the tanning agents? He didn't care about the agents, but he wasn't interested in sharing his space, which he told you several times, even after you threatened to go to the Business Guild. Mr. Prescott wasn't scared of the business guild; his brother is the chairman."

Mr. Dysart was beginning look nervous, and Mrs. Dysart was wringing her hands and muttering, "Oh, Thomas, what have you done?"

"Mr. Prescott wouldn't bend," Tessa went on, knowing she was just making it up as she went. "So you decided to get him out of the way, and one morning you followed him when he went to his workshop. You murdered him there and attempted to make it look like an accident; but unfortunately, your lack of knowledge regarding the furniture business rather did you in."

"Lies!" Mr. Dysart stuttered. "All lies!"

"Oh, so you didn't approach Mr. Treyman soon after Mr. Prescott died and once again push to share the space?"

"No, it wasn't like that—"

"You didn't threaten him with the Business Guild?"

"He offered me the space!"

"That's not how I heard it," Tessa stated. "In any case, I know it was you. You left behind a piece of evidence."

"I did not!" he shouted.

Tessa grinned.

"I didn't mean it that way," he said hurriedly. "I didn't leave anything behind because I didn't do it! I didn't do anything. It was an accident. The couch fell on him!"

A brief thrill of triumph ran through Tessa. She had him now.

"That wasn't really common knowledge though, was it?" Tessa said with a shrug. "Sagena, I'll let you handle it from here."

Tessa handed Sagena the notes she had collected from Mr. Prescott's office and turned to leave, but paused beside Mrs. Dysart and whispered, "I'm sorry."

And she truly was. She had never seen someone's face pale when they learned that their loved one had done something monstrous. She had never been the one to shatter the lie of someone's life, and she found she didn't like it.

Once she and Julian were out on the street once more, he took her hand and towed her into a dark alley.

"First off," he whispered as he laid his cheek against hers. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine," she lied.

"She's better off knowing," he said.

"Is she? She seemed happy."

"Can anyone really be happy in a lie?"

"I don't know," she whispered.

"Permission to distract you?" he asked.

"Please."

"That was the hottest thing I've ever seen in my life. Ten times hotter than when you pulled your gun on me. When you basically told Sagena Redgrove to lick the dirt off your boots, I had to hold myself back. You're not scared of anything," he said, voice laced with awe. "Not even the Head of the Magistratus!"

Sagena was nothing. After all, it wasn't as if she could climb inside Tessa's mind and rewrite it.

"And it took you, what?" Julian went on. "All of five hours to solve a murder case that had already been written off as an accident. God, woman, you are simply incredible."

He punctuated his words by kissing her deeply, and the mere touch of his lips chased away her sorrow and her pain. It was just him and her now.

Needing to feel all of him, Tessa stepped backward, bringing him with her, until she felt the rough wall of the alley pressing into her back.  

Julian's lips stopped moving over hers for just a moment, and he whispered, "Me tut kamav."

She knew now what that meant, what he was saying, but every time she tried to respond in kind, her throat closed down. She let her body speak for her instead by pulling him tightly against her and pressing her body into his.

Heat built between them as they kissed each other hungrily, their bodies saying all of the things they didn't dare say to each other.

She moved her hands to his chest, reveling in the rapid beat of his heart under her palm. He didn't care about her name; he didn't care about the things she had been part of; he didn't care that she was rude; in fact, he liked it. He liked her. Tessa. And she loved him for it.


Chapter 4
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Tessa was not entirely surprised to find Gisele and Curtis in the sitting room when she and Julian finally returned home.

"Ah," Gisele stated as she studied Tessa with a knowing grin. "I know what you two have been doing."

"Working?" Tessa offered.

"If you say so," Gisele chuckled.

"I solved a case today," Tessa stated. "What did you do?"

"Fashioned the most perfect romance of all time," Gisele sighed. "It's a work of art."

"You can't read it," Tessa said as she plopped onto the couch and closed her eyes. "Ollie's not here."

"She hardly minds, dear."

Tessa didn't respond, but she did open her eyes again when a whiff of whiskey reached her nose.

"Soup," Badri said cheerfully as he placed a tray of food on the couch beside her.

It worried her to see that Badri had included not only a glass of whiskey, but also the entire bottle. Maybe she wasn't doing quite as good a job of hiding the pain as she had thought she was.

"And for you, steak," Badri said, handing Julian a plate full of meat and various sides.

The smell alone made Tessa want to hurl, but Julian seemed to know that because he said "thank you", then scooted down the couch a little ways before digging in.

"Eat all your soup," Badri ordered.

Tessa stuck out her tongue at him, but took the bowl and started sipping, mentally ordering her list of tasks as she did. She needed to send the patron a report, and she would do that as soon as she was done eating. She glanced up at the clock. It was far too early to go to bed, especially since she hadn't gotten much done today, so instead she would listen to Gisele's case first, then write her report, and then hope it was late enough to fall into bed.

"Are you listening?" Gisele demanded sharply.

"Sorry," Tessa muttered. "What?"

"I asked if you would like me to read to you."

"Sure, but skip the racy parts," Tessa said as seriously as she could manage. "Julian doesn't like them."

Julian started choking, and he sputtered something along the lines of, "That's not true!"

But he hardly needed to bother because Gisele announced airily, "We will read it as it is meant to be read, racy bits and all."

Tessa hid her grin and winked at Curtis when she found him watching her. He winked back.

"I took great care in writing this one," Gisele said pointedly.

Tessa's detective mind suddenly started working, and it didn't like what it found.

"How bad is it?" she asked.

"What, dear?"

"Whatever it is you're trying to soften me up for."

"I've no idea what you mean," Gisele said woundedly.

"Tell me now."

"I'd rather tell you afterwards."

Tessa glared at her. Gisele smiled innocently, eyes wide and sincere.

"Tell me now or else I won't enjoy it," Tessa stated.

"Now, dear—"

"My name is first on the sign!" Tessa snapped.

"Fine," Gisele sighed. "I have three cases for you."

"Three?"

"Yes. I met with a client earlier today, and I received a letter from another client."

Tessa waited.

"As for the letter, there is a gentleman who has lost a dear heirloom, and he would like your assistance in finding it. I'm sure it will be an easy case for you, dear. You're so good at finding things. I left the letter on your desk."

She stopped there and began to fiddle with her rings.

"And the other?" Tessa demanded.

"The other?"

"The other case?"

"There are two."

"Gisele!"

"Oh, fine," Gisele grumbled. "I met with Simon Redgrove earlier today."

"The tetrarch?" Tessa demanded. "Why?"

"I promised to keep him in the loop. He and I have a history, you see."

"Oh, gross!" Tessa exclaimed.

"Not like that, dear," Gisele chastised. "Just a business relationship. Nothing more. Although I was more than willing."

"Yuck!"

"You need to broaden your mind," Gisele declared. "The Graves have always been so uptight; but look, even Ollie's dating a troll. There's nothing strange about it."

Julian cleared his throat.

"Sorry, Julian dear. I didn't mean that the way it sounded. I'm sure Tessa's perfectly happy with your performance. I just think that if someone has the opportunity to make love to a Takaheni, they should hardly turn it down."

"Grandma!" Tessa yelped. "The case!"

"Of course. I was getting there, but you keep interrupting me."

Tessa swallowed her retort and gestured for Gisele to continue.

"As I said, I met with Simon."

Tessa would yell at her later for keeping secrets; right now she was too tired to yell.

"You may or may not know this," Gisele went on, "but he's having a bit of trouble with the witches. They expected one of theirs to become the next tetrarch; but, well, you know the story. Anyway, so I told him, because I felt it was necessary, that we are looking for the patron, that he's a witch, and that he's also a U.S. senator."

Tessa reconsidered her position on yelling, but before she could commit, Gisele rushed on.

"I felt there was something he wished to tell me, but instead of doing so, he said he would send over something in code for you to look at, as well as, instructions for another case. His packet arrived just a bit ago. I have it here, but I haven't opened it yet."

"So I'm working for the tetrarch," Tessa stated. "Again."

"Yes."

"I'd rather work for Mrs. Jury," Tessa grumbled. "Give me the packet."

Gisele stood and handed Tessa a thick envelope. Tessa downed her entire glass of whiskey before cutting the seal with her pocket knife and pulling out the papers inside.

There was a folded piece of paper addressed to Gisele, and Tessa tossed it to her before opening the letter addressed to Ms. Tessa Graves. She quickly read through it, hissing with irritation when she was done.

She still didn't know what the tetrarch wanted; the letter had been full of greetings, acknowledgements of her ability, and subtle threats. She preferred to get straight to the point, but she understood that politicians simply didn't have that privilege.

She tossed the letter to Curtis and opened the next envelope. There were several papers, all of them in some sort of code, and a short note saying, "I trust this code will be child's play for someone of your skill. Consider it a thank you for finding my father."

Tessa hummed softly as she examined the first page.

"Tessa," Gisele said.

"Yes?"

"Could you do that in a bit? What is the job?"

With regret, Tessa put down the papers and opened the final envelope. The note was brief and to the point.

This is not common knowledge, but there is a vault within the Magistratus headquarters that contains a number of artifacts, relics, and other items that have been confiscated over the years. I am currently working to repeal the artifact seizure law so that many of these items can be returned to their owners or their descendants. However, an inventory was taken, and many of the items are missing.

I would appreciate it if you would look into the matter. I have sent a note to Sagena giving you full access to the Magistratus headquarters and the vault itself. She will assist you in any way that you require. 

Tessa smiled slightly. This was turning out to be a pretty good day after all. She had solved a case, and she had managed to rub Sagena's nose in it. But the icing on the cake was the tetrarch ordering Sagena to work with her. Any day she could annoy Sagena Redgrove was a good damn day.

"You're smiling," Gisele stated. "Good news?"

"Just a case," Tessa said. "Curtis will like this one. The tetrarch is working to repeal the seizure of artifacts law."

"Good," Curtis stated.

"He's missing some artifacts, and he wants us to find them." Tessa shrugged carelessly and added, "I'm sure we'll figure it out."

"I'm sure," Curtis agreed.

"Gisele, I'm only mildly annoyed at you," Tessa said. "You really should have told us that you have a relationship with the tetrarch. We might have all breathed easier if we had known."

"He's the tetrarch, dear," Gisele replied. "Although I'm sure he would've done his best to help us, he's still bound to uphold the laws of the Hidden."

Tessa swallowed a snort. She had a suspicion that Simon Redgrove was actually a pretty good leader, but what was the point of being tetrarch if you couldn't do what was right at the time without being hampered by laws?

It was hard to say which was worse. A leader who ignored the laws completely unless the laws benefitted him or a leader who tried to follow and uphold the laws regardless of how much sense the laws actually made. But as long as they stayed out of her way, it didn't much matter to her who was in charge.

She tore the cork from her whiskey bottle and took a long drink, ignoring Gisele's hiss of disgust. It was a waste of time to pour the whiskey out into a glass. And honestly, she didn't have any time to waste.

Gisele watched as Tessa nearly drained the entire bottle of whiskey in one drink. She wanted to chastise her for foregoing her manners completely, but she didn't want to add to Tessa's distress. The poor girl was in pain. She was handling it well, certainly better than Gisele could have, but it was starting to show.

There were tiny lines around Tessa's eyes and mouth that hadn't been there a few weeks ago, and she held herself stiffly, like she was under some sort of constant attack.

Gisele didn't fully understand how the patron's magic was affecting Tessa like it was, and her heart ached to watch her, but there was nothing she could do to help ease Tessa's pain. The only thing she could do was keep looking for clues that might actually lead them to the patron.

When Tessa put the whiskey bottle back onto the tray, Gisele was relieved to see that some of the tension in her face had dissipated. She knew it wouldn't last long, but at least whiskey was still providing Tessa with momentary relief.

Tessa looked at her and lifted an inquiring eyebrow.

"I'm reading," Gisele stated. "I was just waiting until you were done. After all, I require complete and total attention."

"You have it," Tessa said mockingly.

"Good," Gisele retorted.

She cleared her throat.

Julian placed his empty food tray to the side, slid back over beside Tessa, and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. Tessa leaned into him and closed her eyes.

Julian bent his head and softly kissed Tessa's hair, and when he raised his head, Gisele met his eyes, breath catching when she saw the bleakness contained in them. She hadn't wanted to believe it, but all of her fears were confirmed in the utter devastation she saw there. His were the eyes of a man who knew he was about to lose something exceedingly precious to him.

Julian blinked, and all the emotion she had just witnessed was suddenly gone, replaced with his normal cynical humor. She forced herself to smile at him before turning her attention to the pages in her hands.

She had to blink a few times to clear her eyes, but then she cleared her throat once more and began to read.

With an irritated grunt, Bronagh pulled the curry comb down Velvet Lightning's flank. Velvet shifted slightly. He could feel her frustration; he always could.

Bronagh angrily swiped a tear from her eye. Crying wasn't going to help. After all, crying would hardly change her into a man. Nothing could, and her father had finally reached the age that it mattered.

"A partner," she hissed, pain filling her.

Until last month, she had been his partner. They trained the horses together; they named them together; they raced them together. She could hardly believe that he was cutting her out.

"You'll still get an inheritance, Bronagh, my love," he had said only this morning. "But I've got to have a male partner. You know how the nobles are. They won't do business with a woman, and then you really wouldn't have an inheritance."

She couldn't believe that she was going to lose everything that was dear to her simply because she wore a dress most of the time. She could easily pass as a man. She had done it a multitude of times. In fact, she was doing it right now.

"Boy!" someone suddenly called out.

Bronagh stiffened. Everyone in the stables knew better than to call her "boy". That meant… It was him. The horse thief.

Swallowing a growl, she turned slightly and cast a glance his way. He was standing just outside the doorway, and the noonday sun was shining down on his face with such vigor that Bronagh could hardly see his nose, let alone the rest of his face.

"Boy!" he repeated. "I've a horse that needs grooming."

Bronagh bit her lip and swallowed the retort she had been about to make. Instead, she rolled her shoulders forward and shuffled out into the yard, nearly gasping when she got her first good look at him.

He was absolutely gorgeous. Too gorgeous. A thief shouldn't look so good, and she hated him instantly.

Flynn raised an eyebrow as he stared down at the gaping stable boy. He had been going to handle his horse himself, but he had seen the boy working over one of the thoroughbreds and figured he could handle it.

It was possible he had been wrong. After all, the boy looked a bit on the delicate side to be a stable boy. Maybe he only combed them.

"Fetch someone to take care of my horse," Flynn ordered.

"I'll do it, sir," the boy muttered.

"I doubt if you could even reach the saddle," Flynn snorted.

Fire flashed in the boy's eyes, and he stood up a little straighter and spat, "I'm plenty tall enough."

Flynn raised an eyebrow, both annoyed and confused by the boy's reaction.

"Sir," the boy added, tone rife with disrespect.

Flynn was apparently going to have to have a chat with Baron MacConin about his stable boys.

"What's your name, boy?"

There was the slightest bit of hesitation before the boy replied, "Brady."

"Well, Brady, you may want to consider remembering who you work for, otherwise you might end up on the wrong end of a switch."

Brady's eyes narrowed, but then he grinned widely, and the pure beauty of it had Flynn stepping backwards. A boy shouldn't be in possession of a smile like that. It was so bright that it lit up the day, and the chuckle that followed it was dusky, not juvenile.

A wave of confusion filled Flynn, and he snarled gruffly "handle the horse, boy" before turning on his heel and stomping towards the house.

Bronagh watched the horse thief rush away, feeling a grim satisfaction. She didn't know what she had done to vex him, but she was going to continue to do it.

"Bronagh!"

She turned with a grimace and tried to smile innocently at Faolán, the stable master.

"What have you done?" he demanded.

"Nothing yet," she shrugged.

"You can't be playing games with a man like that."

"I don't see why not," Bronagh stated. "Now if you'll excuse me, I've got to see to his horse."

"Let one of the boys do it," Faolán insisted.

"Oh, no," Bronagh muttered. "That just wouldn't do. You can tell a lot about a man by his horse. For instance, he's letting a daft stable boy take care of his. That's one mark against him."

"Bronagh," Faolán chastised. "I know you're hurting—"

"It's not fair!" she nearly screamed. "It's not!"

He limped towards her, and she knew he would try to offer comfort if he got any closer.

"I can't leave the horse waiting," she said quickly before turning from him and running over to the hitching post.  

As she took care of the thief's horse, one thing became quite clear. Whatever issues she might have with him, Flynn Heany had good taste in horses, and he took satisfactory care of them. Letting someone else touch it, especially someone who acted as strangely as she had, was still a mark against him. And he was a thief. And far too good-looking for anyone to bear. She definitely loathed him.

Gisele paused here. She had written quite a bit more already, but Tessa was drifting off to sleep, and although she was happy to see her resting, she was not happy to see Tessa resting during one of her readings.

She cleared her throat, and Tessa jerked upright.

"What?" Tessa exclaimed.

"You fell asleep, dear."

"Did I?" Tessa asked, cheeks turning bright red. "I'm so sorry, Gisele. It was wonderful, really; I'm just a little tired."

"It's quite alright," Gisele said airily. "Why don't you go on up to bed?"

"Yeah," Tessa said with a yawn. "I'll do that."

She stood, and Julian stood with her, following after her as if he didn't want to let her from his sight. And why would he?

Gisele watched them go, irritation filling her. She knew Tessa wasn't going to go up to bed like she should. She was going to go to her office and write her daily report, and then she was going to decode Simon's message. The girl was pushing too hard.

"You liked the book, didn't you?" she asked Curtis.

"It's going to be one of your best," he assured her. "But I do not understand how he could not tell that she was a she?"

"Ah, well back in those days, women didn't wear pants. So if they dressed as a man, everyone just assumed they were a man," Gisele explained.

"That's very strange. I recognize Ollie in both pants and a dress."

Gisele chuckled lightly and said, "You'll just have to trust me. It's not so different now; people still see what they think they're seeing. It just so happens to no longer apply to pants on a woman."

"I see," Curtis murmured. "It was very well done. I like it."

"Thank you," she replied, preening just a little.

She wouldn't deny that it was nice to have such a devoted listener.

"I'm going out," he said. "Tell Tessa I'll meet up with her at the Strong Arm tomorrow as usual."    

"Do be careful," Gisele replied.

"Always," he murmured as he stood.

He left the room without another word, and Gisele fought the urge to worry. Ollie was gone; Curtis was leaving; and Tessa was working when she should be in bed. Gisele wanted to keep them all tucked in the house where they were safe, but she knew life didn't really work that way.

She tapped her fingers lightly on her manuscript. Whenever they were gone, the walls seemed to close in, and she hated it.

"I'm lonely," she whispered, knowing he would hear her. He always did. They had certainly had their disagreements over the years, but her evening sherry with Magnus was just about the only thing keeping her sane.

He knew just as many secrets as she did, and he hid them just as well. They were a couple of sad old birds with little left to offer. 

It was only a moment before Magnus slipped into the room, just as silent as a shadow. Without a word, he handed her a glass of sherry, and she took it gratefully.

"I hate seeing her in pain," she said softly.

"As do I," Magnus stated.

"I wish it was me," Gisele said.

She wasn't being dramatic either. She had lived. She had gone places and seen things. She had sat on a mountain slope while free trolls welcomed the full moon. She had ridden across an Asian steppe on the back of a unicorn. She had visited a tribe of boglets in the deep of the Amazon. She had lived. But what had Tessa done? She had worked. Endlessly.

Gisele brushed a tear from her eye and said plaintively, "It's really not fair."

"So little about life is," Magnus replied.

They sipped their sherry in silence for a while, but finally Magnus said, "I finished the Western."

"And?"

"They all died in the end."

"I did tell you they did."

"They didn't seem to mind," he added.

"Some people don't," she shrugged.

"Would you read to me?" he asked. "The story is always so much richer when you're reading it."

She ducked her head, feeling foolish for the blush that spread across her cheeks. She read to him nearly every night now, and she enjoyed doing it. He never interrupted her, and although he rarely said anything, when he did say something, it was layered with respect.

"Shall I finish The Duke's Rage?" she asked.

"I would like that."

Gisele smiled slightly as she reached for the tattered novel and opened it to the page where they had left off. She cast him a bright smile, and then she started to read.


Chapter 5

[image: ]

With a muffled sigh, Tessa collapsed into her office chair. For a brief second, she considered dropping her head onto the desk, but she was afraid the impact would hurt more than normal, so instead she opened her desk drawer and sighed with relief when she saw the bottle of whiskey waiting for her.

"I love Badri," she murmured.

"I swear he's a mind reader," Julian stated.

"There's no such thing," Tessa retorted, hoping she was right.

She hated the idea of a mind reader. Compulsion and body magic were more than enough, and she was beginning to understand why they had burned supposed witches at the stake. It was hard to trust someone who had so much power at their fingertips. Especially when you didn't.  

After taking a couple of drinks, Tessa pulled out a fresh sheaf of paper and quickly wrote up her report, relieved that she only had to lie a few times. After all, Mr. Prescott's murder would be common knowledge before dawn.

"Shit," she muttered as she reread it.

"What?"

"I just realized that I should have sent Mrs. Prescott a note. I don't want her finding out from the morning edition of the Hidden Gazette."

"Write it up, and I'll run it to her," Julian offered.

Tessa glanced at the tetrarch's packet, then back at Julian.

"You wouldn't mind?" she asked.

"Will it help you?"

"Yes."

"Then I'm happy to do it," he shrugged. "You'll owe me though."

She raised an eyebrow.

"I want to play out at least one of the Highland scenes," he said with a leer.

"No!" she laughed.

"Just one," he pleaded.

"It just doesn't make sense," Tessa hedged. "I mean, you'd have to wear a kilt for it to even work."

"I can find a kilt," he insisted.

She shook her head with amusement and said, "If it will make you happy."

"It will."

"Fine," she said with a laugh before quickly scrawling off a note to Mrs. Prescott and handing it to Julian. As he took it, she said, "One Highland scene. That's it."

"That's all I ask," he said happily. "You won't regret it."

"I'm pretty sure I will," she snorted.

"You won't!" he insisted. "My legs are gonna look splendid in a kilt."

She rolled her eyes, but didn't argue because he was suddenly kissing her. His fingers threaded through her hair, loosing her ponytail, and as her hair tumbled down around her shoulders, he shifted his attention and started kissing her neck instead. Then he trailed a line of soft kisses along her jawline as one of his hands gently massaged her scalp.

"You're beautiful," he whispered. "And I can't wait to hear you talk with an accent."

She snorted with laughter and pushed him away from her. "I'm not doing an accent!" she insisted.

"Oh, you'll do an accent," he promised. "Just as soon as you see me in mah kilt!"

"Go!" she ordered. "Before I pull my gun on you."

He clutched his hand to his chest and said, "Be still my beating heart."

"Go!" she laughed. "Now!"

He winked at her, kissed her quickly, and left the room. The moment he was gone, the warmth that had surrounded her seemed to fade. Julian was like whiskey; he eased the pain, but when he left her, the relief didn't last long.

She took a deep breath in the hopes that it would push the pain away, and then she glanced down at the patron's report, struggling with the desire to throw it away and write a new one. A truthful one.

"It is truthful," she whispered as she addressed it and put it into the out box on her door.

She wished that she could call him Aleister or Ally instead of the patron, but she couldn't seem to do it. He still had too much control over her.

In the last few days, she had forgotten his name several times and had to refresh her memory by checking her journal. The only reason she could still remember his face was because she absolutely refused to forget him. She had seen him. She had seen the patron.

Pain tore through her head at that thought, and she said softly, "I meant some other patron. I meant the patron of the arts. Yes. I saw the patron of the arts." The pain eased, proving just how stupid the part of her brain that wasn't hers was. 

"I'm working a case," she murmured as she took out her journal. Using her special code, she labeled the page "The Patron of the Arts". The pain eased slightly, and she grinned. It was possible that she had just found a workaround.

She named this patron Slappy Clownface because she enjoyed degrading the actual patron, and then she began to outline the case. Just as long as she wasn't talking about her patron the part of her mind that was under his control didn't seem to mind what she wrote. Which was a relief. She needed a way to think about him without killing herself.

It was repetitive to start over, but she did anyway, noting everything of importance and outlining her current objective. At no point did her brain object. When she was finished, she flipped to another page and wrote down her observations about Mr. Prescott's murder. When she had noted everything she could think of pertaining to her work, she turned to her Julian section.

It was the largest section in her journal simply because she was writing down everything she could remember just in case the patron ever managed to wipe her mind again. She didn't want to forget Julian again; but if she did, she wanted to be able to read about him.

A tear tried to bubble up in her eye, but she forced it back. There was no point in crying. She had a goal, and she was going to achieve it. There was nothing to be sad about.

She dashed off several quick sentences about Julian before closing her journal and putting it back into her pocket. She was exhausted, but she couldn't sleep without Julian. And furthermore, she still had work to do.

She grabbed a few more sheets of blank paper before opening the tetrarch's missive and studying the coded message contained within. At a glance, she knew it wasn't going to be easy, but she also knew she could do it. She was already beginning to see the patterns.

She laid the first page down beside her blank page, tucked her hair behind her ear, and studied the first sentence. After looking at it for a while, she scanned the rest of the page, grinning slightly as she did. The tetrarch had used three different codes on this page alone. He was either testing her, or he really didn't want anyone else knowing what it said.

The first five sentences were in a Playfair Cipher. It was considered difficult to break since it was comprised of two-letter combinations, but that didn't bother her any.

She began to rewrite the sentences as one long strand of letters. When she had finished doing that, she started looking for patterns and indications. She had only just broken the code when Julian returned.

"Are you getting it?" he asked as he stepped behind her and started to massage her tense shoulders.

"Yes," she replied absently.

She was only five sentences into a two-page letter. She still had a lot of work to do.

She evaluated the second set of code. It was numeric which meant that it could be any number of ciphers, but several of the numbers repeated over and over, which most likely meant that each number represented a word. So it was probably a book cipher, but what book?

She reread the first section of code, looking for words or phrases that were out of place. She only found one. Lady's. She wrote that on a blank piece of paper and skipped to the third section of code.

It was easier to break than the first, and she quickly found the word that was out of context. Velvet.

Julian's talented fingers were keeping her going. He had a magic ability to find her points of stress and just drain them off of her. Which was a good thing since she couldn't go to bed until this was finished. She wanted to. She was exhausted, but she knew she wouldn't be able to leave the desk without feeling pain. This was a task that needed to be finished. Both for the patron and herself.

She moved on to the second page. Again, the tetrarch had used three different sections of code. She broke the first one easily enough, but it took her quite a while to break the second one because it was just a transposition cipher. There were no out of context words in either passage.

The last passage was the most complex so far, and it took her over an hour just to figure out what type of cipher it was and another hour to figure out the key. By the time she had written out the message, the letters were blurring in front of her eyes, but not so much that she missed the out of place word. Slipper.

"Disgusting," she muttered.

Julian lifted his head from the desk across from her and muttered sleepily, "What?"

"He used one of Gisele's books for the cipher. I'll be right back," she added as she stood.

Every single one of Gisele's books was in the sitting room, including The Lady's Velvet Slipper. Tessa had actually read that one, and the title was not referring to the slipper she had imagined. Gisele could make the most innocent sounding of phrases sexual, and Tessa had to admit that it was indeed a talent of sorts.

Tessa flipped on the light as she entered the sitting room and strode over to Gisele's bookshelf, scanning the titles for the one she needed. She quickly located The Lady's Velvet Slipper, grabbed it, and left the room.

When she reached her office, she paused slightly, smiling at the sound of Julian's light snores. She refused to look at the clock. It was probably nearly morning already, but she was almost done. Just one more section and she could fall into bed for an hour or two, held in Julian's arms.

She brushed her fingers over his hair, admiring his profile. She wished that she could just spend an entire day looking at him. As soon as that thought entered her mind, the ache in her head increased, and she sighed.

She wasn't one of Gisele's heroines. She wasn't destined for the flashy romance and the huge declarations of love. And really that was just fine with her. She would settle for happily ever after.

She snorted at the direction of her thoughts, sat back down with Gisele's book, and began to write out the message. The tetrarch had gone out of his way to make it difficult by using numbers as large as 6744, but Tessa wasn't one to let a little endless counting stop her, and before long, she had the complete message translated.

She read the entire message through because even though she knew what it said, she hadn't really thought about it as she had been translating. As she read, she felt her eyelid begin to twitch. She should not be reading this. No one should be reading this. No wonder the tetrarch had used so many different forms of code. A hundred different ciphers wouldn't have been enough.

Information like this was dangerous. A person could get killed for knowing things like this. And she was that person.

She reread it again, memorizing every word, committing them to memory, then she crumpled up both the coded and decoded messages, dropped them in the trashcan, lit a match, and threw it onto them.

As the flames rose from the trashcan, she pulled out the bottle of whiskey, tore out the cork, and drank the rest of it.

There was no turning back now. She had committed to a course, and she was going to carry it through to the end. But she was afraid that if she did, the entire House of Graves was going to come tumbling to the ground with her.


Chapter 6
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Tessa's phone beeped, waking her, and without giving herself time to think about it, she hurled herself out of bed.

"Stay," Julian murmured.

"You know I can't," she replied as she grabbed her pants and struggled into them

A shower was probably in order, but taking a shower required effort, and she only had so much effort to give this morning.

Julian rolled out of bed and quickly dressed. When he was done, he urged her into a chair and pulled on her boots, lacing them with some level of expertise.

Her headache was only a vague nuisance at the moment, but when it wasn't prominent she could afford to notice how tired she was. Everything, even getting dressed, took massive effort.

"Please eat before you go," Julian pleaded.

"If Badri has something," she replied.

"You know that he will."

She tried not to glance at the clock. If she ate, she would probably be late, but she was in charge of herself. She could make those types of decisions.

Her head begged to differ with her. She was not in charge, and she could not make those types of decisions. It was foolish that she had ever thought she could.

"You're wrong," Tessa whispered. "I can; I am."

Julian pulled her to her feet and into his arms, and for a moment, he just held her. She let him, wishing that she could fall back into bed with him and stay there for days.

As they were sneaking down the servants' staircase a few seconds later, Tessa nearly made a joke about how Julian didn't seem to mind the servants' staircase now, but she couldn't summon the energy.

She did summon the energy, however, to frown at Badri when he met them at the bottom of the stairs.

"Good morning," Badri said, ignoring her frown and grinning from ear to ear. "If you would please step into the kitchen with me?"

Without argument, Tessa followed Badri and allowed him to sit her down at the kitchen table. As soon as she was seated, he placed a steaming bowl of soup in front of her and said cheerfully, "Onion soup this morning; it will perk you right up."

She hoped so; she was feeling dull.

"And some coffee, heavy on the whiskey," Badri added as he placed a mug beside her bowl. 

Julian was not forgotten; Badri never forgot anyone. But Tessa couldn't look at Julian's overflowing plate of waffles and eggs without feeling ill, so she stared at her bowl and quickly spooned it down, trying to hurry. Jury was grumpy every morning, but he was especially grumpy on mornings he had to wait.

When her bowl was empty, Badri handed her a flask and said sternly, "Small sips throughout the day."

"Thank you," Tessa said.

He smiled at her, eyes showing a gentleness that made her want to cry, and said, "It is my pleasure."

She didn't respond to that, just stood, knowing Julian would follow her, and headed towards the door.

"Are you driving?" Julian asked once they were outside in the alley.

"No," she replied.

"I'll walk with you then," he stated, taking ahold of her hand.

It didn't bother her that neither Julian nor Curtis liked riding with her. She drove for herself, not for anyone else. She just didn't have the strength to do it right now.

A wave of fear crashed through her. If she couldn't even drive, how could she possibly defeat the patron? Of the arts, she thought belatedly as pain spiked through her head.

There was too much at stake, too many lives in the balance. She couldn't give into the pain or the confusion. She had to dig deeper. She had to be stronger, smarter. She had to win.

"Selina's looking forward to seeing you tonight," Julian said, breaking Tessa's train of thought.

"Are you sure you want to do this to them?" she asked wearily.

"Do what?" he replied. "Have them spend time with the woman…" He trailed off, but then made a hiss of disgust and pulled her to a stop. "Look, I'm sorry," he said. "I know this isn't romantic or a good time, but if I don't tell you in a way you understand…"

He trailed off again, pain filling his eyes as he struggled to say what it was he wanted to say.

Tessa reached up and cupped the side of his face. "It's okay," she whispered. "I understand. Me tut kamav."

His eyes widened, and he stepped towards her. "Say it again," he demanded.

She grinned slightly and said, "You first."

He wrapped his hands around the nape of her head and laid his forehead against hers.

"I love you," he whispered.

Emotions filled Tessa. Emotions she didn't understand and couldn't possibly attempt to explain. She had known what he meant when he said "me tut kamav", but hearing the words in English felt different, more final.

And she wished that he didn't. She wished that she hadn't ever pulled her gun on him. She wished she hadn't felt the need to impress him. She wished she hadn't walked into Pops's shop that day.

The only man she had ever loved, and she was going to destroy him.

"I'm so sorry," she choked out, trying desperately to hold back her tears. "I'm so, so sorry."

Julian wrapped his arms tightly around her and said fiercely, "I'm not."

"Me tut kamav," she whispered.

"God, I love hearing that from you," he murmured. "Say it again tonight."

"I can't say it with a Scottish accent."

"Forget the Highlands," he replied. "I just want you."

For a moment, she forgot everything. The patron, Jury, the fact that they were on a public street. She didn't care. She didn't have very many moments left; she was taking this one.

As usual, Jury's door swung open as soon as Tessa stepped out of the elevator. It didn't bother her that he was using the gargoyles to watch her; it was what gargoyles were for. What bothered her was that he could open the door from the couch.

In spite of the fact that he was a witch, she actually liked Jury quite a lot. Partly because he was so much like her. Brusque, rude, withdrawn, and standoffish.

She felt horrible that she was the mortal Jury had let down his guard with. She had not been the right horse to bet on; but as with Julian, what was done was done.

But even though she liked Jury, she still didn't like the witch side of him. People shouldn't be able to open doors without touching them. They shouldn't be able to force people to make them sandwiches; they shouldn't be able change the reality of the world around them.

"Are you just going to stand out there all day?" Jury snapped from his sprawled-out position on the couch.

"No!" she snapped back.

"Well?"

She growled softly, but stepped through the doorway and physically shut the door before he could do it magically.

When she sat across from him, he gave her a cursory glance before stating, "You look like hell. Is it worse?"

"Not really," she muttered.

"Yes or no?"

"No and yes," she sighed. "I'm just really tired. And yes, it's worse. There's a part of my head that knows what I'm doing, and it's trying to keep me in line. But I have a new case," she said, smiling grimly. "I'm hunting down the patron of the arts."

"Clever," Jury said, tone mildly impressed.

"It's a workaround," she admitted.

"Has LaRoche managed to locate another Amos the Betrayer amulet?"

"No."

"Well, hell," he muttered. "I haven't been able to find any rituals that might mimic it, but I'll keep looking. I'll be gone tomorrow," he added. "I've got a lead on a substance that will cut off a witch from the elements."

"How do you mean?" Tessa asked.

"I drank it, and then I couldn't do magic," he said flatly.

For the first time in a long time, Tessa felt a flutter of hope. If the patron couldn't do magic, if he couldn't control her, she might actually stand a chance.

"For how long?" she demanded.

"Several hours," he admitted. "But I did drink a lot of it."

"Does it have to be imbibed?" she asked.

"I'm not sure," he shrugged.

"If we could inject it…" Tessa muttered thoughtfully.

"I'll find out," he said vaguely. "Mother wants to see you," he added.

"Why doesn't she just send me a note?" Tessa inquired.

"She likes to involve me," Jury grumbled. "It amuses her."

"Did she say when?" Tessa asked.

"I assume that sooner is better than later," Jury shrugged. "You'll let me know if you catch any leads?"

"Yes."

"Is there anything I can do?" he asked softly.

"No," she murmured.

"Let me know," he insisted.

"You're on speed dial," she replied.

"That's not a thing anymore," he retorted.

"It should be. Why waste all that time looking for the number? I have to go," she added with a sigh. "Apparently, I have a meeting with your mother."

"Do NOT tell her hi for me," he ordered.

"I would never."

"I have some holy water. Would you like it?" he offered with a mischievous grin.

"Do you think it would help?"

"Probably not," he chuckled. "Good luck."

She laughed slightly and stood, making her way quickly to the door, hoping to reach it before he did. She did not.

"I have hands, you know," she stated.

"Yes, but if one can open a door with magic, one should," he replied lazily from his supine position.

"One should not," she grumbled under her breath as she headed to the elevator.

She knew it was a little ironic to hate witches yet consort with a witch for help, but Jury wasn't like the patron. She knew that. She wasn't so sure about Mrs. Jury though.

Mrs. Jury was from the old guard. She predated the witch laws and the councils and all the understood rules. Not that in mattered.

In Tessa's experience, laws had never kept anyone from hurting someone if that's what they really wanted to do. Laws were just there so that a punishment could be enforced after the fact. They didn't repair the damage, and they were usually too little too late.

But regardless of where Mrs. Jury stood on witch laws, she hadn't killed Tessa when Tessa had included her in the patron's report. And since she hadn't, Tessa felt that she rather owed it to Mrs. Jury to show up when she called.

Tessa paused just outside of Mrs. Jury's door and took a sip from the flask Badri had given her. She didn't much feel regular whiskey anymore, but this she felt as it burned down her throat and spread out into her belly.

It was nice, and she was trying to decide if she should take another drink when the door swung open, revealing Della.

Della beamed up at her and exclaimed, "You came! I wasn't certain that you would, but Abby said you absolutely would. She said you weren't stupid enough not to, but I really…"

Della trailed off as her eyes widened and the color fled her face. She wasn't looking at Tessa anymore; she was looking at the ground beside Tessa.

"What?" Tessa demanded.

Della's startled eyes met Tessa's, and she stuttered, "What?"

"What did you see?" Tessa asked.

"Nothing," the girl insisted.

But she was lying. Her entire body was trembling, and Tessa wanted to know why, but she couldn't make herself demand answers. Not in the face of Della's worried eyes.

"Is Mrs. Jury here?" Tessa asked.

Della nodded.

"Does she want to see me?"

Della shook her head.

Tessa sighed heavily and said, "Then why did she summon me?"

"So… Because…"

"Because you promised Della that the next time you came, you would listen to what she learned about foxes," Mrs. Jury said, tone cold.

"I'm not sure she wants to talk to me anymore," Tessa said carefully, gesturing towards Della's pale face.

Della suddenly grabbed ahold of Mrs. Jury and burst into a spew of words that Tessa easily recognized as Latin, even though she couldn't make them into coherent sentences.

After a moment, Mrs. Jury said, "I see. What would you have me do?"

Della continued to speak as Mrs. Jury gently held her; and when she finally trailed off, Mrs. Jury said, "Go upstairs and wash your face, then come down to the parlor for tea."

Della nodded and rushed from the hallway.

Mrs. Jury met Tessa's eyes and said, "I apologize for Della's appalling lack of etiquette. Please come in."

Tessa didn't want to. She hadn't in the first place, but in the face of Della's panicked babbling, she would rather be anywhere but here.

"Flies," Mrs. Jury stated, tone like ice.

Tessa stepped into the house and closed the door behind her. Mrs. Jury turned and glided towards the parlor, and Tessa studied her with confusion, wondering exactly how Mrs. Jury could move like she did. Not that it mattered; it was just her detective mind doing what it did, noting and analyzing things even if it didn't need to.

Mrs. Jury sat and gestured for Tessa to do the same. Tessa did, resisting the urge to pull out her flask and take more than a sip.

"You're looking unwell," Mrs. Jury said frankly.

"Thank you," Tessa snorted. "I hadn't noticed when I managed to drag myself out of bed this morning."

"Della has been looking forward to talking to you."

"Until I scared her away," Tessa said.

"She's not frightened of you," Mrs. Jury stated. "She's frightened for you."

A chill raced down Tessa's spine. Whatever it was, she didn't want to know.

"She said that your shadow is engaged in battle, and she said that it is losing."

Mrs. Jury's tone didn't change. There was no sympathy; and when she said it like that, so matter-of-factly, it was hard to deny.

Tessa was losing.

Fear flooded her. She had to find the patron, of the arts, and she had to do it now. She didn't have time to wait for him to return to D.C.

Eschewing the manners she knew Mrs. Jury would expect, Tessa pulled out her flask and took a drink.

Mrs. Jury didn't say anything, and when the tea tray arrived, Mrs. Jury asked regally, "Would you like anything in your tea?"

"Whiskey," Tessa said flatly.

"You'll have to settle for cream," Mrs. Jury stated.

"Whatever," Tessa sighed.

"Della will be down in a minute," Mrs. Jury went on. "She spent nearly three days at the library researching foxes. I practically had to drag her home. She taught herself to read," she added, a note of pride in her tone. "She's very clever."

"She's pretty good at Latin for a five year old too," Tessa said.

"She taught herself Latin, and she knows some Gaelic," Mrs. Jury responded.

"Industrious," Tessa shrugged.

Mrs. Jury raised an eyebrow, but before she could say anything Della rushed into the room and screeched, "Did she leave?"

"Voice," Mrs. Jury chastised.

"Sorry, Abby!" Della exclaimed. "I'm so glad you didn't leave," she added happily as she settled on the couch next to Tessa. "I didn't mean to frighten you. I just…"

She trailed off and forced a bright smile. Tessa watched her warily, certain that a child of Della's age shouldn't have such wise eyes.

"Did you try Abby's tea?" Della asked. "It's very good. I taught her how to make it special, although usually she doesn't actually make it. Gina does."

"Della," Mrs. Jury said firmly.

"Sorry," Della murmured. "Did you know that foxes are one of the goddess Brigid's animals? She can even transform into one at will. Foxes traverse between worlds even," Della said with awe. "The Celts believe that a fox is a symbol of rebirth," she added. "What do you think that means?"

Tessa didn't know, but she wished it was true.

"And foxes are associated with fire," Della said intently. "Which makes sense because they're red, and their ears glow. I'm an inferno witch; did you know that?"

"No," Tessa said. "Why can you see shadows?"

"I don't know," Della shrugged. "I think I inherited it from my mother, but she's dead. My father killed her."

"Della," Mrs. Jury sighed.

"Sorry. Abby says I'm not supposed to mention that."

"I don't mind," Tessa replied. "My dad was evil too, although he didn't kill my mom."

"That's nice. How evil was he?"

"Very evil," Tessa stated.

"I'm sorry."

Tessa couldn't help grinning, and Della grinned back widely.

"Do you want to hear what the Native Americans say about foxes?" she asked hopefully.

"Of course I do," Tessa said.

She really didn't have time. She needed to keep working, but her presence here was making Della happy. And that made her think of herself as a little girl and how she had used to chatter over tea to Doc. Doc had always listened to her, and he had always had time for her. Until he hadn't.

Tessa wasn't angry at him though, not anymore. Seeing the bleak sorrow that Julian kept trying to hide from her had shown her exactly why Doc had left. He couldn't stand to watch someone he loved suffer and die, and she didn't blame him one bit. It was excruciating to watch Julian suffer, and she knew that it must be infinitely worse for him, watching her suffer.

She barely remembered it when her mom died. She hadn't been allowed anywhere near her towards the end, so it had been a bit of a surprise when it had finally happened.

She tried to pull up the memory, but it was hazy at best. She had already been trying to please Virgil; she remembered that much. Which hadn't left much space in her life for grieving. She supposed that was one more thing the patron had taken from her. Not that she wanted it back.

But Doc didn't have a patron messing with his head and stealing his memories of grief. And he was immortal, so he was going to have to watch every single mortal person he had ever known die.

She couldn't begin to imagine how he could stand to do such a thing without breaking into pieces. Watching herself die was terrible enough, but she much preferred that to the idea of watching Julian die.

So no, she didn't blame Doc for running away. Not anymore. If it wasn't her dying, if it was one of them instead, she would want to run too.  


Chapter 7
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By the time Ollie's plane landed in Denver, she was in a foul mood. She had wasted three days trying to procure more five-seconders, and she had exactly nothing to show for it.

She was absolutely furious with herself for wasting time. But she was also furious with Jarmen for not having any five-seconders and at the patron for being so goddamn clever.

She had never been this full of rage in all her life, and she felt like she might pop if she didn't find a way to let some of it off soon.

She had to embrace the anger though because right beneath it was fear; and she knew that if she looked at the fear for even a moment, she would collapse. Anger had always served her. Fear had not.

Ollie snarled at a random stranger as she walked towards the loading area, just hoping they would snarl back. She needed a fight. She needed a fight so badly that she was practically shaking. Tessa couldn't seem to walk straight unless her blood was fifty percent whiskey; and apparently, Ollie couldn't see straight unless she regularly kicked someone's ass.

She wished she hadn't promised Curtis that she wouldn't fight; but more than that, she wished that Curtis's argument hadn't made sense to her. She didn't have any trouble breaking promises if she didn't see the sense in them, but her promise to Curtis made sense. She couldn't help Tessa if she was injured or dead, so she had to find some other way to deal with her anger.

She tried to think of a clever way to both let off some steam and help Tessa, but she was too furious to even think properly.

With nothing better to do, Ollie climbed into her waiting taxi and gave the driver the address for home. If she went anywhere else, she was certain to break her promise. She was just going to have to hope that someone tried to kill her between here and there.

"You again," Maude grumbled.

Gisele smiled sweetly and set her basket full of bribes onto Maude's desk before saying, "I do hope I'm not being too much trouble, Maude dear. I was just saying to myself this morning that you deserve a vacation. Do they know how hard you work?"

"No," Maude stated as she leaned forward. "They don't."

"You just tell me who to talk to, and I will tell them what a wonderful job you're doing."

"Would you really do that?" Maude asked.

"Of course," Gisele promised. "Why, without you I'd be completely lost."

"That's so kind of you," Maude said. "Let me just write down the address." She scrawled an address onto a torn piece of paper and handed it to Gisele. "It's these people," Maude said resentfully. "They're the ones who don't appreciate me."

"I will send out a letter later today," Gisele said firmly.

"Thank you," Maude said. "Now, why don't you tell me what you need today?"

"Only the newspapers from 1965 to 1995. If that's not too much trouble, dear."

"For you, anything," Maude said. She even managed a smile before standing and shuffling off into the back room.

Gisele grinned slightly as she watched her go. She would certainly send out a letter telling the powers that be what a hard worker Maude was. Maude was grumpy and slow, but she still did a good job. Not a cheerful job, but a good job.

