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Chapter 1
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"I'm not sure I understand what you're asking from me," Fernsby said slowly.

"I want you to take out the compulsion triggers in my mind," Tessa Graves replied just as slowly, but much more forcibly.

"But I never put any triggers in your mind."

"I didn't say that you did," Tessa replied with pretend patience. "Someone did though, and I want them gone."

"I will explain this to you one more time," Fernsby said. "Hypnotism cannot be undone."

"Just because no one's ever tried, doesn't mean it can't be undone," Tessa argued.

"Are you a witch?" he asked calmly.

"No."

"Well, there you have it."

Tessa closed her eyes and mentally kicked Fernsby in the shins. Hard. Then she opened her eyes, smiled as prettily as she could, and said, "Would you at least try? After all, I did pay Brett three thousand dollars for your hypnotism. I might have to ask for a refund if you don't at least pull out your medallion and give it a go."

Fernsby shook his head, but she knew she had him. If Brett was anything like Bennie, asking for a refund was paramount to running him over with a car. Repeatedly.

With a long-suffering sigh, Fernsby pulled out his heavy golden medallion. Tessa shuddered at the sight of it. She didn't want it anywhere near her, but she needed to be free of whatever compulsion had been put on her by her dad and the patron. She needed her mind to be her own.

She was living in a constant state of terror. It had been two weeks since she'd received her letter from the patron; and now she cringed every time she opened a piece of mail, terrified that it would be from him, terrified that she'd look at it and forget who she was. That she would forget that her dad had lied to her and used her. That she would forget that the patron was wrong, that he was also lying. That she would forget that Aunt Ollie was some kind of super fighter. That she would forget that she was trying to restore honor to the House of Graves.

"Are you sure about this?" Fernsby asked softly. "You seem a little tense."

She straightened her back and put all of her focus on him. It was just Fernsby and her. Sitting in her office. Having a completely normal conversation. She wasn't tense. She was fine.

"I'm good," she said.

He opened his mouth to say something else, and she could tell he was going to argue with her.

"Just do it!" Tessa snapped. "Please," she added, just in case Gisele was eavesdropping at the door.

His medallion started to swing.

"Look at me; look at me; I am all you see," Fernsby chanted.

Tessa fought it. She couldn't help it. She didn't want Fernsby controlling her mind, no matter how much she said that she did.

"Relax, relax, I am your friend."

He wasn't. Tessa didn't have friends. Not unless you counted Ollie and Gisele, but Tessa wasn't sure if it was possible to be friends with family. And Curtis was a troll. She could work with a troll, but she couldn't be friends with him. Could she?

She frowned, trying to trace that line of thought, trying to see where it ended. Did it end with Virgil telling her that trolls were stupid? Did it end with him telling her Graves couldn't associate with trolls? Or did it end with her? Did she think trolls were somehow less than she was? She'd spent time with Curtis; she'd fought side by side with Curtis; she had laughed with Curtis, and she knew he wasn't less. He was clever, and he was dependable, which was more than she could say for most humans.

"Ms. Graves," Fernsby sighed. "For someone who asked for this, you're not being overly cooperative."

"How could I not be cooperative?" Tessa demanded. "It's hypnotism. I don't have a choice!"

"As much as I hate to say this, some people can resist it," Fernsby said. "It's a filthy trait."

"But you've hypnotized me before!"

"Yes, but as I said, you were clearly drunk."

"Not drunk," Tessa growled. "I don't get drunk. Drugged."

"Drunk, drugged, same difference," Fernsby said easily. "It lowers the natural barriers, and makes compulsion or hypnotism that much easier."

Orange magic was swirling around Fernsby's hand, and Tessa fought the urge to lean away from him. She wanted this.

"What should I do?" she asked.

"Relax. Open yourself to the process," Fernsby advised. "I'm only doing what you asked me to do."

She tried, but how could she really trust him? How could she know he would only do what she asked him to do? How did she know he wouldn't just trigger something that would make her forget everything? She didn't want to forget. She couldn't risk it.

"I'm sorry," she said suddenly. "I can't do this."

"I never thought that you could," he muttered as the magic died away and the medallion stopped swinging. "Can I offer you some advice, Ms. Graves?"

"Tessa," she replied. "And why not?"

"Hypnotism cannot be undone," he said firmly. "That is not to say that you cannot break it. I have seen people break free of a suggestion put upon them, but you must have a reason to break free, and you must be strong and persevere. To break free, you must know yourself; you must understand your own mind. Without self-knowledge, you will never be wholly in control."

That was of no help whatsoever. After all, she didn't know who she was; and she couldn't trust anything she thought because as far as she knew, every thought that was inside her head had been placed there by Virgil. She could only trust facts. Facts were immutable.  

Fact, Virgil had been hypnotizing her since she was fourteen.

Fact, she couldn't remember much of her life before that, and the memories she had were fuzzy at best.

Fact, Virgil was a liar.

Fact, the Graves, Graves, and Graves patron was a liar.

Fact, both Virgil and the patron were inside her head.

Fact, she was scared to be hypnotized, even if Ollie did insist that Fernsby had principles.

Tessa sighed and said, "I'm sorry I wasted your time."

"I'm always willing to help," Fernsby said. "I just don't think this is what you want."

"How do you do it?" she asked. "Hypnotize someone?"

"It's hard to explain."

"Would you try?"

Fernsby sat back in his chair and studied Tessa thoughtfully.

"Your mind does most of the work for me," he finally said. "It's amazingly pliable. The magic follows the eyes in, and the phrase I speak, whatever it is that I say, takes the magic to the right place, wherever that moment or thought is stored, and based on my suggestions, you do the rest."

"You're saying that I essentially hypnotize myself?" Tessa said irritably.

"More or less. However, I think there's a very good chance that if you are in possession of your faculties, you are one of the few who cannot be hypnotized."

She tried to find some solace in that, but she wasn't sure she could. It wasn't as if she had been drugging herself; someone else had done it.

"It's a little... invasive, don't you think?" she asked.

"Always," Fernsby agreed. "But it is sometimes needed."

"When?" she demanded.

He smiled at her. It was an I-know-more-than-you smile, and she hated it.

"You hired me three weeks ago," he pointed out. "To hypnotize your employees."

"They were under contract," Tessa argued. "They agreed to it."

"So did you."

She hadn't been an employee of Graves, Graves, and Graves though; she'd been a partner. It wasn't the same when Virgil had hypnotized her, but how could she ever explain that to anyone? She couldn't. No one would understand, but it was different. It was very, very different.

"I believe you know Doc Holliday?" he asked.

"Yes," she grumbled. She was so sick of hearing about Doc. Doc, Doc, Doc. Everyone bent over backwards to help Doc; but she, Gisele, and Ollie had nearly died because Doc had been too busy to help them with Cadwel.

Afterwards though, after they had done all the hard work, Doc had swooped in and gotten all the praise for cleaning up their gigantic mess. Tessa hadn't needed him to clean up. She could have called the Worms to take care of the bodies, and she certainly could have walked out of the Hidden if she'd really wanted to. It just might have taken her a day or two.

"When I first met Doc," Fernsby went on, "he asked me to hypnotize a young norm woman who had witnessed an attack on Doc and Mr. Jury. She wasn't part of the Hidden, but she had been exposed to both magic and the secrets of the Hidden that day, and it was clear she couldn't handle such things."

Fernsby paused, and Tessa gestured impatiently for him to continue.

"I was giving you time to imagine this woman," Fernsby said.

"I get it," Tessa muttered. "Doc had you erase her memories of the event so she couldn't expose the Hidden to danger."

"Precisely. Somewhat invasive, yes. But she was spared the burden of the scene she had witnessed, and countless lives were protected."

"The ends justify the means," Tessa mocked.

"I didn't hurt her," Fernsby said, edge to his words. "I gave her a kindness."

"Shouldn't she have been allowed to choose?"

"Do you know how many people live in the United States Hidden?"

"The last estimate was six million," Tessa replied.

"Six million lives," Fernsby said. "In the hands of one panicked woman. It was a kindness and a necessity, and if you cannot see that, I'm sorry for you."

Tessa stared at him, irritation filling her.

"We're done," she ground out.

"Yes, I can quite see that we are." He stood and picked up his hat. "I do hope that you find what you're seeking, Tessa. Just remember that although the past may hold answers, it is not the way forward. You cannot see both forward and backwards at the same time."

With that cryptic statement, Fernsby nodded congenially and left Tessa's office.

"You can't see both forward and backwards at the same time," Tessa grumbled. She was too irritated to admit that there was any logic to his words. If she looked forward, all she saw was confusion; she needed to look backwards. That was the only way she could discover who Tessa Graves really was.

Tessa's office door opened, and Ollie stepped inside.

"Did he do it?"

"No."

"Why not? We paid him."

"I couldn't handle it."

"Oh," Ollie said. "That's alright," she added.

"Not really," Tessa sighed. "What if the patron sends another letter?"

"You'll beat it just like you did last time," Ollie said firmly.

Tessa opened her desk drawer and pulled out the plain piece of paper with the words "someone's been a very naughty girl" written on it. Even reading the words now, she felt a tingle in her mind. Just the slightest ache. She had beaten him, yes, but for how long?

"Is Magnus gone yet?" Tessa inquired, hoping to distract Ollie from asking any more questions.

"Just left."

"Did you get the sledgehammers?"

"Yep."

"Shall we?"

"I'd love to," Ollie said with a grin.

Tessa returned her grin, then stood and headed for the second floor. When she'd reached Virgil's room, she paused just outside, a little unsure of herself. The door was closed, and Tessa had only been inside it twice since he'd died. Once to pick out the suit he'd asked to be buried in, and once to search it for Virgil's notebooks. She hadn't found them, but this time she was going to look with a sledgehammer.

The witch Tessa had hired to look for traps had combed through this room and Virgil's office yesterday, and Tessa had a money-back guarantee that she wouldn't explode. Which was pretty ridiculous since she wouldn't be collecting her refund if she did explode. She just had to trust that the witch had done the job correctly, but she hated trusting other people to do things for her. 

Ollie made a noise, and Tessa forced herself to push open the door and step inside Virgil's room. It smelled like his cologne, and grief flooded her. He had been her only friend for years, and she missed him.

She reminded herself that he had never been her friend. She didn't miss him; she refused to miss him, and she wasn't sad that he was dead. So what if she'd spent the last twenty years with him? So what if her only goal in life had been to please him? She was past that.

There were two sledgehammers in the middle of the room, and Tessa picked up one of them and walked over to the wall by Virgil's bed. She was so angry with him. She was angry with him for lying and for being dead. If he was alive, she could have told him how much she despised him.

Pain shot through her head at the mere thought of telling Virgil such a thing, and her brain scrambled to excuse his behavior. Maybe he hadn't lied to her so much as he'd tried to keep her safe. She had never had to deal with people like Cadwel until she had messed things up. Virgil had kept all that from her. As a kindness.  

She shook her head, trying to regain control of her thoughts. Virgil hadn't been protecting her. He hadn't. He wasn't kind; he was a lying piece of scum.

She pressed her head against the wall, trying to ease the ache. She was being emotional and ridiculous. She couldn't honestly think of a good reason to sledgehammer the walls to pieces. After all, the paneling was nearly a hundred years old.

She stepped back from the wall with a frustrated snarl. She didn't care about paneling. She cared about truth.

She hefted the sledgehammer. A sharp pain pulsed through her head. She shouldn't touch Virgil's belongings; she shouldn't desecrate his room.

She growled, trying to focus on the fury that was hiding behind her fear of disappointing Virgil. She'd known it wasn't gone. She'd known she was still under the patron's control. She had to find Virgil's notebooks. She had to.

As much as she wanted to swing the hammer though, she just couldn't. There was a part of her that was holding the hammer back, keeping it from swinging, keeping her from damaging the wall.

A loud crash reverberated through the room, and Tessa spun with a gasp.

"Ollie!"

"What?" Ollie said.

"I wanted the first hit."

"Then you should've gotten to it instead of just staring at the wall like you've never seen one before."

Tessa stuck out her tongue, and Ollie laughed before swinging the hammer into the wall once more. Tessa watched as little bits of wood and plaster fell to the floor.

Nothing terrible happened. Virgil didn't appear and yell. The house didn't collapse. The patron didn't suddenly manifest. Because he didn't know what she was doing. Only she knew what she was doing.

Tessa raised the sledgehammer once more, ignoring the discomfort she felt in her mind, and slammed it into the wall. Wood splintered past her face, and she grinned. She couldn't publicly destroy Virgil's legacy, but she could sure as hell destroy his room.

She swung again and again, breaking the wall into bits and pieces and revealing the frame behind it. As she worked, her mind tried to figure out the most efficient method of destruction, and then she started moving in a zig-zag pattern, trusting that it would reveal any secret nooks or crannies.

She was just knocking out another portion when the door slammed open and Gisele snapped, "What on earth are you girls doing?"

"Looking for secret rooms!" Ollie called out.

"Secret rooms," Gisele snorted. "Why didn't you just hire a witch?"

Tessa stopped swinging and turned to face her. "What do you mean hire a witch? I hired a witch yesterday."

"Yes, to look for magical traps, not to look for secret rooms."

"They can do that?" Tessa demanded.

"Certainly," Gisele stated.

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"I thought you knew, dear."

"How would I know?"

"You knew about trap witches."

"If a witch put the trap in place, it follows that a witch can remove it," Tessa ground out. "Ollie obviously didn't know either."

"I did," Ollie shrugged. She was leaning on the long handle of her sledgehammer, grin firmly in place.

"Why the hell didn't you tell me?"

"I thought this would be more cathartic."

"Cathartic," Tessa repeated.

This was why family could not be considered friends. They were too damn annoying to be considered friends.

"If Curtis was here, he could do the entire room in three minutes," Gisele said admiringly.

"But then it wouldn't be cathartic," Ollie pointed out. "For it to be cathartic, Tessa has to do it."

"I see," Gisele murmured. "Can I have a swing?"

"Sure," Ollie replied, offering the hammer to Gisele.

Gisele wrapped her small hands around the hammer shaft and lugged it over to the wall. She raised it with a grunt, swung, and knocked out a small portion.

"That was cathartic," she said cheerfully as Ollie took back the hammer. "I just imagined it was Virgil's face. You had better hurry though. If you get it done before Magnus returns and we keep the door closed, he'll never know."

Tessa started laughing.

"Why is that funny?" Gisele demanded.

"You don't know Magnus at all, do you?" Tessa chortled. "He probably felt the vibration of the first hammer swing and is on his way home now."

"I do believe that man cares entirely too much about this house," Gisele muttered. "Butlers should be loyal to the family, not the house."

Tessa just laughed harder at that. Magnus was loyal to the name and the house, just not the people in the house. His loyalty had died with Virgil. 

Just one more reason to hate Virgil.

Tessa turned back to the wall and imagined Virgil's lying face. For a moment, she just stared at his image in her mind. She missed him more than she would admit, and she hated that she still missed him even after everything he'd done to her. She growled in frustration and raised the hammer once more.

With every swing, she listed a reason why she hated him.

He'd lied to her.

He didn't want her; he had wanted a boy.

He hadn't trusted her.

He'd hypnotized her.

He'd lied to her about Ollie and Gisele.

He'd kept the most important part of the business secret from her.

But most importantly, he hadn't protected her from the patron. He'd allowed the patron to imprint himself on Tessa's mind. He had allowed the patron to control her. Virgil hadn't loved her at all. He had simply used her.

"Tessa!" Ollie yelled.

"What?" Tessa yelled back, fury making every swing stronger and stronger.

"I think you found it!"

Tessa's hammer slammed into the wall once more, but it didn't encounter any resistance, and the momentum yanked the hammer from her hand into the empty space beyond.

She stared at the large hole she'd made in shock. She hadn't really believed there would be a secret room. Not really. But there it was.


Chapter 2
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"You found it," Ollie said once more.

She stepped a little closer to Tessa, not sure if she should touch her or not. She was completely out of her depth here. Point her at something and tell her to blow it up, no problem. Tell her to kill someone, done. But ask her to provide emotional support to her niece, the girl she'd lost so long ago, and she had to fight the urge to run. She didn't know how to help Tessa. She just didn't.

Tessa hadn't moved yet, and she was staring at the hole in the wall, face a mask of hurt.

"I'm sorry," Ollie murmured.

"Why are you sorry?"

"Because you're hurting," Ollie replied. "And I'm sorry you're hurting."

Tessa laughed, but the sound wasn't happy.

"I'm not sure I've ever hurt before," she said softly. "Up until a month ago, I was living a dream. An actual dream. My life didn't exist, not really, but I was happy, Ollie."

"Were you?"

"I thought I was."

Ollie felt a pinch of hurt. She wanted Tessa to be happy with them, but before she could think too much about it, Tessa started talking again.

"I've laughed more in the last two weeks than I can ever remember," Tessa said. "Because of you and Grandma. But at the same time, I've never been so sad, and I hate it. I can't ever remember being sad."

Ollie could remember Tessa being sad. After Doc had left when Tessa was ten, Ollie had dried Tessa's tears and taken her out riding day after day, trying to cheer her up. But Tessa couldn't remember that. Virgil had stolen that from her. He'd stolen everything from her, and now Tessa was just trying to get it back.

"Shall we see what Virgil was hiding?" Ollie asked.

Tessa just nodded, and Ollie made a great show of locating the hidden door and breaking it to pieces.

Once she'd made a narrow opening, she stepped inside the hidden closet, turned on the light, and studied the stack of boxes.

"I'll carry them out," she offered.

Tessa didn't respond. She hadn't even moved yet.

Ollie carried out the first box and set it on the floor beside one of Virgil's pompous chairs. Everything about Virgil had been pompous. Ollie blamed Gisele. If Gisele had given him a normal name like Matthew maybe he wouldn't have grown up to be such a jerk.

That was half the reason she refused to go by Olive. She considered it an utterly ridiculous name, and who knew what kind of person she would have turned out to be if she had answered to it all her life.

She knew that his name wasn't the real reason Virgil had been a jerk, but it was somehow easier if she made a joke out of it.  

She had carried out three boxes by the time Tessa moved to open one.

"This is from about five years ago," Tessa said as she flipped through the first notebook.

"Do you think he'll have mixed you in with everything else, or would he have had a special journal for you?" Ollie asked.

"I don't know," Tessa mumbled.

"Keep looking," Ollie suggested. "I'll move the rest of them."

There were forty-five boxes, each of them filled to the brim with Virgil's journals. It was going to take them forever to go through them all.

Once Ollie had gotten all of the boxes out into the open, she flipped the lid off of a random box, pulled out a journal, kicked off her shoes, and sat on Virgil's bed.

"This one is old," she said after a few moments. "It predates you."

"Check out a few of the journals," Tessa said. "If they're all old, label that box with an approximate year and put it to the side."

"Yes, ma'am," Ollie said.

"Ollie."

"Yes?"

"I'm not in the mood."

Ollie laughed as she flipped through a few of the journals. When she was satisfied that all of them predated Tessa, she grabbed a pen off of Virgil's side table and wrote an estimated year on the box, then carried the box to a different spot in the room.

"Need help?" Gisele asked from the doorway.

"Definitely," Ollie said.

She carried a box over to one of the other chairs and set it down. Gisele sat in the chair, opened the box, and took a journal from the top. "What are we looking for?" she asked as she flipped through it.

"Mentions of Tessa," Ollie replied. "We don't know if Virgil kept specific journals for her or if she'll be in with the others."

"I'll be sorely disappointed if he didn't keep a separate journal," Gisele murmured. "Organization is key; especially if you're an evil bastard."

"Mother," Ollie chastised.

"What? There's nothing that says I can't call my own son a bastard. Is there?" she asked defiantly.

Ollie didn't bother to answer, just started going through another box.

"I found one," Tessa whispered.

Her voice was small, and Ollie hated it. She hated this whole thing. If it had been up to her, she would have just burned the house to the ground with everything in it and started over. But no one had asked her; and besides that, she wasn't the one missing parts of her memory.

Tessa's hands trembled as she read the first page. Her dad's handwriting was so familiar to her that another wave of sadness rolled through her as she started reading, but it quickly turned to rage. 

I've been watching Tessa ever since she found out about the Milgram case. She's smart, and I don't think it will take her long to put together the pieces. I'm not sure of the continued wisdom of this, but the Patron insists she will be of further use to us.

She couldn't read any further than that. She got stuck on that one line. She will be of further use to us. 

She had accepted that Virgil hadn't loved her, and she had already began to suspect that he hadn't even liked her, that he'd just used her because she was there; but to suspect something and to see it written in Virgil's own handwriting were two very different things.

Maybe Fernsby was right. Maybe she should just shelve the past and move on. Maybe it was completely ridiculous to try to uncover all of Virgil's little secrets.

She felt Ollie's gaze on her and looked up. Ollie's eyes were full of sympathy, and the idea of Ollie or Gisele reading about her in one of Virgil's notebooks was suddenly intolerable. She didn't want them to know the truth. She didn't want them to see her the way Virgil had.

"Grandma," she said loudly.

Gisele jumped, eyes leaving the journal in her hands and meeting Tessa's before she frowned.

"Gisele," Tessa corrected herself, pretending to be contrite.

"Yes, dear?"

"Didn't you say something about a case?"

"Why, yes, but it's not exactly an emergency. We can go over it later. After we've finished this."

"This can wait," Tessa said firmly. "In fact, I'll handle this. Just leave all of Virgil's journals to me."

A look crossed Gisele's face before she smiled and said, "If that's what you want, dear."

The look said it all. Gisele already knew.

Tessa swallowed around the lump in her throat and said, "I'll move these to my room and deal with them there. In the meantime, why don't you two go downstairs and order some tea?"

They didn't argue with her, and that made her feel sick inside. They both knew.

"I'll help you move them," Ollie offered.

"I've got it," Tessa said.

She just wanted them to leave. She wanted them to leave her alone in her grief and her anger. And above all, she didn't want them to see her cry.

They left without another word, and Tessa sat there, staring at the notebook in her hand. She couldn't read any more of it. Not today, maybe not ever. But she didn't know if that was her or Virgil. She didn't know how she'd ever know.

She stood and set the journal in her hand on the chair, then she carried box after box into her room, hating that she was filling up her room with Virgil's lies.

After she'd moved all the boxes, she went back and picked up the journal she'd found. With heavy feet, she walked to Gisele's vacated chair and picked up that journal as well. She opened it to the first page.

I told the Patron the news of Ruth's miscarriage, and I told him I would find a boy to adopt, a boy to carry on the name and the practice of serving him. He said that I already have an heir.

I was surprised when I thought he meant my brother Arthur; imagine my complete shock when he told me he meant Tessa. He didn't pay any heed at all to my arguments. He said the girl is fine. It's in your blood, he said. In your blood to serve.

The fact that she's a girl meant nothing to him. I'm glad Father is already dead. He wouldn't have handled the news with the same grace that I did. I remember quite well what happened the last time a Graves crossed the Patron, and I want nothing to do with that for myself. If he wants the girl, he can have her.

That was the end of the entry.

Tessa reread it, numbness spreading through her body, filling her. If he wants the girl, he can have her. Virgil had given her to the patron. Just like that. It had never occurred to him to protect her. Not once.

She hated him. She hated him so much, but that wasn't why she was numb inside. She had crossed the patron. She had killed Cadwel, and then she had ignored the patron's note. She had crossed him. What happened next? How would he retaliate? How would he get her back in line?

Fear coursed through her, washing away the numbness. He owned her already. He owned her mind. What would he do when he realized that she had fought him? What would he do to her? To Gisele? To Ollie?

It suddenly became vitally important to discover who the patron was. She had to know. Not just to protect herself, but to protect Ollie and Gisele. She wasn't going to lose them. She had just now found them, and no one, not even the stupid, mysterious, and scary patron, was going to take them away from her. 


Chapter 3

[image: ]

"I was in the Hidden earlier today," Gisele said as she poured the tea. "Three hundred block, if you must know."

Tessa rolled her eyes. She hadn't needed to know the block. At least not yet. But she noted it anyway. Knowing Gisele that was the most important aspect of the case, and she'd just thrown it out like it was an aside.

"While I was there, I got a few of those pastries your father used to love, you know the ones I mean, don't you, Ollie?"

Tessa was beginning to reconsider Gisele's status as the face of Graves, Graves, and Graves. Meetings with Virgil had been short and sweet. He would hand her a paper with the details on it, she would say "got it", and they would part ways.

It was going to take Gisele an hour just to get to the point.

"They have chocolate in them, and they're so flaky," Gisele went on.

"Pain au chocolat," Ollie offered. "I thought you weren't supporting the Lutin bakers anymore."

"Everyone who's anyone puts bones in their bread, dear," Gisele said dismissively.

Tessa choked on her tea. "Bones?" she gasped.

"Don't you read the Hidden Gazette?" Gisele asked. "It was all over the front page a couple months ago. 'The lengths Lutin bakers will go through to get bones for their bread'. Not the title I would have chosen," she added with a shrug. "I would have titled it 'Bones or Bread. An Inquest into the Morality of Baking.'"

"Please don't tell me you're also an investigative reporter," Tessa groaned.

"Of course not," Gisele laughed. "I hung up that hat about ten years ago. It was getting too difficult to find adequate disguises. And besides, there aren't very many papers that will print actual stories, real stories, stories with truth," she insisted. "I didn't even believe the story about the Lutins. Not until I talked to my friend Cedric. He actually knows a few of the Lutins, and he explained to me exactly what had happened. The paper made it seem much worse than it actually was."

Gisele paused for a moment, shrugged, and said, "It was bad, but you have to understand, they were desperate. They make their living from baking."

Gisele took a breath here, and Tessa quickly broke in before she could start up again. "You said something about a case."   

"I was getting there, dear," Gisele chastised. "If you'd just stop interrupting me."

Tessa wished there was a bar top so she could bang her head on it.

"As I was saying, I purchased enough pastries for my new sprite friends and went on to the Windy Moor."

"New sprite friends?" Tessa asked.

It was Ollie who groaned this time. "She met them while I was trying to get my two-seconders before we went up against Cadwel."

"Grandma!" Tessa snapped. "I said no reading!"

"This was before you said that, dear, and completely unrelated to business. Friends, remember? And I obviously couldn't just leave them hanging. We were in a very good part."

"You leave us hanging all the time," Tessa grumbled.

"Hardly, dear," Gisele stated. "All the books are right here," she added, gesturing towards the gigantic bookcase she had installed to hold all of her books, even the self-help ones. "You can read one anytime."

Tessa pretended to gag. She would never read one of Gisele's books. Not ever. At least not openly, where anyone could see her.

"Case," Tessa ground out.

"I'm getting there," Gisele sighed. "We ate the pastries, and I finished my reading. And then, the sprites started talking."

Gisele paused. Tessa clenched her teeth. She refused to tell Gisele that it was neither the time nor the place for a dramatic pause. It's not as if she would actually listen.

Gisele didn't continue until Ollie said, "Yes?"

"You both know that the sprites are tasked with the upkeep of what little greenery the Hidden has."

Tessa had not actually known that.

"It's their place in the ecosystem," Gisele said. "Although I think they struggle with city living. There is so little nature for them to commune with. Did you know that the life expectancy of a city sprite is half that of a free sprite?"

Tessa was beginning to yearn for the silence of the old days. When it had just been her and Virgil.

"And it's illegal for the sprites to leave the Hidden," Gisele said irritably. "I'm going to look into the laws regarding sprites and petition the tetrarch to change them. There isn't any reason why the sprites shouldn't be able to return to the woods so long as they take the proper precautions to remain hidden."

She leaned forward, and her eyes were bright with intensity as she said, "Although, it is true that the Hidden can't actually survive without the sprites. They keep the greenery growing, after all."

"If the Hidden can't survive without them, the tetrarch isn't likely to let them leave, is he?" Tessa asked.

"Gisele doesn't think in black and white like that," Ollie said.

"That would put the tetrarch in a horrible position," Tessa went on. "Asking him to choose the freedom of one species over the lives of his entire people. Oh shit," she muttered.

"What?" Ollie asked.

"Nothing."

Tessa wasn't going to admit that Fernsby had any type of point. Even if she was beginning to see what he had been trying to say.

"A ruler is nothing much if they don't see the value of every single person under their umbrella. There has to be a way to both free the sprites and protect the Hidden," Gisele argued. "It works the way it is now, and so no one's ever tried to figure out a better way."

"What does this have to do with the case?" Tessa demanded.

"Nothing, dear," Gisele sighed. "You're the one who wanted to talk politics. What I was trying to tell you is that the sprites circuit the entire city every day, all nine hundred and twenty-eight blocks, and make sure the greenery is happy and growing. The Hidden requires the greenery to survive. It is essential."

"Why?" Tessa asked, her investigator mind curious in spite of her irritation at Gisele.

"Climate, dear," Gisele replied. "But now you're getting distracted."

Tessa swallowed a growl and said, "Do go on."

"The roses have been disappearing."

That was it. That was all Gisele said.

"Come again?"

"The roses have been disappearing. Entire plants. Six last month, and nine already this month. One disappeared just yesterday. They're only disappearing from the seven hundred block, but that's still a problem, and the sprites are worried they're going to get blamed."

Tessa blinked a few times before saying, "Roses?"

"Yes, dear," Gisele sighed.

Ollie was laughing behind her hand, but now she said, "It's a real hot case, Tessa. You'd better get on it."

Tessa shot her a glare and said, "And what will you be doing?"

"Sending out the bill," Ollie laughed. "When you solve the case."

"We agreed on fifty merlins," Gisele added. "I know that's not much, but I hope you don't mind. Sprites don't get paid very much for their work, even though it is essential."

"Fifty merlins?" Tessa stuttered. "Virgil wouldn't have gotten out of bed for fifty merlins."

"Yes, but you're not Virgil, dear. Are you?"

The question hung in the room, and Tessa knew Gisele had trapped her. Just like she always did.

"Fine," Tessa grumbled. "I'll do it. Write down the details and give them to me."

There was no way she could sit through another twenty minutes of Gisele going on and on about pastries and sprites. She could only handle so much.

"I already did," Gisele said loftily. "It's on your desk."

"Thank you," Tessa retorted.

"While I have you," Gisele continued.

Tessa grimaced. She should have bolted when she had the chance.

"I wrote the steamiest scene last night, but it's not nearly as good as the scene that comes before."

Tessa tried to stand.

"Sit," Gisele ordered.

"But, Grandma—"

Gisele cleared her throat and said, "If you expect me to mollify Magnus over your impromptu redecorating scheme, you will sit and you will listen."

Tessa weighed her options, and then she sat.

"Scaredy-cat," Ollie snickered.

"I don't see you leaving," Tessa shot back.

"Where would I go?" Ollie snorted.

"Quiet! Both of you!"

Gisele cleared her throat once more, and then she started reading.

Philomena wanted to run, but she couldn't. Her feet were rooted to the floor; and with every step, Archibald came nearer to her, eyes blazing like a fire.

"What have you done?" he snarled.

"Nothing," Philomena managed to whisper. "Nothing at all."

"Is that so?"

He was right in front of her now, blocking her view of an escape route. All she could see was the perfect folds of his cravat.

"If you did nothing, why are you so eager to run away?" he whispered by her ear.

"It's tea time," she breathed.

"Great lover of tea, are you?"

"I'm English."

"You don't see me running off to get a cup."

"You're... you."

"I see," he murmured. "Tell me what happened in the library."

"Nothing," she lied. Not at all convincingly. She had a number of wonderful traits, but lying wasn't one of them.

"But I just came from the library, and things look nothing like they did when I left this morning."

"Really? How odd."

"I would have said how feminine," he growled.

She could feel the heat wafting off of him, and she wanted to back away, but the wall was behind her. And her body was feeling traitorous, so she actually leaned towards him.

"What could you have been thinking?" he demanded.

His hand was trailing down her arm now, leaving behind a path of pure fire.

"That it was disorganized," she breathed.

"That's the way I like it. Disorganized."

"There's nothing wrong with tidy," she countered.

He tugged at a loose strand of her hair.

"But I like it untidy."

He slipped his finger under her chin and tilted her face so she was looking at him. "I'd like to see you untidy," he murmured. "I'd like that very much."

"I'm sorry," Tessa broke in. "Is he talking about sex or her hair or her dress? I'm not sure I get it."

"If you would have just let me keep reading," Gisele said frostily. "It would have become crystal clear."

"They were talking about the library, right?" Tessa went on. "But now they're talking about sex?"

"All of Gisele's conversations are about sex," Ollie put in.

"It wasn't about sex," Gisele grumbled. "It's not about sex for three more lines."

"Oh," Tessa murmured. "So what was it about?"

Tessa had only interrupted because she'd caught herself leaning forward, waiting for the next line, and she hated that. She absolutely refused to care about Philomena and Archibald. And where did Gisele come up with these names?

"I'd better take a look at that case," she said before Gisele could think of an answer. "And I promised Curtis I would meet him, so I really can't stay to listen to any more. Ollie's free though."

Tessa winked at Ollie and dashed from the room. She headed towards her office, but quickly spun around and ran for the back door when she heard Magnus bellow, "What on earth have you done to this room?!"

Tessa wasn't due to meet Curtis for another two hours, so when she reached the Hidden, she wandered up and down the streets, looking at everything. She had walked these streets dozens of times, but she usually had someplace to go or someone to see. She didn't usually just walk to walk. She was busy all of the time. But not anymore, and it was strange not to be busy. She hadn't had a case in over two weeks. Ever since they'd killed the Cadwel wolves.

She had fully healed from her injuries days ago, and she was more than ready to get back to work. Real work. Not disappearing rose bushes. There was nothing mysterious about disappearing roses.

Her investigator mind begged to differ. After all, it was strange for entire plants to go missing. Especially over a two month period. Something was definitely going on, but she'd have to wait until Gisele had calmed Magnus to figure out what. She wasn't stupid enough to step foot inside the house when Magnus was in a full-blown rage. Even Virgil would have steered clear of him.

Tessa's feet suddenly stopped, and she looked up. She was standing in front of a shop called Amulets and Charms. She stared at the sign, thoughts bouncing around her mind. What if there was an amulet that could stop hypnotism? She'd never heard of such a thing, but if the triggers couldn't be removed, maybe she could stop them from being triggered in the first place.

She frowned, briefly wondering why she really cared. It wasn't a big deal. She was just following Virgil's plan, and so long as she continued to follow it, everything would be fine.

She snarled softly, knowing that such a thought wasn't hers. It was the patron's thought. The patron didn't want her going into this shop. He didn't want her looking for a way to stop him. She steeled herself against the pain she knew would come, pushed open the door, and went inside. 

There was a flash of pain in her head, but it was quickly pushed away by the store. For a moment, Tessa just stared at everything, completely forgetting her purpose. The entire space was filled with short shelves, and every shelf was packed full of baskets filled with odds and ends. There were necklace trees in between the baskets, and there were odd shaped items hanging on all of the walls.

"Pops!" someone yelled, startling Tessa. "Customer!" The voice switched to a different language and rattled off something else.

Tessa turned, frowning at the young girl behind her.

"It's rude to talk about people when they're standing right here," Tessa said flatly.

"So you'd like me to wait until you leave?" the girl asked with an impish grin.

"I'd like you to repeat what you said in English," Tessa said.

"Oh. No. You wouldn't like that," the girl laughed.

"What did you say?" Tessa demanded. 

"She said you look like a tourist, and she bets I can sell you a whole round of goods. She thinks we should get at least fifty merlins from you," a man said.

Tessa glared at the girl before turning to acknowledge the man.

"And what do you think?" she asked him.

"I think we just closed," the old man said with a shrug.

"You don't want my business?"

"You smell like trouble."

"I just have a question."

The old man's eyes narrowed, and he said, "Are you paying for this question?"

He suddenly seemed very familiar, and she studied him, trying to figure out why. He was frowning, and given all the wrinkles by his lips, he frowned most of the time. In contrast to his frowning mouth there was a bit of humor to his eyes, but that wasn't what was familiar about him. It was the cheekbones. Something about the cheekbones.

"Are you paying or not?" he demanded.

"How much?" Tessa asked.

"What's the question?"

She swallowed a growl and said, "Is there an amulet that can block hypnotism?"

"No," he said immediately.

She hadn't expected him to have such a ready answer, and it crushed her. For a second, she had genuinely hoped that she'd found a way to protect herself.

"There was a ring," he added. "But it's been purchased." He frowned and added, "Although I can't quite remember who bought it, and that's right strange."

Hope flared back to life, and she said, "So it is possible?"

"Possible, yes. Unlikely as hell, also yes."

"Why?" she demanded.

"Who hypnotizes?" he asked.

"Witches?"

"Who builds the artifacts?"

"Witc... Oh. I see," she muttered.

"Artifacts with real power are extraordinarily rare and extremely difficult to procure. 'Sides," he went on, "no one makes real artifacts anymore. It's a dead art."

And just like that the flame of hope died. Which was just as well because she was having a hard time remembering what she had wanted in the first place. Whatever it was, she didn't imagine she'd find it here. 

"Anything else I can get you?" he asked slyly.

She glanced around the shop. It suddenly looked like a bunch of junk.

"I don't think so," she murmured as she turned around and headed for the door.

"Hey!" someone else called out. "Miss detective!"

No. Just no. It couldn't be.

She peeked over her shoulder. It was. Cheekbones. She should have known from the cheekbones. The permanent frown had thrown her off.

Julian LaRoche, Roma, artist, grinned widely and said, "Come to pay off your debt?"

"No," Tessa said.

She resisted the urge to remind herself of what she was wearing. She didn't care what she was wearing. She never cared what she was wearing. She wasn't one of Gisele's characters. She'd been around plenty of men, and this one was no different, except he was a flippant asshole.

"You're not planning on paying your bill?" Julian asked. "But I saved your life."

"I gave you five merlins," Tessa countered. "You said five merlins was good."

"When did I say that?"

"After Ollie mentioned Doc."

"What the hell are you doing bringin' more of Doc Holliday's pets in here?" the old man grouched.

"I didn't bring her, Pops. She wandered in," Julian said.

"I'm not a pet," Tessa spat at the same time.

They were all three looking at her now, and she felt the need to go on.

"And if I was a pet, I wouldn't be Doc's," she grumbled.

"You don't like him?" the old man asked hopefully.

"No," Tessa said firmly.

She didn't like Doc. Not really. He was too... too... Docian.

"Last time I saw him, I thought about shooting him," Tessa added with a shrug.

The old man raised an eyebrow, and then he started laughing.

"I like her," he chuckled. "I like her a lot."

Julian shrugged, and Tessa glared at him.

"If Selina doesn't like you," Julian said, "neither do I."

"I didn't say I don't like her," the girl protested.

"You didn't say you did."

"She doesn't like Doc, so that's a point against her."

"You still like Pops," Julian pointed out. "And me."

"Yeah, but she's a girl. There's really no reason why she shouldn't like Doc. He's Doc," Selina insisted. "Who doesn't like Doc?"

"Me," Tessa said.

"I don't believe you," Selina said frankly. "I think I might like you though. 'Cause you're not trying to act all pretty and fancy."

Tessa felt her cheeks start to burn, and she quickly pinched her thigh. It didn't work. She was still embarrassed. That's what she got for just wearing jeans and a t-shirt.

"Selina," the man they called Pops chastised. "That's no way to talk to a paying customer. You are paying, aren't you?"

"Um..." Tessa looked between the three of them, feeling both silly and plain.

"Sorry," Julian said. "They're bad with people."

That was funny coming from him. He'd been willing to let them die at the hand of the Cadwel wolves.

"I should go," Tessa murmured. "I don't know why I'm here."

"Wait up," Julian said, stopping her before she could run out the door. "I'm sorry. None of us are good with people. What did you come for?"

"She wanted something to block hypnotism," Pops said.

"Why?" Julian asked.

"It's really none of your business, is it?" Tessa snapped.

"Sorry," Julian chuckled. "Again. I just figured that anyone who can take out the entire Cadwel clan wouldn't worry about a little hypnotism."

"A little hypnotism?" Tessa spat. "You have no idea."

She couldn't stand him and his grinning face. Gisele was wrong. He didn't have a nice smile. He had a wretched smile. A mocking smile.

"This girl took out the Cadwels?" Pops suddenly demanded. "That's not possible."

"I didn't see it," Julian shrugged. "But rumor has it, it was just three women. Miss detective here, an old woman, and some kind of killer type. At least that's the rumor."

"And Curtis," Tessa murmured.

"Curtis?"

"He's a troll," she added. Then she blushed again and burst out, "Is that speciesist? I was just saying that because it makes a difference, him being a troll."

Pops started laughing again. "Speciesist! What a great word! Only a norm would think of such a thing. What's your name, girl?"

"Tessa," Tessa said slowly. "Tessa Graves."

Pops immediately stopped laughing. "Graves?"

Tessa wished she could crawl under a rock and hide because she could see in his eyes that he knew the darker side of the Graves. The evil side. The side Tessa had never known was there.

"I'm sorry," she said softly. "Whatever they did to you, I'm sorry."

"How do you know they did anything to me?" he asked.

She shrugged and said, "They were horrible people. I doubt if they did you any favors."

"I threw a party when Virgil Graves died," Pops said.

"I wish I'd been there," she stated.

His eyes narrowed. "You're his daughter."

"Apparently. I'm thinking of disowning him," she added.

"That's not how it works."

"I know," she sighed. "I'm sorry."

"A troll, you said?" Pops murmured.

"Um... yeah?"

Tessa didn't understand his abrupt shift. For a second, he'd looked as if he wanted to kill her, and then he was suddenly asking about Curtis.

"I think I do have something for you," Pops said with a wink. "Well, not for you," he added, before the hope could flare to life again. "For your troll friend."

"He's not really... I mean... I work with him," Tessa said awkwardly.

"He helped you kill the Cadwels?" Pops asked.

"Yes."

"Then he's your friend."

His statement was so simplistic that it almost convinced her, but Curtis had helped her because if he hadn't he would have been killed as well. That didn't explain why he had protected her in the first place though. He hadn't had to defend her in the bar. He could have just walked away. And he was going to help her do something. As opposed to nothing.

Tessa accidentally grinned.

"See what I mean?" Pops said. "He's your friend, and I got something for him. Just came in. I haven't advertised it yet because I don't do a lot of business with trolls, and I wasn't sure I wanted to sell it to just anyone. But if he helped you with the Cadwels, he's alright as far as I'm concerned. Follow me."

He spun on his heels and headed behind the counter. "Flip the sign, boy!" he called out as he fiddled around under the counter.

The floor behind him suddenly moved, revealing a staircase, and Pops headed down it. Tessa didn't move, just stood there, watching him, wondering if there was a secret staircase in her house, leading to some underground lair. Virgil's secret lair.

"I can't believe you're taking her down," Selina complained. "You just met her."

"She's alright," Julian said from right behind Tessa. "Just a bit grumpy, but we know all about grumpy, don't we?"

The girl laughed, and Tessa fought the urge to stick out her tongue at both of them. She was more mature than that. She did it mentally, and then she followed Pops down the staircase.

When she reached the bottom, she stared around the large room in awe. Everything was shiny and bright, and there wasn't a speck of dust to be seen. It looked nothing like the store upstairs.

"But..." Tessa murmured. "Why?"

"This is the good stuff," Pops said proudly as he rubbed his hands together with what Tessa could have only described as glee. "Everything upstairs is junk. Trinkets for children. This is the stuff with power."

"Or collectability," Selina said from behind Tessa. "You can't forget collectability."  

"Fine," Pops grumbled. "It's about half and half."

"What do you think, miss detective?" Julian whispered in her ear.

She quickly stepped away from him, face burning. She had no idea why he got under her skin, but he did. She hated him every bit as much as she had hated her dad's employee Frank, but she was pretty sure the source of hate wasn't the same. She'd never been able to figure out why she hated Frank, but she hated Julian because he was a smart-mouthed ass who profited from other people's distress. And she refused to acknowledge the similarities between herself and him in any way, even if Ollie had taken the time to point it out.

"Nothing to say?" Julian asked, grinning widely. "That surprises me."

Tessa made a show of rolling her eyes and said, "The store upstairs is clearly a front."

"A front," Julian repeated. He took one step towards her, and she fought the urge to back away. "That sounds deceitful. I like it."

"You want to sound deceitful?" she demanded.

"Why not? When has telling the truth ever gotten anyone anywhere? If we put this store up top, what would happen?"

Tessa refused to get drawn into an argument with him, especially when he was standing so close to her.

She deliberately turned her back to him before saying, "You said something about a troll? And do you have a name besides Pops?"

Pops grinned and said, "You can call me Pops."

She raised an eyebrow.

He grinned so widely that the resemblance between him and Julian was abundantly clear and said, "Come look at this."

He gestured at a glass case so Tessa walked over to it and looked down inside.

"It's a rock," she said.

"I thought you were a detective," Julian snorted.

She wished she could slap his grin off his face.

"I wasn't finished," she growled.

She had been, but she wasn't now.

She leaned closer to the case and said, "It's a ring, made of rock. There are only two species who can fashion rock like that, the trolls and the fae. But since you only brought it up once I mentioned Curtis, I'm guessing it's troll made. Not to mention the fact that it's much too big to be worn by a fae."

"Good," Pops said. "Anything else?"

She stared at it for a full minute before saying, "Not that I can see."

"That's 'cause you're not Roma," Selina said. "I can't see anything else either. Although to be fair, all I saw was a rock with a hole in it. Pops says my eyes are mostly blind. But my mouth works just fine, so he says he guesses it's alright."

Tessa ignored the girl's statement. She wasn't used to interacting with children. After all, Virgil had always said that children should be seen and not heard.

Goddamn Virgil, Tessa thought with a sigh as she turned to look at Selina. The girl was staring at her. Tessa smiled. It felt strange, but she did it anyway. Selina's eyes narrowed, and Tessa let her smile fade and rolled her eyes. That was what she got for trying.

The girl stuck out her tongue at Tessa, and Tessa returned the favor. Selina's eyes widened, and then she started laughing. "I do like her," she giggled. "She's as bad with people as we are!"

Tessa took offense at that. She wasn't bad with people. She just didn't... Shit. She was bad with people. She'd never admit it though. Not to these people.

"Julian said you can read people," Selina went on. "Do me! Do me!"

Tessa thought about telling her no, but they were all staring at her expectantly, and she knew she'd never find out what the stupid ring did unless she played along.

"You're not related to Julian or Pops," she said.

"How do you know that?" Selina demanded.

"Your cheekbones," Tessa said. "And your eye color."

"Maybe I got all that from Mom."

"No," Tessa stated. "The cheekbones are a dominate trait. Pops can't be your father. If he was, you'd have the cheekbones."

"What else?" Selina demanded.

"Based on your teeth, I'd say you're between eleven to thirteen years old, but you're small for your age, so I'd guess you weren't well fed when you were younger."

"She's good," Pops said.

"She goes out of her way to impress me," Julian stated.

"I do not!" Tessa spat.

"I'm sure you don't just read everyone you meet," he pointed out.

He was too close to her again, and she didn't like it.

"I do," she argued. "I just don't tell them," she added softly.

"See?" Julian laughed. "I am special."

Tessa opened her mouth to argue with him, but then she smiled thinly and said, "Yes, I don't often meet someone who's willing to let someone else die just because they don't have the money to pay."

Julian smiled back and said, "Do you take every case that comes your way?"

It was a strange question, and Tessa had the feeling it was a trap. She couldn't read his face though. He smiled easily, but it didn't really tell her anything about what was going on inside his head. If they had been playing poker, she would have said he had very few tells, if any.

