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Virgil Graves (norm): Tessa's father

Magnus (norm): the Graves family butler

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

Curtis Nash (troll): used to be a captain of the Magistratus, the police unit that serves the Hidden

The Hidden: the secret and hidden world of the cryptids (creatures such as imps and vampires, witches and trolls). Some are humanoid, but many are not. The Hidden operates with norm government approval, but the people of the world do not know of its existence. The tetrarch is the ruler of the Hidden.




M.M. Crumley Book List

Urban Fantasy

THE IMMORTAL DOC HOLLIDAY SERIES

BOOK 1: HIDDEN

BOOK 2: COUP D'ÉTAT

BOOK 3: RUTHLESS

BOOK 4: INSTINCT

BOOK 5: ROGUES

BOOK 6: EMPIRE

BOOK 7: OMENS

BOOK 8: CHASM

BOOK 9: FERAL

BOOK 10: OBLIVION

BOOK 11: RELENTLESS

BOOK 12: REQUIEM

BOOK 13: HELLION

BOOK 14: SHADOWS

THE HOUSE OF GRAVES SERIES

BOOK 1: THREE LITTLE GRAVES & THE BIG BAD WOLF

BOOK 2: OVER THE RIVER & THROUGH THE WOOD

BOOK 3: FIRE BURN & CAULDRON BUBBLE

THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS SERIES

BOOK 1: DARK AWAKENING

BOOK 2: BONE DEEP

BOOK 3: BLOOD STAINED

BOOK 4: BURIAL GROUND

BOOK 5: DEATH SONG

BOOK 6: FUNERAL MARCH

BOOK 7: WARPATH

And writing as M.M. Boulder

Psych Thrillers

THE LAST DOOR

MY BETTER HALF

THE HOUSE THAT JACK BUILT

MY ONE AND ONLY

WE ALL FALL DOWN

To find me on Facebook, just search for M.M. Crumley

Visit my website at www.mmcrumley.com


[image: Title Page]

Three Little Graves

& the Big Bad Wolf

M.M. Crumley

For all the women out there who are secretly, and not so secretly, badasses.
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Chapter 1
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It wasn't raining, but it should have been. In movies and on television shows whenever someone died it was raining at the funeral; and everyone was standing there in black clothes, huddled beneath black umbrellas while the rain pounded down on them and filled the dark hole beneath the casket with water, making a crappy situation that much worse.

It should have been raining.

But it never rained during funerals in Colorado. It stayed sunny. There were supposedly three hundred glorious sunny days a year in Colorado, which only left sixty-five gloomy days for people to be buried during, sixty-six if you counted leap year.

If only her dad had had the good grace to be buried on one of those rare cloudy days because today's cheerful disposition was at complete odds with the way everyone was feeling. Or maybe it was just her. Maybe it was just her feeling sad and gloomy.

Tessa Graves took her eyes off her dad's coffin and studied the people standing near her. The funeral was in the norm world, so many of her father's associates were missing. Not that he'd ever socialized with obvious cryptids outside of work. The Graves family was above that.

Maybe, Tessa thought, eyes pausing on the lean man standing beside Aunt Ollie.

He wasn't an obvious cryptid. He wasn't even classified as a cryptid. But if you knew him long enough, it became rather obvious that he was not a norm.

Doc Holliday. The only mortal immortal. Once a family friend, but no longer, so she wasn't sure why he was here. And she wasn't sure why Aunt Ollie was holding onto his arm. He had left them, not the other way around.

Tessa glared at them, irritated by the way Doc was touching Aunt Ollie. Ollie was too old for Doc now. She was over fifty, and Doc still looked thirty. He always looked thirty. He'd looked thirty when he had attended her stuffed animal tea parties when she was seven, and he had looked thirty when he'd kicked her off his case and slammed the door in her face a year or so ago, and he looked thirty now. He never changed.

How annoying, Tessa thought irritably. 

Her father had grown older every single year. His hair had turned grey. He had started collecting wrinkles. He had even used a cane to walk. The doctor said he'd died of a weak heart, but how could a man like Virgil Graves have a weak heart? It didn't make sense. Nothing made sense anymore.

Tessa growled softly, irritated at everything. Why was Ollie whispering in Doc's ear when she should have been paying attention to the minister's sermon? Why was Grandma Gisele scribbling away in her stupid notebook? Why were so many people yawning? Didn't any of them care? Didn't they care that Virgil was dead?