If only doing a good job was enough, Gisele thought with a sigh. She did a great job researching, but she knew she wasn't really doing anything to help Tessa.

This was the only thing she could do though, and she would much rather do something than nothing. Even if there was only a slight chance that she would find something useful, it was still a chance.

All they needed was one good break, one stroke of luck, one random clue that would tie it all together. And if that clue was here, in this library, Gisele would find it.

"Did you know that foxes are considered one of the most cunning creatures?" Tessa said as she sat beside Curtis at the bar.

"What's a fox?" Curtis asked.

Tessa blinked, mind momentarily stalled.

She had spent the last seventeen years of her life in Metropolitan Denver so it had never really occurred to her that there was no wildlife inside the Hidden. Part of her mind had certainly noticed, but she had never given it any consideration. Of course Curtis didn't know what a fox was.

She felt an odd wave of sadness as she answered, "It's a small animal, sort of like a dog, I guess. Wild though."

"And a dog is?"

"Those four-legged things you see people walking out in Denver proper," Tessa offered. "Dogs are like a domestic version of a fox."

"Ah, like humanity." He sighed and added, "And us, the residents of the Hidden."

Tessa took a drink from the bottle of whiskey before sliding it over in front of Curtis.

"Are you doing okay?" she inquired.

"Why do you ask?"

"You seem a little… sad."

"Frustrated."

Tessa snorted and said, "I just spent three hours listening to all the wonderful aspects of foxes. Actually, it was two hours on the wonderful aspects, and one hour on the negative aspects."

Curtis chuckled softly, slid the bottle back over to her, and said, "I think you need this more than I do."

Tessa laughed before saying, "It was actually kind of interesting. Della is a little witch. She sees shadows, and she says mine's a fox."

Tessa didn't say anything more about it. She wasn't going to announce at every turn that she was fighting a losing battle. She was pretty sure Curtis already knew.

"Did you break the code?" Curtis asked.

"Yes."

"What did it say?"

Tessa shuddered and said, "I can't tell you. Not here."

One of Curtis's stone eyebrows rose, but he didn't push. Instead he said, "What's our next move with—"

Tessa cut him off with a sharp hand movement and said, "Our newest case is hunting down the patron of the arts. His name is Slappy Clownface. I don't have any leads at the moment, but I will let you know when I think of something useful."

Curtis nodded, accepting her statement without argument, for which Tessa was very grateful. She wasn't in a good place to talk about Slappy right now.

"Shall we annoy Sagena or find the heirloom first?" Tessa asked.

"Don't you think you've annoyed Ms. Redgrove enough this week?"

Tessa grinned widely and said, "I can honestly say no. I could annoy her all day, every day and it wouldn't be enough."

Curtis's deep chuckle rumbled out.

"Anyway," Tessa shrugged, "she started it. Did she really think she could mess with us and get away with it? We're the Graves family."

She hated that she had said it like that, but it was true. The Graves family had a reputation, and she was upholding the part of it that filled people's hearts with terror. Not exactly on purpose, but she was doing it.

"Let's talk to the gentlemen about his heirloom, and then go look at the vault," Curtis suggested.

"Sounds good to me," Tessa shrugged.

Her mental to-do list was getting longer every day, and she was a little afraid that each new item would lead her further from the patron. But since she didn't have any actual leads and she couldn't stop working, she may as well help someone else. It wasn't much in the way of consolation, but it was something.

The gentleman missing the heirloom was actually outside of the Hidden so after stopping by Curtis's house so he could "change", Curtis and Tessa exited the Hidden and continued on foot towards Mr. Ian Comyn's store, a place called Vinyl Island.

A small bell tinkled when they entered the store, and Tessa quickly scanned it, looking for a possible Mr. Comyn. When she didn't see anyone she thought fit the bill, she walked up to the counter and addressed the young woman blowing bubbles with her gum.

"Is Mr. Comyn in?" Tessa asked.

"Who wants to know?" the woman replied.

"Tessa Graves."

The girl's face didn't change, and Curtis said softly, "It's a little different when you're not in the Hidden, isn't it?"

"Shut up," Tessa hissed before returning her attention to the cashier.

Tessa wasn't like other people; she didn't actually need her name to inspire fear. She leaned towards the woman and smiled, letting all of her pain and frustration infuse it into a grimace of sorts.

"Kindly let Mr. Comyn know that Tessa Graves is here to see him," she stated, tone heavy with meaning.

The girl blanched slightly and backed away. "Sure," she stuttered. "I'll go get him."

"Thank you," Tessa said, words still hard.

"You could have just said please," Curtis suggested after the girl had left them.

"Could have," Tessa agreed. "But I find it takes more time to do things the polite way. Please, thank you, if you will. I can skip all that rigmarole with a level stare and a single sentence."

Again Curtis didn't argue with her, but this time it annoyed her slightly. He was being very gentle with her, more so than usual, and that meant that he knew she was struggling.

"What is this place?" Curtis asked.

"Retro," Tessa stated.

"What is retro?"

"Old, not used anymore. Only people who are really into a certain type of music would shop here. It's like buying vintage clothes."

"I still don't understand," he said.

Tessa frowned and tried to think how to explain such a concept to a troll who had been born a hundred and twenty years ago and had lived his entire life inside the Hidden.

"When you were… active," she said carefully, "before Blackwater, you probably used oil lamps or candles, right?"

"Yes."

"But now, for some reason or another, the Hidden has finally embraced electricity."

Cryptids were notoriously suspicious of anything that wasn't magic based, and it bothered Tessa's detective mind that they had allowed electricity to be installed. That was not a mystery she needed to solve though, so she shoved it to the side and focused on what she was trying to say.

"Anyway," she went on. "Vintage, or retro, would be like if you still used oil lamps even though your house has electricity."

"I see," Curtis murmured.

"It's not quite the same," a voice behind them protested.

Tessa turned and gave the speaker a quick onceover. She knew instantly that he was Ian Comyn, but before she could address him, he continued to speak.

"It's a quality issue," Mr. Comyn insisted. "Music simply sounds better on vinyl."

"I'm sure that it does, Mr. Comyn, but that's hardly why we're here," Tessa said.

He chuckled softly and said, "You don't believe me?"

"I have absolutely no opinion one way or the other," Tessa said. "I don't listen to music."

One of his eyebrows shot up, and he uttered with considerable disbelief, "At all?"

"At all. Now if we could get to the reason why we're here?"

"I have just the record for you," he said.

Something in the way he said it rubbed Tessa the wrong way. His voice somehow slithered over her skin, almost as if it was seeking some kind of purchase.

Tessa's eyes narrowed, and she spat, "Do you or do you not have a case for me, Mr. Comyn?"

He smiled slightly and said, "That's very disappointing."

"I'm very busy," Tessa ground out. "You have three seconds."

"Right this way, Ms. Graves," he said, bowing slightly and gesturing towards the back of the store.

"After you," she retorted.

"Little lacking in trust, aren't you?"

Tessa turned and took three steps towards the exit before Mr. Comyn called out, "I'm sorry! I'll go first."

Tessa rolled her eyes, but turned to follow him.

"You want me to smash him?" Curtis whispered.

"I'm considering it," Tessa replied. "But let's see what he has to say first."

Mr. Comyn stepped into his office and sat behind his desk. There were two chairs facing him, but by some sort of tacit agreement, Tessa and Curtis didn't sit, just stood there, staring down at him. 

"You guys have a whole bad cop, bad cop thing going on," Mr. Comyn said.

"I'm very busy, Mr. Comyn," Tessa ground out.

"So you said," he snorted. "Call me Ian."

His voice tickled her skin once more, and she snarled slightly as she finally identified what exactly was bothering her. His voice felt almost, not quite, but almost like compulsion.

She studied him through narrow eyes. She was positive now that he was using persuasion, and that meant he could only be a member of one species, even if he didn't look like it.

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

"God, you are good," Ian replied, eyes widening slightly with shock. "How did you know?"

"Your voice," she said. "You're using persuasion."

"That's really impressive," he replied. "I don't mean to do it," he added apologetically. "It's just part of my nature."

Zenius were not shapeshifters, but she didn't bother to ask how he looked like a human. If she was guessing, which she wasn't, she would have said that the silver cuff he was wearing on his left wrist served a function similar to Curtis's ring. Not that it mattered.

"Why am I here?" she asked pointedly.

"I had a family heirloom locked up in my safe," Ian said.

He was lying. An assumption on her part, but it was a true assumption. She just didn't know why he was lying, and that made all the difference.

"I went to get something out the other day, and saw that it was gone. For obvious reasons, I can't exactly call the Magistratus," he added, grinning widely at her.

Because it was an artifact, and the law requiring artifacts to be handed over to the Hidden government was still in place. And also because he was a Zeniu masquerading as a human.

"Where is the safe?" Tessa asked.

Ian gestured towards his wall.

"Show me," Tessa said.

He stood and walked over to a large poster of a band Tessa didn't recognize. He peeled back the poster, revealing nothing but wall, but Tessa knew there was a scutum in place, hiding the safe box. After all, it was common practice among cryptids to use magic to hide things. 

"Old Boy," Ian said.

The scutum dropped, revealing a relatively small wall safe. Ian dialed in a code, opened the safe, and stepped to one side. There wasn't much inside, just a large stack of cash, some papers, and a few other items.

"I opened it a week ago, and the heirloom was there," Ian said. "But I opened it again yesterday, and it was gone."

"Here's the thing," Tessa said flatly. "I can't really help you if you keep calling it an heirloom. I need to know exactly what it is, how big it is, what it does, what it looks like, who knew about it, and who had access to the safe."

"You drive a hard bargain," Ian murmured.

"Wait until you see my bill," Tessa stated.

Ian grinned at her before saying, "Is there a contract we should sign? Are you like a doctor or a lawyer? Patient confidentiality and all that?"

"There is no contract," Tessa practically snarled.

"You won't even walk in front of me, but you expect me to trust you not to reveal my secrets?" Ian snorted.

"I'm Tessa Fucking Graves," Tessa said, voice hard. "Either you want me or you don't. Either you trust me or you don't. It makes no difference to me. You have three seconds to decide."

"Really sticking with the three seconds, aren't you?" Curtis murmured.

She cast him an angry glare, but he merely smiled.

"Fine," Ian sighed. "Sit, please. I'd hate to get a crick in my neck."

Tessa growled softly as his voice rolled over her.

"I can't help it," he sighed. "It's my nature."

She growled once more, because that was her nature, but she did sit. Not because he had told her to, but because she was god-awful tired.

Once she had sat, she took out Badri's flask and took a small sip. She was nearly out, which did not bode well for Sagena Redgrove.

"Is my company that bad?" Ian joked.

Tessa glared at him.

"Sorry. So look, it's not an heirloom."

"No," Tessa said, faking a gasp. "I would have never guessed."

"You don't have to be sarcastic," he grumbled. He suddenly brightened and said, "You know, there're two of you, and I don't think you have to be here, right? This handsome fellow works with you, doesn't he? He can stay."

"Spit it out," Tessa ordered.

"Fine. Look, see, business isn't always great. It's a new generation, right, and they don't care about quality. I don't know what they care about. Nothing as far as I can tell," he murmured with a shake of his head.

"I've worked hard on this place, and twenty years ago things were hopping, but today, it can be slow. I can't persuade anyone that they've got to have all the Beatles albums unless they step inside the store, you know what I mean?"

Tessa blinked. Curtis said nothing.

"You guys," Ian sighed. "Anyway, it was an artifact that draws people in. It's pretty effective too," he added. "My sales have already gone down five percent, and it's only been missing for a couple of days. I'm not looking forward to seeing what happens in a month."

"Why don't you sell something people actually want?" Tessa asked out of both spite and curiosity.

He grinned and said, "People do want records. Some people just don't know they want records. Like you, I know just the record for you."

His voice was like velvet sliding over her skin, and she knew that he was trying to see if he could possibly persuade her.

She smiled slightly and learned forward before saying, "If you try that on me one more time, it will be the last thing you do."

She was done messing around with this mouthy son of a bitch. She had real cases to work. Cases that involved more than just some idiot making money.

Ian snorted and said, "Zenius are impossible to kill."

"Double tap," Tessa said flatly. "To first one foot, and then the other."

Ian paled, and she shrugged one shoulder before saying easily, "I'm a detective; I know things."

It was pure coincidence that she knew how to kill a Zeniu, and she hadn't actually believed it until she saw Ian's reaction to her words.

"I'm beginning to see how you came by your reputation," Ian stated.

Tessa ignored that and said, "Could it have been the witch who installed the scutum?"

"She just set it up," Ian explained. "I programed it. And after you go, I'll reprogram it," he said pointedly.

"As if you have anything I want," Tessa snorted.

"Bit of a porcupine, aren't you?"

"I'm tripling your bill," Tessa stated.

Ian grinned widely and said, "If you find my artifact, I can afford it. It's about yea big," he added, making a shape with his hands. "It's metal, and there's a carving or whatever of an old symbol on it. Supposedly it means to gather or something like that."

"Can you draw it?" Tessa asked.

"Do I look like an artist?" he snorted.

"No."

"I like you," he chuckled.

"That is the exact opposite of what I'm going for," she retorted.

"I know," he grinned.

Tessa rolled her eyes and said, "Can you at least sketch what you think the symbol looked like?"

"I'll give it a try," he said.

He picked up a pen and stared at it for a moment before making a couple of quick motions on a piece of paper. When he was done, he tilted his head to study it, shrugged, and handed her the paper. She didn't even bother to look at it; she just put it into her pocket.

"Did anyone else have access to the safe?" Curtis asked.

"I have two employees who can come into the office, but they don't know about the safe," Ian said. "And even if they did, they're norms; they would have taken the cash."

"Was anything else in the room or safe disturbed?"

"No. That's the strange thing," Ian said. "There's nothing on the security footage, and none of the mirrors picked up anything; there's nothing."

Tessa had already determined that there was a weak spot in both his mirrors and his camera system, but she didn't bother pointing it out to him because it didn't relate to the issue at hand. Even with the weak point though, no one could have approached the safe from the outside without being captured by at least one of the mirrors.  

"Do you have any other precautions or wards in place?" she asked pointedly.

"No," he shrugged. "I'm a pretty little fish, and I don't make waves. I honestly have no idea how anyone found out about the artifact or that I had it."

"Who acquired the artifact for you in the first place?" Curtis asked.

Ian smiled awkwardly and said, "It is an heirloom; it just wasn't mine. I stole it. But," he added firmly, "I stole it from some very bad Zenius, so really I was doing everyone a favor."

Tessa didn't care. Artifacts were stolen all of the time. It was almost as if they were made to be stolen. And if someone was stupid enough to depend on an artifact, they deserved to get it stolen.

Curtis shot her a look, and she nodded.

"We'll be in touch," she said as they both stood.

"Thanks," Ian said. "I think," he added. Tessa glared at him, and he winked before saying, "I'm certain that if anyone can locate my artifact, it's you."

His voice feathered over her skin once more, and she snarled, turned on her heel, and left the room.

"I'm already doing it," Tessa grumbled as she and Curtis exited the store. "He doesn't need to try to persuade me."

"I don't think he has any choice in the matter," Curtis chuckled.

"I'm sure he does," Tessa growled. "Could you feel it?"

"I don't think it works on trolls," Curtis shrugged. "We're not prey."

"Lucky," Tessa muttered.

"What do you think?" he asked.

"Could be shadow phantoms," she replied.

"Could be," he agreed.

"Could be an Infiltrator."

"Infiltrator?" Curtis asked.

"A type of aerial witch they use to infiltrate collapsed mine shafts or things like that. They're all supposed to be on record with the government; and as a whole, I'm not sure an Infiltrator would be overly useful, but I could see how one might use them to infiltrate a safe."

She tried to play it out in her head, but her lack of knowledge about how Infiltrators actually operated made her scenario a little dubious at best.

"I think it's a little coincidental that both of our cases right now have to do with missing artifacts," she stated. "Which makes me wonder…" She trailed off; Virgil's voice was blasting through her head again. "I'll save my assumptions," she muttered. "But if I'm right, I'll be sure to tell you."

"Your assumption and my assumption are probably pretty similar," Curtis replied. "We'll compare notes after we solve it."

"Deal," Tessa said.

They walked another block before ducking through a Hidden entrance. Curtis "changed" once more, and then they headed towards the Magistratus headquarters. As they walked, Tessa drained the last of Badri's mixture. She knew that she was supposed to sip at it, but she figured if both she and Sagena were going to survive this interaction, Tessa needed to be in as little pain as possible.

"I'm going to let you do the talking," she said when they reached the front steps.

"I thought you liked annoying Ms. Redgrove."

"I do, but Ian Comyn riled me up, and I'm afraid I'll take it too far."

In truth, she was too tired to spar verbally with anyone else today. Sleeping only a few hours every night and being in constant pain was beginning to take a toll. On more than just her mental state too. She had actually stopped looking in the mirror several days ago just because she didn't like what she was seeing.

"When this is over, we're sunbathing on the beach for a week straight," she said.

The pain that welcomed her words didn't even faze her. After all, she was still working. 

"And I'm going to drink something tropical, with little umbrellas in it. Do you think you can tan?"

"Tan?" Curtis asked.

"You know, sit in the sun until your skin turns brown."

"I don't know," he shrugged. "Is my human skin not pleasing?"

"It's perfect," she snorted. "Everything about your human form is perfect. I was just wondering how it works."

There were a lot of things she wondered about, and she would never know the answers to most of them.

She shook her head, trying to force the melancholy away from her. She couldn't think like that; if she did, she would start crying and then she wouldn't be able to help anyone. Sure, there were hundreds of questions she would never know the answers to, but there were at least two questions that she was going to know the answer to. Who stole Mr. Comyn's artifact, and who broke into the Magistratus' vault.

She was pretty sure that both cases would lead back to the same dead end. Slappy Clownface. Patron of the arts.

Making assumptions this early in a case was sloppy work. She knew it, and Virgil knew it. He was telling her so right now, but she ignored him as she followed Curtis up the steps leading to the Magistratus' entrance.

"Sagena's office is at the end of the hallway to the left," Tessa muttered after they had entered.

"Let me guess, you just walk in."

"And put my feet on her desk," Tessa chuckled. She checked her watch and added, "She should be in her office right now."

"You have her schedule memorized?"

"Sure."

Curtis made an odd noise, but didn't reply as he headed down the corridor. When he reached Sagena's office, he knocked politely on the doorframe, even though the door was open.

"Come in!" Sagena called out.

Tessa followed Curtis inside the office, but stayed slightly behind him.

"Captain Redgrove," Curtis said with a respectful tone. "My name is Curtis Nash."

"My partner," Tessa couldn't help adding.

"I'll hardly hold that against you, Mr. Nash," Sagena said pleasantly, completely ignoring Tessa as she stood and leaned forward to shake Curtis's hand. "I've actually heard a lot about you, especially now that Simon is working to repeal the artifact seizure law. You're such an inspiration."

Tessa rolled her eyes.

"I've been following your progress with the Magistratus," Curtis replied. "And I'm really impressed with what you've accomplished."

"You wouldn't ever think of returning, would you?" Sagena asked earnestly.

Tessa's breath froze as she waited for Curtis's answer.

"I'm certain I would have entertained such an offer if you had found me before Tessa did, but I find I'm well suited to private investigation," Curtis replied.

Tessa didn't even bother trying to hide her sigh of relief.

"That's too bad," Sagena said. "I would have liked to steal you away from Ms. Graves. She annoys me."

The feeling was mutual, but Tessa didn't take the bait.

"I suppose you're here about the vault," Sagena went on. "Simon said he was going to contact Ms. Graves, although I'm pretty sure we could have handled it in-house."

Tessa bit her tongue to keep from saying what she wanted to say.

"I'm sure you could have," Curtis assured Sagena. "But it never hurts to have a fresh pair of eyes."

"I'll take you down there," Sagena offered.

Tessa held back and let both Sagena and Curtis take the lead. It was physically difficult to keep her mouth shut, but it was actually freeing her up to observe. As they walked, she listened to Sagena with half an ear, filing away everything she said, and also noting security measures and possible entrances.

"There's only one entrance into the vault room," Sagena said. "There's a twenty-four hour guard, although I can't claim that there always has been, just since I took over as head. I have no idea when the artifacts inside went missing. We only started taking the inventory last month, and that's when we realized it. At first, it was just one, and we thought maybe it had just been cataloged incorrectly. But by the time we were finished, we were missing over fifty artifacts."

She paused here to show her badge to a guard. The guard stood aside, and Sagena pulled open a large iron door and stepped through it.

They weren't in the vault yet. They were in the room just outside of the vault, and Tessa evaluated the setup, reluctantly acknowledging that it was sufficient. There was a perfect amount of both mirrors and gargoyles. She probably couldn't have done it better herself, not that she was going to tell Sagena that.

"You surely know how useless our precautions are if you don't have a fairly tight timeframe within to look," Sagena said flatly.

Tessa did know that. Mirrors were only reliable within forty-eight hours, and although gargoyles remembered everything, they couldn't communicate it. You just had to scan through their memories and hope for the best which was easily done if you were dealing with up to a month's worth of memories, but when you had no idea when the crime occurred, it was a waste of time.

"We haven't found any evidence of a break in," Sagena continued. "We have phantom wards both inside the vault and in the room itself. There are wards to prevent any type of witch probing, although to be honest, if it was before my time there's nothing to say that someone didn't just walk in and remove the artifacts."

"I'll need a list of all the Magistratus officers you fired," Tessa said.

"Why?" Sagena demanded.

"Because the tetrarch gave me full access," Tessa said, voice soft.

Her request had nothing to do with this case at all. She knew who had stolen these artifacts. She wanted the list so she could cross-reference the names with the folders in Virgil's filing cabinet. But she was hardly going to tell Sagena that.

"Fine," Sagena snarled. "What else do you need?"

"Do you have a list of the missing artifacts?" Curtis asked.

"Right here," Sagena said as she picked up a folder off of a table near the vault. "It's a copy. You can keep it. Do you want to go inside the vault?"

Tessa didn't see the point. Anything they hypothesized about the robbery itself would be a complete and total assumption based on absolutely nothing. Even Tessa couldn't engage in assumptions like that. The best thing to do was try to locate one of the missing artifacts, and she knew just the person for that.


Chapter 8
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"Thank you for handling Sagena," Tessa said a little later as she and Curtis sat at the bar and reviewed the list of missing artifacts.

"I don't mind her," Curtis shrugged.

"Your taste has always been a bit questionable," Tessa muttered.

Curtis's response was a soft laugh.

"The problem is," Tessa suddenly said. "This entire case is an assumption because we're assuming that the artifacts were ever in the vault. Not that it matters," she added offhandedly. "Looking at the vault itself is a dead-end; we have to chase down the artifacts."

"I agree," Curtis said. "Wouldn't it be convenient if one of us was involved with the son of the premier artifact acquirer within the Hidden?"

"Hum," Tessa murmured. "It surely would."

"It would be even more convenient if one of us was planning to eat dinner with said acquirer tonight," he went on."

"Looks like it just became a business meeting," Tessa said with a snort.

Curtis and she both laughed, even though in truth it wasn't all that funny. She hated that she had to make excuses just to eat with Julian's family. What she wouldn't give for a day without anyone telling her what to do.

"How are things?" Curtis asked softly. "Really?"

Tessa considered lying, but that wasn't how they worked. She had to be honest with Curtis. He was her partner.

"Horrible," she said. "It hurts so badly that I can barely breathe sometimes. And I can't stop. The only reason I can bear sitting here with you right now is because I'm holding this folder in my hand and I'm pretending to study it."

She sighed and said, "We have to find him, Curtis. And I know that if I could just think for two goddamn minutes without pain pulsing through my head that I could figure out how. Why can't I figure it out?"

"You just said why," he reminded her.

"Yeah," she murmured. "But how do I get around that? It's not going to go away; I just have to push through, but I'm… I'm so tired," she whispered.

Curtis put his hand on her back, and she leaned into it, trying to borrow his strength.

"I wish I could give you part of myself," he said.

"I would take it," Tessa chuckled.

"I know it does little to ease the pain."

His support might not ease the pain, but it certainly helped her continue to move forward. If it wasn't for Curtis, she would have already given up.

"I suppose I had better go pump Pops for some information," she said.

"Good luck," Curtis replied.

"Depending on what kind of mood he's in, I might need it," she muttered.

She didn't bother to ask Curtis what he would be doing. He never told her, but she knew it had to do with her. He was looking for clues, and she knew if he actually found something, she would be the first to know.

She tucked the folder that Sagena had given them under her arm and headed towards the three hundred block. She was early, but that would give her plenty of time to pick Pops's brain before dinner.

Pops had once mentioned a collector, one who supposedly "collected" artifacts without leaving behind a single trace. And after her dealings with Trish Owens, Tessa knew that the patron was looking for an artifact of some sort or maybe several different artifacts.

Even though there was no evidence to support her theory, she had become convinced that the collector and the patron were one and the same, and she was convinced that he was the one behind both thefts. The only question was, had he kept all of the artifacts he stole or had he put some of them up on the market?

She was making such broad assumptions that Virgil would have screamed with rage, but she knew she was right. There were too many signs pointing that way. So regardless of Virgil's irritated voice in her head and the pain that was accompanying it, Tessa's mind continued to mull the puzzle as she walked.

Pops's shop was still open when she reached it, and a glance at her watch told her she was over an hour early for dinner.

She paused just outside the door and ran a hand over her hair. She needn't have bothered; her ponytail was perfectly in place, just like always.

But even though her hair was perfect, she still couldn't make herself open the door and walk in. She didn't want to go; she didn't want Julian's family to see her like this. There was a reason she had stopped looking in the mirror. She looked at least ten years older than she really was, and it was a hard ten years.

She closed her eyes against the rush of tears that wanted to come. She could rage about it all day, but that wouldn't get her any closer to the patron. She would find him. And when she did find him, she would kill him. She knew exactly what would happen when she killed him too, but as long as she took him with her, she could accept it.

It didn't mean she liked it though. It didn't mean she wasn't weeping inside. It didn't mean she didn't hold on to every moment with Julian like it was her last.

The door to Charms and Amulets swung open, and Selina stepped outside.

"Are you coming in?" the girl asked.

"Eventually," Tessa replied.

"What are you waiting for?"

"A different life," Tessa said.

Selina studied her with sharp eyes before saying, "Well, this life's passing you by while you wait."

"True enough," Tessa murmured with a soft laugh. "Is Pops in?"

"Does the sign say open?" Selina demanded. "Then he's in."

"It amazes me that you were adopted," Tessa stated. "I'd swear you came by that mouth genetically."

Selina smiled broadly and said, "I really do like you."

Tessa rolled her eyes before walking past the girl and into the shop. She didn't want people to like her. That was rather the point of being mean and rude in the first place. Gisele was sweet and friendly, and people liked that about her; it should follow that people didn't like Tessa for being brusque and rude. It would certainly save everyone a lot of heartache if that was the case.

"Ms. Graves!" Pops said cheerfully when he saw her. "What a perfect end to a perfect day!"

Tessa raised an eyebrow. She had seen Pops grumpy; she had seen him conniving; she had seen him somewhat happy; but she had never ever seen him outright cheerful.

"What's wrong?" she asked suspiciously.

Pops laughed. Genuinely and without sarcasm.

Now Tessa was really worried.

"He's been like this all day," Selina whispered. "It's starting to freak me out."

"What did Julian say?" Tessa asked.

"Julian hasn't been home yet," Selina replied. "Mom says it's normal behavior, but I've never seen him like this."

"I don't like it," Tessa whispered.

"Maybe I should go find Julian," Selina murmured as she started to back towards the doorway.

"Don't leave me," Tessa insisted.

"No, it's better this way," Selina said before turning and running from the store.

"Don't mind her," Pops shrugged. "She's been actin' a bit off all day. How can I help my second favorite non-Roma today?"

Tessa took a step towards the door. She could talk to him later. When he wasn't grinning like that.

He rubbed his hands together and said happily, "I bet it's something good."

Tessa watched him with fascinated horror. She had grown used to his acidic nature, and she didn't like this new him one bit. She was starting to understand why people didn't like it when she said thank you. Maybe they didn't mind the thank you in general; they just didn't like it from her.

"You needed something, didn't ya?" he pressed.

Without a word, she held out the folder. Pops took it from her, flipped through a few of the pages, then glared at her.

"You'd think by now that I'd know better than to do business with a Graves. Always coming along and ruinin' my day."

Tessa had no idea what she had done, but she was unaccountably relieved by his return to normal.

"Lock the door, and flip the sign," he grumbled. "This ain't a conversation for the upstairs."

Tessa quickly obeyed him.

"All buttercups and sunshine 'til you walked in," he muttered under his breath as he opened the secret door and headed down the staircase.

Tessa followed him, but didn't say anything. She was sure that he would eventually tell her what she had done wrong, and he did.

"It's not everyday I get hired to sell an artifact of enormous value," he said, tone critical. "I make my living off of piddly bits and bobs. But an artifact of enormous value…" He trailed off with a sigh, voice reverent. "It's the holy grail of items."

She knew exactly what he meant. She was happy to solve any case, but there were just certain cases that fired her up more than others.

"And then you waltz in. You do realize that I'm a black market dealer, right? I sell stolen objects for a living."

"Yes," Tessa said.

"Are you trying to run me out of business?"

"No. I really don't care about the artifacts; I just want to know who stole them. The second time," she added. She knew who had stolen them the first time. The Magistratus.

"Well, I can't help you with that. It's not as if I ever see my clients. And even if I do, I've got a reputation, you know. I can't just tell you who they are, and I can't just hand an artifact over to you."

"I don't want it," Tessa insisted. "I just…" She sighed and changed tack. "Look, I have another case, and this artifact does need to be returned to its owner, otherwise I don't get paid."

She pulled the drawing Ian had given her from her pocket and handed it to Pops.

"Have you seen this one?" she asked. "It was stolen a couple of days ago."

Pops unfolded the paper, looked at it, then gave Tessa a flat and irritated look. 

"It's not enough to just ruin my day, huh? You gotta ruin my entire week?"

"I'm sorry," Tessa said. "All I'm trying to figure out is if…"

She paused and swallowed, trying to gear herself up to say it. She was certain Julian had told Pops about the patron. They had to know. Otherwise, Pops would have demanded to know why she looked like she had just been run over by a truck.

"You told me once that there was a collector who was rumored to have more power than Mitcham. Do you remember?"

"Of course I remember!"

"And then there was the Mind artifact," she said, being careful not to say the entire name since they weren't inside the box. "I think the patron might be the collector," she said in a rush of words.

She had been prepared for the jolt of pain, and in truth, it wasn't as bad as she had expected it to be. She suffered a brief flash of blindness, and the pain didn't immediately fade, but she was able to keep her expression bland as she waited for Pops's response.

A myriad of emotions crossed his face as he pondered her words.

"You're saying…" he muttered. "In which case… But then… Oh, I see, I see. That does complicate things, doesn't it?"

"Does it?" Tessa asked.

"Loyalties and all that."

Tessa waited for him to explain. He did.

"I'm a businessman," he said with a sigh. "But first and foremost, I'm a family man. There's no point without family. Is there?"

She shook her head.

"The thing is, I can't tell you a damn thing about him. I can tell you that five of the artifacts on this list are currently in my possession, in addition to the one you'd like returned. That one I can sell you for a very reasonable price because it's a little lacking, if you catch my drift."

Tessa raised an eyebrow.

"It's purported to draw people to a space," he explained. "The ancient Zenius used it to draw prey into their traps. The problem is that there are so many other things vying for people's attention nowadays that it's a relatively weak artifact. I only gave it a rating of two, and that's on a scale of eighteen."

"Really?" Tessa murmured thoughtfully.

"The only caveat to that is belief," Pops said as he leaned towards her. "Belief changes everything."

"Explain?"

He grinned mischievously and said, "For instance, say you believed that the artifact had the power of twelve. And say you were a Zeniu."

"Yes?"

"Well, then, it would have the power of a twelve."

"I see," Tessa murmured. "I'll buy it from you."

"You don't even know how much I'm selling it for."

"You already admitted that it was only a two. And since I know it's only a two, and I'm not a Zeniu, it's not worth much, is it?"

"You're very sly," Pops said.

"Like a fox," Tessa snorted.

"A thousand merlins, and it's yours."

"Whatever," Tessa shrugged. "Send Ollie the bill."

"A pleasure doing business with you," he said happily.

She held out Sagena's folder towards him once more, and he sighed before taking it. He flipped through it, making several random marks before handing it back to her.

"Checks by the ones I've got; stars by the ones I verified to be what they were reputed to be. This collector is… He's not someone to take lightly. I would be very careful how you tread."

"Sure," Tessa agreed. "I'm going to tread right over his neck."

"See that you do," he said softly.

His clever eyes were studying her now, and she wanted to turn away, but she didn't. He frowned slightly before reaching out to rub his rough thumb across her cheek. It was an action of pure affection, and Tessa wished it wasn't. She wished Julian had shielded his family from her. She wished she had been rude enough not to come to dinner in the first place. She wished that she didn't like Pops, but more than anything she wished that he didn't like her.

It was just another reason to hate the patron. He wasn't just hurting her; he was hurting everyone who cared for her, and there was nothing she could do to stop him. 

"It's probably time for dinner," Pops said with a rueful smile.

Tessa couldn't speak past the lump in her throat so she just nodded.

"It's against the rules to give merchandise without receiving payment first," Pops muttered, "but since it's my rule, I expect I can break it."

With that grumbled statement, he opened a nearby lockbox, pulled out a small packet, and handed it to her. She knew without looking that it was Ian's artifact, and she slipped it into her pocket.

"I'll send over the bill to Ollie, as you said," Pops added. "And don't be thinking you're going to get anything else out of me, do you hear?"

Tessa nodded, holding back her smile of amusement as she did.

"You aren't," he grumbled. "By the by, I get all them artifacts by delivery. I wouldn't be able to pick 'im out of a lineup, but he's an imp, if that helps."

Maybe, maybe not. Tessa wasn't sure yet. It confirmed several things, but her mind was too muddled with pain to connect all the dots.

"There's one other thing," Pops said with a sigh. "It just came in a couple of hours ago. Julian was supposed to give it to you, but he ain't here, and I feel like you're needing it."

"What's that?" Tessa asked a little worriedly. She wasn't certain what Julian could have been going to give her that Pops could deliver.

"You needn't look so worried," he chuckled. "It ain't like that."

"Wait!" Julian called out from the top of the stairs. "I'm here!"

"Ah, well, then, I'll let the boy do it," Pops shrugged. "Listen, we're eating in ten minutes. Don't…" He stopped himself and said carefully, "We eat in ten minutes. All of us," he said pointedly.

Tessa was really confused now. It wasn't as if she and Julian were going to have sex in the basement. She wasn't one of Gisele's characters. She required a bed. Or at least a good alley wall.

"Ten minutes," Pops repeated as he moved past Julian up the staircase.

Once they were alone, Julian said, "How was your day?"

"Weird," Tessa said. "Yours?"

"Better now." He stepped towards her, stopping just a foot away and asked, "Did you solve any cases?"

"Not yet. My head hurts too much to think," she admitted. "Maybe later," she added with a shrug.

"I'm sorry," he whispered as he pulled her into his arms.

She didn't reply, just laid her head on his chest and listened to the steady beat of his heart.

"I have something for you," he said.

"Yeah, but what bothers me is that your dad was going to give it to me," she replied.

Julian snorted and said, "It's not like that."

"So you say," she stated.

"You gotta get your mind outta Gisele's books," he laughed.

He stepped away from her and after scanning the tabletops, walked over to one of the tables and picked up a small parcel.

"Here," he said as he handed it to her.

She slowly unwrapped it, feeling a little bit of confusion when she saw the lump of rock inside.

"What is it?" she asked.

"I can't do anything to help the pain," he said softly. "But this should help ground you; and if you're grounded, you're pulling energy from the earth, and so…"

"I should be able to keep going," Tessa surmised.

"More or less," he muttered. "It's not what I'd like, but it's what I have. Pops tested it, and he said it's legit."

Tessa carefully removed the rock from the paper, and the moment her fingers touched it, she felt a strange rush of energy pulse up her arm.

"Oh, that's nice," she murmured.

It didn't take away the pain; it didn't even really dull it; it simply seemed to make her stronger and more able to bear it.

"Thank you," she said emphatically.

"It helps?"

"Yes. Will it work if it's in my pocket?"

She didn't wait for his response, just slipped it into her pocket to see if the strange strength she garnered from it stayed with her. It did, but it dulled slightly.

"It would be better if it was against your skin," Julian said. "I'll make it into a necklace," he added. "I'm not sure why it wasn't one already. That would have made more sense."

Tessa removed the stone from her pocket and studied it curiously. It looked very familiar to her.

"It's a troll scale," she stated, not sure how she knew, but absolutely certain of it.

"It is," Julian agreed. "Curtis told me about it, and Pops hunted it down. See the rune on it? That's what makes it an artifact. Without that, it's just a scale."

A troll scale was never just a scale, but Tessa didn't bother to correct him. A year ago, she wouldn't have blinked at such an offering, but today…

"I don't know how the scale was acquired," Julian suddenly said, almost as if he had read her mind. "But it exists, and it would be stupid for you not to use it."

His voice was firmer than normal, and she met his gaze, smiling slightly at the stubborn line of his lips.

"I'll wear it," she promised.

His shoulders went slack with relief, and he took the scale from her and carried it over to a workbench in the corner of the basement.

She felt the loss of it as soon as he took it. Her body suddenly felt heavier. Her mind felt duller. A second ago, she had almost been able to think, but without the artifact, she felt like she was mired in mud again.

"Pops already marked out the spot to drill," Julian said as he lined everything up. "You can't just drill anywhere on an artifact like this. You got to be careful. Wrong spot, and you'll ruin it."

His voice was soft, and she knew he was concentrating. She watched without comment, and before long he turned back around and offered her a chain with the artifact dangling from it.

"It's a little big to be a necklace," he said with a shrug. "But style isn't really the point."

"It's perfect," she said.

And it really was. She could not have imagined a more perfect gift, and she could hardly wait for him to put it on her.

He stepped behind her and draped the chain around her neck. As the troll scale settled against her skin, she immediately felt the relief of it.

Julian's hands dropped to her shoulders, and he lightly kissed the nape of her neck.

"I missed you today," he murmured against her skin. "I kept seeing you with your boots up on Sagena Redgrove's desk with that look of just-try-it in your eyes."

He pressed a line of hot kisses all along the side of her neck, and she tilted her head and leaned back into him. His fingers skimmed the sides of her breasts as he ran his hands down her arms. Pleasure at his touch pushed back the pain, and she closed her eyes so she could fully embrace it.

"I thought of you too," she teased. "And the look on your face when I told Gisele to skip the racy bits."

"That was cruel. You know I live for those scenes," he retorted.

She turned in his arms and threaded her fingers through his hair.

"I thought you lived for my kisses," she whispered against his lips.

"Gisele first; kisses second," he whispered back.

"Oh, really," she murmured. "I'll have to see if there's anything I can do to change that."

"Please do."

She had just touched her lips to his when Selina yelled down the staircase.

"Pops says your ten minutes is up!"

"Why?" Julian muttered. "Why?"

"Because it's funnier this way," Tessa laughed. "If it's not Selina or Pops, it's Ollie or Curtis. We're doomed to never kiss."

"Screw that," Julian said as he pulled her to him and kissed her with an edge of desperate hunger. She kissed him back, trying to give him a thousand kisses in one, trying to make every second of it count.

"JUUULIAN!!!"

Julian stepped back with an angry hiss and stated, "To be continued."

Tessa laughed softly and said, "Maybe."

She took Julian's hand when he offered it and allowed him to pull her up the stairs. Selina was waiting at the top, arms crossed, foot tapping. She glanced between them with a narrowed-eyed glare, then leveled her gaze on Tessa.

"Whatever you did to Pops worked. He's back to normal."

"I have a gift," Tessa shrugged.

"Are you two done messing around? Mom's got dinner on the table."

"We're here, aren't we?" Julian growled. "You're the one still standing here jawing."

Tessa grinned faintly. It seemed a little impossible that she had actually fallen in with a family of people nearly as rude and brusque as she was, but she had.

Selina and Julian continued to bicker as they weaved through the store to the hidden staircase in the back that led up to the apartment above the shop.

As soon as they entered the sitting room, a rush of odors assailed Tessa's nose, and she was torn between a great deal of hunger and the urge to run.

Before she could mount any protest though, Julian herded her towards the table, simultaneously arguing with Pops about the tetrarch's new law regarding imports.

"I'm just sayin' it does him a lot more good than me," Pops snorted.

"We're black market, Pops," Julian shot back. "Of course it does."

"A little consideration goes a long way," Pops grumbled.

"He's trying to repeal the artifact seizure law," Tessa spoke up.

"Is he now?" Pops said, a gleam of avarice settling in his eyes. "That's why you've got such a list, is it?"

She shrugged. It was an unspoken rule that a detective never told people more than they needed to know about a case, and she had already told Pops much more than he needed to know.

"If he does that, we could almost be legal," Pops said thoughtfully.

Food was being passed around the table under Floure's watchful eyes, and each and every platter moved across the table in front of Tessa. She didn't reach for any of them, but her plate acquired more and more food as they passed by.

Her brain was too muddled to argue with Julian about it. The scents and the bickering were overwhelming her just a little. Not to mention that the stupid part of her brain had finally realized that this was definitely not a work meal and was punishing her appropriately.

Selina was grumbling about something Julian said, and Floure told her not to talk when she had food in her mouth. Pops's voice was growing louder as he tried to explain the difference between a mid-level Casio the Great relic and a high-level.

"Try this," Julian said, holding a fork out in front of Tessa. She ate it without thinking, mostly because she was too busy trying to convince herself that she could do what she wanted to, and the patron, of the arts, could shut it.

Tessa chewed automatically, sighing with pleasure as she did. It had been days since she had managed to eat anything other than Badri's soup, but whatever Julian had just given her was delightful.

"Good, isn't it?" he asked as he offered her a second bite.

She took it without comment, listening with half an ear as Julian started up a counter argument about art being more valuable than relics.

"Pshaw, my boy!" Pops exclaimed at some point. "You just don't understand people. They're not interested in looking at the hand of the god; they want to touch the hand of the god."

"I agree with Julian!" Selina announced.

"Julian could say that the sky was bright pink, and you'd agree with him," Pops snorted.

"It is bright pink," Julian stated.

Suddenly they were all three laughing, and Tessa stared at them in confusion.

"They're always like this," Floure said with a shrug. "Either arguing or laughing. It's difficult to say which is worse. You would hardly think that when I married him, he was a respected member of the community," she added, looking at Pops with clear affection.

The three of them were speaking in Romani now, words flying from their lips, and Floure shook her head before saying loudly, "We have a guest."

They immediately quieted down, and Pops's cheeks turned a deep shade of red as he looked at Tessa and said, "Pardon. That was rude."

Tessa couldn't help her cringe at his apology. Apologies just felt wrong from some people, and Pops was one of them.

"I didn't like it either," Pops admitted. "But Floure expects that sort of thing."

Dinner progressed in much the same manner. Brief arguments infiltrated with laughter, and Julian constantly offering her bites of this or that. Which she took because it turned out she was ravenous.

At some point, after all of the dishes were empty, Julian tugged Tessa from her chair and led her into the sitting room.

"We won't stay much longer," he said as he gestured for her to sit on one of the small couches. "But it's tradition to listen to Pops tell one of our tales after the meal. Kind of like Gisele in the sitting room," he explained.

As soon as Pops began to speak, Tessa realized that it was nothing like Gisele in the sitting room. Gisele's stories were well-crafted and intriguing, but they were spun from Gisele's overactive imagination regarding romance and people in general. Pops's story was spun from the fabric of time.

Tessa almost laughed at herself for having such a thought. She didn't believe in stories or magic. Not in the way norms did. She knew magic was real, but it was explainable. At least to witches by witches.

The story Pops was recounting was not explainable, but it carried weight as it weaved through the room like a breeze. His voice had taken on an ethereal quality, and the story itself seemed to form on the canvas of the walls.

Tessa watched it play out with absolute fascination, nearly forgetting about the pain that was nagging her to get back to work.

It was a story about a woman and the stars. Only there were no stars, just stygian darkness. The woman traveled far, and every night she laid a trail of stars in the sky to light her way home. For years she traveled, and the stars trailed after her, like breadcrumbs across the heavens. 

It wasn't a story with a happy ending though. The woman never followed the stars home. She never again took comfort from the arms of her lover as they looked up at Orion together. Instead, she wandered forever, and that is why the night sky is so full of stars.

With that final word, the soft echo of Pops's voice faded; and with it went the strange swirling of lights in the room. Tessa had actually seen the stars fall into place as he had spoken, and now that the story was finished, she felt oddly bereft, as if her life was just a little bit emptier than it had been a moment before.

For a long time, no one spoke; but Tessa finally said softly, "That was beautiful. Thank you. And thank you for supper. It was very good."

She really wasn't used to complimenting people, and the words felt a little awkward on her tongue. She tried to smile, but it just wasn't her way.

"I have to go," she said apologetically.

"Of course, dear," Floure said gently.

The way she said dear was completely different than the way Gisele said it. Floure said it with kindness and compassion, and it was enough to make Tessa cry, but she didn't.

"You are welcome anytime," Floure went on as she stood and took Tessa's hand.

Tessa pinched her thigh with her other hand, hoping it would chase away the tears that wanted to build up, and it did.

"Thank you," Tessa said quickly before stepping away and practically running for the door.

She hated emotions and expressive eyes. She hated people liking her. She hated people caring about whether or not she lived or died.

She was halfway down the street when Julian caught up with her.

"I'm sorry," he said as he took her hand and linked his fingers through hers.

"For what?" Tessa snapped.

"I wasn't thinking. I just want them to know you."

"So much better to share the misery," Tessa laughed.

It was not a happy laugh. She did not feel happy. She felt angry and sad and disappointed that this was all the life she was going to get.

She pushed those thoughts away and tried to focus. First things first, she had a case to solve. Two cases actually, but she had pretty well taken care of the first one. She would return the artifact to Ian tomorrow with a vague statement about a master thief and leave it at that.

As for the artifacts that the Magistratus was missing, that was a whole different kettle of fish. She couldn't return them because Pops needed to sell them. If he didn't sell them, she was certain the patron, of the arts, would be very disappointed. And she, of all people, knew exactly what happened when the patron was disappointed.

She wasn't going to expose Pops to that. She refused. She would simply have to tell the tetrarch to close the book on that particular case and walk away. And if that didn't work, she would drag up enough dirt to bury his entire family. After all, blackmail was what the Graves family did best.