She swallowed nervously and said, "Can we get back to the ring?"

"Whatever you'd like, miss high and mighty detective."

"Tessa," she ground out.

"Tessa, miss high and mighty detective," Julian said with a smirk.

"I don't like you," she hissed.

"I think you do."

In her mind, she kicked him until he ran away from her and didn't ever come back. But in reality, she turned to Pops and said, "Ring?"

He was watching her with a calculated look. Finally, he said, "You can have it if you promise to come back and tell me how it works."

"Pops!" Selina gasped. "We don't give away the merchandise! It's the first rule of commerce!"

"I'm not," Pops said easily. "I'm tradin' it for information."

"There's only the one," Selina pressed. "What does it matter how it works?"

"I'm just really curious," Pops said. "You may have the ring if you come back, say tomorrow, for dinner and tell me how it works. Deal?"

Tessa was starting to feel a little confused. After all, she didn't even know what the ring did or why she would want it in the first place.

"What does it do?" she demanded.

"Oh, it's a really interesting ring," Pops said mysteriously. "Forged by a trollish witch."

"Not possible," Tessa interrupted. "There's no such thing as a trollish witch."

"Isn't there?" Pops asked.

"No," Tessa said. "Witches are a species. Period. As such, there cannot be a trollish witch."

"That's the official story, ain't it?" Pops said. "Do you always believe what you're told by the authorities?"

She was afraid that she did. Only her authorities were Virgil and the patron. She was starting to feel a little lightheaded, but she forced that feeling aside and focused on Pops's serious face.

"What are you saying?" she asked.

"I'm saying, all the species have witches." He paused, reminding her of Gisele, before he said, "even the norms."

The lightheadedness tried to overwhelm her, but a light touch from Julian on her arm brought her back.

"Are you alright?" Julian asked.

"Fine," Tessa lied. She wasn't good at lying. They all knew she was lying, but for some reason they didn't point it out.

"You're suggesting that the witches are norms," Tessa stated incredulously.

"I ain't suggesting it," Pops said. "I'm telling you how it is."

"And there is such a thing as a troll witch."

"Yes."

"Who made this ring."

"Yes."

"And?"

"It's a glamour," Pops said with the smallest hint of a grin. "Or at least something like a glamour. I can't get a good read on it, so I can't say for sure exactly how it works. That's what you're going to tell me at dinner. Tomorrow. Six o'clock. Don't be late. The woman upstairs is fierce when it comes to dinner time."

There was too much in his statement to process so Tessa just focused on the easy part.

"The woman upstairs?"

"He means Mom," Selina said.

"Oh."

Pops didn't even ask if she wanted it. He just removed the ring from the case and pressed it into her hand. The next thing Tessa knew, she was outside, and she wasn't even sure how she'd gotten there.

She looked down at the large stone ring in her hand, wondering where it had come from. She turned around and read the sign up above her. Amulets and Charms.

It all came flooding back. How could she have forgotten it in the first place? A shudder coursed through her. The patron. How was he doing it? How was he making her forget?

He wasn't here. He didn't know she'd just gone into Amulets and Charms. Only she knew. But that was enough. She had done something or heard something inside that store that he didn't want her to do or hear. She knew it. She knew what it was, but her mind was forcing her to forget it.

Fear filled her, but she pushed it back. She could do this. Ollie and Gisele were with her. And Curtis. They had killed the entire Cadwel clan; they could surely handle one patron.

Maybe.

If the patron had this much control over her from a distance, how much control would he have if he were standing right in front of her? What could he make her see or do? What couldn't he make her see or do?

Nausea rolled through her at the thought. She wouldn't let him hurt her family. She wouldn't. She wasn't Virgil. She protected what was her own.  


Chapter 4
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For the first time ever, people noticed when Tessa walked into the Strong Arm tavern, and she didn't like it. Not one little bit.

She was used to people in the Hidden taking notice of her. She was a norm, after all. But not like this. Never like this.

"Why are they all looking at me?" she hissed as she sat next to Curtis.

"Rumors," he replied.

"What kind of rumors?"

"Did you really expect the death of all the Cadwel wolves to go unnoticed?"

"Yes?"

He chuckled softly.

She tried to glance surreptitiously around the room, but her gaze didn't go unnoticed either, and the emotions on the faces looking back at her varied. Some looked impressed. Some looked a little scared. Some looked angry. She didn't understand it. 

"They're mad," she whispered.

"Some of them," he agreed.

"Why?"

"You're a norm."

"So?"

"The Cadwels were cryptids. You're not. You don't belong here, but you came into the Hidden and killed one of its oldest families. Even if they hated the Cadwels..."

"They hate me more?" Tessa offered.

"Exactly."

"That sucks," Tessa muttered. "How do they even know it was me?"

"The rumor running around is that three women and a troll killed the entire Cadwel clan," Curtis said. "If you'll recall, there were quite a number of people here when the Cadwel's came after you. You are one woman, and I am one troll. It's not really that big of a leap if you think about it. They're just wondering who the other two women are."

"That really, really sucks," Tessa sighed.

She looked up and met the eyes of the bartender. Without a single word, he slid a bottle of troll whiskey and a shot glass across the counter towards her.

"Thanks," she said.

"It's on the house," he replied, tone grudgingly respectful.

She didn't know what to do with that any more than she knew what to do with the other people's anger.

"Shit," she murmured. "I really am bad with people."

Curtis laughed.

"You're laughing," Tessa growled.

"It just amuses me that you only now figured it out."

"Apparently, I'm not a very good detective," she hissed.

He made a noise that could have been a grunt of agreement, or it could have been anything else. Tessa didn't really know. She hadn't been around him long enough to learn the meaning of his grunts.

"What's that?" he asked, gesturing towards the large stone ring that Tessa had dropped onto the bar top.

"A troll ring," she said.

"I sort of gathered that," he chuckled. "What does it do?"

"If you believe Pops, it'll glamour you."

"Huh," Curtis said noncommittedly.

She stared at the ring, suddenly thinking of all the many questions she should have asked. Glamoured him as what? How? And how did it work? Was there a magic phrase? Her mind just hadn't been working properly when she'd been inside their shop. It had been muddied and confused.

"I'm not sure I'd try it," Tessa added.

"Life isn't without risk," Curtis replied.

They drank a shot in silence.

Then Curtis said, "Did you find a case to work?"

"Gisele brought us a case with disappearing roses, but I haven't gotten the details yet."

"Roses?"

"That's what I said, but apparently the greenery is very important."

Curtis chuckled and said, "What about your father's cases?"

"I haven't picked one out yet," she said with a shrug. "It's hard to know which ones are actually worth trying to fix."

"Bring some over, and we'll look at them together."

Tessa felt a spike of irritation because it sounded as if he was telling her what to do. She was her own boss now. Nobody told her what to do. She almost laughed at the thought, but it would have been a panicked laugh. The patron owned her; she was just buying time before he came to collect her.

They drank another shot.

"Shall we go try the ring?" he asked.

"You're not really going to put it on?" she replied.

"Why not?"

"What if it turns you into a mouse?"

"That could be interesting. Think of all the places I could go."

She snorted and said, "What if there's a cat?"

"It would deeply regret its attempt to eat me once I returned to my normal shape," he laughed. "Besides, you said glamour. A glamour has to work with the form that's already there. If it turned me into a mouse, I'd be a very big mouse."

Tessa couldn't help it. She started laughing at the image of Curtis running around on four legs. It wasn't long until he was laughing with her, but then she realized that everyone in the bar was staring at them, and she trailed off awkwardly.

She hated being the object of attention.

"We should go try the ring," she said.

"I knew you'd come around to my point of view eventually," he chuckled.

"I'd do anything to get out of here. We're going to have to find a new bar."

"I hear good things about the vampire bar next door," he replied.

"Absolutely not," Tessa said. "Just a regular bar with regular drinks. No boglets, no vampires, no goblins. And that's not speciesist," she hurried to say. "I just want whiskey. That's all."

"I'm not so sure about that," Curtis chuckled. "It sounded a bit—"

"Oh shut up!" Tessa snapped as she jumped off the bar stool. "Let's go," she added.

She didn't want to stay here any longer, not with everyone staring at her.

It didn't take them very long to reach Curtis's home, and it wasn't an apartment like Tessa had assumed it would be. There just wasn't enough room for houses inside the Hidden so most of the residents lived in one of the many apartment buildings, but Curtis lived in a nice little brick house that had obviously been built specifically for trolls. The doorways were twice as wide as normal, and what little furniture there was was built of thick sections of wood.

"This is nice," Tessa said when he gestured for her to sit on one of the huge wooden chairs.

He shrugged and said, "There's more space than I need, but since Doc gave it to me, I could hardly refuse."

"You could have," Tessa snorted. "Doc's so meddlesome that it's irritating."

"I don't think most of the people locked away in Blackwater much minded his meddlesome nature," Curtis said.

She nearly flinched from the gentle reprimand, but she didn't let it stop her from saying, "I just don't understand how he picks what to meddle in and what not to meddle in. He didn't help us with the Cadwels."

"We didn't need his help," Curtis said.

"He didn't know that."

"I'm sure he would have been there if he could have," Curtis said firmly. "Why are you so intent to hate him?"

Tessa didn't want to answer that. And she didn't need to answer it. Curtis had no right to know anything about her. Except he was her partner now, and she knew what it felt like to have a partner who lied to you, a partner who had an entirely separate life that you didn't even know about.

"He left me," she said softly. "When I was ten, he left. And I don't remember why." She grimaced and said, "I guess Ollie told me, but Dad... Anyway. Doc left me."

Curtis was quiet for a long time. Finally, he said, "I'm sure if he'd known how evil your father was, he wouldn't have."

"That's the joke, isn't it?" Tessa said, trying to make herself laugh. "He didn't know. Virgil fooled him just like Virgil fooled me. Nobody fools Doc. Not usually. But Virgil did."

Curtis studied her. Then he said thoughtfully, "I wonder if it's not quite like that."

"What do you mean?"

"After Blackwater, I learned that Doc has been friends with Thomas Jury, one of the Jury witches, for nearly one hundred years."

"So?"

"Phillip Jury, Thomas Jury's father, is, without doubt, one of the most evil men I've ever met."

He didn't go on, and Tessa sighed. She was too tired to play connect the dots.

"And?" she prodded.

"For nearly a hundred years, Doc didn't kill Phillip Jury. He never looked too closely at Phillip because if he did look too closely and he saw something he didn't like, he would have killed Phillip. So why didn't he look?"

She knew better than to think Curtis would just tell her what he thought. He wanted her to arrive at the same conclusion he had, even though that wasn't logical.

She was trying to experiment with feelings though, so she imagined herself as Doc, having a tea party with little Tessa Graves. She tried to imagine what Doc would think when Virgil betrayed him. It hurt. She knew that now because it had hurt when she'd found out that Virgil had betrayed her.

Why not kill Virgil?

Why not kill Phillip Jury?

It didn't make sense. Not to her feeling mind or her logical mind. Doc killed people who were evil. That's what he did.

Doc Holliday did have one overwhelming weakness though. Everyone knew it. If you wanted to hurt Doc Holliday, you didn't go straight at him. You went for the people he loved.

Doc had cared about her. About Ollie and Gisele and Tessa's mom. He'd loved them. Her memories of him were vague and unclear, but he had loved them. She knew it wasn't logical to say such a thing, but for some reason she was certain of it.

Based on the lengths Doc had gone through to get Thomas Jury out of his betrothal arrangement, he obviously loved Thomas Jury as well. And it wouldn't sit well with Doc to kill someone close to a person he loved. Even if he absolutely had to. 

"Because he's protecting the people he loves," she finally murmured.

Curtis smiled and said, "That's what I thought."

"Maybe," Tessa shrugged. "It's an assumption. We can't possibly know for sure. And I probably wouldn't have minded if he'd killed Virgil, not then. But Mom would have; she would have been devastated," Tessa admitted reluctantly.

Realizing that Doc might not have looked on purpose didn't actually make her like him any more, but it did remove the sting. She'd never thought he was trying to hurt her; she'd just thought that he didn't care. To realize that it was possible he cared very much was a little bothersome.

"Are you going to try the ring or not?" she asked, hoping to move the conversation away from Doc.

With a grin, Curtis took the ring from her and slipped it onto his index finger.

Nothing happened.

"That's disappointing," Tessa muttered. "Do you think there's a magic phrase?"

"I don't know," Curtis admitted.

"Try spinning it around."

Curtis spun the ring. Still nothing.

She racked her brain, trying to think of anything she'd ever read about magical artifacts.

"There has to be a way to activate it," she said with a sigh. "Try a different finger?"

Curtis tried all of his fingers.

"Try saying "glamour"?"

Curtis said glamour three times.

"Try saying glamour and spinning the ring," she suggested.

Still nothing.

"Hum," Tessa muttered.

Pops had said it had been made by a trollish witch, so it followed that if there was a magic phrase, it would be in trollish.

"Say a bunch of words in trollish," she said.

Curtis began rattling off strange rough words, but he remained a big, blocky troll.

Tessa stared at the ring, mind calculating. Maybe Pops was right and it was a ring that produced glamour, or maybe it was something altogether different.

"Did you know there are two types of shapeshifters?" she murmured, trying to remember something she'd once read about magical shapeshifters.

"What do you mean?" Curtis asked.

"There are shapeshifters like the Cadwel wolves and the Worms who can go from one form to the other at will. And there are magical shapeshifters. Like the Zenius who infiltrated various Hidden governments."

Curtis raised an eyebrow.

"Right," Tessa said. "You weren't out yet. There was a Zeniu conspiracy, and it turns out several Zeniu were masquerading as humanoid cryptids. It was a whole thing."

"I see," he murmured.

"That doesn't really help with this particular situation," Tessa sighed. "Doc refused to talk to the reporters from the Hidden Gazette so I don't know how the Zeniu did it. The reporter hypothesized that they used something similar to your ring though."

"My ring," Curtis murmured.

"Well, it's for trolls, and you're a troll," Tessa felt the need to point out.

He said something else in trollish, and his body suddenly began to shift in a startling manner. His grey scales began to turn flesh colored, and his body compressed and lengthened. His large hands shrank. His face flowed inward and upward; his nose sharpened; his eyes came forward.

Tessa stared at him, mouth open in absolute shock. Curtis had changed. He had actually changed into a man.  

She didn't really believe it, and her eyes moved from his face down his body, searching for troll leftovers. About midway down, heat rushed to her cheeks, and she frantically covered her eyes before stuttering, "You're not wearing any clothes."

"So this is what humans look like underneath their clothing," Curtis murmured.

His voice was different too. Still deep, still rumbling, but smoother than before.

"No wonder they're so easy to kill," he went on.

Tessa dared another peek. He was all man. Visually, anyway. And he was poking at his stomach, human face wrinkled in confusion.

"It's so pliable," he murmured.

"Do you have any clothes?" Tessa demanded.

"Is this human form not pleasing?" Curtis replied, turning around and trying to see his backside.

Tessa didn't know what to say. As far as humans went, Curtis's new form was actually very pleasing. He looked just like Tessa imagined Gisele's romantic heroes looked. Tall with rippling muscles and firm abs. Firm everything really. She did find it pleasing, but it was Curtis, and Curtis was a troll. Not a man-hunk ripped from the pages of one of Gisele's books.

"Come here," Curtis suddenly said.

"What?!"

"This isn't a glamour."

"What do you mean?"

"Come touch me."

"No!" Tessa nearly screamed.

"Why not? I want you to feel the skin. It's actual skin."

"So?"

"If it was a glamour, I would still be able to feel my scales."

He was suddenly standing right in front of her, pointing at his stomach and saying, "Touch it!"

Tessa felt her cheeks start to burn. She didn't even bother trying to redirect it. She'd never been so embarrassed in her life. She was sitting in a chair, staring right at Curtis's very large and very naked penis. 

She leaned as far back as possible, but it wasn't far enough. "Move!" she ordered.

"But you haven't felt it yet," Curtis insisted. "You have to feel it."

He obviously didn't understand anything about humans. And he obviously wasn't going to move so Tessa scrambled over the side of the chair and ran across the room. She opened the first door she came to and ran into the other room, slamming the door behind her.

"I'm not talking to you until you put on some goddamn clothes!" she yelled.

"I don't have clothes!" Curtis yelled back. "I'm a troll. Trolls don't have such odd sensibilities, although I have to admit that if I was this squishy all the time, I'd definitely invest in a suit of armor."

"Just put on a blanket or something!" Tessa snapped.

"What's a blanket?"

"Goddamn it, Curtis! Just turn the goddamn thing off!"

"I don't know how," he said, voice suddenly soft. "You don't think it's permanent, do you?"

She sure as hell hoped not. For some reason it was easier to imagine herself working with Curtis the troll than Curtis the man. Curtis the man was just too... too... too hunky.

He was quiet long enough that she began to worry about him so she slowly opened the door. He was standing in the middle of the room, naked and looking more lost than anyone she'd ever seen.

"I'm sorry you don't like it," he said with a shrug.

"It's not that I don't like it," she assured him, trying to keep her eyes firmly glued on his chiseled face. "I do. Really. I mean, don't take this the wrong way, but you're really hot."

"Am I? I don't feel hot. I'm actually a little cold." A flash of fear crossed his face, and he said, "I don't think I've ever been cold. I don't like it."

Tessa swallowed the laugh that tried to bubble up at his statement. He was obviously a little distressed, and she could see why. He'd gone from being completely armored to totally exposed.

"Did you try repeating the word?" she asked.

"Yes," he said.

"What did you say?" she inquired.

"You said it was my ring," he shrugged. "So I said my name. In trollish."

She shuffled her feet, wishing she knew what to do. It wouldn't have been so hard if he was wearing clothes. Her eyes started to drift downward, and she looked to the side. She wasn't going to ogle Curtis. Especially when he was looking so sad. She may not have been able to read him as a troll, but as a human, his face was an open book.

"Try saying it in English," she suddenly said.

"What?"

"Your name. If saying your name in trollish makes you human, maybe saying your name in English will turn you back."

"Curtis," he said.

She risked a look and heaved a sigh of relief as his handsome features shifted back into stony scales.

"I'm never doing that again," he said, voice rough and rumbly and full of relief.

Tessa opened her mouth to agree, but all that came out was laughter.

"I'm sorry," she laughed uproariously. "You should have seen your face! You looked like someone had just handed you a bomb or something!"

Curtis didn't see the humor apparently because he wasn't laughing.

"I understand why I was upset," he said. "I didn't want to be stuck in that squishy human form forever, but why were you so upset?"

"You were naked!" Tessa exclaimed, still giggling a little.

"I'm naked right now," he replied, one eyebrow scale moving upward.

Tessa's laughter trailed off. She didn't think of him as naked. He was covered in scales, after all; and he didn't have any awkward protuberances.

"It's different," she muttered.

"How?"

"You don't have a thing," she said pointedly.

"A thing? What thing?"

"The thing!" Tessa said, cheeks turning red once more.

He shrugged his shoulders and said, "What thing?"

"The long thing in the front," she said with exasperation. "The... you know."

Curtis muttered something in trollish, and he was suddenly in man form once more.

"What thing?" he demanded as he held his hands out to the side.

"Oh my god!" Tessa exclaimed. "Turn back! Turn back now!"

"Why?"

"You're naked!" she shrieked.

"So?"

"You've got the thing!"

She gestured vaguely toward his mid-region, trying not to look.

He glanced down.

"This thing?" he asked as he grabbed hold of his penis.

Tessa gasped and quickly turned around.

"Yes," she choked out. "That thing."

"Is there something wrong with it?" he asked.

"No!" Tessa exclaimed. "It's fine."

"Then what's the problem with it?"

"Men, males, humans don't just walk around with the thing hanging out."

"I can see how it would be a tactical weakness," Curtis murmured. "What purpose does it serve?"

Tessa wished the floor would open up and swallow her. She wished the ceiling would fall in. She wished the Cadwels weren't dead and they were rushing in to try to kill them. Anything to get past this moment. This horrible, awful moment. She simply could not have this conversation with him. Where was Gisele when she needed her? Gisele would breeze right through this, no problem, but Tessa wasn't qualified for such a conversation.

"Change back," she pleaded.

"Not until you tell me what is wrong with this form," Curtis said stubbornly.

"Nothing!" Tessa yelled. "It's an absolutely gorgeous form! You're so handsome that if you walked down a Denver street, all the women would throw themselves at you. You could probably walk into a modeling agency and get picked up to do cologne ads. You're disgustingly beautiful!"

"Why is that a problem?" he asked.

"You're naked!" she declared. "Humans do not walk around naked!"

"Because of this?" he asked.

She risked a glance over her shoulder. He was still holding his member, a look of confusion on his face.

She closed her eyes and said, "Yes."

"Why?"

"Because... Because..."

She suddenly knew what to do.

"Stay here," she ordered, and then she ran out of his house and all the way back to the market in the three hundred block.

Tessa quickly scanned the store fronts, looking for the one store she knew sold clothing. When she located it, she rushed inside, and then she stopped cold. She didn't even know what size Curtis was. Heat rushed to her face once more, and she tried to tell herself that she'd meant how tall and broad, not anything else.

"May I help you?" a soft voice asked.

Tessa spun around, startling the wood nymph that was behind her. "I'm sorry," Tessa said quickly. "I didn't mean... Anyway, I need clothes. Not for me," she hastened to add. "A man."

She stopped there and frowned before adding, "He's about this tall." She held up her hand above her head. "And about this wide," she said, moving her hands out to the sides.

"Is he with you?" the woman asked.

"No, I mean, we're not together, I mean, I left him behind, I mean, no!"

Her cheeks flamed. She was so bad at this.

The woman smiled and said, "I have some norm clothes in the back. Would you like to take a look at them?"

"Yes," Tessa said, relief filling her.

She followed the woman into the back and flipped through the small pile of clothing, picking out a few things that she thought might fit Curtis.

"Do you have any shoes?" she asked.

"Do you know his size?"

Tessa tried to remember his feet, but her eyes just hadn't spent that much time down there. She pinched her thigh to keep from blushing again and said, "I'll just go without."

She paid the woman, left the shop, and ran back to Curtis's, not caring that everyone she passed stopped to look at her.

She rushed inside his house, gasped, and skidded to a stop before turning around and tossing the clothes over her shoulder.

"Put those on!" she ordered.

"I still do not understand why you won't look at me," he grumbled.

"Naked," Tessa stated. "You're a detective. You've seen people. Do we walk around naked?"

"No, but I just thought that was a stylistic choice, not because you were scared to look at each other."

"I'm not scared," Tessa insisted. "I just... Are you putting them on?"

"Yes."

"Good," she sighed. "I'm going to take you to Gisele. She'll explain everything you need to know."

"Why do I need to know anything?" he asked.

"Don't you get it?" Tessa replied. "You can leave the Hidden. You can finally step outside. You're free. You can go anywhere you want. But NOT if you act like a troll."

He didn't respond, and she wondered if she'd said something wrong. She'd never had a friend before, let alone a real partner. She was bound to screw it up.

"Will you look at me now?" he asked just as she was about to apologize for whatever it was she'd done.

She turned around slowly. Clothes were not an improvement. He'd chosen to wear the Hawaiian shirt she had grabbed, and he looked far more relaxed and handsome than anyone had a right to look.

"You look good," she managed to say.

"You don't mean that," he sighed. "This must be a very hideous form if you cannot even look at me."

Tessa swallowed a giggle that tried to bubble forth. "Didn't you hear me earlier?" she asked. "You're gorgeous. If you were a real man, I would probably ask you to marry me right this second. Our children would be positively stunning."

"Really?" he asked, concern etched on his handsome face.

"Really. Why didn't you answer me before? Don't you want to leave the Hidden?"

A different emotion crossed his face. Worry.

"I was in England. In the countryside. That was outside the Hidden."

"You were?" Tessa asked in surprise. "How did you get there?"

"Doc."

She rolled her eyes and said, "It's not the same. You couldn't actually just stroll down the roads. You were a troll. Are a troll, but you can change now. You can walk outside the Hidden, and no one will ever suspect that you're not as you seem. An absolutely gorgeous hunk of man. Come on!" Tessa said excitedly.

She nearly grabbed his arm and pulled him with her, but she stopped herself. She wasn't sure she could be in close proximity to him just yet. She needed some time to adjust to his human form. He was still Curtis. She liked Curtis, but she didn't have any desire to make love to him in a closet. And not just because he was a troll. Because he was Curtis. She felt comfortable with him. Relaxed. Nothing had changed. Underneath all that beautiful flesh, he hadn't changed. He was still Curtis Nash. Her partner and friend. And she refused to ruin that by lusting after his fake man-shell.


Chapter 5

[image: ]

It took Tessa over four hours to get Curtis to the Graves home. Mostly because they went down every single street along the way.

When they reached the base of the tallest building in Denver, they stood on the sidewalk in front of it and stared up at the top.

"It's so tall," Curtis said. "How long does it take to climb all the stairs?"

So she took him inside, and they rode the elevator as far up as it would take them. Curtis didn't say a word. Not until they were alone in a corner of the building, looking down at the street far, far below them.

"I didn't like that," he said softly. "How does it work?"

"Cables," Tessa said with a shrug.

"What if these cables break?"

"They usually don't."

"And humans just trust this?"

"We trust lots of things," she laughed. "Look at all those cars down there. If the stop lights cease to function or the brakes on one of the cars goes out, everything goes to hell; but everyone keeps going because they believe everything will be alright. Virgil said it was a ridiculous sentiment, but I've always thought that our belief is half of what keeps things working properly. Like if we all just stopped believing, everything would stop working as well."

"I don't think that's ridiculous at all," Curtis murmured.

She smiled at him, knowing that he was completely sincere. She was already starting to associate his unbelievably handsome face with him, and she was glad for it.

"You want to take the stairs back down?" she offered.

"Yes," he said emphatically.

They trotted down all fifty-some flights of stairs and back out onto the street.

She took him into a chocolate shop next, and they shared an entire box of fudge.

"It's good," Curtis said as he licked his fingers. "But nothing beats a Lutin pastry."

"Do you think you taste things the same?" Tessa asked. "We should experiment."

"What do you mean?"

"You should eat something as a troll and as a human and see if it tastes different." A thought suddenly occurred to her and she said, "Where did the rest of you go?"

He frowned and said, "What?"

"You're sitting in a chair," she pointed out. "You clearly don't weigh what you did as a troll. Where did it go?"

"I don't know," he said thoughtfully.

"That's weird," Tessa murmured. "It didn't just disappear. That's not how things work. Did you know there are troll witches?"

"Yes."

"Really?"

"Humans are arrogant in their assumption that they are the only species to have witches. We choose not to correct them."

"That's not what they say," she said.

"What who say?"

"The witches. They claim to be a separate species, like vampires," she explained.

"Of course they do," Curtis replied. "But it's doubtful. As far as I'm concerned, they're just humans with the gift. That's what we call it when a troll can manipulate the elements."

"A month ago I thought I knew how everything worked," Tessa said softly. "Now I'm afraid I don't know anything."

"Maybe not," Curtis agreed. "But you have good instincts."

"How do you figure?"

"You like me," he replied, grinning widely and revealing the fudge stuck to the front of his teeth.

Tessa swallowed a laugh and grinned back at him. Then she grabbed his hand and pulled him down another street.

By the time they reached the house, Tessa was exhausted. It was a lot of work introducing someone to an entirely new world.

Virgil hadn't tried that hard when he'd taken Tessa into the Hidden. It had been up to her to discover its secrets, and she clearly hadn't made that much progress if she didn't even know that witches were just humans with the gift.

"This is your home?" Curtis asked as they slipped through the backdoor.

"Yep," Tessa said. "Gisele and Ollie live here too now."

"That must be nice," Curtis said softly.

"You'll see soon enough," Tessa shrugged. "I'm handing you over to Gisele; and in the morning, we'll go through the case files."

"You want me to stay here?" he asked.

She wasn't sure if he meant live here or just stay overnight, and she started to explain that she'd just meant overnight, but stopped herself.

It surprised her to realize that she didn't really mind either way. He'd said that his house was too big. It was too big because he had no one to share it with. He had nothing, and he had nothing because the Graves family had stolen everything from him. She couldn't give him back his family, but she could certainly share hers.

"You can stay here as much as you like," Tessa said carefully. "You can have Virgil's office. It's on the first floor. I suppose the upper floors could probably hold you in troll form, but I'd rather not risk it. Magnus is already mad at me for wrecking Virgil's room. If you fell through the floor, he might actually leave us. I'm not exactly sure what he does," she admitted. "And frankly, I'm scared to find out."

Curtis studied her. His human eyes were the same as his troll eyes. Vibrant blue and full of intelligence. She found it hard to believe that she'd ever thought trolls were dumb. She had met a few dumb trolls, but she'd met far more dumb humans. She should have known that she couldn't use one sample to measure everyone. Look at her. Graves or not, she was nothing like Virgil.

"You don't owe me anything," Curtis said gently. "You aren't the one who put me in prison. That was Phillip Jury."

"It's not exactly like that," Tessa said. "We went to war together. You're my..." She struggled with the words, but finally managed to say, "You're my friend. I'm glad you annoyed me that day in the bar; I'm glad you didn't leave me alone."

He didn't immediately respond, and she said, "Besides, you promised to help me do something, and I can't do something on my own," she admitted. "I'm too scared."

It was hard to say that, but it was true. She sometimes dreamed that they didn't win. That Cadwel killed Ollie and Gisele in front of her. That the wolves somehow tore Curtis to shreds. And she'd wake up crying.

If it were up to her, she'd grab Ollie and Gisele and run far away so the patron couldn't find her, but she knew enough now to realize that running away wouldn't actually work. The patron would just hire a wolf or a witch to find her. There was no running. And since there was no running, she was going to do her best to repair the damage Virgil had done before the patron came calling. She couldn't do it on her own though. If for no other reason than that half the time she couldn't remember why she was fighting so hard to destroy Virgil anyway.

Curtis still hadn't said anything, so Tessa said, "Even if you don't want to stay here with us, you should at least stay the night. That way we can go through some cases in the morning and figure out which one to tackle next."

He nodded.

She wasn't sure what that meant so she just smiled and headed for the sitting room. She pushed open the doors, a little relieved to see that Ollie wasn't there.

Gisele looked up from her laptop, and Tessa said, "I brought you a present."

Gisele's hands froze, and her mouth dropped open.

"Do you like him?" Tessa asked.

"I absolutely love him," Gisele breathed. "He has to be my new cover model. Does he have abdominal muscles? He looks like he does. All my heroes have abdominal muscles."

"He is very well... equipped," Tessa said carefully.

"What are you doing?" Curtis asked.

"Shh," Tessa said.

"Where did you find him?" Gisele questioned.

"In the Hidden."

Gisele was circling Curtis now, admiration clear in her eyes. "He's gorgeous," she murmured. "Absolutely gorgeous. You should marry him; you'd have beautiful children together."

"I already offered," Tessa shrugged. "He said no."

"That's not true," Curtis protested.

"So you'll marry her?" Gisele demanded.

"Well, But..." Curtis's cheeks actually turned red as he struggled to find an adequate response. "I'm sure Tessa is very attractive, um, humanly speaking, but um, well, really, I don't... And anyway, we're just friends," he finished weakly.

Gisele's eyes sharpened. "Humanly?" she questioned.

"It's Curtis," Tessa said with a laugh.

"It's Curtis?" Gisele repeated. "You're lying."

"I'm not," Tessa shrugged.

Gisele poked him in the arm. "He feels human to me."

"It's not a glamour," Tessa explained.

"What is it?"

"I don't know."

"How can you not know?"

"Julian LaRoche's dad gave me this ring and said it would work for trolls, and here we are."

Gisele's eyebrow arched, and she said, "I think you skipped a few steps."

"They weren't important ones."

"I see."

Gisele returned her attention to Curtis and said, "Are you really Curtis?"

"Yes," he said. "Curtis," he added.

"Don't—" Tessa began, but it was too late. Curtis was in his troll form once more. "Shit," she hissed.

"Why?" Curtis rumbled.

"Look at your clothes," Tessa sighed. "You can't just switch around like that."

Curtis said his name in trollish, and he changed into human form once more. His torn clothes hung from his frame, doing absolutely nothing to cover the things that needed covered.

"See?" Tessa said. "This is the problem, Grandma. I need you to explain to Curtis why he can't run around naked."

"I don't mind," Gisele said breathlessly.

Tessa briefly considered screaming. Instead she said, "Grandma."

"Call me Gisele, dear," Gisele murmured, eyes still on Curtis's well-formed chest.

"Gisele," Tessa ground out. "Explain to Curtis why he can't walk around naked in human form. Curtis, stay in your troll form until I can find you some more clothes."

"I like the flower shirt," Curtis said. "Can you get me another one of those?"

"Can you not ruin it?" Tessa demanded.

"I can try," Curtis replied. "This is a little new to me. I'm mostly naked, and she's not screaming. Why not?"

"It's Gisele," Tessa said, as if that somehow explained it all. "I'll be back," she added. "With clothes."

"There's something wrong with that girl," Gisele stated once Tessa had left the room. "When you have such a fine specimen to look at, you should look."

"She's very bothered by nakedness," Curtis said.

His voice was like velvet, and Gisele loved it. She'd only ever imagined a man as beautiful as he was. She could stand here and stare at him all day. But she knew Curtis wouldn't understand that. He wasn't human after all, merely masquerading as a human.

"You'd probably feel more comfortable in your natural form," she offered.

"I do not particularly like this form," Curtis admitted. "It's too squishy. It makes me feel..."

"Vulnerable?" Gisele supplied.

"Exactly," he agreed. "Curtis," he said.

His body shifted back into troll form, and Gisele sighed with disappointment.

"You don't mind the nakedness?" Curtis asked.

"Not one bit," Gisele purred. "But Tessa's right. You can't just walk around naked. People are peculiar about things like that."

"She kept saying I couldn't walk around naked because I have a thing, but she refused to explain the purpose of the thing. She seemed very bothered by it."

Gisele bit her lip to try to keep from laughing, but it didn't work. She could just imagine Tessa saying such a thing; it was so funny that she was going to have to put it into a book.

"Oh," she gasped, inspiration suddenly striking. "I know just what to do."

"What?" he asked.

"I'm going to read you one of my books. Then you'll understand everything there is to know about the thing."

"The tetrarch will see you now, Ms. Graves."

Ollie stood. She'd been waiting for nearly two hours to see Tetrarch Redgrove. Not because she wanted to, but because he had summoned her. And even if she wasn't an official resident of the Hidden, she couldn't refuse a meeting with the tetrarch. It just wasn't done.

She had known it wouldn't be as simple as just killing the Cadwel wolves and walking off to take a nap. Life didn't work quite like that. Not unless you were a little sneakier than they had been. If they were lucky, the tetrarch would just redact their sight. If they weren't...

She clutched the Cadwel file a little tighter, hoping the new tetrarch was as wise and reasonable as she'd heard. If they had been dealing with Tetrarch Mitcham, there was no doubt in her mind that they'd already be dead.

"Ms. Graves," Tetrarch Redgrove murmured as she stepped inside his office. He didn't look up from his paperwork. "I was under the impression that I had requested the presence of Graves, Graves, and Graves."

"I speak for the three of us," Ollie said carefully. "Tetrarch, sir."

He made a soft noise and gestured for her to sit.

She sat, concern making her movements a little stilted.

He still didn't look up, and she studied him while he worked.

He was a Takaheni. The first Takaheni tetrarch.

Since the tetrarch did occasionally have to interact with a small branch of the norm government, most Hiddens around the world chose humanoid cryptids as their leaders, and although Tetrarch Redgrove did possess a human shape, if a little larger than normal, it was covered in quite a lot of fur. So much fur, in fact, that if a norm had seen him running through the forest, they would have thought they'd seen a sasquatch or a yeti. 

Tetrarch Redgrove looked nothing like a sasquatch to her though. His fur was immaculately groomed, and he was wearing a perfectly fitted three-piece suit. He looked like a powerful businessman, which was exactly what he was.

He finally looked up from his papers. 

Ollie fought the urge to shift in her chair. Instead she sat perfectly still and held his gaze.

"You've put me in a bit of a problematic position, Ms. Graves."

He paused, but she wouldn't have been able to survive living with Gisele as long as she had if she hadn't learned years ago to wait out a dramatic pause.

His eyes briefly narrowed, but he continued to speak. "Graves, Graves, and Graves, Hunc Quesitorum, has operated within the Hidden for nearly two hundred years with full tetrarchal approval."

He paused again, but this time she could tell that he was choosing his next words carefully.

"Given the nature of my predecessors, I hesitate to extend my own approval to your firm, especially in light of the Cadwel incident. Mr. Holliday tried to muddy the waters on your behalf, which is a point in your favor, but the evidence is not in your favor. You and your associates infiltrated the Cadwel estate and killed all the residents within. What excuse could you possibly offer up to convince me that you were in the right?"

"I have no excuse," Ollie said.

Doc had advised her to stick to the truth as much as possible, and that was what she was doing.

"My niece, Tessa, recently inherited the firm from my brother, but she was unaware of the services he performed for the Hidden's richer half," Ollie explained. "The Cadwel case was the only case Virgil didn't finish before he died. Tessa visited Cadwel, offered him a substantial refund, and told him she would not be completing his case."

Now Ollie paused.

The tetrarch stared at her for a moment before he sighed and said, "Why did she refuse to work the case?"

Ollie smiled blandly and said, "I brought you my brother's case notes."

She slid a notebook and the Cadwel file folder across the table to him.

He didn't immediately take them. Instead he said, "I knew you were going to be trouble. Doc never brings me anything but trouble." Only then did he pick up the case file and start to read through it.

After a moment, he said, "What happened to the investigator who was working the case?"

She nearly lied, but caught herself just in time. "I deemed him a danger to the Hidden, and I removed him."

"I see."

The tetrarch's tone was even, and Ollie couldn't read anything in it. Neither approval nor disapproval. Nothing.

She wanted to tap her foot just to release some of her nervous energy, but she stilled her entire body and just waited.

She wasn't sure why Magnus had delivered the summons to her instead of Gisele or Tessa. "Graves, Graves, and Graves" had been written rather clearly across the front of the envelope. But since he had delivered it to her, she had decided to handle it on her own.

Tessa was still too fragile to go toe to toe with the tetrarch, but that wasn't the only reason why Ollie had kept the summons from her. The other reason was because Tessa wasn't entirely her own. The patron was inside Tessa's head. Ollie could see it; she could see Tessa fighting it, and she wasn't sure what that meant, and she wasn't sure if Tessa was strong enough to win.

The tetrarch began to speak again, and Ollie gave him her full attention.

"Next you're going to tell me that you did the Hidden a service by killing the Cadwels," he said.

"I wasn't going to say that at all," Ollie shrugged. "I wasn't thinking about the Hidden; I was thinking about my family. Mr. Cadwel sent his sons to kill us, and I knew that if we didn't kill every single Cadwel, we were dead."

"I see," he murmured again. "You only gave me one of the folders in your hand. What are the other folders?"

Ollie controlled her grin. She had to be very careful here. It was important that he come to his own conclusions. She could not tell him what to think.

"I brought some more case files for you to review."

"Does this relate to Cadwel?"

"No."

"Then why did you bring them?"

"So you could have an idea of what kind of business Graves, Graves, and Graves did before my niece took over."

"She doesn't intend to continue?"

"Not like this," Ollie said. "She wants to help people."

She stopped with that. He had to draw his own conclusions.

"You're trying to manipulate my decision," he said.

"I would like you to decide in our favor, yes; but I would never presume to manipulate you."

For a brief instant, she saw his lips curl, but they'd returned to their normal shape before she had fully realized that he was smiling.

He held out his hand. She gave him the file folders.

She sat quietly while he thumbed through them, even though it was killing her. She was full of energy and adrenaline. She needed to expend it on something. She needed to move or fight or run. Anything. She didn't ever keep energy locked up tight like this, and if he didn't make his decision soon, she was going to scream.

She guessed that it had only been two and a half minutes, but she couldn't verify it. She didn't dare check her watch because checking a watch in the presence of the tetrarch could be very misconstrued, and she was on thin enough ice as it was.

"I'm certain your family has been involved in hundreds, if not thousands of cases over the years," he said softly. "Is there a particular reason why you chose these cases to bring to me?"

Again, she didn't lie. She simply said, "Yes."

He nodded and continued to read.

It was a long time before he spoke again. So long, in fact, that Ollie had finally given into her foot's determination to tap. It was the only way she could keep the rest of her body still.

"Are you suggesting, Ms. Graves, that I should offer the Graves family a pardon for their destruction of one of the oldest families in the Hidden?"

She didn't respond, just waited for him to get to the conditions of such a pardon.

"And in exchange for these pardons, you and your niece will review each and every one of the Graves case files, fix those that can be fixed and pay reparations when needed?"

She considered that. It was exactly what they'd planned on doing anyway. More or less.

"If you can accept such a course," she said carefully. "Although I would ask that you extend the pardon to include Curtis Nash."

He made a motion of acquiescence. "Start with this one," he said as he put one of the folders on top and slid the pile back across the desk towards her.

"Yes, sir. And thank you, sir."

"Keep me updated," he ordered.

And then he turned his attention back to his paperwork.

Ollie controlled her movements as she got to her feet and left his office. She would have preferred to be more in control of the situation, but she was still alive, and she still had her sight. Working for the tetrarch was a small price to pay for such a gift.   


Chapter 6
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"Where the hell have you been?" Tessa hissed as soon as Ollie stepped inside the house. "I've been waiting for you. I can't go back in there without you!"

"Back in where?" Ollie asked.

"What are you holding?" Tessa demanded. "Are those case files? What are you doing with case files?"

This was not how Ollie had planned on telling Tessa about the tetrarch. She had planned on telling her; she'd just hoped to control the delivery method.

"Ollie," Tessa hissed. "Answer me."

"We were summoned by the tetrarch."

Tessa's face went pale. Then red.

"We?" she snapped.

"Yes, we."

"But only you went?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Do you want the full truth?" Ollie asked with a sigh.

"That would be nice, for once."

"I'm worried about you," Ollie said.

She didn't know Tessa well yet, but she knew enough to know that no matter how she tried to say it, Tessa would take it the wrong way.

"Because?" Tessa demanded.

"Because he's still inside your head, and we don't know what that means."

Tessa opened her mouth to say something, but then her eyes widened and her face paled once more.

"What do you think it could mean?" she asked.

"I honestly don't know," Ollie said. "Maybe there are just a series of simple suggestions inside your head, keeping you from doing certain things. But at the worst..."

Tessa stared at her in horror. "But at the worst?" she demanded.

Ollie shrugged and said, "I'd just rather not have you in the same room as the tetrarch."

"Oh my god, Ollie. You don't honestly think..."

"I don't know," Ollie said.

Tessa rubbed her head and said, "I'll start reading through Virgil's notebooks tonight. Hopefully, he'll have written everything down."

"Do you want help?"

"No," Tessa said. "I really don't."

Ollie didn't press because she completely understood. If there were a pile of notebooks somewhere pertaining to her and what someone had done to her, she wouldn't want anyone else reading them either.

"I do need your help though," Tessa said a little desperately.

"With what?"

"With... With Gisele." She shuddered a little and added, "And Curtis."

"Curtis? Is he alright?"

"He's fine. At least he was when I left him. In the sitting room with Gisele."

"You brought Curtis here?!" Ollie exclaimed. "How could you do that? Do you not understand how close we are to being rejected from the Hidden forever if we're not careful?"

"Rejected? From the Hidden?" Tessa said, tone horrified. "Why?"

"We killed the Cadwels!" Ollie snapped. "We're outsiders, and we went inside the Hidden and killed one of its most powerful families. It's a goddamn marvel that the tetrarch didn't just round us up and execute us. What were you thinking bringing Curtis here?"

"I get that I haven't done a lot to impress you," Tessa said flatly. "But it would be nice if you could at least try to trust me."

She handed Ollie a pile of folded clothes and said, "Last time I poked my head in, Gisele was reading to him, which I'm pretty sure is not going to be helpful in any way, shape, or form." She shuddered and mumbled, "I don't know why I thought Gisele could fix it. She's just making it worse."

Ollie wanted to demand that Tessa tell her exactly what was going on, but Tessa had already turned away and was headed for the kitchen.

She watched Tessa disappear with a frown, wishing she'd handled the conversation differently, but not sure how she could have. A rush of worry filled her. She didn't understand how Tessa could be so careless. Trolls couldn't leave the Hidden. That was just a fact. Tessa should never have brought Curtis here.

She rushed to the sitting room, mind calculating exactly how she was going to get Curtis back inside the Hidden without being noticed.

She pushed open the door and charged inside, stopping abruptly when she saw the naked man in tattered clothing sitting on the couch across from Gisele.

"You interrupted me," Gisele sighed. "I was just getting to the good part."

"You always say that," Ollie said offhandedly.

The man was looking at her, smile on his ridiculously handsome face.

"Who is this?" Ollie demanded. "Why isn't he wearing clothes? And where is Curtis?"

She hadn't actually looked at the rest of the room, but she knew Curtis wasn't here. Trolls had a presence; you could just feel them.

"You're looking at him," Gisele said with a small giggle. "And I believe you're holding his clothes."

She had forgotten about the clothes Tessa had given her, but that still didn't explain how or why or anything.

"What do you mean I'm looking at him?"

"That's Curtis."

"That's not Curtis," Ollie insisted. "That's a man. A..." Her eyes accidentally drifted downward. "Man." she murmured. "All man."

"Absolutely gorgeous, isn't he?" Gisele said.

"Yes, but... I still... It's not Curtis!"

The man hadn't said anything yet, but now he stood. Ollie took a step backwards so she wouldn't be tempted to touch his muscled chest. It wasn't right for a man to be so beautiful.

"It is me," he said, voice like melted chocolate. "Curtis."

Before Ollie's astonished eyes, his body shifted, height shrinking slightly, arms, chest, and legs bulging, and then it was Curtis. The troll. Standing where the beautiful man had been.

She leaned to the side and looked behind him.

"Oh," she said, feeling oddly disappointed.

"You do not find the other form displeasing?" he asked.

"Not at all," she said.

"You prefer it?" he inquired.

Ollie met his curious gaze. She'd never noticed how blue his eyes were. That had been the one thing that hadn't changed. His eyes.

"I don't prefer it," she said with a smile. "You're a troll. This is your form. For a troll, I'm sure you're quite handsome."

He smiled and said, "But you like the man form better."

"So hard to say," she hedged.

He said something in trollish, and he was the man once more. She accidentally licked her lips.

"The thing doesn't bother you?" he asked, gesturing towards his groin.

Ollie followed his movement. She shook her head. "No; the thing doesn't bother me."

"It bothered Tessa," he said. "Gisele has been trying to explain to me why I can't just walk around naked, but I'm not sure I understand. For most of what she's read, the men are naked. Or at least the thing is naked."

"Mother!" Ollie exclaimed, suddenly coming out of her trance.

"What, dear?"

"You've been reading him your romances?"

"Yes, of course. How else was he supposed to learn about his ding-a-ling? Trolls don't have ding-a-lings. At least not like that," Gisele said with a shrug. "It's a very different process. I learned quite a bit about it during my stay in—"

"Mother!" Ollie ground out. "Tessa wanted you to explain to him why humans wear clothes!"

"Oh," Gisele murmured. Confusion crossed her face, and she said, "Yes, I suppose she did say that, but she was so caught up on his ding-a-ling that I felt the need to explain it to him. No one likes to be confused, dear."