Magnus was the only other person who looked upset. But he always looked upset, so Tessa wasn't even sure if he was upset about Virgil or if that was just his face.

"I hate this," she muttered. "It's stupid."

Only she knew her dad had expected it, wanted it. He'd listed the particulars in his will; he'd specified the gravestone and the flowers and the sermon. If he was a ghost, which she hoped he wasn't, he was probably watching right now, counting everyone just to make sure there was a good turnout. He'd be disappointed though, because there were a lot of empty chairs.

Virgil Graves was a highly respected investigator. Everyone who was anyone within the Hidden brought their cases to him. He had the best track record in the business. You brought a case to him, and he solved it. That was his promise, and he always delivered.

But even though Virgil was a highly respected investigator, it turned out that he wasn't really anybody's friend. Or nobody was his friend. Tessa wasn't sure. She had expected flowers and cards when he had died last week. Loads of them. Instead, she'd gotten phone calls asking about cases. So long as Graves, Graves, and Graves was still in business, the passing of the senior Graves didn't bother anyone.

Except her.

A bead of sweat rolled down her back, and she glared up at the bright blue sky. "Just one freaking cloud," she hissed. "Is that too much to ask?"

"Talking to yourself again, dear?" Grandma murmured. "Men don't find that attractive, you know."

"I don't care what men find attractive," Tessa whispered. "Why aren't you paying attention?"

"I've heard it all before," Grandma said, tone a little bored. "He goes to a better place, we'll all miss him, blah, blah, blah. We would've been better off giving his body to the Worms. It would have been cheaper too. That headstone he wanted costs us a pretty penny. Have you ever seen anything so ludicrous?"

"Hush," Tessa hissed. "The minister is talking."

"A minister!" Grandma snorted. "At a Graves' funeral. The very idea! Virgil must have gone soft in the head."

"Grandma!"

"Sorry, dear."

Grandma wasn't sorry though. She was never sorry. Which was why she lived out in the country and not in the townhouse. The townhouse wasn't big enough for both Grandma and Dad. Except Dad was gone now, and it was just Tessa. Just one Graves. There was no Graves, Graves, and Graves. Just Graves.

Another bead of sweat. Aunt Ollie actually laughed out loud. Grandma was still scribbling in her notebook. Magnus had fallen asleep, and five of the attendees had already slipped away.

Why did nobody care?

She wanted to scream, but she was Virgil Graves's daughter. He wouldn't want her to scream at his funeral, so she wouldn't. She bit her lip and listened to every word the minister said, trying not to notice that Grandma had nailed it.

The end finally came, and everyone walked away. Even Grandma left. And Aunt Ollie. And Magnus. Nobody even bothered to do the dirt thing.

It was just Tessa.

Tessa and Doc.

"Why are you here?" she demanded, pissed that of all the attendees he was the only person who had bothered to stay.

"Because Ollie asked me to come," he said easily.

There was only the slightest hint of Southern accent to his words; so slight that no one else would have noticed it, but somehow she knew that he could turn it on at will. How did she know that? She couldn't remember, but she could hear it in her mind.

"Why did she ask you?" she demanded, putting as much venom into the word "you" as she could. Trying to remind herself that she didn't like him; she hated him.  

"Because I hate funerals even more than she does."

"Then why did you come?"

"For Ollie," he said.

She despised the patient, steady nature of his tone, and she fought the urge to kick him in the shin.

She studied him from the corner of her eye for a moment, cataloguing him, just because she couldn't help herself. He was wearing a fitted suit with a vest, just like always, and it did nothing to hide his natural litheness. He managed to look solemn, even if he didn't look sad, and it irritated her. He was always so polite, always so kind. 

She suddenly felt like they'd been here before. Standing at the edge of a grave. Looking down at it. She tried to focus on the feeling, and a strange urge took hold of her, making her want to reach out and grasp his hand. She wanted the comfort of it; she remembered the comfort of it. She shook her head; Doc was not a comfort; he was a cad.    

"Ollie's too old for you," she spat, trying to dispel the warmth of the moment.

Doc laughed.

And that's when it decided to rain.

Not a real rain though. Just one of those crappy rains where you think it's actually going to rain but all it does is get everything dirty.