"Where are we going?" Julian asked when they stepped back into Denver proper.

"Home," Tessa said, an edge of desperation to her voice.

She needed Ollie and Gisele; she needed them to tell her what to do. She just couldn't figure it out. The patron was too smart for her, too clever.

If there had been a desk or bar top in front of her, she would have banged her head on it, but since there wasn't, she just kept walking.

The closer she got to the house, the faster her feet moved. She suddenly felt like a child, running towards the house, hoping against all hope that today Ollie would be there. She hardly ever was, but today, surely today, she would be.

Tessa frowned as she tried to remind herself that she was no longer a child. And furthermore, Ollie would be there. She had promised to come home today.

Tessa's heart was beating faster than it needed to be, and she didn't understand why she was suddenly so upset. She didn't need Ollie. Ollie was always leaving. She was better off without her. Hadn't Virgil said that? He had said that Ollie was a bad influence, and Tessa was better off without her.

Tessa dropped Julian's hand and began to run.

She didn't know what had possessed her, and she didn't care. She needed to know that Ollie was home, that she had returned like she had promised.

Tessa crashed through the backdoor and ran down the hallway. The sitting room door was open, and she bounded through it, gasping with relief when she saw Ollie curled up on one of the chairs, book in her hand.

Tessa stared at her, feeling like an absolute idiot. Of course Ollie was here. She had promised she would be. She had no idea why she had been so worried.

Ollie looked up from her book and smiled at Tessa, and then a horrible thing happened. Tessa began to cry.


Chapter 9
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With a muttered curse, Ollie dropped her book and jumped from her chair.

"What's wrong?" she demanded as she grabbed Tessa's arm and started looking her over for injuries.

"Nothing," Tessa blubbered.

"Nothing?" Ollie exclaimed. "You're crying!"

"It's stupid," Tessa sobbed, but then she threw her arms around Ollie and hugged her tightly.

Ollie hugged her back, worry coursing through her. She had seen Tessa suffer horrible pain without so much as shedding a single tear, so something must be really wrong.

A movement in the doorway caught her attention, and her eyes darted towards it. Julian was standing there, impassive face impossible to read.

"What is going on?" Ollie hissed.

He shrugged.

"Get her whiskey," she ordered.

He disappeared down the hallway, and Ollie wished they had traded places instead. She knew at least two hundred and eleven unique ways to kill a person, but she had no idea what to do to help Tessa.

"Tell me what's wrong," she coaxed as she moved them towards the couch.

"You were gone," Tessa managed to say. "And now you're back."

"You didn't want me to come back?" Ollie asked carefully.

Tessa started crying harder.

"Shit," Ollie muttered. "I'm not good at this, Tessa. Just tell me what's wrong!"

"I was afraid you wouldn't come back," Tessa whispered. "I'm sorry. You promised you would. I don't know why I was so scared."

Horror filled Ollie when she realized that she had caused this; she had made Tessa cry. But before she could say anything, before she could apologize, Tessa went on.

"It was an awful day," she muttered. "My head hurts so bad I can barely fucking think, and I don't know what to do anymore. Please tell me what to do."

Ollie couldn't do that; she didn't know.

"I… We'll have our meeting tonight," Ollie finally offered lamely.

"I'm sorry," Tessa muttered as she released Ollie and pulled away. "I don't know why I'm crying. Pops told this story, and then Floure looked at me like that, and I just… God, I'm tired, Ollie. I'm not sure I can do this."

"You can," Ollie insisted. "You have to."

Tessa laughed bitterly and said, "But what if… No, you're right. I can't let him win. I won't." She wiped her eyes roughly and said once more, "I'm sorry."

"Why are you sorry?" Ollie demanded.

"For crying and for thinking you wouldn't come back," Tessa shrugged. 

"You have every reason to cry," Ollie insisted, suddenly understanding why Curtis got so frustrated with her when she refused to let the tears flow. "And I'm sorry. Because you also had every reason to think I wouldn't come back."

"You said you wouldn't leave me," Tessa stated. "I believe you."

Ollie reached out and wiped a stray tear from Tessa's cheek. She didn't know how Tessa could stand it. How could she stay upright like she was doing? How could she keep pushing forward? No one else could. Only Tessa.

"You're so goddamn strong," Ollie whispered.

Tessa shook her head and said, "No. Not really. I'm gonna take a shower. Get the others; we need to have a meeting."

With that she stood and left the room, all signs of emotion and fear gone. Whatever had possessed her to cry a few moments ago was tightly under control once more.

Ollie stared after her, marveling at Tessa's iron resolve to win. Tessa would never stop. She wouldn't. Not until the patron was dead.

But then what? That was the question, wasn't it? What would happen to Tessa when her armor of survival was no longer needed? What would happen once she won?

Deep in the back of Ollie's mind she already knew the answer, and since she did know the answer, she hurried from the room to gather the others. The less time she spent on her own, the less likely she would be to do something dumb.

When Tessa returned to the sitting room a little while later, she had gotten herself back under control. There were no tears; there was no sadness. She was a detective, and she had a case to solve. It was the sum of everything.

She strode into the sitting room, pain her ever-constant companion, and scanned the room to make sure everyone was there before sitting beside Julian.

She grinned at him as she took his hand, savoring his brief look of surprise. She was done holding herself back, and he would just have to get used to it.

"Magnus," Tessa said loudly.

"What are you doing?" Gisele asked.

"Calling Magnus."

"A please goes a long way, dear."

"Not between Magnus and I, Grandma," Tessa said pointedly.

Gisele sighed heavily.

"I'll call you Gisele when you don't interfere between us. My house, my butler, my rules."

"Fine. Be as rude as you like," Gisele said with a pouty moue.

Tessa rolled her eyes and reached for the whiskey bottle that was sitting on the tray near her chair.

"How did New Orleans go?" she asked Ollie.

"I won five arm wrestling matches," Ollie said carelessly. "One against an ogre."

"Nice," Tessa said. "Was that why you went?"

"No," Ollie muttered. "I wanted more five-seconders, but Jarmen doesn't have any and can't get any either."

Tessa didn't need Ollie to spell it out any more than that. Poisoning the patron, of the arts, she added hurriedly, was not an option.

"Jury is looking for something that blocks magic temporarily," Tessa said.

"I've never heard of such a thing," Ollie replied.

"I doubt if they advertise it."

Just then Magnus shuffled slowly into the room.

"You rang, Ms. Graves?"

"I have a question. I assume that the house is like a cone of silence?"

"A cone of silence?" he repeated, eyebrow cocked.

"No one can listen in?"

"No one can listen in," he stated, voice slightly offended.

"You're listening in, but you will not tell a soul what you overhear?"

"That is correct."

"Not even the patron?" she asked.

She paid for her words, as she had known she would, but she had learned that Magnus had to have very clear instructions.

"Not even the patron."

She frowned, wishing her mind was a little less cloudy.

"Let me clarify, you will not repeat anything you hear to anyone outside of this room."

"I will not."

"Or to anyone who is currently inside this room," she said, struggling for absolute clarity.

After all, the patron could glamour himself to look like anyone he wanted. She was certain he wouldn't though. She was certain he was too arrogant to take on the form of Ollie or Gisele. Furthermore, he could hardly make himself shorter. She would know right away if it was someone pretending to be Ollie or Gisele, but she wasn't certain if Magnus would.  

Magnus must have taken pity on her, a concept that absolutely horrified her, because he said, "I will not speak or write, in code or otherwise, about anything I overhear in this house to anyone at all, including the five people who are currently inside this room."

Tessa sighed with relief and said, "Tha— You may go."

"Tessa!"

"Grandma!"

Gisele actually growled.

Tessa smiled tightly and said, "Magnus and I have an arrangement, Grandma. One that has nothing to do with you."

"In that case, thank you, Magnus. Your service is exemplary, as always," Gisele said sweetly.

"As you say, Mrs. Graves," Magnus replied, bowing towards her slightly.

Tessa rolled her eyes, and when she looked back, Magnus was gone.

"I've no idea how he can move so quickly when he wants to," she muttered.

"What was that all about?" Gisele demanded.

"I decoded the tetrarch's message," Tessa said softly.

"Oh," Gisele said.

"Yeah."

"What message?" Ollie asked.

"It's a long story," Tessa said. "The short of it is that Gisele rubs elbows with the tetrarch, but she didn't tell us. She did, however, tell the tetrarch about the patron and his position in the government; and the tetrarch sent us a coded message, which I decoded."

Ollie opened her mouth, but then she pursed her lips together angrily and gestured for Tessa to go on.

Tessa absently rubbed the back of her neck. She was not looking forward to what came next.

"As you all know, I'm looking for the patron of the arts," she said very carefully.

Everyone, except Curtis, stared at her in confusion, but they were smart. They would figure it out.

"And we know that the patron, of the arts…" She had to add that, and she had to do it fairly quickly. Anytime she said or thought the patron without that addition, she paid for it. "We also know that he is a senator in the US government," Tessa said.

She was on shaky ground now so she took a couple gulps of whiskey before pushing forward.

"What we may not have known, or at least I didn't, is that there is a committee of US political leaders who know about the Hidden. This committee is responsible for making requests of the Hidden government. They are allotted twelve requests per year, one for each month, and the requests cannot be infinite. For instance, they cannot ask for vampire babies to be given to them. They can only request the service of a vampire for a given time, three to six months or whatever."

She had the sudden urge to bang her head on a desk, but since there wasn't one in front of her, she took a few more drinks instead.

"The committee was first formed in 1800," Tessa went on. "And there are only ever three members on the committee. The secretary of defense, the secretary of commerce, and…"

She paused here, not because she was trying to build up tension, but because the next words were actually physically difficult for her to say.

"And the third member is currently the Pennsylvania senator Shane Hundley," she said stiffly. "Or as we know him, the patron of the arts."

She finished off the bottle, but it did little to dull the pain hammering through her mind.

"Apparently, he has been responsible for more than half of the last five years' worth of requests. The tetrarch included a list, although I really wish he hadn't," she mumbled.

She could hardly begin to imagine what the patron would do with a scutum witch, three witch sweepers, a vampire, and two trolls, but she was certain it wasn't anything good.

With every word she had spoken, the pain had increased. Her brain wasn't stupid. She could call him Slappy Clownface all she wanted, but she was still talking about the patron, and she knew it.

Her entire head was pulsing with pain, and it was wedging its way into her eye, making it hard to see. Out of sheer desperation, Tessa tried to call for Badri with her mind, and she sighed with relief when the sitting room door swung open and Badri breezed in, placed a fresh bottle of whiskey beside her, and whisked away the empty one.

"I really do love that man," she murmured before drinking half of the bottle.

"Hey," Julian grumbled.

"Not as much as I love you," she whispered in his ear.

"That's right you do," he whispered back.

His hand was massaging her neck, and she leaned into him, breath catching slightly when his lips brushed over her ear.

Ollie cleared her throat and said loudly, "Was that all the message said?"

"Yes," Tessa replied.

"So it will absolutely have to look like an accident," Ollie stated.

"Or no body no crime," Gisele suggested.

"That's not really a thing," Ollie replied. "If a high-ranking senator goes missing, they will definitely look for him. But they won't look for anything or anyone if it looks like an accident."

"So no weapons," Curtis surmised.

"Not any obvious ones," Ollie grumbled.

"We're narrowing down our options quite nicely, I think," Gisele announced cheerfully. "All we need is one senator and a very long staircase."

"He's a witch," Tessa pointed out. "He could probably float."

"Only if he's an aerial witch," Ollie countered.

"If he's an earth witch he could float something up to soften his fall," Julian put in.

"One senator and a lake," Gisele ground out.

"Unless he's an aquatis," Ollie muttered.

"I give up!" Gisele spat. "Just find a way to kill the bastard!"

They all stared at her in shock, and Gisele's face turned bright red, a color that Tessa had never seen on her.

"Sorry," Gisele muttered. "I just… Does anyone else have anything to add or should I read?"

Tessa had plenty that she could add, but Julian's hand was making slow steady circles on her back just above her waistband, and she found that she wasn't interested in talking about the patron, of the arts, anymore.

"I wrote a very fetching scene today," Gisele went on hopefully.

"Can a scene be fetching?" Ollie asked.

"Certainly, dear."

Ollie made a noncommittal noise, and Gisele said firmly, "I'll prove it."

With that she lifted a stack of papers and cleared her throat.

Curtis leaned forward with obvious anticipation, and Tessa hid her grin behind her whiskey bottle.

Gisele shot her a censorious look.

"I'm not allowed to drink?" Tessa demanded.

"Not while I'm reading, dear. It's rude."

Tessa rolled her eyes and downed the rest of the bottle in one go before gesturing for Gisele to continue.

Gisele watched Tessa through narrow eyes, pretending to be irritated. She would normally be irritated at Tessa's rudeness, and she was trying to be normal. For Tessa's sake.  

Once Tessa was finished guzzling her whiskey, Gisele cleared her throat once more, because they expected it, and began to read.

Bronagh chuckled softly as she ran down the servants' staircase. Her life was in ruins, but at least she would garner a small amount of pleasure from the horse thief's future discomfort.

She hated him so much that she had poured crushed nettles into his breeches this morning; and since he had a valet, none of her servants could be blamed for such a disastrous event.

She almost laughed out loud as she imagined the look on his face. It wasn't much, but even a small amount of revenge was better than nothing.

She would play the stable boy again today and keep her eyes open for another way to torment him. There wasn't much she could do short of putting horse droppings on his saddle, but she would think of something.

She knew he wouldn't recognize her because she hadn't officially met him yet. She had managed to plead out of dinner last night by insisting she had a headache. She had never had a headache in her life, and it wasn't a very believable lie, but her father had given her space, just as he always did.

He was being remarkably calm about this whole thing, and it frustrated her. There were women in business. She had brought him a list just last week. He had promptly dismissed it, saying there were women in business, true, but there were not women in the horse business.

For the first time in her life, she hated him. She had been understanding up until the moment he had mentioned marriage. Her marriage. To whom? she had snapped. It didn't really matter, he had replied. As long as they were quality.

She would rather rot in the stables than in some man's house. She was considering burning her dresses and taking the name Brady to her grave. She didn't want to marry. She wanted to tend to her horses.

HER horses. Not the thief's.

Flynn adjusted his pants once more as he strode towards the stables. He started every day with a ride. It was the only way to clear his head, and his head needed a lot of clearing today.

Last night over dinner, Baron MacConin had not been subtle when he had mentioned his daughter.

"She's of age," he had said calmly. "And considered quite the beauty."

"You should take her to Dublin," Flynn had replied pointedly.

"She would soon tire of such frippery," the baron had shrugged. "You'll see for yourself soon enough. She would be a boon to you, that's for certain."

Flynn didn't see how. He didn't need a wife, and he resented the need for a partner. He had everything he needed. Except thoroughbreds. He did not have adequate thoroughbreds.

Baron MacConin, on the other hand, had stables full of beautiful horses and no sons to carry on his work. It was a partnership that fulfilled both of their needs, but Flynn was not taking the daughter as part of the deal.

What the hell was wrong with his pants?

He scratched his leg, but forgot all about the itch when he spotted the brazen-mouthed stable boy from yesterday. He found himself a little hesitant to be around the boy again. He didn't like the way the boy looked at him, which made him feel foolish enough to keep going.

"Saddle my horse," he ordered when he was certain the boy would hear him.

The boy looked up with a wide, wicked, and absolutely stunning grin.

"Yes, sir," he said, bobbing his head.

He disappeared inside the stable, and Flynn paced. He always saddled his own horse. Always.

He was acting like a right idiot, and he couldn't understand how a mere stable boy was getting under his skin.

He was itchy as hell by the time the boy returned with his horse. The look on the boy's face was anything but subservient, but Flynn wasn't in the mood to try to correct him today. Instead he quickly checked the straps, just in case the boy had taken it into his head to try to kill him.

"Fine," Flynn grunted when he was done.

Without another word, he swung up into his saddle and cantered quickly out of the stable yard. It was going to take more than a little ride to clear his head today.

Bronagh grinned as she watched the thief ride from the yard. Her revenge was playing out even better than she had expected.

"What's that smile for?" Faolán inquired suspiciously.

Faolán had a terrible habit of sneaking up on people, but Bronagh was used to it, and she easily smoothed her face before saying, "It's such a lovely day, isn't it?"

"You know my rules, Bronagh girl," he said firmly.

Bronagh held her hand over her heart and smiled as innocently as possible.

"No harm to horse; no harm to rider. I would never break the rule, Faolán. If anything were to happen to that man, it wouldn't be because of his horse. You have my word."

"I know you're up to something," he muttered. "Clean Velvet's stall."

She shrugged and headed for the stable. Nothing Faolán did could possibly ruin this day.

Gisele paused here. She quite liked Bronagh's method of handling things, but this was just the necessary scaffolding for a budding romance, and the romance was where the real story was. If she just skipped ahead a chapter or two…

She turned a page, but then her eyes caught sight of Tessa, and she sighed. Tessa was already half asleep. That was two nights in a row now. She was beginning to think she was losing her touch.

"You aren't done, are you?" Curtis asked worriedly.

"Tessa is falling asleep again," Gisele replied.

Tessa sat bolt upright and said, "I am not!"

"Your eyes were closed, dear."

"The better to hear you?" Tessa ventured.

"Go to bed," Gisele ordered. "Not to your office, not to work, but to bed."

Tessa cringed a little, but something Julian whispered in her ear eased her expression, and she nodded.

"Sorry," she said as she stood. "Bad day."

Gisele thought that was probably an understatement, and a sense of frustration gripped her, but there was nothing she could do.

She waited until Tessa and Julian were gone to sigh loudly and say, "My day was an absolute waste."

"And mine," Ollie agreed. "Although Jarmen did make a considerable amount of money off of me."

"Off of you, dear?"

"Everyone always bets against me because I'm a girl," Ollie said with a grin. "Jarmen bets for me."

"It's good to know there are still some people out there with brains between their ears," Gisele murmured before turning her attention to Curtis. "How was she today?"

"She's in severe pain," Curtis stated. "She wouldn't even talk to Ms. Redgrove."

"Not even to goad her?" Gisele demanded.

"No."

She felt herself pale and tried to smile instead. "I'm sure that one of us will find something useful soon. We have to."

It was an empty statement, and she knew it. The only one capable of finding the patron was Tessa, and Tessa didn't seem to have enough in her to keep going.

Gisele hadn't felt this helpless since Virgil had been taken from her as a baby. She had known she wouldn't be able to keep him, but when the time had come, she had nearly hurled herself from the window with despair. The only thing that had stopped her was the knowledge that her death wouldn't change anything.

And since she hadn't been able to change her own life, she had created a world where everything turned out all right in the end. A world of soft promises and romance, a world with lots of babies and happy mothers. She had created a fantasy, and it was the only thing that had saved her.

It wouldn't save Tessa though. Gisele didn't know how to save Tessa, but she had to keep believing that Tessa could be saved.


Chapter 10
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When Tessa woke, her limbs were tangled with Julian's, and she couldn't help grinning. She didn't regret going to bed early last night. He had made it well worth her while, and she hadn't once thought that she should be working instead.

She stretched rather lazily, taking a quick account of herself as she did. The ache in her head was vague at the moment, but she knew that if she didn't get moving it would quickly intensify. She wasn't sure how much she cared though; she would rather stay here, with Julian. It would certainly be a more productive use of her time.

She walked her fingers up his naked leg.

"Don't mess with me," he muttered sleepily. "I'm going to wake up, reach for you, and you'll say, 'Oh, I've got to go! Jury's waiting.' I hate Jury," he added irritably. "He always ruins my mornings."

"Not this morning," Tessa promised as she pressed her lips against his shoulder. "He's out of town."

In one swift motion, Julian flipped her onto her back. "I'd better not give you anytime to think it over," he murmured against her lips.

In response, she threaded her fingers through his hair and pulled him closer.

"Me tut kamav," he whispered against her neck.

A thrill raced through her at his words. No one had ever loved her before. Not like Julian did.

She hadn't even realized that she had wanted to be loved.  She had never needed anyone in her entire life, but she desperately needed him. She didn't have to pretend with him. She didn't have to waste breath with silly words or pleasantries. He saw her for who she was, and he liked her. A lot.

"I love you," she whispered back, and then she lost herself to showing him exactly how much.

Sometime later, they escaped the house out the back door. Tessa wasn't in the mood to pretend to have any answers when Gisele gave her that hopeful look, and she and Curtis had an unspoken agreement to meet up at the Strong Arm Tavern every day at noon.

She didn't know why they were still bothering. She hadn't been able to think straight for days now. She hated to admit it, but unless someone else came up with an idea, she was totally screwed.

She couldn't even remember what it felt like to be able to think straight. She hadn't had a coherent thought in…

She abruptly stopped walking, barely feeling it when Julian's hand yanked out of hers. Something was different. Her head still hurt. It hurt horribly, in fact, but beneath it…

"What's wrong?" Julian asked worriedly.

She could almost…

"What is grounding?" she demanded.

"Grounding?"

"The troll scale. You said it grounds. What does that mean?"

She hadn't thought to ask at the time because she hadn't been able to think. But now…

"We draw energy and life from the earth, from trees, from anything natural really," Julian explained. "The norm scientists label that energy electrons, but that's not the way crypts look at it. It's purely elemental, and it exists in all living creatures, including the earth. Regardless of which view you take, it's really difficult to connect nowadays because of all the paving and the plastic, and all that. The scale artifact is sort of a bridge to help you connect."

Tessa glanced down at the black asphalt beneath her boots. Her mind was spinning, and it hadn't spun in days, not really.

"Am I grounded now?"

"As much as you can be," he shrugged.

"What would make it better?"

"Being barefoot on grass or rock or something like that."

"Interesting," she murmured as she accessed her mental map of the surrounding area. When she found what she was looking for, she grabbed his hand and started running.

"What's wrong?" Julian demanded as he ran with her.

She didn't bother to reply because it was all right there, just out of reach, taunting her. She could do this though. She knew that she could. All she needed was one moment of clarity.

She grinned when she saw the small patch of grass just up ahead. She ran to it, and when she was standing in the middle of the green, she bent down, and quickly began to unlace one of her boots. Julian didn't ask what she was doing; he just started unlacing the other one.

There were people passing by, staring at them as if they had taken leave of their senses, but Tessa didn't care.

As soon as the laces were loose, she ripped off her boots and peeled off her socks, then she dug her bare feet into the grass and tried to feel whatever energy it was that Julian had mentioned.

She couldn't really feel it, not in her feet, but she did feel a strange wave of energy pulse off the scale hanging against her chest. She wrapped her hand around the scale and pressed it to her head. The pain was overwhelming because the part of her brain that the patron lived in didn't understand what she was doing, but it didn't like it. Not one little bit. But all of a sudden, the pain wasn't all-consuming. It was ignorable; and she could finally think.

All the pieces were there, swirling around in her mind like a tornado. She just had to quiet the storm and pull the pieces together. She grimaced as she tried to focus on it, annoyed that it kept skittering out of her reach.

"Goddamn it," she hissed as she dug her toes into the dirt. "I can do this."

It was right there. If she could just…

"Kiss me!" she demanded.

Julian's lips suddenly pressed against hers. It wasn't a soft kiss like his kisses earlier; it was hard and demanding kiss. It demanded her attention, and she gave it to him, returning his kiss with all the desperation she currently felt.

Liquid heat pooled in her belly, spreading out to her limbs as his tongue dove into her mouth and tangled against hers.

The pain cleared. The tornado of clues stopped whirling, and everything fell to the ground, pieces moving into place, revealing the picture.

Elation poured through Tessa, and she transferred it to Julian, pressing her entire body against his before pulling away and grinning madly.

"I've got it!" she said.

His eyes were a little dazed, but he managed to say, "Yeah?"

"Yeah. I know just what to do."

And she did. It was simple, really. Nothing to it. The only thing that had kept her from seeing it earlier was the pain.

"Boots," she said as she sat on the grass and started to tug on one of her socks.

"Are you going to tell me?" Julian asked as he helped with the other sock.

"Eventually," she replied, mind still working it all out. "First, we gotta go see Pops."

Tessa was riding high by the time they reached Pops's shop. The pain was still there, no doubt about it; and it was trying to stop her; it was trying to block her; it was trying to keep her from thinking; but it wasn't. Her mind was working better than it had in weeks.

She was making connections and drawing conclusions, and it was all she could do not to smile. In fact, she was smiling. Widely.

When they stepped into the shop, Selina took one look at her, groaned, and said, "Great, now you're doing it."

"Doing what?" Tessa asked.

"You look… happy. It's creepy." Selina shuddered and added, "Pops is in the back. I'll flip the sign and lock up. Then I'm going to go find an ogre to annoy or something. Anything to escape all this gaiety."

Tessa grinned a little wider, and Selina shuddered once more before sidling past them and heading towards the door.

"Pops!" Julian shouted.

"What?!" Pops shouted back.

"Tessa needs you!"

"When that girl needs me, bad things happen," Pops grumbled as he wandered out from the back room. "What?"

"What is the rarest and most sought after artifact in the world?" Tessa asked.

"Well, that's two different questions," Pops replied with a shrug. "You got rare, and you got sought after. Which do you want?"

"Most powerful. Most able to increase abilities. Most useful to someone looking for power or trying to control people or in the blackmail business."

"That's a tricky one," Pops muttered. "Let me think."

And he sat down on a chair, plopped his chin in his hands, and stared off into nothingness.

"How long do you think this is going to take?" Tessa whispered to Julian.

"I have no idea; I've never seen that look on his face."

Tessa started to pace. Her mind was moving so fast she almost couldn't keep up with it. It was as if it was trying to make up for all of the days it hadn't been able to think properly.

The ideas were coming fast and furiously now. How to draw out the patron. How to handle the tetrarch. What sort of Highland game she would like to play with Julian. Where she was going to take Curtis when all this was over. So many ideas, and she was terrified that if she blinked or took a breath, it would all fade away.

"Are you holding your breath?" Julian suddenly hissed.

"No," she spat.

"You are. Stop it!"

"Don't tell me what to do," she growled.

"I'm not. I'm merely suggesting that you breathe."

"I'll breathe if I want to."

She didn't know why she was arguing with him. She did need to breathe. But she wanted to argue, and she was suddenly looking forward to crushing Sagena's dreams of solving the vault crime. There was no crime. It was as simple as that. When her brain worked, she was brilliant, absolutely brilliant. The patron was going to rue the day he decided to try to bend her to his will.

"Got it!" Pops suddenly announced.

"Yes?" Tessa said.

"You can't hurry excellence, my girl. There's a way to these things. I can't just spew it out," he added. "Sales is all about showmanship."

"I'm not buying," she snapped.

"Nonetheless," he said. "We should go downstairs."

"Not the box," Tessa groaned. "I hate the box."

"I installed a light," Pops said petulantly. "I smuggled in one of those newfangled plastic jobs. Witches can't use those. They're awful, but they serve a purpose."

Tessa grumbled something uncharitable under her breath, but she didn't argue as she followed Pops and Julian down into the basement. When they were all three squeezed tightly inside the two-man box, Pops began to speak once more.

"The Roma have traveled many lands," he said, voice lowering as if he was about to launch into a tale. "And given our peculiar abilities, we're drawn to those who exist outside of the norm, like we do. The Jury family and the Baudelaire family are two such examples. Elite witches who exist just outside of the norm, but still contribute to the structure of their respective countries. The Dukes of Darkness carry more weight in England than Parliament. The Baudelaires instigated the French Revolution."

Tessa already didn't like where this was going.

"As Roma legend has it, at some point, the Jurys and the Baudelaires joined together with one purpose. Building the ultimate weapon."

Pops inserted a pregnant pause, the type Gisele lived for, and Tessa was about ready to kick him when he started up again.

"According to legend, they succeeded. There was only one problem. They only managed to make one, and no matter how hard they tried, a second one could not be fashioned. Since they couldn't agree on who should possess it, they broke it into two pieces, and each half was hidden someplace they were certain no one would ever find it."

Another puzzle piece fell into place in Tessa's mind.

"This is a dark tale to be sure," Pops went on, tone dropping another octave. "For as it is told, they each chose their least favored son for the job of hiding it, sent him to the other family, and after the Baudelaire son had hidden the Jury portion, the Jurys killed him; likewise with the Baudelaires."

"Witches," Tessa muttered.

"It was the only way to maintain the balance of power," Pops said.

"What did the artifact do?"

"No one knows," Pops shrugged. "It's called the Staff of Dunamis."

"Meaning?" Tessa asked.

"The Staff of Power, or ability depending on who you pick to translate it."

"Definitely an artifact worth stealing," Tessa said, failing to hide her glee.

"Definitely," Pops agreed.

"You two are a little scary together," Julian broke in.

There was more she needed from Pops. Much more. But there was no sense in upsetting him until she had convinced the other player in her drama.

"Can I get out of the box now?" Julian asked.

"He never did like tight spaces," Pops said confidentially. "Not after—"

"Pops!" Julian snapped.

"Not after what?" Tessa inquired.

"I'm leaving," Julian said as he popped open the door and stepped out into the more natural light of the basement.

Tessa gave into a strange impulse and leaned over to kiss Pops on the cheek.

"Thanks," she said.

She left just as quickly as Julian had, but not before she saw the red color flood Pops's face.

She jogged quickly up the stairs, trying not to smile. She liked Pops; she really did.

"What now?" Julian asked when she joined him outside.

"Solo mission," she replied with a smile.

"Are you ever going to explain what you figured out?" he demanded.

"Tonight," she said. "And if you're lucky, Gisele will read one of the really naughty parts."

"If I'm really lucky, you'll act it out," he said, leering suggestively.

She laughed at him, just as he wanted, kissed him quickly, and left. She needed to pass off Ian's artifact to Curtis. She didn't have time for Ian today. She had much, much bigger fish to fry.

There was a chance Mrs. Jury would say no. But there was a chance she would say yes. Tessa would risk it either way.

She had been pacing Mrs. Jury's parlor for over an hour now because Mrs. Jury wasn't home, but Della had opened the door anyway and let her in. Della had talked to Tessa for quite a while before curling up on the couch and falling asleep, and that was when Tessa had started to pace.

She didn't want to waste any time waiting, but she needed Mrs. Jury. No one else would make any sense. After all, the patron, of the arts, wasn't stupid.

The pain was steadily increasing, mostly because she wasn't doing anything, not really. She also hadn't sent out a report to the patron last night, and she had mentally kicked Virgil's corpse a few times.

She turned around and paced past Della once more. And again, and again.

She wished she had whiskey. She wished she had Julian. She wished Mrs. Jury would get the hell home so this torture would end.

"You're wearing a hole in the carpet, Ms. Graves."

"Mrs. Jury!" Tessa exclaimed.

"I rather think I know my own title," Mrs. Jury stated. "Although I am considering getting rid of it."

That statement threw Tessa for a moment, and she stared at Mrs. Jury in confusion.

"By remarrying," Mrs. Jury explained.

"Why?" Tessa asked, investigator mind always curious.

"I don't think that's any of your concern," Mrs. Jury replied icily.

"You brought it up," Tessa pointed out.

"So I did. I find myself caught in a moment of indecision," Mrs. Jury admitted.

"In my experience, although things are a little different for you," Tessa said wryly, "life's too short to waste on indecision."

"I think that is true for everyone," Mrs. Jury said softly. "Sit," she added. "Before you do the carpet permanent damage. I'll ring for tea, and you can tell me why you've come. Again."

Tessa sat and studied Mrs. Jury, investigator mind taking note of all the little nuances.

"What do you see?" Mrs. Jury suddenly asked.

"I don't…" Tessa stuttered.

"Humor me."

"But what if it doesn't?" Tessa snorted.

"I'll endeavor not to take offense."

Tessa shrugged and said, "I see a woman who is carrying a lot of responsibilities. You don't get enough sleep or whatever it is that witches need not to have dark circles under their eyes. You adore Della because you keep watching her instead of me, and every time you switch your gaze to her, your face softens, but for some reason that makes you feel guilt. You like gardening, but you don't want anyone to know."

"What makes you think that?" Mrs. Jury interrupted.

"Your fingernails are long and very nicely shaped. Very clean too. Too clean. No one's fingernails are as clean as yours. So either you're a compulsive hand washer, which you don't strike me as; or you're going out of your way to keep your hands clean. And there simply aren't very many hobbies you might have that would make your hands dirty."

"But how did you arrive at gardening?"

"The pictures on your walls. Pressed plants with botanical drawings and notes. Only someone really into plants would have that as their decoration."

"You're not wrong," Mrs. Jury said stiffly.

Tessa grinned ever so slightly. Of course she wasn't wrong. She was never wrong.

Just then a maid carried in a tray of tea, bobbed a curtsy, put down the tray, and left.

"Suppose you tell me why you're here," Mrs. Jury said as she poured the tea.

"I need some bait."

"And I am this bait because?"

"You're the not the bait per se. You're the location of the bait."

After saying this, Tessa took a sip of her tea so that Mrs. Jury wouldn't be offended, and then she put it to the side. Her stomach was too tight to drink anything other than whiskey right now.

"Because?" Mrs. Jury pressed.

"Because you've suddenly come into possession of the Staff of Dunamis."

"I have, have I? That would be quite a feat. Phillip searched for our half of the artifact for nearly three hundred years. Unsuccessfully, I might add."

"He didn't have me working for him," Tessa stated.

"I would be inclined to mock your hubris, Ms. Graves, but I'm not sure that it is. How did I get ahold of the Baudelaire half?"

"Me," Tessa said. "Easy."

"The pieces of the artifact were hidden over six hundred years ago. There are no clues."

"There's always a clue," Tessa retorted. "Not the point though because I don't actually have the artifact, and I would never look for it anyway."

She hoped. She could hardly say what she had done for the patron and Virgil over the years. She could have located a dozen artifacts and never known the difference.

"Anyway, you have the artifact, but you didn't know what it did, so you took it to an artifact dealer to have it appraised."

"Mr. Sydney LaRoche, I assume?" Mrs. Jury murmured.

Tessa wasn't quick enough to hide her surprise.

"I am the head of the witches' council," Mrs. Jury said with a small amount of humor. "It would behoove me to know the main dealer of artifacts within the Hidden. Everyone who's anyone has gotten something from Mr. LaRoche at some point or another."

"If everyone knows…" Tessa trailed off.

"How is he still in business?" Mrs. Jury asked.

"Yes!"

"The world is a strange place, Ms. Graves. Laws are only in place so that they can be enforced if someone wants them enforced. Otherwise, they remain dormant. Sometimes for years."

"I hate politics," Tessa muttered.

"Anyone with half a mind and half a soul hates politics," Mrs. Jury sighed.

"And you?"

"I utterly loathe it, but I feel I must work to undo some of the damage my husband did while he was alive."

Tessa knew exactly how that felt, and she understood the weight it placed on a person.

"It's not really our responsibility," she said softly. "We didn't commit the wrong."

"That is true, but what is the use of our abilities if we don't attempt to make things better?" Mrs. Jury replied.

Tessa could hardly ask for a better lead-in.

"If the patron thinks you have the Staff of Dunamis, he will send someone after it," Tessa said.

"But how does that help you?" Mrs. Jury replied.

"Because that someone will lead us right back to his hole."

"Assumptive."

It really wasn't. Tessa's mind had already looked at it from several angles. She knew he would send the imp. That was how he stole everything. So all she needed was another imp; one that worked for her. And that was only part of her plan. Her plan had many parts. Too many maybe, but right now, everything seemed just right.

"I will allow you to do this," Mrs. Jury said before Tessa could launch into any of her decided upon arguments. "However, I would ask something in return."

Tessa had expected nothing less.

"What?" she asked.

"I'm not ready to ask it yet," Mrs. Jury replied.

"I wouldn't wait too long," Tessa advised.

"I suppose not," Mrs. Jury murmured. "You do look rather the worse for wear. And that's because of the compulsion?"

"The body magic that's enforcing the compulsion," Tessa admitted.

She didn't know a lot about Mrs. Jury, and she really didn't like the woman, but somehow she knew that she was trustworthy. At least in this instance.

"That must be quite painful," Mrs. Jury stated. "I have been on the receiving end of body magic. It is not a pleasant thing."

They were both silent for a long moment, and it was the silence of those who have suffered much.

"Do send me a note when you're ready," Mrs. Jury said, standing to signal the end of their meeting.

Tessa quickly stood as well, glad that Mrs. Jury had so easily agreed.

"Thank you," she said earnestly before heading for the door.

She had only just begun to lay her trap, and she had a lot of things yet to put in place before she could run her teeth through the rabbit's neck.


Chapter 11
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Tessa could have gone back to Pops right away, but she knew Gisele would be expecting her for dinner so she went home instead. She needed their help to figure out the rest of her plan anyway. Ollie certainly knew more about killing people than she did, and Gisele had a knack for suggesting the oddest, but somehow most effective, options.

When she opened the back door of the house, Magnus met her almost instantly.

"Everyone is gathered in the dining room," he said evenly.

"Th— Good," Tessa stated.

It was getting more and more difficult to be rude to Magnus, but she had to keep trying. For both of their sakes.

"May I say that you are looking a bit better today?" Magnus added.

"You may," Tessa replied with a grin. She winked at him, then moved past him down the hallway.

"I was just about to call you," Gisele said when Tessa stepped inside the room. "Julian told us that you left him in rather a lurch."

"I doubt if he said that," Tessa replied.

Each of them was studying her; Gisele quite openly, and the others with slightly more subterfuge; and Tessa saw varying degrees of relief cross their faces at whatever they saw.

She sat beside Julian without further comment and started spooning up her soup. She was ridiculously hungry.

Gisele cleared her throat, and Tessa looked up.

"Aren't you going to tell us what you figured out, dear?"

"After supper," Tessa said vaguely.

She didn't want any distractions. And she was finding the expressions on their faces a little amusing. She wouldn't have been able to note the expressions on their faces a day ago. Or she would have, but she wouldn't have been able to understand them.

By the time she finished her bowl of soup, they were all still looking at her.

"Aren't you going to eat?" she asked.

"I'm really not that hungry," Gisele said carelessly.

"Eat," Tessa ordered. "I'll go write my report. Come get me when you're ready."

She stood and feathered her fingers over the back of Julian's neck as she passed him.

Her mind had already slowed a little, but it was still firing faster than it had in days. The idea of losing it altogether tried to terrify her, but she reminded herself that if she did lose it, she knew the trick to regaining it. Dirt and Julian's kisses.

And even if that didn't work, she had a plan, and she refused to be scared. Without even knowing it, she had been scared most of her life, but not any more. She was no longer the hunted; she was the hunter.

She held onto that thought as she entered her office and sat behind her desk. She opened her desk drawer, removed the whiskey waiting for her, and drank half of the bottle. She could immediately tell that Badri had added a little something extra to it, but she was past questioning him. Whatever he had added could only help.

When her body was as numb as it could be, she put the whiskey away, took a deep breath, pulled out a piece of paper, and started writing.

She wrote a little vaguely about a job for Mrs. Jury. Chances were pretty good that the patron, of the arts, knew she was lying, so she could hardly tell him about the artifact. She hadn't given him a single piece of useful information thus far, and to give him something useful now would be much too obvious.

When she had finished the portion about Mrs. Jury, she made up a job that she didn't actually have, but she solved it easily enough, after all, it was only a missing cat.

Once that was finished, she said that her two new investigators, the ones she had made up previously, had discovered a smuggling ring in the Hidden, but that she had ignored it because it didn't pertain to any of her cases. She didn't mind making such a claim because there were at least a dozen smuggling rings in the Hidden so discovering one more was hardly of any note.

Then, since she wasn't convinced of Sagena's ability to weed out the bad Magistratus agents, she wrote that the tetrarch had hired her to look into some missing artifacts.  

By the time she finished the report, she was exhausted. She had had to restart it three different times, which was not too bad in general, but trying to keep track of her lies and make up new lies as she went was both painful and draining.

She had managed though, and that was the point. She didn't need anyone to hold her hand and walk her through it anymore. She had learned to lie. Maybe not well, but she could do it.

She quickly addressed the report and put it in the box, then she sat back down to write everything of importance in her journal.

She should have started with her revelations about the patron, but somehow that seemed slightly less important than her moments with Julian. She could recover her plan if the worst happened, but she wasn't so certain of recovering her feeling of well-being when she was with Julian. Or her feeling of happiness when he told her he loved her.

She didn't want to lose herself again, but more than anything, she didn't want to lose Julian. She wanted to die remembering him, remembering his gentle and talented hands, remembering his voice as he whispered Romani words in her ear and across her skin. She closed her eyes, trying to burn the memory of him into her soul, and then she started writing again. 

When she had finished noting everything she could remember about their time together, she flipped to her Tessa page and wrote about the troll scale and how it seemed to work.

Part of her mind and most of her body knew that the pain constantly pulsing through her head was quite debilitating, but with the scale against her skin, she didn't care. Nothing, not even the gradual mushing of her brain, was going to stop her now. 

After making one final note about being barefoot on dirt, Tessa moved on to her patron of the arts page and wrote down everything Pops had said, her conversation with Mrs. Jury, and the vague scaffolding of her plan. She had just finished when Julian said, "We're ready."

Tessa stood and smiled at him.

"You're being nice to me," Julian said softly. "I'm not sure I like it."

"You would rather I be mean?" she teased.

"Not at all," he said as he took her hand and started kissing each of her fingertips.

Tessa knew what he was leaving unsaid. It wasn't that she was being nice to him; it was why she was being nice.

"They'll be waiting for us," Julian pointed out. "On tenterhooks Gisele said."

"She's so goddamn dramatic."

"She is that," Julian said with a grin.

"If you put her and Pops in a room together, there's no telling what would happen."

"I can only imagine," Julian laughed.

He kissed her softly, then drew her down the hallway behind him.

The moment Tessa sat in her normal spot, Gisele said, "Well?"

"Well what?" Tessa asked.

"What did you figure out?"

"You first," Tessa said.

"Me first what?"

"What did you figure out?"

"I didn't figure out anything," Gisele protested.

"You did. You have that look."

"Even if I did figure something out, it's hardly as important as your thing."

"If you say so," Tessa shrugged. She turned to Curtis and said, "Did you deliver Ian's artifact?"

"Yes. He was ecstatic."

"That's funny," Tessa murmured. "The only reason it works is because he thinks it works. Or at least the only reason it works well."

"I listened to one of his records. It was quite nice."

"I thought you said persuasion didn't work on you," Tessa accused.

"It doesn't. I chose to listen."

"You have no frame of reference," Tessa pointed out. "It could sound just as good on the radio."

"It doesn't," Curtis said. "He has the same song on all formats. The record is the best."

"You're pathetic," Tessa snorted.

"I agree with Curtis," Ollie stated. "If you're going to bother to listen to music, it may as well have a little soul in it."

"So true," Gisele sighed. "Although I prefer live music myself. There's nothing quite like dancing across a ballroom to the strings of an orchestra."

"I feel as if we've gotten just the littlest bit off track," Tessa said firmly. "Ollie, did you get anywhere with anything today?"

"No," Ollie stated flatly.

"Gisele?" Tessa tried again.

"You're being very cruel," Gisele grumbled. "I wanted to wait. It's not really important. Not really. I mean it doesn't actually help anything, not like your thing will, but it was a very exciting discovery. Perhaps exciting is the wrong word," she said thoughtfully. "Terrifying might be better."

"So tell us," Tessa pressed.

"Oh, fine, if you insist. You know how Simon said that the patron, of the arts," Gisele quickly added, "is the third member of the government's Hidden committee?"

"Yes," Tessa said.

"Hearing you say that reminded me of a dinner I attended once with your grandfather. He had impeccable taste," she said, tone soft with remembrance. "We made an absolutely dashing couple."

"Grandma."

"Sorry. We went to a dinner party in Philadelphia with Tetrarch Mitcham and the head of the BCA at the time. This was in 1979. The committee members were also in attendance, as well as some high ranking Hidden delegates, such as Phillip Jury. It was not an enjoyable party," Gisele said frankly. "There was no champagne, the music was awful, and all of the men disappeared into the smoking room to discuss business. I eventually slipped into the library and read for the duration of the event. Weldon was very put out with me."  

Tessa stifled her desire to hurry Gisele to the point and instead trailed her fingers across the inside of Julian's wrist.

"I suppose that's all beside the point," Gisele admitted. "But after our discussion last night it occurred to me that I met one of the serving Pennsylvanian senators at that party. Because, you see, he was on the Hidden committee."

Tessa froze.

"And when I tried to pull his face to mind, I thought, well, isn't that odd?"

"Isn't what odd?" Tessa demanded.

"He had Weldon's nose," Gisele said.

One did not mistake the Graves nose. All of the Graves had it. It was just a fact.

"Goddamn," Tessa muttered softly.

"What?" Julian asked.

"How did I miss that?"

"What?"

"It's right there. Staring me in the fucking face."

"Language," Gisele sighed.

Without another word, Tessa jumped to her feet and rushed from the room. She felt like an absolute idiot. For years she had thought she was good at her job, but there was so much that she had never seen or realized. Maybe the patron had stopped her, or maybe she just hadn't seen it.

She dashed down the hallway and slammed her fist on Magnus's door.

It opened almost immediately.

"You could have just called for me," he stated.

Tessa stared at him, mind reeling. She was such a fool.

"You're a Graves!" she exclaimed.

"I'm not."

"You are," she insisted. "You have the Graves nose."

He smiled a little bitterly and said, "Blood matters, but so does the name."

"I don't understand."

"I am not a Graves. We never were. At the time, it was said that my great-grandfather was born on the wrong side of the blanket."

"But… Why?" Tessa demanded.

"Why must you work constantly?" he returned.

She didn't really know.

"Because he wants you to," Magnus said flatly. "And he also wanted a trustworthy servant for his legitimately born son."

"Why?" Tessa said once more.

She just couldn't understand it. They were all flies in his web, but to what end? What did he really gain from it? It seemed so ridiculous.

"What makes you happy?" Magnus asked softly.

Tessa blinked, surprised by the question and even more surprised by the response that leapt to her tongue.

"The sitting room," she murmured. "With them."

"Yes, well, what makes him happy is power, but it's a twisted power. A power he uses from the shadows, a power he exerts over those around him. He is most happy when he is bending someone to his will."

"You said you had never seen him," Tessa growled.

"I said I had never seen the patron. I do not call him patron. I call him master. And I can hardly say if the face I have seen is the same as the face you have seen. My mind cannot always remember what I have seen. Or heard."

Bile was slowly climbing up Tessa's throat.