"Hardly the point," Ollie snapped. "He's a goddamn troll; he doesn't need to know what the ding-a-ling does! You'll make any excuse to read!"

Hurt flooded Gisele's eyes, and Ollie said hurriedly, "I didn't mean that. I shouldn't have said that. I just... I'm sorry."

Gisele nodded, but the pain didn't leave her eyes, and Ollie sighed. She'd hurt them both today, and what she was trying to do was protect them.  

"You, get dressed," Ollie said to Curtis as she handed him the clothes. "All you need to know is that humans always wear clothes. Unless they are in private. Or doing what they do in Gisele's books. Also in private," she hastened to add. "Always in private."

"Odd," Curtis murmured.

"Yes, humans are very odd. I'm going to go get Tessa. We have work to do."

"I think I'll go take a nap," Gisele said softly.

"You've never taken a nap in your life," Ollie stated.

"I feel... tired."

"I'm sorry," Ollie said once more. "But no. We need you."

"I don't see why," Gisele said petulantly. "Tessa doesn't like the case I brought her, and I didn't do what she asked me to do with Curtis. I'm a writer; I deal in fantasies, not reality."

Ollie swallowed a sigh. She was used to dealing with subordinates who didn't ask questions or express feelings, and that's the way she was treating them. She needed to remember that they were her partners. They were in this together. Take one away, and the house fell.

"This is new for all of us," Ollie said carefully. "We're all learning. Curtis is learning how to wear clothes, I'm learning to be more communicative, Tessa is learning to think things through, and you're learning to exist outside of your books. Don't give up on me yet. We need each other, Gisele."

Gisele pursed her perfect lips and shrugged her shoulders.

"Please," Ollie pleaded.

"I suppose I can stay," Gisele grumbled. "But I want cake."

"I'll go get it," Ollie said. "And Tessa, but only if Curtis is dressed."

"I am," he said from behind her.

She turned. The clothes were not necessarily an improvement. The Hawaiian shirt Tessa had found fit him better than any Hawaiian shirt had ever fit anyone, and the pants left little to the imagination. Ollie had never seen a man quite like him.

"How?" She meant to articulate her question, but it just didn't happen.

"Tessa brought me this ring," Curtis explained as he held out his hand to her.

"But it's not a glamour," Ollie stated.

"No. It's squishy just like you. You can touch it if you want to," he added with a grin.

"You'd probably better not tempt me," Ollie said.

"Tessa refused to touch it too," he said, human face displaying every emotion. "She doesn't like it."

Ollie reached out her hand and laid it on his forearm. His skin was warm, and the muscle beneath was firm.

"It feels very nice," she managed to say.

"But squishy," he said.

"Not as far as humans are concerned."

"If you'd like to practice with your ding-a-ling," Gisele suddenly said. "I'm sure Ollie would be happy to help you."

Ollie refused to give Gisele the satisfaction of a reaction, and when Curtis grinned widely and asked if that was true, Ollie just smiled and said, "We'll discuss that later. Right now we have a case."

Then she left the sitting room and went to search for Tessa.

"I'll say this," she muttered as she walked towards the kitchen. "Nothing is ever dull now."

Tessa poured herself another shot of whiskey and quickly drank it. It was just normal whiskey. Magnus refused to bring in cryptid whiskey, and Tessa hadn't had the time to smuggle any in.

She wasn't stupid, even if Ollie thought she was. She would have never taken Curtis out of the Hidden in troll form. She knew that her actions with Cadwel had not showcased her brilliance by any means, but she wasn't a complete idiot.

"I'm sorry," Ollie said from the kitchen doorway.

"For what?" Tessa murmured as she drank another shot.

"I should have known that you wouldn't just bring Curtis out of the Hidden. I didn't know there was such a thing as a... whatever it is that's changing him."

"Me either," Tessa shrugged. "And you don't know me any more than I know you. We haven't seen each other except once or twice a year since I was sixteen. We're practically strangers. So you couldn't possibly know what I would or wouldn't do."

"I'm pretty sure you wouldn't have done that," Ollie said.

Tessa didn't bother to point out that Ollie had believed it. She had believed it enough to yell at her and call her careless. 

"I'd like the chance to get to know you better," Ollie said softly. "If you'll let me."

"You're here, aren't you? Graves, Graves, and Graves."

"Yes," Ollie said. "Graves, Graves, Graves, and Nash."

"We should probably change the sign," Tessa said. "Was he still naked?"

"Yes."

"And Gisele was reading to him?"

"Yes."

"That's not what I meant for her to do."

"I know."

"I meant for her to explain to him why he had to wear clothes."

"She did not do that."

"Is he dressed now?"

"Yes," Ollie said.

"Thank god," Tessa sighed. "He's just too... mmm..."

"Gorgeous? Handsome? Stunning? Touchable?"

"All of the above," Tessa agreed.

"Gisele told him that I would be happy to help him figure out his ding-a-ling."

"She didn't?!" Tessa gasped.

"She did."

"What did you say?"

"I said we could discuss it later."

Tessa burst out laughing. "You want to touch his ding-a-ling!" she snorted.

"I will admit that I find the ability to remove an enemy of their arms and legs by sheer force a rather attractive characteristic trait."

"Really?" Tessa laughed. "That's what you'll admit?"

"His voice makes me want to dive into a fondue pot," Ollie said with a smirk. "Naked," she added.

"No!" Tessa exclaimed. "I don't want to hear any more!"

"You obviously weren't raised by Gisele," Ollie laughed. "She was reading me romances as my bedtime story by the time I was six. Of course, she skipped the racy parts," she said with a shrug. "I had to sneak into her sitting room and steal the books to find out what happened between the ellipses."

Tessa shoved her fingers into her ears and said, "No more!"

"Let's go!" Ollie said loudly. "We have a case!"

"A case?" Tessa said, heartbeat quickening. "Not the roses, right?"

"No, although I wouldn't discount them. You never know," Ollie said. "It could be a... Actually, I have no idea," she admitted. "I'm just glad it's you and not me."

Tessa wasn't discounting the roses, but she was ready for a real case. A case with mystery and confusion and suspects. She loved ferreting out information and finding the piece of the puzzle that finally linked everything else together.

"So what is the case?" she prodded.

"Tea first," Ollie said.

"I can't find the cook," Tessa pointed out.

"Gisele fired her."

"And June?"

"Day off."

"Hum," Tessa grumbled. "I'm not sure I like Gisele's womanly touch."

Ollie laughed shortly and said, "You get used to it."

A little while later, once they were all settled in their respective chairs with their cake and tea, Ollie said, "We were summoned by Tetrarch Redgrove today."

Gisele took a sip before saying, "That's probably not ideal."

"He was less than pleased."

"I thought Doc talked to him," Tessa said.

"He did, but the tetrarch wanted an explanation from us. We weren't very quiet with the Cadwels, and I think he's under some pressure from the residents of the Hidden to explain what went on."

"Don't keep us in suspense, dear," Gisele said. "What happened?"

"He offered us full pardons in exchange for our reviewing all of the Graves' case files and fixing what can be fixed and paying out monetary reparations where it's needed."

"He can't be serious! That would break us," Tessa insisted.

"Not really," Ollie said.

"What do you mean? There are hundreds and hundreds of files in there. If we pay out money on all of them, we're going to be totally broke."

"Not hardly."

"Explain!" Tessa snapped.

She wasn't that bad at math. A thousand or more cases multiplied by a couple hundred thousand dollars was a lot of money. More than the business could possibly afford.

"Um, well," Ollie bit her lip, and Tessa knew she was trying to think of just the right words.

"Just spit it out," Tessa ordered.

"We're filthy rich."

"That can't be," Tessa argued. "Virgil said it was important that we only took cases that could pay well. He said that if we took every case that came our way, it would beggar us." Tessa paused, sighed, and said, "He lied, didn't he?"

"Yes."

"But isn't that the nice kind of lie, dear?" Gisele said cheerfully. "Finding out you're rich?"

"I don't think any kind of lie is nice," Tessa sighed.

"In any case, you're rich," Ollie stated. "Virgil left everything to you, and both Gisele and I are wealthy on our own, so we can cover it. Here's the case," she added, tossing Tessa one of the files.

Tessa opened it. "This is thirty years old," she grumbled. "I was hoping we could start with something a little more recent."

"This is the one the tetrarch picked," Ollie shrugged.

"Because you gave it to him to pick," Tessa said.

"Maybe."

"What is the case?" Curtis asked.

Tessa quickly scanned through the file before saying, "Forty years ago a young Takaheni applied for permission to leave his home Hidden and establish a business in the Denver Hidden. His request was granted, and he and his family were carefully moved from back East to Denver. Within a couple of years, he had set up a very lucrative transport business. He would ship anything, or anyone, anywhere."

"How is this a case?" Gisele demanded.

"I'm getting to it," Tessa growled. "The Takaheni, who by the way, was named Aesop Redgrove, no surprise there, was well-liked by everyone, but he was particularly close to another businessman in the Hidden, a vampire named Franklin Shook. They'd just combined their businesses when Aesop disappeared."

"Disappeared?" Gisele murmured. "Is that code for dead?"

"I don't know," Tessa admitted. "It was one of Grandpa's cases, and he didn't keep very good notes. I honestly don't understand why they kept notes in the first place when they were doing horrible stuff. You wouldn't think they'd want to have it traced back to them."

"Hubris, dear."

"Maybe. Anyway, all he says is that a Mr. Smith hired him to kidnap Aesop, which he did."

"I still don't understand how that's a case," Gisele said.

"I assume that Tetrarch Redgrove would like us to find out exactly what happened to his father," Tessa said softly. "Closure and all that."

"Easy, peasy," Ollie said. "Right?"

"Not hardly," Tessa snorted. "There's not much to go off of."

"We can start by making a list of his known associates," Curtis suggested.

"Good idea," Tessa agreed. "It's possible he somehow crossed one of the other business families," she added, a spark of interest already flaring. She hadn't ever worked a case this old. It was probably impossible, but she had always excelled at the impossible.


Chapter 7
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It was a few more hours before Ollie managed to escape Gisele's clutches. By then, she was practically vibrating with pent-up energy. She'd sat and waited for the tetrarch, and she had carefully managed him, but then instead of going out and killing someone, like she would have preferred, she'd had to go home and deal with Tessa, Gisele, and Curtis. Not that she minded, but it hadn't done anything to relieve her stifled need for activity.

"You sure 'bout this, lady?"

The doubtful question broke Ollie's train of thought, and she nodded.

"The next fighter up is Goliath," the serpent shifter said intently. "He's a cyclops."

"What are the rules?" Ollie asked.

He hissed in dismay and said, "No weapons; fight until someone can't get back up."

"Alright," Ollie agreed, and she began the long process of removing all of her gear.

"Geez, lady, are you expecting a war?" he snorted.

"You never do know," Ollie shrugged.

Once she was free of weapons, she pushed past the man and climbed into the arena. The spectators immediately started booing.

"What kinda deal is this?" someone yelled.

"We came to see a fight!"

Ollie ignored them. It wasn't the first time someone had underestimated her.

"Fight! Fight!" the crowd started chanting.

"Look!" Ollie barely heard someone exclaim. "It's her!"

"It is her!" someone else said.

"Fifty merlins on the girl!" someone shouted out.

Ollie swallowed a grin. The imps from the Windy Moor tavern were in the first row, waving excitedly. She responded with a slight hand movement.

"The imps are betting on the girl!" someone bellowed.

The angry roar of the crowd suddenly died down as people started arguing back and forth.

"Who is she?"

"I don't care who she is; she don't stand a chance against Goliath!"

"I dunno. They say Doc Holliday killed three cyclopes without even stopping to breathe," someone else argued.

"She ain't Doc Holliday, is she?"

A new yell suddenly began.

"Check her for glamours!"

"Yeah! Check her for glamours!"

The serpent shifter climbed into the ring and said, "Procedure, lady, you understand."

He approached her, put a leather glove with stones embedded in the palm onto his scaly hand, and held it out towards her. He moved it back and forth, hand grazing her breast as he did. He shrugged at her raised eyebrow and murmured, "Regulations."

Ollie rolled her eyes.

She was used to the occasional man copping a feel when the opportunity presented itself, and it didn't get under her skin like it would have when she was younger. If it annoyed her too much, she just removed the hand.

"No glamour!" the man announced. "Presenting the challenger, Ms. Ollie Swan!"

Everyone but the imps booed. The imps cheered so loudly that it almost drowned out everyone else.

Ollie couldn't help but grin.

"And the defender!" the man yelled. "He's never been beaten, and I doubt if he'll be beaten today! GOLIATH!!!"

Now the imps were booing, and everyone else was cheering.

A curtain on the other side of the ring parted, and a cyclops strode through it.

He took one look at Ollie and started laughing.

Ollie didn't mind. She was busy taking his measure. He was nearly as tall as a semi-truck. He wasn't the biggest cyclops she'd ever seen, but almost. Even out on the street, she would have recognized him as a fighter. He held himself like he was readying to throw a punch.

He was big, and he was strong, but in just a few seconds she had cataloged his weaknesses. He had a bad left knee. Probably because it was his forward knee, and it was all that his opponents could ever reach. And he didn't protect his head and neck. Most likely because he was so tall he assumed that they were safe.

Ollie cracked her knuckles and cast a glance past Goliath at the clock. Five minutes. She was giving herself five minutes to defeat him. Any longer than that, and she was probably going to find herself in a full-body cast.

"What's the number one rule of fighting?!" the serpent shifter yelled.

"There are no rules!!!" the crowd yelled back.

Fantastic. Ollie loved a free-for-all.

The announcer ran from the ring with a yell of "begin!"

Goliath bellowed loudly, and the crowd started chanting, "Break her! Break her!"

Ollie crouched and waited.

Goliath rushed towards her, long legs crossing the floor in just two strides. The second he was close enough, Ollie sprang into action, moving as fast as she could in order to escape his slow, but bone-crushing punch.

She dashed forward and slammed the side of her elbow into his left knee with enough force to affect his balance. As he struggled to regain his footing, she grabbed the back of his pants and used them to climb up towards his back. She didn't go for a choke hold right away, instead she stood on his pant band and bashed her elbow into his spine.

The crowd would boo even more if she finished the fight in under a minute. They wanted a spectacle, a show, and she would give it to them, for exactly five minutes.

His enormous hand reached for her, and she escaped his grasp twice before allowing him to get a hold of her arm. He clamped down tightly and ripped her forward, slamming her into the floor. Ollie knew how to fall though, so she took the brunt of the hit on her glutes and rolled to the side so quickly that his punches hit the ground instead of her.

The crowd was cheering. She didn't know if it was for him or for her. She didn't care. She didn't care if they cheered for her or not; she just wanted to win.

As she rolled to her feet, she cast a quick glance at the clock. It had only been a minute and a half.

She ducked to the side, barely escaping one of Goliath's hands, and ran straight towards him. She was just short enough to run between his legs, and she did so, but she pivoted on the way through and slammed the heel of her hand into the back of his knee. He stumbled forward, and she hit his knee three more times before dashing away from him.

He leaned against the rough ropes for a moment before turning to glare at her. His face was etched with fury.

"You're nothing but a maggot," he snarled.

"So I should be easy to smash," she retorted.

She didn't normally taunt her opponents, but she was still itching from her interview with the tetrarch earlier. She knew it was part of the game of life, but she hated having to kowtow to anyone, even the tetrarch.

"I will smash you flat," he spat.

It wasn't against the rules. The rules only stated that they fought until someone didn't get up. He could kill her if he could catch her. But he wasn't going to catch her.

He limped forward, stride much shorter than before, and Ollie watched him carefully. She'd set up a precedence of going towards his legs first, and that's what he would expect. Which was exactly why she was going to do something else.

Goliath swung at her, but it wasn't much of a punch. He was waiting for her to go through his legs again. Instead, she ran towards his oncoming hand and grabbed a hold of it.

He roared in irritation and shook his hand up and down, trying to dislodge her. She maintained her grip until he swung his other hand towards her, and then she let go and dropped to the floor right in front of him. She hammered her fist against the side of his knee three times before sprinting behind him and slamming her elbow into his right knee.

She knew the blow to his right knee wouldn't injure him, but she was trying to break his balance even more.

She glanced at the clock. Just one minute to five.

The crowd was going wild now. They wanted a finale, an end. It was time.

Goliath was turning, trying to find her, and she leapt towards him, bringing her elbow across the back of his knee with so much force that she heard something pop just before he roared in pain.

He stumbled forward, and she grabbed his pant leg and scrambled up his staggering frame. He wasn't wearing a shirt so she launched herself from his pant band and grabbed the top of his shoulder. She yanked herself the rest of the way up and quickly wrapped her legs around his neck. She was in place before he realized what she was doing, and even though his large, meaty hands tore at her feet and legs, he couldn't dislodge her.    

The crowd was screaming.

Goliath yanked on her foot, and Ollie felt her ankle crack. She increased her pressure. He fell to his knees. She tightened her hold even more. She was using a blood choke, and he should have passed out by now, but she'd never choked a cyclops before, and it was taking longer than she had anticipated.

He roared so loudly that it vibrated through her, and then he banged his head into the floor. The force threw her entire body forward, and she nearly lost her hold, but she didn't.

He straightened, then leaned forward, and she twisted her body to the side without moving her legs in anticipation of his next move. He suddenly slammed his body backwards, and as they fell, she curled her body around his neck.

He hit the ground with a crash; and for a second, she thought she'd escaped it, but then his head fell backwards, crushing her against the floor.

She hissed in pain as his weight pressed into her, but she still didn't release his neck. He struggled to lift himself up, but before he could manage it, his entire body went limp.

Ollie held the choke for one second longer, two just for good measure, then she released her legs and shimmed out from under his weight.

The crowd was on their feet, roaring. "She won! The girl won!"

Ollie scanned their faces. They were pleased. She'd given them exactly what they'd wanted. A fight.

She winked at the ecstatic group of imps and hardly even started with surprise when they disappeared from the stands and were suddenly crowding around her.

"Ollie! Ollie!" they cheered.

"SILENCE!" someone shouted.

The roar of the crowd died down as the serpent shifter wove past Goliath's inert frame. When he had reached Ollie, he grabbed her hand and announced, "The winner!"

The crowd erupted with cheers.

"Tomorrow night Ms. Ollie Swan will face another foe!" the serpent yelled. "The Blistering Minotaur!"

"Will I really?" Ollie snorted.

The serpent cast her a sideways look. "The crowd loves you. You have to."

"I have to?" Ollie laughed.

"Please," he pleaded. "It'll do wonders for my ticket sales."

"I'll think about it," Ollie murmured.

"Drinks!" one of the imps exclaimed. "We'll buy you a drink!"

Amidst the cheers of the crowd, Ollie let the imps carry her out of the ring. She was feeling better now. Calm. And in the mood to be spoiled with free drinks.

Ollie had been drinking with the imps for nearly an hour when a hush fell over the bar. She glanced over the imps' heads and smiled slightly. There was always time for a rematch.

The silence changed to whispers and frantic movements out of the way as Goliath ducked under another rafter and continued to slowly approach Ollie's table. He stopped a few feet away and said, "Good fight."

Ollie raised an eyebrow in surprise. She had not expected that.

"Can I join you?" he asked.

"Always room for one more," Ollie said easily.

"We'd better go," Cecily said.

She was the imp who had gone to Jarmen for Ollie a few weeks ago. She'd also won a hefty sum off of Ollie's success against Cadwel.

"Pitchet yells at us when we show up to work drunk," she added with a grin.

At that, all the imps burst out laughing, and with a series of pops, they disappeared.

Goliath sat on the floor across from Ollie. She poured him a shot of whiskey, but neither of them said anything for a couple of minutes.

"You fight very well," he finally said. "My apologies for calling you a maggot."

"I don't mind," Ollie shrugged. "It's part of the experience."

He didn't seem to know what to do with that. Finally, he said, "Where did you learn to fight?"

"I trained with a group of acrobats," she replied. "They moonlighted as assassins."

"Ah," he murmured.

She poured him another shot. He drank it. Then he said, "Anyway, I just wanted to congratulate you."

"I hope I didn't make things difficult for you," Ollie apologized. "I was just looking for a fight."

He grinned and said, "Anytime you need a fight, my brothers and I would be happy to accommodate you."

"I'll keep that in mind," she murmured.

He stood and started to leave, but paused. "The Cadwels enjoyed the hunt," he said softly. "We were often on the other end of it. You may find some within the Hidden who are angry with you, but my family is not among them."

"Thank you," Ollie replied. "I'm glad to hear it."

With that, Goliath nodded somewhat stiffly and left the bar.

Ollie frowned as she watched him go, a little irritated that the news of the Cadwel incident had completely infiltrated the Hidden. She was used to working from the shadows, but between the imps and the general rumors, it looked as if she was something of a minor celebrity.

Things could always be worse though. She could be dead.


Chapter 8
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Tessa closed the door to her bedroom with a sigh. She simply wasn't used to dealing with family day in and day out. It was exhausting, and she wished she could just fall into bed, but she couldn't quit yet. She still had work to do.

A sense of futility filled her as she stared at the boxes full of Virgil's journals. There were so many of them, and it would take her forever to sort through them all. By the time she had finished, the patron might have already won.

Part of her just wanted to hide out in her office and never leave the house again, but she wasn't built that way. If there was a mystery to solve, she needed to solve it. She would find the patron; she would. She just didn't know how she was going to keep him from crawling inside her mind and taking over her once she did.

A shudder passed through her, and she fought the sudden desire to crawl into her bed and hide under the covers.

"It's just another case," she said softly. "Just like any other case. This is your evidence. That's all this is."

She took one step towards the boxes.

She was so tired though; surely it could wait until morning.

She pushed that thought away and opened one of the boxes. She'd sort through all the journals first and put the ones pertaining to her to the side. It was the most logical move, and logic was exactly what she needed right now.

She had to look at everything with a trained eye, an eye devoid of emotion, just like she and Curtis had done earlier when they'd decided on a course for the Redgrove case.

She picked up a journal and flipped through it. It was from about eight years ago, but there was no mention of her. She set it in a pile and flipped through journal after journal, looking for one that related to her. Towards the bottom of the box, she found one. It opened at a random date.

I had to send for the Patron again today. Tessa is unfortunately quite clever, and no matter how careful I am, she's constantly noticing things she shouldn't. Regardless of how thorough he is, the Patron can't possibly cover all the variations of thoughts that come into her head, but he's still convinced that he can. He's still convinced that she's a weapon of purpose.

I will admit that her ability to detect is impressive. She notices things even I sometimes miss. But she learned some of my lessons too well and not in the right way. In spite of the many ways in which I tried to show her that might makes right, she is strongly convinced of a universal wrong and right. Of fairness. Of things that don't truly exist. Not in this world.

I fear she is a lost cause, but I despair of ever hoping to convince the Patron of that.

Tessa stopped reading and put the journal with the other two.

She couldn't think of him as her dad. She had to think of him as some man she was researching. She had to think of him as a suspect in a case. He was her number one suspect in the case of the missing memories. And he would lead her to the patron. The man behind the man.

She sorted through ten more boxes and found three more journals before she allowed herself to go to sleep.

Tessa's alarm went off at five in the morning, and she opened her eyes, annoyed, but not surprised, to find Gisele sitting beside her.

"Don't you sleep?" Tessa grumbled.

"Don't you?" Gisele countered. "I had to use the ladies room at two, and you were still up. Why on earth would you get up at five when you stayed up so late?"

"Why on earth would you be sitting in my room at five in the morning?" Tessa shot back.

"How else would I be sure to see you? You've made a habit of sneaking out before I'm up. Not on purpose I'm sure," Gisele added testily.

"I didn't realize you wanted to see me," Tessa murmured.

She was learning to lie. Lying was essential if she wanted to survive Gisele.

Gisele sniffed, but then she said, "What did you think about the rose case, dear?"

"Curtis and I are going to check it out this morning," Tessa replied as she got out of bed and put on a loose pair of pants and a t-shirt.

"You aren't going out like that, are you?" Gisele asked.

"No," Tessa sighed. "Ollie's teaching me to fight."

"Thank goodness. I don't think a man would look twice at you if you were dressed like that."

Tessa swallowed a snort.

"I'm worried about you, dear," Gisele went on.

Dramatic pause.

Just to get things moving again, Tessa sat on the side of her bed and said, "Why?"

"I'm just worried that you're taking on too much all at once. I thought the rose case would be a nice easing back in to things. A little like Lysander eased back into Elaine. Slow and with purpose."

"Eww," Tessa said. "On so many levels."

"I'm just saying, dear."

"Say it without sexual references."

"No fun at all. That's the Virgil in you, you know."

"I don't recall Mom ever allowing you to read," Tessa pointed out.

"I'd hate to disparage your poor mother. She was such a sweet thing. If a little lacking in taste."

"Because she didn't like your books or because she married Virgil?"

"Both," Gisele said firmly. "As I was saying, maybe you could slow down a bit. Do the rose case, piddle at the Tetrarch's case, and save the fighting and the patron and the journals for later."

"No."

"But, dear—"

"No," Tessa said emphatically. "So long as the patron is inside my head, I'm a danger to both of you. For all you know, he'll send me a note with my breakfast that says 'kill Gisele'."

"Why on earth would he do that?" Gisele gasped.

"How the hell should I know?" Tessa sighed. "The point is that I can't slow down and I can't stop. I have to keep moving forward."

"But not all at once," Gisele argued.

"Yes," Tessa said. "All at once. Fighting so I can actually help Ollie if I ever need to. The patron so I can be free. The Tetrarch's case so he doesn't kill us. And the rose case because you said we would do it. It's not too much."

"Fine," Gisele conceded. "But you must promise me that you'll eat breakfast."

"We don't have a cook," Tessa pointed out.

"We certainly do," Gisele said haughtily. "As if I'd allow us to languish for want of food. I hired a chef from Morocco. He makes the most delicious pastries."

"And?" Tessa asked.

"And what?"

"Does he make anything else?"

"I'm certain he does, dear, but the only thing I care about is pastries," Gisele replied.

"I see," Tessa laughed. "Ollie's waiting for me."

"She can wait another minute. I wanted to read this bit I just wrote."

"Grandma!"

Gisele cleared her throat.

"Gisele," Tessa sighed. "Are you even still seeing this man who thinks you're sixty-five?"

"Of course not. I met the most distinguished gentleman while I was at the opera. He thinks I'm sixty."

"Grandma," Tessa groaned.

"What?"

"You can't start relationships with lies."

"Who's starting a relationship, dear? I'm just looking for a little nooky."

"Double eww! Just read," Tessa ordered. "So I can go."

"If you insist, dear," Gisele said happily. "I've just started a new book about a woman named Olive."

"Oh no," Tessa moaned.

"Oh no what?"

"Ollie? You're writing a book about Ollie?"

"Why not?"

"I can't see her being driven to distraction by some man's lips," Tessa snorted.

"You didn't see her with Curtis, dear," Gisele said slyly.

Tessa had. She'd seen Ollie openly watching Curtis during their meeting yesterday, and she'd seen the frank admiration in her gaze. Ollie really, really liked Curtis's man form.  

"She said his voice was like melted chocolate," she said with a snort.

"Oh," Gisele breathed. "I love that."

She pulled out her notebook and scribbled something down in it, then she said, "Now stop trying to distract me. I want to read this to you."

Tessa opened her mouth to launch another complaint, but Gisele shushed her and started to read.

Olive excused herself from the small crowd of chattering men and women and glided towards the withdrawing room. She could feel someone's eyes following her; and not for the first time, she cursed her astonishingly beautiful face. What could her grandfather have been thinking when he had recruited her to work for the Crown?

If she'd been some wallflower on the edges of the ballroom, she could have easily slipped away without anyone taking notice. As it was, she could barely move through the room without being waylaid by someone.

Grandfather kept insisting that this was the last time, but he always said that, and it was never true.

Last year when Reginald had asked for her hand in marriage, Grandfather had refused him, and he'd told her in private that he couldn't have her marrying just yet. Over the years, he'd refused twenty-seven proposals. Olive had only been interested in two of them, so she hadn't much minded, but now she realized he was using her, and she wasn't sure how to remove herself from his clutches. After all, he owned her. She had no say and no money.

She had begun to consider the possibility of killing him, but she knew if she did, she'd be destitute. She'd managed a peek at his will once, and there hadn't been a single mention of her. Not one.

She sighed as she glanced behind her. She was alone in the hallway so she opened the study door. According to Grandfather's informant, Lord Rathbone kept all his important papers in his safe in the study. All she had to do was open it before anyone noticed her continued absence.

Her heart was beating much faster than normal, and she tried to quiet it. She needed to remain focused and calm. She knew exactly where the safe was, and she had plenty of time.

She walked quickly across the room towards Lord Rathbone's safe and knelt on the floor beside it. And then she pressed her ear to the cold metal box and began to spin the dial, listening for the telltale click.

Triumph surged through her when she heard the final click. She turned the handle quietly, pleased with her time. One more minute, and she'd be back in the stifling ballroom, dancing as though she'd never left.

"I suppose you have a very good explanation for this?" a soft rumbling voice inquired.

Horror filled Olive as she slowly stood and turned around. Lord Rathbone was standing right behind her, his presence practically dwarfing her. How could such a large man move so silently? And what on earth was she going to do? Perhaps if she pretended that she'd just stumbled across the safe by accident and claimed that it was already open.

She opened her mouth to do just that, but he cut her off by saying, "I'm rather impressed you managed to open it. After all, I was assured it would take nothing less than a master thief to accomplish such a task."

He stepped towards her, blocking her escape and pinning her between him and the open safe. Her heart felt as if it might break through her chest.

She'd never been caught before, but she had certainly trained for it. All she had to do was reach through her skirts and grasp her knife. Then she would kill him, return to the ball, and pretend as if nothing had happened. It was easily done.

Dramatic pause.

Tessa waited. Gisele did not go on.

"That's it, dear. That's all I have," she finally said.

"What do you mean?" Tessa demanded.

"I'm not sure what to do next. I wasn't sure if he would kiss her, if she would stab him, or none of the above. She obviously can't kill him. That would make for a very short romance."

"Grandma," Tessa ground out.

Gisele cleared her throat.

"I'm not calling you Gisele!" Tessa snapped. "Not today. You haven't earned it. I'll call you Gisele when you finish the book."

She realized that in a roundabout way she'd just admitted that she wanted to hear more, but Gisele wasn't stupid. She knew how addicted Tessa was. Tessa was just keeping up appearances by arguing and complaining. She wasn't actually fooling anyone.

"Go write!" she ordered as she jumped off her bed and stomped out of the room.

Gisele flinched slightly when Tessa slammed the door behind her. She was going to have to talk to her about her fits of temper. It wasn't seemly.

She smiled as she stood and moved toward the door, notebooks in hand. She would never forget the image of Tessa poised on the edge of the bed, hanging onto her every word, waiting for the next line. It had been a trifle cruel to stop when she had. She had already written the next three chapters, but she was of the opinion that anticipation was half the fun. And she was looking forward to hearing Tessa beg.

Her grin faded as she walked down the hallway towards the staircase. She really was worried about the girl. She'd only just recovered from her injuries, and she was pushing herself too hard. It didn't matter if it took a little time. Some stories did. Sometimes it took a minute to reach the climax. And that was all right. Rushing headlong towards it had never done anyone any good.


Chapter 9
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Tessa pushed open the attic door, stepped inside, and just stared. Gisele had completely taken over the sitting room, and Ollie had taken over the attic. There used to be a treadmill in one corner and a punching bag beside it. They were still there, but that was the only thing that was the same.

There were thick mats covering most of the floor now. There was a long metal bar along the wall, and the wall opposite it had been turned into a floor-to-ceiling mirror.

"It's five-twenty," Ollie pointed out.

She was stretching on the bar.

"Gisele trapped me," Tessa quickly explained. "She's writing a book about a woman named Olive."

"How is it?" Ollie asked as she switched legs.

"She left me hanging."

"Gazing into each other's eyes?" Ollie guessed.

"No. He caught her in the act."

"A ménage à trois? That's not generally her style."

"The act of breaking into his safe."

"Oh."

Ollie sat on the floor and brought her leg behind her head. "That is different," she murmured.

"How the hell are you so flexible?" Tessa demanded.

"Training," Ollie replied.

"And what happened to your foot?"

"It's broken," Ollie said matter-of-factly.

"What? When? How did that happen?"

"Last night. I fought a cyclops."

"Why?!"

"For fun."

Tessa didn't know how to respond to that. She knew what to do with flighty Ollie, the Ollie she was used to, but she wasn't sure how to handle the real Ollie. The Ollie who didn't seem the least bit fazed by a broken foot.

"You're kinda scary," she said softly.

"That is true," Ollie replied with a grin. "After all, I did win."

Tessa couldn't even imagine that. Ollie verses a cyclops. Cyclopes were huge. It had probably taken two of Ollie just to make up one of the cyclops' legs.

"How?" she demanded.

"That's why you're here," Ollie said. "To learn how."

Tessa hoped not. She had absolutely no interest in fighting a cyclops. Shifter wolves were bad enough, but at least they had been normal sized.

"Today we'll work on balance," Ollie said.

She rolled across the floor, popped to her feet right beside Tessa, and shoved her.

Tessa stumbled backwards and fell onto the mat.

"And falling," Ollie added.

Tessa glared at her and said, "You could have warned me."

"I'm sorry," Ollie chuckled. "I'm Mr. Cadwel, and I'm going to attack you and rip your skin from your face. Just wanted to give you a heads-up."

"You don't have to be an ass about it," Tessa snapped as she stood.

"I'm not being an ass," Ollie replied. "I'm being real."

Tessa didn't even have time to react before Ollie shoved her again.

"Stop that!" Tessa spat as she tumbled to the floor.

"Why do you keep falling?" Ollie demanded.

"Because you keep shoving me!"

"That's not why you're falling."

Tessa really didn't like this side of Ollie. There wasn't a trace of the funny aunt she'd run around the house playing tag with. This woman was hard and mean, and Tessa didn't like her one bit.

"Push me," Ollie ordered.

Tessa didn't have to be told twice. She jumped to her feet and shoved Ollie as hard as she could. Ollie didn't budge, and Tessa ended up back on the floor.

"You're a detective!" Ollie exclaimed. "Detect!"

Tessa growled softly and stood once more. Ollie was facing her, and the look on her face made Tessa want to kick her. She had a premonition that she wouldn't get the chance though. 

"Why can't I just use a gun?" Tessa demanded.

"Because you're out of bullets."

"Why am I out of bullets?"

"Because I said you were."

"This is stupid," Tessa spat.

She didn't have time for this crap. She had a real job and a real case, and she didn't need to waste her time playing in the attic with mean Ollie. That's what she was going to call her now. Mean Ollie.

She turned to leave, gasping in surprise when Ollie jumped on her back and forced her to the ground. Within a second, Ollie had wrapped her hands and legs around one of Tessa's arms and was holding her in place.

"Get off me!" Tessa shouted.

"Make me," Ollie retorted.

Tessa struggled to get away, and pain shot through her shoulder, making her yelp. The pain immediately backed off, but every time she tried to move, it came back.

"What are you doing?" she demanded, frustration making her furious.

"Showing you that you don't have any power."

Tessa already knew that. She never had had any power. She didn't have the power to protect her mind; she didn't have the power to say no; she didn't have the power to change anything Virgil had done to her.

It was cruel of Ollie to do this to her, to make her realize that she was weak and worthless here as well. That she had no chance of winning. Not in a fight, not in life.

"Let me go," she demanded, trying to hold back her tears.

"No," Ollie said. "Not until you listen to me. You are powerless right now. It's an awful feeling, and I'm sure you feel the same way every time you look at one of Virgil's journals. But you don't have to be powerless, Tessa. I can teach you how to win."

"How?" Tessa whispered. "How can I possibly win?"

Ollie released her, and they both sat up, facing each other, knees touching.

"You learn your strengths," Ollie said. "And you learn to apply leverage. And you never give up."

"Easy for you to say," Tessa mumbled. "You have lots of strengths."

"And so do you," Ollie insisted. "Tell me what you saw when you came into the room."

"What do you mean?"

"Tell me what you saw. You trained yourself to see everything. Tell me what you saw."

Tessa didn't understand what this had to do with anything, but she closed her eyes and stepped back into the room.

"The windows are clean," she said. "There are two more lights than there used to be. The treadmill has been moved a few feet. The rack for the punching bag is different. There's a speedbag now as well. There are six mats on the floor, and twenty-two mirrors on the wall. The weight machine is brand new. There's still a bit of plastic film stuck to one of the bars. The walls and ceiling have a fresh coat of paint. The bar across from the mirrors is fastened to the floor in six places."

Tessa paused here, eyes scanning the room in her mind.

"A spider has already made a new web in the corner above the treadmill," she went on. "Nobody swept the floor before they put down the mats, and they didn't use drop clothes when they painted. They also got a little paint on the middle light fixture."

She paused again, but before she could go on, Ollie said, "Now do me."

"What?"

"What did you notice about me when you stepped into the room?"

"You're very flexible," Tessa said automatically. "And you were out drinking last night."

"How do you know that?" Ollie interrupted.

"Your eyes are a little red, and I can still smell the alcohol on you. Which means you drank a lot, not just a shot or two."

"Go on," Ollie said.

"You have a bruise on your left cheek. Your right foot is wrapped, although it doesn't seem to be bothering you, and you didn't take a shower after you got home last night."

"How can you tell that?" Ollie broke in.

"There's dirt in your hair. Just on one side though. Like maybe you fell or something."

"Something," Ollie murmured. "Anything else?"

"You've lost weight recently."

"Explain."

"You pulled your drawstring tighter than normal," Tessa replied.

"How can you tell that?"

"Because it's discolored where it normally is, and the new bit is white."

"You're really good," Ollie said, voice completely serious.

Tessa opened her eyes and said, "At noticing stupid random crap. How does that help me?"

"Are there any weapons in the room?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Everything is part of something larger. There isn't anything that could be yanked away or picked up."

"Good. What are my weak points?"

"Your ankle."

"Good."

"How many exits?"

"One."

"What about the windows?"

"Even if I didn't know how tall the house was, I can see the church spire from here, and we're about level with it, which means the windows are too high to jump from."

"Good," Ollie said with a grin. "See?"

"See what?" Tessa demanded, not entirely sure what Ollie was trying to say.

"You're already learning. Now tell me why I didn't fall over when you pushed me."

Tessa sighed and closed her eyes once more. She had fallen easily when Ollie shoved her, but when she had shoved Ollie, she hadn't budged. Why?

She looked at Ollie in her mind. The only thing she noticed was her feet. Her feet were braced on the ground, far apart from each other.

"Your feet?" she offered hesitantly.

"Perfect!" Ollie exclaimed. "Let's try it again."

They both stood, and Tessa moved her feet away from each other. It felt odd to do so, but it worked because when Ollie suddenly plowed into her, Tessa stumbled backwards, but she didn't fall.

"See?" Ollie said with a large grin. "Already learning."

For the next hour, Tessa tried to keep her feet while Ollie pushed at her. It wasn't what she had expected from a fighting lesson, and she was surprised to find that she felt a strange surge of control every time she managed to stay upright.

"That's enough for today," Ollie eventually said.

As they walked back down the staircase, Ollie said, "Keeping your feet under you is important, but if you're fighting a cyclops, it's not going to make much difference. It could have helped with the Cadwels though. The most important thing in a fight is to quickly evaluate your opponent and your surroundings so you know your options, but you're already really good at that."

"I feel like I'm starting all over again," Tessa sighed. "All I did today was learn how to stand. Shouldn't I already know how to stand?" she complained. "It'll take me a year to learn anything useful."

"Hardly," Ollie laughed. "We'll just pick a few moves to work on, and since you already know how to box, we'll do strikes next."

"What's the difference?" Tessa asked.

"You'll see tomorrow," Ollie said. "I'm going to take a shower and sneak out through the back door."

"I wouldn't do that if I were you," Tessa advised.

"Why not?"

"Gisele hired a new cook."

"Oh, fine," Ollie grumbled. "I'll see you at breakfast."

Gisele had insisted that Curtis stay the night in one of the guestrooms. She had said you hadn't lived until you had slept on a feather bed, which Curtis had obviously never done.

So when Tessa went down for breakfast, Curtis and Gisele were already there and the table was laden with all sorts of different pastries.

Curtis was looking a little awkward in his human skin, especially since Gisele was passing him plate after plate of food to try.

"Leave the poor man alone," Tessa said as she sat.

"You can't blame me for mothering him," Gisele stated. "It's what I do."

Tessa tried, but she couldn't quite manage to swallow her laughter.

"Why is that funny?" Gisele demanded.

"I don't know, Grandma," Tessa replied, placing as much emphasis on Grandma as she could.

"Pshaw!" Gisele snorted. "It's just a title, dear. Not anything of importance."

"I enjoy Gisele's attention," Curtis broke in.

"Don't encourage her," Tessa replied. "If you give her an inch, she'll take three miles and ask for more."

Curtis smiled widely.

"She's already twisted you around her finger, hasn't she?" Tessa said with a sigh. "I'm sorry."

"Like it's so bad," Gisele grumbled. "Look at all these pastries. They're delicious. Before me it was disgusting smoothies and hard biscuits. Virgil wouldn't have recognized good taste if it had bit him on the ass."

Curtis laughed out loud, and Tessa found herself smiling. His laugh was contagious and every bit as beautiful as he was.

"I could get used to that for breakfast," Ollie murmured as she sat beside Tessa.

"Ollie!"

"What?"

"You can't keep ogling Curtis."

"Why not?"

"He doesn't like it!" Tessa insisted.

Curtis raised an eyebrow, and Ollie laughed.

"Do you?" Tessa demanded.

"I can't say that I mind it when Ollie ogles me," Curtis shrugged.

"Eww!" Tessa shuddered. "Too much for one day."

She grabbed a pastry from the table and stood, saying, "Come on, Curtis. We have work to do."

She didn't stop to make sure Curtis followed her. She was ready to get to work. Work that made her feel like she actually knew what she was doing.

"Roses or Franklin Shook first?" Curtis asked as they walked outside.

"Let's go to the seven hundred block and see if we can't uncover what happened to the roses. If we can figure out the map Gisele drew," Tessa added with a snort. "She said that one was next to the Archway of Lovers."

"So?"

"I'm pretty sure there's no such thing," Tessa explained. "She lets her imagination run away with her sometimes."

Tessa cast Curtis a sideways glance and grinned. He was licking chocolate icing from his fingers as he followed her down the street. He was adapting to being human really quickly; it was impressive. She imagined it would take her more than a day to get used to being a troll.

"Is it weird?" she asked. "Being human?"

"Very," he said emphatically. "As soon as we get into the Hidden, I'm changing."

"After you take off your clothes," Tessa stated. "In private," she added, unable to help the rush of heat to her face.

"Ollie explained to me that all nakedness is private," Curtis replied.

"Good."

"I can't imagine what you were thinking giving me to Gisele like that," he added with a grin.

"I'm sorry," Tessa said. "I was thinking she wouldn't be embarrassed."

"She was not embarrassed."

"I miscalculated," Tessa admitted, sighing when he laughed.

If she had it to do over, she would have taken him to Ollie. Ollie was more level-headed than Gisele, and she would have never muddied the already muddy waters with more talk of the thing.

"It's so busy out here," Curtis stated as they wove their way through the heavy pedestrian traffic.

"It gets busier every year," Tessa sighed.

They were quiet for a while, but he eventually said, "And your city can hold all these people?"

Tessa shrugged and said, "I don't know."

"I was born in a Hidden city," Curtis said. "Philadelphia's Hidden. Doc helped me come here. I have never been to the mountains," he said softly. "My ancestors came from the mountains, and I have never even seen one. Yesterday, when we were high in that building was the first time I have even seen their shape. They looked... I don't know. Massive."

"We'll go to the mountains," Tessa promised. "After we finish the roses and the Redgrove case, we'll take a day off and go to a mountain with woods."

Her head started to ache, and she rubbed it with one hand while she thought about the faraway woods. When she'd been certain she was going to die, visiting the woods was the one thing she had wished she'd taken the time to do. She hadn't died, but she still hadn't gone.

"I would like that," Curtis said. "Thank you."

"For what?"

"Giving me freedom. I didn't even realize how badly I wanted it. Not until we stepped outside the Hidden yesterday."

"I'm sorry you can only do it as a human."

"The form is growing on me," he admitted.

She was happy to hear that because she found she enjoyed his company. And she wanted him to be free, to be able to come and go whenever he wanted. Curtis's freedom was definitely worth whatever strange game Pops was playing.

They didn't talk much more as they rode in a taxi across town to the Hidden entrance. Curtis was too busy watching the scenery, and Tessa was too busy thinking about the Redgrove case and what little they had to work with.

When they reached their destination, Tessa absently paid the driver and headed towards the entrance.

"Shit," she hissed just outside the doorway.

"What?"

"I forgot to tell him thank you. I'm trying to tell everyone thank you just to see what happens," she added.

"Why?"

"Because Virgil never told anyone thank you."

She looked over her shoulder, then stepped up to the door.

"What are you doing?" Curtis asked.

"Going into the Hidden," Tessa responded.

The plaque was right there, and it clearly stated that they were standing just outside the seven to eight hundred block entrance.

"It's a wall," Curtis said.

She stared at him.

"Do you not have the sight?" she asked.

"The what?"

"To see the doorway?"

"What doorway?"

"The doorway into the Hidden. It's hidden. You have to have the sight to see it. You have to have the sight to see all of them. The plaque is right there," she added with a gesture. "It says 'entrance to Hidden, seven to eight hundred blocks'. All doorways into the Hidden have them. Graves even has a plaque, although it's not hidden. It's just in Latin so norms won't bother us and cryptids know they're welcome."

His face was a blank.

"Why would you have the sight?" Tessa muttered. "You're not supposed to leave the Hidden so it wouldn't matter if you couldn't see the hidden doorways. I have to get you the sight. Oh shit," she hissed.

"What now?"

"When I fired Dad's employees I didn't have a witch redact their sight."

She felt the blood drain from her face.

"What?" Curtis demanded.

"I also didn't remove their memories of the Hidden. Holy hell. How could I have forgotten to do that?"

Tessa paced the sidewalk, mind scrambling. She had no idea how she could fix this. She was a detective, not a boss. She hated being a boss.

"Ollie's going to kill me," she mumbled. "And she should. I deserve it. I'm so horrible at this."

Tessa pulled her phone from her pocket and quickly called Ollie. Ollie would be furious, but maybe she would know what to do.

"I screwed up," Tessa blurted as soon as Ollie answered. "I didn't have Dad's employees' sight redacted."

"I know," Ollie said before she could go on.

"What do you mean you know?"

"I know. I took care of it."

Tessa cringed and said, "Does that mean what I think it means?"

"If you think it means that I killed them all, yes."

"Ollie!"

"They were scum. All four of them."

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"Why didn't you redact their sight or remove their memories of the Hidden?"

"I just... I didn't think of it."

"Neither did I," Ollie said.

Tessa rolled her eyes. She was relieved that Ollie had handled it, but she was irritated she hadn't told her. They were partners, and good partners didn't keep secrets.

"If it helps, I saved us a lot of money," Ollie said cheerfully.

"Ollie!"

"What? Gisele taught me to look on the bright side of things."

"Stop keeping secrets from me!" Tessa snapped before she disconnected. "I may not know how to fight," she grumbled as she opened the door and walked through it, "but Ollie doesn't know the first thing about working with someone else. I never work with other people, and even I know more than she does."