Tessa was really not in the mood for that kind of rain right now.

"Ollie's gone," she growled. "Why are you still here?"

"There's something I wanted to tell you, if you'll listen," he said.

He bent and grabbed a fistful of dirt. She hated him for it. She hated that he was the only person who had bothered to throw dirt onto her dad's coffin.

"Death isn't real, Tessa," he said earnestly as he tossed the dirt onto the embossed coffin lid. "Virgil's not dead; he just changed shapes is all."

"He is not a ghost," she said emphatically.

"That's not what I mean," he replied, shaking his head ruefully. "If you ever need anything," he added, "you know where to find me."

With that, he turned and left.

"You know where to find me," Tessa mocked quietly. "Even if I didn't know, I could still find you," she hissed. "Because that's what I do."

She sighed, irritated at herself. Irritated at the sun that was still shining even though splatters of rain were doing their best to wash the dirt off her dad's coffin.

"I'm sorry, Dad," she said softly.

She didn't really know why she was sorry; she just was. She was sorry no one else seemed to care. She was sorry it wasn't raining, not really. Ten drops didn't count as rain in the grand scheme of things. She was sorry the engravers hadn't included quite as much filigree as she'd asked for. There was a lot to be sorry for.

She picked up a clump of dirt and sprinkled it over his coffin. She was going to miss him. Apparently, she was the only one who was going to miss him. Except maybe Magnus.

For the first time in years, she didn't know what to do. She was now the lead investigator of Graves, Graves, and Graves, and she didn't want to be.

Her phone vibrated. She ignored it, but her mind didn't. What if it was about a case? Her dad would understand her answering the phone at his funeral if it was about a case. What he wouldn't understand was if she didn't answer the phone. Virgil was a business man first. Everything else came second.

She glanced back at the empty chairs, an uneasy feeling crawling up her spine. She hated to think that there was a reason no one cared. She hated to think that Virgil was the problem, not everyone else.

No. She refused to believe that. They just didn't understand him. Not like she did. There was nothing as thrilling as a new investigation, nothing as thrilling as discovering a fresh lead. They had had that in common. And sure, sometimes it was all-consuming. Tessa had botched almost every date she'd ever been on because she was thinking about a case. Her dad had understood that. They had understood each other.

She glanced sideways at her mom's gravestone, frowning when she saw that her dad's gravestone was so large it actually cast her mom's into shadow. Then she snorted, annoyed at herself for even noticing it, not that she could turn that part of her brain off; she wished that she could.

She wished she could stop counting people. She wished she could stop noting the color of the clothes they were wearing. Doc had been wearing a blue suit. The shade had been nowhere close to black. Most of the people here today hadn't been wearing black, and she had mentally filed away that offense, just in case.

She shook her head in frustration. This is exactly what she meant. Not wearing black didn't mean they didn't care, just like Virgil's humongous gravestone wasn't a sign or an indication of her dad's feelings about her mom or anyone else. Virgil was dead. He didn't have feelings anymore. And Mom was dead. They were dead together. The first Graves to be buried in a norm cemetery in over two hundred years.

Which shouldn't have been that odd since they were norms, and that's what norms did. Buried people in cemeteries. Especially norms who lived outside of the Hidden. 

Tessa had never really understood why they didn't live in the Hidden. It would have made more sense. After all, they didn't take cases from norms. That was the entire purpose of the sign. Graves, Graves, and Graves, Hunc Quaesitorem. Norms would see the sign and keep walking. Cryptids would see the sign and know that this was an investigative firm that catered to cryptids. But if they had lived in the Hidden, they wouldn't have needed to bother with subterfuge.

Virgil had once explained why they didn't live in the Hidden. He'd said that, like the witches, the Graves were far too important to be confined to the Hidden. Tessa had wanted to argue with him. She had wanted to say that if they were really that important, their clients would always come to them, not the other way around. But he'd used that tone. The tone he used when he wasn't in the mood to be argued with.        

Her phone beeped again. This time, she pulled it out, keyed in her code, and glared at the screen, impatiently reading the text message from Tony.

"Found the kid, boss, now what?"

Tessa sighed heavily. She hated being the boss. How could Tony not know what to do now? The kid had been missing, Tony had found him, now he needed to return him to his parents. Easy. Child's play, really.