"Has he used compulsion on you? And body magic?" she demanded.

"If he has, it does not bother me the way it bothers you. Perhaps I see no need to fight it."

"Why don't you leave?" she questioned.

"Why don't you?" he asked softly. "We share the same blood, don't we? Where could we go?"

She swallowed a lump of bile and forced herself not to vomit. Vomiting wouldn't change anything, not a damn thing.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

"I didn't always see things this way," Magnus said, "but I think perhaps I got the better end of the deal. In other words, I'd rather be me than you."

Tessa wouldn't have changed places for anything. Magnus was a slave. He had been a slave from the day he was born. He was bound to the House of Graves in the same way she was bound to her work. The only difference was that she was fighting it. She was kicking and screaming and trying her best to win.

Magnus suddenly grinned, and it looked strange on his face.

"You pity me, don't you?" he said, voice laced with sardonic humor. "Perhaps you should. Is that all, Ms. Graves?"

"Yes," Tessa said.

The door closed in her face, and she stared at it, resolve hardening. She would free them. She would free Magnus and Gisele and Ollie. She would free everyone who was under the patron's filthy thumb. She would free them all.

Tessa's face was pale when she returned, and Gisele watched her worriedly. She had no idea why Tessa had suddenly rushed from the room, but whatever it was had shaken her badly.

Tessa slumped onto the couch next to Julian and stared at the floor, face both hard and horrified.

"What was it?" Ollie demanded.

"Gisele was talking," Tessa murmured. "Sorry I interrupted. Keep going."

"You rushed out of here like your ass was on fire, and now you're not even going to tell us what happened?" Ollie snapped.

"No," Tessa said.

Her voice was soft, but firm, and Gisele knew there would be no bending her.

"As I was saying," Gisele said, trying to keep her voice cheerful, "the senator from Pennsylvania, in 1979, had Weldon's nose. Which made me wonder…"

Gisele pulled out a manila envelope before saying, "Two things really. And the first one was how often has a senator from Pennsylvania been on the Hidden committee?"

The look on Tessa's face was enough to make Gisele want to stop, but she kept going.

"The answer to that question," Gisele said, "is always. There has always been a senator from Pennsylvania on the Hidden committee."

She paused here. Not for emphasis, but to give Tessa a moment to realize the outcome before she announced it.

"Which made me wonder how many of them had the Graves nose," Gisele said.

Tessa's hands were covering her face now, and Gisele cast a worried glance at Julian. Julian nodded, so Gisele quickly said, "And the answer to that is… all of them." Her words fell into the silence of the room like a judge's gavel.

"You're joking," Ollie said.

Gisele shook her head.

"How do you know that?"

"Easy enough," Gisele shrugged. "There are Hidden records of every Hidden committee. And if you know what you're looking for, you can find pictures or paintings of nearly every senator who's ever served. It only took me a couple of hours to pull it all together. I compiled a list of names, and I have copies of all the portraits," she added as she held the folder out to Tessa.

Julian took it and set it on the couch beside him. Tessa looked too nauseous to even move.

"So you're saying that the patron has been manipulating both governments for over two hundred years?" Ollie stated.

Gisele nodded.

Ollie cringed and muttered, "I hate dealing with witches."

"Why?" Gisele asked.

"He's had over two hundred years to figure out his defenses!" Ollie snapped. "We've had like two months!"

"But Tessa has a plan," Gisele said hopefully.

"Do you?" Ollie demanded.

"I do," Tessa said.

"Are you going to tell us?"

Gisele could see Tessa's mind moving behind her eyes, like she was mentally arranging the pieces of a puzzle.

"No," Tessa finally said.

For some reason, Gisele wasn't overly surprised to hear that.

"Why not?" Ollie demanded.

"Reasons," Tessa muttered. "But I do need you to find us a trustworthy imp. I have a job for them. A dangerous job. I'll pay whatever they want. And maybe get me some trackers. Magic and norm."

"You're not doing this solo," Ollie said, voice like a knife blade.

"I've no intention of doing it solo," Tessa replied. "I just don't have all the pieces in place yet. I'll tell you everything when I do."

"You had better," Ollie growled.

"I promise," Tessa replied, slight curve to her lips.

"Fine, I'll get you an imp."

"I knew that you would," Tessa chuckled. "That was really great work," she added, turning to look at Gisele.

"It doesn't really help us," Gisele said modestly.

"You can't know that," Tessa shrugged. "It might make all the difference."

A burst of happiness filled Gisele at Tessa's words. She knew it really wasn't much, but at least she had helped them understand the patron a little better.

"Did you have something to read?" Tessa asked. "Julian was really looking forward to it."

Gisele barely stopped herself from laughing at the look that crossed Julian's face. Part denial, part captivation.

"I do have something to read," Gisele murmured. "But are you certain…"

Curtis made a noise of distress, and Gisele grinned. She may not have much to offer, but she did have this. They needed this moment, this escape from the horrors of their day. For just a minute or two, she could transport them to a different world where the patron didn't exist, and if a version of him did, he always died badly in the end.

Gisele knew that her stories weren't a reflection of real life. They could be. She had known people who had obtained the happily ever after; she just wasn't certain that any of the people inside this room would achieve it. She was full of hope though; she had to be.

Ollie seethed as she watched Gisele pull out the pages of her newest novel. It irritated her that Tessa was being so tight-lipped. They were a team. They needed to keep each other in the loop. She had told them that she hadn't been able to get more five-seconders; Tessa should tell them what she had learned too.

She knew she was being ridiculous. She also knew that the more people who knew about a plan, the more likely it was that the plan would be leaked. That was just a fact.

But they weren't a team; they were family. Tessa needed them. The patron was a witch, and he had had over two hundred years to sharpen his skills. Tessa was a detective, not a killer. She had gotten lucky a few times, but she needed Ollie for this; she needed Ollie's help. Otherwise… Ollie could barely even consider the otherwise.

She could feel Curtis watching her, but she ignored him. He always had something incredibly wise to say, and she wasn't in the mood for wisdom. She was in the mood to kill someone. All of this endless inactivity was driving her nuts; she was ready to fight.

Gisele cleared her throat, and Ollie tried to force herself to relax. She had actually missed this when she had been in New Orleans. She had missed Gisele. And she had missed her stories.

How had that happened? She had lived on her own for years; and when she had thought about Gisele, it had just been a passing thought. Now she looked forward to seeing her across the breakfast table, and she looked forward to evenings spent in the sitting room.

"Are you listening, Olive?" Gisele demanded.

"Yes!" Ollie snapped. "Couldn't you tell?"

"I obviously couldn't, or I wouldn't have asked," Gisele sniffed.

"I'm listening," Ollie grumbled.

"I already brought Ollie up to speed on the parts she missed," Gisele announced. "I was going to skip ahead to the really romantic part, but then I realized you wouldn't get to see what happened with Flynn's pants, and I do so want you to see what happens with Flynn's pants."

She cleared her throat once more and began to read.

Flynn could barely keep his concentration as his horse pounded down the road. Something was wrong, and he didn't know if it was the itching in his pants or the odd fascination he had for the stable boy. He didn't like the boy, but he couldn't help watching him. It was damned odd.

He pushed his horse into a full-out gallop, hoping the wind would clear his head, but it didn't because he couldn't think of anything outside of the itch. It had begun to turn into pain, and Flynn scratched himself as hard as he could, but that only made things worse. He felt as if his skin was boiling.

"What the devil?" he exclaimed as he quickly reined in his horse and jumped from the saddle. With a frantic glance to make sure no one was nearby, he opened the front of his pants and looked inside.

"Good god!" he swore, horrified to see angry patches of red covering his most precious commodities.

He resisted his wild impulse to simply chuck the pants from his body. It was imperative that he return to the manor immediately, but he suddenly wasn't sure how to do that because the pain and itching was most severe in the places where he had been in contact with the saddle.

He looked around rather desperately for a lake or any body of water. He would even take a mud puddle. He had never in all his life been under such duress.

He scratched his buttocks, cringing as it simply spread the itch. The only thing he could think was that his pants were infested with bedbugs or lice, and if that was the case, his deal with the baron was over before it had even begun. A man who couldn't handle his house, certainly couldn't handle his stables.  

The itch felt like it was gnawing through his skin, and he stopped himself from scratching once more. There was no way he could ride back to the house in this state. He had to do something to end the pain.

With one last quick look around, he furtively began to unbutton his pants, belatedly realizing that he would have to remove his boots first.

"What am I doing?" he hissed as he sat on the hard road and began to yank one of his boots free.

He felt like a man possessed. This place was turning him into a madman.

His boot was nearly off when he heard the staccato of a horse's hooves. "No, no, no!" he exclaimed as he fumbled to pull the boot back on.

Before he had gotten very far, a horse cantered into view, and to Flynn's absolute horror, the stable boy was riding it.

Part of his mind stumbled over this. Stable boys didn't ride prize racing horses, but that thought was quickly chased away by the look of mirth on the boy's face.

"Having trouble?" Brady called out.

"Is there water nearby?" Flynn demanded, self preservation taking hold of his tongue.

"That way," Brady replied, pointing towards a stand of trees.

"Show me!"

The boy had the temerity to roll his eyes, but without another word, he leaned over and grabbed the loose reins of Flynn's horse. Then he started walking both horses slowly towards the trees.

Flynn limped after him, fuming. Once his crotch was settled down, he was going to have a long talk with the baron, both about the state of his house and his choice of stable boys.

He nearly wept with relief when he saw the water, but there was still the trouble of his boots and pants. He dropped to the ground once more and tugged off first one boot, then the other.

"What exactly are you doing?" Brady asked, tone wary.

"Getting into the water."

"Why?"

"There's something on me! Biting or something!"

He shouldn't have to explain himself to a stable boy, and he didn't know why he had. Something in the boy's tone had simply demanded it.

"I...Um… I'm not sure water will help," Brady said hesitantly.

"What? Why?"

Flynn was done with his boots, and he was working on his pants now, desperation fueling him. He barely heard the muffled squeak that came from Brady when he dropped his pants. He was too far gone to care.

Bronagh swallowed her gasp of horror when she saw the angry red rash covering Flynn's unspeakable area, but she was unable to contain her squeak of surprise when she realized that she was looking directly at his manhood. His very red and very angry manhood.

Heat suffused Bronagh's face. This was not the outcome she had planned for. She hadn't expected it to go on long enough to actually harm him. He may be a horse thief, but even a horse thief didn't deserve this.

"The water won't help!" she practically screamed, but it was too late. He had already tossed his shirt and rushed into the water naked.

Bronagh was horrified, but she was even more horrified when he started rubbing water all over his body. She opened her mouth to tell him that he was just making it worse, but the words died on her tongue as she really looked at him.

He was absolutely beautiful; and with the light shining off of his golden hair, he looked just as she imagined Adonis must have. His muscles rippled like Velvet Lightning's did, and she could see that there was no part of him that would be soft. Her hands suddenly itched to touch him, to feel the smooth curves of his muscles; and without conscious thought, she urged Velvet Lightning towards the water.

Flynn's yelp of pain brought her back to her senses.

"The water will just make it worse!" she yelled.

She knew that she should turn her horse and ride like the devil, change into her proper clothes, and never pretend to be Brady again, but she couldn't leave Flynn like this. He was in distress, and she had never been able to turn her back on an animal in pain.

She quickly leaped from Velvet's back and dashed towards the undergrowth around the lake, searching for the leaves she needed.

"Get out of the water!" she ordered. "Now! You're just making it worse!"

He didn't obey her at first, but by the time she had located and collected the dock leaves, he was standing naked on the bank, staring down at himself with a look of absolute terror.

"Here," she said, trying to hand him the leaves without actually looking at him. "Crush these in your hands a bit and rub them on the rash."

He didn't respond, just snatched the leaves from her hand, and presumably followed her instructions. She couldn't possibly know because she wasn't looking at him.

This was the perfect moment to flee. She could mount up, ride home, change; and he would never be the wiser. Certainly no one would betray her secret. They were loyal to her, not him.

But something held her feet in place, and she told herself that she just needed to make certain that he was all right. It was nothing more than that.

Flynn rubbed the leaf quickly over all of his skin, entreating the gods of horse riders everywhere to come to his aid.

He nearly wept with relief when the itch began to subside and with it the pain; and in a few moments, he almost felt that he might not lose his mind. When he could finally breathe easily, he dropped the leaf and went to retrieve his pants.

After all, he could hardly roam around the countryside naked. It would ruin him.

"What are you doing?" Brady asked cautiously.

There was something to his voice that had Flynn pausing, but he shrugged it away and put one leg into his pants.  

"No!" Brady shrieked, whirling around.

Brady's eyes were already wide, but as soon as he was facing Flynn, they widened even more and his face turned a brilliant shade of red.

"Don't!" Brady exclaimed after squeezing his eyes shut.

Flynn paused and glanced down at his pants, then he looked back up at Brady's crimson face. Something very strange was going on.

"What's wrong with my pants?" he asked softly.

Brady's mouth opened and closed, and then he bit his lip, and Flynn's body responded in an entirely inappropriate way. He cast an irritated glance down at his irrational penis, but then his mind finally started working, and it all became clear.

He was such a fool.

"Boon, indeed," he muttered savagely as he stalked towards her, for Brady was indeed a woman. Flynn couldn't believe she had ever fooled him, even for a moment. Her face was like porcelain, her hands were perfectly clean and dainty, and her lips were a siren's call.

As soon as he was close enough, he grabbed her hand and yanked her towards him. Her eyes snapped open, and her other hand raised as if to slap him; but he grabbed it as well, pulled her tightly against him, and snarled, "What is wrong with my pants?"

She straightened her back and said rather haughtily, "I put ground nettle in them this morning. You're such a late riser, after all. Stealing people's inheritance is light work, I suppose."

"I'm not stealing your inheritance," he spat. "I'm buying into your father's business."

"And taking my place as his partner," she retorted.

Her eyes were full of fury, and he suddenly didn't blame her. He had seen her with the horses; she clearly loved them. And even through his haze of pain, he had seen her ride. If anyone belonged in a saddle, it was her.

He wasn't going to let her off that easily though. His body was currently undergoing a very uncomfortable maelstrom. It was still in pain from the nettles, but it was also very aware of the woman in his arms.

He pulled her a little closer, smirking with satisfaction when her eyes dropped briefly, then flashed up to his, wide with uncertainty.

"I feel as if you ought to do something to soothe my pain," he murmured, watching her carefully.

Her eyes widened even further, but the disdain he had expected to see wasn't there.

"Perhaps a kiss," he suggested softly.

She didn't gasp in horror or try to slap him again. She didn't even try to pull away. Instead her eyes dropped to his lips, and her teeth bit her own lip.

The sight of her perfectly white teeth worrying at her lip snapped what was left of Flynn's self control. He had been holding himself rigid, trying not to touch her too much, but he needed to feel her body, needed to know if she wanted as much as he did.

He stepped into her slowly, giving her plenty of time to protest, and then he lowered his lips to hers, brushing against them as soft as a feather. A gasp escaped her lips, and he caught it, kissing her fully.

He shouldn't have done it. He was just trying to torment her a bit, like she had tormented him, but he wasn't. He was only tormenting himself because he was suddenly overwhelmed with visions of her lying beneath him, unruly auburn hair spread out on the green grass; and he wanted badly to yank her up against him so she could feel how much he wanted her.

Bronagh didn't move when Flynn's lips closed over hers. She knew she should struggle or protest or anything that might be deemed ladylike. But as her aunt liked to tell her, she was anything but a lady.

She had never felt like this before, not even when she was riding as fast as she could go. His lips had launched a soft assault on her senses, and she hadn't quite decided yet if she wanted to resist it.

She hadn't moved at all, scared that if she did he might shy away, but she suddenly felt him pause and start to withdraw. Coldness filled her at the thought, and she shifted her head slightly before moving her lips beneath his.

The heat that had been idly pooling in her blood flared, pouring through her like a river, and she yanked away, shocked at her own response to him.

"Ahhh," Gisele sighed. "What a lovely scene."

"Is that it?" Julian demanded.

Gisele shrugged.

"Seriously?"

"For tonight," Gisele murmured. "I'm quite tired after all of my research today."

Ollie rolled her eyes. Gisele wasn't the least bit tired; she lived for research. She was simply trying to herd them all upstairs so they could play out the rest of the scene. It was blatant manipulation, but Ollie didn't really mind.

She had long ago figured out that Gisele always stopped right when the sexual tension was reaching its peak. She didn't know exactly why Gisele did it, but she had her suspicions.

Gisele read to cheer them up, to make them laugh, to make them forget about the day, even for just a moment; and she stopped reading so that they would all scurry off and kiss in dark rooms until morning. It was oddly sweet. Gisele was always oddly sweet.

And since there was no good reason to disappoint her…

"You're cruel," Ollie said as she stood.

Gisele cast her an innocent look.

"And I'm leaving in protest," Ollie stated, trying to keep the laughter out of her voice.

She cast a hooded glance back at Curtis, cocked one finger his way, and headed towards the hallway.

She hadn't accomplished anything for days, and she was starting to feel it. Tension was building inside her just looking for an outlet, and what better way to release it than with Curtis? 


Chapter 12
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Gisele sat in the silence of the sitting room, mulling over her day. It had been kind of Tessa to say that her discovery had been worthwhile, but Gisele knew it didn't really matter. So what if the patron had served in the senate for over two hundred years?

If ever there was a fiction, politics was it. Gisele had been around enough to know that nothing really happened in Congress or even in the President's office. Things happened in wood-paneled studies, on golf courses, and in smoking rooms during parties and after dinners. Maybe a few of the politicians had actual voices, but more often than not, they were just the pieces on the board. The real players were in the shadows, their hands moving pieces here and there to suit their wants and desires.

Gisele had expected the patron to be one of those shadowy hands, but now that she thought about it, it made sense that he would need to be in the middle of the fray. After all, he had to be with someone to influence them or control them; he couldn't possibly do it from a distance.

She heard Magnus shuffle almost silently into the room, and she looked up at him, smile curving her lips. Fifty years ago she had hated him. Today she felt a companionable liking for him that could hardly be explained. They had both suffered much at the hands of the Graves, but they had both survived, and they had outlived the bastards who had hurt them.

"I'm thinking of titling this newest book The Ride of a Lifetime," Gisele said easily. "Is that too brazen? The Lady's Stallion also came to mind."

"I like The Lady's Stallion," Magnus murmured.

Gisele wrote that down on her paper and said, "I was going to read another couple of pages, but Julian was practically falling off the couch with anticipation, and I didn't want to hurt him. I love them both for loving my girls," she added softly. "My girls need love."

Magnus said nothing, and the silence spun out between them. Not that she minded. Silence with Weldon had always been uncomfortable. He had never been cruel to her. After all, he had told her before they married that he would have sole possession of any male children. He hadn't considered it cruel, and she hadn't known that she would care when she had agreed.

But with Weldon, she had never known what he would say, and she had grown to realize that no matter what it was, she wouldn't like it. He had been a very dark man. There had been no light in him, no kindness.

Magnus wasn't like that. The light was buried, hidden under piles of carefully laid bricks, but it was there.

She studied him over the rim of her sherry glass, and that's when she saw it.

"Oh dear," she murmured. "I can't believe I never noticed."

"That seems to be a common sentiment tonight," Magnus replied with a thin smile.

"But… You're not…"

"No," he shook his head. "My great-great-grandmother was a young maid named Anna Braddock. And my great-grandfather was born into servitude, a possession of the man you call the patron. He has an obsession with blood." Magnus shrugged slightly and said, "Perhaps for a reason. I do not know. It is not my place to know; it is my place to serve."

Gisele understood the full depth of his words, and her heart ached for him. For his entire family.

For all of Weldon's faults, he had been neither a rapist nor a liar; and for that she was eternally grateful.

"Shall I read to you?" she whispered, knowing it was really all she had to offer.

"I think not tonight," he said, lined face seeming older than normal. "Instead, perhaps you would…"

He paused, and she said, "Just say it whatever it is."

"I've been tied to this house my entire life," he said. "After all, the one in Philadelphia is only slightly different. I can feel them both, I know them both, but they are all I know. Would you tell me…" He looked at her, eyes slightly pleading, and said, "Would you tell me about your travels?"

Gisele smiled brightly at him. No one ever asked, but she had so much to tell. She had seen so many things, and she was happy to share her travels with him.

"I think we could use a croissant," she said happily. "And more sherry."

"As you wish, Mrs. Graves," Magnus said.

She had never hated her last name more than when he said it, but he refused to call her anything different. Maybe he couldn't.

She hated the patron with more passion than she had ever felt for anything. He had destroyed Tessa's life. He had stolen Magnus's life, his choice, his everything. And he had stolen her sons and turned them into monsters. She hated the patron so much that it almost hurt, and she hoped more than anything that Tessa had truly discovered a way to end him.

"You've proved me wrong yet again," Curtis said a little breathlessly.

"No position is impossible, not for an acrobat," Ollie laughed softly. "You're still thinking like a troll."

"I am a troll," he stated.

"I know, but right now, you're very, very human," Ollie replied.

She was pressed against his naked chest, and she couldn't summon the proper energy to move. The position they had conquered was possible, but it definitely required an amount of energy and focus.

His long fingers feathered through her hair, and she closed her eyes and relaxed into him.

"I missed you," he said, tone almost questioning. "It's a new sensation."

"Didn't you miss your wife?" she asked.

"It was very different. We aligned because it was sensible, and I cared for her very much. In Blackwater, I mourned her, but I cannot say I missed her. Or if I did, it was very different than the emotion I felt when you were gone. It was as if I was missing something of myself. I have never felt that before, and I cannot say I cared for it."

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

"Why?" he asked. "You came back, and I feel whole once more."

She moved to kiss him, brushing her lips over his with a softness she didn't normally possess.

"I missed you too," she said when she pulled back. "And I have certainly never missed anyone. I'm changing," she admitted. "It's… I don't know."

"Scary?" Curtis offered.

"Yes."

"I am changing as well," he said. "I find I do not mind my human form as much as I once did."

"It doesn't change you though," she said adamantly. "You're still Curtis Nash. It hardly matters what form you're in."

"Yes," he said with a smile. "And you are Ollie Graves."

"I know who I am," she grumbled.

"Then you have no reason to fear."

"You know exactly how to ruin a moment," she chastised.

"How is that?"

"You put on your wise-man face and spout off gems of wisdom. It's ugly."

"Is it?"

He was laughing at her, but she didn't mind. Curtis's laugh was too beautiful to dislike.

"I'm not sleepy yet," Ollie confessed. "I only came upstairs because Gisele expects it. She'd see it as an insult if we didn't. So, we can either try that again and see exactly how far I can reach with my foot, or we can go upstairs and train for an hour or two."

"May I propose a third option?" Curtis asked.

"If you must," Ollie shrugged.

"First we go upstairs and train, and then we try it again."

"I like that," Ollie murmured. "I like that a lot."

It was the perfect way to burn off all of her pent-up energy and aggravation. And a much more pleasurable way than arm wrestling smelly idiots all day. 

Tessa's phone woke her. She sighed as she disentwined herself from Julian and rolled over to check it.

Jury was back.

"Don't say it," Julian sighed.

"I won't."

"If he wasn't helping you, I'd try to kill him."

She snorted and said, "I don't believe that for a second. What you'd really do is draw an unflattering picture of him."

"Already did that," Julian laughed as he stood.

"You have to show me," she insisted.

"I wasn't sure you'd think it was funny," he shrugged.

"I want to see it," she declared.

"I'll bring it tonight," he promised. "But only if you tell me what your plan is."

"You're smart," she stated. "You should have already figured it out."

"My mind is nothing like yours," he said. "So no, I haven't figured it out."

She kissed him on the cheek and said, "I'll be going to see Pops after I see Jury. If you want to know my plan, you'll have to meet me there."

He caught her wrist and pulled her to him, kissing her hungrily before releasing her.

"I'll see you in a while," he promised.

She nodded and rushed from the room, leaving him to fend off Gisele on his own. When Jury rang, she ran. Not because she was scared of him, but because when he was grumpy, it made her grumpy.

Tessa walked quickly towards Jury's apartment, pausing briefly to touch a tree as she passed it. She closed her eyes and focused on her hand, this time feeling the strange drawing sensation going up her arm to the scale and then back out to her body.

The pain was still crippling, but she was no longer in the mood to be crippled.

When she reached Jury's building, she rushed across the lobby and rode the elevator up to his floor. His door didn't open when she stepped out into the hallway, and she frowned at it in confusion, before walking quickly up to it.

"Jury!" she called out as she knocked.

"It's open," he called back, voice sounding oddly hollow.

Tessa turned the doorknob and stepped inside. Jury was lying on his couch, face pale, trashcan beside him on the floor.

"What the hell's wrong with you?" Tessa demanded, trying not to give any credence to her suddenly insistent concern.

"Sick," he muttered.

"Sick?"

She didn't believe it. The idea of Jury being sick just didn't make sense to her. He was Jury.

"How…" she stammered.

"The usual way," he said, voice raw.

He was lying, but she didn't know why.

Jury suddenly heaved, and Tessa lunged forward to grab the trashcan and hold it for him. He vomited for nearly a minute before falling back onto the couch. Sweat was pouring from his face, and Tessa stared at him in distress for a moment before running into the bathroom and grabbing a cloth. She soaked it in warm water and ran back to Jury, carefully dabbing his forehead and face.

"I'm fine," he muttered as he tried to push her away.

"You're not fine!" she snapped.

"It's just the lack of magic," he said wearily. "I just can't… It makes me sick."

"Lack of magic?" she demanded.

His mouth moved, but nothing came out because his eyelids slid closed and his head lolled to one side. Tessa's heart froze, and she reached frantically for his throat, nearly crying in relief when she located his pulse.

She stared at his pale, clammy face in despair. She had never taken care of a sick person before, and she didn't have the slightest clue what to do.

After a moment of doing absolutely nothing, Tessa carefully wiped the sweat from his face and the bile from the corners of his mouth before carrying the trashcan into the bathroom and flushing the contents.

She rinsed out the trashcan, uncertainty gripping her. Should she call Doc? Jury had texted her and told her to come, so he had obviously wanted her, but now that she was here, he didn't seem inclined to accept her help.

She finally decided that she would stay, but she wouldn't call anyone, not unless Jury got worse. Decision made, she took the trashcan and the cloth back into the living room, pulled over a chair, and sat beside him. He was breathing heavily, and his face was so white it frightened her.

"He's fine," she muttered to herself. "He's totally fine."

She didn't believe it, and she started opening up books in her head, trying to remember everything she had ever read about witches. He had said it was the lack of magic. Just like when he had been inside of Lloyd's house. Only worse. So what was causing it now?

She glanced around his house, but she knew that Jury's protections were tight. Nothing had made its way in. It had to be something else.

He had said he was looking for something that could block magic. Surely he hadn't… He had though, hadn't he? He would have had to test it, to make sure it really worked, and now he was suffering for it. Because of her.

"I'm so sorry," she murmured as she leaned forward and wiped his brow once more.

His need to test it also explained why he had texted her; he would have wanted her to see that it actually worked.

"I'm sorry for all the mean things I've said about you," she whispered. "You're alright. For a witch."

Jury's eyes didn't open, but his lips curved slightly, and he muttered, "You're alright too. For a mortal."

She stood so she could tuck a blanket around him, then she pulled off her troll scale necklace and pressed it into his hand, curling his fingers around it. Next, she walked around his apartment, picking up stones; and once she had a handful, she tucked them around Jury, trying to get them into contact with his skin.

She didn't know if it would help, but one thing she had read about witches was that they needed contact with the elements, and a stone was an element. She thought. It sounded a lot like grounding to her. Sure, she was making assumptions, but if it helped what did it matter? It surely couldn't hurt.

After she had surrounded Jury with stones, she took out her phone to text Julian and tried to think how to phrase her next words without being punished.

"Don't expect me before mid-afternoon," she finally texted.

She paced a little bit more before sitting back down. She studied Jury's face, relieved to see that there was already more color in it. She watched him for a few more minutes, then pulled out her journal and started writing down everything they had discussed in the sitting room last night.

She had spent part of the night reviewing Gisele's findings and the rest of the night curled up in Julian's arms. Neither had been particularly helpful in the grand scheme of things, but at least Julian had eased her pain. Looking at Gisele's notes had only confused her because she didn't fully understand the patron's motivation.

She forgot to add "of the arts" to her mental statement, and she paid for it when pain sliced through her head, berating her and trying to get her back into line. For a brief moment, she battled against a sudden urge to run home and hide in her office. From there she could send the patron a real report, and she could focus on what was important. Finding him what he needed. Leverage.

As soon as the thought was formed, she crushed it, suffering even more for her rebellion. Already she missed the troll scale because her grip on reality seemed much more tenuous without it.

She stood, went into Jury's kitchen, and searched his cabinets for whiskey. She found a bottle of real whiskey and a bottle of pink whiskey, and she took them both, just in case the real one wasn't enough, but she hoped it was. She would rather drink vampire whiskey than pink whiskey, and that was saying a lot.

She sat back down beside Jury, drank half the bottle, and continued to write.

When she was done with the patron of the arts page, she turned to her Magnus page and added that he was an illegitimate Graves. She was beginning to wonder if she was risking everything by trusting him. She was certain that he would never betray her on purpose, but she couldn't be certain that he would even know. She hadn't remembered writing a single report until she had broken through the compulsion after Virgil's death. She had just done it, and what if Magnus was just doing it as well?

As far as that went, how could she be certain that Gisele and Ollie weren't compulsed? Anyone connected to the Graves could be compulsed, and that meant that if she trusted them with anything, she was taking a risk.

She drummed her fingers on her notebook, mind calculating. It was working a little slower now that the troll scale was in Jury's hand instead of around her neck, but it was still working.

She was certain that Curtis hadn't been exposed to the patron. And Julian was immune to compulsion; she didn't know about Pops though. She would have to ask Julian before she moved forward with her plan. Mrs. Jury was no doubt clean. Tessa didn't know who had used body magic on Mrs. Jury in the past, but she was certain that no one would get away with it now. Tessa had a suspicion that Mrs. Jury never forgot any sleight and that she would always repay in kind.

Tessa frowned as she studied Jury. She knew that he had been compulsed before which didn't make a lot of sense to her. He was one of the most powerful witches in the world. Who could have possibly been powerful enough to compulse him? Certainly not the patron, but she would ask him anyway.

She made a list of people she was certain she could trust. There were only three names. Curtis, Julian, and Doc. She was still on the fence about Jury and his mother.

She needed Ollie's help though, so she had to include her, but if she compartmentalized her plan so that Ollie only knew the portion of it that pertained to her she wouldn't be able to give anything away to the patron.

"You're still here," Jury croaked, bringing Tessa back to the moment.

"I could hardly leave you," Tessa snorted. "You're too weak to even reach the trashcan."

"Am not," he argued.

He was already looking much better, but he was still weak. She knew he was weak because for half a second the trashcan floated an inch above the rug before dropping back to the floor.

"I hate this," he hissed. "I feel like a kitten or something equally weak."

Tessa couldn't help laughing.

"It's not funny," he growled.

"It's not," Tessa agreed. "But with or without magic, you're way over six feet tall, you're totally built, you carry a gun, you can obviously hold your own in a fight, and you give off a do-not-fuck-with-me vibe." 

"True," he admitted with a one-shouldered shrug. "What's this?" he asked, lifting the hand with the troll scale.

"An artifact Julian found for me," she said. "It's a troll scale with a rune on it. He says it helps with grounding."

"Is it?"

"What?"

"Helping."

"Yeah," Tessa said. "It doesn't help the pain, but I can actually think when I'm wearing it."

He handed it back to her.

"You're still sick," she protested.

"You need it more than I do," he replied. "Mine is self-induced."

She snorted, but she took the scale and hung it around her neck, feeling a wave of relief as she did.

"Thank you," he said. "It didn't even occur to me to use rocks. That helped."

"Good. You freaked me the hell out," she said.

"I had to make sure it worked."

"And?"

"Obviously," he grumbled.

He moved slowly and sat upright, breathing heavily.

"Worst feeling ever."

"Worse than being compulsed?" she asked.

"Second worst feeling ever," he amended.

"Can I ask you a question?"

His weary eyes studied her, and he said, "It's obviously something I'm not going to like or else you wouldn't have asked."

"How on earth did anyone compulse you?"

"Still don't trust me?" he asked, tone a little caustic.

"I trust you," she stated emphatically. "I don't trust compulsion."

"As far as I know, a lower level witch has never tried to compulse me," Jury stated. "And as I said, your witch isn't very strong in compulsion. I don't think he would last long," he said flatly.

She had thought as much, but still.

"So how…" she prodded.

He sighed and said, "There was an artifact that amplified compulsion, and my father used it on me."

Two things hit her at once. One, she was so glad that the patron didn't have an artifact that amplified compulsion; and two, Jury's own father had compulsed him.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"It's not any different than you. At least my compulsion didn't last long," he said frankly. "Doc came for me," he added. "I wasn't strong enough. Not like you."

"You were compulsed by a Jury who was using an artifact to amplify compulsion," she stated. "I'm pretty sure I wouldn't have stood a chance."

Jury smiled a little wistfully and said, "Maybe. I was only able to get you enough for a couple of doses. I'm sorry I had to use some of it. I wanted to make sure it wasn't a fluke. I injected it like you asked, and it worked almost immediately."

Tessa just nodded because she had a feeling if she kept telling him thank you, he would eventually take offense.

"I'll get it for you in a minute," he muttered.

"It can wait," she said.

"It really can't," he retorted. "You hardly know when you're going to need it."

That was true, but if her plan worked, she would control when and where the battle took place, not the patron.

"My mother called again," Jury said offhandedly. "I think she likes you."

Tessa laughed.

"It's true," Jury shrugged. "She also said you have a plan."

His words hung there like a question, but she wasn't certain what he wanted so she waited for him to clarify.

"What can I do to help?" he asked, voice as demanding as it could be in his condition.

"I don't know yet," she said.

"It would be foolish to take him on without me."

It had never occurred to her that Jury might fight the patron with her. If Jury was there, she probably wouldn't even have to fight. And if she didn't have to fight… She might actually survive.

A strange feeling unfurled inside her, and it took her a second to realize that it was hope. She quickly squashed it. She didn't know how she knew, but she knew without a doubt that hope was a dangerous emotion. She felt that if she was carrying hope around with her, she might hesitate to do everything that was necessary to win.

"I still have a few things to work out," Tessa said carefully. "Once I've done that, I'll fill you in."

"Do not do this without me," he ordered.

"I'll do my best," she said.

She could have lied, but she didn't see the benefit in lying to Jury. She would try to include him, but she wasn't sure yet how things would play out. She wasn't even certain if her plan would work.

A flash of pain derailed her thoughts. Sitting here thinking about working was not the same as actually working. The pain was quite insistent so she finished off the first bottle of whiskey; and when it was empty, she studied the pink bottle.

"Don't bother," Jury advised. "I bought it to mess with Doc, and it's absolutely wretched. I might be able to…"

He trailed off, but she could see the magic building on his fingers. A tiny grey hole materialized in front of him and wobbled precariously in the air for a moment before collapsing.

He shook his head and said, "Sorry. I thought I could grab you one of Doc's bottles, but I'm not there yet. Let me get you the stuff so you can go."

It wasn't that she wanted to leave him; it was that she needed to get back to work, but she was certain he knew that. Jury was anything but stupid.

"Just tell me where it is, and I'll get it," Tessa said.

Jury was trying to stand, but at her words, he dropped back onto the couch and said, "It's on my desk. The blue vial."

Tessa quickly found his office and retrieved the blue vial. It was even labeled, but it was in Latin so she didn't try very hard to read it.

"Is this the one?" she asked, holding it out to him.

He glanced at it and nodded.

"Are you sure you'll be alright if I go?" Tessa asked. "I can stay."

"You wouldn't be working if you stayed," he murmured sleepily. "I'm fine."

"Should I call Doc?"

"No."

"Do you need a sandwich?"

"I'm fine. You gave me everything I need," Jury said, gesturing towards the stones on the couch beside him. "Go."

He was already asleep by the time she started creeping towards the door. She didn't like leaving him, but sitting there just watching him was causing her quite a lot of pain.

She reordered her to-do list as she rode the elevator down to the lobby. First things first, she needed to deliver whatever this was to Ollie, and then she needed to get the tetrarch off her back. Once those two things were done, she could get back to her plan.


Chapter 13
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Ollie was releasing her frustration one strike at a time on the punching bag when Tessa walked into the attic. Tessa didn't speak right away though, so Ollie just kept on punching.

The trouble with trying to release her anger was that the thing she was angry at was still there, so no matter how many positions she showed Curtis, no matter how many punching bags she destroyed, no matter how many arm wrestling contests she won, she was still angry.

"The ring's about to pop," Tessa stated.

"It usually does," Ollie grunted as she turned and kicked the bag with all of her strength.

The bag swung sideways; the ring holding the bag's chain split; and the bag hurled free of the stand, hit the wall, and dropped to the floor with a thud.

"I'm not sure why anyone would willingly fight you," Tessa said.

"I'm a girl," Ollie shrugged. "Girls don't count."

"We count," Tessa said firmly. "We're the new House of Graves. Screw Virgil, screw the patron, screw all that man shit."

Ollie flinched at Tessa's words because Tessa flinched, and that only made Ollie's anger burn hotter.

"Anyway," Tessa muttered. "It doesn't matter. You've proved how incredible you are. So what if Virgil never knew? I know."

Ollie managed a grin, and Tessa managed to return it.

"They don't control us anymore," Tessa said, voice insistent in spite of the creases of pain around her eyes. "We have to stop acting like they do."

Ollie gazed at her, awed by Tessa's strength and conviction.

"You're amazing, Ollie," Tessa went on. "You could have kicked Virgil's ass in less than a minute."

"Thirty seconds," Ollie countered.

"Twenty," Tessa grinned.

Ollie chuckled softly, imagining it.

"I don't even think he knew how to fight," she said after a moment.

"He didn't," Tessa confirmed. "That's why he had Frank and the others." But since she didn't want to talk about Frank, she held out the vial to Ollie and said, "Could you put this into one of your syringes for me?"

"What is it?" Ollie asked as she took the vial.

"Just something," Tessa said vaguely.

"Why have you decided not to trust me all of a sudden?" Ollie demanded.

"It's not that I don't trust you," Tessa said apologetically. "I don't trust the patron, of the arts. Because really, how do we know he's never compulsed you?"

Ollie bit off her immediate protest and forced herself to think about, hissing with dismay when she realized that it actually made sense. How could they really know that they hadn't been compulsed?

Fear filled her, and she stared at the vial in her hand as if it might bite her. What if she had been compulsed? What if she was a sleeper agent for the patron? What if Tessa trusted her with this, and she switched it out with something else?

She couldn't believe that she had never thought about it before. She had been certain in the knowledge that her mind was her own. But now?

"Have Jury check me," Ollie demanded.

"What?"

"If I've been compulsed, won't he be able to tell?"

Tessa seemed to mull that over, and she finally said, "He would."

Ollie thrust the bottle back into Tessa's hands and said, "Hide this. Have Jury check us all, and then give it to me."

"That's a good idea," Tessa said. "I can't believe I never thought of it."

"It's not like it's your job to think of everything," Ollie replied. "We're a team."

"I know," Tessa nodded. "Do you need help putting back up the bag?"

"Nah. Curtis will help me later." Ollie grinned widely and added, "Helping me is one of his favorite things to do."

"Yuck," Tessa muttered.

"Last night he helped me—"

"I'm leaving!" Tessa announced loudly.

Ollie laughed and said, "You would think after all the time you've spent listening to Gisele you'd be over your squeamishness by now."

"I'm not squeamish," Tessa protested. "I just don't want to hear about you and Curtis."

"I wouldn't mind hearing about you and Julian," Ollie said, winking with exaggeration.

"No," Tessa said flatly. "I'm leaving."

Ollie chuckled softly as she watched Tessa flee the room. Tessa was strong as hell, but she was terribly easy to manipulate. Mention sex in any form, and she started blushing, stuttering, and looking for the nearest exit.

It was one of Tessa's more adorable traits. Her stubbornness was one of her less adorable traits, but Ollie knew she came by it naturally. As far as she could tell, all of the Graves were stubborn. They were also born with a preconceived notion that they were always right.

The problem was that they weren't.

Ollie cast an irritated glance at her punching bag. They just didn't make metal rings the way they used to. It was the third time this week she had knocked the bag off the stand.

She would have liked to go for another round or two, but she wasn't tall enough to maneuver the punching bag back into place all on her own. With an irritated grumble, she slammed the heel of her foot into bag, feeling slightly mollified when it slid across the floor.

It was just as well it was down. After all, Tessa had given her a job, and it was time she got to it. She sighed heavily. She loved drinking. And she loved the imps. But drinking with imps was never a good combination.

Tessa texted Jury as she walked towards the Hidden entrance. She was embarrassed that she hadn't thought of such a simple solution, but she was glad that Ollie had. Knowing whether or not she could actually trust them would make everything infinitely easier. She would even have Jury check Pops and Julian. Just to be sure.

Things were falling into place perfectly now, just like the end of a puzzle.

There was part of her mind that warned her not to get too excited. There were too many contingencies to really cover, too many variables to plan for; and she was making way too many assumptions.

She knew that all of those things were true. But there was something else she knew to be true. Something that she had come to accept as immutable.

She wanted to be the one to find him. She wanted to be the one to invade his space. She wanted to be the one to infiltrate his home and hurt him. But, if she somehow failed to find him, the patron would eventually come to her. And this time, she would be ready.

Tessa made an effort to push thoughts of the patron from her mind as she walked quickly through the Hidden towards the Magistratus headquarters. It was on occasions like this that she wished the Hidden would get with the times. It was a pain in her ass to walk all the way to Sagena's office just to tell her to come with her to the tetrarch's office, but it was what it was.

A few minutes later, a growling Sagena was striding beside Tessa as she walked towards the tetrarch's office.

"I don't see why you have to involve Simon," Sagena complained. "The Magistratus is under my command. It's my case, my vault, my problem."

"I think that you'll find the vault belongs to the Hidden government," Tessa replied. "Which is headed by the tetrarch."

"Humans are pathetically easy to kill," Sagena snarled.

"Go for it," Tessa shrugged.

That response seemed to throw Sagena, and Tessa cast her a sideways glance and said, "There's something Doc taught me when I was really little. He said 'don't ever make a threat that you've no intention of carrying through on.'" Tessa grinned widely, although she knew it wasn't a friendly smile, before saying, "And I don't."

Sagena made no retort, and Tessa left it at that. She didn't like Sagena. She didn't like working with her, and she didn't want to be around her any longer than was necessary; but she wasn't out to destroy her, and she really hoped she never had to.

By the time the tetrarch's bodyguard ushered them into the tetrarch's office, Sagena was fuming. She hadn't said anything more; Tessa could just feel her irritation, and she knew that Sagena was about to get a hell of a lot more irritated.

Tetrarch Redgrove looked up from his paperwork and said evenly, "To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure, Ms. Graves?"

"It's about the vault," Tessa said. "There's no case."

"No case?" Sagena sputtered. "Are you out of your mind?"

The tetrarch held up his hand, and Sagena snapped her mouth closed.

"Suppose you tell us why there's no case, Ms. Graves," he said.

She didn't mistake him. He was sitting behind a desk, he was dressed in a suit that rivaled anything Doc had ever owned, and his words were perfectly chosen, but he was a war chief masquerading as a business man. She was certain he was a man who never made threats, and she was just as certain that he could crush her just as easily as she could crush him.

"I think you'll find that the paperwork went missing," Tessa said firmly.

"What paperwork?" Sagena demanded.

"The Hidden Council made a request for certain artifacts several years ago, and Tetrarch Mitcham honored their request. No crime has been committed. Nothing was stolen. The artifacts were simply transferred from one government to another."

"Based on what?!" Sagena practically yelled.

"The evidence," Tessa stated.

She was currently involved in a very complicated facial conversation with Tetrarch Redgrove. His eyebrow had risen at her statement, and she had raised both of hers and nodded in return.

At which point his eyes had narrowed, and he had said, "Is that so?"

"Yes," Tessa said.

"She's making this up!" Sagena accused. "There is absolutely no evidence for such a claim!"

"The paperwork went missing," the tetrarch mused.

"Probably just got misfiled," Tessa suggested.

"That's a very real possibility," he agreed.

"Simon!" Sagena snapped.

"You know how difficult it is to keep track of all the forms, Sagena," he replied.

"The artifacts were stolen," she ground out.

"Based on what?" he returned.

Tessa knew she was playing a dangerous game, pitting the siblings against each other like this, but she had known that Sagena wouldn't take her word for it. She would have kept investigating, and that was a very dangerous thing to do. The only thing that would stop Sagena from continuing to investigate was the tetrarch's order.

"Based on… Based on the fact they're missing!" Sagena spat.

"Yes, they would be if the US government requested them," he said logically.

Sagena growled angrily and started to speak, but something she saw on the tetrarch's face stopped her.

"We didn't use to play games like this, and now it's all we do," she said instead, voice harsh.

"I'm sorry," the tetrarch said softly. "There is much at stake."

"I will make sure the forms are found," she growled, putting a certain emphasis on "found", and then she cast a furious glance at Tessa before storming from the room.

After the door slammed behind her, Tetrarch Redgrove turned his weary gaze to Tessa and said, "I do hope you know what you're doing, Ms. Graves."

"I'm sorry I involved you," she said truthfully.

"I understand why you did. Sagena does not particularly care for you."

"Thank you for listening," Tessa said. "If you'll excuse me, I have other cases I'm working on."

He nodded, and she quickly left.

She was surprised to find that she felt oddly sorry for the man. Overseeing the entire United States Hidden was no small task, especially when the US government was looking over his shoulder all the time. And the witches' council. And all the residents of the Hidden. And his sister.

She shuddered just imagining it; it was hard enough dealing with just Ollie and Gisele.

Tessa was halfway across the street before she realized that Sagena was lying in wait for her.

"I don't know what kind of hold you have over him," Sagena snarled once Tessa was within earshot. "But I'm going to break it."

"It's not like that," Tessa shrugged. "It's just politics."

"Politics!" Sagena spat. "What a worthless word!"

Tessa couldn't argue with that.

"I wish he had never become tetrarch! It's ruined him."

Tessa felt a sudden urge to defend the man; and although she didn't know why, she gave into it anyway.

"He's doing the best he can," she insisted.

"You're defending him?" Sagena hissed.

Tessa considered that. "I am," she said thoughtfully.

She never defended anyone. What was happening to her?