Ollie slipped her phone back into her pocket with a frown. Tessa was going to be difficult. Did Tessa really expect her to tell her every single thing she did every moment of every day? That was completely ridiculous.

Ollie pulled her hat down over her eyes a little more before flashing her fake badge and walking into the security closet.

She was certain that Tessa really didn't have any interest in knowing that she was hacking into the security systems of all the nearby businesses and buildings. It was slow work and boring at that. It would take her a few hours to send all the visual data to her computer tech, and it would take him at least a day to sort through all the imagery looking for frames that contained Virgil.

She was hoping to identify the patron, but she didn't want to get Tessa's hopes up. That was why she wasn't telling her. Not because she was certain Tessa wouldn't approve of her methods. Ollie wasn't hurting anyone by hacking into the security systems, but Tessa had very well-defined definitions of black and white.

Ollie was beginning to think it was actually going to be easier to teach Tessa to fight than it was going to be to teach her the subtle shades of grey.


Chapter 10
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Tessa sat on a metal bench and stared out at the courtyard that was situated in the seven hundred block of the Hidden. Curtis was standing behind her because he was back in troll form, and there was no way the bench could hold his weight.

"What do you see?" Curtis asked.

"For one, no roses."

She glanced down at Gisele's flamboyant map. Gisele had circled the supposed location of the roses. There should have been six rose bushes in the courtyard, but there were none.

There were nine trees and a large patch of grass, but that was it. It's really a little depressing, Tessa thought as she watched two children run after a ball. This was one of the biggest parks in the Hidden, and there were nine trees and six missing rose bushes. She didn't envy the cryptids at all. They were trapped in a cage with no way to break free. Unless they had a human form, this was it for them. 

"Why did they come?" Tessa suddenly asked. "Why did your family leave the mountains and come here? It doesn't make sense."

"It was a trade," Curtis said softly. "Freedom for safety. My people were being hunted and killed, and the Hidden offered us sanctuary. A place where we could live without fear."

Unless you were part of the Uprising of 1838, Tessa thought bitterly. Or were any number of other cryptids who had been abused by the norm government over the years.

"Was it worth it?" Tessa asked.

"That is a difficult question to answer," Curtis replied. "I might not be alive if my grandfather had not made the decision to come, but I have never felt as free as I did yesterday when you opened the door and I stepped out into Denver proper. Suddenly the world seemed so vast, and I could grasp it if I wanted to.

"I will never feel that freedom as a troll," he went on. "If I lived in the mountains of my people, I would be a prisoner of those hills just as I am a prisoner of the Hidden."

Sorrow filled Tessa at his words, but she knew he was right. The only reason he felt free was because he knew he could change into a human form and walk among humanity without notice.

She suddenly didn't doubt Gisele's story of how humanity came to be. They had been birthed to subjugate all the other species, and that was exactly what they had done. Whether or not most of them were even aware of it.

"Let's go," Tessa said.

"Don't you want to talk to anyone?" he asked.

"No. I already know what happened."

"You do?"

"More or less," Tessa shrugged. "All we have to do now is follow the trail of missing roses and see where it ends."

"So what happened to them?" Curtis asked as they walked along the sidewalk away from the courtyard.

"Nothing," Tessa replied.

"But they're not there," Curtis argued.

"They are there. Didn't you see their shadows? You can trick people's eyes, but you can't trick the sun."

"I'm afraid you're going to have to explain a little better than that," he chuckled.

"Look," Tessa said. "Here's one right here."

"Where?"

"Right beside the sidewalk. Right here."

She pointed right at it. She couldn't see it any more than he could, but she knew it was there.

"Do you see the shadow on the grass?" she asked.

"I see a shadow, yes," Curtis replied.

She reached out her hand, flinching when invisible thorns pricked it, and felt around for the velvety softness of a flower. Once she found one, she plucked it and withdrew her hand, offering the flower to Curtis.

"Ah," he said. He leaned forward and sniffed it. "Lovely."

Tessa rolled her eyes and said, "See? Still there."

"If you solve all of our cases so quickly, we won't have anything to do," he chuckled.

"I haven't solved it yet," she murmured, a little embarrassed by his open praise. "I still don't know who did it."

"Who do you think did it?" he asked.

"One of the concealment witches. The witches who camouflage the outside of the Hidden buildings," she added, not sure how much he knew about the outer structure of the Hidden. "This is a variation of the spell that kept you from seeing the doorway in."

"Why would they hide the rose bushes?"

"Unless they hate sprites, I have no idea. But their main office is up ahead, just beyond where the trail of missing roses ends."

"How convenient," Curtis said.

"Isn't it?" she laughed.

"It's curious how much the Hidden depends on the talents of the witches to operate," he said. "If it wasn't for them, the Hidden couldn't possibly exist."

It was the first time she'd heard anything close to bitterness in his tone.

"I'm sorry," she murmured.

"They are both blight and blessing, I suppose. They wield far more power than any one group should, but without them, the rest of us would have been hunted and killed long ago."

Tessa was opening her mouth to respond when she saw the skinny man in front of them and the lack of rose bush in front of him.

"Hey," she demanded, heading towards him. "What are you doing to the roses?"

The man jumped and spun around with a yelp.

"Me?" he stuttered.

"Yes, you!" Tessa growled.

He paled. And then he ran.

"Why is he running?" Tessa demanded.

"I think you scared him," Curtis chuckled. "You could have handled it a little more subtly."

"I don't do subtle," Tessa sighed just before she took off after the man.

The witch had gotten a head start, but he was already panting so she wasn't worried about whether or not she could catch him. She would.

She raced after him, quickly gaining, but then she tripped over something she couldn't see and fell headlong onto the paving stones. She scrambled to her feet and yelled, "You're just making me mad! Get back here!"

The witch glanced over his shoulder and increased his pace. Tessa started after him again, but this time she used the street in her mind. The one she remembered from before he'd started throwing camouflages on random things to trip her.

She weaved around an invisible cart and the cart's frantic owner, jumped over an invisible crate, and barely avoided an invisible bench. She was right behind him, and then he turned the corner.

Tessa skidded to a stop and watched as he ran away. She wasn't risking a broken neck running down an unknown street after him. It didn't really matter though. He could run, but she knew what he looked like, and he'd have to eventually return to work. He was just postponing the inevitable.

The witch glanced over his shoulder, grinning when he saw that she had stopped, and ran smack into Curtis's large troll chest.

Maybe having a partner isn't such a bad thing, Tessa thought with a grin as she walked carefully down the street, avoiding the obstacles by feel, and joined Curtis. They both looked down at the man sprawled on the street and waited for him to come to his senses.

Behind them, people milled the street in confusion, tripping over things and searching for things they couldn't see. Somewhere a kid was crying about his missing bike, and several vendors were yelling about their invisible carts.

The witch finally opened his eyes, and Tessa growled, "Undo it."

"We really have to work on your people skills," Curtis sighed.

"My people skills are fine!" Tessa snapped. "Did you want me to say please? Please undo it," she snarled. "If you don't, I'll drag you to the Magistratus."

"I didn't mean anything," the man blubbered. "It didn't hurt anyone; I wasn't trying to hurt anyone."

"Except me," Tessa said flatly.

His pale skin turned a light shade of green, and he whispered, "I'm sorry. Please don't turn me over."

"Undo it."

"I will, I will," he promised as he gained his feet.

"Now."

"I have to, I have to... Um, I mean..."

"What?" Tessa snarled as she took a menacing step towards him.

"Well, I have to um... Do them one at a time," he stuttered.

Tessa rolled her eyes and said, "Get with it."

He cast a panicked glance between them.

"We're sorry to have frightened you," Curtis said smoothly.

"We are?" Tessa demanded.

"Yes," Curtis said firmly as he gave Tessa a look that she could actually interpret. It was a shut-up-right-now look. She took offense, but she just shrugged and stepped away from the trembling witch.

"We didn't mean to startle you," Curtis went on. "What's your name?"

"Ted," the man whispered.

"Nice to meet you, Ted. My name is Curtis, and this is Tessa. We were hired by the foliage sprites to find some missing roses."

Ted's cheeks turned red, and he blurted out, "I didn't think anyone would notice!"

"The foliage sprites take their job very seriously," Curtis said. "But the roses aren't actually missing, so all we need you to do is restore them."

"Yes, yes," Ted stuttered. "I'm so sorry. It's just that every time I see them they make me cry."

This was the point at which Tessa wanted to walk away, but Curtis obviously didn't share her desire to leave because he said, "Why?"

"That's not really important," Tessa broke in. The why was important, but not in this case. They'd already solved this case so the why was a moot point.

Ted started crying, and Curtis gave Tessa a pointed look before he moved to comfort the man by laying a massive hand on his shoulder.

"It's alright, Ted," Curtis soothed as he guided Ted towards the only visible bench on the street. "Tell me about the roses," he added once Ted was seated.

"Roses are..." Ted paused here and covered his mouth with his hands before mumbling, "Were, they were Myna's favorite flower."

Tessa fought the urge to grab Curtis's arm and run. She knew she didn't have a chance of actually moving Curtis, and furthermore, she could tell this was important to him. Calming Ted, helping Ted, was important to Curtis. She just didn't know why. Ted wasn't the client.

"We only help clients," she heard Virgil say. "Clients are our number one priority. There is no number two."

Curtis obviously didn't subscribe to that philosophy though, and it didn't make sense to her. There was absolutely no benefit from helping Ted.

"I'm sorry," Curtis said softly. "How long has Myna been gone?"

"She was taken," Ted whispered. "She was taken with the others. By Bosch and his men. The others came back, but Myna... She didn't come back."

Curtis looked over at Tessa. "Bosch?"

"Before your time," Tessa said. "Or after, depending on how you want to look at it. Bosch was the head of the BCA."

"BCA?"

"Bureau of Cryptid Affairs. It's been disbanded. He and his men were kidnapping cryptids. The official story was that he was experimenting on them, trying to figure out a way to make a super cryptid."

"Did he succeed?" Curtis asked.

"There are rumors that he did," Tessa replied with a shrug. "But the official story is that he did not. The whole program was shut down. Forcibly," she added with a snort.   

"Myna didn't come back," Ted said again, this time louder. "Why didn't she come back?"

"I don't know," Tessa said. "It's all pretty hush-hush."

Ted was still crying, but his face was red now, full of anger. "She should have come back!" he yelled. "She shouldn't have been taken in the first place! Why did they take her! She shouldn't have been taken!"

"I'm very sorry," Curtis said softly. "I wish I could bring Myna back to you."

Tessa heard the pain in Curtis's voice. He had lost his wife and daughter, and he knew how much pain Ted was in. He understood, and he was trying to help him.

"The roses make me think of her," Ted murmured. "Every day when I walk to work I see them, and I hate them. Myna is gone. There are no roses."

His grief was so powerful that Tessa could actually feel it, and she didn't know what to do with it. She could barely handle her own grief, and Virgil didn't even deserve to be mourned.

"I know this is difficult," Curtis said. "But I would ask you to remove the cloaking you placed on the roses. In return, I will request that the sprites replace them with a different flower."

Ted looked up from his hands and said, "You would do that?"

"Yes."

"For me?"

"Yes."

"Thank you," Ted breathed. "Thank you so much. It's unbearable to see them. People tell me that she's gone, and it's time to move on, but she is my wife. How can I ever forget her?"

"You misunderstand," Curtis said gently. "You will never forget her. She will always be a part of you, perhaps the best part of you, but because she is part of you, you must learn to live again. She would want that for you, your happiness. You do not move on past her or beyond her, you simply keep walking forward, knowing that she is always with you, but finding happiness in new places."

Ted began to weep again, but Tessa wasn't watching him. She was watching Curtis. His words were for himself as much as they were for Ted. Curtis had also lost his wife, and he was moving forward, learning to find happiness in a life that didn't include her.

"Is there a flower you would prefer?" Tessa asked.

She couldn't stand here any longer, watching Ted cry. She was ready to be done with him and his overwhelming emotions. 

"Forget-me-nots," Ted whispered.

Tessa nodded and said, "We'll see what we can do."

"Thank you," he murmured. "I'll remove the cloaking now. I'm sorry I caused you trouble."

"No trouble at all," Curtis said smoothly. "I'm glad to have met you, Ted. If you should ever need help with anything, just send a message to Graves, Graves, and Graves."

"Graves, Graves, Graves, and Nash," Tessa corrected.

"That's a mouthful," Curtis said with a grin.

"We'll need a whole new sign," Tessa shrugged.

"Graves?" Ted said.

Tessa turned her attention to him, recognizing the note of fear in his tone.

"I'm afraid so," she said as she watched his face carefully.

Ted turned chalk white and stuttered, "I'm very sorry to have troubled you."

"Why?" Tessa demanded. "Why are you sorry?"

"What Tessa meant to say was is there a particular reason why you're sorry?" Curtis said, casting Tessa a sharp look.

"It's just... Well," Ted cleared his throat. "I didn't mean to cause any trouble. I wasn't—"

"You're not in any trouble," Curtis stated. "You haven't done anything wrong."

"He has by witch laws," Tessa grumbled.

Curtis actually glared at her before saying, "This will stay between us. No one else ever need know. And as for the Graves family, Virgil Graves is dead, and Tessa has no intention of carrying on the same way her father did. Graves Investigation Firm is turning over a new leaf."

"That's just as clunky," Tessa murmured.

Ted looked back and forth between them, but his eyes finally settled on Tessa. "Is that true?" he asked.

"Yes. Virgil was a piece of scum," she said, ignoring the pain that pounded through her head at her words.

"But his clients are very powerful," Ted argued.

"Yes," Tessa agreed.

"You're just going to tell them no?"

"Yes," Tessa said firmly.

Ted stared at her with complete disbelief. "I really don't think that's going to work," he said softly.

Tessa grinned and said, "Tell that to the Cadwels."

His eyes widened, and he stuttered, "The Cadwels?"

"The Cadwels."

Ted stood abruptly and said, "I had better get to work removing the cloaks. Thank you for everything."

He didn't say anything more before he hurried back down the street. With every step he took, more things became visible.

"Case solved," Tessa said.

"Your interview technique needs work," Curtis murmured.

"I'm not going to go around getting sentimentally attached to every person I interview," Tessa countered. "Your assessment of the situation gets clouded if you're attached to people."

"Is that you talking or Virgil?"

Tessa smiled tightly and said, "Direct hit."

Curtis made a sound of exasperation and said, "I'm not trying to hurt you; I'm asking you to evaluate."

"It's Virgil, but it follows, doesn't it?" Tessa demanded. "You feel sorry for Ted because he lost his wife."

"Don't you?"

"No!" she exclaimed. "People lose things and people all the time. It's part of life. If I let every sob story that comes my way affect me, I wouldn't be able to tell left from right."

"Can't there be a balance?" Curtis asked. "Can't you balance compassion with logic?"

"I don't know," Tessa said with frustration. "Can you?"

"I believe so."

"How about you be the compassionate one, and I'll be the logical one?" she offered.

He shrugged and said, "That'll do for now."

She rolled her eyes and turned on her heel, heading out after Ted. She walked all the way back to the courtyard, noting each rosebush as she passed. Ted had restored them all, just as he'd said he would.

"Solve case, check," she said as she walked towards the connecting doorway. "Sprites next, then Franklin Shook."

Curtis didn't reply, but she knew he was just behind her. She was afraid she had disappointed him, but she wasn't going to do anything just to please someone else ever again. Maybe someday she'd come around to his point of view. Maybe. And maybe not.


Chapter 11
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Although the sprites didn't understand the bizarre request to switch out the roses with forget-me-nots, they were so pleased to hear that there wasn't any type of villainous plot afoot to steal all the greenery that they didn't even put up a fuss.

Tessa collected her paltry fifty merlins, refused all the offers to buy Curtis and her a round of boglet beers, and left as quickly as possible.

"It will be interesting to see how quickly you solve the next case," Curtis said as they walked back towards the connecting door.

Tessa just shrugged. She didn't want Curtis to feel like he wasn't needed, but part of the reason she didn't ever work with anyone was because she didn't need to work with anyone. She had never not solved a case, and because she was so adept at noticing things it didn't usually take her very long at all.

She would admit that Curtis was better with people than she was though. He had smoothed things over with Ted, and he had completely charmed the sprites after she had criticized them for not noticing that the bushes were still there.

She had never put much emphasis on people skills. Any emphasis at all on people skills if she was being honest. She knew she was too direct, but she didn't want to waste time beating around the bush, and it irritated her when people didn't use at least simple observation.

"I was just saying," she grumbled, "that if they'd paid any attention at all, they'd still have their fifty merlins, and it wouldn't have wasted my time."

"That is true," Curtis acknowledged. "But then we wouldn't have helped Ted."

"Who says we helped him?"

"I do."

She recognized that tone. It was the don't-bother-arguing-with-me-because-I'm-right tone.

"I shouldn't have left you with Gisele yesterday," Tessa sighed.

"Why's that?"

"You learned some of her tricks."

"Which ones?"

"The one where you say one thing, but what you're really saying is in your tone."

He chuckled at that, and Tessa was glad to hear it. She was glad he was still walking through the Hidden with her even though she had disappointed him. She had wondered if he would just leave her and return to the Strong Arm Tavern, but he hadn't.

Even though it was hard for her, she said, "Thank you for working with me."

"You aren't regretting your decision to ask me?"

"No."

She didn't even have to think about it. She may not understand him, but she liked him. And she knew that he was balancing her brusque approach.

"And I like having you at the house," she said. "I don't want you to feel like you have to stay there, but you are welcome. Come and go as much as you like. Although until you have the sight, you won't be able to get back into the Hidden on your own."

"Thank you. It is nice to share a home," he admitted. "I have not been enjoying my life of solitude. You may find it hard to get rid of me."

"The more people Gisele has to focus on, the less time she has for me," Tessa shrugged.

"Ah. I see how it is," he chuckled.

"Sorry," she laughed. "I have to do whatever it takes to survive."

By now, they had reached Franklin Shook's office, and Tessa paused just outside the door.

"Vampires kinda freak me out," she admitted softly.

"Why is that?"

"This sounds silly, but I always imagine them like a gigantic mosquito." She shuddered at the thought and added, "I feel like I should wear vampire repellant or something to keep them at bay. What if I walk in, and he hasn't had a snack in a while, and he's just staring at me, wondering what I'd taste like?"

"Vampires are your predator," Curtis shrugged. "It makes sense that you would be nervous around them. Like a lamb and a wolf in the same room together."

"I resent the implication that I'm a lamb," Tessa growled. "But I understand your point. Do you have any predators?"

"In truth, no. A predator hunts a creature and eats it. Men may hunt us, but they do not eat us. It is very different."

"I'm not sure you've made me feel any better about this."

"I'd hate to lie to you," he chuckled.

Tessa looked over her shoulder at the tall wooden structure behind her. She'd never been inside, but she knew it was Simon Redgrove's office. The tetrarch.

What would he do if they couldn't figure out what happened to his father? Would he redact their sight and kick them out? Would he order their execution? She didn't know.

Virgil hadn't liked the new tetrarch, but she hadn't ever asked why. And now she had a suspicion that if Virgil didn't like him, Tetrarch Redgrove must be all right, but she wasn't sure that would save them if they failed to solve this case.

She turned back around to face Mr. Shook's building. They weren't going to solve anything if she didn't go inside. She took a deep breath, then stepped up to the door and pushed it open. 

There was a desk just inside with an imp sitting behind it, and when Tessa approached her, the woman looked up with a smile and said, "How may I help you?"

"I'm Tessa Graves," Tessa said. "And this is my associate Curtis Nash. We'd like to speak with Franklin Shook. Please," she added as an afterthought.

"Do you have an appointment?" the woman asked.

"No."

"Mr. Shook is a very busy man; I'd be happy to make you an appointment. I believe he has some free time next week."

"That doesn't work for me," Tessa said firmly. "I need to see him now."

"I'm afraid that's not possible, Ms. Graves," the woman replied just as firmly.

"Would you please ask Mr. Shook if he'd be willing to see us?" Curtis said before Tessa could say anything else. "We'd like to talk to him about Aesop Redgrove's disappearance. Per Tetrarch Redgrove's request."

"I see," the imp murmured. "I will ask him."

"Thank you," Curtis said. "I really appreciate it."

The imp smiled at him before disappearing with a pop.

"Finesse," Curtis said easily. "With a side of politeness."

"Yuck," Tessa muttered. "I can't believe I'm getting lessons in finesse from a troll."

"That was definitely speciesist."

"It wasn't," Tessa argued.

"How wasn't it?" he laughed.

"It just wasn't," she insisted.

"Since I'm the troll in question, I think that it was."

She could tell he was just teasing her by the twinkle in his bright blue eyes, and it was strange. No one except Ollie and Gisele ever teased her.

For lack of any rebuttal, she just screwed up her face and stuck out her tongue.

"You should always walk around like that," Curtis chuckled. "It makes it easier to tell you apart from the other flesh sacks."

"Flesh sacks?!" Tessa exclaimed.

"It's what trolls call humans," Curtis shrugged. "Only we say it in trollish because it sounds better."

"Now who's being speciesist?! And can you seriously not tell me apart from other humans?"

"The hair helps," Curtis said.

Tessa opened her mouth to yell at him, but he was grinning so widely that she just started laughing.

Someone cleared their throat, and Tessa swallowed her laughter, composed her face, and turned around.

"Mr. Shook will see you now," the imp said sternly.

"Thank you," Tessa said effusively.

"Too much," Curtis chuckled.

"Shove it," Tessa hissed.

The imp cleared her throat once more, reminding Tessa so much of Gisele that she had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing again.

They followed the imp up a stairway, and Tessa entered the door that the imp indicated, pausing just inside.

Mr. Shook looked completely human. There was really nothing to indicate that he was a vampire, but she could feel it. She could feel his predator nature, even if she didn't think that made any sense. And Curtis was right; she felt just like a lamb standing across from a wolf.

Mr. Shook looked up from his paperwork, smiled, and said, "Please take a seat."

"Thank you, sir, for taking the time to see us," Curtis said as he moved forward.

Tessa sat in one of the chairs, and Curtis stood right beside her.

Mr. Shook steepled his fingers before saying, "Maggie said you have some questions about Aesop."

"If you don't mind," Curtis replied.

"May I ask what has prompted this inquiry?"

Tessa finally recovered her senses enough to say, "As you probably know, Virgil Graves, my... my father, passed away about a month ago."

"Yes?"

"I've been going through the records, and it appears as if my grandpa, Weldon Graves, might have had something to do with Aesop's disappearance."

"What do you mean had something to do with?"

"Someone hired Weldon to kidnap Aesop," Tessa said.

She was having trouble reading Mr. Shook, but she saw his jaw tighten at her words.

"I was not aware that was the type of thing your firm participated in," he said flatly.

"Neither was I," Tessa said.

"And I assume you expect me to believe that you are trying to undo the harm your firm has done?"

"Pretty much."

Curtis hadn't stepped in yet, and Tessa was wishing he would. She could tell that Mr. Shook was furious, and everything she was saying was just making him more furious.

He was staring at her so hard, that she was afraid he was trying to decide which artery to drain first.

"It's a thirty-year-old case," she said quickly. "And my grandpa didn't take very good notes so we were hoping you could walk us through what happened."

Mr. Shook continued to stare at her, and for a moment, she didn't think he was going to help them, but then he sighed and said, "What do you want to know?"

"It says that you and Mr. Redgrove went into business together. Shortly afterwards, a man referred to only as Mr. Smith contacted my grandpa and asked him to kidnap Mr. Redgrove. That's pretty much all I know."

"What do you know about our business, Ms. Graves?" Mr. Shook asked.

"You transport goods and people all over the world. Either to other Hiddens or to norm locales, depending on the request."

"That was our business back then," he acknowledged. "We have since expanded. Simon and I own more than half of the United States Hidden."

"I don't see how that's relevant," Tessa stated.

"It isn't," Mr. Shook said. "Except that it is. Thirty-five years ago when we first merged our businesses, the witches were convinced that they'd discovered a method for long-distance travel."

He paused, and Tessa said, "How does this relate?"

"If you would utilize a little patience, Ms. Graves, you'd find out."

He smiled when he said it, revealing a long, thin set of canines. Tessa suppressed a shudder and made a mental note not to prod him any further.

"As you can see, we made a rather decent fortune by cornering the shipping market, but this is a market the witches wanted to control. Just like they control nearly everything else," Mr. Shook went on. "We made a great many enemies when we launched our business."

"Why only remove Mr. Redgrove then?" Tessa demanded. "If your business was a threat to the witches' interest, why not remove both of you?"

"I have asked myself that question many times," Mr. Shook said softly. "It truly makes no sense. Killing Aesop..." He frowned and said, "If that is what they did, may have slowed us down slightly, but we still succeeded where they failed."

"Did Simon Redgrove take his place?" Tessa asked.

"No. Aesop's wife became my partner," Mr. Shook said.

"So you didn't gain anything from Aesop's disappearance?"

She felt Curtis's gaze on her, but she ignored him. It was a fair question.

"No. All of Aesop's assets were also in his wife's name. At that time, only a spouse could share your assets. If she hadn't been his partner, the government would have seized everything when he disappeared."

"Right," Tessa murmured. "The Law of 1957."

"What is that?" Curtis asked.

"It was a law requiring all businesses to be relinquished to the government upon the owner's death."

"The only way around it was to share your assets with your spouse, assuming you trusted them implicitly," Mr. Shook said.

"So regardless, unless you and Mr. Redgrove were in disagreement about something, you never stood to gain from Aesop's disappearance," Tessa said.

"Exactly."

"Were the two of you in disagreement about anything?" Tessa pressed when he ignored that part of her statement.

Mr. Shook smiled once more, but this time there was some amusement to his gaze. "You don't go out of your way to pander, do you, Ms. Graves?"

"No."

"It's somewhat refreshing, although I can see how it didn't serve you well with Cadwel."

"I think it served me just fine," Tessa retorted.

"You were very lucky," Mr. Shook murmured. "You'd not be that lucky with me."

"Is that a threat?" Tessa asked.

"It was merely an observation," Mr. Shook said.

Tessa's heart was hammering, but she refused to back down. She was a little terrified of Mr. Shook, but the tetrarch had demanded that they work this case, and so she would work it. And furthermore, her closet was so full of skeletons and demons that she wasn't the least bit scared to open other people's closets and rummage about.

Fuck it, she thought.

She leaned forward and said, "I have a theory about vampires. They say vampires are impossible to kill, but I think if you remove the head, they'll eventually die."

"For Perun's sake," Curtis sighed. "Are you trying to make him mad?"

Mr. Shook studied Tessa for another second, and then he started laughing.

Tessa stared at him in shock. Anger she had expected, but she didn't have the slightest idea what to do with laughter.

"I enjoy you," he finally said with a grin. "I can't remember the last time someone threatened to decapitate me."

Tessa raised an eyebrow.

"Aesop and I were in total agreement about all aspects of the business," Mr. Shook said. "Seda, his wife, and I continued on just as Aesop and I had started and carried out everything the same way we had intended to."

"I see," Tessa murmured. "If that's true, perhaps Aesop's disappearance was unrelated to your business."

"I agree," he said. "I have reviewed Aesop's disappearance over and over in my mind, and as far as I can tell there was no benefit to be had for anyone by removing him and not also removing me. That would make me the obvious benefactor, but I loved Aesop like a brother. I would have sooner killed myself."

"What about his wife?" Tessa asked.

"She was devastated by his disappearance."

"Are you certain?"

"Quite," Mr. Shook said firmly.

That was emotion, and Tessa made a mental note to talk to Aesop Redgrove's wife.

"And there is no one else you can think of who would benefit from his death or who had an axe to grind with Mr. Redgrove?" Curtis asked.

"Not that I know of," Mr. Shook said.

"Did he keep any journals or papers that we could look through?" Tessa asked.

"Certainly."

Mr. Shook stood and gestured for them to follow him. "His office is still right here," he said. "Seda refused to use it. Everything is exactly how he left it."

"It's been thirty years," Tessa said. "And you haven't used the room in all that time?"

"It is difficult to explain," Mr. Shook said. "I am nearly three hundred years old, Ms. Graves, and I have never met anyone with whom I could talk to for hours without getting weary of the conversation. Aesop was my brother in every way but blood. I expected to enjoy his company for many years, and there is no reason why I shouldn't have; but after only six years, he was taken from me. I do not know why. I do not know if he is dead. I tried to hire your grandfather to find him, but he refused me, and now I know why."

He sighed heavily and said, "I hired others, but no one ever provided me with answers. I leave his office alone because there is still a part of me that hopes one day he'll walk through the door. With every year my hope grows less. After all, Takaheni have not been blessed with my same life span."

His voice was sad, and Tessa didn't know what to say.

Fortunately, Curtis decided to step in by saying, "We will do everything we can to answer your questions, Mr. Shook."

Mr. Shook smiled and said, "For some reason I think you will. Feel free to look at anything you like in here. I will leave you to it."

Tessa exhaled in relief as soon as he was gone and turned her attention to the ordered office. She may not have known what to do with emotions or vampires, but she was perfectly capable of sorting through papers and looking for clues.


Chapter 12
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Tessa blinked and tried to clear her vision. She had been staring at the same piece of paper for a long time now, but she still couldn't quite understand what it said.

She rubbed her head. It had been aching ever since they had talked to Mr. Shook. Apparently, Mr. Aesop Redgrove was on the list of things she wasn't supposed to look at. That seemed a little specific though. Maybe she just wasn't supposed to look at any of the old cases. She didn't know for sure.

"Are you alright?" Curtis asked.

Tessa blinked once more and looked up at him. She hadn't told him yet. She didn't want to tell him. But they were partners, and she found that she already trusted him more than she'd ever trusted anyone before.

"You know the Graves patron?"

"Yes."

"He's inside my head."

"Explain."

Tessa shrugged and said, "I'm not sure how. I think there are hypnotic suggestions inside my head, and anytime I look too closely at something I'm not supposed to, my head starts to hurt and I have a hard time focusing." She glanced at the pile of papers she'd already gone through. "I don't remember what's in the papers I've already read," she admitted.

"I see," Curtis murmured.

"I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner."

"You don't need to apologize," Curtis said. "I thank you for telling me now. And if you think about it, this is a good thing."

"A good thing?" Tessa snapped. "How?!"

Curtis grinned and said, "We now know that the patron is a witch."

Pain shot through her head at his words, and she struggled to push it away. It seemed so obvious now that he said it. Virgil had written that he had had to send for the patron. He hadn't sent for a hypnotist; he had sent for the patron. The patron was the hypnotist.

"I can't believe I didn't see that," Tessa muttered. "The patron is the hypnotist."

This time the pain was enough to make her gasp.

Curtis moved towards her, but she waved him away.

"I'm fine," she whispered. "Let's just keep working."

"You don't remember what you've read," Curtis pointed out.

"Part of me does," Tessa said firmly. "It's in there, and if it was important, I would have noticed it."

She was glad that Curtis didn't argue with her; she didn't have the energy to argue right now.

She tried to read the paper in her hand once more. It was a letter. She could tell it was a letter, but it didn't make sense. Why didn't it make sense? Her head was aching so badly that it was hard to focus, but she should still be able to read.

She glared at it, and that's when she realized it was in Takaheni.

She sighed, frustrated with herself for not noticing right away. She had to get the patron out of her head. He was making it difficult to work.

She studied the paper, wondering if she could decipher it, but quickly gave up. Most of the cryptid species hadn't bothered to make written versions of their languages, but the Takaheni were an exception.

"Have you found any papers in Takaheni?" Tessa asked.

"No."

"If you do, put them to the side," Tessa said.

They continued to work, but they didn't find anything that might explain why Aesop Redgrove had been killed, taken, or otherwise disposed of.

"I'll see if Mr. Shook can read this," Tessa said, "But then I have to go. I'm supposed to be at Pops's for dinner at six."

"Pops?"

"The seller who gave me your ring. He didn't charge me for it; just said I had to come to dinner and tell him how it worked."

"He didn't charge you?" Curtis asked with disbelief.

"No."

"A ring like this is worth... I can't even say. Probably several hundred thousand."

"Seriously?" Tessa demanded.

"I have never heard of a troll ring," he stated. "And I imagine if it had gone up for auction, it would have sold for even more than that. Why did he give it to you for free?"

"He said he didn't know how it worked, and he'd give it to me in exchange for me telling him."

"Do you believe him?"

"I was having trouble focusing at the time," Tessa admitted. "But it did seem like he was up to something."

"Is it a trap?"

"No," Tessa shook her head. "It's nothing like that. Pops is..." She shrugged. "He's... I don't know how to explain him. He's wily, but he's not evil."

Curtis was studying her.

"I know that I don't have a good track record for recognizing evil in people," she sighed. "But trust me."

"I do," he said.

Tessa nodded awkwardly. He'd said it with such gentle firmness that she knew he meant it. Even though she had the patron running around inside her head, Curtis trusted her. And that was crazy. She didn't even trust herself.

She picked up the letter and crossed the hallway, taking a deep breath before knocking on Mr. Shook's door.

It was only a moment before he opened it.

"Ms. Graves," he said easily. "Did you find anything of use?"

"Maybe," she said. "Can you read this?"

He took the paper from her and quickly scanned it.

"No, I never could grasp Takaheni in either of its forms, but I can send it over to Simon for you."

"If it's all the same, Mr. Shook, I'll have one of my own people translate it."

She didn't actually have people, but she had worked a case for a Takaheni in the past so she at least knew where to find someone to translate it.

"Still don't trust me, I see," he murmured. "That's probably a very good trait in an investigator."

She ignored that and said, "Is Mrs. Redgrove still in Denver?"

"Yes."

"Do you know how I can contact her?"

"Bringing up the past might be a little upsetting to her," Mr. Shook said.

"The tetrarch, her son, has personally asked me to look into this case; I'm sure she'll understand."

"I see," he said. "But I would request that you utilize more tact than you did with me. As a favor."

He said that part pointedly, and Tessa knew it was a veiled threat. She didn't mind though. She just smiled and said, "I'll send Curtis."

"I much appreciate that," Mr. Shook replied before telling her how to contact Mrs. Redgrove.

Tessa turned to leave, paused, and said, "Thank you for your time."

He chuckled and replied, "Best of luck to you, Ms. Graves."

She was going to need it. At this point, she had exactly no clues. Not one. Except for the suggestion that Mr. Redgrove's disappearance had not been because of his business activities.

Once she and Curtis were outside of Mr. Shook's office building, Tessa said, "I have to go. I'm not supposed to be late. Can you get this translated? There is a Takaheni living in the Round Tower, one of the apartment buildings in the four hundred block. Her name is Ivy Wintergreen."

Tessa folded the letter and shoved it into a small bag filled with merlins. "Pay her whatever she wants," she added as she handed it to him. "Do you want me to meet you after dinner, or are you planning to stay in the Hidden?" she asked.

His blue eyes studied her, probably seeing far more than she would have liked, and then he said, "I will meet you at my house, and we'll go together."

"Sounds good," she replied, unable to stop her grin. "Don't forget to change before I get there."

"I still do not understand why you have a problem with the thing. Ollie and Gisele didn't seem to mind it."

"I have to go," Tessa said quickly. "See you later!"

She was already running before she finished speaking, but his laughter trailed after her.

Tessa navigated through the Hidden quickly in an effort to make it to dinner on time. She had never been invited to dinner before, and she wasn't sure what would happen if she showed up late.

Except she was going to be late because someone was following her. They had been for a few blocks now. She might not have noticed, but one of them had a nail or something in their shoe, and she had heard it clicking on the stones behind her.

She turned a corner, and the second she was certain she couldn't be seen from the other street, she ducked behind a cart.

"What are you doing?" the merchant demanded.

"Nothing," she retorted. "I'm not here," she added as she gave him a hard look.

"I didn't see a thing," the man stuttered before turning his back on her.

Tessa peeked around the side of the cart. Three men walked around the corner, and she could tell instantly that they were searching for someone. She tried to think of what Ollie would want her to do, but her curiosity took over and she stepped out into the street and said loudly, "Were you looking for me?"

One of the men stepped forward and drawled, "We were, in fact."

"Why?"

"We've been hired to give you a message."

"What kind of message?"

She was pretty sure she already knew, and she was studying them, trying to catalogue their weaknesses, but she wasn't sure they had any.

"It's a reply to your Cadwel message," the man said.

"A reply?" Tessa murmured. "From whom?"

"Your clients."

"I'm not Virgil," she snapped. "I pick my own clients. Cadwel wouldn't accept that."

Tessa had been going to say something else. She'd been going to say that if they left her alone, she would leave them alone, but she wasn't sure that was true anymore. After all, Mr. Smith could be anyone. And the tetrarch wanted her to fix things. Who knew how many toes she'd step on before she was done?

The men were spreading apart, trying to flank her, and Tessa's mind quickly tried to decide what to do.

Ollie had insisted that she wear her gun everywhere now, and she had it tucked away in a belly band so no one could see it, but she was certain that if she tried to pull it, they would rush her and she would lose any advantage she might have had.

Her heart was hammering so she pinched her thigh as hard as she could. She couldn't afford to freeze now. Ollie wasn't here to save her; she had to save herself.

She stepped closer to the cart, silently thanking the merchant for selling such a bizarre item as canes. She waited until the three men were nearly within arm's reach, and then she grabbed a cane from the cart and swung it towards them, catching one of the men in the face.

The other two rushed towards her, and she hurriedly stepped to the side and swung the cane again, using as much force as she could muster. It collided with the closest man's head and bounced backward. Tessa spun with it, bringing it around the other side and hitting one of the other men.

She changed her grip on the cane so she could jab at them, but someone suddenly grabbed her from behind, pinning her arms to her sides. A shock of panic tore through her, turning her numb; but when the other two men rushed towards her, she pushed off the stones with her feet and kicked out at them.

Weaknesses! her mind screamed. Find their weaknesses!

There was blood trickling from one of the men's noses, and when he tried to grab her, she aimed her kick right for his nose. Her foot connected, hard, and the man fell backwards, screaming in pain.

The man holding her started dragging her backwards, and Tessa fought his grip, managing to shimmy one arm free. Once it was loose, she grabbed the cane from her other hand and jabbed the tip of it into his face over and over again until he released her.

She ducked beneath the arms of the other man who was trying to grab her and jabbed upward with the cane, catching him under the chin. Then she scrambled away from them and tried to evaluate what to do next.

Two of them were bleeding, and they all three looked pissed.

"We were only supposed to give you a warning," one of them said as he drew his knife. "But I'm thinking we'll end it with an exclamation point."

Shit, Tessa thought. She didn't know much about fighting, but she did know that her chances were definitely lowered if they had knives and were actually trying to kill her.

She hurled the cane at them and bolted down a side street. She ran as fast as she could, knowing they'd be behind her, but just trying to give herself enough distance to be able to draw her gun. She skidded into a recessed doorway, wrenched her gun free, and quickly aimed. She fired, and the first man fell.

She fired again, and another man fell, but she didn't have time to fire again before the third man plowed into her. He hit her with so much force that the door at her back shattered, and they crashed into the building and onto the floor.

His weight was crushing into her, and she tried to push him away, but he didn't budge. He snarled as he jabbed towards her chest with his knife, and she barely managed to grab his wrist before the knife reached her. She pushed his hand to the side, lifting her hips as she did. He fell to the side, and she landed on top of him, hand still locked around his wrist. She reached behind her with her free hand, grabbed the first thing she touched, and slammed it into his head.

He tried to push her away from him, but she tightened her grip on his wrist and hammered the chunk of whatever it was into his head over and over and over until he stopped struggling.

She hit him a few more times, just to be sure, then she released his arm and rolled away from him. She surged to her feet, terrified that he might still attack her, but she immediately saw he wasn't going anywhere, ever again.

"You have to pay for that," a voice said from behind her.

Tessa spun with a shriek, hand raised to strike, but the woman behind her held out her hands and said, "I've no issue with you, girl, but you will have to pay for the iron. No one wants to buy an iron that's been used to kill someone," she added with a shrug. "It's five taliesins."

Tessa glanced down at the object in her hand, quickly dropping the old iron and wiping her bloody hand on her pant leg.

Her hands were shaking, and she couldn't stop them. She breathed deeply, trying to halt the sickness that wanted to overtake her.

She had been fighting on pure instinct, and she had somehow managed to survive. She wouldn't exactly call it winning, but she hadn't died, and they had. That was good enough for her. She only wished she could send them back to whoever had sent them after her so they knew not to mess with her again. Or to send more people, she thought wearily.

The sickness was nearly gone now, and she suddenly remembered dinner. She had to take care of this mess and get the hell out of here. She was late enough as it was. 

She tossed the woman five merlins and said, "For the iron and the door. Sorry about that. I'll call the Worms."

Tessa picked up her gun off the floor and went outside. Only one of the men was still there, dead on the street. She must have only wounded the other one. Ollie wasn't going to like that.

Tessa nodded towards the small crowd of people watching from a distance as she pulled out her phone and called the Worms.

"Mortuary," someone answered.

"This is Tessa Graves. I have two bodies that need picked up from the lower three hundred."

"Got it," the voice replied.

"Right next to a shop called Odds and Baubles. Bill me."

"Will do."

"Thank you," Tessa added as an afterthought before she disconnected.

She was late. Really late.

"Hey, you," she said, pointing at a hunched over old man near the edge of the crowd. He was a goblin, and goblins were well known for carrying out any tasks they were paid for. It was a stereotype, of course. Just like the stereotype that all imps were drunks or, at the very least, alcoholics. Or the stereotype that all trolls were dumb.

Speciesist or not, most stereotypes were a stereotype for a reason. Obviously, not all trolls were dumb; and Tessa knew there was no guarantee that the goblin would do the task she set before him, but she would rather risk her money on him than any of the other people who had gathered.  

The goblin had stepped towards her, and Tessa said, "If I pay you two merlins, will you watch these two bodies until the Worms arrive?"

"Watch them?" the man asked slyly.

"Watch them and stop anyone else from messing with them," Tessa clarified.

"If you want me to stop people from messing with them, it's gonna cost you three."

"Fine," Tessa said as she handed over the money. "Thank you," she added.

"We don't normally get a thanks from your kind," the goblin murmured.

"What kind is that?" Tessa asked.

"The highfalutin type that can come and go as they please."

Tessa didn't know what to say to that so she just smiled and said, "I appreciate your help. If you'll excuse me, I'm late for dinner."

She started running towards the charms shop, worry coursing through her. She had made a deal with Pops, and she wasn't carrying out her end. She wasn't sure how he'd react, but something inside kept screaming at her to hurry. She tried to calm her heart, tried to tell herself it was just the adrenaline from almost being killed, but she didn't believe it. For some reason, she was frightened.

She raced down the alley behind the store and hammered on the door.

Julian opened it almost immediately. "You're late," he stated lazily. "And bleeding," he added.

She wasn't sure if she imagined the concern in his voice or not. She was gasping for air, and her head was pounding.

"Just give me a second," she wheezed as she leaned against the building and squeezed her head, trying to make the pain stop.

"Are you okay?" he demanded.

"Fine, I just need..."

She didn't know what she needed. She wasn't sure what was going on. She was late. That was all. She was late. She was never late. Not ever. Because she couldn't be late.

"Tell me I'm not late," she gasped out.

"What?"

"Tell me I'm not late," she repeated more firmly.

"You're not late."

The pain immediately faded, only to be replaced with fury. She hated the patron, but she hated Virgil even more. How could he have let someone do this to her? How?

She felt Julian's hands cup the sides of her face, and she looked at him.

"Tessa, are you okay?" he asked.

"Yes," she said.

"What happened?"

"Two different things," she admitted. "Some of my clients sent me a message on the way here, but I decided to return it to sender," she added with a slight grin.

"And the other thing?" he pressed when she didn't go on.

"I have a witch inside my head," she said frankly.

"What do you mean?"

"I have suggestions or compulsions inside my head that get triggered when I try to do something he doesn't want me to do. And apparently, he doesn't like it when I'm late."

She was surprised at the fury that filled Julian's face. "That's why you were asking about an artifact that could keep you from being hypnotized," he said.

"Yes."

"I don't think it would have worked anyway," he murmured. His hands hadn't left her face, and he was tucking her loose hairs behind her ears as he spoke. "It blocks hypnotism or compulsion from coming in. I don't think it would do anything to block the suggestions that are already there."

"Oh," Tessa said breathlessly.

She had heard what he said, but she was a little distracted by the feel of his hands on her skin.

"Mom's going to kill us both if we don't come upstairs and eat now," he went on. "You're not late, as I said, but dinner's going to get cold soon."

She accidentally smiled at him.

"See, you do like me," he said softly.

"I don't," Tessa snorted. "You're too handsy."

"I've never had any complaints about my hands."

"Until now."

"We'll see," he grinned.

He leaned past her to open the door, and she could feel the heat of his body. She suddenly felt like she was inside one of Gisele's romance novels, and she started to giggle. Julian raised an eyebrow, and she bit her lip to try to stop, but she couldn't.

"What did I do?" he asked quizzically.

"Nothing."

"You're laughing."

"At me," she laughed.

"I like it when you laugh," he murmured before nudging her towards the open doorway.

She started up the stairs, laughter gone and mind confused. She had dated a few guys in college, but none of them had ever muddled her mind like Julian was doing. It annoyed her. A lot. But what annoyed her even more was that she was certain he knew the effect he had on her.

She stepped up onto the stair landing, and Julian brushed past her to lead the way. She strongly resented the way her body leaned towards him. She did not like him. Not one little bit.

He opened a door at the end of the hallway and ushered her into a roomy area full of comfy chairs and cheerful plants.

"You're late," Selina stated.

Pain tore through Tessa's head.

Julian cupped Tessa's elbow and said firmly, "You're not late; you're right on time."

"But, Julian—" Selina started to say.

"Be right back," Julian said with a grin as he grabbed Selina by the arm and hauled her from the room.

Just then, Pops walked into the room from the opposite doorway. He looked Tessa over and said, "You look like hell." 

Tessa tried to grin, but she was starting to feel a little worn around the edges.

"What happened?"

"My ex-clients are irritated at me," she said.

Before Pops could reply, a slight woman joined him and said with a wide smile, "You must be Tessa. It's so nice to meet you. I've heard a lot about you. My name is Floure."

Blood rushed to Tessa's face, and she pinched her thigh, but it didn't move the heat. She hated the idea of people talking about her.

"The bathroom is down the hall," Floure added. "If you'd like to tidy up."

Tessa's cheeks were flaming now. She should have brought Curtis. He was so much better with people than she was.

She mumbled something nonsensical before walking quickly in the direction Floure had gestured.

She entered the bathroom, closed the door tightly behind her, and looked in the mirror.

She looked awful. Her hair was completely disheveled, and she had dirt and blood smudges all over her face. She filled her hands with water and scrubbed her face. She wished she hadn't come. She didn't know why she had come. She didn't eat dinner with people. She didn't have time to eat dinner with people. She was busy. Too busy for this.

She'd go back out, pretend to get a phone call, quickly explain the ring to Pops, and excuse herself because of work. That was how most of her college dates had played out. Blood rushed to her face at that thought. This wasn't a date. It was a business meeting. One she could easily slip out of.

She ran her fingers through her hair, combing out the tangles, and pulled it back into her customary ponytail.

She was afraid that Gisele's books had really gotten into her head. She could still feel Julian's hands on her face, but she didn't have time to stare longingly into anyone's eyes. Especially Julian's. Gisele was right. He was too tall and lanky. He didn't have enough muscle mass, and his smile was too contagious. His hands were gentle and warm, but she wasn't interested in that.