This is why her dad had had a weak heart. Because he'd been the boss, and he'd had to deal with complete and total idiots day in and day out.

"Return him to his parents," Tessa typed quickly, trying not to take out her anger on her phone. It didn't deserve to be stabbed to death just because Tony was an idiot.

She put away her phone with a sigh and turned back to talk to her dad. There were several men watching her now, waiting.

"Can I just have a second?" she asked.

"Sure, lady, but we get off at five, and it's already four. If you want 'im buried proper, you might wanna hurry."

Could this day suck anymore? She didn't see how. In fact, if the earth opened up and she was suddenly swallowed by a gigantic worm with teeth, she'd only consider it an improvement.

"Bye, Dad," she said, mentally crumpling up the speech she'd been going to give him and throwing it away. She couldn't say all that stuff with a bunch of strangers watching her. Besides, he was dead; he couldn't hear her anymore. If she had wanted to tell him how much she loved him and how much she was going to miss him, she should have done it before he died.

She tossed the wilted flowers she was holding onto the casket lid and walked off.

It was the end of an era. Virgil Graves was dead. Soon to be buried. There were only three Graves left. Grandma, Aunt Ollie, and Tessa. But only one of them was an investigator. Tessa was going to have to change the sign. Or give into Grandma's demands, get married to some undetermined hunk, and pop out two point five kids. Tessa cringed. She'd change the sign.

Her car was still where she'd parked it earlier, which wasn't surprising except Aunt Ollie had ridden with her, and she was nowhere to be seen.

Tessa cringed again, trying not to imagine Doc and Ollie "arguing", as Grandma had called it when Tessa was a kid, in some dark corner. Ollie was way too old for Doc. Except Doc was nearly two hundred years old, so maybe he was too old for Ollie. Either way, the thought of the two of them together sickened her.

Never mind that if she'd had the chance to "argue" with Doc a couple of years ago, she would have happily taken it. That was before he'd slammed the door in her face. And fired her firm. Twice.

Sleeping with Doc now would be like sleeping with the enemy. Ollie should know better. Tessa certainly did.

But Ollie wasn't like her. Ollie was flighty. Ollie didn't care about the Graves name or the stain that sleeping with the enemy would put on it. There was no point trying to change her though. Virgil had tried often enough, and it had never made a difference. Ollie continued to be Ollie.

Tessa sighed as she climbed into her classic green Challenger. Virgil had always said it was impossible to change people once they had set in their heels, and Tessa believed him. Ollie would never change.

Ollie wasn't her problem though. Graves, Graves, and Graves was; and now that the funeral was over, there was nothing left to do except get back to work. And getting back to work meant that it was time to start looking through her dad's paperwork.

Virgil and Tessa had split the case load years ago. She handled her cases, and he handled his. Or one of his four investigators handled his. Tessa could have hired some help for herself, but she liked to work alone.

As a rule, she didn't pay much attention to Virgil's cases unless he involved her, which he rarely did. But now that Virgil was dead, all the cases were hers; and she needed to know exactly what her investigators were working on and what they were doing. Besides being stupid.

She read through each of the files, noting what needed to be done, who needed to be called, and which investigators she needed to yell at. And then, she went through the files again. Looking for the file that wasn't there.

She was certain that Virgil had recently taken on a case for the Cadwel family. She knew that because he and Mr. Cadwel had met not very long ago. The Cadwel case file wasn't here though. Which didn't make sense because Virgil was rigid about his filing system. It didn't matter if he was just looking for a lost dog, there would be a file on it. So the Cadwel file had to be here somewhere.

As she combed through his office once more, she wondered if she had it all wrong. Maybe Virgil and Mr. Cadwel had just been having tea and chatting about the weather or the stock market. But then she remembered all those empty chairs at Virgil's funeral. Their meeting had definitely been business.

"Magnus!" she yelled.

Magnus didn't hurry. Magnus never hurried. The house could have been on fire, and Magnus would have calmly collected the silver before leaving in a very sedate manner. Just one more reason why Tessa hated this day. She was now responsible for Magnus.

"Magnus!" she yelled again, trying to inject a note of command.

"Yes, Ms. Graves?" he said from the doorway of Virgil's office.

"Do you know where Dad's other case files are?"

"Other case files, miss?"

"Don't play dumb with me!" she snapped.