Sagena was studying her oddly, and suddenly her shoulders sagged, and she said softly, "He is doing the best he can, isn't he?"

Tessa didn't know how to answer that. She wasn't even sure what had happened. One second Sagena had looked ready to tear into her, the next second she looked ready to cry.

"I wish he would just walk away," Sagena said, face full of anguish. "But he won't."

"Would you respect him if he did?" Tessa asked.

"Yes!" Sagena exclaimed.

Tessa didn't believe that.

"You would rather he save himself than try to protect the Hidden?"

"Yes," Sagena insisted.

The desperate look on Sagena's face reminded Tessa of Julian's eyes when he had tried to get her to run away.

"If he runs," Tessa said softly, "he wouldn't be the brother you love; he would be someone else."

She nearly cringed when she heard the words coming out of her mouth. She was starting to sound like Curtis, and she didn't like it.

"I have to go," Tessa said. "I'm sorry I handled it that way, but I knew you wouldn't listen to me."

Sagena just nodded, and as Tessa walked away, she knew that her relationship with Sagena had just shifted, but she didn't really know why. She was terrible with people. She could read them just fine, but she had never been able to understand the nuances of their emotions.

Virgil hadn't liked emotions. He had said they made people weak. He had said they clouded reasoning, and she had believed him. But now… Now she didn't know. She didn't know anything except that everything Virgil had ever said was wrong.


Chapter 14
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"What do you think about emotions?" Tessa asked as she sat beside Curtis a few minutes later.

"How do you mean?" he asked.

"I don't know," she admitted. "I don't understand them."

"I don't think that's true," Curtis replied. "I think you don't want to understand them."

"That makes no sense," she argued.

"There has been no room in your life for emotions," he pointed out.

That didn't make sense to her either, and she told him so.

"Perhaps I am wrong," he shrugged. "It simply seems to me that you would have had a much more difficult time reporting to the patron these last fifteen or so years if you were emotionally involved."

"You may have a point," Tessa acknowledged. "But that doesn't really answer my question."

"What question?"

"What do you think of them? Are we better off without them? It seems as if it would be easier for people to make logical decisions, right decisions even, if their reasoning wasn't clouded by emotions."

"Example?"

"Sagena wants her brother to walk away from being tetrarch because she's scared for him," Tessa said, still remembering the desperate look in Sagena's eyes.

"Ollie kicked the punching bag so hard it broke the ring," she went on. "Because she's driven by anger. Julian wants me to run because he's driven by fear. Mrs. Prescott's housekeeper injured Mrs. Prescott because of some sort of weird jealously. People are always doing stupid things or thinking stupid things or urging other people to do stupid things because they can't think straight past all of their emotions."

Tessa knew she was parroting Virgil, but she couldn't see past it right now. Maybe in this one instance he had been right. He couldn't possibly have been wrong a hundred percent of the time; that was illogical.

"Do you pursue the patron because you are angry?" Curtis asked.

"No. I'm doing it because it needs done."

"Why does it need done?"

"So he can't hurt anyone ever again."

"There is no emotion?"

Tessa didn't know. She had never sat around evaluating herself and her feelings. She hadn't even known she had feelings.

"Why do you smile when you see Julian?" Curtis asked.

Tessa frowned and tried to really think about it. Finally, she said, "Because I like seeing him."

"Is that not an emotion?"

"It is, but is it a useful one?" she asked.

"Is happiness not useful?"

"I don't know! That's what I'm asking you!"

Curtis chuckled softly, but it was actually Rishma who answered her question.

"Have you ever been in a patch of fog?" Rishma asked, suddenly leaning on the bar across from her.

She glared at him for eavesdropping, but she nodded anyway, curious to see what he would say.

"It makes everything grey, kinda seeps the color from everything, the life, the vibrancy."

She nodded once more.

"That's life without emotions," Rishma said. "Flat. No depth, no variation. Just is. Life with emotions is like a patch of flowers, all wet from the rain, but the sun just came out, and it's shining so brilliantly that everything practically glows. You know? That's why you smile when you see that man of yours. Because you feel, and feeling adds depth and layers."

"It also adds shadows," she pointed out.

"Who said shadows are bad?" Rishma countered. He slid a bottle of whiskey her way, and said, "Your man agreed to draw you for the poster. Don't let me down."

"Go away," Tessa ordered. "And stop eavesdropping. It's rude."

"You're in a bar," Rishma laughed. "Everyone eavesdrops."

"I must be losing my mind," Tessa muttered after Rishma had wandered back down to the other end of the bar.

"Why's that?" Curtis asked.

"Because that actually made sense to me. When did I start listening to bartenders?"

"He's not just a bartender," Curtis replied. "He's Rishma."

Tessa made a noise of disgust. She didn't care what anyone said. Emotions muddied the waters. A pool of water without emotions was perfectly clear, and you could see all the way to the bottom, but a pool of water with emotions looked like a frigging mud puddle. Sure, Rishma's thing worked too. Emotions did make things brighter and more vibrant. But they got in the way and made it harder to see things the way they really were. Emotions made it harder to see the facts.

"Everyone's love and concern for me is going to make it difficult for them to do what needs to be done," Tessa said softly. "I can't imagine any of them pulling the trigger to end the patron, of the arts," she added in a soft whisper, "if it also means killing me. I'm better off doing this on my own."

Curtis was silent for a long moment, but he eventually said, "Look at the Cadwels. We all worked together, and we won."

"We were united in a single purpose; survival," Tessa said wearily. "But now we're not. My purpose is to kill him. That is my one goal. I don't have room for any other goals. Just that one."

"And ours?" Curtis asked.

"You're all still trying to save me," Tessa whispered.

"And why wouldn't we be?"

"Have you ever heard the term 'that ship has already sailed'?"

"No."

"It means that the action or boat is already out in the sea, sailing, and you can't pull it back in. It's on its way." She paused, sighed, and said, "I'm already on my way, Curtis; there's no drawing me back in."

She hadn't said it aloud yet, but she could to him. Curtis could handle the truth, and he could help her shoulder the burden of it.

"Jury said he would help me," Tessa went on. "Actually, he demanded to help me; and for a moment, I thought 'if he helps, I don't have to die'. But then I realized that the patron, of the arts," she added a little desperately, "is still inside of me. And if I participate in his death in any way, I may as well put a gun to my own head and pull the trigger."

"You can't know that," Curtis insisted.

"I can," Tessa said. "I can't even think anymore without the troll scale. I gave it to Jury for a moment, and the waves of pain just tore me under. My mind… My mind's broken. It's twisted beyond repair," she said, desperate to make him understand.

"Killing the patron isn't going to fix me; it's just going to light the final explosive. God, I'm using a lot of metaphors today," she grumbled. "I hate metaphors. If you can't understand something without a metaphor, what's the frigging point?"

She popped the cork off the bottle that Rishma had set in front of her and drank half of the whiskey inside before sliding it over to Curtis.

"And even if I did survive, I'm pretty sure my liver's burnt," she murmured, trying to add some levity to the moment.

"I'm not going to stop fighting," Curtis stated, voice even lower than usual.

"And that, right there, is the problem," Tessa sighed. "You have to stop fighting for me, and you have to start fighting to kill him. Don't you get that?"

"Why can't I do both?" Curtis argued.

"Because to fight him, to end him, also means to kill me. If you're trying to protect me, you'll hold back; and I would rather die a thousand times than let the patron live."

"I begin to see what you're saying," Curtis murmured. "About emotions. And I begin to wish that I had been happy doing nothing."

"No," Tessa said. "Never that. Never nothing. You're part of this. He's been hurting people, abusing them, forcing them to do things against their will, raping them, Curtis, raping them, stealing their choice from them, stealing their minds; and we can stop him. You're part of that. When he dies, you should rejoice because look at how many people you'll free!"

"I only want to free you."

"I need you," Tessa said firmly. "I need to know that you can do it. I already know Julian can't. I already know that Gisele can't. I'm not convinced that Jury can, I feel like Doc's guilt for leaving me would probably hold him back, and I'm not sure about Ollie. I need to know that I have you. That I have one person in my corner who I know will kill him, no matter what."

She was staring into his expressive troll eyes, trying to read them, but all she saw was pain.

"You're asking a lot," he whispered.

"You are my first and best friend," she said, voice nearly breaking. "Swear to me you'll do this for me."

She was staring right at him, holding his gaze even though it hurt her to see his struggle and his sorrow.

Time seemed to stretch forever, but then he said softly, "I swear."

His voice was almost inaudible, but she heard it, and the wave of relief that rushed through her momentarily pushed back the pain.

"Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you."

Curtis nodded before turning his attention to the whiskey bottle. He drained it and gestured for another. Without a word, Rishma brought them two.

Tessa drank one, and Curtis drank the other.

There was so much Tessa could have said. Not the least of which was profuse apologies for charging him with such a task. She could hardly say what she would do if the tables were turned, and she was glad they weren't.

"Jury's going to come over tonight and check everyone for compulsion," Tessa said when she couldn't stand the silence any longer.

"Smart."

"It was Ollie's idea."

"Are you really going to include them?" he asked.

"I don't know yet," Tessa admitted. "As much as I can. It might be better if it was just you and I. I would do it on my own, but…"

She didn't finish. She didn't have to. They both knew. She wasn't certain she could.

"Anyway, I'm going over to Pops's now, but I'm just going to tell him to come by the house tonight. Julian's immune to compulsion, he says, but I want everyone checked."

Tessa reached over and put her hand on top of Curtis's. Affection was a foreign notion to her, but she needed him to know how much she cared, how much she needed him, how much he was holding her up.

"I'm sorry," she said. "If I could spare you this pain, you know that I would. Whenever I stumble, it's you, your strength, that keeps me going. Neither of us have lived, not much, and there's one more thing I have to ask you."

He nodded.

"When this is done, promise me you'll go to the beach and the mountains and a dozen other places that you and I never even dreamed of. Go there, and enjoy it. Enjoy being free."

Until that moment, she hadn't known that trolls could cry, and seeing that one lone tear slide down Curtis's cheek made her want to throw her arms around him and bawl, but she couldn't afford to waste the energy.

She kissed his cheek, whispered "I love you, Curtis Nash", and rushed from the bar, swiping her hand across the back of her eyes as she did.

She refused to cry; she refused to be sad. If her death removed the shackles from a thousand other wrists, it was worth it.

Tessa didn't dawdle at Pops's. She just told him, in no uncertain terms, that she needed him to come by the house so that Jury could test him for compulsion. His protests fell on deaf ears; and to Tessa's surprise, Julian was the deciding force.

"Just do it, Pops. It's not like it'll hurt."

"How would you know?" Pops had grumbled back.

As soon as Tessa had gotten Pops's agreement, she left. Her pesky emotions were still a little close to the surface, and she needed to keep them from clouding any of her decisions. She was having enough difficulty thinking without adding to it.

She wasn't sure if the troll scale was just losing its effectiveness or if the pain had increased because Virgil's voice kept snapping at her, and she had to fight not to obey him. Retaining control of her mind was requiring more and more effort.

She needed Julian and dirt. She should have said something when she was with him, but she had been so focused on pulling all the parts together that she had ignored her struggling mind and pushed on.   

She was halfway across the market before she became aware of someone watching her. She paused and turned slowly, frowning when she couldn't identify the culprit. After a second survey, a small ogre boy stepped out from behind a barrel and whispered, "You're Tessa Graves?"

"Yes."

The boy looked over his shoulder before saying, "Can I hire you?"

"For what?"

"I don't wanna talk here," he said worriedly. "What about there?" he added, pointing towards a nearby alley.

Just the slightest sense of unease tickled the back of Tessa's neck, and she studied the boy, trying to read him. His face and eyes seemed to be in earnest. He was scared. But was he scared of her, scared of what he wanted to talk to her about, or scared of someone else?

"Who's in the alley?" she asked.

The boy's face paled, and he stuttered, "No one. I just… Won't you talk to me? Is it 'cause I'm an ogre?"

"Will they hurt you if I don't go into the alley?"

His eyes widened, and he furtively shook his head.

"They won't hurt you?" she prodded.

He didn't seem to know how to answer that. Finally, he whispered, "It's just me, I swear."

"What will happen if I don't go into the alley with you?" she asked.

"Just please, go," he pleaded.

"Are you coming?" she asked with a smirk. "So we can discuss your case?"

The boy's lips pursed together, but after a moment he said, "I'll follow you."

"I'm sure you will," Tessa snorted. "I'm going to let you in on a little secret. Never bet against the Graves family; you'll lose."

"I'm sorry," the boy whispered. "It weren't my idea."

Tessa shrugged and headed towards the alley. It took her just a few seconds to reach her holster and pull out her gun, but she did it slowly and in a way that anyone watching from the alley wouldn't notice what she had done.

The boy was trailing behind her, and he had surely seen, but he had apparently taken her words to heart because he didn't call out a warning.

If it had been an assassination attempt, they would have just shot her as she had walked past, so it was probably something else. Something equally irritating, but at least she wasn't likely to lose her head the second she stepped into the alley.

When she reached the mouth of it, she paused, not expecting the sight that awaited her. There was only one man, and he was leaning leisurely against the alley wall, smoking a cigarette and seeming to enjoy every single drag.

He acknowledged her with a vague nod and said, "Ms. Graves. What trouble I've had to go through to meet you face to face. Your butler turned me away. My letters have been returned. My phone calls ignored. And my gentle messenger rebuffed. Which explains why I'm standing in a stinking alley wondering what the devil is all over my shoes. I quite like these shoes," he added thoughtfully.

She knew instantly who he was. If she hadn't guessed from his slightly-off French accent, she would have known from his careless demeanor. Only really powerful witches held themselves the way he did.

"Mr. Baudelaire," she sighed. "I said no."

"Yes, you did. Several times if I recall. But I am under contract with your father, and contracts made with witches simply aren't broken. Surely you know that."

"I don't care if you are a witch," she spat. "I'm not working for you."

"From what I hear there's bad blood between you. Wouldn't you like to settle the score?"

"No," Tessa said flatly. "You won't win," she added.

"You can't know that. Everyone has a weakness."

"You and I maybe. But not Doc."

"Are you going to use that gun you have hidden behind your leg?" he asked lazily.

"I doubt there's any point," she said as she holstered it.

"You're one of the smarter norms," he said, white teeth flashing. "The Graves firm is under contract to provide me with information about Doc Holliday. I've paid my fee, and I want what I paid for."

"I returned your money," Tessa pointed out.

"That was very nice of you," he chuckled. "But it hardly negates the contract. Virgil signed it in blood."

Shit. She had not realized that.

"I can't give you any information on Doc Holliday," she stated. "For one, I don't know anything. For two, I've been compulsed not to do more than mention his name, and I can't break it."

"You're lying," he said, finally moving to face her fully. "Luc said that he couldn't compulse you."

"Yeah, now," Tessa said pointedly. "You're free to check if you like."

Mr. Baudelaire studied her curiously for a moment before saying, "You're quite unlike any norm I've ever met."

"I doubt if you know that many," Tessa shrugged.

He grinned once more. "It's true. I do try to separate myself from the common rabble."

A flash of bright blue magic flared in his hand, and Tessa stared at its swirling brightness as it floated towards her. There was something very familiar about it.

She stiffened as soon as it touched her, loathing the feeling. If she hadn't been certain that she would lose, she would have at least tried to kill him, but she had a hypothesis that to kill a really powerful witch you probably needed to sneak up on them. And anyway, Alex Baudelaire wasn't her problem; he was Doc's. She was saving herself for the patron.

She felt his magic probing at her mind, feeling around, and she forced herself not to fight it. The only way he would ever leave her alone was if he believed that she couldn't help him.

"Exactly how many times have you been compulsed?" he finally asked.

"A lot," she shrugged.

"You do realize you're…" He trailed off, face oddly sympathetic.

"Yeah," Tessa said.

"Consider our contract nullified."

"Thank you," Tessa said earnestly. "I really appreciate that."

"I suppose you're going to run and tell Mr. Holliday all about our little conversation," he said, face suddenly weary.

"Client confidentiality still applies," Tessa replied. "And if Doc can't handle one measly witch, he's not the man I think he is."

"Measly?" Mr. Baudelaire chuckled. "I do believe you've just insulted me."

"Have you actually met Doc?" she asked.

He shook his head.

"You're out of your league."

"Is that so?"

"Yeah. Do yourself a favor and walk away."

"I'm afraid I can't do that," he sighed.

He dropped his spent cigarette and pulled another one from his pocket. It was only when he turned his head away to light it that she noticed.

Noses. They were very telling.

"You're a Jury," she said.

"No, I'm a Baudelaire," he replied, eyes lit with some private amusement.

What term had Magnus used?

"Wrong side of the blanket?" she asked.

"Purposely," he stated.

That raised a question in the part of her detective mind that was still functioning, but she didn't allow herself to chase after it. Instead she said, "Are we done here?"

"Quite," he murmured. "Although I must say, you do not disappoint. As far as I know, not even Virgil ever put two and two together."

"He wasn't as good as I am," Tessa said firmly, even though her words caused her considerable pain.

Mr. Baudelaire watched her with open curiosity before saying, "I think you and I might have quite a bit in common, Ms. Graves. And I'm sorry. Normally a spell can be untied, but not the ones inside your head. Everything is all rather blended together."

She blinked at his words. She didn't understand him, and that confused her. Most people were easy to read, and for the most part their motivation was usually pretty obvious. But not so with Alex Baudelaire. He was alternately threatening and kind. Sympathetic and cruel. He made almost no sense.

"It doesn't matter," she murmured; and since she didn't know what else to say, she nodded stiffly, turned her back on him, and left the alley.

She hadn't lied to him. She wouldn't tell Doc that someone was fishing for information about him. After all, there were surely a hundred people out there who wanted to kill him. And Doc could surely handle them. The real question was Jury. Did he know he had an illegitimate brother; and if he didn't, should she tell him?

She rubbed her head absently, annoyed at everything. If she didn't care so much about everyone and their stupid feelings, she would know exactly what to do. Just this once she agreed with Virgil. Emotions were a detriment, and she would be better off without them.


Chapter 15
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Ollie cheered loudly before slamming back another shot of vodka. She had lost count of how many shots she had drunk a while ago, but most of the imps were still running strong. She was paying, after all.

She hadn't exactly been plying them for information. Imps could be high-strung, but they were by no means stupid. Right now, she was just enjoying them and waiting for Cecily to show.

"My cousin won three hundred merlins off of you in New Orleans," one imp said happily. "We should do an arm wrestling match here."

"Set it up," Ollie ordered.

She would happily arm wrestle anyone, anywhere, anytime. And after drinking for three hours straight, she needed something to shake the fog from her mind.

"Right now?" the imp demanded.

Ollie nodded.

"Whohoo!!!" several imps cheered.

With a laugh, Ollie drank another shot.

If Cecily didn't show up soon, Ollie was going to have to stomach this much vodka again tomorrow. She didn't understand how they could drink so much. She could put down more alcohol than most men, and the imps were half her size, but they could drink her under the table.

She hoped Badri had an endless supply of shrimp and corn grits. Otherwise she was going to have one hell of a headache in the morning.

There was a pop by her elbow, and she almost turned to look, but decided it wasn't worth the effort.

"You've about hit your limit," Cecily said with amusement as she sat beside Ollie.

"Just about," Ollie admitted. "How can you drink so much?"

"It's rumored that nothing actually goes into our stomachs," Cecily laughed. "But I don't think that's true. Because we still, well, you know."

Ollie laughed with her before saying, "I'd like to talk."

"Not here," Cecily replied. "I'll come to you."

"As I said before—"

"Trust me," Cecily said. "I got this. Just give me permission to come."

Magnus was going to kill her.

"Granted," Ollie said.

"I'll come by later," Cecily promised.

A dozen questions popped into Ollie's mind about imp travel, but she had enough professional courtesy not to voice them.

"Ollie!" someone shouted. "We found one!"

"Found one what?" Cecily asked.

"A challenger," Ollie stated.

"I thought you weren't doing that anymore."

"Arm wrestling," Ollie said, trying to suppress a yawn.

"Next time sneak in some water," Cecily advised softly. "That's what I do."

Ollie swallowed a laugh and shook herself. Her reputation would be absolutely ruined if she lost a contest because she was drunk.

Just then a skinny young man stepped up to the table and grinned down at her. Ollie's eyebrow tilted upward.

"You're my challenger?" she queried.

"Problem?"

"You're just not as big as normal."

"Size is overrated," the man said as he sat across from her.

"Tell me about it."

"Abilities allowed?" he asked.

"The only rule is to keep your elbow on the table and one arm and hand only, no accessories," Ollie said.  

"Sounds like two rules," he pointed out.

Ollie glared at him and said sharply, "I'm having a bad week so I suggest you don't mess with me."

"Sorry," he said. "I was trying to joke."

"Don't."

"What's your name, kid?" an imp asked.

"Ben."

"That's a wee bit boring," the imp pointed out. "Can we jazz it up a bit?"

"Like how?" Ben asked.

While Ben and the imp went back and forth, Ollie studied Ben, trying to determine what his abilities were. He was fairly skinny. Even his arms were skinny; as in, he didn't have a lot of muscle. She felt a little insulted that he even thought he could challenge her, but she of all people knew better than to judge him based on how he looked.

His jaw was on the strong side, and he conversed with the sort of directness that only people confident in their abilities could do.

He could easily be a vampire, although he didn't hold himself like most vampires did, like a predator just waiting for their next meal, so she cautiously eliminated that possibility. Shapeshifter was the next most likely option. That or a witch, but she didn't see how being a witch would help much. 

"No, no, no," the imp muttered irritably. "Nothing sounds right. What's your last name?"

"Cadwel," Ben said easily.

Ollie froze. So did every imp in the bar. No one seemed to breathe.

"Cadwel," the imp finally said, voice a little strained. "Now that I can work with."

"I'm sure you can," Ben said, slightly golden eyes never leaving Ollie's.

"Missed one, did we?" Ollie murmured with a careless shrug.

"Yes. Are we going to wrestle anytime this year or are you a little too deep in your cups?" Ben inquired.

His voice was even. There was no hint of anger or annoyance. He was perfectly calm, perfectly in control.

Ollie shrugged and gestured for the imps to carry on.

"Introducing for the very first time in our bar, Howling Ben Cadwel!" the imp shouted at the top of his lungs.

A round of boos filled the air, and Ollie flinched. Her head was too fragile for yelling. She should have quit drinking an hour ago.

"And we all know his opponent, the unbeatable Ollie Swan!"

Now the imps were cheering and shouting her name at the top of their boisterous lungs.

Ollie placed her elbow on the table and held out her hand. Without comment, Ben mirrored her motion and grasped her hand with his. His grip was firm and confident.

Ollie winked at him. He winked back, and she grinned.

She really hoped he wasn't out for revenge, because she already liked him. He had class.

The imp put his small hand on top of theirs.

"You know the rules!" the imp said. "One arm only, elbows stay on the table, the first knuckle to hit the tabletop loses!"

Everyone cheered, and the ruckus shook the table.

"You're quite popular," Ben said, voice somehow cutting through the noise.

"They like me on account of my size," Ollie shrugged.

"And she drinks like an imp!" someone yelled.

"Ollie! Ollie! Ollie!" the imps began to cheer.

"Three, two, one, go!" the imp holding their hands shouted.

Ollie tightened her grip when the imp removed his hand, holding her arm and body steady, and waited to see what Ben would do. For one second, all he did was match her pressure, but then he grinned and shifted, only he didn't shift into a wolf. His human form remained, but he suddenly had the muscles of his wolf form, and they rippled down his arms with impressive proportions.

"I've never met a half-shifter," Ollie stated as she held her stance against his increased strength.

"It's not a common trait," Ben replied.

"You're still not going to win."

"I'm not interested in winning."

Ollie raised an eyebrow.

He pushed a little harder, and she let him have it.

"You're just playing with me," he murmured, lips curled into a grin.

"Not really. This is all part of my process. I give you fifteen more seconds," she added with a careless shrug. "On the outside."

He growled softly and began to push even harder. Ollie held firm.

"How did you do it?" he asked.

"Do what?"

"Kill them all."

"One wolf at a time," she said.

"There were three hundred and twenty-nine," he replied.

"It took a while."

He snorted, and she was pretty certain it was with laughter.

"Was he surprised when you killed him?"

"Mr. Cadwel?" she asked.

He nodded.

"A little."

"Good."

Ben's arm was trembling a bit, but Ollie continued to bide her time. In any type of fight or challenge, timing was of the utmost importance.

"He didn't like half-shifters," Ben said conversationally. "We were left to watch the women."

"Lucky you," Ollie said.

"Yes."

He tried to make another surge forward. Ollie let him have a half of an inch, and when he paused to prepare himself for another surge, she struck, suddenly pushing with all of her might and slamming his hand onto the table.

"OLLIE!!!" the imps screamed.

Ben shifted back into his human form and smiled across the table at her.

"I just wanted to shake your hand," he said. "But this was even better."

"Anytime," she offered.

"I think once was enough," he laughed. "Thank you."

He wasn't talking about the challenge. He was talking about the Cadwels, and she acknowledged his statement with a nod.

Ben stood and began to push through the imps, most of whom were cackling loudly as they took their winnings from the other spectators.

"You're making them rich," Cecily suddenly said. She shuddered and added, "And there's nothing more unbearable than a rich imp. I thought he was gonna try to eat you."

Ollie started laughing.

"You're not scared of much, are you?" Cecily asked with admiration.

Ollie shrugged. She was scared of lots of things. She was scared that Tessa didn't trust her, and she was scared that Tessa had every reason not to. She was scared she would push Curtis away. She was scared that one day she would wake up alone in a foreign city somewhere and all this would have just been a dream. But more than anything, she was scared that it wasn't a dream and that she was going to lose Tessa. She would rather be eaten by Ben Cadwel than lose Tessa.

"You'd better get out of here before they order another round," Cecily suggested. "I'll see you tonight."

Ollie nodded, stood, and announced, "I'm going home!"

The imps booed.

"But I'll be back," she added with a grin.

They cheered, and she laughed before turning to leave. She couldn't help loving them. They were so good-spirited, so relaxed, so unfettered by worries. She was sure they had worries. Who in the Hidden didn't? But they didn't waste any time thinking about them.

And she wished that she was just like them. She wished she could just forget about all the horrible things that kept her awake at night when Curtis wasn't kissing her.

But what she really wished was that she was one of Gisele's heroines and that she was absolutely assured a happily ever after.

To Tessa's surprise, when she arrived home no one else was there. She checked the time, annoyed to see that it was still a couple of hours until Gisele's "dinner" hour.

She really didn't have anything she could do to fill the time, but that was much too painful of a thought to even entertain. She quickly reviewed her to-do list, just in case she had missed something. She had closed the book on the missing artifacts, both the Magistratus' and Ian's; and until Jury checked everyone, she was at a standstill on the patron, of the arts, case. So unless she had forgotten something, there was absolutely nothing else for her to do.

A pulse of pain tore through her head, and she grumbled, "Yes, I know. I have to keep working. I get it. Now shut up, and let me think."

She tapped her fingers on the couch arm, trying to decide exactly what she could do to fill the time; and after a few minutes of deliberation, she stood and headed for Virgil's office.

When she entered Virgil's office, she stared at his bookshelf with disgust. She still couldn't believe there was an entire secret room behind it filled with Virgil's dirty secrets. And she still couldn't believe that she had never realized it.

That wasn't exactly true. She had realized it several times; she had just forgotten.

With a sigh of resignation, Tessa retrieved the key, moved the book, and unlocked the mechanism. The bookshelf slid down, revealing the two large filing cabinets.

It was a little disheartening to know that these two cabinets contained only a fraction of the terrible things the Graves family had done.

Earlier in the week, Magnus had uncovered a secret room behind one of the secret passageways, and it had been full of boxes overflowing with files that went back nearly two hundred years.

Tessa had wanted to burn them, but she didn't dare, so she had just told Magnus to leave them where they were. She didn't have time to comb through them looking for clues, and she also wasn't sure she could stomach knowing anymore about her family than she already did.

It could be summed up in one sentence. The Graves family sucked.

The patron in her head did not like that sentiment, but she didn't really care. She was tired of catering to his every whim. She hated wearing her hair in a ponytail all of the time, she hated working all of the time, and she hated trying not to think bad thoughts about Virgil. Virgil deserved to be thought of badly.

She growled as another spike of pain tore through her head, and she closed her eyes, trying to imagine what it would be like if her mind was all hers. She couldn't quite see it though, didn't quite know what such a thing would feel like. And anyway, what was the point of pretending?

Steeling herself, Tessa approached the cabinets and chose a drawer at random. She opened it and scanned the names, eyes halting as one name in particular jumped out at her. The name was familiar to her, but she couldn't immediately remember why.

Tessa flipped through her mental catalogue of names, pausing when she found it. It was written in Gisele's handwriting; and in her mind, Tessa read the information around it.

Now she remembered. Rolland Swartz was the businessman who had hired the Graves to look into some thievery in 1911. The thieves, all children, had disappeared; and Gisele had taken special note of it.

Tessa frowned at the date. She hadn't quite figured out why there were old files mixed in with Virgil's files. Like this file and Curtis's file. Why weren't they in the hidden boxes like all the other old cases?

Virgil had clearly wanted access to them if he had needed it, but why would he need to? Rolland Swartz was surely dead. Wasn't he? Maybe not.

Tessa opened the folder and started reading. Before long she was cursing the Graves so violently that her head felt like it might split in two.

She barely noticed it when Badri stepped into the room.

"Drink this," he ordered as he pressed a cup into her hand.

She did, and both the anger and the pain dimmed slightly.

"What the hell do you put in there?" she demanded.

"A little of this, a little of that," he shrugged.

"I'm not sure how I ever lived without you," she stated.

"You are very strong," Badri murmured. "You hardly need me."

"Maybe," Tessa said. "Is there any more? I'm going to be at this for a while."

Badri smiled and said, "I'll bring you the teapot."

He faded away, and Tessa stared at the file spread out on the desk in front her. Virgil's filing method was still a puzzle, but at least now she had a suspicion of what the picture would look like when she put all the pieces together.

She pushed away from the desk and approached the filing cabinet once more. She didn't know every single person in the Hidden, and why would she; but there was an easy way to confirm her suspicions.

She opened the first drawer and started flipping through the folders, ignoring every folder that had Virgil's writing on it and only pulling the ones with Weldon's handwriting or handwriting she didn't recognize. By the time she had finished going through the top drawer, she had a stack of thirty-three files.

She sat at Virgil's desk and opened the first one. The date was 1896.

The client was a witch.

She put that file to one side and opened the next one.

1945. The client was a vampire.

She set that file on top of the other one.

By the time she was finished, all thirty-three files were in the same pile. Several of them pertained to people who had, until just a little while ago, been inside Blackwater Prison, just like Curtis. Several files concerned witch or vampire clients. A few had dealt with established Hidden businesses that still existed. One file had pertained to a shaman. And three more had pertained to various employees within the Hidden government.

In other words, all of the files were still active.

Tessa resisted the impulse to drop her head on Virgil's desk and instead poured herself a second cup of tea. She wasn't angry anymore; she was depressed.

"What are you doing?" Curtis asked from the doorway.

"Figuring out Virgil's filing system."

"And?"

"Got it," she murmured.

She took the stack of folders she had just gone through and refiled them, then she grabbed Rolland's folder, tossed it onto the tea tray, and carried it across the hallway into her office. After setting the tray on her desk, she walked back over to Virgil's office and closed the secret room.

When she returned to her office, Curtis was waiting for her.

"What did you find?" he asked.

"I figured out why some files are moldering away in the bowels of the house and why other files are still in the cabinet."

He gestured for her to continue when she paused.

"The ones in the cabinet pertain to living customers."

"Ah, witches and the like," he surmised.

"Exactly."

"Did you find a case to work?"

"I'm not sure," she admitted as she pushed the folder over to him.

He picked it up; and while he read through it, she topped off her teacup with whiskey and drank the entire cup in one go.

"I see," Curtis murmured when he was done. His voice was flat, and she knew that he was every bit as mad as she was.

"If I understand this correctly, Rolland Swartz murdered his wife, a fact that somehow came to your great-grandfather's notice. Which means that it also came to the attention of someone in the US government," Curtis said.

She sent him a grateful grin for stepping around the mention of the patron.

"One of them, your great-grandfather or… Well, you know, then used this information to blackmail Rolland. The blackmail payment was control of Rolland's gang of thieves. Did I get that right?"

"It's pretty much the way I read it," she replied.

"These thieves were all children whom Rolland had rounded up someway or another and bent to his will. Your great-grandfather 'uncovered' the ring, but before the Magistratus could arrive, the children had disappeared, never to be seen or heard from again."

"To quote Gisele, 'What happened to the children?'" Tessa said.

"We can assume they were transferred to a different master," Curtis replied.

"We could do that," Tessa admitted. "All signs do point that way."

She offered Curtis the whiskey bottle, and he took a few sips before handing it back to her.

"What are we going to do about it?" he asked.

"Nothing," Tessa shrugged. "Not a goddamn thing because it happened over a hundred years ago, and I doubt if any of the children are still alive."

Curtis reviewed the folder and said, "Well, two of them might be."

"The sisters?"

"They were witches."

Tessa rubbed her aching head and said, "So the question is why did he want them?"

"The children or the witches?" Curtis asked.

"I don't fucking know. You tell me."

He shrugged.

"What a waste of time. I can't believe we're even looking at a hundred-year-old case," Tessa said as she gave into futility and dropped her head onto the desk.

"Do you think there are more?" Curtis asked thoughtfully.

"Please tell me you're not thinking what I think you're thinking," Tessa moaned.

"I'm trying not to think it, but between this and the list of requests he's put into the Hidden over the years, we would be a little foolish to assume that he doesn't have both a fortress and an army."

"Ollie's right," Tessa ground out. "He's had two hundred years, and we haven't even had one. Even if we do find his fortress, we can't just waltz in and take it by force. We have no idea what or who will be there. I'm going to have to rethink things," she admitted.

"May I make a suggestion?"

She lifted her head to glare at him and snapped, "Why are you even asking?"

He grinned before saying, "You're an investigator, and a damn good one, probably the best ever."

"But?" Tessa growled, not fooled for a moment by his compliment.

"You're not a strategist; you're not a combatant; and you've never launched an attack before, not really."

"I have Ollie," Tessa insisted.

"She's an assassin. It's a very different skillset."

"Is there a point in here or are you just hinting at my shortcomings?" Tessa demanded.

Curtis's smile widened. "There is a point," he said with humor.

"Well?"

"Perhaps you could benefit from another point of view."

"Meaning?" she ground out.

"Doc," he said.

She stuck out her tongue at him, and he laughed.

"I know that face better than your normal one," he teased.

She rolled her eyes and said, "Do I have to?"

"Do you want to win?"

"Fine," she spat. "I'll text him. He's probably not even home. He's never home when I need him."

"Find out," Curtis prodded.

"Right now?"

"Why not? Unless you weren't really planning on doing it?"

"You spend too much time with Gisele."

"You don't spend enough."

Tessa stuck out her tongue once more before pulling out her phone and calling Doc. He answered on the second ring.

It was just like him to prove her wrong in front of Curtis.

"Tessa?" Doc said.

"Yeah."

"Did you want something?"

"No."

He sighed and said, "You called."

"Oh fine, Curtis wants your help."

"Curtis wants my help," Doc repeated.

"Yep."

"And you?"

"I don't suppose it would hurt to have another point of view," Tessa said carefully.

"You sound very enthusiastic," Doc drawled.

"Just please come," Tessa grumbled. "Jury's coming over tonight. You can come too."

"Why is Jury coming?"

She wanted to retort that it was none of his business, but she was sick of acting like a child with him. He had left because he didn't want to watch her mom die, and she could hardly blame him. He was here now, and he was willing to help her, and how stupid would she be if she refused his help? He was Doc Freaking Holliday.

"Jury's checking the others to make sure they haven't been compulsed," she finally said.

"Smart," Doc admitted.

Tessa didn't argue. It would have been really smart a month ago. Better late than never, she supposed, but still.

"Will you come?" she asked.

"Yes."

"Thank you," Tessa said. "Um… See you then." She disconnected before saying to Curtis, "Happy?"

"Yes," he grinned.

"Good."

She nodded before dropping her head back down onto the desk. Her brain felt like it was melting; and even though the desk was hard, the coolness of it was somehow soothing.

"I'll let you know when it's time for dinner," Curtis said softly.

"It's not like I'm going to sleep," she grumbled. "I'm just resting my head."

"I know," he said as he passed his hand gently over her hair.

Tessa watched him leave before closing her eyes. She was just going to rest for a minute, and then she was going to write in her journal.


Chapter 16
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It was actually Gisele who woke her.

"It's time for dinner, dear," Gisele said softly as she rubbed Tessa's shoulder.

"I'm not asleep!" Tessa exclaimed as she sat bolt upright.

She blinked a few times, trying to clear her eyes, and then focused on Gisele's concerned face.

"You work too hard," Gisele chastised.

"There's no such thing as working too hard," Tessa replied, unable to keep the bitterness from her tone.

"I'm so sorry, Tessa dear. I wish… Well, I wish a great many things," Gisele said, forcing a happy smile. "But right now I just wish for you to come eat. Ollie's so drunk she missed a step coming in, and if Badri hadn't gotten to her right away, she would probably have a black eye."

Tessa snorted and said, "It's hard to believe she can't keep up with imps. They're so little."

"And also the most adept alcohol consumers in the world," Gisele replied.

"Why?"

"Why can they consume so much alcohol?"

"Yes."

"No one knows, dear," Gisele said as she herded Tessa towards the hallway. "Legend has it they were blessed for their assistance to a powerful shaman, but you know how misleading legends can be."

Tessa really didn't, but since Gisele was still talking, she didn't bother to say so.

"I read a horrible book once written by a horrible man. He called himself a scientist, but he was, in fact, a butcher. He autopsied cryptids for the good of humankind, he said," Gisele spat, voice angry. "He autopsied several imps and discovered that they have three stomachs. I would imagine that accounts for their unusual ability to consume copious amounts of liquor. It's a miracle Ollie is even able to pace them."

Gisele's words conjured a whole slew of horrifying images, and it took considerable effort to push them away. Tessa wasn't out to fix all of the world's atrocities, just the ones perpetrated by the Graves family.

When they reached the dining room, Tessa cast an irritated frown at Julian's empty chair. She knew he would come in a bit with Pops, but she was missing him now, and she wished he was here.

Her attention was quickly distracted, however, by the sight of Ollie sprawled across one of the chairs, head lolling back, strange grin on her face.

"You really are drunk," Tessa laughed.

"Those goddamn imps can drink," Ollie said, words slightly slurred. "I was doing alright, but one of 'em handed me a shot on the way out. Rude to say no."

Tessa swallowed a giggle.

"At least she's not a mean drunk," Gisele chuckled.

"Did you know we mithed one?" Ollie asked. 

"One what?" Tessa replied as she sat.

"Cadwel. Ben. Nice though. Not like the rest of them."

"Will someone please sober her up?" Tessa demanded. "She's not making sense."

Badri suddenly breezed into the room, plates in hand. "She'll be right as rain in no time," he announced as he put a bowl of grits in front of Ollie.

"Why is rain right?" Ollie muttered. "Shouldn't sun be the right one? Rain's muddy."

Tessa watched Ollie with some measure of fascination. She had never seen Ollie drunk, not like this. It was amusing, but she preferred Ollie as Ollie.

"Imps got no worries," Ollie sighed. "Maybe they do, but they don't share. I wish I was an imp. Then I could drink all I wanted, pop around and scare people, and have no worries. Imps don't care if Tessa dies. I wish I didn't."

Tessa saw Gisele jerk from the corner of her eye, but she didn't take her eyes off of Ollie. This was the perfect moment to find out if she could count on Ollie or not.

"Would you kill the patron if it meant killing me?" Tessa asked.

"Me?!" Ollie exclaimed. "Kill you? No! I already hurt you too much. How could I… No."

Tessa's heart managed to soar and plummet at the same time. Meeting Curtis's shuttered gaze, she shrugged and mouthed, "It's up to you."

His beautiful lips tightened, but he nodded.

"Maybe we should all eat?" Gisele said loudly.

"Not hungry," Ollie insisted. "Full."

"Of vodka," Gisele grumbled. "Curtis, will you assist her? She's not going to be any use to us at all if she doesn't shake this off."

"Shake," Ollie chuckled. "You should have seen Ben's arm shake. He didn't stand a chance. I got 'im in under a minute."

Ollie continued to giggle as Curtis gently pulled her into an upright position and encouraged her to eat a spoonful of grits.

"I hate shrimp," she complained, mouth full.

"It's Badri's shrimp," Curtis said soothingly. "You'll feel better if you eat."

"I doubt that," Ollie grumbled. "I'm not worried right now, but if I eat Badri's shrimp, I'll start to worry again."

Ollie seemed pretty lucid for someone who was blitzed, but since she was actually allowing Curtis to feed her, Tessa assumed she was pretty far gone.

Ollie's mouth was too full to talk anymore, so Tessa turned her attention to her own food. She wasn't hungry; she was only eating because she knew her body needed sustenance and whiskey was not sustenance.

By the time Tessa had finished her bowl of soup, Ollie was feeding herself.

"Feeling better?" Tessa asked.

"No," Ollie grumbled. "I hate imps."

"A minute ago you wanted to be one."

"I can drink ogres under the table, but the imps were still going when I left," Ollie complained. "And do you think they'll suffer for it? No! I feel like I said something stupid," Ollie said with concern, "but my brain is still all fuzzy. Did I?"

"No," Tessa assured her.

Gisele's expression was still tight, and Tessa sent her what she hoped was a reassuring smile.

"Jury's coming over," Tessa offered in an attempt to cheer Gisele.

But instead of smiling, Gisele's eyes narrowed.

"Why?" she asked.

"To check us for compulsion," Ollie said around a mouthful.

"Manners," Gisele snapped.

"Why am I in trouble?" Ollie snapped back. "I was just doing what Tessa asked me to do! You can't get information from imps unless you drink!"

"Gisele's just upset," Tessa interjected. "Thank you for talking to the imps."

"Cecily is coming by tonight," Ollie grumbled.

"I assume that's one of the imps," Tessa said. "We'll have Jury check her too."

"Oh god, that reminds me," Ollie muttered, pressing one hand to the side of her head. "Will you yell for Magnus?"

"You don't have to yell," Tessa replied. "He hears everything. Yelling is just for fun."

Ollie raised an eyebrow and said, "Really?"

"Really," Tessa shrugged.

Just then, Magnus shuffled into the room and said, "You rang?"

"How did you hear that?" Ollie demanded.

Magnus didn't answer, just stood there waiting.

"How?" Ollie repeated.

Magnus still said nothing.

"Kinda figured we were past the whole 'you're not the master' stage, but whatever," Ollie grumbled. "There is an imp coming later today. I warned her not to, but she said she'd be fine. You don't have anything in place to block imps, do you?"

"To the best of my knowledge there is nothing in the world that can block an imp," Magnus stated.

"What keeps them from just going wherever they want then?" Tessa demanded.

"The imp council," Gisele spoke up. "The imps realized a long time ago that they were in danger from the other species if they didn't regulate their activities. An imp council was formed, laws were created, and the laws are rigidly enforced. No sane imp would even consider stealing or going someplace they weren't invited."

"Why not?" Tessa asked.

"If an imp breaks one of the rules, they are hunted down and their hands are removed," Gisele said.

"How would anyone know if they broke the rules?" Tessa demanded.

"That is a question only the imp council knows the answer to," Gisele shrugged. "I'm just telling you what I've heard."

"But the point is that Cecily can enter the house without getting hurt," Ollie stated.

"No!" Tessa snapped. "The point is that any imp can enter the house without getting hurt."

"I would know immediately," Magnus assured her.

Tessa didn't find much comfort in that. An imp who could pop in right beside your bed, kill you, and pop away was the second most terrifying thing she had ever heard of. Especially when the patron had an imp on his payroll.

At least she thought he had an imp on his payroll. She was making an awful lot of assumptions, and she hoped they didn't come back to bite her in the ass.

"Is that all?" Magnus asked tonelessly.

"Yeah," Ollie said with a small wave of her hand. "You can go."

"Oh thank you, Ms. Graves. I do so appreciate your kindness," he murmured.

Ollie rolled her eyes, grimacing as she did.

"I'm swearing off vodka," she muttered.

Gisele sniffed delicately and said, "It might be better to swear off imps, dear."

"Nah," Ollie shrugged. "They love me. They'd be devastated if I dropped them like a hot rock."

Tessa knew all about being dropped like a hot rock.

Ollie's face turned a different shade of green, and she muttered, "I wish I was still drunk."

Tessa downed the rest of her whiskey, stood, and said, "I'll be in the sitting room."

No one tried to stop her, and she was grateful for it. She was past the point of social niceties.

When she reached the sitting room, she sat in her normal spot, pulled out her journal, turned to a page, and tried to write; but her mind didn't want to focus on her journal. It wanted to think about Ollie and Gisele. That wasn't a productive use of her time, and she knew it, but she couldn't seem to stop.

They were cracking under the pressure; she could see it in their faces. They were spinning their wheels, trying to figure out how to save her, and they were coming up with nothing. Because she couldn't be saved.

As much as it pained her, Tessa was glad she had secured Curtis's promise to kill the patron if she failed because there was no doubt now that Ollie wouldn't be able to do it.

Tessa wanted to tell them that it was all right. It wasn't that she wanted to die, but she knew she had to, and that was all right. She knew they wouldn't understand though. They weren't like Curtis. They wouldn't understand that she didn't want to live if it meant that the patron also lived.

Thinking about dying was making her sad though, so she forced her attention onto the notebook in her hands and started writing. She was nearly finished when the three of them walked in.

"Jury will be here soon," Tessa said absently. "Oh, and Magnus? Sydney LaRoche will be with Julian when he arrives. Let him in."

"Magnus isn't here," Ollie pointed out.

"Isn't he?" Tessa murmured.

"What is going on with you and Magnus?" Ollie growled.

Tessa ignored her and finished writing. When she finally looked up, Ollie was glaring at her.

"I'm getting a little sick of your I'm-so-superior attitude!" Ollie spat.

"Olive!" Gisele chastised.

"What? She acts like she's so much smarter than the rest of us, and it's driving me nuts! She wouldn't have gotten here without us," Ollie grumbled as she crossed her arms and sat back, irritated look on her face.

Emotions, Tessa thought vaguely. They only muddied the waters.

"I think you're confusing pain with superiority," she said evenly.

Ollie blanched.