"Shit," she hissed.

"You better not let Mom hear you cuss," Selina's muffled voice said. "She'll wash out your mouth with soap."

Tessa yanked open the door and glared down at the girl.

"Sorry," Selina said.

She wasn't sorry. She was grinning from ear to ear, and her wide brown eyes were full of mischief.

"It's very rude to spy on people," Tessa said flatly.

"I wasn't spying," Selina shrugged. "I was standing here, waiting to use the bathroom."

Tessa raised an eyebrow.

"Prove I wasn't," Selina said with a smirk. "Julian likes you," Selina went on before Tessa could tell her what a horrid child she was. "And he never likes anyone. Except me," she added proudly. "He adores me."

"Do you have a point?" Tessa ground out.

Selina's face suddenly turned serious, and she stepped a little closer before saying, "If you don't like him, you should go. Now. And don't come back. Just leave him alone. He smiles a lot now that I'm here, and I don't want you to ruin it. So, do you like him?"

"I hardly know him," Tessa stuttered. "And I don't have time, and furthermore, it's really none of your business."

"It is. He's my brother. Tell me you don't like him, and I'll pretend to be sick so you can go."

"I don't..." Tessa's mouth stopped working.

It should have been easy to say. She didn't like Julian. She didn't. He was cocky, and he'd been going to leave them to die.

Part of her mind chose to point out that she hadn't had much interest in helping Ted. Ted wasn't her client, after all; and she would have probably left him to the Cadwels without a second thought. Not that it mattered. It was completely different. She just wasn't sure how.

"I don't..." she tried again.

It just wouldn't come out.

"Goddamn it," she muttered.

Selina grinned. "Dinner's waiting," she said. "I saved you a spot by Julian."

Tessa glared at her. She did not like being played. Especially by a child.

Selina's eyes seemed to grow even larger, and she blinked slowly. "You don't want to keep Mom waiting any longer, do you?"

"What did Julian tell you?" Tessa demanded.

"Just not to say that thing I said. Ever," Selina shrugged.

"That was it?"

"Yeah."

"I'm watching you," Tessa growled.

"I doubt that," Selina snorted. "You'll be too busy watching Julian." She said "Julian" in a high-pitched, singsongy way, and it made Tessa want to strangle her.

Tessa stuck out her tongue at Selina instead and stomped back into the living room area.

"Better," Pops said when he saw her. "Now you don't look like you just rolled through the mud."

Tessa blushed again.

"Sydney," his wife said firmly.

"Sorry," he muttered. "I was just saying."

"Don't mind him," Floure said with a smile. "He gets cranky when he hasn't eaten."

Because she was late. She'd been told to come at six sharp, and she hadn't. The pain spiked across the front of her head, but she knew that she deserved to be punished. It was her fault.

It wasn't, she thought desperately. She had been attacked.

"Not late," she whispered. "Not late."

"Of course you're not late," Julian said from beside her.

She didn't fight him when he took a hold of her elbow and moved her into the other room. Not even when he pulled out a chair for her and nudged her into it.

She hated that he knew. She hated the sympathy she saw in his eyes. She'd rather see anything but sympathy.

As if he'd somehow read her mind, the sympathy faded, replaced by mischief, and he winked at her and said softly, "See, my hands are perfect."

Tessa turned her head so he wouldn't see her smile.

"Let's eat," Pops announced.

For a long minute, no one else spoke as they passed food along the table. Tessa watched the others surreptitiously to see what to do, but she took very little food. She was too anxious to be hungry.

"So, Tessa," Pops said after he'd eaten several bites. "Tell me about the ring."

Tessa put down her fork. She hadn't actually eaten anything yet, and she was grateful for the distraction.

"Curtis says it's worth a couple hundred thousand merlins," Tessa said as she carefully watched Pops reaction.

His face didn't change, but he made a gesture with his hand and said firmly, "We can talk 'bout business at the table, girl, but we don't talk money."

"What do you mean we don't talk—"

"Selina!" Pops snapped.

"Sorry, Pops. We don't talk money," Selina muttered, eyes a little mutinous.

"You clearly do talk money," Tessa pointed out.

"Not with you," Pops shrugged. "Now 'bout the ring?"

It wasn't often that Tessa couldn't figure out a situation when she was in it. She'd known the men on the street were going to try to hurt her. She'd realized almost instantly that she'd made a mistake with Cadwel. But she didn't have a clue what was going on here, and it irritated the hell out of her.

"The ring," she said pointedly. "Turns Curtis from a troll into a human. Literally. But I can't begin to tell you how it works. Seems like all that extra weight would have to go somewhere."

"Of course it does," Pops agreed. "It's no different than the Hidden buildings really. Every time the ring activates, it slices open a bit of existence and shoves all the extras inside it."

Tessa glared at him. "You know exactly how it works."

"Sure," he said, tone a tad sheepish "In theory. I obviously didn't test it."

"You could have at least told me how to activate it."

"You're a smart girl; you figured it out," he grinned.

"You might have mentioned that he'd be naked."

"Trolls don't wear clothes, do they? It follows," Pops shrugged.

She was going to kill him. He was playing with her, and she had no idea why.

"Why did you give it to me?" Tessa demanded. "Julian wouldn't even show me the back door for free!"

"Why would he?" Selina broke in. "Especially when he knew you'd pay for it."

"I would have also paid for the ring," Tessa ground out.

"Sure," Pops said with a sly grin. "But then you wouldn't have come for dinner."

Tessa frowned in confusion. Nothing was making sense. Floure had a look of infinite patience and understanding on her face. Julian was actually laughing, and Selina was grinning widely.

"Oh my god," Tessa whispered, feeling like a complete idiot. She shouldn't remake the sign. She should throw it in the trash. She was an awful detective, just awful.

"You're... You're actually trying to match make, aren't you? That's what this is, isn't it? But, I mean, why?"

She addressed this to Julian.

"It wasn't my idea," he shrugged.

For some reason that hurt, and he must have seen it in her eyes because he hurried to say, "This," he gestured around the room. "This part wasn't my idea. That's not to say I mind. Because I don't."

"You're making a hash of things, boy," Pops said.

"Why didn't you just sell me the ring, and ask me out if you wanted to?" Tessa demanded.

"Would you have said yes?" Julian asked.

"Maybe," Tessa managed to lie.

"What about now?" Julian inquired. "Tomorrow? Lunch in the six hundred block?"

"After this?" Tessa snorted.

"This was all Pops," Julian pointed out.

"You didn't stop him," Tessa spat.

"Does he look like the kinda man who can be stopped?" Julian retorted.

Tessa refused to answer that, and she refused to sit through this ridiculous dinner.

"I'm sorry," she said as she stood. "I have work to do."

A look crossed Julian's face briefly, so briefly that she almost didn't recognize it before it passed. Sorrow.

She didn't like it. She didn't like that emotion on his face. Even if it wasn't visible now, she knew he had felt it. What she didn't understand was why she cared.

"I'll walk you down," Julian said, face a blank once more. 

For the briefest second, she tried to think like Curtis instead of Virgil. What would Curtis do right now? What would he say? Curtis would tell the truth and not run away.

"I've been lied to all my life," she said softly. "I don't like being lied to. And I know, technically, this was more of a trick, but it feels the same."

"I'm sorry," Julian said. "Did I mention we're not good with people?"

"Did I mention that Curtis is the most ridiculously handsome man you've ever seen? Rippling muscles, gorgeous eyes, fully... equipped."

"Really?" Julian said with a grin. "I can't wait to see this paragon of manhood."

"He's absolutely just mind-numbingly beautiful."

Julian leaned closer to her and whispered, "Yes, but how are his hands?"

"Can't say as I noticed," Tessa murmured.

"Well, then, he's not doing something right, is he?"

"Are we eating or not?" Pops demanded.

"Tessa," Julian said. "Would you like to have dinner with my family?"

"Sure," Tessa said. "But fair warning, I've also been told I'm not good with people."

"You'll fit right in then," Julian grinned.

What followed was the most bizarre dinner of Tessa's life. The LaRoches argued, they laughed, they even yelled a little, but it was clear they loved each other fiercely, and it was a little painful to watch. When she and Virgil had eaten together, they hadn't said a word unless it was case related. She had a dim memory of eating a meal with her mom, Doc, Ollie, and Gisele once. There had been lots of laughter, but she couldn't remember why.

Tessa had been relieved to finally escape the LaRoche family, but she'd also been a little sad. Floure had actually hugged her and told her she was welcome anytime. Tessa couldn't remember anyone ever telling her she was welcome anytime. She was generally very unwelcome.

"What do you think?" Julian asked, interrupting her thoughts.

He had offered to walk her to Curtis's, and she hadn't told him no. She should have; she didn't have time for long walks with Julian, but she hadn't. 

"Think about what?" she replied. 

"My family."

"They're nice," Tessa shrugged.

She had grinned at just the thought of them, but she wasn't going to tell him that. She was still a little irked at him for the entire business.

"They like you," he said. "Even Selina, and she really doesn't like anyone outside of the family. Except Doc," he added.

They'd reached the connecting door, and Julian dialed in the code for the next block, and then they walked through it together.

They were side by side, and Tessa didn't pull away when Julian's hand feathered over her elbow and down her arm. She didn't pull away when he laced his fingers through hers either.

"Handsy," she said.

"Tell me to stop."

She cast him a look and said, "Stop."

He grinned at her and immediately dropped her hand.

"Fine," Tessa said with a shrug. "You can, you know."

"No, sorry, what?"

"You can get back to it."

"Get back to what?"

"I really don't like you," she snapped.

"Now who's lying?" he asked as he took her hand and pulled her to a stop. "I think you like me a lot. Otherwise, you wouldn't have suffered through that dinner."

"I didn't suffer," Tessa protested.

He grinned, and she wanted to punch him.

"You like them too," he laughed as he pulled her a little closer. 

"I don't like anyone," Tessa insisted, not entirely sure why she was arguing with him.

"Lies," he murmured.

And then he kissed her.

It was not like one of Gisele's silly romances. It was better. Because it was her and not some woman she was imagining. She didn't have to imagine that she liked the feel of Julian's lips on hers. She knew she liked it; she liked it so much that she even kissed him back.

He suddenly pulled away from her and whispered, "Tell me the truth."

"About what?" she demanded, immensely irritated at him for interrupting what had otherwise been a perfect kiss.

"Do you like me?"

"Not right now," she growled.

"When do you like me?" he asked, lips so close she could feel his breath.

"When you're quiet," she retorted before she tugged him forward so she could kiss him.

She didn't know why she liked him. It didn't make much sense, but she did. And not just because he was an amazing kisser because she'd only just found that out.

Her effort to figure out why exactly she liked him faded as his fingers moved to the back of her neck. She leaned into him, suddenly wanting to feel his clever fingers everywhere.

Someone cleared their throat loudly, and Tessa jerked away from Julian, cursing when she saw Curtis standing in the doorway of his house with a grin on his face.

"Sorry," Curtis chuckled. "It's just that Ollie mentioned that the things that go on in Gisele's books are always done in private, and I thought you might want to know that you're not private."

Tessa's cheeks were so hot she was surprised they weren't on fire. She had never been so embarrassed in her life.

"I wasn't... We weren't... Goddamn it, Curtis!"

"That's Curtis?" Julian exclaimed.

"Yes," Tessa ground out. "Julian LaRoche, Curtis Nash."

"I take it you found out the purpose of dinner," Curtis asked, blue eyes dancing with laughter.

"Yes," Tessa spat.

"I never doubted you."

"He's... he's..." Julian stuttered.

"I did try to tell you."

"But why is he so good-looking? He's a troll!"

"I've decided that everyone is speciesist," Tessa sighed. "Julian, goodnight. Thank you for dinner," she added hurriedly. "And... And... You know."

Julian tore his gaze from Curtis and looked at her. His eyes twinkled as he stepped towards her. "Could you clarify?" he asked.

"No!" Tessa exclaimed. "Curtis is right there, and at least five other people are watching us."

"So?"

"This isn't one of Gisele's books," Tessa said flatly.

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

"Stick around long enough, and you'll find out."

"You're going to let me stick around?" he asked.

He was walking his fingers up her arm, and it made it difficult to think, but she managed to say, "Maybe."

"What could I do to turn that into an absolutely?"

He was so close that she accidentally leaned towards him.

"You could kiss me again," she whispered.

"With six people watching?"

"Yes."

"Done."

His arms were suddenly around her, and his lips were moving on hers. Heat spiraled through her, and she pulled him closer and pressed her body against his.

Curtis cleared his throat again.

Tessa jerked away and mumbled, "I have to go work now."

"But you'll see me later," Julian stated.

She nodded.

"Call me," he said, grinning widely as he slipped a piece of paper into her hand. "And in the meantime, I'll work on your witch problem."

And then he stepped away from her and quickly faded into the darkness.

"So not always done in private," Curtis stated with amusement.

"Shut up," Tessa snapped. "We have work to do."

It had cost her, but all during dinner she had ignored Virgil's voice telling her that work was more important than anything else. But now that Julian was gone, she had to get back to work. If she didn't, her head was going to explode.


Chapter 13
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The crowd reacted very differently when Ollie stepped into the ring this time.

"Ollie! Ollie! Ollie!" they started cheering, the imps louder than anyone else.

She turned in a circle, waving at the spectators, playing the game because she knew it was important. She was here to fight, not to perform, not to entertain, but to get the need out of her system.

For more than twenty years, she had been constantly moving, constantly killing, constantly fighting to get her way out of whatever mess she'd been thrown in to. She wasn't cut out for the domestic life. She didn't like staying still. She needed movement, challenge; she needed the thrill of the fight.

The serpent shifter walked out to the middle of the ring and held up his hands for silence. The noise died down, and he said loudly, "Our returning champion tonight is Ollie Swan, the lady tiger! She will be fighting one of our fiercest fighters, the Blistering Minotaur!"

The crowd went absolutely wild, but Ollie was through paying attention to them. She was waiting for her opponent to step into the ring so she could evaluate him.

The curtain across from her suddenly tore, and a four-legged beast galloped through the curtain's tatters and ran around the ring, horns slashing from side to side.

After he'd circled Ollie twice, he came to a halt, reared up onto his hind legs, and flexed his massive muscles.

"I'll grind her into dust!" he yelled.

She let him prance around and posture for the crowd while she took his measure. His rear ankles were skinny for his weight. His front legs were actually his arms, and he used them more like an ape than a bull. He was top-heavy so when he was on two legs, he'd be easy to bowl over. His horns were deadly, but very long. Easy to get inside of. There was a ring looped through his large nose; an easy target during a cage fight. After all, there were no rules.

He was faster than her on four legs but slower on two. He was stronger and bigger and nearly as nimble. Ollie didn't think he was going to be quite as easy to defeat as Goliath.

She glanced at the clock. "Seven minutes," she murmured.

"BEGIN!" the serpent shifter yelled.

The minotaur dropped to all fours and rushed her. Ollie let him come. A few feet away, he dropped his head; and she knew he was going to swipe at her with his horns. She watched his neck muscles, waiting for the telltale signs of movement, and as soon as she saw them, she jumped.

As the horns passed through the air under her feet, she kicked out with one foot. Her foot slammed into his horns, and she pushed off of them, launching herself up onto his neck.

He bellowed angrily and skidded across the floor, trying to stop so he could use his hands to grab her. While he was scrambling, she hooked her arm around the base of his horn and slammed the heel of her palm into his eye.

The crowd's cheers nearly drowned out the minotaur's bawls of pain.

She continued to plow her palm into his eye until he managed to halt his forward movement, and then she braced herself for his next move. He tossed his head furiously, and she released him, letting the momentum carry her away from him.

She landed on her feet halfway across the ring, and he pawed the floor and snorted angrily as he turned to face her.

At the sight of his already swollen eye, Ollie grinned and added diminished peripheral vision to her list.

To Ollie's surprise, the minotaur dropped to all fours once more. He didn't run towards her though. Instead he started rubbing the tip of his horn against the concrete floor. Apparently, he was out for blood. 

The crowd started booing and yelling, "On with the fight! On with the fight!"

Ollie pumped her arm in the air, and they started cheering again. "Ollie! Ollie!"

The minotaur stood and spit to the side, then he gestured for her to come to him.

"If you insist," Ollie laughed.

She started running towards him, pushing as much speed as she could into her legs. She knew that when she was close enough he'd punch towards her with one of his extremely long arms. In an arm-to-arm bout, she didn't stand a chance. But she wasn't going for his arms; she was going for his legs.

Just as his arm started to swing forward, Ollie threw herself onto the floor and tumbled sideways into his legs.

The force of her body hitting him tore his feet off the ground, and he fell forward onto the floor with a crash. She quickly rolled to her feet and leaped onto his back. In less than a second, she had wrapped her arms around his neck and was holding him tightly.

She glanced back at the clock. It had only been three minutes. Too short.

She felt him try to roll, and she braced her legs, keeping him from moving, but at the same time she loosened her hold enough that he wouldn't lose consciousness.

One large hand punched towards her, and she let it graze her face. She fell backwards, pretending to lose her hold entirely and quickly scrambled away from him.

He slowly gained his feet and turned to face her once more. He was breathing heavily. He was already worn out. Seven minutes was too long. Five. Just five.

She ran at him again, ready for it when he dropped to all fours and swung his horns at her. She leaped straight over them and right at his face.

She bashed her elbow into his injured eye before catching a hold of his horns and swinging her feet around into the side of his neck. He grunted in pain, but by the time he managed to stand up, she had already pushed off his neck and tumbled out of his reach.

With a roar of anger, he lumbered after her. She ran to meet him, this time falling onto her side and sliding towards one of his legs with both feet. He caught the top of her shoulder, but not soon enough to stop her from crashing into him.

Her shoulder ripped free from his grasp as he tumbled to the ground on top of her. For a second, she was pinned under his weight, but she quickly shimmied out and with a quick glance at the clock, she hurled herself at his neck and quickly wrapped her arms around it. He rolled over before she could get her feet braced, but it was already too late for him. She had the hold in place, and she quickly tightened it, ignoring the crush of his weight.

He tried to break free, but his movements were already weakening. She held the choke until his weight fell back onto her, then she released him and wiggled out from underneath his heavy frame.

For a moment, the entire warehouse was silent, but when the minotaur didn't move, the crowd started cheering so loudly that it almost hurt Ollie's ears.

"The champion!" the serpent yelled as he joined her and raised her arm above her head. "Five Minute Ollie!"

"Five Minute Ollie!" the crowd chanted. "Five Minute Ollie!"

It was well after midnight by the time Ollie crept silently into the house. She wouldn't put it past Gisele to have rigged a silent alarm on the door, but if Gisele had, she wasn't coming down to yell at her.

Ollie navigated the hallway in the dark and opened the door to the sitting room. Nothing would put her to sleep faster than one of Gisele's self-help books.

She paused just inside the doorway, eyes scanning the darkness.

"It's just me," Curtis's rumbly voice said. "You've been fighting," he added with a sigh. "I wish you would have taken me with you."

"How can you tell?" Ollie asked as she switched on a light.

She turned to study him, not surprised to find him in his troll form.

"I can smell the blood. Humans have such puny noses," he added. "How do you stand it?"

"As bad as everything smells," Ollie countered, "how do you stand it?"

He chuckled softly, and she sat on the chair closest to him, slipping off her shoes and tucking her feet under her.

"It was just a cage fight," Ollie said. "There's not actually a cage, but you know, anything goes. If you like, I can probably get you on the roster, although they probably won't let you fight anyone except another troll."

"I would like that," he said. "Did you win?"

She grinned and said, "The Blistering Minotaur was out cold in exactly five minutes."

"For such a squishy thing, you certainly are strong," he said as he appraised her. "My human form worries me. It seems so... fragile."

"You'll certainly never be able to kill anyone by sitting on them," she laughed.

"How can you fight so fiercely when you know how fragile you are?"

"I've never known anything else," she shrugged. "Can't you sleep?"

"No."

"You don't have to stay here, you know. Not if you're more comfortable in the Hidden."

"I like it here," Curtis said. "It's not so... quiet."

"Or lonely," Ollie offered.

He smiled and said, "Gisele read to me before she went up to bed."

"Learn anything interesting?" Ollie asked with a grin.

"I wouldn't have thought there was enough room to do it in a broom closet," he said with a shrug.

"According to Gisele, there's room to do it anywhere."

"I do not understand humans," he said. "Trolls choose their mates based on strength and compatibility, but humans seem to choose based on beauty."

"It depends," Ollie said with a shrug. "I usually pick based on personality."

"But you would also pick my human form?" Curtis asked. "Because it is beautiful to you?"

"I already like you," Ollie replied. "I liked you before you had a human form. It would be different if you were some empty-headed frat boy."

"I see."

She could tell by his tone that he didn't.

"I'm sorry about your wife," she said softly.

She had looked up Curtis Nash in the library archives, and she knew about his wife, his daughter, and his career. And then she'd read her grandfather's file on him. She knew exactly how much the Graves family owed him, and she had no idea how they would ever be able to make him whole.

Trying to fix what the Graves family had done was a fool's errand. Perhaps Tessa would find Aesop or at least the answers Simon Redgrove sought, but it wouldn't change the fact that the Graves family had taken him in the first place. Just like they couldn't return Curtis's family to him.   

"I miss Bea," Curtis suddenly said. "But I had many years to mourn her already. I spoke with others from Blackwater, and many of them didn't seem to be aware of the passage of time, but for some reason, I felt it. I felt every day, every month, every year. By the time I was released, I knew she was gone."

Neither of them spoke, but after a long minute, Curtis continued, "My daughter just turned eighty-five, and yet I am only forty-eight. Still the same age I was seventy years ago. I do not blame her for refusing to see me. I just hope she read my note, and she understands that I did not leave by choice."

Ollie almost asked him how he could stand to be around them, the offspring of the man who had taken everything from him, but she knew that would only insult him. Curtis simply wasn't like that. He would only harbor anger towards the actual person, not their entire line.

She honestly didn't know how he was still sane after seventy years in Blackwater, especially if he'd been aware of the movement of time. She could barely make it a day or two before she needed some sort of outlet for her pent-up energy. If she had to sit completely still for seventy years, she was certain she would be completely unhinged by the time she got out.

"Tessa was attacked in the three hundred block today," Curtis said offhandedly.

It took Ollie a second to follow the abrupt change of topic, but when she realized what he'd said, she exclaimed, "What?! Is she alright?"

"She's fine. She killed two of them, but one got away."

"She killed two of them," Ollie repeated. "Tessa?"

"She even remembered to call the Worms."

"Why didn't she call me?" Ollie demanded. "She should have called me."

"She was late for dinner."

"What? Who cares about dinner? She was attacked. I needed to know."

"Yes, but apparently the patron doesn't like it when she's late."

The anger Ollie had been barely suppressing suddenly froze, and she whispered, "What do you mean?"

"She said she was scared, and her head began to hurt. She had to ask Julian to tell her she wasn't late."

"Julian?" Ollie said. "Who's... Oh. That Julian."

"They seem quite fond of each other," Curtis said. "They were doing the thing with the lips. What does Gisele call it?"

"Kissing," Ollie murmured.

"That must be why you're so squishy; a troll could never do such a thing."

"I feel we've gotten a little off-track, although I see that Tessa did manage to get a lot done today."

"She solved the rose case in less than five minutes," Curtis said proudly.

"Seriously?"

"It was impressive. She's very good. Although it did take her a bit longer to figure out why Pops wanted her to come to dinner," he added with a chuckle.

"I obviously should not have missed the nightly meeting," Ollie grumbled. "Tessa solved the rose case, was attacked by three men inside the Hidden, went to dinner, and kissed Julian. Have I about summed it up?"

"More or less. She's also having a hard time not working constantly."

"What do you mean?"

"She's been persuaded to always be working."

The anger came back, but this time it wasn't directed at Tessa; it was directed at Virgil.

"Or what?" Ollie growled.

"Her head. She worked for hours after we got home."

"If I could raise Virgil from the dead, I would," Ollie muttered. "And then I would kill him as slow as humanly possible."

"After you asked him who the patron was," Curtis pointed out.

"Obviously," she snapped.

She shouldn't have skipped the nightly meeting, but she hadn't come home on purpose. She didn't want to lie to Tessa, but she also didn't want to tell her what she was doing. She wasn't going to be able to avoid her forever though. Especially if Tessa was going to keep getting attacked.

Ollie frowned and asked, "Does she know why she was attacked?"

"It was a message from some of your other clients. Or ex-clients."

"I was afraid there would be a fallout," Ollie sighed.

There was no way to shift the tide now. They had thrown down the gauntlet, and their rich clientele had picked it right up.

"I was wondering," Curtis said softly. "Will you teach me to fight?"

"I hardly think you need help," she laughed.

"Not like this," he sighed. "As a man. Will you teach me to fight as a man?"

"Oh."

"You don't have to," he added.

"It's not that I mind," she said. "I just... I don't know how to say this, but your man form is very attractive, and I'm not sure how objective I'll be if we're in close quarters, touching each other..." She trailed off because she sounded a little breathless. "I think I've been reading too many of Gisele's books," she sighed. "Just the thought of you all sweaty... I just... I'm not sure I can do it."

"Without taking advantage of me?" he asked, tone serious.

"Exactly."

"I'm not sure I quite understand why that's a problem."

"Because you're a troll," Ollie said emphatically. "I'm pretty sure you don't have any interest in squishing your face against a human's."

He tilted his head as he considered her statement. "I'm not sure I would mind if it was you," he finally said softly. "By troll standards, you're exactly what I'd look for in a mate. Strong, fierce, capable, quick on your feet, and loyal."

For once, Ollie wasn't quite sure what to say or do. In addition to giving her the single nicest compliment she'd ever been given, Curtis had just said that he wouldn't mind squishing faces with her. She closed her eyes for a moment, allowing herself to imagine running her fingers over his tight muscles.  

"Sure," she said with a shrug. "I'll teach you how to fight."

Tessa's heart hammered as she ran up the stairs towards her room. Virgil had found out. Somehow Virgil had found out. She had to hide it before he caught her.

She shouldn't have stayed so long. She'd just been trying to discover the patron's identity before she ran, but she shouldn't have waited. She should have ran the minute she realized that she was being lied to.

She closed her door behind her, locked it, and shoved a chair under the door knob. She only had a couple of minutes. She raced across the room and clawed at one of the wooden panels with her fingernails. The panel popped off, and she shoved her notebook inside of it before putting the panel back into place and running to her desk.

She pulled open one of the drawers.

"Tessa!" Virgil yelled from outside of the door. "Open up! I am your authority; you will open this door right now!"

Pain crashed through her head at those words, and she had to fight to stay where she was. She snatched the small medallion from the back of her drawer and quickly recited the phrase she'd been told to use.

"Of these words I don't remember. Of these words I don't remember. I have no notebook. I have no secret hiding place. Of these words I don't remember."

Yellow and white magic spun from the medallion into her eyes, but she didn't fight it. She needed its help. It was the only way the patron wouldn't find out what she'd learned.

A wave of dizziness washed over her, and she stared at the medallion in confusion. What had she done? What memory had she just erased?

Virgil banged on the door again. "Tessa!" he yelled. "I will be very annoyed with you if I have to break down this door. I AM YOUR AUTHORITY!"

This time the pain was too much to deny it. Tessa dropped the medallion and walked mechanically to the door. She unlocked it and moved the chair.

The door swung open, and Frank stepped into the room, Virgil behind him.

Virgil was a coward. She hadn't used to know that about him. If she could only remember one thing, she wanted it to be that.

She wanted to keep fighting, but she knew there was no point. She had lost once again.

"Take your medicine like a good girl," Frank snarled as he shoved a syringe into the side of her neck.

Everything started to spin, and Tessa fell.

And then she woke with a gasp.

Her heart was still pounding; she could remember everything like it had just happened. Her room even looked the same. From her bed, she could see the chair she'd pushed under the doorknob and the desk she'd pulled the medallion from.

It had been a dream though, hadn't it? Brought on by all the stress of the last month.

She crawled out of bed and walked unsteadily across her room to the desk. Her head was aching, and she wished more than anything that it would stop, but she knew that so long as she disobeyed the patron, it would never stop.

She slid open the desk drawer and felt around in the back of it, breath catching in her throat when she touched a metal chain. She wrapped her fingers around it and pulled it out slowly.

Her stomach dropped when she saw it. It was the medallion from her dream, but she had never seen it before. Not in real life.

She ran her finger over the brushed gold, terror filling her. It wasn't real. It couldn't have been real. She couldn't have possibly learned about the patron before now.

Her eyes darted to the wall. She knew which panel it was. She knew.

Her head was aching so badly that she wanted to cry.

"You don't own me," she whispered. "I belong to me."

The patron's voice rang through her head.

"You are mine, Tessa Graves. Forever and always, you are mine. You exist to serve me. My will be done. I am your authority, Tessa. The punishment if you defy me will be severe."

"No," Tessa murmured. "No."

She took a step towards the wall, and then before she knew it, she was standing right in front of it, clawing at the panel, heart pounding, just like it had pounded in her dream.

The panel popped off and clattered to the floor, and she stared inside the dark cubby, fear rolling through her.

He knew she'd found out. He knew.

"Not this time," Tessa muttered. "Virgil is dead. Frank is dead. I'm safe. I can put my hand in and pull out the notebook."

But she didn't want to. She didn't want to see that she'd found her way here once before only to have it stripped from her. She didn't want to know that she had ever known.

Nonetheless she reached into the darkness and wrapped her fingers around the edge of the notebook that was inside. She pulled it out and stared at it. It was the notebook from her dream. She opened it to a random page. It was her handwriting, her shorthand. She had known. Somehow she had known.

A gasp escaped her lips, and she started crying. How could Virgil have been so cruel? How could he not have loved her at all? How?

She flipped to the last page of the journal and read the quickly written words with blurry eyes.

Something I said this morning must have given me away. Virgil gave me this look, and I knew that he knew. I excused myself to get to work, burned the file I was working on, and I'm going to hide this away. I only hope it doesn't take me another four years to figure it out again. If only I had had another day or two. I need to know who the patron is. That's it. That was all I needed.

The journal ended there, but Tessa already knew what happened next. She had opened the door, Frank had drugged her, and Virgil had taken her to the patron. Just like he'd always done.

She stumbled to her feet and fled from her room. She couldn't do this on her own. She needed Ollie.

"Ollie," she whispered as she pushed open Ollie's door.

"Oh fuck!" Tessa gasped. "Eww! Yuck! My eyes!"

She spun around, hitting the door jamb as she did, and fled back to her room. She hadn't seen that. She hadn't. She needed another mind wipe medallion. Screw it; she would just call Fernsby. Apparently, there WAS a kindness to hypnotism.

"Tessa!" Ollie called out. Her voice was full of laughter, but Tessa just couldn't deal with that right now. She couldn't deal with anything. She needed whiskey. Lots of it.

She grabbed the bottle of whiskey from her fireplace mantle and started guzzling it down.

"Tessa!" Ollie snapped. "What is wrong with you?"

"I don't care," Tessa mumbled. "Really, I don't. I just wish I hadn't seen. I mean, really, Ollie. It's Curtis!"

"Exactly," Ollie replied with a grin.

"Just stop there!" Tessa exclaimed. "I don't want to hear about it. You do what you want. I just needed..."

She drank the rest of the whiskey.

"What's wrong?" Ollie demanded. "Something is wrong. You haven't come to my room since you were thirteen. Tell me what's wrong."

"I figured it out," Tessa whispered, heedless of the tears that were pouring down her cheeks. "I figured it out."

"Figured what out?" Ollie asked in concern.

"I found out about the patron. Years ago. I found out, and... and... and then I forgot," she sobbed.

Ollie was suddenly holding her and running her hand down Tessa's hair, whispering soothing words. Tessa didn't know what she was saying; she didn't know anything except that she hurt. Inside and outside, absolutely everything hurt.


Chapter 14
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When Tessa opened her eyes again, it was morning and Ollie was lying beside her on the bed, fast asleep.

She tried to remember exactly what had happened, but the last thing she remembered was crying in Ollie's arms. The remembrance of why she had been crying came next.

"You're awake," Ollie said.

"Yeah."

"Do you want to go throw darts at a picture of Virgil?"

Tessa laughed in spite of herself and said, "Magnus would yell at us."

"Screw Magnus," Ollie snorted. "I don't understand why Gisele hasn't fired him."

Tessa raised an eyebrow and said, "He's part of the family."

"He's not."

"You really don't like him, do you?"

"Do you?" Ollie asked.

"I think I'd miss him if he was gone," Tessa said with a shrug.

"And you don't think he knew? About you? About the patron?"

"I don't know," Tessa admitted. "I doubt if it ever would have occurred to him to question Dad."

"Maybe not. He scared me to death when I was little," Ollie said. "But who cares about Magnus? You kissed Julian?"

"You sound like Gisele," Tessa snorted.

"You told Gisele?" Ollie exclaimed.

"Of course I didn't tell Gisele! Do I look insane? Can you imagine how she would react if I told her?"

"She would probably throw a party and start picking out names for your children," Ollie laughed.

Tessa shuddered and said, "I propose an agreement. I will never tell Gisele what I saw last night, and you will never tell Gisele about Julian."

"Seems fair," Ollie said. "Pinky swear?"

She held out her hand, pinky extended, and Tessa grasped it with her own pinky.

"Now, about last night," Ollie said. "What exactly happened?"

"Can it wait until breakfast?" Tessa asked. "That way I don't have to explain it more than once."

"Alright," Ollie agreed. "It's only six. Still plenty of time to work on your stance."

Tessa sighed heavily and said, "I don't recall it being of much help when those guys attacked me."

"Still, stance first. Strikes second."

Tessa nodded and crawled out of bed.

Ollie watched as Tessa pulled on a pair of pants. She was pale, and she hadn't even argued, at least not much, when Ollie had said they were going to work on stance again.

Gisele was right. Tessa was pushing herself too hard. But she was afraid that Curtis was also right. Tessa couldn't help herself.

Ollie didn't know how to help her with that. She was trying to find the patron, but if he was a witch, as Curtis had suggested last night, hacking into all the security cameras might not do her much good. A witch who could hypnotize and compulse, might also be able to glamour. They needed something else, a different way to track him. She'd think of something though; she always did.

Ollie stretched lazily and rolled off the bed.

"I'll meet you up there," she said as she padded back towards her room for something more to wear than a long shirt.

Curtis was still in her bed, and she liked seeing him there. For someone who hadn't had a human form until a day ago, he was a very quick learner.

She gazed at him for a moment, resisting the urge to touch his chest, and then she turned to get dressed.

"How's Tessa?" he murmured.

"I'm not sure."

"What happened?"

"She'll tell us at breakfast."

He caught her hand as she walked past and said, "Breakfast isn't for a bit, is it?"

She let him pull her onto the bed, and she kissed him before pushing him away and saying, "Yes, but I'm teaching Tessa to fight."

"Ah."

"You can have me tonight," she promised.

"The thing did not disappoint?" he asked with a grin.

"No," she laughed. "The thing did not disappoint."

For thirty minutes, Ollie helped Tessa work on her balance. After that, she had Tessa explain everything that had happened during her fight the night before, and they worked through moves that might have ended the fight even faster.

"You did really well with what you had," Ollie praised Tessa when they finally headed back downstairs. "I don't want to throw everything at you at once, but it would have helped if you carried some more accessible knives."

"There's too much to learn," Tessa sighed.

"You have time."

"Maybe," Tessa mumbled.

"I have an idea for the clients," Ollie said. "I'll explain it at breakfast."

"Alright," Tessa said.

"Stop that!" Ollie ordered.

"Stop what?"

"Being docile. I hate it. It's just not you."

"I'm tired," Tessa said.

Ollie knew that Tessa didn't mean she needed more sleep. She meant that she didn't see an end in sight and she was tired of fighting.

"Don't give up," Ollie said. "Please don't ever give up."

Tessa shrugged and walked into her room.

Ollie took a quick shower before seeking out Gisele. She found her in the breakfast nook, eating a pastry while she poured over one of her books. 

"I'm worried about Tessa," Ollie said.

"Join the club," Gisele sighed. "She won't listen to me though, and I doubt if she'll listen to you."

"She needs a win," Ollie said.

"She solved the rose case in about two minutes," Gisele snorted. "What more could she need?"

"A win against the patron," Ollie clarified.

"That would be nice, dear, but I don't think we can just pull one out of a hat."

"I know," Ollie sighed. "This is hard. Things didn't used to be hard."

"You mean when you were off running around, and not paying attention to the rest of us?"

"That's not how I would have said it."

"How would you have said it, dear?"

"I would have just said that things were easier when all I had to do was keep my teammates alive and finish whatever mission we had to finish."

"I see."

Ollie rolled her eyes. That was one of Gisele's multi-layered "I sees". There was an entire novel within those two words, and none of it was in Ollie's favor.

"You know, if I hadn't left," Ollie said pointedly. "I wouldn't be the person I am today, and we'd all be dead."

"I suppose that is true," Gisele murmured.

Just then Tessa walked into the room and sat down. She was still pale, and Ollie could tell she was in pain. She hated Virgil more than she had ever hated anyone. She hadn't even realized that she could hate so much. Not until last night.

"Did you sleep well?" Gisele asked.

"No," Tessa said.

"You stay up too late, dear. You have rings under your eyes. They make you look like a movie vampire. No man wants to date a vampire."

"Good," Tessa said. "Where's Curtis?" she asked. "Never mind," she said quickly, cheeks turning a bright red. "He'll get here when he gets here."

"I don't think he ever went to bed last night," Gisele said offhandedly. "He seemed sad, so I read to him before I went up, but I'm not sure it cheered him. He seems a little confused by human interaction."

"He's a quick learner," Ollie said, grinning when Tessa choked on her coffee.

"Good morning, ladies," Curtis said as he appeared in the doorway.

"Good morning, Curtis," Gisele said happily. "We were just talking of you."

"Were you?" he asked as he sat beside Ollie.

"Yes, Ollie said you're a very fast learner."

Curtis cast Ollie a sideways glance, and she shook her head slightly.

"I've always applied myself wholeheartedly to any task set before me," Curtis said.

The look in his eyes was for Ollie alone, and she smiled widely before pretending to focus on the chocolate pastry in front of her.

"Are you quite alright, Tessa?" Gisele asked when Tessa started choking once more.

"Fine," Tessa murmured. "Just, the coffee, it's, um, really bitter."

"I thought it was quite good this morning, but I will talk to Badri."

"No need," Tessa said. "It's probably just me."

Gisele made a humming noise, but left it at that.

Curtis's knee was touching Ollie's beneath the table, and when she passed him the plate of pastries, his fingers brushed over hers. She liked knowing that he enjoyed touching her just as much as she enjoyed touching him.

"I must be getting slow in my advanced age," Gisele suddenly said. "I can't believe I missed it."

"Missed what?" Ollie asked casually, hoping Gisele was talking about something else.

"You and Curtis, dear. I really did think it would take you a few more days. I'm really quite impressed with how quickly you managed it."

Ollie frowned. And then she did something really naughty and said, "Tessa kissed Julian."

"Ollie! We pinky swore!"

"Yeah, but Gisele knows about me already. It's hardly fair."

"But I didn't tell her," Tessa protested.

"Sorry," Ollie shrugged. "I'm not sure I could have survived her focus. And you would have broken eventually. This way we're even."

"I hate you," Tessa hissed.

"Julian?" Gisele said. "The boy from the Hidden?"

"That's the one," Ollie said.

"Hum," Gisele murmured. "He's not exactly what I had in mind."

Ollie felt a moment's guilt when Tessa dropped her head onto the table. She really shouldn't have told Gisele. They had pinky swore after all. But Tessa was bound to break sooner or later. She always did.

"We can list a lovely smile and a decent face under his assets," Gisele went on. "His eyes seemed intelligent. He's a little lanky for my tastes. Do you suppose he might consent to work out?"

"Grandma," Tessa moaned. "Would you please just shut up?"

"I'm sorry, dear. I do try not to be a burden to you. It's just that I'd like to make sure that my future grandchildren don't have limp spaghetti arms."

Tessa's head shot up, and she snapped, "Julian doesn't have limp spaghetti arms! He's wiry!"

"As long as you like him, dear," Gisele said slyly. "I suppose that's all that matters."

A look of disgust crossed Tessa's face, and she shot Ollie another glare of anger.

"Can we get to the meeting?" Tessa demanded. "I have work to do."

"Didn't we cover everything last night?" Gisele asked. "I know Ollie was avoiding us, but I'm sure Curtis filled her in on all the important things."

Ollie didn't bother to defend herself. She had been avoiding them, and she'd known they were smart enough to notice. But she silently begged Gisele not to ask her what she'd been doing.

"I had a dream last night," Tessa mumbled.

"A dream?" Gisele asked.

"About Virgil. Only it wasn't a dream. It was a memory, I guess. I figured it out once before..." She trailed off for a moment, then whispered, "Maybe twice. Anyway, um, I figured out about the patron and Virgil, but then Virgil caught me, and mind wiped me. I didn't see that part. I woke up when Frank drugged me, but I can surmise that's what happened since I don't remember it."

"Frank drugged you?" Ollie asked softly.

"Yeah."

Ollie wished she had known that. If she had, she would have used a very different poison to kill him. One that ended with his guts on the floor.

"Anyway," Tessa said. "I found the notebook that I wrote everything down in, but I hadn't figured out who the patron was yet, so I doubt if it's going to be particularly useful."

"I see," Gisele said.

That was a tone Ollie had never heard from Gisele, but she knew exactly what it meant. She was furious. Not at Tessa though. At Virgil. But like Ollie, the bulk of her anger was probably focused on herself. For not knowing. For not doing anything. For not protecting Tessa like they should have.

"I'm going to run an advertisement in the Hidden Gazette," Ollie suddenly said.

"An advertisement?" Tessa asked. "Why?"

"To warn off any future attacks from ex-clients. Will you write up something, Gisele?"

Gisele's face brightened, and she said, "I'd love to. What do you want it to say?"

"Just your average threat. Leave us alone, or else."

"I love it! I haven't written a threat in ages," Gisele said happily. "I'll get to it right now," she added as she pushed away from the table and headed towards the door. "Tell June to bring me a pastry and more coffee!" she called over her shoulder.

As soon as Gisele was gone, Ollie said, "I'm sorry I told her, Tessa. I panicked."

Tessa shrugged and said, "I probably would have done the same thing. Shall we go see if Ivy got that paper translated?" she asked Curtis.

"Yep," Curtis said as he quickly finished his pastry.

"Do you think Badri can cook anything but pastries?" Ollie asked as she watched Curtis lick his fingers.

"I doubt it," Tessa replied. "But I guess we'll see tonight at dinner. You will be here?" she asked pointedly.

"Yes," Ollie replied.

With that Tessa left the room as well.

"She doesn't seem well," Curtis said.

"I don't know how to help her," Ollie replied. "She's hurting. I wish I could just take it for her."

"We'll find the patron," Curtis promised.

He started to stand, but Ollie grabbed his shirt and pulled him towards her. "A kiss to tide me over?" she whispered.

He didn't respond, just kissed her.

"You taste better than pastries," he murmured when he finally moved away from her.

Then he stood and went after Tessa.

"Dangerous," Ollie said softly. "Very, very dangerous."

It didn't bother her that he was a troll. She really liked Curtis the troll, and she liked making love to Curtis the troll's man form.

She had never been with someone like him before. Someone she could actually age with, someone she could actually stand the idea of waking up with every morning, someone she could easily learn to love; and she wasn't sure if it was a good idea or a bad one.

She loved Doc, but in a very different way. She loved Doc the way she loved the sun. She enjoyed it when it was shining brightly in the sky, but she knew she could never touch it, never keep it for herself, never hope to be the one who could contain all that brightness. She'd known that from the first time she'd seen him. She'd known he was a dream and nothing more. Curtis was very real. Very, very real. And for some reason that made her feel just a little bit scared.

Gisele yanked the paper from her typewriter and started over. She normally wrote on her laptop, but she felt as if a good threat should be written on a typewriter. It gave it more weight somehow.

It had occurred to her that by doing this, they were waving a red flag in front of the patron, but if it had occurred to her, it had occurred to Ollie as well. And knowing Ollie, that's exactly what she wanted. It was difficult to fight someone in the shadows. If you were ever going to get a clear shot, you needed them to move out into the sunlight.

She started typing once more.

To current and previous clients of Graves, Graves, & Graves, Hunc Quesitorum. Your patronage is no longer needed. We have taken on the mantel of truth and justice, and any attempt to stand in our way will be met with extreme prejudice and force. Just a reminder, we know your secrets, and if anything happens to even a single hair on a single Graves or Nash head, those secrets won't be secret anymore. 

She frowned at the words she had written. They weren't overly creative, but they got the point across.

We happily accept clients of all types with actual cases to be solved. Reasonable rates. Lost children sought at no cost.

She sighed. It was direct and straight to the point, but it was lacking all the things she normally liked to work in. There was no action or romance, but she was pretty certain Ollie would gripe if she made it any more flowery.

She grinned, remembering the look on Ollie's face right before she had hurled Tessa under the bus. Whether or not she knew it, her girl had finally met someone who could pierce that thick skin of hers.

There was something that Ollie, Tessa, and Curtis didn't know about the ring that transformed him.

Gisele had once spent a summer with a free tribe of trolls in the Himalayan Mountains. Their ability to remain free depended on blending in. As such, the entire tribe had transformation rings. But for some, it was a curse because the ring showed truth.

Gisele had been there when one of the tribe had returned from his journey down into the hills below. To her shock, he had been immediately executed. There had been no questions, no trial. They had taken one look at him and declared him tainted.

Afterwards, the chief had sat with Gisele and explained why.

"I do not have the gift," he had said. "So it is difficult for me to understand how the rings are forged. Our troll form is how we were birthed. It is what the mother made us. We could no more change our appearance than we could change the sky."

He tossed a log onto the already blazing fire before continuing.

"The rings, however, transform us into the essence of ourselves. When you first arrived, you noted that our human forms were startlingly beautiful."

"I've never seen so many beautiful people in one place," Gisele said.

"Precisely. Did you see Reruck when he returned?"

Gisele had, and he had looked very different than he had when he had left. His skin was wrinkled and hanging from his face. His teeth had been yellow and cracked.

"Our human form changes as we do. If we turn to evil, our human form reflects that. There is no way to deceive it or trick it. It always reflects our inner worth. I do not know what Reruck did while he was away, but he engaged in evil. And I do not tolerate evil within my tribe," the chief said firmly. "Each of my people knows the risk. They know their ring will reveal them. But the more time they choose to spend with humanity, the more of them I lose. It grieves me, but I know not what to do."

Gisele refocused on the typewriter in front of her. Curtis's human form was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen in her life. None of them realized what that meant, but Gisele did. Curtis was beautiful on the inside. He was good. He was pure. That was Curtis, and she was glad that Ollie was smart enough to risk her heart on him.


Chapter 15
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Ollie walked quickly down a Denver proper street. She was headed to Brett's office; and Brett's office, like theirs, was outside of the Hidden. Why, she didn't know. She had never understood why her father hadn't had an office inside the Hidden either.

It made sense to work where your clients were, but the Hidden was cramped, and maybe her father hadn't been able to get approval for a Hidden office when he'd moved the office here from Philadelphia. Hidden space for cryptids, normal space for norms, and all that.

Whether or not they had a Hidden office didn't really matter though. They were in the Hidden directory. Anyone who wanted to find them could. Just like anyone could find Brett.