With Magnus, she was better off playing like she knew more than she actually did. She was certain there was at least one missing case file, but she didn't know if there were any others.

Magnus stared at her for nearly a minute. She stared right back at him. Sooner or later he would have to accept that Virgil was dead and she was now in charge.

At least she hoped he would accept it.

He raised an eyebrow, and she nearly broke and just told him she wanted the Cadwel file, but she didn't. She forced all her anger at all those people wearing cheerful colors to Virgil's funeral into her eyes and continued to stare at him. He switched eyebrows. She lowered hers. He sighed.

She tried not to smile, but she knew she'd won.

"I'm not sure of the wisdom of this," he muttered. "But you are the last Graves."

"I am," she said sternly.

"I don't count your aunt," he said with derision. "She's too flighty to be a Graves."

Tessa didn't bother to defend Ollie. She was flighty.

"And your grandmother isn't a true Graves; she married in."

Also true.

"You are the final Graves."

She wished he'd stop repeating it. It made her feel a little lonely. And worried. If she died, the Graves line was done. Maybe she should marry a hunk. He'd just have to take her last name instead of the other way around, like men marrying into the prestigious Jury family were forced to do.

She couldn't say she hated the idea, but it wouldn't help her with Magnus. And furthermore, just the thought of bringing a kid into a house with Magnus made her cringe a little. She'd just have to make sure she didn't die.

Magnus pulled a key from his vest pocket and walked slowly over to the end of Virgil's bookshelf. With all the speed of a glacier, he moved a book about the English countryside, revealing a small lock.

Tessa's heart began to hammer. It didn't surprise her that her dad had a hidden safe. It did surprise her that she didn't know about it. She was his heir, after all, his partner.

What else hadn't he told her?

She brushed that thought from her mind as soon as it entered and watched as Magnus inserted the key and turned it. The entire bookshelf, except the part with the key, slid into the floor, revealing a small room and two large wooden filing cabinets.

The day had just graduated from crappy to really crappy. There were a lot of cases in there. A lot of cases that Virgil had never told her about. And why? Why hadn't he told her about them?

"Alphabetical?" she inquired softly.

"Of course," Magnus replied. "You should probably know that if anyone besides me or you tries to open it..."

He didn't go on. She didn't need him to. She knew exactly what would happen.

"Are you sure I can open it?" she asked sternly.

"Of course I'm sure," he said. 

He handed her the key, turned, and left the office.

She frowned after him. If she couldn't open it, Graves, Graves, and Graves was finished because she'd be nothing more than a wisp of ash on the carpet.

"Mental note to self," she murmured. "Hire a witch to check the spell." 

But she'd do that tomorrow. Today she was looking for the Cadwel case.

Her legs didn't want to move forward, but she forced them to. Her hand was trembling, and she didn't know why. They were just folders. Probably Virgil's past cases. Probably he just didn't want them cluttering up his office. That was all. And he hadn't told her because the cases were closed. There was really no need to tell her. That was it.

With that shoddy deduction, she almost turned around and walked out. But she didn't. She took the final step and reached out her shaking hand to open the top drawer of one of the filing cabinets. She flipped carefully through them, recognizing most of the names, but not finding Cadwel. She opened the next drawer.

Cadwel. Right at the front.

She pulled the file free. She opened it. She read the first line.

"Shit," she hissed.

It wasn't raining outside, but it was sure as hell pouring in here. Her dad was a liar. Virgil Graves was a liar. Nobody was at his funeral because they all knew. Everyone knew but her. She was a fool. She was the very last Graves, and she was a goddamn fool.  


Chapter 2
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"Stupid, stupid, stupid," Tessa muttered as she dropped her head onto the wooden bar top.

Something squished under her forehead, but she figured it was the least she deserved for being such a goddamn idiot.

"Um... Can I get you something?" a voice asked rather hesitantly.

"Troll whiskey," Tessa said, not even bothering to lift her head.

"Well... But... Um... You're not a troll," the bartender replied.

"So?" Tessa snapped.

"It's just that you're, well, you're a girl, a human girl, and I've never seen a girl drink troll whiskey. You sure you can handle it?"

Tessa lifted her head and glared at the thin wood devil who was pretending to be a bartender. He shrugged sheepishly.

"Are you not clear on how this works?" Tessa ground out. "You stand behind the counter and when people come up to this side of the counter and say I'd like such and such, you give it to them. That's your job."