"I feel like my head is being split open with an axe," Tessa added. "It's all I can do to keep moving; and honestly, the pain doesn't leave much room for anything else."

"I'm sorry," Ollie whispered.

Tessa just shrugged and went back to writing in her journal. When she finished, Gisele and Ollie were still snapping at each other, but she didn't bother to listen.

She didn't know precisely what had happened, but somewhere between her impromptu meeting with Alex Baudelaire and falling asleep on her desk, she had somehow managed to tuck the majority of her pesky emotions away in a dark corner.

Part of her knew she should be upset with Ollie right now, but she knew better than to expend the effort. Because expending effort on anything other than moving forward would only make her less likely to succeed in the end.

She had embraced Rishma's fog. Everything was a little duller, yes; but it wasn't as overwhelming. The flatness was somehow soothing.

The flatness lasted for exactly three more minutes until Julian walked into the sitting room and his eyes found hers.

He grinned, and she couldn't help grinning back.

"I brought you a present," he said as he sat beside her.

"Yes?"

"I'll show you later," he replied mysteriously.

It was then that Tessa noticed Pops fawning over Gisele.

"Apparently, he's a fan," Julian shrugged. "Who knew?"

"Pops reads Gisele's books?" Tessa demanded.

"Not exactly," Julian said uncomfortably.

Tessa raised an enquiring eyebrow, and Julian sighed before saying, "Mom reads them to him."

"Yuck," Tessa stated.

"That's what I said," Julian said emphatically.

Tessa's phone beeped, and she checked it.

"I'm here," Jury had said.

"I'll be right back," Tessa said as she stood.

She had told Jury to go to the backdoor because she hadn't been sure he would appreciate being ushered into the sitting room by Magnus. She had a feeling he didn't normally expose himself to so many people at once, but what did she know?

She stepped out into the alley and looked him over. He had regained his normal tan, and he looked every bit as impressive as he usually did. She would have hardly guessed that only this morning he had been puking up his guts.

"Glad to see you're feeling better," she stated.

He shuddered slightly and said, "I think you owe me for that one."

"I owe you for more than that," Tessa muttered. "Before we go inside… Did you know… I mean, are you aware…"

"Just spit it out. I already know I won't like it, but I'd rather hear it than listen to you beat around the bush all day."

"I'm not beating," she grumbled. "Just trying to ease you into it."

"Well, stop."

"Fine; do you know Alex Baudelaire?"

"I met him once," Jury said guardedly.

"Well, but do you..."

"You want to know if I'm aware he's my brother?" Jury asked when Tessa didn't go on.

Tessa let out a breath she hadn't even realized she was holding and said, "Exactly."

"I am."

"Okay then."

"How did you find out?" he asked curiously.

"His nose," Tessa said. "I've been paying a lot of attention to noses lately," she added with a short laugh.

"You mean you saw him? Where?"

"We were having an issue over his contract with Virgil. It's all taken care of now."

"What contract?" Jury demanded.

"He's fishing for information about Doc."

Jury rolled his eyes and said, "That's a waste of his time."

"That's what I told him."

"Are you going to tell Doc?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"It feels a little slippery on the client confidentiality slope," she admitted. "I only told you because… Well, because."

She wasn't exactly sure why she had told him. She just knew that he meant more to her than client confidentiality, and Virgil's chastising voice could just kiss her ass.

"Anyway, they're waiting for us," she said.

If she hadn't been watching him, she would have missed it, but his entire demeanor changed at her words. The relaxed expression on his face shifted into apathy and his body seemed to relax, but she knew it was actually the opposite. He was doing this for her, but everyone here was a mortal, and if there was anything Jury hated, it was mortals.

As soon as they entered the sitting room, Gisele said silkily, "It is so nice to see you again, Jury. You're looking…" Her eyes trailed over Jury's tall form before stopping on his face. "Even better than last time," she breathed.

"Get a grip, Grandma," Tessa snapped.

Jury smiled as he bowed over Gisele's hand, but Tessa knew him well enough by now to recognize the smile as his I-can-smile-at-you-because-I'm-untouchable smile.

When Jury straightened, he quickly surveyed the room and said, "Who am I looking at first?"

"I'll volunteer," Gisele said. "You can look at me anytime you want."

Tessa felt the blood rush to her face, but she didn't bother to pinch herself. There was no getting away from it; Gisele was embarrassing as hell.

"You had better stop, Gisele. You're making Tessa blush again," Ollie snorted. "Gisele first, then just go around the room."

Jury nodded slightly, but didn't respond; and a second later, blue magic pooled in his hand. The magic just hung there for a moment, but then part of it feathered off and spiraled through the air towards Gisele.

Tessa wanted to look away, but she couldn't; and when the magic wiggled its way into Gisele's eyes, Tessa couldn't control the shudder that tore through her.

To her surprise, the magic withdrew fairly quickly, and Jury said, "You're clean. No compulsion, no hypnotism."

Gisele's face made it clear that she was just as surprised as Tessa, and she said softly, "Are you certain?"

Jury's lips tilted up in a sardonic smile, and he said, "Yes, quite certain."

"Oh," Gisele murmured.

Her tone almost sounded disappointed, but Tessa didn't have any time to consider it because Jury had already shifted his attention and magic towards Ollie.

Ollie's face was so antagonistic, that Tessa felt the need to remind her that it had been her idea.

"I know," Ollie snapped. "Doesn't mean I like it."

She actually leaned back when the magic reached out to touch her, but then she took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and held herself completely still.

Again, Tessa wanted to look away, but she just couldn't. She was forcing this on them. It was true that they had agreed; but nonetheless, there was no worse feeling in the world than knowing that your mind wasn't protected from invasion.

Ollie knew it was cowardly, but she was scared she would run if she actually saw the magic touch her so she squeezed her eyes shut and tried to breathe.

It was a goddamn violation, and the only reason she was allowing it was because she loved Tessa more than she had ever realized and she wanted Tessa to be able to trust her.

She felt the magic feather into her mind, and she tried to think of something else. Anything else. Curtis's hands. His smile. The way he whispered that he loved her in the dark of night. She had done nothing to deserve a man as good as Curtis.

She had done nothing good. Sure, she had occasionally been the hand to remove a tyrant or a rapist, but she had always done it for money, not because she had felt the need to help anyone.

She was no different than Virgil. She had done everything for the money, the freedom, and the thrill. The only difference between them was that she had never bothered with any type of paperwork.

The magic started to withdraw from her, and Ollie smothered her gasp of relief when it disappeared altogether.

"Nothing," Jury stated.

Ollie frowned, confused by the emotions that filled her at his announcement. She was vastly relieved that she had never undergone such a violation without her consent, but she was also a little unsettled. There had been a very small part of her mind that had wondered if maybe they had made her leave Tessa, but they hadn't. She had just done it. All on her own.

It was really no wonder that Tessa didn't trust her. She had never done anything to earn Tessa's trust.

Jury was already working on Curtis; and after a second, he said tonelessly, "It looks like Father crawled around in there at some point, but I don't think it took. I untied it anyway," he added.

Curtis didn't seem surprised or even bothered by Jury's statement; and Jury didn't waste anytime moving on to Julian.

"You're clear," Jury said after a moment.

"Of course he is," Sydney grumbled. "He's Roma. Doesn't anyone ever listen to me?"

A pained look crossed Julian's face as Jury's magic wiggled its way into Sydney's eyes.

"There's something you should know, Pops," Julian said hesitantly.

"What's that?"

"You… um… Well, the fact of the matter is…"

"You aren't immune," Jury stated.

"What?!" Sydney shrieked as he leapt to his feet. "I should have known you'd say such a thing! I didn't think you were like the rest of the Jurys, but here you are—"

"Sit!" Julian yelled.

Sydney sat.

"You're not immune," Julian stated. "Doc had you hypnotized by Fernsby, and it took. He had us both hypnotized."

"When?" Sydney demanded.

"When… Um…" Julian glanced over at Jury before saying softly, "When Doc put a halt to Jury's arranged marriage."

"Oh," Sydney muttered. "I remember that. It was all over the Gazette, but what are you saying?"

"You're the one who got Doc the Amos the Betrayer amulet, the Occultatum, and the ring of Aqueduct the First, but he didn't want you to remember, and you agreed to it, Pops."

"I got 'im all that? That's really impressive," Sydney said, nodding a bit. "I was surprised when you told me he had the amulet. I didn't think there was anyone out there who could get their hands on something like that," he said frankly.

"And you did it in under thirty-six hours," Julian added.

"No kidding? That's really, really impressive. Oh…" Sydney chuckled softly and said, "That's explains that wee accounting error I had."

"Wee?" Julian snorted.

"Just a tiny discrepancy," Sydney shrugged. "I can't believe I'm not immune," he added, voice crushed. "That's just sad. What's the point of being Roma if you're not immune?"

"Lots of things," Julian insisted. "I can't read an artifact like you can."

"Can we get on with this?" Jury broke in, tone a little testy.

"Is it just Fernsby?" Tessa asked.

"Yes," Jury replied.

"That's good," Tessa muttered. "I wasn't sure since…" She trailed off.

"What?" Ollie demanded.

"It's not important," Tessa replied.

Her face was distant, and it pained Ollie to realize that Tessa was still holding back. The possibility of compulsion wasn't the only thing keeping Tessa from trusting her. There was something else.

"I'll untie it anyway," Jury said. "It's hardly important now."

A moment later, Sydney sat up a little straighter and said, "I remember now. Isn't that strange? It wasn't there, but now it is. How interesting."

He didn't seem upset anymore, and that confused Ollie. So what if he had agreed to it? Someone had crawled inside his head and taken away his memories. The mere idea of such a thing made her shudder. And it made her want to weep for Tessa. She wasn't just missing one memory; she was missing dozens of them.

Ollie turned her attention to Tessa and saw that she was watching everyone with hooded eyes, which was strange for her. A few months ago, Tessa hadn't even been able to lie, but now she was keeping all sorts of secrets.

Ollie couldn't decide if she was proud of her or mad at her. She was leaning towards mad.

"Is that it?" Jury asked.

"No," Tessa said. "We need to check Magnus."

She stood and gestured for Jury to follow her, and Ollie watched them leave the room. She would listen to what Tessa had to say, she would listen to her plan, and she would determine how much Tessa was lying to them all. And then she would corner her in the attic and pry all of her secrets from her one arm lock at a time.

Ollie slumped backwards with a sigh. It was a nice idea, but even though it was a more direct approach, it was no different than compulsion, not really. And she would never do such a thing to Tessa. Not ever. If the only good thing she ever did was free Tessa from the patron, that would be enough for her.


Chapter 17
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Magnus was waiting for them just outside of the butler's pantry, and Tessa knew she didn't need to explain herself to him; he already knew.

"Save yourself the bother of checking," Magnus said wearily, "and just lock me in my room."

She had been afraid of that.

"Do you know what they are?" she asked.

"The only directive that I am aware of is to guard the house, to listen to all, and to report anything of interest back to the head of the house. In this case, you."

But there could be more. There were hundreds of little directives inside of her head, but she only knew what a handful of them were.

"Sit," Jury ordered. "And let me look. Whatever it is, I might be able to untie it."

Tessa watched with sadness as Magnus sat and submitted himself to Jury's examination. She was certain that Magnus had never fought the compulsion, so maybe it would be different for him, but he also wasn't Mr. Lexi. The patron had gotten inside Magnus's head a long, long time ago. It was possible there was no going back.

It was several minutes before Jury spoke again.

"He didn't do it the same on him," he said, voice a little preoccupied. "He didn't use body magic, or if he did, his method has changed considerably over the years."

"Can you untie it?" Tessa asked hopefully.

"I'm not sure. Give me a minute."

Jury was sweating along his temples, and Tessa wondered if he wasn't quite as recovered as he had let on.

She tiptoed down the hallway away from him and poked her head into the kitchen where Badri was in the middle of beating a piece of bread dough into submission.

"Yes, Ms. Graves?" he said cheerfully.

"Would you prepare some food for Jury? He's a witch, and he's had a bad day."

"Say no more!" Badri exclaimed. "One witch special coming right up. By the time I'm done with him, he won't even need the earth."

Tessa held back her grin and left Badri to it. She wasn't sure if it would insult Badri to have Jury check him as well, but she simply couldn't risk it. One misstep at this point and she would lose everything.

Jury was still working on Magnus when she returned, and she leaned against the wall and watched without comment. When she had been younger, she had loathed Magnus, but looking back she could see that he had never really lied to her. He had never been kind. He had never pretended sympathy. He had never treated her as anything other than what she was. Another Graves in a long line of Graves.

She much preferred his method to Virgil's. Magnus hadn't pretended. He hadn't liked her any more than she had liked him, and he had made it clear.

All these years he had known that he wasn't his own person, that he couldn't make his own decisions, that he couldn't do whatever it was that he wanted. He had known, and she didn't envy him one bit.

Jury seemed to be struggling with something, but she didn't dare ask him what was wrong. He wasn't playing genial tonight; it was all business.

"For fuck's sake," he muttered under his breath.

Without giving herself time to consider it, Tessa did the only thing she could think of to help. She removed the troll scale and pressed it into his hand.

Jury's eyes narrowed, but he didn't turn from Magnus, he just kept sending strand after strand of magic into him. His lips were pressed tightly together, and Tessa wondered exactly how much was going on inside of Magnus's head.

"I've all of them except one," Jury hissed, voice laced with frustration. "It's different than the others; it's as if it's part of him, laced into his very being. I can't get it out."

He didn't turn away though, not at first; but after another minute, he sighed heavily, and the magic withdrew from Magnus and dispersed.

"I didn't get it," Jury admitted. "And I don't want you to take this off ever again," he growled as he handed the troll scale back to her. "I'd seal it inside of you, but I'm not sure it would work as well."

Tessa fastened the necklace around her neck, closing her eyes as a wave of reprieve rolled over her.

"There's no way to know which one is left, is there?" she asked.

"No," Jury replied.

Magnus hadn't spoken yet, and Tessa cast a glance his way. He was staring straight ahead, face blank.

"You didn't break him, did you?" she demanded.

"No, it wasn't like yours," Jury said. "I don't know what's wrong with him."

"I suddenly… I have a favorite color," Magnus said softly, voice as near to broken as Tessa had ever heard it.

She stepped towards him, but uncertainty stopped her.

"It's green," he whispered. "There's not enough green in this house."

"Change it," Tessa told him. "Do whatever you want, change whatever you want, take as many days off as you want. You're free to live," she insisted. "Do it."

"I'm not free yet," he said, finally meeting her gaze. "Not until you win."

"I'll win," she promised. "And when I do, you get your ass out there and live."

"It's a little late," he murmured.

"It is not," she retorted. "Have you seen Gisele? The things she gets up to would curl your toes."

Magnus actually smiled. It was slight, but she somehow knew it was because he was thinking of Gisele and all the things she got up to.

"He's still compulsed," Jury pointed out.

Tessa knelt in front of Magnus and said softly, "I hate to ask you this, but I can't do this without you, Magnus. I need to know you're here guarding our home. I need to know that you're listening. Would you please let Jury compulse you not to betray me?"

"Yes," Magnus said without the slightest pause.

"Tessa, I don't—"

"It's the only way," Tessa interrupted. "Otherwise I really will have to lock Magnus in his room. Please, Jury. I know my tab is so long now that it would take me a hundred years to pay it off, but I'm so close. I'm almost there. I can almost feel my fingers closing around his neck. I need this. Please."

The sound Jury made wasn't pleasant, but he stepped towards them both and knelt beside her before reaching over to wrap his hand around the troll scale.

Tessa felt the loss of it immediately, and she knew Jury was sucking up everything it had to offer.

"Magnus," Jury said.

His tone sent a shiver down Tessa's spine.

"Magnus, listen to me."

Jury's blue magic spiraled into Magnus's eyes again, but it had a different quality. A commanding quality.

"You will do nothing that will hurt Tessa Graves. You will not betray Tessa Graves. You will protect her secrets. No commands supersede this one. You will not hurt Tessa Graves. Is that understood?"

"Yes," Magnus said softly.

His eyes were glazed, and Tessa knew the answer was compulsed from his lips, but she didn't care. He had agreed to it. He had agreed, and it wasn't going to hurt him, not unless he tried to betray her.

Jury released the scale, and it dropped back down onto Tessa's chest. At the same time, Jury slumped against her.

"Why didn't you tell me you were this bad off?" she snapped.

"Can't waste any time," he muttered. "It's important."

"Badri made you his witches' special, whatever that is. He said by the time he was done with you, you wouldn't need the earth."

"That's a little frightening."

"Do you have the strength to check him?"

Jury struggled to stand and said, "Lead the way."

Tessa looked back up at Magnus. His face was still slightly unnerving, but she could tell that he was going to be just fine.

She gave into her odd impulse to hug him. It felt strange, and she didn't hold it for very long before releasing Magnus and hurrying past Jury towards the kitchen.

"You both need something," Badri said when they walked into the kitchen. "Sit," he ordered.

Jury sat, which frightened Tessa more than the sweat on his brow.

"Eat," Badri commanded as he slid a plate in front of Jury.

Tessa studied the plate, trying to figure out the contents, but she quickly gave up because the only thing she could positively identify was a banana, and nothing else seemed like it should go with banana.

Jury gave the plate a cursory glance, one that Tessa thought probably involved magic, and then he started eating.

"You too," Badri insisted, pushing Tessa into a chair.

He placed a bowl in front of her and a cup of whiskey. She smiled at him gratefully and began to eat. She was finished long before Jury, and she watched him consume four more plates, one of which held a bloody steak, but the other three were just as mysterious to her as the first one had been.

When he was done, he sat back and sighed with satisfaction.

"Badri, is it?" Jury asked.

Badri beamed and nodded his head.

"That was exactly what I needed."

"Witches' special," Badri smiled. "It never fails."

"Tessa would like me to check you for compulsion."

"There is none, but please check for yourself. Anything for Ms. Graves," Badri added, sending her a smile.

By this time, Tessa was used to seeing Jury's magic infiltrate whomever he was examining, and she busied herself by finishing off her whiskey.

"Clean," Jury said a moment later. 

"Would you like to examine my family? They are downstairs," Badri said.

Tessa's head swung up. "Your family is here?" she asked.

"Yes. It's a portion of my salary."

"Is it nice downstairs?" she demanded.

"Quite."

"If it's not, you can move upstairs," Tessa insisted.

After all, the house had plenty of unused bedrooms.

"We are quite happy, Ms. Graves," Badri assured her.

"Your family is fine," Jury said as he stood. "I didn't realize that you were an elf. It's long been understood that elves are immune to compulsion and hypnotism."

"Roma are supposed to be too," Tessa pointed out.

"It's different," Jury stated. "The Roma have special abilities that vary from one generation to the next. The elves are a species with a very specific skillset. One of which is an inability to be compulsed. You could have simply told me you were an elf," Jury said flatly.

"So I could have," Badri grinned. "I'll bring you a sandwich in a little bit."

"I wouldn't say no to a sandwich," Jury said with a smile.

Tessa cringed. She had nearly hurled from just watching him shovel down all that food, and she couldn't believe he had any room left. But whatever Badri had fed him had clearly worked because Jury looked fine. More than fine. He looked magnificent.

"Maybe you should glamour yourself down a bit," she suggested.

"Why?" he asked with a smirk. "Scared Julian will be jealous?"

"No. I'm scared Gisele will try to climb you like a tree."

Jury's lips twitched, and then he actually laughed. "It's hard to say no to a woman who finds you so attractive," he chuckled.

"Gross, and no," Tessa declared. "Keep your hands off of my grandma."

He laughed a little louder, and together they returned to the sitting room. Once again, Jury donned his mental armor before entering, but Tessa had expected him to. What she hadn't expected was to find Doc sitting in her spot next to Julian.

"Move," she ordered.

Doc raised an eyebrow and drawled, "Nice to see you too, Tessa."

He studied her for a second, and she was surprised to see his expression tighten. Doc was usually very difficult to read, and she wasn't sure what she was seeing, but it looked as if he was in pain.

He grinned at her, although she could somehow tell it was forced, stood, and moved all the way across the room.

She watched him with a glare, and so did Jury. No one else seemed to notice.

Her investigator mind was already listing possible reasons for Doc's odd behavior, but she shut it down. She didn't have time to think about Doc. She needed to focus.

She sat beside Julian and scanned the faces waiting for her to speak. She trusted everyone inside this room with her life. And that was the problem.

Thanks to the troll scale though, everything was clear to her, and she suddenly knew exactly what to do. She would use them to launch Plan B, and meanwhile she would work on Plan A. It was the perfect setup because if she failed, they would have no reason not to finish the job.

"I know how to find the patron, of the arts," Tessa added as a whisper. "Although from this point forward he'll be referred to as Slappy."

It didn't reduce the pain as much as it had to begin with because her brain was brilliant, and the part she was trying to trick was starting to figure out her methods.

She resisted the urge to rub her head, turned her attention to Pops, and said, "I'll need your help, Pops. And I know I'm asking a lot. I know you have a reputation; I know you would never normally do this, but I need you to blab."

"Blab?" Pops gasped. "About a client?"

"Fake client," Tessa pointed out. "So it's hardly the same."

"But… But…"

"Pops," Julian growled.

"Oh fine," Pops sighed. "What am I blabbing about?"

"Mrs. Jury hired you to verify the Staff of Dunamis, which you did, and it is every bit as powerful as legend suggested. Feel free to imply any sort of power you like, just make sure it's something Slappy would show interest in."

"I see," Pops murmured. "I assume Mrs. Jury has this artifact in her possession now?"

"Yes, you returned it to her."

Jury was staring at Tessa with horror, and now he said, "You can't… She's going to kill you, you know."

"She agreed to do it," Tessa told him.

"She what?!"

"Agreed."

"To be used as bait?!"

"Technically, I'm only using her house as bait," Tessa corrected.

"I hope to hell you know what you're doing," Jury muttered.

"I don't," Tessa said. "That's why I have all of you. Once Slappy receives the information, I'm certain he'll send his imp to retrieve it."

"Imps don't steal," Gisele pointed out.

"This imp does. He's been stealing artifacts for Slappy for quite a while now. Who knows why," Tessa said with a shrug.

"That's why we need Cecily," Ollie spoke up.

"Exactly. I'm hoping that one imp can follow another imp back to the source. Or something like that."

"Do you have any secondary methods planned?" Curtis asked.

"Did you get the trackers, Ollie?"

"Yes," Ollie said.

"No good," Pops spoke up.

"No good what?" Tessa asked.

"It's common practice to put trackers on artifacts," Pops explained. "So I can't imagine he wouldn't look for 'em." 

"Oh," Tessa muttered, trying to think of another way. "What if the 'artifact' contained something that Jury could track. I hardly think that Slappy would think to scrub it, so maybe we could use some of my hair."

"It would be better to use my hair," Jury interjected.

"We're not doing that," Tessa stated firmly. "Slappy already knows how to find me. We'll use mine."

Jury opened his mouth to argue, but Doc shot him a look, and Jury slumped into silence.

"Once we know where he's hiding," Tessa said, "it's just a matter of getting inside past whatever guards he has in place. I suppose that's where your point of view might be helpful, Doc," she said grudgingly.

Doc nodded, and once more Tessa found herself staring at him. Something was definitely different about him. Off. Wrong. He was Doc, but he wasn't. And his eyes… She glared at him, wondering if maybe she had actually drunk too much whiskey, but she hadn't. They were his eyes, but they had a slightly purple cast to them, and she was certain they had never been that color before.

"What…"

She trailed off. It didn't matter. He was still Doc. That was all that mattered.

"Even if we know where the artifact goes," Ollie said, "that won't give us eyes on the inside."

"I can take care of that," Jury said.

"How so?"

"I'll send in Winks."

"Who is Winks?" Tessa demanded.

"Tiny gargoyle," Jury said.

Tessa drummed her fingers on Julian's leg. "That might actually work," she murmured.

"Of course it'll work," Jury grumbled.

"And me?" Ollie snapped. "What am I doing?"

"Dealing with Cecily and prepping my syringes."

"What's in the vial?" Ollie asked.

"It blocks a witch from magic," Tessa explained.

"Oh," Ollie murmured. "That's handy." Then her face screwed up, and she said, "For how long?"

Tessa glanced over at Jury.

"Six hours or so," he said stiffly. "Twelve to get back to full capacity."

"On a young witch?" Ollie pressed.

"Define young," Jury retorted.

"I don't know," she said, tone irritated. "How old are you?"

"A hundred and twenty-six," he ground out.

"Hum," Ollie muttered.

"What's wrong?" Tessa demanded.

"It's just that when I was with Jarmen, he said something about poisons being less likely to affect an older witch."

"Meaning?"

"We don't know how old the… How old Slappy is, but we do know he's older than a hundred and twenty-six so we have to assume that it won't work as long on him."

"I don't plan on taking more than a couple of minutes to kill him," Tessa pointed out. "So even an hour is more than enough."

"You're right," Ollie said. "I'll get it prepped."

"And give it to me," Tessa said firmly.

Ollie's face pinched, but she nodded. They all knew that the patron was capable of finding Tessa anytime he wanted so they couldn't take chances, not anymore.

"Could we use rot mites?" Gisele spoke up.

"Rot mites?" Tessa snorted. "That's a myth."

"Hardly, dear. I once spent a weekend in the Black Forest," Gisele replied. "The tree spirits there protect and tend the rot mites. That's not common knowledge, of course," she added pointedly. "If it was, the elite witches would burn the forest to the ground."

"They won't hear it from me," Jury stated.

"I never suspected they would, dear," Gisele twittered.

Tessa was opening her mouth to protest Gisele's treatment of Jury when Doc suddenly said, "Won't work."

"What won't?" Tessa demanded.

"Rot mites. It takes them a while to drain the magic off of a witch. It would be one thing if you had him tied up in a plastic box or something, but mites wouldn't be useful in a frontal attack."

"Oh well," Gisele said softly. "It was just a thought."

"A good one," Tessa hurried to say. "I would have never considered it."

Gisele sent her a grateful look, and Tessa grinned at her.

"I do have some plastic weapons I can send over," Doc stated.

His words triggered a series of remembrances in Tessa's mind, but she was a little too tired to organize them so instead she asked, "Plastic?"

"Witches can't sense or manipulate plastic," Doc explained. "I'll send you a knife and a pistol to carry instead of what you've got now."

"That seems very pertinent," Ollie ground out.

"It's not something I like to spread around," Doc drawled.

"Noted," Tessa said quickly, trying to head off Ollie's temper. "We'll pretend we don't even know."

Just then, the sitting room door opened, and Badri swept into the room, followed by two children. They were all carrying trays, and Badri popped out a folding table and set down his tray. There was a towering sandwich on it, with pickles hanging out of every layer, and with a little more than his normal flourish, Badri handed the plate to Jury.

"Maybe he really does read minds," Tessa muttered.

"I told you," Julian whispered back.

Next Badri took a bottle of whiskey from one of the children's trays and handed it to Doc.

"Thank you," Doc said easily.

Badri leaned a little closer and whispered something to Doc; Doc nodded, and Badri moved on, handing the second bottle of whiskey to Tessa.

She smiled at him gratefully, not paying much attention as he served tea to everyone else. For some reason Badri's possible ability to read minds did not bother her at all. Besides, she suspected that instead of reading minds he simply had an uncanny ability to know what people needed at any given moment. Whatever he had put in her whiskey, for instance, was just what she needed because as soon as she took a drink, the pain dulled.

"I just got tea," Julian said with humor.

"So did Ollie," Tessa chuckled. "She was drunk earlier."

"Ollie? Drunk?"

"She was drinking with the imps again."

"No one can outdrink an imp," Julian said matter-of-factly.

"I wish you had been here. She's ridiculous when she's drunk."

"I'd like to see that," Julian snickered. "Your plan's good," he added. "It was smart bringing in Doc and Jury."

She nodded, but didn't say anything. It was painful to mislead them all, but she had to. They couldn't help her. Not anymore.

"We should check Cecily for compulsion," Tessa said. "But even if she hasn't been compulsed, we really don't have any way of knowing whether or not she's the imp working with the… with Slappy," she pointed out.

"She's not," Ollie stated.

"How do you know?"

"I just know," Ollie said.

Tessa thought about that for a moment, but decided that she could probably trust Ollie's instincts on this one. It didn't matter much anyway.

"I suppose that's it," Tessa shrugged. "The first step is finding him. Although I suppose once he has the artifact, we had better move quickly, otherwise he'll know that Pops lied."

"I've already gone into hiding twice in my life," Pops muttered. "If possible, I'd like to avoid a third time."

"I'll alert the pilot as soon as we have everything in place," Ollie said.

"Good idea," Tessa said. "Once we have our artifact and imp in place, I'll give you the go ahead to blab. Sound good, Pops?"

The expression on Pops's face was pained, but he nodded.

"Jury, if I give you some of my hair would you make up an artifact?"

Jury just grunted, but she could tell it was an affirmative grunt. 

"And would you mind staying until Cecily gets here to check her?" Tessa asked.

Jury grunted again.

"Thank you," she said earnestly.

She knew she was asking a lot of him, but she also knew he would be angry with her if she didn't include him.

"Ollie, I'll give you the vial so you can make the syringes, and I trust you to square things away with Cecily."

Ollie looked like she wanted to argue about something, but she didn't.

Tessa frowned as she tried to think of what she should say next. That surely wasn't all they needed to cover, was it? She grimaced, trying to really think, but she couldn't seem to focus at all. 

"Goddamn it," she muttered.

"What?" Julian asked.

"He fucking spiked me again. I take back what I said. I hate Badri. Curtis, will you tell them about the Rolland case?"

Tessa heard him say yes, and she might have managed a thank you, but that was the very last thought she had before her eyes slipped closed and she fell into darkness.


Chapter 18
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Ollie started forward when Tessa collapsed, but stopped herself when Julian caught Tessa and pulled her to his chest. The tender way he held Tessa made Ollie like him even more than she already did.

"I'll take her up," Julian said. "I'll see you in the morning, Pops."

"See that you do, boy," Sydney grumbled. "All that inventory ain't gonna sort itself."

"I thought that's what we had Selina for," Julian chuckled.

Sydney replied in what Ollie assumed was Romani, and Julian said something back before standing and carefully lifting Tessa into his arms. He nodded vaguely towards the room at large before leaving, Tessa cradled gently in his arms.

Sydney had stood as well, and now he approached Gisele and bowed to her before kissing the back of her extended hand.

"Be sure to pass my regards on to Floure," Gisele said graciously. "She's welcome to come by anytime, and the next time I'm in the three hundred block, I'll make my way over to your shop."

"Delighted," Sydney said. "Absolutely delighted."

Unlike Julian, he didn't bother to acknowledge the rest of them, he just bowed once more to Gisele and quickly exited.

Ollie watched him go from the corner of her eye, most of her attention on Doc. He had visibly relaxed the moment Tessa had left the room, and she wasn't entirely sure why. The fact that she had been able to tell that he had relaxed indicated that something was seriously wrong.

He and Jury were involved in a whispered discussion, and Ollie tried to listen in, but quickly realized she couldn't because they were speaking in Greek.

Jury's expression was irritated, and if she wasn't mistaken he was mad at Doc for some reason. Or maybe he was just mad in general. She hadn't really been able to get a good read on him yet.

Doc said something which seemed to end the conversation, and then he stood and said, "I'll send over those weapons. Let me know when you've found him."

"Thank you for coming," Gisele said.

"Always," Doc replied.

He cast Ollie an affectionate smile, nodded at Curtis, and left.

For a moment, the sitting room was silent. Without Tessa there as a buffer, sitting in the same room with Thomas Jury was mildly uncomfortable.

The silence was finally broken when Gisele moved to the chair beside Jury and purred, "Whatever Badri fed you clearly agreed with you."

"I've been warned to keep my hands off of you," Jury replied with a grin.

"But I haven't been warned to keep my hands off of you," Gisele murmured.

Jury laughed, but he quickly distracted Gisele's inappropriate attention by gesturing towards her bookshelf and saying, "I notice you have a few of Annabelle Du Pont's novels."

"Do you know her work?" Gisele gushed. "I absolutely adore her. I read her when I was quite young, you know. She inspired me," she confided, tone a little dreamy.

"I have a signed copy of The White Violet that I'll send over to you," Jury offered.

Gisele's mouth dropped open, but she managed to stutter, "You have a signed copy?"

Jury raised an aristocratic eyebrow and said, "I knew her. Doc introduced us back in 1925."

Ollie had never seen Gisele's eyes widen so much.

"She's not thinking about his rippling muscles anymore," Ollie murmured to Curtis.

"No, but are you thinking about mine?"

She grinned at him and said, "Yes. In fact, I need your help hanging my punching bag, and I was thinking this time you could do it naked."

"I think I could arrange that," Curtis whispered.

Gisele had started sputtering. "You knew… But… You knew Annabelle?!"

"Yes," Jury replied.

"And she signed a book for you?"

"First edition," Jury said, eyes amused.

"And you're going to… give it to me?"

"I'm certain you'll have far more appreciation for it than I do," Jury shrugged. "To me it's just another book."

A squeak of horror escaped Gisele's lips.

"Just another book?" she gasped. "But it's an Annabelle Du Pont book!"

Jury was saved from responding by the sudden appearance of Cecily in the middle of the sitting room.

Cecily grinned at Ollie and said, "Told you I'd be alright."

Ollie was the first to recover from the shock of Cecily's unexpected entrance, and she gestured for Cecily to take a seat before saying, "Thanks for coming."

"I'm sure you'll make it worth my while," Cecily shrugged.

Ollie instinctively knew Cecily wasn't talking about money. Whatever she wanted, it wasn't the usual type of payment.

"We have an unusual job offer for you," Ollie said carefully. "But before we proceed, I have to ask if you're willing to let Jury check you for compulsion."

Cecily's eyes darted over to Jury.

"I thought you looked like a witch," she said softly. "A Jury too. I've never seen a Jury."

"We're not that impressive," Jury said with a shrug.

"I've heard quite a few stories about you," Cecily stated.

"Some of them are lies," Jury replied.

He was smiling, but there was something very unsettling about it.

"Do I have your permission or not?" he asked.

"Knock yourself out," Cecily replied, grinning slightly.

Ollie watched as magic gathered in Jury's hand and wiggled through the air towards Cecily. Cecily didn't even flinch; she just sat there, slightly mocking look on her face. Jury's magic slipped into her eyes, and a few moments later it withdrew, and disappeared.

"She's clean," Jury said. "Now if you'll excuse me."

He stood, nodded to Gisele, and strode from the room without another word.

"Friendly," Cecily snorted. "So we know that story's not a lie. What's the job?"

"We're going to bait the imp who's been stealing artifacts, and I was hoping you might try to follow him back to the source," Ollie explained.

Cecily frowned, and it was a long minute before she said, "I'm not sure that's possible. But," she shrugged, "I'm willing to try."

"How can I reach you once we have everything in place?" Ollie asked.

"Just send me a message via imp mail," Cecily stated. "Not that new Elegant Express outfit," she added with a sneer. "Don't trust them at all. You have to use the old service. Pop Mail."

"I've heard that Elegant Express is very reliable," Gisele pointed out.

"Exactly," Cecily declared. "And when have you ever known an imp to be reliable?"

Her question hung in the room for a moment as they all considered it.

"Interesting point," Gisele murmured.

From the look on her face, Ollie knew that Gisele had just thought of something. It was the same look she got when she had just worked out a scene in her head.

"I'll send for you," Ollie said.

Cecily nodded and disappeared.

"She didn't say what she wanted in payment," Curtis pointed out.

"No," Ollie agreed.

"That's dangerous."

"Yes, but we needed an imp, and she's the only imp I trust."

Ollie faked a yawn and said, "I'm going to head on up. I'm sorry, Gisele; you'll have to read tomorrow night."

Gisele waved a hand vaguely and said, "Sleep well, dear."

Ollie had no intentions of going to bed. She was going to hang up her punching bag, and then she was going to knock it back down. She was angry and frustrated, and she had to beat up on something before she could fully appreciate Curtis.

Tessa's plan was actually pretty good, assuming it worked. That wasn't what was bothering her. Doc's obvious discomfort was bothering her, Tessa's obvious omissions were bothering her, and Curtis's easy acceptance of everything was bothering her.

She wasn't Tessa. She couldn't just piece everything together and suddenly know all the answers, but she wasn't stupid either. She knew when something wasn't right, and nothing about this night had been right.

Gisele stared at her bookshelf, not really seeing it. She was flipping through newspapers in her mind, looking for a particular one. There had been an article in the Hidden Gazette not very long ago about the rollout of Elegant Express, the new and improved imp mail; and for some reason, she was possessed with the sudden urge to reread it. If only she could remember the date.

She tried to remember what other articles had been in the newspaper that day, and after a moment, she smiled. There had also been an article about the anniversary of the bakery in the six hundred block. She knew exactly what day that was; and first thing in the morning, she would go to the library and have Maude pull the newspaper for her.

Gisele looked up with a smile when Magnus entered the room. He offered her a glass of sherry, and then he sat on her footstool.

He didn't say anything, and Gisele studied him with concern. Something was off. He just wasn't the same. He wasn't the Magnus who had sat across from her every night for weeks now, and he also wasn't the Magnus who had frowned at her every time she had tried to speak to him when she had been a young and lonely bride.

"Are you alright?" she whispered, suddenly unsure of herself and a little frightened to hear his answer.

"Yes," he said.

"Something is different," she pressed.

"Everything is different," he replied. "I have a favorite color, I know what time of day I prefer, I'm curious to find out if there is a music I like, I realized that my room is quite stuffy, and I've just come to the conclusion that I hate feather dusters."

Gisele gazed at him in shock. "Didn't you already know all those things?" she asked.

"No. Everything must have surely been there, filed just out of reach, but no, I did not know."

"You were compulsed," she finally guessed.

"I was compulsed. Mr. Jury removed them all. Imagine being beholden to a Jury. I shudder to think."

He had been staring at the floor beside her feet, and he suddenly lifted his anguished eyes to hers and said, "I'm sorry I always rebuffed your kindness."

"Oh, I…"

The look in his eyes stopped her.

"You are the only one who was ever kind to me," he went on softly. "But I couldn't respond in the same manner. Oh, how I wanted to. I wanted to say a thousand things to you over the years, but I couldn't. I didn't even know that I couldn't; something just always made me turn away."

Gisele was suddenly having trouble breathing, and her head felt too light, like it might just float away. He couldn't be saying what she thought he was saying.

"And I know that I should walk away again, not say anything again, but how could I do that? My tongue has finally been loosed, and I can say all those things I never said to you."

Gisele's heart simply stopped beating.

"I've read every single one of your books," he said. "Even the Westerns. I knew they all died in the end. You're a brilliant writer, and you give everyone just what they need. Your books make me happy."

His eyes were blazing with an emotion that Gisele was terrified to name.

"No one wears pink like you do," he went on. "You brighten every room you walk into. Your smile could drive away clouds on a rainy day."

She was crying, and she didn't know why.

"The years you were gone were the darkest of my life. Nothing compares to you," he said, voice infused with such passion that it tore at her. "I am an old man. I am enslaved to a witch, and I have done nothing with my life but watch over this house. I have no right to ask, I have no hope of being worthy of your notice. Tell me to go, Gisele, and I will go."

The sound of her name on his lips shook her, and she suddenly felt young and shy.

"Don't go," she whispered. "Please don't go."

He smiled, and she had never seen such a beautiful smile in all her life.

She trembled when he took her hand and kissed it softly. She had never known she could feel like this. Her stomach was dancing, and her skin where his lips had touched was on fire.

"Will you read to me?" he asked.

She shook her head, tongue still too numb to speak.

"No?"

"No," she whispered. "We've already wasted so much time."

And then, body trembling with hope, Gisele leaned forward and kissed him.


Chapter 19
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Tessa stretched languidly as she started to wake, humming with pleasure when she felt Julian's warm body against hers. She didn't immediately remember anything outside of him, and she brushed her foot along his leg, relishing his response.

"Minx," he muttered as he pulled her tightly against him.

"You never showed me my present," she murmured against the heat of his chest.

"Now you're the one making double entendres," he chuckled.

"I just assumed your gift was sexual in nature," she replied.

"You assumed wrong."

"That's the trouble with assumptions," she stated as she tried to pull him closer.

"Are you going to Jury's?" he asked.

"I forgot to give him any hair, so yes," she murmured, the reality of her day finally intruding on what had been a delicious moment.

"In that case, I will forgo the pleasure of your kisses and show you your present instead." And he rolled away from her before she could protest.

"If I'm giving up you," she grumbled, "it had better be good."

"I like to think it is," Julian shrugged.

He pulled on his pants before opening his bag and removing his sketchbook. He opened it and held it out in front of her. She took one look at the drawing he had done and burst out laughing.

It was a long minute before she managed to choke out, "I can't believe you drew that!"

Julian was watching her with an amused expression, and now he said, "It seemed appropriate at the time."

"If Jury had a sense of humor, I would frame it for him," Tessa chuckled.

"He doesn't," Julian stated as he closed his sketchbook and put it away.

"Thank you," she said, still laughing a little. "Although now when I see him, I'm going to have a little trouble."

"You mean it will change the way you view him?" Julian said with pretend shock. "I never even thought of that."

"Liar!" she laughed as she threw a pillow at his head.

He easily ducked it before diving on top of her and kissing her breathless.

"I want to draw you tonight," he whispered.

"For Rishma?"

"For me," he replied, tone rough. "And if Rishma gets something out of it, fine."

"I'd like that," she murmured. "Kiss me again," she demanded.

He did, but he broke it before she wanted him to and pulled her to her feet.

"If you hurry, we can make it to breakfast."

Tessa cringed and said, "Why would we want to do that?"

"To see what happened with Cecily."

She had forgotten about Cecily. She had forgotten about most everything that had happened last night, but she was slowly remembering. She was going to fire Badri when she saw him. For at least five minutes.

They dressed in silence and headed down to the breakfast room. Julian opened the door for her, and Tessa stepped through it, immediately coming to a halt.

Gisele was beaming.

Gisele almost always smiled. She almost always wore pink. But today she was smiling with the force of the sun, and she was wearing pink as if it was truly the only color in the world.

"What's going on?" Tessa asked suspiciously.

"Nothing, dear," Gisele said happily. "Did you sleep well?"

"Yes," Tessa said carefully. "You seem very happy."

"I am happy," Gisele replied.

Her tone was so full of joy that Tessa took a step backward and demanded, "Why?"

"Can't an old woman enjoy a beautiful day?" Gisele asked, eyes dancing.

"Not this much," Tessa growled.

Julian poked her in the back.

"What?" she snapped.

"Can I speak to you in the hallway?" he whispered.

"But—"

She didn't get a chance to say anything else because Julian yanked her into the hallway and closed the door behind them.

"For a detective, you're surprisingly thick," he said with a wide grin.

"What are you talking about?"

"Gisele! Isn't it obvious?"

"No!"

"Something obviously occurred between last night and now to make her very happy."

"Okay?"

Julian rolled his eyes and said, "She looks like a woman who's been well loved."

"So? She has sex all the time, and she never smiles like that."

Julian shook his head before saying, "I said well loved."

Tessa glared at him.

"There is a very big difference between sex and being well loved," he said pointedly.

"Fine. Assuming you're right, who the hell would have loved her well? It's not like she had a lot of time to meet anyone last night."

Julian sighed.

"What?!" Tessa demanded.

"You don't see them, do you?"

"Who?"

"Them. Gisele, Ollie, Magnus. Have you never seen the way Magnus looks at her?"

"At Gisele? Magnus?!"

Tessa felt as if everything she had ever known as truth was crashing down around her.

"Magnus?" she repeated. "But… You can't be…"

She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate, tried to see Magnus, tried to really see him.

"Oh my god," she whispered. "He's in love with her."

"Yeah."

"You knew?"

"Yeah."

"But… How come… Why did he…"

And then she saw him sitting there, blank look on his face, slightly trembling voice saying, "I have a favorite color."

"Oh holy hell," she hissed. "He couldn't. Jury removed the compulsion. I feel so stupid. How do I keep missing these things?"

Julian tapped her head softly and said, "You know how."

"I fucking hate him," she growled.

She didn't need to say who; they both knew, and so did her brain.

She pressed a hand against her temples in a vain effort to nullify the pain. It did nothing, but Julian's gentle kiss chased it away.

When he pulled back, Tessa took a deep breath and said, "I can do this. All I have to do is not think about it."

"Think about what?" Julian asked mischievously.

"You know what!"

"I really don't."

"You know, the two of them. Doing things…"

"Oh, you mean the horizontal tango?" he asked with a grin.

"That's my grandma you're talking about," she snapped.

"No, it's Gisele. Romance author extraordinaire. And she's finally getting a chance at love."

"When you put it like that," she grumbled.

He winked at her.

She braced herself and walked back into the breakfast room. Gisele beamed at her again, and Tessa felt like a fool for not realizing the truth of it right away.

She sat, but before she could say anything Badri bustled into the room and placed a bowl in front of her.

"I'm mad at you," Tessa growled.

"For?" Badri asked innocently.

She glared at him. "You know what you did."

"Did you sleep well?" he inquired.

Tessa imagined kicking him in the shins just for fun, and then she gestured for him to get away from her, ignoring his chuckle of laughter.

She turned her attention to her food, grunting Ollie's way when she and Curtis entered the room and sat at the table.

"Why is Gisele smiling?" Ollie demanded.

"She always smiles," Tessa retorted. "It's her thing."

"Yeah, but not like that."

"She looks normal to me," Tessa said. "Did Cecily come?"

"Yes."

"And?"

"She's clean, and she agreed to help us."

"Good," Tessa said. "I'll go see Jury, get the artifact, and let you know when everything's in place."

"What aren't you telling us?" Ollie suddenly asked, tone deceptively soft.

Tessa looked up, met Ollie's blazing eyes, and without any inflection whatsoever said, "Nothing."

Ollie's eyes narrowed.

"The vial is in my room," Tessa went on. "There's a hidden compartment in the first desk drawer. Please do that before you do anything else."

"I will," Ollie promised.

"Good," Tessa said as she stood. "I have to go."

Julian followed her, not speaking until they were outside. "Is there something you're not telling us?" he asked.

"No," she said firmly.

She hated that she was lying to him, but killing the patron was more important than telling the truth. Killing the patron would free hundreds of people, people like Mr. Lexi and Magnus, and it would protect hundreds more. Killing the patron wouldn't remove the compulsion he had already forced onto anyone, but at least they would no longer have a master, and maybe eventually they would find their way past it, just like Tessa had.

"I have to go," she said.