Since she wasn't quite there yet, Ollie pulled out her phone and called Ethan.

"Did you find anything?" she asked when he answered.

"You just sent me over forty thousand hours' worth of footage to review, and you want to know if I've found anything?"

"Yeah."

"There's a reason why no one will work with you," Ethan said. "Exacting standards."

"Is that a no?"

He burst out laughing and said, "I've found a few frames with Virgil. I'll send them over in a bit."

"Thank you," Ollie said.

"I'm going blind," he added. "It's the most boring footage I've ever reviewed. People go in the buildings and out of the buildings. There are no crimes, no fights, although I did spot one affair."

"I'll send you over some more interesting footage later to make up for it," Ollie promised.

"Even if you do, you're still paying me."

"Obviously. But there's this section of Colfax Avenue that I think you'll really enjoy watching."

"Are there any hookers?"

"You have problems."

"Can't blame a guy for being curious," he chuckled.

"If you ever left your lab, you might meet an actual woman."

"They all pale in comparison to you, love. If I can't find a woman who can break my arm in three places before I've finished introducing myself, I don't want her."

Ollie laughed before saying, "I'll try to find you a street with some hookers."

"See, now that's why I love you."

She disconnected and studied the wooden door in front of her. The only difference between Brett's office and the Graves home was that Brett's office was actually hidden. A norm couldn't wander inside it if they wanted to.

Unlike most Hidden buildings, it was missing the golden plaque announcing to cryptids the business that resided within. Instead it had a series of runes burned into the door. Brett's uncle Bennie had been staunchly against technology, which for some reason included golden plaques, and it looked as if Brett was following in his footsteps.

Ollie pushed open the door and stepped inside.

"Whatever it is, I don't want it," Brett said without looking up from his desk.

"You don't want business?" Ollie asked.

"After that Cadwel mess, I'm not so sure. It depends on what you want."

It took Ollie just a second to recover from her surprise. She had never met Brett in person, but he obviously knew her; she just didn't know how. Instead of asking though, she said, "I need a witch who can track."

He shook his head and said, "I don't got any."

"You know I'm good for it."

"I really don't got any," Brett insisted. "It's a rare trait. They have to be really strong in earth, and there just aren't that many left around here." He shrugged and added, "I can put out some feelers to the other states, but it'll take time."

"Fine," Ollie agreed. "I'll wait."

"It'll cost you."

"Obviously," she sighed. "Have you ever heard of a way to retrieve memories lost to hypnotism?"

He finally looked up from his desk. "You're into some deep shit, aren't you?"

"Family stuff," Ollie shrugged.

"I know all about that," he said with a sigh. "Look, you're barking up the wrong tree if you're looking for anti-witch stuff. I can't deal in that. Half of my clients are witches; you know how it is. Furthermore, it's against Hidden law to sell artifacts. You gotta go black market for that kinda thing."

So not exactly like Bennie. Or he was exactly like Bennie, and he just hadn't decided whether or not he trusted Ollie.

She didn't push him though. She knew better than to push.

"If you should hear of something that you think I might be interested in," she said carefully, "please let me know."

"Yeah," Brett said with a shrug.

It was the best she could hope for.

She exited his office and headed towards Colfax Avenue. She needed a moment to figure out her next move, and in the meantime, she owed Ethan some interesting footage.

Ollie walked for quite a while, mind chewing at the problem of how to identify the patron. She had really hoped to find a tracker witch, even though she knew that finding the patron that way was a long shot. From what she understood about tracker witches, the witch had to have seen whoever they were tracking in person first. She had just hoped they would be able to use the patron's note. She hadn't actually believed they would be able to.

They were dealing with a witch, after all. He was surely smart enough to cover his tracks. On the other hand, overconfidence and arrogance were nearly all witches' strongest traits so she refused to discount something simple without trying it first.

She paused outside the Odgen Theater. There were no hookers, but the traffic at night during concerts might almost make up for that. She glanced across the street, grinning when she saw the gas station sitting there.

"Easy peasy," she murmured to herself as she crossed the street.

She walked around the building, pausing inside the cameras' blind spot to switch her jacket around to the beige side with the security system logo across the back. It wasn't any specific security system. All people needed to see was the name "Ashland Security System", and they were comfortable giving her access to anything she wanted. She wiggled a ball cap out of her pocket with the same logo and pulled it down low over her eyes. Then she unhooked the clipboard hanging from her pants. She'd learned a long time ago that people would let you do almost anything just so long as you were carrying a clipboard. 

Properly disguised, Ollie headed towards the entrance, intent look on her face.

"'Scuse me," she said once she was inside. She didn't approach the counter, just called across the room. "You got a glitch in your security system, and they sent me over to figure it out."

"Yeah, whatever," the woman behind the counter said. "It's in the back."

Ollie swallowed a sigh. She preferred a bit of a challenge, but no one seemed to understand that.

She walked into the back, pulled on her flesh colored gloves, quickly hacked the system, and started uploading the camera files. She made sure the operation was hidden, and then she wiggled a few of the cables back and forth just for the look of it.

"All good," she announced as she walked back through the store.

"Great," the woman said.

There was no inflection in her tone, and if Ollie hadn't known better, she would have thought the woman was a robot.

Ollie stepped outside and walked a block before she switched her outfit back around. There was a problem with being so competent. It was easy to get bored.

Gisele smiled pleasantly as she walked into the office of the Hidden Gazette. There was only one newspaper for the entire United States Hidden, and it had an office in Denver, one in Philadelphia, and one in Los Angeles. Each of them produced an entire newspaper, and then all three newspapers were sent out to subscribers. It was a wonderful way to keep up with what they said was happening in the Hidden.

Gisele had once engaged in an affair with the owner of the Hidden Gazette, and he'd told her that the news was for sale to the highest bidder.

"If the highest bidder is selling coatracks, then we write a story about how coatracks save lives and how untidy coats are unsanitary," Jim had told her with a sigh. "There's very little real news, and even that is bought."

Jim had not been a happy man, but when she had suggested that he write the actual news, he had smiled at her and said, "That's not how life works, Gisele. You know that."

He had later died in a fire.

The new owner of the Gazette had reported that the fire had been caused by faulty wiring and had urged the people of the Hidden to contact their local electrical company to make sure all of their wiring was up to date. A surge in home repairs had followed the article.

No one knew it was a lie. The fire had been set to cover up the murder. Gisele knew that because she'd received a letter from Jim, telling her he feared for his life.

She'd sent the letter to Virgil and asked him to investigate. Three days later, Virgil had told her that Jim had perished in an accidental fire. She hadn't known it then, but she knew it now. She had gotten Jim killed.

Just another thing to hate Virgil for. The list was growing longer and longer.

"Good morning," Gisele sang out as she approached the front desk. "I need to place an advertisement, please."

"Do you have the copy?" the man asked.

"Certainly."

With a wide smile, she handed him the paper she'd typed up.

He read through it, then looked up at her. "You want to run this?" he asked. "Are you certain?"

"I think it's rather like a big red flag, don't you?" Gisele asked.

"Yes," he said.

"What's your name?" Gisele inquired. "I'm Gisele. Gisele Graves. Author extraordinaire. I wrote up that advertisement you see. Although I really would prefer that you didn't evaluate my skill based on it. It's rather blah."

He gawped at her, face confused.

"Your name?" Gisele prodded.

"Adam."

"So nice to meet you, Adam. I once named a hero Adam. Although, if I'm being honest, he wasn't all that heroic in the end. He fell into a Scottish bog, and his twin brother Aaron took his place, both as lord and lover in Moira's bed. I digress. How much for the ad?"

"This ad?" he asked, face still full of confusion.

"Yes."

"Five merlins."

"That's a bit exorbitant for an ad," she said.

"It's based on word count," he stuttered.

"That's fine. I don't mind. I wrote that many words, and I'd hate to cut any," she said as she passed him the merlins. "I'm not allowed to read to you," she added. "But here's a bookmark. The bookstore in the seven hundred block has my entire collection of books," Gisele went on. "The owner is a personal friend of mine. Just tell him Gisele sent you, and he'll cut you a deal."

"Okay," Adam said rather doubtfully.

"Have a wonderful day, Adam."

"You too," he said.

She smiled widely at him before turning and gliding back outside. With that task completed, she could turn her attention to more important things. Figuring out exactly who the patron was.

"This letter makes no sense," Tessa said as she read through it one more time. "Are you certain you translated it correctly?"

She knew she'd said it wrong even before Curtis interjected.

"We're certainly not questioning your grasp of Takaheni, Ms. Wintergreen," Curtis said smoothly. "What Tessa meant to ask was if there were any other translation choices that might clear up the meaning of the letter?"

Ivy huffed softly and said, "No. I went over it five times. There's not any other way to translate it. Not that makes any more sense."

"We really appreciate your time," Curtis said as he handed her several merlins.

Ivy smiled at him, but ignored Tessa, even though Tessa remembered to say thanks just before the door closed behind them.

"Do you go out of your way to irritate people?" Curtis asked.

"Not really," Tessa admitted. "It just happens naturally."

Curtis made a humming noise, but Tessa ignored him and reread the letter once more. "I don't see any way around it," she finally said.

"Around what?"

"We're going to have to take it to the tetrarch."

"Wouldn't it make more sense to take it to Aesop's wife? The tetrarch wouldn't have been very old when his father disappeared."

"You'll have to do it then," Tessa said with a sigh. "Mr. Shook requested that I use more tact with Mrs. Redgrove, so I told him I'd send you."

"I'm not sure I should leave you alone," Curtis said worriedly.

"I'll be fine," Tessa shrugged. "Surely it will take our temperamental ex-clients a minute or two to round up another hit team," she added.

She didn't really believe that, and she could tell that Curtis didn't either.

"Look," she said. "You can't be with me all the time. It's just not feasible. Besides, I'm having lunch with Julian, so there's that."

She had been planning to cancel because now that she was away from him, she couldn't put her finger on exactly why she wanted to see him again anyway. She'd had a reason though.

"You wanted to kiss him," Curtis suddenly said.

"What?"

"Kiss. It's the word for squishing your faces together."

"Yes," Tessa ground out. "I know that. Why did you say that?"

"You had the look you get when you're trying to remember something. I thought that maybe you couldn't remember why you wanted to have lunch with Julian, so I told you."

Tessa fought against the panic that tried to flood her.

"How can I possibly win?" she whispered. "When I don't know what's me and what's not?"

"You just keep trying," Curtis replied.

"But I keep forgetting things," Tessa said. "I mean, I was seriously going to text Julian and cancel, but I wasn't sure why."

"Utilize your skills," Curtis suggested. "You're already doing it," he added with a gesture towards the pant pocket where she kept her notebook.

"Doing what?" she asked.

"Writing it down."

She lifted an eyebrow, and he grinned at her before saying, "Make a Julian page, and write down everything you remember about him and why you want to squish faces with him."

"As hard as this is to believe, I wish you'd just say kiss," Tessa muttered.

"But I enjoy the look you get when I say squish faces."

"Did you like squishing faces with Ollie?" Tessa teased.

"I did. Gisele is not too far off with her novels."

"Enough," Tessa pleaded. "I thought I could go there, but I just can't."

He chuckled softly, then said, "Write down your dream, write down everything you know about the patron so far. Write down that you're not supposed to be late, and then try to break it."

"Break it?"

"Schedule something for a time, and be late. Tell yourself it's alright. And everything counts as work because you're working on a case. Even when you're just sitting there thinking, you're working on a case. The Tessa Graves Case."

"I call it the case of the missing memories," she said. "It feels more lighthearted."

"I like it," Curtis replied. "I'll go interview Mrs. Redgrove. Where and when do you want to meet up?"

"The Strong Arm," Tessa said. "I could use some troll whiskey after last night."

"Done. I'll meet you there at one o'clock." He paused and studied her before saying softly, "I expect you to be late."

Tessa nodded even though she wasn't sure it was possible for her to choose to be late. She didn't even want to be late. It wasn't in her nature to be late, but she knew that wasn't true because she didn't actually know what her nature was.

She didn't need to meet Julian for another hour, but she headed towards the restaurant anyway. She would write down everything while she waited for him, and maybe that would help her remember why she was doing the things she was doing.

When she reached the restaurant, she ordered a coffee and sat at a table in the corner with her back to the wall. Once she had her coffee, she pulled her notebook out of her pocket.

She opened it to a blank page and started to write down her dream. Pain spiked through her head, but she refused to give into it, refused to let the patron and Virgil win. She noted everything she'd seen, done, and heard as quickly as she could, then she paused and stared at the page.

Every time she reread the words "I am your authority", she had to remind herself that he wasn't. Virgil was not her authority. She didn't have an authority. She was her own master; no one else owned her.

It was a struggle just to think the words, let alone believe them.

She took a deep breath and turned the page. She wrote Julian LaRoche at the top before listing her observations, just like she would have if she were observing a client or a suspect. And then she tried to remember why she had kissed him back. The only thing she could think of was that he made her smile. She tried not to smile when he said things the way he did, but she just couldn't help it.

Virgil would have hated him, and maybe that was part of why she liked him too. She honestly didn't know, but she wanted to find out.

She looked up when she heard the chair across from her scrape the floor.

"I didn't think you'd come," Julian said with a grin.

"Why not?"

He shrugged and said, "You seem determined not to like me."

"I kissed you," she stated.

"Momentary error in judgement," he shrugged.

Irritation surged through her at his words. She hadn't made an error in judgement. She had wanted to kiss him; she still wanted to kiss him. She liked him.

She suddenly realized that he was offering her an out, but she didn't want an out. She frowned slightly, wondering if he did. When he'd first met her, he hadn't known what a mess she was. He hadn't known she couldn't be late. He hadn't known she had a witch in her head. Maybe now that he'd had time to think about it, he wasn't interested in her. So she decided to return the favor and offer him an out. 

"My dad lied to me my entire life, and I have a witch living inside my head," Tessa said. "I forget things after I've done them, and I have horrible headaches when I try to disobey him. I've declared war on half of the upper crust of the Hidden, and I'm apparently working for the tetrarch. I live with my aunt and grandma, whom you met. They're a little eccentric. And I think Curtis has moved in with us. That's most of my issues," Tessa said with a shrug.

"Except that I'm not terribly good with people," she added. "If you want to continue meeting for work lunches and work dinners and occasionally squishing faces, for work, of course, I'd like that, but if not, that's fine too. I'll probably forget all about you in a day or two."

Julian stared at her, a barrage of emotions crossing his normally passive face.

"That was a lot," he finally said. "I'll start with the most confusing. Squishing faces?"

"That's what Curtis calls kissing," Tessa said, pinching her thigh so she didn't blush.

"Ah. Curtis. He's moved in with you?"

"I think he's moved in with Ollie mostly. I mean, Gisele gave him a bedroom, but I doubt he'll be using it."

Her cheeks were starting to heat up, so she pinched herself again.

"Work lunch?"

"It's a loophole," Tessa shrugged. "Otherwise, I'm somewhat compulsed to get back to work."

"Which brings us to the witch. Why is there a witch in your head?"

"I'm a little unclear on the details," Tessa admitted. "But when Graves, Graves, and Graves was first founded, nearly two hundred years ago in Pennsylvania, my great something grandpa Silas Graves started working for someone. He's only ever called the patron, and more than half of the Graves cases have been carried out at his request. We're the reason the Uprising of 1838 went so well for the norm President Van Buren, and we're the reason Curtis, as well as many others, ended up in Blackwater."

His face was passive once more, but Tessa saw a spark of anger in his eyes.

"My dad didn't have any sons," she tried to explain, "and the patron said I would do, only I didn't like my dad, and I was incredibly curious about everything."

Her head was starting to ache, but she told herself firmly that she was working an assigned case. All cases were assigned by Virgil so she wasn't doing anything wrong. She was interviewing a witness; that was all. 

"So the patron started messing with your head," Julian guessed when she didn't go on.

"Yes."

"And you didn't know about the patron or these cases your family did for him?"

"No. Except I figured it out a couple times. But then I forgot."

She smiled sadly, wishing she could remember what she'd once known.

"I'm Roma," Julian said.

She already knew that.

"I can't be compulsed or hypnotized, and I can't see glamours or scutums."

She cringed at his use of the Latin word the witches used for the camouflages they put on buildings, but then the rest of his sentence sunk in.

"Wait," she said. "You can't be hypnotized or compulsed?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"It's in the blood," he shrugged. "The Roma have lots of gifts that other norms don't. That's part of why we ended up inside the Hidden. Our skills and gifts aren't particularly useful outside of it. You're getting distracted though; I was trying to tell you something."

"You were?"

"I was."

He paused as if waiting for her to say something else so she pretended to lock her lips and gestured for him to go on. 

"I'm not good with people either," he said. "I'd rather watch them. I like watchin' you," he added with a grin. "I've only been close to one other person outside of my family, and I carry the weight of his life on my head." For a brief moment overwhelming sadness filled his face, but only for a second.

"I hate myself for being a watcher," he said fiercely. "I wish more than anything that I was a doer. That I could just step out there and change things, protect people, like Doc does, but I can't seem to. Instead I watch from the shadows. I haven't done a thing in my life worth doing. So if you'd rather leave before we order lunch, and forget about me in a day or two, I completely understand."

Tessa studied him, memorizing the unusually open look on his face. She'd think about everything he said later on. In fact, she'd write it all down in her notebook so she didn't forget it, but his confession hadn't made her want to run away. It had made her want to stay. He wasn't perfect, and neither was she. 

"Doc is so annoying," she finally said.

"He is," Julian agreed, lips curving up slightly. "If you ever watch him fight, you'll notice that he'll be in the middle of it, and he'll just drop his knives and pick up somethin' random to start killing people with."

"Why would he do that?"

"Variety, he says," Julian replied.

"What a weirdo," Tessa said.

"Did you know there's an I Hate Doc Holliday club?" he asked.

"No! Really?"

"Really. I went to a meeting."

"And?"

"Turns out I like him more than those guys do," he said with a snort.

He grinned at her, and she grinned right back.

"So, what exactly happens at a work lunch?" he asked.

"We order food and eat, and after that you walk me over to the Strong Arm."

"The Strong Arm Tavern?" Julian said.

"Yes."

"Why do you want to go there?"

"It's where Curtis and I are meeting up."

"Why there?"

"It's where we drink our troll whiskey."

His eyes widened, then narrowed. "No way," he said.

She shrugged and said, "I'll bet you lunch that I can drink more shots than you."

"I've never even had troll whiskey," he said.

"Then I guess you're paying for lunch," she grinned.

"Pops would be proud of that play," Julian said with a laugh. "Seriously though, can you really drink troll whiskey?"

"Yes."

"How much? Like a spoon?"

"The most I've ever drank in one sitting was seven shots," Tessa replied.

"Sweet Alako," Julian breathed. "Why the hell didn't you list that when you were listing things?"

"I don't consider it a deficiency," she shrugged. "Would you like me to list my assets?"

"Nah," he grinned. "I'd rather figure them out on my own."

She hid her grin inside her empty coffee cup. It was strange, but she was actually looking forward to getting to know him. She had never really taken an interest in anyone before; maybe Curtis was rubbing off on her.

Julian was like a case. A mystery to be carefully delved and uncovered. She wanted to know about his friend that he felt he bore the responsibility for. She wanted to see his artwork. She wanted to know what he'd do differently, or why he wouldn't do anything differently at all. But for once, she was in no hurry. She was willing to uncover his secrets one layer at a time.    


Chapter 16
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Gisele sighed as she placed another newspaper on the pile. She'd already scanned through more than a hundred papers looking for mentions of Silas Graves. She had found a few articles about him, but they hadn't had any information she didn't already know.

One article had celebrated the opening of the first Hidden based investigative firm. Even back then, it had been called Graves, Graves, and Graves but the only names listed in the article were Silas Graves and his brother William.

Gisele couldn't think of a single reason why Silas had included the third Graves in the name. There hadn't been a third Graves for nearly another twenty years.

But even though it annoyed her ordered mind, it was hardly the point of her research. She was looking for clues about the patron. She wasn't a detective like Tessa, but she was one hell of a researcher. If there was something here, she would find it.

She was just afraid that there wasn't anything here, and her mind was beginning to numb from the sheer redundancy of it. So-and-so did such-and-such. The tetrarch asked for volunteers to serve under the norm government. Norms are watching; be afraid. The trees are dying; be afraid. There were fewer witches born this year; be afraid. Or some other variation of news with the same underlying theme of fear. It wasn't really any different than norm news, but Gisele hardly ever read that either. Not enough positivity. She liked to read things that made her happy. Like her books.  

In fact, she needed a break from all the doom and gloom so she pulled out her notebook and stared at the question she'd written there earlier. She could not figure out how to make Olive, the heroine in her book, take advantage of Lord Rathbone, especially when she'd set it up so nicely for Lord Rathbone to take advantage of Olive instead. Gisele had already had to scrap three chapters' worth of writing when she'd realized that the plot had played out exactly the way Ollie hated.

She made a note to possibly have Olive save Rathbone from drowning in the Thames, then marked it out. The Thames was never romantic. A country lake would be better.

"Drat," she muttered. "This is hard."

She shoved her notebook back into her handbag and pulled another newspaper off her unread pile. The librarian had not been pleased with her request to see fifty years' worth of old newspapers, but some things just couldn't be helped.

"Julian doesn't believe I can drink troll whiskey," Tessa said as she sat down beside Curtis.

"You should have invited him in," Curtis chuckled. "So he could have seen the error of his ways."

"Can't," Tessa said. "We're working a case. Maybe later."

"Did you enjoy his company?"

"Sure," Tessa shrugged. "Did you talk to Mrs. Redgrove?"

"Sure."

He smiled at her, and she rolled her eyes. "I'm not telling you," she said. "We're working."

"I'll ask you again tonight at the meeting," he threatened.

"That's low, Curtis. And here I thought you were a nice guy."

His blue eyes were twinkling, and she wanted to slug him, but she wasn't stupid enough to punch a troll. Ollie had told her just this morning that it was stupid to punch anyone, but Tessa was reserving her opinion until she had gathered more evidence.

"We catalogued our main faults," she finally said. "And once that was out of the way, we just kinda talked. It wasn't anything special," she lied.

"Really?"

"Really. Although he did show me this drawing he did of Doc," she added with a grin. "I enjoyed it."

"In that case, Mrs. Redgrove said the letter made no sense."

"Are you serious?" Tessa grumbled.

"She thinks it's in code."

"Ugh," Tessa sighed. "Takaheni and in code. Let me see it."

Curtis passed her the letter just as the bartender was placing a bottle of troll whiskey and two glasses in front of them.

"Thanks," Tessa said absently.

She read the letter once more. It wasn't from Mr. Redgrove. It was to Mr. Redgrove from his cousin Mr. Birch. Tessa tapped her fingers on the bar top. She drank a shot. She tapped her fingers.

"I'm pretty sure Mr. Birch is the head of the Hidden United States Council," she said thoughtfully. "So we should just ask him."

"Where is he?" Curtis asked.

"Connecticut."

"Oh."

"It's no biggie," Tessa said. "Graves has a pilot on the payroll."

Curtis drank two shots in a row.

"Are you okay?" Tessa asked.

"I don't like flying."

"But you'll be in human form," Tessa offered.

He drank another two shots and said, "That makes it even worse because if we crash, I'll probably die quicker."

Tessa swallowed a giggle and said, "I can take Ollie."

Curtis took another shot. "I think I'd prefer that," he finally said.

Tessa flipped open her notebook and wrote down "hates to fly" under Curtis's name.

"Did you just make a note on me?" he asked.

"Just doing what you told me to."

"So glad you listened," he grumbled.

"Besides hates flying, I have likes to squish faces with Ollie," Tessa said with a grin.

The scale above his eye lifted.

"Anyway," she said quickly. "We have a plan. I'll go see Mr. Birch, and you will see if you can find any old associates of Mr. Redgrove's to interview."

"I like that plan," Curtis said. "A lot," he added.

Tessa drowned her snicker with a shot of whiskey. It was a little funny to her that Curtis, a troll who could rip his enemies limb from limb, was scared of flying. She didn't blame him particularly. As far as she was concerned, planes were just like elevators; it was humans' absolute faith in them that kept them in the air.

Dinner that evening was nothing like dinner had been at the LaRoches. There was an awkward air to everything, and Tessa knew it was because they were still working things out. Nearly dying had certainly been a bonding experience, but now that they were living with each other every day, Tessa was beginning to notice their idiosyncrasies, and they were driving her a little bit nuts.

Gisele tended to make small noises while she ate. Mmming noises. Noises that Tessa felt were more appropriate in one of Gisele's books than at the table. And Ollie almost always read while she ate. Tessa couldn't understand why she bothered to come to the table if she was just going to ignore them. And they both ate really slowly, like there was nothing else to be done. Tessa was always finished ages before they were, but if she moved to leave, Gisele would shoot her a "sit-down" look.

She hadn't been around Curtis long enough to discover his annoying traits, but she was sure he had some. Right now, he was totally focused on his food. She imagined that eating with a human mouth was a little different than eating with a troll mouth, but that was just an assumption.

Tessa usually got through the interminable wait by trying to guess what ridiculous thing Gisele would say next or by trying to figure out what Ollie had been doing all day.

Tonight, Tessa studied Ollie and wondered what was on the underside of her colorful jacket. Ollie always wore jackets, and now that Tessa was paying attention, she knew why. All of Ollie's jackets were double-sided. Everything about Ollie was double-sided.

She looked delicate and breakable, but she could be torn to shreds by a wolf and keep going. She laughed and sometimes acted as if she didn't have a thought between her ears, but she could strategize like a general. She dressed like a peacock but could disappear in a crowd.

Tessa pulled out her notebook and made some notes on her Ollie page. Every time she wrote something down, her mind felt clearer, like she had removed a layer of film.

"Did you see Julian today, dear?" Gisele suddenly asked.

"Um..." Tessa said, caught completely off guard by the question. "No."

"Hum," Gisele murmured. "You really need to work on your lying. Did you have a nice time with him?"

"No," Tessa said.

"Hum," Gisele said once more. "I suppose I could invite him for dinner."

"No!" Tessa exclaimed. "It was nice. Very nice."

"Good," Gisele said with a satisfied grin.

"What did you do today?" Tessa asked before Gisele could think of another question.

"Combed through about three thousand papers," Gisele sighed. "Thank Aphrodite that the Hidden Gazette is only published once a week," she added. "I nearly went blind."

"What were you looking for?"

"I got to thinking how strange it was that Silas Graves ever managed to wander into the Hidden, let alone set up shop there. So I thought that maybe if I looked into it, I could find a mention of the patron."

"I didn't even think of that," Ollie said. "Did you find anything?"

"Yes and no," Gisele replied. "Silas had an instant supply of clients, and they were almost all witches or cryptids that were higher in the Hidden social strata. You know about the Cadwels, but Silas also worked publically for the Jurys, the tetrarch at the time, and the Mertons and the Vanloos, also prominent witch families. That doesn't even include clients he was working for in a private capacity," she went on. "Nothing I came across helped narrow down the patron, but I'll keep looking," she added with a sigh. "He could be a member of any one of those families."

Tessa had been taking notes in shorthand so she didn't later forget anything that Gisele had said, but since the pain in her head hadn't increased at all, she had a feeling they wouldn't find the patron within any of the families Gisele had mentioned.

"And what did you do today, Ollie?" Gisele asked.

"Nothing."

"I hardly believe that, dear."

"Just walked around downtown, thinking," Ollie said with a shrug.

"Hum," Gisele murmured before saying cheerfully, "It took me all day to figure out how Olive can take advantage of Lord Rathbone."

Tessa groaned and said, "Would you please just tell her what you were really doing, Ollie?"

"It's very good," Gisele went on. "Let me just read this bit to you. It may be my best work yet."

She moved her plate and picked up a stack of white paper, then she cleared her throat, winked at Curtis, and started reading.

Olive watched Lord Rathbone across the expanse of the ballroom. He was hulking against the wall like a giant shadow. No one dared to approach him. They were all terrified of him, even if they didn't know why.

Olive knew exactly why they were scared of him though. He was a predator, a wolf; and they were sheep. Nothing but sheep. Rathbone tolerated them, but the only reason he tolerated them was because his sisters were still in search of husbands. Olive had a keen suspicion that once they were married off, he would disappear from society all together.

She dreaded that day. She hadn't realized how weary she had become of the scene. Both the public one and the secret one. She was tired of the endless balls and parties. She was tired of the espionage, but she was afraid her grandfather was never going to let her go.

She had thought her grandfather would release her now that Rathbone knew what she was doing, but he had insisted she continue her efforts, and she hated it more than ever. 

Catching sight of Lord Rathbone across the room was the only thing that made these events bearable. She could watch him for a moment while the men surrounding her prattled on about their horses and various exploits. They were hoping to impress her. They didn't want to marry her. She was much too old for marriage now; no lord wanted a twenty-six-year old as his wife, but they certainly wanted her in their beds.

Olive watched as Rathbone scanned the room, searching for his sisters. His shoulders relaxed when he found them, but then his eyes settled on Olive.

She felt the spark of it, and she smiled slowly. She had dreamed of his hands last night. She had never seen anyone among the beau monde with such large and capable hands, and she longed to feel them on her skin.

A wicked idea suddenly occurred to her. It wasn't without risk, but either way it would end her career as a thief for her grandfather.

She winked at Rathbone before excusing herself from the men crowding around her.

"I just need a touch of air," she said breezily.

Several of them offered to escort her, and she smiled prettily and said, "I'm feeling a bit short of breath; I just need a moment, and then I'll be happy to bask in your company once more."

They preened at her words. They were so easy. Lord Rathbone would never be easy. Especially if her plan worked.

She walked towards the terrace, refusing to look behind her. He would come. She knew he would come. He was watching her just as she was watching him. His motivation was different, of course. He thought she was a spy for France, and she was very much afraid that she was.

Not for much longer though. Not if he followed her into the darkness. Rathbone might be a predator; he might be frightening to those who didn't understand him; he might be deadly in the right circumstances; but he was above all, a gentleman.  

"Fine!" Ollie exclaimed. "I was reviewing camera footage!"

Tessa shot her a glare. Gisele had just been getting to the good part. But then she remembered herself and pretended to sigh in relief. "It's about time," she muttered.

"I was enjoying it," Curtis said.

"Why were you reviewing camera footage, dear?" Gisele asked.

She didn't seem the least bit bothered by Ollie's interruption, and Tessa knew she'd been counting on it.

"I thought maybe I could find the patron," Ollie admitted. "But no luck yet." Before Tessa could ask what footage Ollie was looking at, Ollie turned to her and said, "How's the Redgrove case?"

"Nothing so far," Tessa admitted. "You and I are going to Connecticut tomorrow."

"We are? Why?"

Curtis made a strange noise, and Tessa looked his way. His cheeks were flushed, and Tessa realized that he was embarrassed. His secret was safe with her though. 

"I need to interview Mr. Birch," Tessa said. "He's Mr. Redgrove's cousin. And he lives in Connecticut."

"Mr. Graven Birch?" Gisele asked. "He's the head of the United States Council."

"I know," Tessa said.

"He's such a darling man," Gisele went on. "He's quite happy with his mate or else I would have snatched him up for a while. I think the sensory aspect of making love to a Takaheni would be quite enjoyable."

"Shush!" Tessa gasped as she shoved her fingers into her ears. "Romances are one thing," she added. "But I can't listen to you talk about... that!"

"Talk about what, dear?" Gisele asked.

She was grinning widely; she knew exactly what Tessa meant.

Tessa stood, fingers still in her ears and said, "Ollie, we leave at six." Then she left the room.

"She's so sensitive," she heard Gisele say as she left. "I was just saying—"

Tessa ran up the stairs before she could hear anything more.

Tessa spent the entire evening sorting through Virgil's notebooks. By the time she was ready for bed, she'd combed through every single box, and she had a pile of fifteen journals that related specifically to her.

She wasn't going to read them. Not yet. She needed to know who the patron was, but she knew she wouldn't find the answer in Virgil's journals. He wasn't just going to say, "Did I mention that the patron's name is John So-and-so?" Virgil wasn't that careless, and she wasn't that lucky.

And since she knew she wasn't going to find out who the patron was, only what the patron had done to her, she figured the journals could wait a day or two.

She glanced at the clock. It was already one in the morning. Late enough that she could go to bed without feeling like she should be doing something else.

She yawned as she crawled into bed. Her body ached from working with Ollie. She had always thought she was in decent physical condition, but Ollie made her feel like she was falling short. She knew Ollie didn't mean to. Ollie just had really high standards, and Tessa wasn't sure she'd ever be able to live up to them.

Not that I'm trying to, she thought with a frown. She didn't have to live up to anyone's expectations anymore. She only had to live up to her own. The problem was that she didn't know what her expectations were.

She'd learn though. She knew that she would. It wasn't too late for her to figure out who she really was. It was never too late.


Chapter 17
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"You're late, Tessa," Virgil said sternly when she stepped into the cottage that stood on the other side of the lake.

"Sorry, Dad," Tessa said cheerfully. "I saw a fox on the way, and I couldn't help but follow it back to its den."

"I do not appreciate it when you're late," another voice said. "It's disrespectful. I don't want you to ever be late again. Do you hear me, Tessa?"

She couldn't see his face. She never could. It was always shrouded in darkness, but his voice sent a shiver of ice down her spine.

"I'm sorry," she said sincerely, heart pounding.

She hadn't known he would be here. If she had known, she wouldn't have come at all. Her dad had just told her to come out to the old cottage; he hadn't said why.

"Do you know the punishment for being late?" the man said sternly.

"I won't be late again," Tessa promised. "I swear!"

She wanted to run, but that would only make him madder. She could only hope to convince him that he didn't need to punish her.

"Please," she said. "I'll never ever be late."

She heard the door close behind Virgil, and she knew it was coming. Virgil never stayed to watch her be punished.

"Please is for the weak, Tessa. Don't ever beg, and don't ever be late."

Pain tore through her, so much pain that she cried out from it even though she had told herself she wouldn't. It started in her chest and waved out through her limbs and into her fingers and toes. She felt like she was being pierced with a million needles.

"I'll never be late!" she screamed.

"You will never be late," he said, voice like a piece of iron wedging its way into her soul. "You will never be late, Tessa. If you are late, you will be punished."

His words echoed through her head with each jolt of pain. She wouldn't be late; she couldn't be late. If she was late, she would be punished. She didn't ever want to be punished again. It hurt. It hurt so much.

She gasped as another shock of pain tore through her. She hated him. She hated him, and she wished she could tell Doc about him. Doc would kill him for her, but she couldn't tell him. She couldn't tell anyone. If she told anyone she would be punished.

She fell to the floor with a sob. His words were still forcing their way into her, reshaping her mind. She could feel them reshaping her mind. And in that moment she hated Doc for leaving her. If he hadn't left, this never would have happened. Virgil wouldn't have dared do this to her if Doc was still watching over her. How could he have left her like this?

"What will happen if you're late, Tessa?"

"I will be punished," she sobbed.

"Very good. Stand up now and look at me."

The pain suddenly vanished, leaving her feeling empty and raw inside.

She didn't dare dawdle. She stood immediately and looked at his right shoulder, exactly where he had told her to look.

"Very good. Your father is taking you to Denver next week. You'll attend a private school there. I want you to observe the other students and write down everything they say and do. You will turn in a report to Virgil once a week. Do you understand?"

He was still using his tone, the tone that she couldn't resist or fight against. The tone he used when he wanted her to do something, and she knew that she would do it. She didn't have a choice.

"I understand," she said.

"Be a good girl, Tessa. You know what will happen if you aren't."

She did. She did know, and she had absolutely no desire to be bad.

Tessa's alarm woke her; and she sat upright, horror and anger filling her. She could still feel the pain of her punishment. She could still feel her fear.

She'd only been sixteen. How could Virgil have done that to her? How could he have allowed that to happen? She wanted to dig him up and kill him. It made her furious that he had died so easily, so painlessly. How she wished he had suffered.

She put her hand to her head and tried to push back the pain throbbing there. She kept trying to focus on the face in her dream, but whenever the edges of the face began to clear, a bolt of pain so sharp that she couldn't stand it pulsed through her.

She grabbed her notebook off her nightstand and quickly wrote down everything she could remember. By the time she was finished, she could barely see straight.

She stumbled out of bed and walked over to her desk. There had once been a photograph of Virgil and her in a place of honor, but she'd shoved it into one of the drawers a week ago. Now she yanked it out and snarled, "I hate you! I absolutely hate you! And I'm going to undo everything you ever did! I don't know how yet, but I swear that I will not stop until your name is ground into the dust."

A chisel of pain gouged into her mind and with it the words "I am your authority!"

"You're not!" Tessa ground out. "Not now, not ever!"

She spat on Virgil's face and hurled the photograph across her room. It hit the wall and fell to the floor with a tinkle of broken glass.

The pain was so intense she could barely breathe, but she wasn't a child anymore, and she wasn't scared of the patron. She refused to be scared of the patron. If he came anywhere near her, she would just push through the pain and stab him with her knife. She could do it; she knew she could.

"Tessa!" Ollie exclaimed from the doorway. "Are you alright?"

Tessa opened her eyes and forced her lips to grin. "I'm fine," she ground out.

Ollie rushed across the room and reached out a hand to touch Tessa's face. Tessa stepped backward.

"You left me," she whispered. "You, Doc, and Gisele. All of you. You abandoned me."

Pain filled Ollie's face, and her hand dropped to her sides.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"That's it?"

"What else can I say? I didn't know Virgil, and it honestly never occurred to me that he was hurting you. If I had known..."

"How could you have known?" Tessa asked bitterly. "You weren't there."

"I know," Ollie said. "I know. You can't possibly hate me more than I hate myself. I knew something was wrong, but I didn't look too closely. I didn't want to look too closely. I... I'm sorry. If you want me to go, I'll go."

"Screw that!" Tessa snapped. "You can't just run away from everything, Ollie! That's what you've been doing your entire life, and it's time to stop. You'll stay, and you'll help me fix it. But I'm mad right now. I'm mad at all of you, and since I can't take it out on Virgil, I'm going to take it out on you. Meet me at the plane in an hour, and you better have whiskey."

Ollie nodded, turned, and left the room without a word.

As soon as she was gone, Tessa leaned on her desk and breathed in and out. She had a case to work on today. All cases were assigned by Virgil. She was just doing what she was supposed to be doing.

The pain faded slightly with each repetition until Tessa could finally stand.

She wasn't going to let Virgil win. She wasn't going to let the patron win. She couldn't do anything about her own mind yet, but she could finish the case assigned to her. The Graves had stolen Simon Redgrove's father from him, and Tessa wasn't going to rest until she found out why.

Tessa hadn't planned to talk to Ollie until they landed in Connecticut, but that felt too much like a punishment, and after her dream, the last thing she wanted to do was punish anyone.

So instead of sitting as far away from Ollie as she could, Tessa sat right beside her in the little six-seater plane, took the whiskey from her, and drank a few shots in silence before saying, "I'm glad you're here now."

She was too. She wasn't lying. Ollie and Gisele had habits that annoyed the hell out of her, but they also made going home at night bearable. If they weren't there, she wouldn't have been able to stay in that house, not with all its memories of Virgil. They were rewriting those memories though, and Gisele was slowly changing everything in her pathway. One day soon, Tessa was certain she wouldn't even be able to remember what the house had looked like when Virgil had been there.

They were her anchors to reality. She knew they would be there if she stumbled. She knew they would be there if she lost the strength to continue or forgot why she was doing what she was doing.

"I'm sorry," Ollie said softly.

"Just don't ever leave me again," Tessa said.

"I won't," Ollie promised.

"Even if things are easier away from me."

"Never."

"Even when Gisele reads how you take advantage of Lord Rathbone."

"I can't believe she actually based a character on me," Ollie snorted.

"I can believe that," Tessa replied. "What I can't believe is that she named a character Rathbone."

Ollie laughed before saying, "We'll find the patron, Tessa. I promise."

"I know we will," Tessa said.

"He's still just a person," Ollie went on. "And people make mistakes; they don't cover all the angles. We just have to find the angle he didn't cover."

"It's no different than tracking down a murderer," Tessa agreed. "They usually think to do everything, except. And it's the except that leads you right to them."

"Exactly," Ollie said.

Tessa could still feel her hurt and her anger. There was a part of her that was always going to be mad at them for leaving her, but she could understand why they had. Ollie had run away so she could actually be a person of note. She had wanted a chance to make a difference, and she had.

Gisele had run away because she couldn't stand the sheer boredom of being cooped up in the country all the time. Both of them had always come back. They had always come back. Because they loved her. They hadn't completely abandoned her; they just hadn't stayed around enough to protect her.

For some reason, she wasn't mad at her mom. Her mom had been too pliable and too soft. She could have never stood up to Virgil, and even if she could have, she had probably never noticed that anything was different about Tessa. She had been a very sweet woman, but she hadn't been strong. She had spent most of her time embroidering and making small paintings of the grounds, the things Virgil had encouraged her to do.

Which just left Doc. She was still furious with him. Even if what Curtis had suggested was right, even if Doc had been trying to protect her by not being around her, he should have at least checked in on her. He should have at least sent her a note every now and then. He should have asked how she was doing.

She cursed her detective mind for pulling more evidence to the front and forcing her to look at it. Doc had left her in the care of two capable and forceful women. He clearly respected both Gisele and Ollie, and he had probably expected them to watch over her, and they had thought she was strong enough to take care of herself, but she hadn't been. She had been too weak to resist the patron's voice.

She could still remember the feel of his voice infiltrating her mind, and it made her shudder. Was she strong enough now? Could she resist now? If he sneaked up behind her somewhere, would she be able to tell him no?

"What if he finds me before I find him?" she whispered.

"We're not leaving you this time," Ollie said. "Gisele and I are with you. Curtis is with you. If you start praising Virgil one morning, we'll tie you to a chair and make you remember."

"But what if he tells me to do something horrible? Like kill you?"

"You would never do that," Ollie said firmly.

"You don't understand what it's like," Tessa murmured. "I can feel his words, his orders, wiggling into my brain and rerouting my thoughts. If he tells me to do something, I can't not do it. His voice makes me do it."

"Look at me," Ollie said.

Tessa blinked away the tears in her eyes and faced Ollie.

"That was before," Ollie said. "Before you knew you could fight back. You have fought back, and you won. He sent you that stupid note, and you told him to go shove it! He doesn't control you, Tessa. He may be trying to, he may think he can, and it may hurt for you to tell him no, but you can do it. You've shown that you can do it. You're smarter than he is; you're stronger than he is; you will win."

Tessa nodded, but she wasn't sure if Ollie was right. She had fought the patron's voice from a distance. The pain of that had been nothing compared to the pain of her dream. She had felt like she was dying in her dream. The pain had been everything, and when he had given her his instructions, she knew she would have agreed to anything just to make the pain stop.

"Do you actually know how to contact Mr. Birch?" Ollie asked.

Tessa forced her thoughts of the patron to the side and said, "Mr. Birch has an office in the West Hartford Hidden."

"That's convenient," Ollie said. "Why didn't Curtis come with you instead of me?"

"He had something else to do," Tessa replied.

She simultaneously told herself that Curtis was working another aspect of the case.

"You're getting better at lying," Ollie praised.

"All I have to do is tell my brain that whatever I'm saying is true. It helps with the patron too. For instance, Virgil assigns all the cases, so I'm only doing what I was told to do."

A shadow crossed Ollie's face, but she smiled and said, "Clever."

"It was Curtis's idea. More or less."

"I'm glad you met Curtis," Ollie said. "He makes a nice addition to the team."

"I'm glad Pops had that troll ring lying around," Tessa said with a snort.

"I'd say we soaked up a little bit of Doc's luck," Ollie said with a laugh. "Because, really, what are the chances?"

Tessa shrugged. It did seem a little far-fetched, but she wasn't about to question it when things worked out in her favor.

"Did you finish the Scottish Man's Curse yet?" Ollie asked.

"No. I can't," Tessa sighed. "It's not work. When Gisele reads to me, I can somehow excuse it, but every time I try to read one of them on my own... It just doesn't work out."

"I'll read it to you," Ollie offered.

"No. You fade off in your head during the good parts. I'll just make do with Gisele's sessions."

"I don't fade off!"

"You do. Your eyes widen, and you bite your lip, and just keep reading silently."

"I do not!" Ollie insisted.

"You do," Tessa said once more.

"Do I really?"

"Yes."

"Huh."

Tessa rolled her eyes and said, "Since I can't possibly work while we're flying, I'm going to catch up on my sleep. Wake me when we land."

With that she moved her chair into a more horizontal position and closed her eyes. She was exhausted. Dealing with the patron in her dream had left her wrung out. She felt empty, and she hated it. But she would push through. It was the only way to win.

Ollie reached over and brushed a loose strand of hair out of Tessa's face. She could still see the girl that Tessa had once been, and she hated herself for leaving her. She could say that she hadn't known Virgil was evil all she wanted, but that wouldn't change the fact that she had left Tessa and Tessa had paid the price. She didn't fully understand what Virgil and the patron had done to Tessa, but she knew it caused her pain. She was in pain right now. Ollie could tell because the space between her eyebrows was wrinkled.

If she could go back in time, she would never have left her. For what good it would have done. If she had never left, she wouldn't have been strong enough to protect her. She'd only become strong after she had left. She'd never say that to Tessa though. She wouldn't make excuses. Because she had left her.

Ollie had the feeling that Tessa was actually the best of them. She had been tortured and manipulated for nearly twenty years, but every single time, she found her way to the truth, and she fought the lie. This time she wasn't going to lose either because Ollie and Gisele were going to back her up. Just like they should have when she was young.  

She sighed heavily, wishing she could somehow bear the pain with Tessa but knowing she couldn't. She could help her find the patron though. She would help her find the patron.

She pulled out her phone and started sorting through the images Ethan had sent her. There hadn't been a camera with a clear view of the Graves house door which was why Ollie had just had Ethan search for images of Virgil with someone else. Ollie quickly reviewed all the photographs, but there were only five men she didn't recognize.

She watched Tessa for a moment. "Are you awake?" she murmured. Tessa didn't even wiggle so Ollie opened up her laptop. She'd long ago hacked into the norm FBI database, and she ran the photographs through it now.

There were no matches. She hadn't expected there would be, and she set up the tedious process of checking them against each state's driver's license records. Once she was finished setting up that program, she set up a different program to check the photographs against internet images, looking for matches. The software wasn't foolproof, but she had found someone through their social profile once before.

It would take a while for the programs to sift through everything; and in the meantime, she was going to have to figure out how to canvas the Hidden because she had a feeling these men were part of the Hidden proper, which meant they wouldn't show up outside of it.

Hidden residents belonged to the Hidden, and if they operated outside of the Hidden, they had special identification cards which when ran through the norm system required local law enforcement to relate the details of the crime and release the person with said ID. The information was supposed to go directly to the Magistratus, and they were supposed to follow up. It was a convoluted system, at best, but it seemed to work.

The problem, for Ollie, was that Hidden records were kept within the individual Hiddens in filing cabinets in rooms. Always. They did not use computers. They did not store information on computers. They did not have a great big database with information. If you wanted information, you had to work to find it.

Even though she would have to work a lot harder to find anyone, Ollie preferred the Hidden system; and she wished the norm world worked the same way. With facial recognition technology and all the databases and all the cameras, Ollie felt more and more like she was living inside a police state. Maybe that was fine for some people, but she had to color outside of the lines to get things done; and with each passing year, she had to work harder and harder to go unseen.