On any other day she would have walked to Jury's, but she felt it would take less energy to drive, so she left Julian standing in the alleyway, and went into the garage.

The beauty of her car normally buoyed her spirits, but not today. Today it was just a passing thought; one she quickly dismissed.

It was imperative that she get everything in place as quickly as possible. The troll scale was still working. She could feel it working. But it wasn't enough. And furthermore, she couldn't possibly kill the patron while kissing Julian and standing on a patch of dirt.

She couldn't afford to waste anymore time, and she couldn't afford to waste energy on emotions or thoughts that didn't pertain directly to the issue at hand.

The drive to Jury's took a little longer than normal because Tessa merely drove without really engaging in the activity of driving.

After parking, she crossed the lobby and rode the elevator up to Jury's floor. When she reached the hallway outside of Jury's apartment, the door swung open for her just like normal. Her mind noted the significance, but beyond that, she didn't react.   

Jury met her just inside the door.

"I need some hair," he said.

She gestured towards her head.

He moved behind her and quickly cut off a few strands.

"How long will it take you?" Tessa asked.

"If you're willing to wait, you can have it in an hour," he replied.

Waiting sounded like a lot of effort, but not waiting sounded like even more effort so she said, "I'll wait, but can I have some paper?"

He had been watching her carefully, and she could tell he didn't like what he had seen; but he said nothing, just nodded and went to get her some paper.

Once she had the paper, Tessa sat at his table and stared at a blank page, trying to decide what to write. She didn't really want to write the report, but she had to do something or else the pain would increase with every second that passed.

It was too early to bait him. At least she thought it was too early to bait him. She wasn't an expert on playing people, but she was pretty certain she needed to wait until they had uncovered his lair. Otherwise, if she failed, the others would flounder.

She finally decided to tell him that she had uncovered the paperwork regarding the missing Magistratus artifacts, and she managed to do so without mentioning either Sagena or her brother. For the hell of it, she criticized the Magistratus' efficiency; and when she was done with that, she added a note about a meeting she was going to have with Mrs. Jury tomorrow.

It was short, but it would do, so she folded it, addressed it, and put it to the side. Since Jury hadn't reemerged from his office, she pulled out her journal, flipped to the Magnus page and wrote down all about his compulsion, his favorite color, and his secret love.

She was glad that Gisele and he had found each other, and she was glad that Ollie hadn't been so headstrong as to let Curtis slip through her fingers. They all had each other, and she knew they would be all right without her.

The only person she was really worrying about, the only person she was truly afraid for, was Julian. He had already lost so much, and she hated that she was going to leave him. She didn't want to leave him. She didn't want to hurt him, but she knew she had to. There was no escaping it.

She had been trying not to think it; she had been looking the other way, trying to pretend like there was hope, but the fact was she was already dying.

When she had slipped into the bathroom this morning to pull back her hair, clumps of hair had come out with every brushstroke. And that wasn't the only sign. Breathing took more work than it had used to. Almost as if she had to remind herself to do it.

It was as if in an effort to keep from being crushed by the pain in her skull, her body had pulled all necessary resources into one place and abandoned the rest of the ship. She was moving forward by pure force of will, and she knew if she stopped moving, for even a second, she would falter.

She wrapped her hand around the troll scale, closed her eyes, and tried to will energy out to the rest of her body. Whether or not it actually worked, she didn't know. She could feel something vibrating through her, but it wasn't quite enough to lift the dragging weight from her shoulders.

She startled slightly when Jury placed a short wooden staff on the table in front of her.

"The Jurys took notes," he said as he sat across from her. "It's an exact replica, minus whatever power the original was endowed with."

"It's beautiful," Tessa murmured, tracing the twisted wood with her fingertip.

"It really is," Jury admitted.

"How did they split it in two?"

"They broke the jewel in half," Jury explained. "It's where most of the power is, or was. The staff is just a conductor."

"What did it do?"

"I don't know," he said. "You're in pretty bad shape," he added. "I thought the troll scale was helping."

"It is," she insisted. "I'm fine."

"I hate being lied to," he said flatly.

"What do you want me to say?" she asked wearily. "You won't like it."

His eyes were hollow, and they only held hers for a moment before sliding away.

"Let me know as soon as he bites," Jury ordered.

"I will," she promised.

Without another word, she picked up the staff and left.

It took Tessa and Mrs. Jury over an hour to decide on the perfect hiding spot for the staff. Unlike so many of the elite, Mrs. Jury did not have a vault or safe of any kind, so they eventually tucked it behind a row of books on botany, and Mrs. Jury laid a scutum over the top of it.

"How will the imp locate it?" Mrs. Jury asked as she straightened the books.

"I'm not sure," Tessa admitted. "He must have a way though." 

Maybe there was an artifact for locating artifacts.

"Does Cecily have permission to enter your house?" Tessa asked.

"Yes," Mrs. Jury replied. "I'm taking Della home, and we'll be gone for a couple of weeks. I gave all the servants leave as well, so no one will be here."

"Good," Tessa said. "Thank you."

Tessa had gone to Mrs. Jury's first because she hadn't wanted to haul around Jury's precious fake artifact, but now that it was hidden, she headed over to Pops to show him the pictures she had taken of it.

She didn't argue with Pops as he went through all the usual rigmarole of locking the door, flipping the sign, and sneaking down into the basement. It wasn't necessary; they weren't trying to hide anything, but she knew this was the way he operated.

"This is what the real one looked like?" he demanded as he studied her phone.

"That's what Jury said."

"It's beautiful. Absolutely glorious. What I wouldn't give to get my hands on the real thing."

"No one knows what it did," she pointed out.

"I would know," he said. "Give me an hour with any artifact, and I can tell you everything about it."

The longing in his face as he stared at it would have amused her a week ago, but today she couldn't be bothered to care.

"I'm getting another package today," Pops said. "I'll be sure to drop the right hints."

"Good," Tessa replied.

He turned his attention to study her; and after a moment of intense focus, he said, "I got something for you."

He handed her back her phone and walked over to a well-lit glass case in the middle of the room. Tessa recognized the artifact inside as the Hand of Redemption, and she was surprised when he opened the case and removed it.

"I want you to take this," he said as he handed it to her. "Sort of a good luck charm. You can give it back to me when you've won."

She opened her mouth to argue with him, but he shook his head and said. "I want you to take it. And I know you'll be giving it back to me. I'm a Roma, after all, I've got a sense 'bout these things."

She could hardly argue with him, and she couldn't really speak anyway, not past the uncomfortable lump that had lodged in her throat, so she took the artifact and tucked it into her pocket.

It took her a moment to clear both her throat and her mind, and then she asked, "How will the imp find the artifact?"

"There are ways," Pops shrugged. "And knowing Jury, Jury that he is, he infused it with enough magic that no one could possibly miss it. I'll let you know as soon as I've… blabbed."

"Thank you," she whispered, horrible realization suddenly gripping her. This was it. She was never going to see Pops again. She was never going to go down into the basement again. She would never annoy him again.

"About Julian…" Her voice broke, and she couldn't go on.

Pops studied her, sympathy and sadness evident in his face. "Don't you worry about Julian, girl. Now go and kill that bastard."

Tessa nodded and fled from the shop, tears nearly breaking free as she did.

"No emotions," she whispered as she walked quickly back towards the exit. "No emotions."

She just needed to tell Ollie now. Ollie would tell Cecily, and the trap would be set.


Chapter 20
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The rest of the day passed in a haze of pain and misery, and by the time they gathered in the sitting room, Tessa couldn't even remember what she had done. Maybe she hadn't done anything; she honestly couldn't say.

"Cecily's in place," Ollie announced. "And I gave her an alarm that she can activate to notify me the second the other imp arrives."

Tessa nodded, glad that Ollie had thought to take that extra step.

"I could only make two syringes from the liquid you gave me," Ollie went on. "I made you up a belt and left it in your room for you."

"Thank you," Tessa said.

She vaguely recalled Magnus telling her that the weapons from Doc had arrived, and if she remembered correctly, he had also put them in her room.

"I guess that's it," Ollie said, tone a little flat.

"I spent the day at the library," Gisele announced, tone still laced with pleased contentment. "An unknown norm company took possession of the imp mail a few months ago and rolled out Elegant Express. A few of the imps banded together and kept the old mail going, but for the most part, all imp mail is now run through Elegant Express."

"And this matters because?" Tessa asked.

"Cecily took the time to point out that imps are notoriously unreliable," Gisele stated. "And that got me wondering. It's quite odd that the purchasing company is a norm company," she went on. "That's actually illegal, you know. I wonder how that got past Simon. Anyway, the name of the company is Indomitable Exchange."

"That's a little pretentious," Ollie snorted.

And also very familiar, Tessa thought, but her mind was too fuzzy to find it.

"That's the name of the corporation that owns the… Uh, Slappy's house," Julian spoke up.

Tessa had known that. How could she have forgotten? And that meant that the patron owned Elegant Express, but she was having trouble remembering why that mattered.

"Here," Badri's soft voice said.

Tessa took the cup he offered her and drank it. The relief it gave her was so slight she barely felt it.

He pressed something into her other hand; and she glanced down at it, confusion filling her when she saw it was a rock.

"She needs the earth," Badri insisted.

"I'll take her," Julian responded.

The next thing Tessa knew she was outside, and a slight breeze was wafting across her face.

"Come on," Julian urged. "The park is just a little further away."

Tessa followed him, not entirely sure why she was following him or who he was, but his voice was kind, and she didn't have anything else to do, so she didn't fight him, just let him lead her down the street and further into the darkness.

"What's wrong with her?" Ollie demanded after Tessa and Julian had disappeared.

"Do we really need to say?" Gisele asked, tone suddenly very quiet. "I think we all know."

"But she'll be better after we kill him, won't she?" Ollie asked desperately.

No one spoke, and she turned to look at Curtis. He always had something uplifting to say, he was always encouraging her to keep fighting, to keep trying; but he didn't meet her eyes, and that's when she knew.

"No," Ollie hissed. "No. I refuse. We are going to kill him, and Tessa is going to be just fine."

"Of course, dear," Gisele said soothingly.

Gisele was lying, and Ollie felt it like a blow. They all thought they were going to lose.

She surged to her feet and exclaimed, "We're not going to lose! We're going to save her! We have to!"

Neither of them said anything; neither of them met her gaze, so she kicked Curtis's leg and snapped, "Why aren't you saying anything? Why aren't you fighting?!"

"I am fighting," he said softly. "I will never stop fighting."

"Goddamn it," Ollie growled as she paced the entire length of the room.

There had to be something they could do, some way they could help her, some loophole they hadn't yet considered.

"What about an artifact?" she demanded. "There seems to be an artifact for everything. Surely there's something that could help her?"

"Julian, Sydney, Doc, and I have combed through hundreds of records, sent out inquiries across the world, and even strong-armed a couple of well-known collectors. There's nothing," Curtis said softly. "Believe me, we've looked."

Ollie stared at him, furious to find out that he had been working on different angles all this time without telling her.

"What else haven't you told me?" she growled.

"What else haven't you told me?" he returned.

"Nothing!" she spat.

"Nothing?"

"Fine, I've spoken with three dealers of exotic poisons, I threatened to have Jarmen exported, I used up every favor everyone owes me trying to find the bastard from the norm side of things, and I've been watching the house in Philadelphia like a hawk."

"So you haven't exactly been idle either," Curtis stated. "We all have our strengths."

"I'm not sure how much I like you right now," she spat.

"Stop throwing a fit!" Gisele broke in. "You're acting like a child. Sit and listen to me."

Ollie turned to glare at Gisele, fury rolling through her at Gisele's words, but the look in Gisele's eyes had her sitting without a word.

"We are all doing what we can," Gisele said firmly. "And we are all integral parts of this. Tessa needs us. She needs to know that we are here for her and that we are fighting on her behalf. When the time comes, we will all don our armor and we will ride into battle to slay her dragon. And that is that."

"I think you're probably romanticizing it a bit," Ollie ground out.

"I am doing what I can, Ollie," Gisele said, iron force behind her words. "I suggest you do the same."

Until this very moment, Ollie had thought that she was, but now a dozen ideas popped into her head. She would put a tail on Tessa, something she should have done weeks ago. She would bug her cellphone.  She would put a tracker in her boots. She would do all the things she should have done, but that she hadn't because she didn't want to betray Tessa's trust. Screw Tessa's trust. Ollie was going to do whatever it took to win.

Gisele watched the play of emotions cross Ollie's face, and she nearly smiled when Ollie's expression settled into one of obstinate determination.

Her girl didn't give up easily. It was one of the things she most admired about her.

The absolute joy that had carried her into the breakfast room this morning was still there. She had never dreamed that she would find love at her age; she hadn't even imagined it, but suddenly love was blooming inside of her, and it was more amazing than she had ever speculated it would be.

If only the moment wasn't tempered by the absolute angst of Tessa's constant torture.

The look in Tessa's eyes earlier had been so vague, so distracted, so foggy, that Gisele had wanted to weep. The girl was in a constant battle, and she was losing.

Gisele shook her head. She refused to think that way; she refused to give up; she refused to be pessimistic. Like Ollie, she would fight.

"Do you want me to read?" she asked softly.

"No," Ollie stated. "I have things to do."

Face set, Ollie stood and, without a glance at either of them, left the room.

"I believe in a future with plenty of hours set aside for your stories," Curtis said softly.

"Thank you, dear," Gisele murmured.

She knew what he was really saying, and she was grateful for it. Grateful for the hope he was offering her.

In spite of his words though, the smile he gave her was a sad one; and without further comment, he also left the room.

Once she was alone, Gisele just sat there, wondering if there was anything more she could do, any further stone she could turn, but she was afraid she didn't have much to offer at this point. She was just a writer and an old one at that.

"I would very much like to hear what happens between Bronagh and Flynn," Magnus said softly as he sat on her footstool.

Gisele smiled at him, surprise filling her at the burst of happiness she had felt on hearing his voice.

"Have you been watching her?" she asked worriedly.

"As much as I am able," he replied. "It's a limited power."

She had known as much.

"Have you received any responses to your inquiries?" he asked.

"No. Well, yes, but none with any useful information," Gisele sighed.

She had sent out nearly a hundred letters inquiring softly about a reclusive witch she had once met and was trying to reconnect with. The responses had been varied, but none of them had been helpful.

"I suppose there's nothing for us to do but read," she said, trying to be cheerful.

"That's hardly nothing," Magnus replied. "Your words always bring a sense of well-being and happiness. And right now, that is everything."

She beamed at him. He was wrong though. It wasn't her words that brought a sense of well-being. It was him.

The world began to focus again, and Tessa realized with a flash of concern that she was sitting on the ground.

"What the hell?" she muttered, staring at her naked feet. "And where the hell are my boots?"

"I took them off," Julian said.

"Oh."

She turned to look at him, surprised at the amount of concern she could read in his eyes.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

"You sorta… Sorta lost yourself for a minute there."

Fear filled her at his words, and she searched her mind, trying to refute what he had just said. She couldn't though.

She could barely remember her day. She had seen Jury, and then she had talked to Pops, and then… And then everything kind of ran together, making a muddled mass of confusion.

She tried to remember following Julian out into the darkness, and then she did remember, and absolute terror filled her.

She was losing him. Already she was losing him, but even worse than that, he was losing her.

She dug her toes into the dirt, trying to soak up the energy it held, trying to infuse her body with life, with energy, with strength.

She could do this. She could keep going. She could make it. All she had to do was remember to touch the dirt. She could do that. She could.

It wouldn't be long now. Everything was in place. She remembered Ollie telling her that everything was in place. And Julian had said that Pops had blabbed, just like he had promised.

The patron, of the arts, wouldn't wait long to strike. She knew he wouldn't. He wasn't the kind to dawdle, and just as soon as she was able to verify his location, she would launch Plan A.

She could do this. She would do it. She had no choice.

She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with both air and energy. Her mind was insisting that she return to work, but she was so sick of wasting time working and writing useless reports and banging her head on desks. If she didn't have much longer, if she was going to lose herself in the end, she was going to take this moment for herself, for Julian.

Tessa smiled at Julian, heart breaking slightly, and whispered, "Take me home."

When they fell into bed moments later, there was a desperation that fueled their kisses and movements, a desperation to feel everything, to taste everything, and to make the absolute most of this moment.

She whispered that she loved him a thousand times, trying to make up for every day he wouldn't hear it, every day he would go without her, without her touch, and without her love.

And she held nothing back because she didn't want to die knowing that she hadn't given him everything.

"Stop wiggling," Julian chastised much later.

It was still night, and the only light in her bedroom was cast from the lamp on Tessa's writing desk.

She was sitting on the edge of the desk, fully dressed, shirt tucked in, gun holster showing, with one boot propped up on the desk beside her.

"I'm not wiggling," she grumbled. "I'm breathing."

"Stop breathing," he ordered.

She swallowed a laugh and tried to hold herself absolutely still. He had been drawing her for some time now, but this was the first time he had drawn her with clothes on. She didn't mind, but she was ready to be naked again, ready to sink into his arms again. She didn't want to waste any more time sleeping. It wasn't saving her so there was really no point losing out on time with him.

"I'm taking a drink," she warned him.

She lifted the cup to her lips, sighing in irritation when he said, "Hold that pose!"

"I'm not holding this pose," she said around the glass.

"Just for a minute."

Tessa watched him as he moved his hand quickly over the paper, curious to see how the drawing would look. She didn't see herself the way he did. When he had showed her his first sketches it had surprised her to see how beautiful she was to him.

She knew she didn't look like that anymore. She was half hag at this point, and she was glad he could still see her the way she had been. The her he had fallen in love with.

"Got it!" he suddenly announced before he tossed his sketchbook to the side and pulled her into his arms. "You're wearing too many clothes," he murmured against her lips.

"You told me to put them on."

"Now I'm telling you to take them off."

"No," she replied.

"No?"

"You take them off for me," she whispered as she threaded her fingers through his hair.

Julian removed her clothing with a reverence that stole her breath, and then he lowered her to the bed, kissing her with such gentleness that she melted against him.

Their frantic movements of earlier had quieted, replaced with a gentle intensity; and Tessa devoted herself to pleasing him, allowing no other thought into her mind past this one perfect moment.


Chapter 21
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There was a part of Tessa that hoped morning would never come, but it did; and for once, Julian was the one to leave their bed first.

After he had left, Tessa got up, dressed, donned her plastic weapons and Ollie's belt with the two syringes; and then, since she didn't have anything at all to do, she paced the house and spun her wheels, waiting anxiously for word that the patron had taken the bait.

As the day dragged on, the more Tessa struggled to hold on to the truth of who she was and what she was doing.

The only thing that kept her from breaking completely was the pile of dirt and rocks that a truck had dumped in the alley behind the house sometime around lunch courtesy of Julian.

Whenever she felt herself starting to slip, she walked out and sat on it, burying both her hands and feet into the dirt. At one point, she tried filling her pockets with dirt, but the energizing effects hadn't lasted more than a few minutes.

After spending several hours pacing and reading through files to remind herself how horrible the patron was, Tessa went up to the attic and practiced drawing the plastic gun and plastic knife. Once they were familiar to her, she pretended to attack someone very random. Certainly not the patron. Never the patron. She loved the patron. She loved the Graves, and she would never do anything to tarnish the Graves name.

That last thought was only half a lie, and that terrified her so much that she ran outside to sit on the dirt, and while she was there, she read through the entirety of her journal, trying to burn it into her mind.

She knew without a doubt that she wouldn't last many more days in this state, so once she was certain she was in control of herself again, she went to her office and wrote out the report that would bring the patron out of hiding.

I have discovered a terrible Graves family secret, and I cannot live with what my family has done. I am turning myself over to the Magistratus. I will accept whatever punishment I am given.

She reread it three times. It seemed a bit contrived, but if the patron wanted her dead, he would have already killed her. He clearly needed her for some reason, so even if it did seem contrived, she was certain he wouldn't risk losing her.

She folded it and addressed it, then set it on the corner of her desk. She would send it out just as soon as she knew where he was.

Plan A was loose, but it went a little something like this. The moment she heard his voice, she was going to spin around and slam the syringe into him, and then she was going to grab his fucking ascot and choke him out, and then she was going to pull her knife and stab it through his throat and his eyes until he was very much dead.

She paid dearly for such a traitorous thought. How dare she consider hurting him? He was so much more than she was. He was her. He had formed her; she was merely a reflection of him. Her entire purpose was to serve, and she hadn't been serving him. Not the way he wanted her to. She grabbed a fresh piece of paper and started to write a new report, one full of truths and things he could actually use to blackmail people.

She stopped herself after the second page and burned it before lurching to her feet. Fighting with herself the entire way, she stumbled through the house and out the back door, then collapsed onto the pile of dirt.

After she had been lying there for some time, Badri rolled her to her back, pulled her upright, and said, "Drink this." And then he sat beside her on the dirt and rubbed her back soothingly while she worked to choke down the contents of the cup.

"I'm sorry I can't do more to help you," he said.

"No one can," she whispered.

"I'm not sure that's true," he murmured. "Do you see that flower struggling through the bricks?" he asked, pointing further down the alley.

She nodded because speaking took too much effort.

"You're that flower. It's growing in an inhospitable environment; there is no sun, but still it pushes through the bricks and grows, bringing beauty and happiness to all who see it. I want you to remember that flower," he pressed. "Whenever you think of him, whenever your thoughts start to wander, whenever you think that you just can't carry on, remember that flower, focus on that flower, draw strength from it."

His request was so strange, but so intense that Tessa stared at the pale purple bloom, trying to burn it into her mind.

"It is the honor of my life to serve you," he added softly.

With that, he took the cup from her, stood, and left her alone on her pile of dirt.

Tessa's brain felt like pudding, but Badri's words penetrated to her very soul. She didn't deserve such words of admiration, but she would take them. They were like a ray of sunshine on an otherwise distressingly gloomy day.

The day continued to drag on; and by evening, Tessa was holed up in her room, pacing.

She flinched when Julian opened the door.

"Gisele would like to know if you're coming down to dinner," he asked.

"Is there any news?"

He shook his head.

"No," she said.

"I'll be right back," he promised before stepping back out into the hallway.

She waited for him anxiously, needy for his soothing touch; and when he returned, he didn't bother with words, just approached her, took her hand, and pulled her over to the bed.

They fell onto the bed together, and he wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly. Tessa closed her eyes and exhaled, finally feeling like she could breathe.

"It won't be long now," he said softly, tone a little bleak.

She hoped he was right.

"I've got you," he murmured, feathering his fingers across her back. "I've got you."

She had decided not to waste any more time sleeping, but his voice was so soothing, and his hands were so gentle, that she couldn't fight the darkness that reached out to take her.

"What if he doesn't take the bait?" Ollie asked, trying to keep the worry from her tone.

"He'll take it," Curtis replied.

She opened her mouth to argue, but a look from Gisele silenced her. The sitting room felt like a tomb without Tessa. Ollie had only seen her once today, but she had avoided her because the sight of Tessa sitting dejectedly on a pile of dirt in the back alley had made her want to cry.

She hadn't cried though. Not because crying was weak; she had learned that it wasn't, but because crying solved nothing.

"I can't bring myself to read," Gisele said softly.

Ollie cast her a sympathetic smile. She knew exactly what Gisele meant. Even though Ollie had done absolutely everything she could, she refused to go upstairs and sleep or make love to Curtis when Tessa was suffering like she was.

Ollie stared at the clock, suddenly possessed with the strangest feeling, like they were all part of a vigil, just waiting for the alarm to ring. Like if they just sat here, it would happen; but if they gave up hope and went to bed, the patron would go to bed with them, and they would have to suffer again all day tomorrow.

"I know how you feel about Magnus, dear," Gisele suddenly said, "but would you mind if he joined us? I just… I would like him to be here."

Ollie nearly burst out laughing, but she stopped herself when she saw the look of uncertainty on Gisele's face.

Very carefully, Ollie said, "You want Magnus to join us?"

"Yes," Gisele said, tone hopeful.

Ollie's eyes narrowed. Something about Gisele was different. She had noticed it yesterday, but with everything else that had been going on, she hadn't really honed in on it; now she did. And very, very slowly, her mind put together what she was seeing.

She sat back, shock coursing through her. Her mother and Magnus? That stuffy, angry old man who had never had a kind word for either of them? Virgil's lackey? Her mother and that man?

Gisele's eyes were pleading, but Ollie hadn't quite regained control of her tongue. She was still trying to picture bubbly Gisele with… with Magnus.

"We've become quite close over the last few months," Gisele tried to explain.

Her countenance was dimming as if she knew what Ollie was going to say, and Ollie struggled to open her mouth to say anything that would stop Gisele from growing dark.

Who was she to stand in the way of Gisele's happiness? If Gisele saw something in Magnus, what did it matter what Ollie thought? And besides, it wasn't as if he wasn't already part of the family; he just wasn't part of the sitting room.

"I don't mind," she managed to say.

At her words, Gisele's face brightened until it was so bright it could have lit the darkest night.

"Oh, thank you, Olive! You've no idea how much that means to me."

Ollie was beginning to suspect.

Gisele didn't move a muscle, and Ollie said, "Aren't you going to go get him?"

"Oh no," Gisele twittered. "He'll come."

"How does he…"

Ollie trailed off, but Gisele must have known what her question was going to be because she smiled gently and said, "He's a Myhanava, dear."

Ollie blinked a few times. Her world was starting to come apart at the seams, and she didn't like it one bit. Magnus was a Myhanava. Gisele was in love with him. And Tessa was…

She stopped herself. She refused to even think it.

She hadn't given up, and she would never give up. She had done everything she could think of to find him, she had overturned every rock she could find, and she had sent out messages to every single person she knew, asking if anyone knew of a healer who could fix the brain. Most healers couldn't even fix a broken bone in one go, let alone a brain that had been scrambled, but she had to try. She had to believe that Tessa could be saved. Otherwise what was the point?

Happiness filled Gisele when Magnus walked into the room and came to sit on her footstool. She could have moved to the couch, but this was how they always sat, so they could see each other.

She hadn't even realized how dear his face had become to her, but it had. Everything about him had become dear. And she was remembering things she had never given much thought to, things that had struck her as odd over the years, but not enough to consider.

Things like the flowers she would often find in her room. And she had once lost her favorite necklace in the garden, but the next day, she had discovered it on her pillow.

There were other things too, and she knew that Magnus had been behind them all.

She only wished she had known sooner. She wished that they could have discovered each other even a year ago because as much as she wanted to bury herself in his arms, she couldn't. She needed to keep watch. For what, she wasn't entirely sure; she just felt it in her bones. This night was important.

Julian's voice pulled Tessa back out of the darkness.

"Someone's at the door," he said softly as he shifted beneath her.

For just a second, she didn't care. She wanted to stay here with him, forever. Wrapped in his arms, in his love. Safe. But then she realized that it was still night, and if someone was knocking on her door in the middle of the night that meant…

She quickly rolled away from Julian, off the bed, and to her feet, then rushed over to the door. She yanked it open, revealing Ollie's tight face.

"The alarm went off," Ollie said.

Tessa's stomach clenched. It wouldn't be long now. If Cecily succeeded, they would know where the patron was in less than a minute.

The three of them didn't speak as they ran down the stairs to the sitting room. Curtis, Gisele, and Magnus were all there. Waiting.

Julian and Ollie both sat, but Tessa was much too keyed up to sit. She felt like she had been waiting for this moment all of her life, and maybe she had.

Just when she thought she couldn't stand the silence of the room any longer, there was a faint pop, and a green-skinned imp appeared in the middle of the sitting room. 

"That was wild," the imp said emphatically. "I don't know how I did it, but I did it," she added with a grin of triumph.

It was Ollie who demanded, "Where is he?"

"In some giant mansion just outside of Philadelphia," Cecily replied. "I'm shit with addresses," she shrugged. "But if you show me a map, I'll point it out to you."

"Did you see anything else?" Ollie inquired. "What about guards, alarms, anything?"

Cecily shook her head and said, "I risked my neck just doing what I did. Probably the only reason they didn't notice me is because there was more than one."

"More than one imp?" Ollie asked.

"Yeah. I don't know how they're doing it," Cecily stated. "The imp council knows everything, but…" She shrugged once more before saying, "Anyway, they didn't notice me, and now you know."

Tessa's head spun as she watched Cecily show Ollie the location. Her plan had worked, and they finally knew exactly where he was.

It was all a matter of timing now. She had to carry out Plan A without anyone realizing what she was doing, which was suddenly a little problematic because she could predict the next move for Plan B.

Cecily had already disappeared; and for a moment everyone looked to Tessa for direction, but she still couldn't seem to speak.

"I have the pilot on standby," Ollie said, suddenly taking charge. "Tessa, you text Jury; I'll call Doc; the rest of you, grab what you need; and let's go."

Tessa caught Curtis's eyes. His expression was stony and resolute, and she knew that it was her request that was making him look so sad.

She could save him though. She could save him from having to make a choice that he would always mourn. She could save them all. All she had to do was implement Plan A.

"A word," she said as Magnus moved past her towards the door.

He nodded slightly and followed her to her office where she handed him the report she had written earlier.

"I need you to deliver this immediately," she said.

Magnus nodded.

"I know you don't have to obey me anymore," Tessa went on, "so I'm not ordering you, I'm asking you to deliver it immediately and not tell anyone else about it."

"Are you certain that's what you want?" he asked, narrow eyes seeing more than she wanted him to.

"Yes."

"Very well," he said with a nod.

It seemed that she blinked, and he was gone, which she could barely comprehend; but they all had their little secrets, and really, that was all right by her.

She pulled out her phone and texted Jury. "We've found him. Meet us at the airport."

Her phone immediately beeped, but Jury hadn't actually said anything, just sent a blank reply so she would know he had gotten her text.

Tessa leaned on her desk, trying to think. Her ruse would be obvious if she was in Philadelphia when the patron received her letter. No matter where she went, he would be able to find her; that was rather the point of Plan A. But if she was with them, they would lose their advantage. She had to remain behind, but she couldn't imagine a scenario in which she could achieve such a thing.

There was no one she could trust at this point. Not even Curtis. He had agreed to deal the death blow if he had to, but there was no way he would agree to let her face the patron on her own.

She should have thought further ahead. Thinking was just such a struggle that she had only gone as far as she could. But she had to figure this out; if she didn't, Plan A was going to fail. Which wasn't acceptable.

Plan A needed to be carried out. And either she won or she lost; it didn't really matter. What mattered was that one way or another, she was removed from the board, and the rest of them would be free to proceed without worrying about her.

She startled when her door cracked open, and Badri said softly, "Ms. Graves?"

"I'm here," she replied.

Badri stepped into her dark office, but she could see his face clearly from the light of the hallway.

"Is there some way I can be of assistance?" he asked.

She studied him, somehow knowing that he had come to her because she needed him, but why did she need him?

Her muddled brain started pulling at strings she had long ago forgotten, reminding her of elves' peculiar ability to take any shape they pleased, and she suddenly knew exactly what to do. And he knew too. How he knew, she couldn't possibly say.

Badri was her one hope of pulling this off, but only if he could see as clearly as she could, without emotion getting in the way.

"You said it was the honor of your life to serve me," she said.

"Yes."

"Will you do one final thing for me?" she asked.

"Anything," he replied.

And she knew he meant it, knew he would take the task she gave him and carry it out.

"Take my place," she said. "Go with them. And sleep all the way there so they don't realize you're not me."

"If you are certain, I will do so," he said.

"I'm certain."

She stood up straighter, iron resolve giving her all the strength she needed. She had never been more certain about anything in her life. She was going to win. One way or another, she was going to win. Either by her own hand or by the hell that was rained down in the wake of her death.

"As you wish, Ms. Graves," Badri said, face shifting and body lengthening.

And then it was as if she was looking into a mirror, and the mirror was looking back at her. She could see the weariness in her face and eyes, but she could also see the resolve. On looks alone, Badri would fool anyone but the patron. And Jury, but only if he thought to look; and she was trusting that he wouldn't.

"Thank you," she whispered. "You honor me more than I deserve."

"You would hardly know what you deserve," Badri replied, voice her voice. "May Tyr give you strength and carry you forward to victory," he said.

Then he bowed slightly and left the room.

It was suddenly as if she had split in two, and she fought the urge to weep. She hadn't taken that last moment and memorized their faces. She hadn't told them how much she loved them all. She hadn't thanked them for standing with her.

Tears began to slide down her cheeks, but this time she didn't fight them. She was mourning, and she was going to mourn. She had found a family, and she had just as quickly lost them. Pain tore through her, and for once it had nothing to do with the patron.

How she wanted to run from the room and yell for them. She wanted to grab ahold of Julian and make him promise to live. She wanted to tell Gisele she was the most beautiful person she had ever known. She wanted to tell Ollie that she admired her strength. She wanted to thank Curtis for loving her.

But she couldn't. She couldn't.

For just a moment, Tessa let herself weep, and then she forced the tears to subside. She couldn't stop moving; she wasn't done yet.

She pulled out her phone and removed the battery before dropping the pieces onto her desk. Then she removed her journal from her pocket and placed it on top of the phone. No one would ever be able to read it, but at least her memories of them would be preserved.

She didn't sit, but she did pull out a piece of paper. A letter to each of them would have been better, but she was afraid she couldn't spare the energy.

I love you all. Please don't blame Badri. He only did what I asked him to do. Thank you. Thank you for standing by me, thank you for being strong for me, thank you for loving me enough to want to save me. I'm sorry I lied. It was the only way.

Be happy. Live. Go to the beach. Climb a mountain. Please. Please do those things for me. Gisele, I love your books. Ollie, I've never known anyone as amazing as you. Curtis, thank you for doing something. Julian, I love you. I'm sorry. Please, please live. Do it for me. Tessa.

When she was finished, she wiped one last tear from her eye before opening the drawer rather blindly and pulling out the whiskey bottle. She barely felt it as it burned down her throat, but she needed it to dull the pain.

This was it. This was the end.


Chapter 22
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Something was bugging her, but Ollie just couldn't place it. It wouldn't be long until they landed in Philadelphia. They had a location; they had a plan; what more did they need?

Doc wasn't here, but he had promised to meet them there. They had Jury for reconnaissance. They had Curtis for muscle. Between the four of them, there was no way the patron left his house alive.

She had moved past the idea of making it look like an accident. Her only priority was killing him; she didn't give a damn how it looked when they were done.

All she had to do now was convince Tessa to stay behind with Julian and Gisele. They were already sitting on either side of Tessa while she slept, watching over her like two imperial lions.

"Will she stay behind by choice do you think?" Ollie asked Curtis softly.

"I doubt it," he replied.

His voice was tense, and she knew it was partially because he hated to fly, but she couldn't distract him this time. She was in battle mode, and so was he.

Jury was sitting in the far corner of the plane, eyes closed like he was asleep, but Ollie could see the tension in his frame. He was worried about something; probably the same thing they were all worried about.

"Do you think he'll have an army?" she asked.

"I couldn't possibly say," Curtis replied. "There's really no point postulating," he added.

She knew that, but she needed to keep her mind occupied. If she didn't, terror for Tessa overrode everything else.

"We know he has imps," she pointed out.

"True."

"They're not usually combatants though," she went on.

"They're also not usually thieves."

Ollie studied Curtis pensively because she knew it wasn't just the flight making him grumpy. He had been different for a couple of days now. Withdrawn. Sad. And something more.

She frowned. She simply couldn't ignore that feeling. Something was wrong. But what the hell was it?

Tessa waited until she was quite certain they were gone, and then she checked her weapons one last time and left the house. She had never really liked the house until they were there, but now she felt quite certain she was going to miss it. At least for a few hours.

She smiled, thinking of Virgil's reaction to all of this. Revenge really was a dish best served cold. He would never know, but she was just about to topple everything he had ever loved.

He had loved the Graves name. He had loved their status. He had loved manipulating people. He had loved the power it gave him. No more though. The Graves name died with her.

She stumbled a little, and she caught herself and tried to focus on putting one foot in front of the other.

It was already daylight, and she garnered more than a few odd looks as she wandered barefoot through Denver towards the Hidden entrance.

At first it had just been too much work to struggle into her boots, but then she had realized that she would be able to pull more energy from whatever dirt or rocks there were if she went barefoot.

And, in fact, there was a clarity to everything that hadn't been there yesterday. The pain seemed unimportant, and Plan A was the only task that mattered.

Tessa entered the Hidden in the three hundred block where the market was in full swing. She immediately approached the nearest vendor and said, "Where can I find whiskey?"

"I can get you whiskey, miss," the vendor said cheerfully. "What kind?"

"Troll whiskey," she stated.

It had carried her this far, and she saw no reason to change now.

"Boy!" the vendor shouted. "Troll whiskey!"

"Two bottles," Tessa said.

"Two bottles, boy! Quickly now!"

Part of her mind noted the small boy who took off running, and she hoped he didn't take long. Standing was harder than it used to be.

"Five merlins," the vendor said hopefully.

It was an exorbitant price, but what was money to her?

She handed him ten merlins, and he thanked her profusely. A moment later, she was walking past Julian's empty bench, a bottle of whiskey in each hand.

She only spared the bench a glance as she passed it, but she could almost see him sitting there, watching everything, and rendering it in pencil. She fought the urge to stop and sit there, but she refused to indulge in sentiment. She had had her golden moment, and that was more than most people got.

She continued to trundle vaguely through the Hidden, ignoring the looks cast her way, until she stumbled across one lone tree growing out of a tiny patch of grass. She sat in front of it, leaned up against its solid trunk, and dug her toes into the grass.

She could feel the troll scale working for her; she could feel it pulling up energy from the earth; and she tried to turn off all of her thinking so she didn't burn up more energy than necessary before he arrived.

She really didn't know how long it would take the patron to show up. It probably depended on where he was when he received her report. And when he received her report. She regretted not sending it yesterday, but as long as he came to her before Badri was revealed, it didn't really matter how long it took.

She pulled the cork from the first bottle of whiskey and took one long swig.

She missed Curtis. In her mind's eye she saw him standing at the bar in the Strong Arm Tavern, waiting endlessly for her to show up. He wouldn't though. He wouldn't wait there, doing nothing. No, he would go out and do something. For her. She knew that he would, and she smiled at the thought.

She was halfway through the first bottle when she heard a series of soft pops, and when tiny hands grabbed ahold of her arms, her only thought was, "No, this isn't how it's supposed to be."

Ollie was ready to tear a hole in the side of the plane by the time they landed. Even though she had paced for most of the flight, she simply couldn't take another second of inactivity. She wanted to end this now because every minute of delay was costing Tessa.

Julian woke Tessa with a gentle shake, and Ollie considered locking her on the plane, but decided against it. Not only was Tessa smarter than the rest of them put together, she also knew the patron better than anyone. They had to involve her in the planning just in case she saw something they missed.

They straggled off the plane together, Ollie in the lead; and relief filled her when she saw Doc waiting for them. With Doc on their side there was really nothing they couldn't do. Except heal Tessa. Not even Doc could do that.

Doc nodded in greeting, turned his gaze to Tessa, studied her for about two seconds, and said, "That's not Tessa."

"What?!" Jury snapped as he turned to look at her. "Shit!" he immediately hissed.

Before anyone could raise a hand against the imposter, the face and body shifted, revealing Badri instead.

"Badri!" Gisele gasped. "What have you done?"

"She asked me to take her place," Badri said, tone apologetic, but firm.

"Why?" Ollie demanded, terror overwhelming her.

"She did not say," Badri replied.

"Jury," Doc said, unspoken order in the word.

"I'm looking!" Jury retorted.

His eyes were closed, but Ollie could see them moving beneath his lids, as though he was searching for something.

"She's still in Denver," Jury finally said, a note of relief in his tone. "Somewhere in the… Shit," he whispered, face turning white.

"What?" Doc demanded.

"She just moved," Jury stated.

Ollie didn't understand, but Doc didn't ask for any explanation just said, "Where?"

"Here," Jury replied, voice barely audible. "She's here." His lips suddenly thinned, and his entire expression went blank. "With the patron," he stated.

Ollie's mind started scrambling. With that one sentence everything had changed. Only one thing mattered now. Tessa. This had just become a rescue mission.

For just a moment all Tessa felt was the coldness of a stone floor beneath her hands, but then pain crashed through her head and undulated down her body. It was so violent and fierce that it made her want to scream, but she didn't.

Instead, she struggled to open her eyes. At first they wouldn't obey her, but she finally forced them open, gasping when she saw leather shoe tips just beyond her reach. She knew those shoes. Her entire being knew those shoes. And she knew what they meant. Punishment.  

"Tessa, Tessa, Tessa," he murmured, voice tearing through her like shards of glass. "You disappoint me. You always disappoint me."

A sob escaped her throat as more pain pulsed through her. "I'm sorry," she cried out. "I'm sorry."

There was a second voice inside her though. Her own voice, and it was urging her to fight, urging her to finish her task, but Tessa couldn't remember what that task was. She knew there was something she needed to do. And she needed to do it right now, before the pain crippled her. But try as she might, she couldn't remember what it was.

His voice was everything to her, and the pain was everything. She was nothing in the wake of it. It was crushing her entire body, and she felt her arms give out beneath her and her body collapse onto the floor.

She couldn't stop the pain.

She was nothing. He was everything.

"If only you would have waited a while to have your attack of conscience, we wouldn't have had to do this again. I was so looking forward to using The Source on you," he added with a sigh. "But you ever were impertinent."

He trod heavily over her hand, but the pain of that was nothing compared to the pain of his voice.

"You are a Graves, Tessa. And that means you are me."

She knew that. She knew that she was only a piece of him, only an extension of his will. She was only here because he allowed her to be here. She had forgotten, but he was reminding her. Reminding her with pain.

"Do you not remember what happens when you disobey me?" he snarled.

Spikes of pain shot through every inch of her body, exploding out along her skin. Her body shuddered with pain and shook from the pure violence of it. The air in her lungs turned putrid, and she coughed so forcefully that she began to vomit. The pain was all-consuming, and she knew there was nothing she could do to end it, no promise she could make, nothing.

Another shock tore through her, and she cried out as her spine arched backwards so hard that her head hit the floor. She couldn't stop the screams that tore from her as electrifying pain crawled down her limbs, paralyzing her. She couldn't speak; she couldn't form words, but in her mind, she begged for death.

No, her own voice echoed back. She couldn't die. Not yet. There was something. Something she needed to do first.

In the midst of her pain, Tessa saw a blur of purple. A voice came with it, a soothing voice, one that told her she was strong; and she focused on the purple, turning towards it. It shifted beneath her gaze until it turned into the soft petals of a flower. She remembered that soothing voice telling her she was that flower. And she was strong, just like that flower. She couldn't die yet; she needed to be strong.

His voice ripped through her, bringing endless pain with it, but she ignored what she knew was blood trickling down her cheeks and tried to remember why she needed to be strong.

And then she remembered. She needed to be strong so she could kill him.

When they reached the perimeter just beyond the patron's sprawling mansion, the only thing that kept Ollie from running up to his front door and knocking it down was Doc's firm hand on her shoulder.

"You can't do her any good if you're dead," he said gently. "Let Jury look around first."

Ollie nodded stiffly, but she wasn't going to wait long. Tessa needed her, and she refused to fail her this time.

They had already infiltrated the patron's estate, and the handful of guards they had met along the way hadn't been any sort of impediment at all. In fact, Jury had made such quick and explosive work of them, that Ollie had a renewed sense of respect for him. She also couldn't wait to be as far away from him as possible.

She couldn't imagine a single scenario in which Jury couldn't just walk in through the front door, but apparently there was one because after a few moments he said, "The entire place is lined with combustion traps. It would take me a year to untie everything. The only weak point is the back door, although when I say weak, I don't really mean it."

"What are you saying?" Doc asked.

"I'm saying it's going take a minute."

"Tessa doesn't have a minute!" Ollie snapped.

"Even the attic windows are blocked," Jury said with frustration. "And that's just the outside. I managed to wiggle Winks in through a crack, and the entire house is full of cryptids. He's got a goddamn army camped out in there."

"Can't you just break down the door?" Ollie demanded of Curtis.

His response was not immediate because he looked first to Jury. Jury shook his head.

"No," Curtis rumbled.

"Why the fuck not?!" she hissed.

"The entire house is reinforced with magic," Jury said. "It would be like trying to break through a mountain."

"Where's Tessa?" Ollie demanded.

"In the middle," Jury replied, face tense. "In part of the house Winks can't access."

Ollie started to pace. There had to be a way in. She didn't believe that Curtis couldn't break down a measly wall, but she could hardly force him to try. Especially if doing so would hurt him as both Jury and Doc seemed to think.  

"He's obviously not planning on killing her," Doc pointed out. "So we have a minute to figure this out."

"You don't understand," Jury said flatly. "We really don't."

"How long do you think she'll last?" Ollie asked.

Jury shrugged helplessly, and Ollie glanced at her watch. Tessa was strong. Surely she could hold out for another ten minutes, maybe fifteen, and surely that would give them more than enough time to find a way in.

"Since that's the case," Doc said, "let's use the backdoor."

Without trying to hide himself or sneak in any way, Doc started to move around the house towards the back. There was no cover for them to hide under any way, but it felt stupid to be so exposed.

Ollie tried to remind herself that Doc knew what he was doing, but at this point, she was having trouble trusting him. He wasn't invested in Tessa; not like she was.

"There's a chance the patron will know as soon as I start messing with things," Jury warned once they were just a stone's throw away from the door.

"Then you had better work quickly," Doc replied.

Ollie checked her watch and counted down the minutes and the seconds. They were wasting time.

"I can't work the spells and help you," Jury pointed out.

Doc asked him something in Greek to which Jury apparently responded to quite negatively because Doc said, "Fine, we'll protect you."

Ollie wished they would stop talking and get on with it. She wished Curtis would say something. She wished she knew that Tessa was still all right.

"Are you ready?" Jury suddenly asked.

"Ready," Doc replied.

Whatever they were ready for was not immediately apparent because as far as Ollie could tell, neither of them was doing a goddamn thing. 

She waited impatiently, fighting the urge to rush up the short lawn and shoot her way through the door.

She was an assassin. She had never tried to infiltrate someone's home, and the end goal had never been this important, which made it all the more frustrating that all of her skills were absolutely worthless.

She was watching the seconds tick down on her watch when she heard a faint pop just on the edge of her hearing. Then another and another.

"Imps!" she shouted as she pulled her gun and turned in a tight circle, searching for them.

A pop sounded right beside her, and Ollie moved quickly, leveling her gun and just managing to stop herself from pulling the trigger when she sighted in on Cecily's grinning face.

"Don't worry; we got this," Cecily said breezily.