She sometimes wondered how much longer the Hidden would stay hidden. There were cameras everywhere. On people's front doors. On traffic lights. On people's phones, on their cars. There was almost no privacy whatsoever, and eventually someone entering the Hidden was going to get videoed walking through a wall.

She knew there were some perception filters to protect against recognition, but she couldn't imagine the filters would hold out against the directness of a video. She hoped she was wrong though. She hoped the Hidden was never revealed and that it lived in relative freedom forever. She may not be able to have privacy and freedom in the norm world anymore, but that didn't mean the residents of the Hidden couldn't have it.

Her computer beeped at her, and she studied the screen before minimizing the operating computer programs and staring out the window.

She tried to organize everything she knew about the patron. He was Hidden upper crust because he had connected Graves, Graves, and Graves with their upper crust clients. So he was an upper crust witch, which meant he belonged to one of the families that ruled the Hidden. If all else failed, they would just start at the top and work their way down.

Ollie's mind wandered down various pathways, trying to think of other strategies that might reveal the patron's identity; and before she knew it, the plane was landing on the runway.

"We're here," she said as she gently nudged Tessa.

Tessa yawned and sat upright. She stared straight ahead for a moment, then she stretched and stood.

"Our driver should be waiting for us," she murmured before heading towards the exit.

Ollie followed her out onto the runway and towards the man standing nearby with a sign that read Graves. If she hadn't been paying attention, she wouldn't have noticed when Tessa's step hitched slightly.

"Do you remember that summer you taught me pig Latin?" Tessa asked softly.

Ollie laughed and said, "Virgil yelled at me for nearly an hour."

"Hatta otna riverda," Tessa said.

"Hatwa?" Ollie replied.

"Otna riverda."

"How can you tell?" Ollie demanded.

He looked like a chauffeur to her. He was standing next to a black car and wearing a jaunty little cap that just screamed chauffeur. Ollie frowned. Jaunty caps were like a clipboard for drivers.

"Trust me," Tessa hissed.

"Are you certain?"

"Yes."

They were quite close now, and Ollie calculated her options. She could walk up to him and pop him with a two-seconder, but if she did that, they'd never know who had hired him.

"Oda ewa areca howa iredha imha?" Ollie asked.

Tessa's face creased in concentration. "What?" she demanded.

They were just a few feet away from him now.

"Do we care who hired him?" Ollie hissed.

"Oh! Right, um. Maybe?"

"We'll have to do it the hard way then," Ollie sighed. "You'd better be right."

She smiled widely, palming one of her syringes as she did, and sped up her pace. "Hi! How are you?" she asked as she approached him. "Great weather today, isn't it? I'm so glad you made it here on time; I was thinking we'd have to wait for you."

She was right in front of him now, and she offered him her hand. He glared at her, but slowly lowered his sign and reached out his hand to grasp hers.

Ollie glanced over her shoulder. Tessa nodded frantically.

"I trust you," Ollie whispered as she yanked the man towards her and popped her syringe into his side.

"What the hell?" the man hissed. "What did you just do?"

"Injected you with deadly poison," she said cheerfully. "Tell me who hired you, and I'll try to save you."

"You little bitch," he snarled. "You'll pay for that."

And that's when she realized he was a witch. Latin was spewing from his lips, and magic was already gathering in his hands. Ollie didn't waste any more time; she dove forward and shoved her knife through his heart.

She ripped her knife free as he began to slump towards her, gasping when a force suddenly slammed into her and pinned her against the side of the car.

"They're witches!" she yelled.

"Where the hell are they?" Tessa yelled back.

Ollie wasn't sure; she just hoped there wasn't more than one witch left.

"Duck!" she ordered.

Tessa dropped immediately to the ground, and the cinder block that was headed directly for her head sailed over her.

Ollie struggled against the air holding her in place, trying to break free. Then she calmed herself and started looking for the source. The witch wasn't overly strong because they had only pinned Ollie's legs, not her hands. All she needed to do was find the witch and kill them.

"Don't come too close," she instructed Tessa.

Tessa nodded as she turned in a slow circle, searching for the witch.

"Ollie," she said softly.

"Yes?"

"He's in the building on the other side of the plane. I can't shoot that far. What's he waiting for?"

"I think he's too weak to do more than this. So he's probably waiting for backup," Ollie decided. "Get the keys, get in the car, and drive over there."

"What?"

"Just what I said."

"But you—"

"We don't have time to argue about it. Now!"

Ollie had no doubt that there was at least one more witch out there; and the quicker she was free, the safer they were.

"NOW!" she yelled.

"I'm already doing it!" Tessa snapped.

A door slammed, and Ollie braced herself as Tessa started the engine. Ollie could barely move her feet, certainly not enough to raise them fully off the ground. It didn't matter though. She didn't need her feet for this; she'd just have to hope they didn't catch on anything when Tessa started driving.

"Probably not my best plan," Ollie muttered as the car started to creep forward, carrying Ollie with it.

The witch was standing just inside the door of a large airplane hangar, body partially blocked by the metal frame. Ollie didn't need to see his entire body though, and she pulled out her .45 ACP and carefully aimed. She was only ten seconds away from being in range.

"Faster!" she yelled.

The car picked up speed, and Ollie adjusted her aim. The movement of the car didn't bother her. She was aiming for his heart. She'd shoot off a burst of five, and even if she missed once, she was certain to hit him one of the other four times.

She could see the panic on his face now. He wasn't sure what to do. Witches never were sure what to do when their magic failed. Ollie thought it was stupid to rely on magic as much as they did. Poison and knives had never failed her; not once.

Four seconds. Three. Two. One.

Ollie fired five times in succession, and a second later the air holding her in place dissipated, and she fell from the side of the speeding car.

She tucked her arm right before she hit the pavement and took the brunt of the impact on the meaty part of her shoulder. She rolled and quickly came up on her feet, gun at the ready. She was going to be really insulted if they'd only sent two incompetent witches to kill them.

"Head's up!" Tessa suddenly yelled.

Ollie spun around, barely ducking in time to avoid being hit by a spinning light pole. It smashed into the car behind her, and Ollie cast a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure Tessa was all right before running towards the witch who was standing in the runway behind them.

Magic was twirling off the woman's hands, picking up loose things as it went. The air whipped past Ollie, pushing at her, but she kept her body low and ran forward quickly. As she ran, she leaped over a spinning piece of concrete and ducked under a flying tool box.

She knew better than to shoot at the woman. Anything she tried to hit the witch with would come right back at her. Her only chance was to get close enough to stab her.

The force pushing against her increased; and for a second, Ollie lost her footing and skidded backwards. The witch was running out of easy debris though, and once she did, they'd be in a stalemate unless Ollie could break forward.

At least Ollie thought they'd be in a stalemate. The witch was grinning, and that worried Ollie. The woman obviously saw or knew something that Ollie didn't.

The witch pulled an object from her pocket and held it up.

"Shit!" Ollie hissed when she realized it was a lighter. Not just an aerial witch, but an aerial and inferno witch.

Ollie glanced behind her, trying to decide if she could make it to one of the hangars before the fire overtook her. She probably could, but if there was anything flammable inside the hangar, she would be in a worse situation than she was now.

She made one last effort to push forward and gained five steps before fire began to rush from the woman's hand. Ollie had just made up her mind to run when a speeding car suddenly crashed into the witch and sucked her under its tires.

At the same time, the force keeping Ollie from moving forward dropped, and she fell to the ground, heaving a sigh of relief as the wave of fire whooshed over her head. That had been a little too close for comfort.

Tessa crawled out through the broken car window and raced across the pavement to Ollie.

"Are you okay?" she demanded as she slid to a stop beside her. She'd been too late to stop the witch from releasing her fire, and Ollie wasn't moving yet. She was just lying on her face.

"Are you okay?!" Tessa snapped.

Ollie's eyes popped open, and relief flooded Tessa.

"Is she dead?" Ollie asked.

"I didn't check," Tessa said.

"Go check."

"But Ollie—"

"Go check," Ollie ordered as she rolled onto her back. "I'm fine."

Tessa didn't want to leave her, but she ran back to the car and shimmied through the window. The door wouldn't open anymore because the light pole had crashed into it. That was part of the reason it had taken Tessa so long to reach the witch in the first place.

She quickly shifted the car into reverse and backed up, flinching when the car bounced over the witch's body. When she could see the woman's motionless form through the windshield, she parked, crawled out the window once more, and walked over to the witch. She was definitely dead, but Tessa checked for a pulse anyway. There wasn't one.

"She's dead," she announced as Ollie limped over.

"Good. I called the Worms and the Magistratus. They're on their way. Do you think anyone saw?" Ollie asked. "It was goddamn careless of them to launch an attack like that in the norm world. What were they thinking?"

"They probably thought we'd get in the car," Tessa said. She was still in a little bit of shock. She hadn't known that witches could hurl things through the air like that. She had expected a much more invisible sort of attack.

"Why didn't we get in the car?" Ollie asked.

"His shirt cuffs were dirty," Tessa said distractedly.

"I poisoned a man because his shirt cuffs were dirty?" Ollie snapped angrily.

"It didn't fit with someone who chauffeurs people from point a to point b all day, especially given how much I paid for him," Tessa said. "The hat was also too small. And there was blood dripping from the trunk."

"What? Why the hell didn't you start with that?!"

"Because it's an assumption that our actual driver is in the trunk," Tessa said. "It's not fact. The other two observations were facts."

"I don't think I'm ever going to understand your reasoning," Ollie muttered. "That was backwards as hell."

"It wasn't," Tessa stated. "I always list the most important observations first."

"I doubt if the dead driver in the trunk agrees with that," Ollie shrugged.

Tessa didn't bother to respond. Ollie could think what she wanted, but she was wrong. Besides, she hadn't even checked the trunk yet. For all she knew there was a loose side of beef in there. It was an assumption to say it was the driver, and assumptions weren't worth much in the course of things, not if you couldn't back them up with facts.


Chapter 18
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It took Tessa and Ollie over two hours to handle the questions from the local Magistratus. The captain of the Magistratus was even less excited than Ollie to learn that witches had attacked them publicly; but after a quick sweep of the area and a fortunate loss of some airport camera footage, he was fairly assured that no one outside of the Hidden knew of the incident.

By the time Tessa and Ollie reached Mr. Birch's office, Tessa was ready to demand immediate answers, but Mr. Birch wasn't there. And he was apparently only there on the third Wednesday of every month.

"That is not acceptable," Tessa snarled.

Mr. Birch's secretary cringed and took another step away from Tessa.

"I'm sorry," she stuttered. "I can try to reach him."

"You had better do more than try," Tessa said firmly. "I need to speak with him today."

"Yes, Ms. Graves," the woman said before rushing into another room and slamming the door.

"I thought you were working on your people skills," Ollie murmured.

"I am," Tessa ground out. "But I'm having a bit of a rough day, and I just don't have any tolerance for this right now. It's his goddamn office. He is the head of the United States Hidden Council. How could he only be here one day a month?"

"I don't know," Ollie said. "He's a politician."

Tessa paced the small waiting room, irritation eating at her.

"How did they know where we were going?" she demanded.

"The pilot put in his flight plan," Ollie said with a shrug.

"But how did they get a hold of it?"

"The same way we would have gotten a hold of it."

"And how is that?"

"We would have just sneaked in," Ollie said, grinning slightly.

"Why are you so comfortable with this? They're trying to kill us."

"I know."

"What are we going to do about it?"

"It's already handled," Ollie said.

"What do you mean?"

"Gisele is going to publish a scandal sheet."

"What?"

"Like in one of her books. Lord B— was seen in the promenade with Miss P— yesterday," Ollie said in a high-pitched voice. "Is there a wedding in their future?"

Tessa tried to make sense of that, but finally shook her head and said, "What?"

"Gisele is going to pick one of the cases and write it up as a scandal sheet. She'll divulge their dirty secret without specifically saying who did what. And then she'll distribute it across the Hidden."

"Would you please explain to me why this is a good idea?" Tessa said.

Her head was beginning to hurt for a very different reason. Frustration.

"We're letting them know that one, we are serious, and two, we really do have information that they would prefer to be kept secret. We did warn them," Ollie added with a shrug. "They asked for this."

"It sounds a little... immature," Tessa pointed out. "Like a bunch of school children passing notes."

"Maybe," Ollie agreed. "But I still think it'll work."

Tessa rolled her eyes.

Just then, the secretary stepped back into the room and said, "Mr. Birch would like to know the nature of this meeting."

"I need to talk to him about Aesop Redgrove," Tessa said.

The door closed once more, but a minute later it opened, and the woman said, "Mr. Birch will see you, but you'll have to wait until after dark."

Tessa raised an eyebrow.

"He only comes to the office after dark," the woman said hurriedly. "I'm sorry, but he can't come any sooner."

"That's fine," Ollie said. "We'll occupy ourselves in the meantime. What time should we be back?"

"Nine," the secretary said.

"Will do," Ollie said cheerfully. "Thank you so much."

"Yes, thank you," Tessa ground out.

That confused the woman, but she managed to stutter, "You're welcome."

Tessa followed Ollie out into the Hidden marketplace they'd come in through. She'd traveled for cases before, and it always surprised her how different each of the Hiddens were. This Hidden wasn't quite as tight as the Denver Hidden, and she wondered why. There was so much about the Hidden that she didn't understand. Maybe Julian would answer some of her questions. No one else would, but he didn't seem to mind that she was a norm.

She pulled her notebook out of her pocket and wrote down that Julian didn't mind that she was a norm. She also made a note to ask him why.

Then she made a note about magic. It was impressive, but the kind of magic she had seen today depended too much on the things around it to be reliable. If she was a witch, she would invest in a gun.

"What did you write down?" Ollie asked.

"I was just noting some observations about the witches. Why don't they just carry guns?"

"Too arrogant," Ollie shrugged. "And thank god for that. Can you imagine if they weren't?" Ollie shuddered and said, "Don't ever say that again. Once you put something like that out into the universe, people notice."

"That's silly," Tessa argued.

"Is it?" Ollie countered.

"Isn't it?"

"Based on what?"

"I don't have the energy for this argument," Tessa sighed.

Maybe the idea of thoughts floating around the universe affecting reality wasn't any sillier than the idea of unquestioning belief keeping planes in the air and elevators from plummeting to the ground. It was possible that she didn't really know anything about the way the world operated, but until she figured out how she operated, she wasn't going to bother with world mysteries.

Gisele tapped her fingers on Virgil's desk. Most of the time, Magnus's slow crawl of a pace amused her, but not this time. She was in a hurry to pick out a case and write it up as a scandal sheet.

"Magnus!" she sang out once more.

"I'm right here, Mrs. Graves," Magnus said from just outside the doorway.

"For the hundredth time, call me Gisele."

"That breaks all the rules, Mrs. Graves," he said as he moved slowly towards Virgil's bookcase.

"Whose rules?" she asked.

"The rules. You wouldn't have read them. They're only available in the butler's handbook."

She blinked a few times in surprise before demanding, "Was that a joke?"

"Hardly."

Gisele snorted in irritation and said, "Just open it already. My fingers are practically twitching with excitement."

"You haven't given me the key."

Gisele felt her pocket. Sure enough, she hadn't given him the key. She quickly pulled it free and handed it to him. He moved a book, inserted the key, and turned it. The rest of the bookshelf slid into the floor.

"Snazzy," Gisele murmured.

She loved secret passageways and rooms. They made everything more interesting. She always tried to work at least one secret room into every book. Her favorite had been the secret bedroom in Montgomery Castle. So many lovely things had happened there.   

"I will leave you to it," Magnus intoned.

"Thank you," Gisele said absently.

Her phone beeped, and she pulled it from her pocket and read the text message from Ollie. "Tessa says to use the Hollister file."

Gisele made a humming noise as she approached the first filing cabinet. She opened the top drawer and thumbed through the cases. It wasn't there. She didn't find Hollister until she reached the third drawer. There were three Hollister folders so she picked the first one and sat down at Virgil's desk to read it.

Her excitement had faded by the time she finished reading. It didn't truly surprise her that she'd birthed such a wicked child into the world. After all, she hadn't been allowed to raise him; if she had raised him, he would have turned out very differently.

She couldn't be mad at her dead husband though. It had all been part of their marriage arrangement. She could have the female children, but Weldon took the males. She couldn't say that she would have done things differently either.

Weldon had saved her from a life of drudgery and servitude, and she had Ollie. Ollie was her pride and joy. She'd never even held her two boys because she had been afraid that if she had, she would have begged to keep them. She had cried with joy when she'd given birth to Ollie, and she'd heaped all of her love onto her. Every last bit of it.

Perhaps she should have fought harder for the boys, but to what end? After all, she had foolishly agreed to Weldon's stipulations in the first place. He hadn't forced her to marry him or to sign the paperwork giving him full custody of any future male children.

Gisele sighed heavily and returned her attention to the case notes. Why on earth did Virgil write down every single detail of these cases? Gisele didn't understand what point it could have served. It seemed very foolish.

She imagined a book in her mind, titled it The Crooked Investigator, and cast Virgil as the villain. She followed him into his office where he sluffed off his patterned overcoat and slumped into his chair. He lit up a cigarette, one of the really thin ones; and after a moment, he pulled out his notebook and started writing.

I spoke with Hollister today. He wants me to get rid of his wife in a quiet manner. I've arranged a day at the spa for her. It was a little bit of trouble getting everything arranged, but after I reminded Jennifer of the price of silence, everything fell into place.

Jennifer will slip Hollister's wife a sleeping pill and pull up the sides of the bed once she's fallen asleep, creating a box around her. Grundy will pour in the maggots he's been working with, and Mrs. Hollister should be nothing but bones in a few minutes. I would have preferred to handle it the old fashioned way, but the Patron was curious to see the maggots in action.

Gisele quickly fast forwarded the scene. It was now two days later, and Virgil was back at his desk, writing.

The maggots were a complete failure. Mrs. Hollister woke up and started shrieking. I had to open the box to kill her. Maggots spilled everywhere. Grundy tried to scoop them up, but the Patron doesn't allow for failure. He ordered Grundy to kill them. It was a mess, and in the end, I had to bring in my Worm to take care of the body. I had to threaten him to get him to eat it. He refused at first on account of it being pre-chewed.

Nonetheless, Mr. Hollister is happy with the results.

"Why?" Gisele murmured as she tapped her fingers on the desk. "Why write it all down?"

She read through it once more. He had reminded Jennifer of the price of silence. He had threatened the Worm. They obviously owned Grundy.

She was missing something, but she didn't suppose it really mattered. All she had to do was write up the scandal sheet, exposing all their dirty little secrets to the world.   

"Oh," she whispered. "How could I have missed that?"

The notebooks were leverage, blackmail, tools to keep people in line or force them to cooperate. To go into business with Graves, Graves, and Graves was to go into business with the devil.

They were always working two angles at once. Killing Hollister's wife and getting enough leverage on Hollister that he would do whatever they asked him to, whenever they asked him to do it.

"Clever, clever boy," she murmured. She wasn't proud of Virgil. She would never be proud of Virgil, but she could appreciate cleverness when she saw it.

She pulled out her pen and began to write.

To the previous clients of Graves, Graves, & Graves. This is your final warning. If any future attempts are made, successful or otherwise, to injure a member of Graves, Graves, and Graves, the entire contents of the Graves archives will be turned over to the tetrarch and the Magistratus. They will also be published for the entire world of the Hidden to see.

What follows is merely a taste. If you'd like to read the story in its entirety, try to kill us one more time.

It seems that Mr. H— has wearied of his pretty wife. He can't divorce her though. There were moths in his pockets before he married her. Whatever will he do?

Someone saw Mr. H— whispering in the corner with the Crooked Investigator. What could they have been talking about?

J— knows. She was there. She slipped the pill. G— knows too. He was there. He fed the maggots. W— knows. He ate the body.

Mr. H— is free to spend his wife's money now. The Crooked Investigator made sure to leave a trail suggesting that Mrs. H— ran away to the Bahamas with her Latin lover. That's the official story, but we know better, don't we?

Gisele read through her flowery cursive. It was perfect. Now all she had to do was make a couple thousand copies and hire some imps to distribute them all over the Hidden.

Tessa was seething with impatience and irritation by the time they returned to Mr. Birch's office. She didn't normally have to wait to talk to people. Apparently, the Graves name inspired some amount of fear in most people so when Tessa started growling, they usually caved in. Not Mr. Birch though. It was nine o'clock, and he still wasn't here.

"I wasn't late," she grumbled as she paced back and forth. "The least he could do is not be late either."

"It's only just now nine," Ollie pointed out.

"He said nine. It's nine."

"I doubt if he has a compulsion to be on time," Ollie said softly.

"That's no excuse," Tessa spat. "My time is valuable, and I've been wandering around all day, doing nothing, and now I'm here at the appointed time, and where is he?"

The door behind her opened, and a solemn voice said, "Right here, Ms. Graves. I apologize for the wait."

Tessa spun around and glared at the tall dark Takaheni standing there. Unlike the Takaheni she usually saw within the Hidden, he wasn't wearing any clothes, not that it mattered. He was completely covered in dark fur.

"It is difficult for me to travel during daylight," he added. "For obvious reasons."

He was mocking her, and Tessa knew it, but she didn't really care. All she cared about was the case.

"You sent Aesop Redgrove a letter not long before he disappeared," Tessa said.

"Did I?" he asked.

"Yes," Tessa ground out.

"If I had, how would such a letter have come into your possession?"

Tessa sighed. It looked as if they were going to have to do this the roundabout way.

"You are aware of our investigative firm?" she said.

"Yes. And I'm also aware of the fact that no one within my family would ever hire the Graves to do anything for them."

She felt the sting of his words, but she smiled instead of frowning and said, "I'm sure that speaks well of your family."

Mr. Birch raised an eyebrow.

"I know I lack tact, and I've been unbearably rude," Tessa said carefully. "I just like to get straight to the point. Virgil Graves..." She paused here, not quite able to get out the next series of words. "My dad," she finally spat, "recently died. I've taken over the firm, and I'm making a few changes. My grandfather was involved in Aesop Redgrove's disappearance, and Tetrarch Redgrove ordered us to look into it. That is why I have the letter, and that is why I'm here. I'm trying to discover what happened to Aesop."

"I see," Mr. Birch said. "You'll allow me a moment to verify your unlikely story."

"Knock yourself out," Tessa shrugged.

Mr. Birch stepped back into the other room and closed the door behind him.

"Unlikely story," Tessa snorted. "You could have stepped in, Ollie, and probably saved us a lot of time."

"I'm here as a bodyguard," Ollie said lazily. "You're the investigator. I like seeing you in action. It's interesting how your first step is to piss off whoever you're talking to. Do you think that increases their honesty level?"

"Shut up," Tessa ground out.

"I'm being serious," Ollie said. "I never saw the others interview anyone. Is this how Virgil did it?"

"No," Tessa said. "He was smarmy about it."

"What do you mean?"

"He pretended to be everyone's friend and confidant. He acted like everyone he talked to was special and important, but that's just not my style."

"Probably because deep down, you knew he was lying to everyone," Ollie said.

Tessa shrugged.

"You make it clear to people right away that what you care about is the case, not anything else," Ollie went on.

It didn't feel like a compliment, but Tessa also knew that it wasn't intended to be an insult, just a statement of fact.

"Curtis isn't like that," Tessa said softly. "He's nice to people, but he's also sincere. He talked to the man who was camouflaging the roses and found out why, even though we'd already solved the case."

"We could all stand to be a little more like Curtis," Ollie said. "He's too good for the Graves family, that's for sure. I just hope he doesn't figure it out and leave us."

"He wouldn't, would he?" Tessa demanded.

"Of course not," Ollie laughed. "We've bound him to us with pastries and slutty romance novels."

Tessa hoped that was enough to keep him. For some ridiculous reason, she already depended on his presence, and she was already a little worried that he might leave her. Just like everyone else had.

"Ms. Graves," Mr. Birch said. "Why don't you step inside my office?"

Tessa pushed away her thoughts of Curtis and followed Mr. Birch into his office, sitting in the chair he indicated. Ollie sat beside her, and Mr. Birch sat behind his desk and studied them both.

After a long moment he said, "You are the other Ms. Graves? The one who spoke with Simon?"

"Yes, sir," Ollie said.

"You've been curiously silent."

"This is Tessa's case," Ollie said. "I'm only here as backup because we've had some trouble with our previous clients."

"Is that what happened at the airport?" he asked.

"I can't say for certain, sir, because we neglected to leave one alive, but three witches attempted to kidnap us, and when that failed, they attacked us."

"In broad daylight, on norm turf."

"Yes, sir."

"Why would they do that?"

"I can't possibly say," Ollie replied. "I'm not a witch, so I didn't break any of the Hidden's laws."

He smiled thinly.

"We already spoke to the local Magistratus," Tessa broke in. "And we're here, so they obviously didn't charge us with anything. Could we please talk about Aesop now?"

"You seem in rather a hurry to solve a thirty-year-old case," Mr. Birch said.

"I don't dawdle just because a case is old," Tessa said flatly. "It's a case, and it's every bit as important as a new case."

"Just to be clear, you assured Simon that you intend to repair any damage caused by the Graves, Graves, and Graves firm?"

"In so much as we can," Ollie clarified.

"Why are you here?"

"I don't think that Aesop was taken because of the business he and Mr. Shook were building," Tessa said. "My grandpa's notes weren't very clear; he never mentions the motivation behind his client's request."

"Why would he?"

"You clearly don't know the Graves," Tessa said with a snort.

"Why do you think he was taken?" Mr. Birch asked.

"That's what I'm trying to find out. This is the only lead I have," she said as she handed him the letter. "I've had it translated, but it makes no sense. Mrs. Redgrove thought it might be in code. Since you wrote it, you should know what it says."

Mr. Birch took the letter and read through it. When he was done, he put it back down on his desk and studied Tessa carefully.

"I do not see how my revealing the contents of this letter will help you find out what happened to Aesop."

"You're not me," Tessa shrugged.

"It was written in code for a reason," Mr. Birch pressed.

"Fine," Tessa said as she stood. "I'll go back to Denver and tell Tetrarch Redgrove that I hit a dead-end in his father's case because you wouldn't cooperate. Thank you for taking the time to see us."

She made it all the way to the doorway before Mr. Birch said, "Sit down." Tessa grinned, then composed her face, turned, and reclaimed her seat.

"The United States Takaheni are few in number, Ms. Graves. There is our tribe here, and another tribe in the Northwest. There are a few of our number spread out among the cities, but most of us choose to stay hidden in our tribal lands. What little is left to us."

Tessa struggled not to roll her eyes. She didn't want a history lesson. She wanted to know what the letter said.

"It was a sad day for us when Aesop and his family left us. One other family went with them so that they could build a new tribe in Denver. Not long after they arrived a man approached Aesop and began to ask him about the Takaheni. Aesop saw no reason not to answer his questions, not at first; but then the questions became more and more detailed. The man began to ask about Takaheni witches, Takaheni artifacts, Takaheni sources of power. Aesop said there was no such thing, but the man continued to bother him. Eventually, Aesop told him that he didn't want anything further to do with him, and for a few years he was left alone."

"Been there," Tessa muttered.

"Been where?"

"Where you think you have a no," Tessa said.

"Ah. The Cadwels. No one mourns them because you left none to mourn."

"What about their wives and children?" Tessa asked.

"The Cadwel men will not be missed by their women," Mr. Birch said.

"So Aesop said no," Tessa stated, trying to get the conversation back on track.

"He said no," Mr. Birch agreed. "But about three months before Aesop disappeared, the man showed up again, asking insistent questions about one of our artifacts. The fact that he was asking meant that he already knew it existed, and he shouldn't have known. There were but a handful of us who knew of it in the first place."

"Did Aesop ever tell you this man's name?" Tessa asked.

"He called him Mr. Smith."

That was of no help whatsoever, except that it confirmed that he was the same man who had hired Graves in the first place.

"Aesop sent me a letter explaining everything. He was worried about Mr. Smith's persistence, and he wanted me to take precautions. I sent him this letter in return, asking if he needed help. Aesop was not one of our warriors. He was too gentle to learn the ways of the sword, and I am afraid that it cost him. I never heard back from him."

"Why didn't you tell anyone about this when he disappeared?" Tessa demanded.

"I hired a team to look for him," Mr. Birch said. "They were unsuccessful."

His eyes said it all. If his team was unsuccessful, he didn't see what chance she had of solving anything. He obviously didn't know her very well.

"Did Aesop ever mention Mr. Smith's species?" she asked.

The question seemed to surprise him, but he eventually said, "He did."

"And?"

"He was what your people call a shaman."

Tessa frowned. She had guessed witch, but that was the problem with assumptions. Without facts, they just weren't useful at all.

"You might be interested in this," Mr. Birch said.

He handed Tessa a large sheet of thick paper, and she felt her cheeks began to heat as she read through it.

"Does she have to be so ridiculous?" she muttered as she handed it to Ollie.

Ollie read it and burst out laughing. "I love it," she chuckled. "I knew she'd do it justice. And quick too! How did you get this?" she asked Mr. Birch.

He was watching them, a slightly amused look in his eyes, and he said, "An imp in the market was handing them out. I believe he was yelling 'Graves, Graves, and Graves reveals, read all about it'."

Tessa fought the urge to hide her head in shame. Virgil would be so humiliated. She grinned slightly at the thought.

"You just realized how horrified Virgil would be, didn't you?" Ollie asked.

Tessa nodded.

"Do you think he's turning over in his grave?"

"I hope so," Tessa admitted.

"I wish you both luck," Mr. Birch said solemnly. "You're going to need it."

He didn't know the half of it. If Virgil would have been humiliated, Tessa dreaded the patron's reaction. She knew he wouldn't be pleased with their scandal sheet. She didn't know how she knew; she just did.


Chapter 19
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There were no further attacks, and as a result, Tessa and Ollie made it home just in time for breakfast.

Ollie was unsurprised to see the table laden with pastries. Gisele loved pastries almost as much as she loved men.

"Excuse me, June," Ollie said as June filled her coffee cup. "Would you please ask Badri to cook me an egg?"

"Yes, Ms. Graves."

Gisele made a tsking noise, but Ollie ignored her. She wasn't going to eat pastries every morning for the rest of her life. She couldn't even stomach the thought.

"We saw your scandal sheet," Ollie said, hoping to direct the conversation away from her food choices.

"Did you, dear? What did you think?"

"I loved it."

"It wasn't too... I don't know...over the top?" Gisele asked worriedly.

"Yes," Tessa grunted. "Sorry. It was fine," she added.

"You didn't like it?" Gisele asked.

"She's still got a lot of Virgil in her," Ollie said quickly.

The last thing they needed was for Gisele to go into one of her creative slumps. Gisele did not handle perceived criticism well; Tessa knew that, but she was clearly too tired to bother playing to Gisele's vanity. 

"What did you find out from Mr. Birch?" Curtis suddenly asked.

Ollie shot him a grateful look, and he winked at her.

"A Mr. Smith, who was a shaman, was bothering Aesop and asking him about Takaheni witches and artifacts," Ollie said.

"And?" Gisele prodded.

"That's it," Ollie said.

"Oh. I'm sorry. What will you do now?" Gisele asked.

"Solve the case," Tessa spoke up.

"How?"

"Using the evidence."

"What evidence?" Gisele demanded.

Tessa shrugged and said, "I have everything I need."

Ollie stared at Tessa, but how could she possibly say that Tessa didn't have everything she needed? Tessa wasn't arrogant. She didn't run around telling everyone how good of an investigator she was; she didn't need to. She just was. And she was very, very good. That didn't explain how she was going to solve the Redgrove case, but Ollie was certain she would.

Tessa suddenly stood and said, "I have an errand to run. I'll be back in a bit."

No one said anything as she left the room. Once she was gone, Gisele said softly, "I was going to read, but I suppose it can wait until evening."

"Tessa's been a little off ever since yesterday morning," Ollie said.

"What happened yesterday morning?" Curtis asked.

"She had another dream. At least I think she did. She never did say for sure. She was upset though. She said that we left her. Doc, Gisele, and me."

"I didn't..." Gisele started to say before her lips pursed together, and she said, "I suppose I did, didn't I? I didn't mean to. I honestly never saw it like that. I always came back."

"So did I," Ollie said. "But we weren't there when she needed us."

"Do you think she'll ever forgive us?" Gisele asked worriedly.

"She already has," Curtis said. "That doesn't mean she won't ever feel angry. The most important thing is not to leave her now."

"I would never," Gisele insisted.

"She may not realize that," Curtis pointed out. "What's the difference between now and then? If you left her then, why wouldn't you leave her now?"

"He's right," Ollie admitted. "We've made a habit of running, and it's time to stop. We have to somehow show her that we're here to stay, that we'll never leave her again."

She hadn't even realized that she was running away all those years ago. She had just wanted a life and significance of her own, and she hadn't known how else to get it.

"Would you like to hear how Olive takes advantage of Rathbone?" Gisele suddenly asked.

"Sorry, Curtis and I have work to do in the attic," Ollie said firmly as she stood.

She hurried from the room before Gisele could launch into her narration, and she was halfway up the stairs before Curtis caught up with her.

"I thought you liked Gisele's books," Curtis said.

"Don't you dare say that out loud," Ollie reprimanded him. "Ever. What if Gisele heard you? And we left because Tessa would have killed us if we'd listened without her. We could have stayed if Gisele had offered a different novel, but not that one."

"Ah," he said.

They'd reached the attic by now, and Ollie pushed open the door and walked inside.

"Tessa's scared you'll leave her too," Ollie said.

"Why would I leave her?"

"Because you're better than us."

"Based on what?"

"Based on everything," Ollie laughed. "Just find a way to tell her that you're not going anywhere."

"How do you know I'm not going anywhere?" he asked.

"Because you're better than us," Ollie replied with a grin.

"Interesting theory," he murmured.

"For instance," Ollie said, "it would never occur to you to take advantage of this situation."

"What situation?"

"You and me, alone in a room with a closed door."

"The door isn't closed," he pointed out.

She grinned widely and said, "It's about to be."

"But I would never think to take advantage of you," he said with an easy grin.

"Then I guess I'll have to take advantage of you," Ollie shrugged. She closed the door and said, "You're wearing too many clothes. You should take some of them off."

He took off his shoes. Ollie took off hers as well and said, "More."

He took off his socks. She took off hers.

"Is that good?" he asked, eyes twinkling.

"No," Ollie murmured as she stepped towards him. "I'd better help you with your shirt."

"You'd better," he whispered in her ear. "I love your hands," he added. "They're so delicate, yet I know how easily you can kill a man with them."

"Let me show you how easily they can please a man," she replied.

She snorted with laughter and said, "I can't believe I just said that. I think Gisele's books are making me daft."

"I liked it," Curtis said with a grin.

Ollie ran her hands over his glorious chest. She liked touching him. She knew he wasn't the type of man who would remain passive for long, but she didn't mind that one bit. She wanted him to reach for her, and when he finally did and his soft lips touched hers, she sighed in relief.

Tessa sat at her desk and stared at the polished walnut finish. She hated her desk. It had become a glossy reminder of Virgil's lies, and she wanted to take an axe to it. Or burn it. Or both.

She wasn't sure why she had left the breakfast table. She just hadn't felt like talking. She was tired, and she wanted to be alone. She wasn't used to being around people so much. She was glad they were here, but she needed to breathe every now and again.

She started to drop her head onto the desk, but she stopped herself. Her head already hurt, and there was no reason to make it worse.

There was something important that she needed to remember, but what was it?

She pulled out her notebook and reviewed her notes. She hadn't written down their meeting with Mr. Birch yet so she picked up a pen and quickly noted everything she'd learned. She circled the words shaman and artifact, and then she flipped to her Tessa Graves page.

She reread her entry about her latest dream. She could still feel the fear she'd felt when she'd realized the patron was there. She could feel the pain she'd felt when the patron had punished her. She could feel the terror and obedience as the patron's words had chiseled their way into her brain.

She hadn't been late after that day. And she'd recorded everything she'd seen and heard at school. She had forgotten, but now she could remember writing it all down in between classes and during her study time. She'd told herself that she was only doing it to keep her observation skills in top form; and by the end of the school year, she'd known everything about everyone and quite a bit about their families as well.

What she didn't understand was why the patron had cared about such trivial crap. Except it wasn't trivial. At least not all of it.    

Tessa had attended a prestigious norm private school, and her fellow students had been the children of industry giants. At the time, she had thought her father was sending her there because he felt like they belonged to the elite, but on reflection, she realized that she was a mole. She'd been sent in to gather dirt on all the families associated with the school and report what she'd found to the patron.

She stared at her notebook, mind trying to put it all together. How could she have never seen the whole picture? Maybe she had. Maybe she had realized the truth over and over and over again, but each time it had been stolen away.

All those files in Virgil's office. All those notebooks filled with notes. Those weren't the trademarks of a good investigator; they were the evidence of a blackmailer. Graves, Graves, and Graves were nothing but blackmailers.

Pain burst through her head, trying to force her to turn from her realization, but she refused. They were blackmailers. That was what they did.  She now understood why people were trying to kill them. Not because they'd said no, but because they were in possession of all the dirt.

The pain was so intense that her vision began to blur. She needed to write this down. She needed to write down everything before she forgot about it, before the pain compelled her to forget.

She forced her pen to move along the paper, she forced it to write. She could barely remember what she was trying to record, but she managed to write we blackmail people. She closed her eyes. The pain was pulsing now, waves of needle-like shocks.

"I'm writing my notes for a case," she murmured. "Virgil told me to write notes. That's exactly what I'm doing. I'm writing down notes for a case."

The pain faded enough that she could focus once more, and she quickly wrote down all her thoughts before laying her head on the desk and breathing shallowly. She was so tired of the pain, and she wasn't sure she was strong enough to keep fighting it, but she had to be. The only other option was to be Virgil, and she would never ever be Virgil.

She had the nagging sensation that she had forgotten something, but she couldn't for the life of her remember what it was. She'd written down about Mr. Birch, about her dream, and about the blackmail. She was up to date. Wasn't she?

No. There was something she was forgetting. Something she needed to do. She should have done it already, but she hadn't. What the hell was it?

She sat upright and rubbed her head, trying desperately to remember. She should know. She should know what it was.

She started writing once more. She had written a few observations about magic, but she hadn't written about the witch attack. She detailed the experience, underlining the bits that she had merely assumed. After all, she didn't really know how the witches had thrown things through the air. She was just hypothesizing based on things she'd read.

She'd written down everything she could think of, but her pen was still moving, writing something quickly and without much guidance from her, and when she stopped to read it, it was the same word. Over and over and over.

REPORT

REPORT

REPORT

How could she have been so careless? She always wrote up a report with all the details of the case and handed it over to Virgil. Always. She hadn't bothered because Virgil was dead, but she should have. She should always write up a report. Always.

She grabbed a sheaf of paper from her drawer and started writing. Not in shorthand. No one could read her shorthand except her. She wrote quickly, but carefully and precisely. Virgil didn't like errors.

She started with Cadwel because she had never written a report on Cadwel. She wrote down everything, folded the papers in thirds, and set it to the side. Then she started writing about the rose case. She wrote about Ted, where she was certain he worked, why he'd done it, and her observations about his character. She made a note that with the right amount of pressure, Ted would probably do anything he was told.

She folded up that paper as well and started writing about the Redgrove case. She wrote down everything. The letter. Mr. Birch. The mention of an artifact. When she was finished with that, she folded it and added it to the others. Then she began to write about Gisele, Ollie, and Curtis. She wrote about the new cook. She wrote about the troll ring. She wrote about Julian and the LaRoches. She wrote down everything she could think of. She only stopped when the stack of papers was high and her hand was cramping from the sheer effort of it.

She didn't know what to do now. She always handed the reports to Virgil, but Virgil was dead.

Her hand grabbed a manila envelope, and she shoved the reports inside. Once it was sealed, she stared at the blank face of the envelope. What now?

She picked up her pen. She knew. She knew. She just had to—

"Tessa! What are you doing?"

"Goddamn it, Ollie!" Tessa snapped. "I almost had it!"

She hurled the pen across the room, anger making her sicker than she already was.

"Had what?" Ollie asked.

"The address," Tessa spat. "I almost fucking had it. Goddamn it."

She snatched the envelope off the table and ran to the sitting room.

"What are you doing?" Ollie demanded as she ran after her.

"Burning this," Tessa replied, throwing it into the fireplace and searching the mantel for matches.

"Burning what?"

"It's a report. For the patron," Tessa said.

She knelt beside the fire, but she couldn't do it. She couldn't light the match. That report belonged to the patron. She needed to send it to him.

"Get me a pen," she ordered.

"What?"

"A pen! Now, Ollie!"

A moment later, Ollie pressed a pen into Tessa's hand. Tessa reached for the envelope. She held it on her lap. It needed to go to the patron. He required reports on everything. Virgil wasn't here. How did she get it to him? How did she obey him? She had to obey him.

Her hand started to write. And then it stopped. She couldn't see it. She couldn't read it. She had written it, but something was keeping her from seeing it.

"Memorize this," she ordered, holding the envelope out to Ollie.

The pain was blinding now, so she didn't see what Ollie did, but she heard a click, and then Ollie said, "I've got it."

Tessa threw the envelope back into the fireplace and fumbled for the box of matches. "Make sure it burns all the way," she managed to say just as she lit the match and hurled it onto the envelope.

"Tessa!" Ollie gasped as Tessa lurched forward onto the floor.

Tessa didn't respond, and Ollie rolled her over and quickly checked her pulse. Relief coursed through her when she felt the faint bumping. Tessa was alive. She was clammy and pale, but she was alive.

Ollie had no idea what had just happened. She had been terrified for Tessa, but she didn't understand why.

Ollie carefully pulled Tessa away from the fireplace. She checked her pulse one last time just to be sure before sitting back on her heels and watching as the fire slowly ate the manila envelope. She had no idea what was inside, but Tessa clearly didn't want anyone to read it.

She lit a few more matches and placed them on the paper, hoping it would burn faster so she could get Tessa upstairs.

She hated this. There had to be a way to get the patron out of Tessa's head. There just had to be.

She glanced back at Tessa's pale face. She looked so young. So fragile.

How could anyone have ever hurt her? How could Virgil have hurt her? It was unfathomable.

"Ollie?" Curtis called out. "Are you in there?"

"Yes."

Curtis stepped inside the room, and when his eyes caught sight of Tessa, he rushed to her side.

"Is she alright?" he asked worriedly.

"Yes."

"Are you certain?" He gently poked Tessa's arm and said, "She's so squishy. Squishy things are so easy to hurt. How do you know she's alright?"

Ollie moved Curtis's fingers to Tessa's wrist and said, "Do you feel that?"

"The bumping?" he asked.

"Yes. That's her pulse. It means her heart's still beating. She's fine."

"But couldn't there be something else wrong with her?" he questioned.

"It's just the patron," Ollie said. "She pushed it too far. I don't think she could handle the pain."

Neither of them said anything for a moment, but then Ollie murmured, "Do you have any idea how badly it must hurt if she passed out from it?"

"No."

"Me neither," she whispered. "But I can imagine. There has to be a way to stop it."

"I do not know much about magic," Curtis said frankly. "I'll poke around though. Some of the residents might be more likely to talk to me than to you or Tessa."

"Thank you," Ollie said. "Will you please carry her upstairs? I need to make sure this burns."

Curtis gently picked up Tessa, and Ollie watched as he left the room before turning her attention back to the fireplace. The manila envelope was halfway burned through, and Ollie resisted the urge to pull it out and read what Tessa had written. She would never violate Tessa's trust that way. Not ever.

Tessa's face as she had struggled to light the match was burned into Ollie's memory. She had watched people die, but she had never seen a face look quite like that before, and she felt foolish for ever thinking that Tessa was less than amazing.


Chapter 20
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Tessa opened her eyes with a gasp, surged upright, and said, "Did it burn?"

"You're alright," Curtis said happily. "I was worried about you."

"You were?" Tessa asked, a little confused as to why she was upstairs and why Curtis was sitting beside her.

"Yes. Squishy people are so... squishy." He poked her arm and said, "Are you sure you're alright?"

"I'm fine," Tessa said as she swung her legs off the bed. "Did it burn?"

"Ollie took care of it."

Tessa relaxed. She still had a pounding headache, but at least she hadn't sent in a report to the patron giving away all of their secrets. She understood the patron now. She understood his game. The detective agency was just a front. Their entire purpose was to gather information and dirt. It was kind of brilliant, but she'd never admit to that.

"You should rest," Curtis said.

"I'm fine. Did anyone tell Gisele?"

"I didn't."

"Good. We can still sneak out the back then."

"To where?"

"To the Hidden. We have a case to solve."

"Now?" Curtis asked.

"Now."

"But if Ollie—"

"I'm grown," Tessa said. "I can do what I want."

She said it with more force than necessary. She was just really sick of people trying to tell her what to do. She was capable of making her own decisions. More than capable.

"You lead," Curtis said softly. "I'll follow."

"You don't have to follow me," she replied, studying his beautiful and completely serious face.

"I don't mind," Curtis shrugged. "You're incredibly good at this, and I'd say you don't even need me, except you do." He grinned widely and added, "Because you're awful with people."

"It's true," Tessa admitted. "But maybe today will be different. Maybe I won't piss off a single person today."

She held his eyes for as long as she could before bursting out laughing.

"The very idea," she giggled. "A whole day!"

"You never know," he said with a grin. "Today could be that day."

She didn't think so, but instead of arguing with him, she just said, "Let's go."

Once they reached the Hidden, it didn't take Tessa long to find who she was looking for. Trinsey Hall was a very, very, very low-level shaman. He was like a mechanic who could change spark plugs, but couldn't do anything else. The only thing Trinsey ever did, the only thing he could do, was give you a special packet to repel a dream. If you dreamed about walking into class naked, Trinsey could fix it. If you dreamed about ants, Trinsey could get rid of it.

Tessa had always thought it was a ridiculous skill to have, but Trinsey made a living off of it, just not a terribly large one.

"Oh no, no, no," he said when she and Curtis walked into his little one-room office. "I'm never working for you ever again."

"Why not?" Tessa asked as she sat in one of his overstuffed chairs. She hadn't thought she and Trinsey had parted on bad terms, but it was hard to know with people. 

"Not you!" Trinsey spat. "Him!"

He was pointing at Curtis. 

Tessa raised an eyebrow and said, "Curtis?"

"Yes, Curtis!" Trinsey exclaimed. "Most people dream of spiders or in-laws or not being able to run. It took me three weeks to get his madstone ready, and by then, his dream had changed!"

"I'm not here about him," Tessa said. "I'm here on Graves business."

"Oh," Trinsey muttered. "That's alright then. I got no beef with you. Whadda you need?"

"Information."

"This is gonna come back to bite me in the ass, isn't it, Graves?"

"If you play it right, it might get the tetrarch on your list of customers," Tessa said with a shrug.

"Normally, I wouldn't want nothing to do with a politician," Trinsey replied, "but I like the new tetrarch. He cares about the little people, and he don't give two figs 'bout the elite. So whadda you wanna know?"

"I'm looking for a shaman. He goes by Mr. Smith."

"Ugh," Trinsey shuddered. "I hate that guy."

Tessa felt a surge of triumph. There were witches all over the place, but shamans were few and far between.

"That's not his real name, you know," Trinsey went on. "He just calls himself that because he don't want people to know his real name, but everyone does. It's Brayden Rowe. He's one of the older shamans I know, and he's obsessed with artifacts. What a waste of time. Half the artifacts out there don't do jack crap, but he just keeps searching for the holy freaking grail."

Tessa bit the inside of her cheek to keep from demanding a straight answer. She knew better than to interrupt when someone was talking.

"Every now and then Rowe goes off on a trip, chasing down some rumor he's heard. Never finds anything though. He's a laughing stock. He's real creepy too. Pale. And his eyes look like they have a film over them, like he shouldn't be able to see, but he can. I can't imagine why you'd want to find him."

"He has information I need."

"Ah. Well, knowing him, it's bunk. But I'll tell you where I think you can find him. I try to stay away from him, so don't come back to see me if he ain't there."

Trinsey got up and scribbled something on a piece of paper. "I don't know if he's around right now," he added as he handed it to Tessa. "Like I said, he spends a lot of time out and about. That'll be fifty merlins."

"Your rates have gone up," Tessa said matter-of-factly.

"Hey, business has been slow. If you want low rates, drum me up some customers. I liked the scandal sheet you put out, by the way. Everyone's guessing who Mr. H— is. Some of the bets are pretty high. Are you gonna tell everyone? I hope so. Who wrote it up? Maybe I should hire them to make me an advertisement."

"Gisele wrote it," Tessa said. "You can find her at the office, and I'm sure she'd love to write up an advertisement for you."

She was out the door before she caught herself, turned back around, and said, "Thank you."

Trinsey frowned and said, "I don't like that. Don't do it again."

"That's three," Tessa said with a grin once they were outside Trinsey's office. "Trinsey, Magnus, and the wood devil bartender."

"But how many people appreciated being told thanks?" Curtis countered.

"Who knows," Tessa shrugged.

"You know."

"Didn't keep track."

"Look at you," he said with a laugh. "Learning to lie."

"It doesn't sound like a good thing when you say it like that," Tessa muttered.

"Lies can hurt, and lies can save lives," Curtis said solemnly. "There is a big difference between lying to someone you love or claim to love and lying to someone who's trying to hurt you."

Tessa didn't respond. She understood what he was saying, but she hadn't yet decided for herself what she thought of lying. She hated to use anything that Virgil had also employed, but she knew that was foolish.

She turned down another street, taking them even deeper into the Hidden because the address Trinsey had given her was in one of the residential-only areas.

The only shaman she knew was Trinsey, but as a whole, she hadn't yet grasped the shamans' range of abilities because there wasn't much written about them. They were different than witches because they used the ether instead of the elements, but how they used the ether, no one seemed to know. The two books Tessa had read about shamans had explained things so differently that she didn't know if they were both wrong or if they were both right or both only half right.

"I don't know what to expect from Mr. Smith," she said as they turned down another street.

"May I make a suggestion?" Curtis said.

"Sure."

"Lie."

"What?"

"Don't go in mouth blazing, firing off questions. Seduce him with lies."

"You want me to sleep with him?" Tessa demanded.

"What? No! It has other definitions."

"Oh. Sorry. Gisele."

"You and Ollie blame everything on Gisele," Curtis said.

"You've heard her read. It just... rots your brain."

"It's very entertaining," Curtis countered. "And informative."

"It's the informative that's the problem," Tessa muttered. "So you want me to lie to him. Tell him I'm there because I heard he was interested in Takaheni artifacts, and I know where he might find one."

"Exactly," Curtis praised.

"Okay," Tessa agreed. "I think I can do that. I don't want to pry," she added, "but if you ever want to talk about your dream, I'll listen."

"Thank you," Curtis said.

He didn't say anything further, so she left it at that. She knew all about bad dreams, and she wasn't about to push him to tell her about his. Some things were better left unsaid.

When they finally reached Mr. Smith or Brayden Rowe's address, Tessa hissed in irritation.

"What?" Curtis asked.

"He has gargoyles."

"Is that a problem?"

"Of course it's a—" She trailed off and grinned at him. "I forgot that you're a troll."

"Troll go smash," Curtis said with a wink.

Tessa laughed, then composed her face, and knocked on Rowe's door.

After a few seconds a voice called out, "Who's there?"

"My name is Alice Liddell," she said. "I'm looking for Mr. Smith."

"I'm Mr. Smith. What do you want?"

"I heard you were interested in Takaheni artifacts, and I was hoping to sell you some information I recently came across."

It was easier to lie than she'd ever realized, and not for a second did she think she was doing anything wrong. Mr. Smith was either a very bad man or a very strange collector. If he was a bad man, her lying might reveal him; and if he was just a collector, her lying wouldn't actually bring him to harm.

The door suddenly swung open, and Tessa found herself looking down into a pair of fish-like eyes.

"What kind of information?" he demanded.

"I'd rather not talk about it on the street," Tessa said pointedly.

"You can come in," he said, "but the troll stays outside."

Tessa felt a rush of anger at his tone, and she finally understood what Gisele had been trying to say. There was a difference in how you said it. Mr. Smith was a speciesist, and she disliked him very much for it.

"I'll be right here," Curtis said softly. "Keeping an eye on the time."

She knew what he was really saying. If she was gone too long, he'd barrel in anyway, so she followed Mr. Smith inside.

It took her eyes a moment to adjust once the door was closed behind her. His house was dark, and it smelled stale and musty. She hated it just as much as she was beginning to hate him.

He padded into a room filled with boxes and sat on the only chair there.

"Well?" he demanded.

She refused to let him feel like he was in control so she sat on one of the boxes across from him and said, "I recently met with Mr. Birch."

Smith's glassy eyes lit up, and he said, "The Takaheni from Connecticut?"

"That's the one."

"He's impossible to find. Every year I look for him, but he always evades me. He's protected," Mr. Smith grumbled irritably. "I don't understand it."

"Yeah, well, he's short on cash, and he's looking to sell a few items," Tessa said carelessly.

"Is he selling the Star?" Smith asked breathlessly.

"Yeah," Tessa said. "That's on the list."

Smith was bouncing in his chair now. "Finally," he cackled. "After all these years. I'll finally have it. The Star! I've dreamed of it. Longed for it. Where is it? How much? When can I have it?"

"There's a bit of a snag with the Star," Tessa said with a shrug. "But there're plenty of other artifacts. There's—"

"I want the Star!" Smith shrieked.

"Okay, but the problem is, Mr. Birch wants to sell it, but he says he can't access it without his cousin, Mr. Redgrove. And his cousin is dead."

"I knew it!" Smith yelled. "I knew it! All this time he lied to me! He lied! He knew all along! I'll kill him!"

He jumped from his seat and rushed out of the room. Tessa stood and pulled her gun. She could hear him screaming, but the sound was already muffled, and she followed it through the cluttered house into a back room. Mr. Smith wasn't inside the room, but there was an open trapdoor in the middle of the floor.

She glanced inside the hole, but she couldn't see anything except the stairs. She didn't have time to go get Curtis, and she knew he'd come after her before too long so she started down the rickety stairs after Smith.

"Tell me where it is!" Smith was screaming. "Tell me!"

There was no response.

By now, Tessa had reached the bottom of the stairs, and she could see Smith standing on one side of a cage, prodding into it with what she assumed was an electrified cattle prod. The Takaheni inside the cage just lay there. There were chains on his wrists and ankles in spite of the fact that the cage was barely large enough to turn around in.

Tessa fought back a wave of nausea. Her family had done this. They had trapped this man and allowed him to be tortured for over thirty years. And why? Because the patron liked having dirt on people.

"Leave him alone!" Tessa snapped.

Smith spun around, cattle prod in hand, eyes burning with hate. "He's nothing! And he's known this entire time! He's known! It belongs to me! The Star belongs to me."

"He doesn't know," Tessa said. "Only Mr. Birch knows."

"But you said..." His face twisted, and he snarled, "You tricked me."

"You locked a man in your basement for thirty years," she countered.

He was suddenly racing towards her, cattle prod outstretched. Tessa raised her gun and fired. Bullet after bullet slammed into Smith's chest, but she didn't stop until her magazine was empty.

Smith stumbled to a halt just a few steps from her, but he didn't fall. Blood was bursting from his chest, and his face was creased in disbelief.

"You shot me," he gasped. "I'm bleeding."

"Yeah."

"I can't bleed. I can't die. I'm... I'm... invincible," he whispered just before he dropped forward onto the floor.

"Obviously not," Tessa stated.

She didn't want to touch him, but she also wasn't sure he was actually dead, so she holstered her gun and pulled her knife. She kicked the cattle prod away from his hand before slamming her knee into his back and spearing down into his heart with her knife.

"You should have waited for me," Curtis said irritably from behind her.

"Sorry," she said as she pulled her knife free and wiped off the blood on Mr. Smith's shirt. "Is he dead?" she asked. "I don't know how to tell if a shaman is actually dead."

"Ollie taught me how to check a pulse, but I have a different method," Curtis said before he walked forward and stomped on Smith's head.

"That works," Tessa muttered, averting her gaze so she couldn't see the mush he'd left behind.

"Is that Mr. Redgrove?" Curtis asked, pointing towards the cage.

"Yep."

"I prefer Blackwater," he said tightly.

Curtis stepped up to the cage and ripped open the door. Then he carefully broke the chains off of Mr. Redgrove's limbs. Once Mr. Redgrove was free, Curtis lifted him and carried him out of the cage.

"Let's get him outside," Tessa said. "This house is nasty."

"If Doc was here, he'd burn it."

"That's a good idea," Tessa said. "But we're not Doc. Do you think we'd get away with it?"

"Probably not," Curtis chuckled as he approached the stairs.

He suddenly said a trollish word, and Tessa gasped as he shifted into his man form. His completely naked man form.

"What the hell did you do that for?!" she demanded.

"Do you see the stairs?" Curtis asked.  "They would never hold a troll. I changed before I came down them too; you just didn't notice."

He was walking up the stairs now, Mr. Redgrove over his shoulder, dim light illuminating his entire form.

"Goddamn it, Curtis!" Tessa grouched. "You could have at least let me go first."

"You don't have to look," he retorted.

"I'm trying not to," she said. "But it's like a deer in frigging headlights. I just can't look away. I hope you realize that I have to gouge out my eyes now."

Curtis had reached the top of the stairs, and she waited until she heard him say his name before she started up the stairs as well.

"Did you take care of the gargoyles?" she asked.

Curtis snorted.

"Can I take that as a yes?"

"Yes."

Tessa opened the front door. The gargoyles were nowhere to be seen, but there was grey gravel everywhere.

"Impressive," Tessa said sincerely.

"Troll smash," Curtis replied.

She laughed softly, but her laughter faded as he laid Mr. Redgrove gently onto the landing. She wasn't sure if Takaheni worked the same as humans, but she felt for a pulse anyway, feeling a rush of relief when she found one.

"How did you know he was still alive?" Curtis asked.

"I didn't. Thirty years is a long time to keep someone alive. I guessed that he was originally alive. You don't kill someone you want information from," Tessa said. "You kidnap them and torture it out of them."

Aesop still hadn't woken, and she didn't think it was a good idea to move him. The last thing she wanted to do was find the tetrarch's long lost dad, and then kill him by accident.

"We need to get a message to Tetrarch Redgrove," she said as she scanned the neighborhood. She didn't see anyone so she yelled, "Twenty merlins to the person willing to take a message to Tetrarch Redgrove!"

A door several houses down flung open, and a young brownie dashed through it and up the street, skidding to a stop in front of Tessa.

"I'll take it!" the girl said. "What's it say?"

Tessa quickly jotted down a note on a blank piece of paper in her notebook, ripped it free, and handed it to the girl.

"Five now," Tessa said as she handed the girl five coins. "Fifteen when Tetrarch Redgrove arrives."

"He's coming here?" the girl gasped.

"If you hurry," Tessa said.

The girl spun around and darted down the street.

Tessa sat on the landing next to Mr. Redgrove and started writing in her notebook.

"What are you writing?" Curtis asked.

"I'm recording this," Tessa said. "So I don't ever forget how evil we are."

"You shouldn't lump yourself in with them," Curtis said sternly.

"Why not?" Tessa demanded. "You don't know what I've done. I don't know what I've done. I could have helped lock away dozens of innocent people. I could have killed them," she insisted, horrified at the very idea.

"I didn't even hesitate, Curtis. He was coming at me, and I shot him. Didn't freeze, didn't even think about it. Before Cadwel, I thought I'd never killed anyone, but maybe I have killed before. Maybe I've murdered and kidnapped and blackmailed to my heart's content."

"No," Curtis said. "Not you."

"What makes you think that?" Tessa nearly yelled. "He's inside my head! I've been writing reports for him since I was sixteen. I could have easily done other things."

"Not you," Curtis said once more. "You don't suddenly begin to care. You either do or you don't. When you found out what your father had done, it devastated you. It would have always devastated you. Regardless of what he's put on you, regardless of whatever persuasion he's placed on you, you are good. You understand the difference between right and wrong. Mr. Smith was going to hurt you, and you stopped him. That is not wrong; it is right."

Curtis gripped her shoulder and said, "Being late only hurt you. It didn't hurt anyone else, so you were always on time.   You may not have seen or understood the wrongness of some things, but you would have never been involved in a kidnapping. You would have fought it just like you are fighting it now."

She didn't argue with him even though she wanted to. He made sense, but his arguments were just assumptions. There were no facts to back them up. Ultimately, she had no idea who she was or what she believed. She could only hope that Curtis was right.


Chapter 21
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It was nearly midnight by the time they returned home, but if Tessa had thought they could sneak in unnoticed, she was wrong.

"You've had a busy day," Gisele said pleasantly as soon as they entered the hallway.

"Uh-huh," Tessa murmured.

She was tired, and she wasn't sure she had the energy for Gisele.

"You must be very hungry."

"Grandma, I'm really not—"

Gisele cleared her throat.

"Gisele," Tessa said firmly. "I just want to go to bed."

"Not without eating, dear," Gisele replied just as firmly. "You've already lost weight this week. What kind of grandmother would I be if I allowed you not to eat?"

"The nice kind?" Tessa offered.

"Hardly. I'll grab your plates and meet you in the sitting room. Ollie's already there."

Tessa knew she would never win this fight, so she just nodded and headed towards the sitting room.

"Maybe now she'll read to us," Curtis said hopefully.

"Number one rule," Tessa said, "never let Gisele know that you like her books."

"Why not?"

"It's Gisele," Tessa replied.

She stepped into the sitting room, walked over to one of Gisele's new plushy chairs, and plopped into it. She was exhausted. She could deal with cases and interviewing people and even running from assassins day in and day out, but she absolutely loathed dealing with emotions. And the Redgrove family had been very emotional.

"You found Aesop Redgrove," Ollie said. "Good job."

"News certainly travels fast," Tessa grumbled.

"Curtis used your phone to call me," Ollie said evenly.

"Oh," Tessa murmured.

She remembered Curtis asking for her phone, but she'd been too busy making someone else mad to pay much attention to why he wanted it. It had never occurred to her to call Ollie. She wouldn't have even called Virgil. She would have just written up a report when she returned and handed it in.

A wave of pain tore through her, and she closed her eyes and whispered, "I already wrote up the report. I already wrote up the report."

She had too. Only it was in her notebook, in shorthand. Not written out and addressed to the patron like it was supposed to be.

Another wave of pain followed that thought, and Tessa imagined the report written up on a clean sheet of white paper. "It's already done," she said firmly.

When she opened her eyes, both Curtis and Ollie were watching her with concern.

"I'm fine," she said.

Just then, Gisele sashayed into the room, plates in hand.

"Badri kept them warm for you," she announced as she handed one to Tessa.

"Thank you," Tessa muttered. 

She hadn't thought she was hungry, but the smell of the food started her stomach rumbling, and she dug in without another word.

"So tell us about Aesop," Gisele said.

"In the morning," Tessa replied around her food.

"That's too bad," Gisele murmured. "I had this really wonderful scene with Lord Rathbone that I wanted to read to you, but I suppose it can wait."

Tessa snorted. She wasn't that easy. She could wait to hear what happened. She definitely wasn't addicted. Not like Curtis was. 

"If you recall, Olive was headed for the garden," Gisele went on. "And she was hoping Rathbone would follow her. Anything could happen in the garden, but it's not as if they like each other, so I wonder what will happen," Gisele mused.

"Fine," Tessa ground out. "We found Aesop, he was barely alive, we sent for the tetrarch, his entire family came, the tetrarch was very grateful."

"How grateful, dear?"

"He wept," Tessa grumbled.

"Oh, that's nice. I'm sure he'll think kindly of us from now on."

"Maybe," Tessa shrugged.

"Maybe?" Ollie asked.

"His sister, Sagena, the head of the Magistratus, was not amused."

"She wasn't happy to have her father back?" Gisele demanded in disbelief.

"She was definitely happy. She just found it a little difficult to understand how I had managed to solve a thirty-year-old case in... How many days has it been?"

"Three?" Gisele offered.

"Yeah, three days. She kept insisting that we must have known the entire time."

"How dare she!" Gisele exclaimed.

"It's not like we have a good track record," Tessa sighed.

"What happened?" Ollie asked.

Curtis cleared his throat and said, "It's late. Maybe we should go to bed."

Tessa shot him a grateful look, but there was no point in delaying the inevitable.

"She wanted to have Fernsby hypnotize me for questioning, and I told her she could shove it where the sun doesn't shine."

"Oh dear," Gisele said.

An expression of dismay crossed Ollie's face, but it was followed by a grin. "I wish I'd been there," she said. "What did she say to that?"

"She accused me of a bunch of things, and I told her if she had the evidence to charge me with something to get on with it, otherwise I was going home to bed."

"Oh dear," Gisele said again.

"And the tetrarch?" Ollie asked.

"He apologized for his sister's behavior, and he said that he would allow her to look into my methods, but that he trusted I was merely very good at my job and had been more motivated than those who had tried before me."

"Could have turned out worse," Ollie shrugged.

"Sorry," Tessa said. "I would have probably handled it better, but she got pushy about the hypnotism."

"Tessa did very well," Curtis broke in. "When she said, 'You can shove it where the sun doesn't shine', she even added a please and thank you."

No one spoke for nearly a minute. Then Ollie burst out laughing, and Gisele wasn't far behind her.

Tessa grinned wearily as she watched them giggle. She wished she hadn't reacted so quickly, but the thought of someone forcing hypnotism on her had just sent her over the edge. Up to that point, she'd been trying to be diplomatic, or at least sort of neutral, because she'd known it was all of their asses on the line; but after the mention of hypnotism, she'd growled and spat just as much as Sagena Redgrove had.

"Well, I think that's a wonderful way to end the day, don't you?" Gisele said with a chuckle. She wiped a tear of mirth from her eyes and said, "I'm certain you're ready for bed."

Curtis cleared his throat.

"Was there something you wanted to say, Curtis?" Gisele asked innocently.

Curtis cast Tessa a pleading look. She shook her head. If Curtis admitted that he wanted it, Gisele would have too much power over him.

"No," Curtis sighed.

He slumped back in his chair, a sad look on his face.

Tessa couldn't stand it. He had never left her side, and he had tried to protect her from Sagena's wrath. He'd even tried to protect her here, with Ollie and Gisele. It was the least she could do for him.

"You said something about reading," Tessa spoke up. "I know how hard you work on your writing so if you want to read to us, I suppose we can wait another minute to go up to bed."

Curtis grinned, and Tessa rolled her eyes.

"Oh, I don't want to keep you from your beauty sleep, dear. I know how important it is to you now that you're seeing that rascally boy from the Hidden."

"But I might sleep better if you read first," Tessa said. "You know, like a bedtime story."

"I shouldn't think that Olive and Rathbone's encounter would put you to sleep," Gisele countered.

"Just read already!" Tessa snapped.

Gisele grinned. "If it's that important to you, dear."

She picked up a stack of papers and cleared her throat.

Olive didn't dare look behind her as she exited the terrace into the garden. She knew Lady Richardson's garden like the back of her hand. She knew everyone's garden like the back of her hand. If Rathbone didn't follow her for some reason, she knew how to exit and reach her carriage without ever being seen.

But he was following her. She could feel the heat of his gaze. It was like a caress on her skin. She hoped he could find a way to like her. She hoped she wasn't dooming herself to a life of misery.

She turned down one of the lanes, walked for a few steps, then sat on a bench, and waited.

It was five minutes before Rathbone finally stepped from the shadows and said, "It looks as if your contact isn't coming."

Olive allowed herself to smile slightly before saying, "He just has."

"What do you mean?"

"I was waiting for you."

"Why?" Rathbone demanded.

"I enjoy your brusque company," she said.

"No one enjoys my company," he retorted.

"I think you're quite refreshing," she said with a ladylike shrug.

"What is your game?" he demanded.

She didn't lie; she just didn't tell him the entire truth.

"I walked into the garden because I knew you would follow me."

Her heart leaped as he stalked towards her. If only he would touch her, he would feel it too. He would feel the heat between them.

He grabbed her arms and yanked her to her feet.

"I don't know what game you're playing," he snarled. "But I'll not be part of it."

"You already are," she whispered.

His hands were like fire. She could feel them through her dress, and she wanted nothing more than to feel them on her bare skin.

He was glaring down at her, angry look on his beautiful face. She gazed back at him, drawn by his dark energy. Other people were afraid of him, but she wasn't. She wanted to drown in his turbulent eyes.

"Seriously?" Ollie suddenly exclaimed. "You based her on me, and she wants to drown in his turbulent eyes? In what universe would I ever say such a thing?"

"The inspiration for Olive came from you, dear, but she is her own person. And her own person wants to drown in Rathbone's turbulent eyes."

"That's ridiculous," Ollie snorted.

"I liked it," Tessa quickly broke in.

She had also thought it was ridiculous, but if Ollie kept pushing it, Gisele would throw a snit, take the book, and leave.

"Thank you, Tessa dear," Gisele said with a happy grin. "I'm so glad you liked it."

"It was... romantic."

"Exactly!" Gisele said, tossing a glare at Ollie. "It was romantic. You can understand why I had to take some liberties, dear; you wouldn't know the first thing about romance."

Ollie raised an eyebrow and opened her mouth to say something.

"What happens next?" Tessa asked hurriedly.

"We're just getting to the good part," Gisele stated. "Now, if you'll all be quiet."

She cleared her throat once more and began to read again.

Other people were afraid of him, but she wasn't. She wanted to drown in his turbulent eyes.

Gisele paused here and glared at Ollie. Ollie made a go-on gesture. Gisele snorted, but to Tessa's relief continued to read.

Olive leaned towards Rathbone, body aching for his touch, but he only continued to glare at her. Disappointment filled her. He didn't feel it. He didn't feel the spark between them, the heat. If he had, he would have kissed her already.

Panic suddenly rushed through her. Someone was bound to be looking for her by now. Any number of the men she was speaking with would have taken her departure into the garden as an invitation. She had counted on it. But Rathbone didn't burn for her like she burned for him. She had made a terrible mistake.

"Let me go," she hissed. "I have to get back to the ballroom."

She wasn't going back; she was going home. But she had to leave right this second so she wasn't caught with him.

She was too panicked to notice the change in his demeanor, and when he pulled her closer, she tried to back away.

"You said you were waiting for me," he murmured. "Why the sudden interest in leaving?"

"You don't understand," she said. "Someone could come along any moment now."

"That didn't concern you a second ago."

"You don't... You're not..."

She suddenly became aware of how close he was, how close his lips were. She could smell the earthy scent of his skin. She could feel his hands, cupping her body, holding her gently in place.

She lifted her gaze to his, shocked to see the desire blazing there. Desire for her. Her heart leapt but not so much as it did when he lowered his lips to hers and kissed her.

Fire rushed through her. Absolute need. She had never wanted anything as much as she wanted him. She threaded her fingers through his hair and kissed him back, pressing her body against his, trying to feel as much of him as possible.

Gisele paused, and Tessa cringed.

"I think that's enough for tonight, dears," Gisele said cheerfully. "I need my beauty sleep."

"Me too," Ollie said as she quickly stood.

"Oh, no, you don't," Tessa snapped.

"You really don't," Gisele said with a chuckle. She quickly tucked the papers underneath her and smiled placidly at Ollie.

"You have to move sometime," Ollie said.

"But not tonight, dear. Go to bed. All three of you. If you're good, I'll read again at breakfast."

Ollie glared at her before muttering, "You're a terrorist, you know that. A pink-clad terrorist."

Curtis stood and stepped over to Ollie, then whispered something in her ear.

"Good idea," Ollie said with a wide grin. "Night."

With a sigh, Tessa watched them scurry from the room.

"You know what they're going to do," Gisele said with amusement.  

"Yes," Tessa immediately replied, hoping Gisele wouldn't keep talking.

"Playing out the rest of the scene," Gisele went on.

Tessa rolled her eyes.

"Since your boy from the Hidden isn't anywhere to be seen, you may as well go to bed," Gisele added.

"Julian," Tessa said. "His name is Julian."

"Yes, I know," Gisele said. She winked at Tessa, stood and grabbed the manuscript in one quick move, and left the room.

Tessa laughed softly. Her family was ridiculous, but she loved them. They hadn't even yelled at her for making an enemy of the tetrarch's sister.

When Virgil had first died, Tessa had been filled with grief and sadness; but she was beginning to realize that his early demise was the best thing that could have ever happened to her.

She stood with a yawn. She was tired, and she would've liked to go to bed, but her head was still aching, and she knew she'd never fall asleep. What she needed to do was write a report for the patron.

She padded down the hallway to her office, making sure not to turn on the light until she had closed the door behind her. Then she sat down, pulled out a fresh sheath of paper, and stared at the top page.

She couldn't think of a damn thing to write. It was one thing to lie in person, but she wasn't sure how to make up an entire report that was also believable. She started writing, intent on explaining the rose incident without naming Ted or mentioning any of his inherent weaknesses, but when she reread it, she had listed everything.

"Shit," she hissed.

She crumpled up the paper she had just written and threw it into her metal trashcan. Then she sneaked back to the sitting room to grab the box of matches. When she was back inside her office, she closed the door and opened the window, then lit the paper on fire. She couldn't risk accidentally sending the patron the actual report.

She needed to send the patron a report. She had to. And some of it had to be truthful. They had been much too public to lie about everything.

Her head was aching so much that she laid it down on her desk for a moment. She was so tired of hurting. She knew what the answer was. All she had to do was obey. That was it. She had to stop fighting for right, and just give the patron what he wanted. That wasn't going to happen though. She wasn't going to let him win. Not this time.

She sat up and started writing once more. It wasn't a case, but she would tell him about the witches coming after them. That would go a long way towards explaining the scandal sheet Gisele had written.

She wrote down the incident in the Hidden, followed by the incident at the airport, and she finished with Gisele's scandal sheet. When she had written down everything she could think of, she folded up that paper and put it to the side and stared at the next blank sheet.

She needed something else to report. The patron hadn't received a report in nearly two months. If he didn't receive one soon, she was afraid he'd come to her, and she wasn't quite ready to face him. 

She jerked slightly when her phone beeped. She glanced at it with a frown. It was after one o'clock at night, and she couldn't think of why anyone would be texting her. She keyed in her code and read the message.

"You found the tetrarch's father. Now I really am impressed."

She couldn't help grinning. She hadn't saved Julian's number yet, but she recognized it as his.

"It's late," she texted back.

"I know. What are you doing?"

"Trying to write a false report."

"Trying?"

"I'm not good at lying."

"I'm brilliant at it. Want help?"

Tessa laughed out loud.

"You're an admitted liar," she wrote back. "Why would I want your help?"

"Because you need a liar."

She stared at the phone for a long moment before texting him the address and saying, "Go to the back door. Text me when you get here. DO NOT knock."

"Ashamed of me?"

"No. I'm ashamed of Gisele."

"Is she the risqué one?"

"Yes."

"I like her. If she was younger, and I was older..."

Tessa swallowed a laugh and texted, "Are you coming or not?"

"On my way."

Tessa rolled her eyes. She wasn't sure why she had invited him over; she just knew that when she was with him, her head didn't hurt quite as much.

She sneaked out of her office and into the kitchen. The light over the stove was on, making it easy to see the container full of pastries on the counter.

"Thank you, Badri," she murmured as she searched through the cabinets for whiskey.

Once she'd found a bottle, she carried it, the pastries, two plates, two glasses, and a handful of napkins to her office. She arranged everything, but then she stacked it all on the edge of her desk. She didn't want it to seem like this was a romantic interlude. It was a business meeting. That was all.

Which explained why she was going to the bathroom to check her hair. She always checked her appearance before a business meeting.

"You're ridiculous," she muttered as she studied herself in the mirror. "You'd think you'd never met a man before."

She had met men. Plenty of them. She just hadn't much cared for them. Not in the check-and-make-sure-her-hair-didn't-look-ratty kind of way.

Tessa quickly washed her face. She wished she had time to change. Maybe even take a shower. She'd been running around all day, and she'd been inside Mr. Smith's nasty house. Maybe if she hurried...

Her phone beeped.

It was too late. He was already here.

Tessa let out a shaky breath. This was a bad idea. She should have never asked him to come.

"Why?" she asked herself in the mirror. "Why is it a bad idea?"

She didn't know, and since she didn't know, she was going to do it. Julian made her laugh. He made Virgil and the patron seem like a dream somehow, and she liked that. She was going to let him in.

She walked silently and quickly through the house and opened the back door.

"I was about ready to knock," Julian grinned.

"I would have left you to Gisele's mercy," Tessa whispered. "She would have made up some story about you attempting a ridiculous romantic gesture."

"I'd like to hear that," he said.

"Be quiet," Tessa hissed.

She grabbed his hand, pulled him inside, closed the door, and then started to creep back towards her office.

"I feel like we're breaking the law," he whispered.

"Shush."

"You are grown, aren't you?"

"Shush," she hissed again.

"What are you scared of?"

She pulled him into her office and shut the door behind them.

"You do not understand Gisele," she said. "I have to sit through breakfast with her, and the idea of her waggling her perfect eyebrows and making sexual innuendos all morning is more than I can bear."

"What's so bad about that?" he laughed.

He hadn't released her hand, and he pulled her to him now. "I kinda enjoy sexual innuendos," he whispered as he walked his fingers up her arm.

She struggled to remember exactly what her point had been, but her entire body felt hot, and she just couldn't focus.

His lips feathered across hers, and she leaned towards him. He wrapped his hand around her neck and pulled her even closer, lips suddenly seeming to devour her. She kissed him back, but then she remembered herself and pushed him away.

"No," she said sternly.

"No?"

"You said you'd help me lie. Lying first, kissing second."

He grinned and said, "So there will be kissing?"

"Only if you hold up your end of the bargain," Tessa said.

"Alright."

He flopped into the chair across the desk from hers and propped his feet up on her desk.

She hoped he scratched it. Badly.

"Are these for me?" he asked as he picked up a pastry.

"No," she said. "Maybe. Just shut up."

He raised an eyebrow and said, "See, I knew you'd come around."

"I'm going to go around again if you don't start lying," she threatened.

"What kinda lie do you need?"

Tessa sighed and said, "I'm not going to fool the patron for long. I'm just trying to buy some time. Every time I try to alter the actual reports, I end up just writing the report."

He studied her for a moment, face suddenly very serious.

"Why is there a witch inside your head?" he asked softly.

He had asked her that once before; but apparently, he wanted more of an answer than she'd given him. 

"I wasn't Virgil," she replied. "I didn't want to hunt the foxes, and I didn't want to pretend to like people when what I was really doing was using them for information."

She wasn't sure how she knew all that, she just did. She was finally beginning to know herself, and she was finding out that Curtis was right. She hadn't liked the idea of reporting on her fellow students. She certainly hadn't liked the idea of reporting on her friends, so she hadn't. She hadn't had any friends, which meant that she could report on them without feeling as if she'd somehow betrayed them.

She wasn't nice to people because Virgil was nice to everyone. She didn't want people to think she cared about them. She didn't. She was just trying to solve a case. They were just a means to an end, and it was best that they knew that right off. 

Furthermore, the more she knew about them, the more she could tell the patron. Look how vulnerable Ted was now that she knew all his secrets. He would have been better off just looking at the goddamn roses.

"Is that what you're doing with me?" Julian asked. "Pretending to like me for information?"

He was teasing her; she could see it in his eyes, but it was important to her that he knew she wasn't like that.

"No," she said firmly. "Not ever."

The look in his eyes sent a shiver down her spine, but she said sternly, "Report. There were missing roses. Tell me what happened."

"Missing roses?" he murmured. "The sprite thing? I figured they'd just been drinking too much."

She glared at him and said, "Tell me what happened."

"Okay, so the sprites were missing some roses," Julian said.

Tessa started writing.

"They hired you. You did a stakeout in the courtyard. It took a couple of hours, and just when you were about to try a different approach, one of the roses shuddered and ripped into the earth."

She looked up with a frown.

"You didn't give me much time," he said apologetically. "You went to investigate the hole," he went on. "And discovered an invasive species of Worms that only feeds on roses, not bodies. You reported this incursion to the Magistratus, and they rounded up all the offenders and shipped them back to the Netherlands where they belong."

"That is ridiculous," Tessa said when she had finished writing.

"Most lies are."

She folded up the paper, put it with the other one, and said, "The tetrarch's father."

"Oh, that's a good one. The tetrarch heard of your success with the roses and hired you to look into the disappearance of his father. You quickly discovered that there was some havey-cavey stuff going on with artifacts and this crazy shaman, and you realized that the shaman had kidnapped the tetrarch's father years ago."

"That's a little close to the truth," Tessa sighed.

"Yes, but that's what people have already heard," Julian pointed out. "You can't get too far from the truth, or he'll know you're lying."

A shock of pain jolted through Tessa's head, and she hissed, "Interviewing a witness. Not a lie. Not a lie." The pain faded, and she sighed in relief. "Good enough," she said as she folded that paper too.

She opened a manila envelope and shoved the papers inside. Then she closed her eyes and let the urge to send in her report overtake her. She needed to report. It was important that she report. She was already behind. He would be angry if she waited any longer.

She suddenly knew the address, and she scribbled it across the front of the envelope.

"Write that down," she ordered as she pushed the envelope towards him.

He nodded, and once she was certain he'd copied it, she opened her door and put the envelope into the outgoing mail bin hanging in the hallway. Magnus would make sure it went out in the morning.

The pain was already less because she was obeying. The pain would always be less when she was obeying the patron. She hated him so much, but he wasn't here now, and Julian was.

"I am using you," she confessed softly after she'd turned to study him.

"You are?"

"When I'm with you, I forget about the patron for a while."

He stood and stepped towards her. "I bet I can make you forget about him for more than a while."

"Do you think?"

"Yes," he murmured. "Handsy, remember? These hands are magic."

His hands were feathering down her back, leaving behind a trail of heat, and she leaned into him and kissed the side of his neck.

"You can use me all you want, Tessa Graves," he promised. "My hands are at your command."

"You have to be quiet," she whispered.

"Anything for you."

"Upstairs," she added. "I hate my desk."

"Upstairs," he replied. "Quietly. Lead the way, miss detective."

She giggled as she grabbed his hand for the second time that evening and started tiptoeing towards the stairs. She walked up them quickly, carefully evading all the creaking ones, and towed him down the hallway into her room. She shut the door firmly behind them, and Julian didn't waste any time pushing her onto the bed and falling on top of her.

"I've wanted to touch you ever since you pulled a gun on me," he whispered as he tugged her shirt over her head.

She laughed and said, "You're not serious!"

His hands were sliding down her stomach now, finally touching her bare skin.

"I'm a hundred percent serious," he murmured as he lowered his lips to hers. "I knew right then that you were the woman for me."

His lips touched hers, softly at first and then with such need that she forgot everything else except for him.


Chapter 22
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Tessa woke slowly and stretched lazily, startling slightly when her body pressed against someone else. She started to roll out of bed, but then she remembered that it was Julian. Julian was in bed with her, and he had used his magic hands to make her forget everything.

He moved closer to her, his warm hand spreading across her stomach.

"I'd just like to remind you that I was very quiet," he murmured.

"Shut up," she laughed.

"I just think it's important to note," he said. "If someone says something, it's not because of me."

"It's exactly because of you," she countered as she turned onto her side so she could face him.

He grinned at her before leaning in to kiss her.

"I need to tell you something," he murmured as he trailed a line of kisses down her shoulder.

"Can't it wait?"

"Not really. It's morning already, and I figure you're going to kick me out any minute now."

"What time is it?" Tessa asked worriedly.

"It's sometime in the morning," Julian said carelessly. "I can't help you with your witch," he added. "But I know of someone who might be able to."

"Really?" Tessa demanded, pausing her exploration of his tightly muscled chest. "Who?"

"Thomas Jury," he said with disgust. "There's just one issue."

"What's that?"

"You'll have to get to him through Doc."

"What? Why?!"

"He's a witch," Julian shrugged.

"I know that," she ground out. "But why does that mean I have to go through Doc?"

"Because he and Doc are friends, and I can't find Thomas Jury. Because he's a witch. A very, very powerful witch," Julian added a bit reluctantly.

"Okay, but why would he be able to help me anyway?" Tessa asked.

She'd rather avoid Doc if she could, and she certainly wasn't in the mood to ask him for help. She'd much rather find a way to fix things herself. Without him.

Julian was making a face, but he finally said, "Because Thomas Jury is the single most powerful witch in the United States, probably the freaking world, but if you ever tell him I said that, I won't use my hands to do this."

He slid his hands over her hips, and she moaned with pleasure. She loved it when he touched her. His hands really were magic.

"We have plenty of time," he whispered just before he kissed her navel. 

They didn't. She was supposed to work with Ollie. She was probably late to work with Ollie.

A flash of pain pulsed through her head, the first pain she'd had since she'd brought Julian upstairs.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

"Nothing," she murmured. "I just usually work with Ollie in the morning."

"She told me yesterday that she was sleeping in," Julian immediately said. "So you're not late. She canceled."

He was lying. He'd never talked to Ollie, and she knew that, but his words were enough to make the pain fade away.

"Not late," he said once more. "You're free to spend the entire morning with me."

With those words, he went back to kissing her stomach.

She was afraid that Gisele's books had completely rotted her brain because she was acting like one of Gisele's ridiculous heroines. There were worse things to be though, so she didn't fight it; instead she turned her full attention to showing him just how much she enjoyed his caresses.

It was much, much later by the time Tessa had showered and dressed, with Julian's help, and was ready to try to sneak him out of the house.

She knew it was silly. She knew Gisele probably already knew. She just couldn't stand the idea of them all smirking at Julian with those knowing gazes.

"Just follow me," Tessa murmured as she headed for the servant's staircase.

Halfway down, he pulled her to a halt and kissed her thoroughly. 

After a moment, he drew away and laid his forehead against hers.

"Are you going to blow me off now?" he asked softly.

"What? No!"

"You're just going to sneak me out whenever you're done with me?"

"No!" she exclaimed once more, a little horrified that he saw it that way. "You don't... Ah, shit," she muttered. "Do you want to have breakfast with us?"

She felt him grin.

"It's okay," he said. "Just so long as there is a breakfast in my future."

"You can have as many breakfasts as you want," she replied. "But just remember, I did warn you. There's no stopping Gisele."

"Stopping me from what, dear?"

"Grandma!" Tessa shrieked as she grabbed Julian and moved him behind her.

"Why are you sneaking down the servant's staircase?" Gisele asked.

"Why are you sneaking down the servant's staircase?" Tessa retorted.

"I was looking for you, dear. You're late for breakfast."

Julian's grip tightened, and he said quickly, "You're not late."

Tessa cast him a grateful grin before saying, "We were on our way."

"Really? Via the servant's staircase?"

"Via the servant's staircase," Tessa replied haughtily. "I was giving Julian a tour."

"That's very thoughtful of you, dear. Make sure it finishes in the breakfast room."

Gisele turned and mounted the stairway, then disappeared down the hallway. Only when Tessa was certain she was out of hearing range did she mutter, "Make sure it finishes in the breakfast room."

Beside her, Julian was laughing softly.

"It's not funny," she spat. "I have to live with her."

"She's delightful."

"You're deranged," Tessa snorted. "She's manipulative and domineering and a little bit cruel."

She didn't say anything else as they walked down the rest of the stairs and towards the breakfast room. Her cheeks were burning by the time they got there. She should have shoved him out the window.

Ollie looked up from her plate of eggs, said, "Morning, Julian. There're pastries," before returning her attention to her food and the book in her hand.

Gisele didn't say anything; she was writing in her ever present notebook.

Curtis just grinned.

Tessa sank into her chair with a muffled sigh of relief. She had expected something so much worse.

Julian sat beside her and whispered, "This is terrible."

"Shut up."

Gisele finally looked up. She studied Julian for a moment, then smiled in a self-satisfied way before saying, "I had a thought about Virgil's case notes yesterday. They're very thorough, and the way he mentioned some of the people involved got me thinking that he has an awful lot of leverage in those cabinets."

"The patron's a blackmailer," Tessa said. "I figured it out yesterday."

"A blackmailer?" Ollie snorted. "That's a little pathetic, isn't it? All this, just for blackmail?"

"You don't understand," Tessa said. "I don't think he's blackmailing for money; I think he's blackmailing for power. He probably has hundreds of little cogs under his thumb, and he's telling them which way to spin. For instance, if I had written up the report about Ted, Ted would suddenly belong to the patron."

"And Ted is one of the camouflage witches," Curtis said thoughtfully.

"Exactly. One man on his own is not really that powerful," Tessa went on. "But one man with nearly two hundred years' worth of dirt on the Hidden..."

Tessa didn't finish her statement. She didn't want to.

"Do we have a plan?" Curtis asked.

"Julian and I wrote a..." Tessa didn't want to say it. She knew if she said it, the pain would hit her.

"A cleverly-worded report," Julian offered.

"Thank you," Tessa murmured. "It will go out to the patron today. I don't think it will fool him for long, but it might buy us a couple more days."

"Buy us?" Ollie asked.

The fear Tessa was trying to hold back threatened to overtake her, but she pushed it aside and said flatly, "At some point he's going to have to come out of the shadows and fix his toy."

"No," Ollie said vehemently.

"You can say that," Tessa shrugged, "but it's still true."

"No. Absolutely not."

"He's going to come no matter what," Tessa said. "You can't stop him. We'll just have to be ready."

"There has to be a way to keep you from him," Gisele said worriedly.

"I can't think of one," Tessa said. "But don't worry," she added, grinning even though she didn't feel like it. "I have a plan. Maybe. I'll let you know."

"Tessa—"

"Ollie," Tessa said, interrupting whatever Gisele had been going to say. "Will you keep an eye on the patron's box?"

"I will," Ollie said.

"Check the address with Julian first to make sure I wrote down the same address again."

Julian rattled off an address, but it sounded like gibberish to Tessa. She had to get the patron out of her head. It was the only way she'd ever be whole.

She stared at the barely nibbled pastry on her plate. It was better just to get it over with. The more she sat around thinking about it, the more she'd try to talk herself out of it. She'd do anything to keep the patron from using her. Anything.

"I've got something... I've got to go," she said as she stood.

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

"No," she said. "I have to do this on my own. You pick out a new case for us to work." She cast a sideways glance at Julian and said, "Look for anything that mentions the LaRoches."

"You don't have to do that," Julian said softly.

"I really do," Tessa replied. "You should take pastries with you. There are plenty. I'm beginning to think that Gisele's trying to fatten us up so much that we can't get out the door."

"That's ridiculous," Gisele sputtered. "Pastries are good for you. Sit back down," she pleaded. "I was going to read."

"Later," Tessa said.

She kissed Gisele's cheek as she walked past and whispered, "I love you, Grandma," then she took a hold of Julian's hand and headed towards the back door.

"What are you planning to do?" he asked. 

"I'm going to see Doc."

"You're acting like you're about to walk the plank," Julian laughed. "He's not that bad."

"It's not really Doc I'm worried about," Tessa said.

"Oh."

He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tightly. "I'm sorry," he whispered. "Just remember, you have a big gun, and you know how to use it."

"I'm pretty sure that only works on you," she laughed.

"I meant for you to shoot him," Julian chuckled. "Not get him to fall for you."

He kissed her lightly and said, "Text me when you're ready to see my hands again."

"I'd rather see your face."

He raised an eyebrow and said, "I guess I can leave my hands behind, but we'll be a little limited on our activities."

"Go away," she laughed. "I have things to do."

He kissed her one more time before jogging down the alley and disappearing out into the street.

She stood there for a minute longer, hoping her feet would just start moving, but they didn't want to meet Thomas Jury any more than she did.

She hadn't known this about herself, but she was terrified of witches. And Julian had said that Thomas Jury was possibly the most powerful witch in the world. And he was a member of the Jury family, which was the single most prestigious family of witches in the Western world. They wrote the book on witches. They wrote the laws for witches. They made the Hidden.

She'd rather jump into a lake filled with piranhas and sharks than meet Thomas Jury. The only thing that frightened her more was meeting the patron.

At that thought, her feet finally started to move. She argued with herself the entire way there, but she could only think of one way to deal with the patron. To be stronger than he was.

She would meet the patron. She knew she would. And it wouldn't be years like she wanted it to be. It would be soon. Very soon. But she wasn't ready yet. If the patron walked up to her tomorrow, she'd lose everything she had learned. Ollie and Gisele would help her remember, but Tessa wasn't sure what would happen in the meantime. She wasn't completely convinced that she wouldn't kill someone if he told her to, and she couldn't bear the thought of hurting them.

The patron thought he owned her. He thought Tessa Graves was his puppet. He thought he could tell her to report, and she would. But she wasn't a puppet. No one owned her. And if she had to dance with the devil and go to hell and back to prove it, that's just what she'd do.




... ... ...
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Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Ms. Graves."

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

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

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

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

"Ms. Graves?"

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

"He isn't in."

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

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

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

The eyebrow did not go down.

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

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

"But do you?" she pressed.

"Perhaps."

"And?"

"I'll have him call you."

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

Jervis smiled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I couldn't possibly say."

"You could," Tessa pointed out.

"Couldn't," he replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yeah, a bad one," Tessa growled.

"Maybe this will cheer you up. Sit."

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

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

"I have a case for you, dear."

"Great."

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

"What is it?" Tessa demanded.

"I'm getting there," Gisele chastised.

"Sorry," Tessa sighed.

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

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

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

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

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

Which was true enough.

"And then?"

"We compared notes."

"And then?"

"You said something about a case."

"You're no fun," Gisele pouted.

"I know. Case."

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

"You're forgiven. Case."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gisele cleared her throat.

"Gisele. Case!"

"No need to get testy."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Dear Graves, Graves, & Graves,

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

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

"Curtis!" she called out.

"Yes?" his voice rumbled across the hall.

"What's a Menehune?"

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

"Tessa?"

"Yes?"

"I asked what you said?"

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

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

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

"Gisele probably knows," Tessa sighed.

"That's good, right?"

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

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

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

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

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

Curtis's eyebrow went even higher.

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

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

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

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

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

Mrs. Ahe Lexi

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

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

She had just finished when Magnus cleared his throat.

"Sit down," she said firmly.

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

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

He inclined his head in acknowledgement.

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

Magnus inclined his head once more.

"Did you know what Virgil was really doing?"

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

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

"That is three questions," Magnus murmured.

Tessa growled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Birdwatch every day?" she offered.

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

"So you don't want to leave?"

"Not unless you would like me to."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"The Graves?" she suggested.

He shrugged.

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

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

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

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

"What do you mean?" Tessa asked.

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

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

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

"Yes, Ms. Graves. Thank you."

"One last question," Tessa said.

"Yes?"

"Have you ever seen the patron?"

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

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

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

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