Her words were punctuated by a loud series of explosive pops as imps suddenly stepped out of the nothingness and surrounded Ollie and the others. A responding explosion of pops reverberated across the lawn, and an opposing army of imps was suddenly streaking down towards them from the air overhead.

"For Ollie!" Cecily yelled.

"For Ollie!" the imps surrounding them shouted back.

Ollie ducked as an imp tore past her face, gasping when another imp popped out of midair and wrapped his arms around the first imp. One pop later, and both imps had disappeared.

Shrieks and yells echoed across the lawn, emphasized by sharp pops and abrupt screams, and Ollie watched in astonishment as the battle waged on all around them, occasionally ducking to avoid being plowed into.

She could hardly join the fight because she couldn't tell the difference between one imp and another. And even if she could, she couldn't aim fast enough to hit one.

It wasn't long though before Ollie, Doc, Jury, and Curtis were standing all alone on the grass; and in the wake of the battle, the silence was almost deafening.

A soft pop sounded right next to Ollie, and she pivoted quickly towards it, relief filling her when she saw it was Cecily once more.

"This area is officially imp free," Cecily said with a confident grin. "You're welcome."

The thank you Ollie tried to form died on her lips when Cecily disappeared.

"Remind me to buy them another whiskey distillery," Doc drawled.

Ollie cast him a glare, annoyed that he could even joke at a time like this, but her reprimand was cut off by Jury's sharp hiss of dismay.

"The army's coming out the back," he said. "Get ready."  

For the first time in her life, Ollie's hand trembled on her gun. She had never given much thought to winning or losing, but today, all she could think was that she had to win.

"You are my vessel," he said.

"Yes," Tessa sobbed.

"My blood is your blood. You have no will outside of my own."

Every word he spoke was like a shard to her soul, and most of her believed it. Most of her knew he was right. Most of her yearned to please him, to show him that she was obeying him, and to give him what he wanted. And in spite of the burning bile spewing from her mouth, her lips told him what he wanted to hear.

She was his.

But not all of her.

There was one tiny holdout, one little bit of her mind, that was evaluating and considering and biding its time.

She had taken careful stock of herself, and she knew that she still had all of her weapons. Now all she needed to do was get close enough to touch him.

Whatever he said caused another wave of pain to undulate down her body, and Tessa barely managed to roll over onto her side so the vomit didn't choke her.

"I obey!" she cried out. "I obey!"

Her bones felt like they were breaking in two, and the pain… The pain was truly horrific. She had never felt such pain in all her life. Her body was screaming at her to just give up, to let go, to stop fighting, but she couldn't. She refused. She knew she was going to die today, but not before he did. Never before he did.

She vomited violently as another convulsion racked her frame. She couldn't stop them; but with every convulsion, that one little holdout in her mind moved her just a little bit closer to his shoes.

The backdoor of the house flung open, and a whole line of people flooded out before the door quickly closed behind them.

"Protect Jury!" Doc ordered harshly.

Ollie had already taken a clear shot at one of the men, but the bullet never reached its intended target. She didn't see it ricochet, but she heard it when it went back past her head.

"Witches!" she yelled. "No guns!"

She knew that Doc had told them to protect Jury, but she could hardly kill anyone from a distance if she couldn't use her gun, so she quickly holstered it and ran forward in Curtis's wake.

She had plenty of poison, but it would take far too long to go into affect, so she drew her knife as she ran, using Curtis as a shield as she cut through anyone nimble enough to escape Curtis's bone crushing advance.

She had just finished hacking through a serpent shifter's throat when her knife started to turn against her. She held it back as she scanned the remaining combatants, searching for the witch. When she located the bastard, she forced her knife to one side and stabbed it into her own shoulder before dashing over the bodies towards him.

The witch gave a startled scream, and Ollie ducked a flying shovel before plowing into his stomach and crashing to the ground with him.

"Try moving this!" she spat as she grabbed a large stone off the ground and slammed it into his head.

Blood burst past her hand, but since she knew exactly how difficult it was to kill a witch, she kept hammering away until his face was unrecognizable.

Only then did she drop the rock and jump to her feet, gun at the ready; but she didn't need it. The fight was already over, and the grass all around her was covered in blood, loose limbs, and corpses.

Without a word, Doc approached her, braced his hand on her chest, and yanked her knife from her shoulder.

In spite of her short gasp of pain, Ollie managed to mutter "thanks"; and as she sheathed the knife, she said, "How's Jury doing?"

"He says he won't be fast enough," Doc stated.

"I have to reach her," Ollie said desperately, resisting the impulse to check her watch.

"I have an idea," Doc said. "But it's not a very good one."

"I'll do it."

"Jury sent Winks up the chimney, and he said it's clear."

"Which one?" Ollie demanded.

"That one," Doc said pointing towards a brick chimney jutting up from the back of the house. "I would do it, but I'm pretty sure I won't fit. I'm not even sure if you'll fit. And if you do make it, you'll be all on your own. Jury said there are both fire traps and guards inside the house."

She could deal with the guards, but she wasn't a witch. She couldn't untie a witch trap; she would just have to walk through them and hope for the best.

"And there's one other thing," Doc said, tone weary.

"What?"

"The traps on the roof are… very intense."

"Meaning?"

"You can't touch it. At all."

"I'll do it," Ollie insisted. "Curtis can throw me."

"I can throw you where?" Curtis demanded.

"Up at the chimney," Ollie said, pointing. "Not the roof, just the chimney."

"What happens if you hit the roof?" Curtis asked.

"You would probably rather not know," Doc interjected.

"You do realize that it's three-stories?" Curtis said softly, troll face betraying nothing.

"So?"

"If I miss…"

"You won't," she insisted. "Please."

He bowed his head briefly; and when he raised it, the flatness of his eyes shocked her, but he didn't say a further word in argument.

Ollie took a deep breath as he wrapped his huge hand around her waist and picked her up.

"I'm going to aim right at the chimney," he said. "You'll have to grab ahold of it."

Ollie nodded. It was a stupid idea, and she knew it was stupid, but if this was her only chance to get inside, somehow she would make it work.

Curtis slung back his arm, and Ollie tried to relax her body. It was no different than tumbling down a hill. She didn't believe in getting hurt. She didn't believe in dying. All she had to do was keep believing, and she would be just fine.

She heard Curtis grunt, and she was suddenly flying through the air much faster than she had imagined. She knew at a glance that she would clear the house; the problem was that she was also going to miss the chimney. Just as she was scrabbling through the air in a futile effort to adjust her course, a gust of hot wind caught her and pushed her right at the tall brick stack. A second later, she slammed into it, relief overriding the pain of the impact.

She had made it, and she was that much closer to Tessa.

"You will not turn yourself over to the Magistratus," he ordered.

"Never," Tessa sobbed.

The pain was blinding now. She could barely see his shoes anymore, but she needed to see his shoes. She needed to know how close she was.

Her stomach was twisting in agony, and she rolled onto her side in an effort to alleviate it. There was no relief though. Her body was shuddering from the absolute torment, and she could hear her gasping breaths.

That tiny part of her mind that was completely hers opened her eyes and judged the distance to his shoes. She was nearly close enough. One more good convulsion ought to do it.

Just as she was readying herself, her eyes caught sight of a second pair of shoes, a smaller pair; and since she hadn't been ordered not to look, she glanced upward.

When she saw the pale face of the boy standing behind the patron, she recognized him instantly. There was one more Graves.

Despite her pain, she studied him and read the agony and torment in his eyes. In his face, she saw a mirror of herself, and she wanted to weep for him.

"Stop fighting him," the boy mouthed desperately. "Please."

"Never," Tessa mouthed back.

She managed a twisted smile, and then she gave over to the pain that was tearing through her body and let it carry her a few inches closer to his perfectly polished shoes.

Sweat poured down Ollie's face as she forced her fingers into a mortar crack between the bricks. It was taking all of her strength to shimmy up the chimney, but she was almost there.

She refused to think about the logistics of descending a three-story chimney. She would figure it out when she got there.

Trusting the small toeholds she had managed to find, Ollie flung herself upwards, gasping with relief when her hand grasped the top of the chimney.

She hung from one hand for a moment before swinging up her other hand as well, and then she half-pulled, half-walked up the chimney until she reached the top.

She only allowed herself a second to rest at the top before drawing two knives and sliding her legs down into the opening. It was going to be a tight fit, but she knew she could make it.

She slid all of the way into the chimney, stomach clenching when she suddenly dropped straight down. With effort, she managed to slow herself by using her knives like picks and shoving her back against the rough wall. 

Pain pulsed through her body with every inch she descended, but she knew it was nothing compared to what Tessa dealt with every single day. She would not fail her. Not this time. 

Her muscles were trembling with weakness by the time she could see the light from the room below her. She paused for a second, looking for a moving shadow or something that might indicate that they were waiting for her.

When she didn't see anything, she straightened her body and let herself fall, hoping that there wasn't a grate at the bottom. As soon as she hit the hard stone, she ducked and rolled out into the room, surging immediately to her feet, knives clutched.

No one was there. 

Ollie heaved a sigh of relief and quickly evaluated her options. She knew that Tessa was somewhere in the middle of the house so all she had to do was work that way. Sheathing one of her knives, she pulled her gun and set her teeth. She almost pitied anyone who got between her and Tessa. Almost.

Ollie checked her watch, grimacing when she saw how much time she had already lost; then she walked quickly to the door and pressed her ear against it. She could hear movement on the other side, but she didn't have time to determine what species or how many. She was just going to have to wing it.

She stepped back, flung open the door, and leaped out into the hallway, gun blazing.

Tessa's breath was so shallow that she almost wasn't sure what the point of continuing to breathe was. It was a passing thought though, hardly formed; and it worried her that she was thinking anything at all. For some reason, the pain had suddenly lessened, and she didn't understand why.

She cracked open her eyes, relieved to see that she was very close now. All she had to do was retrieve the syringe. She started wiggling her hand towards her waist, startling when he suddenly demanded, "What have you done?"

It was only then that she heard the shouts and gunfire coming from inside the house.

They were coming.

Her joy was quickly tempered by the realization that she needed to hurry. If they burst in right now, they would try to save her instead of killing him, and that wasn't the objective.

She had just touched the syringe when he renewed his attack on her, and the pain tore through her with such intensity that she felt her body falter.

"No," she whispered. "Just hold on."

Using strength she hadn't known she possessed, Tessa tore the syringe from her belt and rolled over, slamming it down into the top of his foot.

"You useless bitch!" he shrieked. "How dare you?!"

For one second the pain intensified, spiraling through her body like a hurricane. She felt her mind begin to buckle, but then the pain just broke away, replaced by sheer and total numbness.

"What have you done?" he demanded.

She didn't respond. Her tongue was too swollen and too dry, and she needed all of her energy to pull her gun. She could barely feel her fingers, let alone move them, but she managed to wrap them around the grip and pull it free.

Her body didn't seem to be hers anymore. It was still moving, but she could feel herself pulling away from it. She could feel her body trying to die.

"No," she pleaded.

She just needed one more moment.

With herculean effort she twisted her body and pointed the gun at his face; finally, for the first time in her life, looking him squarely in the eyes.

"Fuck you," she spat, and then she pulled the trigger.

Pain shredded her mind as the bullets slammed into him one after another.

She couldn't do this to him. She couldn't. How dare she try to kill him?

Who's trying? she thought with a grin.

She was too numb to feel it when he kicked the gun from her grasp. She was too numb to feel it when he slammed his shoe down on her throat.

"You dare to think you can attack me?" he snarled. "I am eight hundred years old! I own this country; I own the Hidden; I am the master; and you will bow to my will or die!" 

There was no fresh wave of pain, and she knew that this was her chance to kill him, but she had used all of her energy, all of her strength. She was spent. 

And besides, they were coming. It didn't matter if he killed her now. They were coming, and they would finish it.

His foot pressed down harder; and he snarled, "You will be punished."

Her vision swam, blurring until she could barely see him. This was it. This was what it felt like to die.

There was another volley of gunfire, closer this time, and she felt herself smile. The patron was going to die too.

The pressure on her throat suddenly eased, and she blinked wildly, trying to see him, trying to understand why. And then she saw. He was watching the door, and he was worried.

Good, she thought faintly. He should be worried.

As she started to slip away, her eyes caught sight of the boy. The last Graves.

He was so young and so frightened looking.

She felt the pressure on her neck shift again, loosen a little more; and she suddenly knew that the patron was going to run. He was going to run, and she was going to die, and then that boy would never be free.

"No," she whispered, mouth so full of blood that the word made no sound.

She wouldn't let that happen. She couldn't.

She struggled to move, but her body wasn't hers anymore; it wouldn't respond to her commands. It was already dead.

"No," she hissed once more.

She wasn't dead yet. She still had fight in her. She could still finish this. For the boy. She would do it for the boy.

Something in her pocket began to vibrate wildly, and a strange burst of energy pulsed through her, and with it the strength she needed.

Tessa felt him moving away, and she grabbed his ankle, her hand clamping around it like iron.

"Release me!" he commanded.

A whisper of pain accompanied his words, but Tessa no longer cared. Pain was nothing.

She spat out a mouthful of blood and said, "Maybe you didn't hear. Fuck you!"

Her strength was no longer her own. It was all of theirs. It was Julian's, Curtis's, Badri's, Giselle's, Ollie's, Magnus's. They were there with her, powering her, infusing her with a strength she could not have possibly had on her own. The artifact was pulling them to her. She was the army. She was the Hand of Redemption.

With a snarl of anger, she slammed the heel of her hand into his knee; and as he fell, she wrenched her knife from its sheath and rolled towards him. As soon as he hit the floor, she scrambled on top of him and stabbed her knife into the hollow of his throat.

His steely eyes burned with fury, and even as his blood bubbled past the blade, he grabbed her wrist with his hand and kept her from pulling the knife back out.

With his other hand he punched her, leaving behind a patch of burning pain. She didn't care. She was going to die, but so was he.

She spat in his eyes, blinding him with her blood, and yanked her arm back, bringing both his hand and the knife with it. She sank her teeth into the flesh of his wrist and tore, reveling in the scream of pain that erupted from his lips. As soon as her hand was free, she drove the knife into his eye.

His bellow of pain tore through the room.

She vaguely realized that he was clutching her shirt, and she could feel heat building there, could feel it searing the surface of her skin; she could smell her burning flesh, but it didn't matter.

She was Tessa Fucking Graves, and she was finishing this.

She ripped the knife free once more and drove it into his other eye. There was no bellow this time, and she felt his body buck and shudder beneath her. It wasn't enough though. Her eyes refused to focus, and she couldn't be sure he was dead so she tore the knife out and stabbed it into the flesh of his throat, over and over and over.

When his body finally stopped convulsing beneath her, the strength that had carried her so valiantly forward fled, and she suddenly became aware of the pain.

Flames were licking the sides of her face, and her head had just realized what she had done, and it was punishing her accordingly.

She had killed the patron, and she was absolutely not allowed to even consider such a thing.

A wave of pain so terrific that she felt her eyes splinter and her heart burst crashed through her, tearing a scream from her throat as it ravaged what was left of her body; and then she lost hold of her mind and plummeted into the darkness.

Growling fiercely, Ollie slammed her elbow into the newest impediment to her progress, stabbing him in the throat as she did.

She was almost there. There were only three half ogres between her and the door. Stupid fucking ogres. As if they stood a chance.

Someone was yelling on the other side of the door, and she knew it was the patron. She had to hurry.

She hurled her empty gun at the nearest ogre, leaping towards him just as soon as his eyes moved to follow the gun instead of her.

One of her shoulders was dislocated from an earlier scuffle on the first floor which was making that arm difficult to move, but she was able to use it to slam her hand into the ogre's face and pin him to the wall while her other hand drove her knife through his throat.

Yanking her knife free, Ollie ducked a swinging fire poker and came up within the next ogre's arms. She stabbed her knife up under his chin and ripped it sideways, closing her eyes against the spray of blood.

She moved quickly to the side to avoid being pinned beneath his body weight, but wasn't able to dodge the final ogre's brutal punch.

Her jaw cracked from the blow; and she stumbled backwards, moving awkwardly but still managing to duck his next hit.

She slammed her elbow into his stomach as she came up; and when he jolted backwards, she brought up her other hand and drove her knife into the side of his neck, then yanked it forward.

He fell backwards; and without bothering to check them to see if they were really dead, Ollie scrambled over the ogres prostrate bodies and tried to open the door.

It was locked so she slammed her functional shoulder into it, but the door didn't even budge. Ollie's hands and pants were already burned from her progression through the house, and she knew that if any door was likely to have a trap on it, this was the one.

A bellow of pain vibrated through the door, and panic filled her. She had to reach Tessa. She had to.

Ollie stepped back from the door and kicked it just under the doorknob. Fire burst from the door around her foot, catching what was left of her pants on fire, but nothing was going to keep her from Tessa.

She kicked it again, imagining the patron's face when she did; and the door cracked and spewed fire at the same time. Ignoring the flames that continued to lick at her leg, Ollie kicked it once more, and this time the door started to give.

A wail of absolute anguish suddenly ripped through the air, and Ollie's blood turned to ice. No. It couldn't be.

She slammed her shoulder into the door, and this time it gave under her assault, and she crashed into the room beyond.

Her eyes immediately located Tessa, and she knew she was too late. Tessa was gone. Her body was burned, broken, and bloody. Her eyes were empty hollows of red. Her face was caught in a grimace of pain, and blood was oozing from her mouth and puddling on the floor beneath her.

Ollie stumbled forward, grief and pain making it hard to move. She had failed. Tessa had needed her, and she had failed.


Chapter 23
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Gisele paced along the low stone wall, worry filling her. Julian was still sprawled on the ground, completely dead to the world; and she was going to kill Ollie if the silly girl had knocked him so hard that she had caused brain damage.

She could hardly blame Julian for refusing to stay behind, and she also understood why Ollie had objected, but she wasn't thrilled with Ollie's underhanded, strong-arm tactics. Especially since Ollie had charged Gisele with watching him.

"That's the Graves in her," Gisele grumbled as she turned once more.

Realistically, she knew that she and Julian would have been in the way if they had insisted on going in with the others, but standing out here just waiting for news was killing her. She needed to know if… She just needed to know.

Julian groaned softly, and Gisele rushed to his side and helped him sit upright.

"What happened?" he mumbled as he rubbed his head.

"Ollie knocked you out."

"Knocked me out? Why?"

She could tell the moment he remembered everything. His face paled, and his eyes sharpened to pinpoints.

"Tessa?" he demanded.

"I don't know," she admitted.

He stumbled to his feet and said, "Let's go."

"But—"

"I'm not staying here!" he snapped.

She didn't argue with him, mostly because she didn't want to; and she accepted his help climbing over the stone wall.

A chill ran down her spine when she realized that they were on the patron's land now, but that wasn't going to stop her. She was Gisele Graves. She had traveled the world over a dozen times. She had killed a fair number of the Cadwel wolves, and she was going to help her granddaughter.

They reached the house without incident and found Jury, Doc, and Curtis standing just outside the backdoor. Sweat was pouring down Jury's face, and one of his hands was inside a swirling grey hole.

"Almost there," he muttered.

"Almost there what?" Julian demanded. "And where's Ollie?"

"She's inside," Doc said, sparing Julian a half-grin.

Gisele's heart clenched. "She's inside?" she whispered. "How?"

"She went down the chimney," Doc said proudly.

"But she's inside, on her own?"

"It's Ollie," Doc said. "She'll be fine."

Gisele opened her mouth to argue, but at that exact moment a scream of total anguish tore through the air.

"Tessa!" Julian gasped.

He suddenly pushed past Jury, but Doc grabbed ahold of his shoulders and held him back.

"Let me go!" Julian demanded.

"Not yet," Doc said, face tight.

"Now!" Jury snapped.

At his command, Curtis plowed forward and crashed through the door. As soon as the door was down, Julian tore free and disappeared into the house, the others just behind him.

Gisele had never known that she could move so quickly, but she moved quickly now, hopping over dead bodies as she went, desperate to find the source of that cry, even though she already knew.

She was the last one to skid into the room, and what she saw tore her heart in two. Ollie was sitting on the floor, weeping as she screamed at Tessa and shook her lifeless body, as if she could somehow wake her.

Tessa's head was lolling strangely; her chest, face, and hair were burned; and there were streams of blood coming from everywhere, her eyes, her ears, her nose, her mouth.

"Tessa," Gisele whispered, unable to stop herself from joining Ollie on the floor. "Oh, my sweet girl."

She grasped Ollie's hand, and Ollie turned to her and said desperately, "Help her; you have to help her!"

Ollie's eyes were glazed with nothing short of madness, and Gisele wrapped her arm around Ollie's shoulders and pulled her close.

Her poor girls. Her poor dear girls.

Gisele rocked back and forth, tears flooding down her cheeks, hardly taking notice of anything else in the room.

"She's not dead," Doc suddenly said.

Gisele's gaze flew up to his, and she nearly cursed him for giving her even that quick fleeting prayer of hope.

She knew better though. Whatever hell Tessa had suffered had been enough to break her. She might not be dead yet, but she wasn't alive either. Her body was broken beyond repair, and Gisele could just sense that her mind had suffered the same fate.

"What do you mean?" Jury demanded.

"I can see it," Doc pressed. "Her body's still alive. Maybe Aylen really could…"

"I'll send a bird," Jury insisted.

"It won't be quick enough," Doc replied. "It's a long shot, but what do we have to lose?"

Jury cast a panicked look between Tessa and Doc before snapping, "Quite a lot actually."

Doc seemed to consider that, but then he smiled slightly and drawled, "It's worth it."

And then he stepped forward, removed Tessa from Ollie's grasp, and disappeared, taking Tessa with him.

Gisele blinked frantically, not sure if she was seeing things or not. Maybe the grief had broken her like the pain had broken Tessa.

Doc surely hadn't just... That wasn't even possible.

"Where did he take her?" Ollie wailed. "Where is she?" She fell forward and pounded the bloody floor with her fists and screamed, "Where is she?!"

Gisele couldn't answer her. Her mind was numb, and her body was following suit. She wanted to soothe Ollie, but she simply couldn't. The grief was too much.

"Doc lied" was Tessa's first thought. Death was real.

"I won" was her second thought.

She smiled. Assuming that dead lips could smile.

Did she even have lips? She was dead.

And wasn't it nice? For the first time in as long as she could remember, she wasn't in pain and she could think.

Thoughts started whirling through her head. Crazy thoughts, interesting thoughts, analyzing thoughts. And she suddenly knew that she really was the best detective the world had ever seen. It was just too bad no one would ever see her.

A thin thread of pain suddenly set its hook into her, and she frowned. She was dead, and the one good thing about being dead was the lack of pain.

She tried to push the pain away, tried to run from it; but a warm voice suddenly wrapped around her, soothing her as it said softly, "I am sorry it hurts, but you must not fight me. Come to me now. Come to me."

Tessa stopped her struggles, but she didn't turn towards the voice. She didn't want to hurt; she was so sick of hurting. She would rather be dead.

Another flash of pain enveloped her, and she shied away from it, trying to claw her way back into ultimate darkness.

There were two voices now, arguing in whispered tones; and after a long moment the soft voice said gently, but insistently, "Ollie hit Julian over the head."

"Ollie did what?!" Tessa snapped as she sat upright.

Pain tore through her, and she gasped and fell backwards, barely feeling the hands that caught her.

She moaned and tossed her head, trying with all her might to return to the painless darkness, but it wouldn't take her now.

"Shhh," the soft voice said. "Be still."

Tessa couldn't be still. There was too much pain. Her flesh was on fire; her eyes were destroyed; her heart was nothing but a memory. She wasn't alive; she couldn't be alive. She was dead.

She screamed as another pulse of pain tore through her, but then something warm touched Tessa's face. It wasn't hot, like the patron's hands had been; it was just warm and soothing, like a patch of cheerful sunshine.

The warmth began to spread, worming its way through Tessa's once again tangled thoughts and wiggling its way through her eyes, out her nose, and around her ears before starting a steady but slow descent down her body, leaving a strange tingly feeling in its wake.

Little by little, the pain that was tormenting Tessa lessened, and she sighed contentedly as she came to the conclusion that she had died once more.

"Tessa," a voice prodded.

She ignored it.

"Tessa."

The warmth was wrapping around her now, and she smiled. Death was real, and it was delightful. Warm and cozy. Just like Julian's arms.

She felt a tear slip from her eye, but she ignored it. She was certain that dead people didn't cry.

"Tessa!" the voice finally snapped. "Would you please wake up?!"

Tessa wrinkled her nose and cracked open one eye.

Doc was staring down at her, worry filling his face.

"Shit," she muttered. "I'm not dead, am I?"

"Shit?" he repeated, lips turning up with humor. "Are you disappointed?"

Tessa considered that. At the moment, nothing hurt. It was such a foreign feeling that she really didn't believe it, but she knew pain and this wasn't it. 

"I hate the patron," she said.

Nothing happened. Not a pinch of pain, not a single blip of condemnation.   

"I hate Virgil," she tried.

Again, nothing.

"Oh, my god," she whispered, hope suddenly flaring to life. "Am I… Did you…"

"No," Doc said with a wide grin. "It was Aylen. She didn't think she could do it, but here you are."

"Yeah," Tessa said, struggling to sit upright. "Here I am."

She didn't know where she was. She wasn't in Philadelphia or Denver, but it didn't really matter. She had killed the patron; she had won; and somehow she was still alive.

She looked over Doc's shoulder, searching for Aylen, grinning when she saw the beautiful woman smiling down at her.

"Thank you," Tessa said. "I can't… I mean… Thank you."

Aylen nodded and said, "You are very welcome."

"The others?" Tessa suddenly asked, worry filling her.

"All fine," Doc assured her. "Although we should probably get back to them before… Well before."

Tessa stared at him. Her brain was working overtime, and it was trying to figure out exactly what it was seeing. She leaned a little closer, certain her mind was playing tricks on her, but it wasn't.

"Doc," she whispered, "your eyes are violet."

"Are they?" he asked carelessly. "Imagine that." He smiled at her, grin tinged with sadness, and said, "You're worth it."

Then he picked her up, tucked her to his chest, and the earth moved around them. Or they moved around it. Tessa couldn't say, and by the time everything stopped spinning, it no longer mattered.

"Ollie!" she gasped as she struggled from Doc's arms and ran across the room to Ollie.

Tessa flung her arms around Ollie and cried out, "It's alright, Ollie! I'm here, look, I'm here! Please, please stop crying!"

Ollie did stop crying, but only for a second; and then both she and Tessa were crying, joined almost immediately by Gisele.

It was several minutes before Ollie managed to blubber, "How?"

"I have no idea," Tessa replied, holding them both tightly.

She still couldn't quite grasp what had happened. She had won. She had killed the patron. But then she had died. But then she had stopped being dead.

"Doc took me somewhere," Tessa tried to explain. "I don't know; you'll have to ask…"

She trailed off because she had turned around to look for him, but he wasn't there.

"He's gone," Jury said stiffly. "He took you to Aylen. She's a shaman. And probably the only person in the world who could have helped you."

"Oh," Tessa murmured, mind suddenly realizing how impossible such a thing was. Doc had moved them from one place to another in an instant. He couldn't do that. Could he? "How did he?" she asked

"He just did," Jury stated, tone hard.

She couldn't seem to stop her mind from noticing things, and right now she was noticing that Jury was upset. And she knew it was because of Doc, not her. She didn't understand what had happened, but she knew two things without a doubt. Doc had saved her, but he had lost something in the process.

She could also tell from the look on Jury's face that he couldn't wait to get the hell away from everyone, so she gave Gisele and Ollie one last tight hug and stood.

Her legs felt strange. Her entire body felt strange. Like it wasn't really hers, but she would have plenty of time to think about that later.

She grinned at Julian as she passed him, ridiculously glad to see him, but she couldn't stop because what she had to say to him would definitely take more than a minute.

With slow steps, she approached the boy who was trying desperately to hide in the darkest corner of the room and crouched down in front of him.

"My name is Tessa Graves," she said softly. "What's yours?"

"Aaren," he whispered without meeting her eyes. "Aaren Graves."

"That's a good name," Tessa said firmly. "Strong," she added.

He dared a frightened look at her and said, "Are you going to kill me?"

"No," she replied. "In fact, I really think that you'd better come home with me, seeing as how our names are the same and everything. You're a witch?" she asked carefully.

He nodded.

"We won't hold that against you," she shrugged. "I can see it now. Graves, Nash, Graves, Graves, and Graves. Hunc Quaesitorem. That second Graves is you. Ollie and Gisele are last because they aren't really detectives," she added in a conspiratorial whisper. "Not like we are."

She stood and held out her hand to him, waiting until he took it to say, "There's just one thing we have to do first. We're going to let Jury look at you. He's that hulking witch right there, and he's not nearly as mean as he looks. Jury can take out all the things that dead jackass put in your head. Would you like that?"

"Will it hurt?" Aaren asked.

"I don't know," Tessa said honestly. "But I don't think so."

They were walking past the patron's dead body now, and Tessa paused to look at him. She stared at his ruined face, waiting for any type of pain, but nothing came. He was dead, and she was free. Really and truly free.

A feeling of happiness washed over her. She could do all the things she wanted to. She could stay in bed with Julian all day. She could lie in the sand on the beach. She could hike a mountain with Curtis. She could live. She had never expected to win like this. She had never expected to be free.

"Like I said," she murmured softly. "Fuck you." And then she spat on his stupid ascot.

She grinned widely when nothing at all happened before turning to lead Aaren over to Jury.

"This is Aaren," she told Jury. "He would like you to look at him."

Aaren's hold tightened on her hand, but he said softly, "If you please, sir."

Jury's jaw was tight, but she knew it was from anger at the patron, not anger at the task in front of him.

"I'm an earth witch," Jury said, tone almost conversational. "What are you?"

"Inferno," Aaren whispered. "Just like… Father."

"Makes sense," Jury said. "My father was evil too," he added.

His blue magic was already spiraling through the air towards Aaren's eyes, but Aaren held up his head bravely and looked straight at Jury.

Tessa was surprised by the odd surge of affection she suddenly felt for the boy. When she had first seen him, she had doubled her efforts because she hadn't been able to stand the thought of another child suffering like she had. And just now, she hadn't really considered it at all when she had told him he would come home with them. He was a Graves after all, and the Graves took care of their own.


Chapter 24

[image: ]

Tessa rolled over and stretched leisurely, laughing when an arm snaked out and wrapped around her middle.

"It's not even morning," Julian grumbled.

She gave into her urge to kiss him, not bothering to think about the time or the fact that she wasn't working. She hadn't worked for days now, and she loved it.

She also loved the fact that when she decided to work, there was any number of cases to choose from. Everyday Gisele added another request to the stack, and Tessa was looking forward to once again being the premier investigator to the Hidden elite. And everyone else as well.

But right now, she was going to enjoy Julian's kisses to the fullest.

After a moment, she pulled away and said, "I have to go."

"Why?"

"Curtis and I are hiking today, remember?"

"Why would anyone want to hike a mountain?" Julian grumped. "Isn't it enough that you dragged us all to the beach?"

"Not really," Tessa laughed. "We're doing things. As opposed to doing nothing."

"Melius facere quam nihil omnino. Worst motto ever," Julian sighed. "And it's way too long for a motto anyway."

"Sounds pretty to me," Tessa shrugged.

"Latin's not pretty," he grumbled. "You'd better go before I decide to keep you."

She kissed him thoroughly before pulling away once more and quickly dressing. She started to pull back her hair into a ponytail, but stopped herself. It was hard to remember that she didn't have to do that anymore, not if she didn't want to.

It had been three weeks since she had killed the patron, and she was still adjusting to the idea that not only was she alive but that her life was her own.

The first week had been all work. After calling in the Worms to take care of the mess, she and Curtis had devised an extremely elaborate yacht accident that had conveniently torn the patron's body to pieces. And now Shane Hundley, US Senator, AKA Aleister Graves, eight-hundred-year-old witch, was officially dead.

After that, she, Curtis, and Magnus had combed through the patron's mansion looking for records, artifacts, or anything else the patron had hidden away. They had hauled away an entire truckload full of items and then accidentally burned the mansion to the ground.

By the time they had finished with all that, Ollie's wounds had healed enough that they could go to the beach. All of them. Julian, his family, Magnus, Aaren, Gisele, Ollie, Tessa, and Curtis. Tessa had even invited Badri, but he had declined on account of the sand.

And today, she and Curtis were going to climb Mount Elbert, the highest mountain in Colorado. 

She had never thought she would say such a thing, especially not a month ago, but life was good.

She laughed when she saw that Julian had already fallen back asleep, and she kissed him on the cheek before heading towards the door. Curtis met her on the stairs, and they sneaked quietly out of the house and into the garage.

"You should let me drive," Curtis stated.

"Are you kidding me?" Tessa snorted. "You ran into a curb in an empty parking lot. I'm never letting you drive again."

Curtis complained under his breath as he climbed into the passenger seat, but they were out on the open highway before either of them said anything else.

"Did you go see Jury?" Curtis asked.

"Yeah."

"And?"

"He played a game of eight-ball with me, told me to make him a sandwich for old time's sake, said he was glad I wasn't dead, said he didn't know what I was talking about, finished with 'I never want to see you again', and booted me out the door."

"Interesting," Curtis murmured.

"Did you go see Doc?"

"I tried."

"And?"

"He either wasn't there, or he didn't want to see me," Curtis replied.

"I guess we'll have to do it the hard way then," Tessa shrugged.

"By actually investigating?" Curtis asked, tone amused.

"Exactly."

Tessa's fingers were tapping on the stick shift, and her mind was moving so fast she could barely keep up with it, but she could.

Because she was Tessa Graves. Premier Investigator of the Hidden. And whether he wanted it or not, Doc Holliday had just become her number one client.


Epilogue
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Bronagh dashed away a tear as she ran the brush down Velvet Lightning's flank. She was so stupid. So stupid that it was a wonder the horses let her near them.

It was common knowledge that horses could sense cruelty, but it was also a fact, although lesser known, that horses could sense stupidity. After all, no horse wanted to be ridden by an idiot who would push them towards an unjumpable hedge.

Bronagh was that idiot. In an effort to retain her useless position as her father's partner, she had pushed away the most amazing thing to ever happen to her. Flynn hadn't just loved her body or her lips. He had loved her mind and her way with horses. Unlike her father, Flynn had truly seen her as his equal. And he had offered her everything.

"Stupid, stupid, stupid," she muttered as she braided a section of Velvet's mane.

She wanted to crawl into her bed and cry, but business came first. Velvet Lightning had to look perfect for his race tomorrow, and after he had won, she could hide away in her room and let the tears come.

Winning had never tasted so rotten. And it had never felt so much like defeat.

Someone stepped into the doorway, blocking her light, and she muttered, "I'm almost done, Faolán."

"Good," a voice stated firmly. "Because I have a few things I'd like to say."

Bronagh's heart skipped a beat. Then it skipped a few more before settling into an absolute gallop.

Flynn had come back. Why? Why had he come back?

She raised her head and met his mocking eyes. How had she never realized how much she loved him until she had ruined everything?

"I rode halfway to Dublin," Flynn said, voice flat. "That's what I did," he said. "Because you said you'd rather have this than me." He gestured angrily around the stable before saying, "Even though I offered you both."

Bronagh bit her lip to stop herself from saying it wasn't his to offer and that was the problem. It seemed trivial now. Stupid.

"And I was seeing your face everywhere, on boys, on girls, on horses, Bronagh. I couldn't get you out of my mind. And I realized, I would rather have you than this. I will never touch a horse again if that's what you want. This is yours, your inheritance, your farm, your horses, it's all yours! It always has been. But isn't there room in there somewhere for me?"

He was practically begging her, and she couldn't help the joy that burst inside of her. She could have it all. Flynn, the farm, her horses. But not like this. Not without him being part of it.

Velvet Lightning suddenly nipped her shoulder, and Bronagh jumped forward with a yelp.

Flynn met her halfway, eyes pleading.

"Don't you have anything to say?" he asked.

Bronagh nodded. "I do," she said softly. "And my answer is no." His face fell, and she hurried to add, "To your proposal because I'm launching a counter-proposal."

One of his eyebrow's rose in question. He really was quite handsome for a horse thief.

"I used to think that I didn't love anything more than my horses," she said. "But I was wrong. I would be honored to be your wife and your partner if you will still have me."

"Do you mean it?" he demanded.

"I've never meant anything more."

"What about everything you said last night?"

"I was a fool," she admitted. "I've never felt so wretched as I felt when I woke up this morning and found out that you had left."

He grinned widely and reached for her, lowering his warm and delicious lips to hers. His kiss was gentle but firm and unhurried in a way none of their other kisses had been. There was a peace to his kisses, but also a passion; and liquid heat slowly enveloped her, pooling in her belly as she threaded her fingers through his hair and opened her mouth to his.

She moaned in protest when he pulled away from her a moment later.

"I only have one stipulation," he said firmly.

She didn't care. She would give him whatever he asked, as long as it meant she had him.

"Never stop wearing pants," he said.

"Never," she promised.

Heat flared in his eyes, and he nudged her up against the stall door before pulling her tightly against him and kissing her with such passion that she didn't know how she had ever lived without him.

Gisele paused. There were several immediate protests, but she ignored them all. The point was to leave them wanting.

Gisele smiled innocently, fully enjoying the power she wielded, and said, "I just love a happy ending, don't you?"
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And now for your enjoyment, an excerpt from The Immortal Doc Holliday Book 14 Shadows
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"You haven't told me the plan yet," Jury said when they reached Dulcis sometime later. "You DO have an actual plan this time, right?"

"I have to fight Jervis first," Doc replied.

"That bad?"

"It's a good plan," Doc lied.

"But?"

"No one's going to like it."

Jury sighed heavily. "Did I mention that I hate you yet today?"

"Several times."

"It stands," Jury said. "I want to watch Jervis beat you up."

"If that will make you happy," Doc shrugged.

"I think it will," Jury stated. "Especially since I know you're just going to piss me off again."

"Not intentionally."

"You never do anything intentionally," Jury sighed. "I think you adopted Andrew's philosophy."

"What's that?" Doc asked.

"You just do. You don't think it out and then do. You don't make a great plan and then do. You just do. That's it. It's a stupid motto. If you translate it into Latin, it's iustus facere. Not impressive at all."

"Not like semper paratus," Doc said.

"Exactly. Great motto. Horrid family. Great motto."

"Your uncle Brice is pleasant," Doc countered.

"I'm never stepping foot in England again," Jury stated. "So I'll have to take your word for it."

By now they had reached the sub-subbasement, and Doc paused outside the door.

"Scared?" Jury mocked.

"Naturally. You've never fought Jervis."

"He loves you," Jury said. "He tolerates me."

"I'm going to tell Jervis you said that," Doc threatened. "And then you'll know how I feel right now."

Jury paled and said, "I'd rather you didn't."

Doc didn't push it any further. He didn't know why it was so hard for Jury to accept that Jervis cared for him, but he knew he wasn't going to be able to change Jury's mind. Jury would just have to see the light on his own someday. Hopefully before Jervis decided to show him.

Doc entered the code and pushed open the sub-subbasement door. Jervis was already inside, waiting for him.

"I texted him," Jury whispered. "To let him know we were on our way back."

"How can I ever thank you?" Doc drawled.

Jury just laughed and headed over towards one of the plush Leopold chairs.

Doc walked across the room and stood beside Jervis. Without a word, they both stared up at the large tapestry hanging from the ceiling.

"You look happy," Doc finally said, meaning the Jervis immortalized within the tapestry.

"I was," Jervis replied. "My aunt fashioned these tapestries. There were over twenty of them. In this one, Gervasius and I had just returned from his first hunt. Hemma and my wife are waiting for us. You can see their shadows," he added, gesturing towards one side of the tapestry.

"I've never seen its equal," Doc stated.

"To use Andrew's words, it was how she used the power," Jervis said softly. "Her work is magnificent, and I deeply regret that I burned the ones illustrating Eldwin."

Jervis was quiet for a moment, then he said, "Swords or fists?"

"Fists," Doc replied.

"Very well."

Jervis turned away from the tapestry, but Doc continued to stare at it, grinning when he saw a wisp of blue magic latch onto the corner and wiggle its way over the tapestry's surface. Doc cast an amused glance in Jury's direction, but Jury's eyes were closed.

"You can't fool me," Doc murmured. "I see you."

He knew exactly what Jury was doing. The same thing he'd done to Doc's playing cards all those years ago. He wasn't going to announce it, and he didn't want anyone to know it; but underneath his grumpy, I-hate-everyone exterior, Thomas Jury was a big softy. Not that Doc was planning to mention it. He was much too young to die.

"Hans."

"I'm coming."

Doc turned, swallowing a sigh when he saw that Jervis was already shirtless. When Jervis bothered to take off his shirt, he was very annoyed indeed. Doc was beginning to think he'd been a tad hasty choosing fists.

"Maybe we should use swords," he suggested casually.

"You know the rules," Jervis shrugged. "Your choice stands."

"He's in a mood," Jury chortled.

Doc sent Jury an irritated look, barely ducking quickly enough to avoid being hit by Jervis's incoming fist. Doc jumped backwards and brought up his arms to guard his face, but he wasn't fast enough to block Jervis's quick jab, and it hit Doc's nose with enough force to shatter the bone. 

Doc punched out blindly as he shuffled speedily backwards. It only took his nose a few seconds to heal, but the memory of the pain was enough to make him move even faster.

He circled to the side, striking out against Jervis's ribs as he did. His blows did nothing to stop Jervis from pushing forward; and another jab slid through Doc's guard and broke the bone around his eye.

"I thought you were calm," Doc snarled, just before he threw another worthless strike towards the side of Jervis's head.

"I am," Jervis replied. "Very calm."

That was the problem with Jervis. His anger was calm and crystal clear. So clear that he never had any trouble breaking what he wanted to break.

Doc ducked another jab, leaping forward at the same time and slamming his entire upper body into Jervis's waist. Jervis didn't fall, just adjusted his feet and brought down his fist on Doc's back, completely shattering his spine.

Doc plummeted to the floor and landed on his freshly healed nose.

"Goddamn it, Jervis," he muttered. "I didn't do it on purpose."

"You never do," Jervis replied. "It's not particularly easy being the one left behind," he added.

Doc didn't have a retort for that. Unless someone died on him, he was always the one to leave. Always.

As soon as his spine had fused back together, Doc rolled over and looked up at Jervis's placid face.

"I said I was sorry."

"That does little to ease the pain of the worry we suffer on your behalf. We understand you," Jervis said softly. "You could no more change your path than the sun can. We just wish you'd take us with you."

Some journeys were meant to be traveled alone. And this was one of them.

"You may as well throw in a few kicks while I'm on the floor," Doc offered.

Jervis's face twitched. "I'm not going to like this, am I?"

"You might," Doc lied.

"Stand up," Jervis ordered. "We'll go another round."

Doc controlled his cringe and slowly stood. Everything had already healed, and the pain was gone, but that didn't mean he wanted to go through it again.

He would though. For Jervis. Because as much as Doc hated to admit it, and he would certainly never admit it to Andrew's face, cowboy rule number five worked.   

Doc backed up a few steps before adjusting his stance and lifting his hands. Once his feet were set, Doc nodded, and Jervis started to move forward. Doc quickly shuffled backwards. Jervis was so much faster than him that Doc almost had to run, but he barely managed to avoid getting hit.

Jervis started to flank him, lips curving slightly. The grin did nothing to soften his face.

Doc took a deep breath and said quickly, "I have to go into the dreaming to defeat Gac; it's the only way."

Jervis didn't react to Doc's words in any perceivable way, but his next attack was so brutal that Doc could barely defend himself. He blocked several punches to his face, only to be hit repeatedly in the ribs.

Taking a glancing blow to the cheek, Doc twisted to the side, spinning past Jervis as he did. He struck Jervis once on the back of his head before leaping quickly over the table and out of Jervis's reach.

"I'm sorry!" Doc said. "I'd take you if I could."

"You always say that," Jervis stated.

He'd already jumped over the table as well, and he was stalking towards Doc with the agility of a panther. Doc continued to back away, waiting for the right moment; he wanted to get at least one good hit in before Jervis decimated him.

Jervis moved quickly forward, and Doc took a punch to his jaw so that he could slam the side of his fist into Jervis's neck. He heard Jervis's neck crack; but beyond that, Jervis's reaction to Doc's hit was so slight that Doc growled in frustration.

Doc landed several more blows to Jervis's face, but Jervis's fists were hammering into Doc's ribs with so much force that Doc finally threw himself backwards to escape them. He hit the table and rolled across the top of it, quickly finding his feet on the other side. Before he'd had a chance to fully recover though, Jervis was there.

Doc blocked frantically, unable to get in a single return hit. He kept pushing Jervis back, but he wasn't quick enough to both block and strike.

He was readying himself to attack when one of Jervis's punches broke through and made full contact with Doc's cheek. The bone shattered under the force, and Doc stumbled backwards, trying to keep his hands in place to guard his face. Jervis just went for his ribs instead, landing punch after punch after punch.

"Stop!" Doc finally gasped. "Lungs."

Jervis abruptly halted his attack and stepped backward. Doc dropped onto his knees and gasped shallowly. It would take a second for all the bones to fix themselves, and in the meantime, he was dying from the puncture wounds.

"Are you happy now?" he ground out.

The pain wasn't all that bad, but he despised not being able to breathe. It reminded him too much of being mortal.

"Not really," Jervis said. "You're still going to do it."

"Give me another option," Doc wheezed.

"I haven't figured one out yet."

"Well then."

Doc stood, inhaling sharply as one final rib slipped back into place.

"You didn't fight back very hard," Jervis chastised.

"I did," Doc countered.

"You didn't pull any of your usual tricks," Jervis pointed out. "It was hardly a fair fight."

"I didn't figure you wanted a fair fight," Doc growled.

"Your unpredictability balances my speed and strength," Jervis said. "Next time, I expect better."

Doc rolled his eyes. There was simply no point trying to please Jervis and Jury. They were never happy. They didn't like it when he did things his way, and they didn't like it when he didn't.

"I did think you whipped him rather quickly," Jury said, voice a tad sleepy. "It wasn't really much of a fight."

Doc wanted to point out that the only person he'd ever met who was faster than Jervis was Andrew, but he didn't bother. Instead he sat beside Jury and waited for them to argue with him.

"Explain to me why you have to do this in the dreaming," Jervis said as he sat across from them.

Now type in The Immortal Doc Holliday Book 1 or Click Here to Keep Reading on Amazon
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