"It's just—"

"It's just nothing," Tessa broke in. "You're a bartender; I'm a customer, and I want some goddamn troll whiskey!"

He shrugged one thorny shoulder and turned around. Tessa dropped her sticky forehead back into the sticky puddle.

"And I call myself an investigator," she murmured. "Full partner by twenty-three. He was probably laughing at me the entire time. How could I be so goddamn dumb?"

"Here you go," the bartender said.

"Leave the bottle," Tessa ordered.

"Now, miss—"

"Leave the frigging bottle," Tessa snarled.

"Whatever you want, lady. Just don't blame me when you wake up somewhere you don't wanna be."

She lifted her head again, downed the shot glass in one drink, refilled it, drank it, stuck out her tongue at him, and dropped her head to the bar once more.

She didn't blame him for trying to stop her; she just wasn't in the mood to listen. She was too busy feeling sorry for herself to appreciate anyone looking out for her. And he didn't need to look out for her. She might be a lousy investigator, but she could handle her whiskey.

"Stupid, stupid, stupid," she muttered.

"Bad day?" a deep voice rumbled.

"Go away," Tessa sighed. "I'm not in the mood."

"I was just going to offer a sympathetic ear. I figure any human who can drink troll whiskey without so much as blinking must be alright."

"Ha!" Tessa laughed. "I'm not alright at all! I'm a failure. I'm a disgrace. I'm the stupidest person alive." 

"That's a bit harsh," he replied.

"If only you knew."

"You going to drink that whole bottle?"

"Help yourself," Tessa said.

She'd only told the bartender to leave it because she was trying to annoy him. She could only drink two, maybe three more shots before she started seeing double.

"May I have the honor of knowing whom I'm drinking with?" her inquisitive neighbor asked.

She sighed once more. She really wasn't in the mood. And besides, she could tell from his voice and the slight crunching noise he'd made when he'd first approached her that he was a troll. She might drink troll whiskey, but she didn't get along with trolls. Never had. Ever since her dad had told her...

Fuck it.

She lifted her head, poured herself another shot, drank it, then turned to look at him. He was a troll all right. One of the north Asian lines; probably his family had come over from Siberia at some point. She could tell because his scales were a very light grey. European trolls had brown scales.

He was watching her with some amusement; trolls weren't much for facial expressions, but she could see the bright glint of humor in his eyes. 

She snatched a napkin from the bar and wiped the unknown sticky substance from her forehead before offering her hand and saying, "Tessa; Tessa Graves."

"Curtis Nash," he replied as he shook her hand.

He poured himself a drink, then asked, "As in Graves, Graves, and Graves?"

"Just Graves now," she said. "Just me. One Graves. One lonely Graves."

"I did hear that Mr. Graves had recently passed. I'm sorry for your loss."

"I'm not!" she spat. "In fact, I'm thinking about digging him up and kicking his ass!"

One of the scales near his eye rose, almost like an eyebrow, and he said, "You didn't get along with him?"

"Oh sure!" Tessa snorted. "I thought I did anyway. Turns out I didn't even know him."

The troll whiskey was making her a little loose-lipped. She certainly didn't want to go around the Hidden blabbing about Virgil Grave's secret cases. It would ruin her. It would ruin Graves, Graves, and Graves. It would destroy the Graves family's prestigious reputation.

She grinned. Payback was a bitch.

Her grin faded as she realized that Virgil would never know. He would never know that she destroyed his reputation. He would never turn red with anger at her carelessness. He would never fire her or cast her out of the house. He was dead. He wasn't even a ghost. It was too bad he wasn't. If he was, she'd link him to her and force him to follow her around while she told everyone what a two-faced liar he was. But he wasn't a ghost. So the only one she would destroy would be herself.

"Shit," she sighed.

And she dropped her head back onto the bar top. 

Curtis didn't say anything for a while. But he didn't leave either. He just sat there beside her. She could feel him. He filled his glass again. He drank it. She wasn't sure why he was staying; she wanted him to leave, and people usually did what she wanted them to. Eventually.

She'd wait him out.

Except her head was starting to hurt from all the times she'd dropped it onto the bar.

She sat upright and cleaned off her forehead once more. She was afraid it would never be completely unsticky; bar stick was the worst. It never came off your shoes or your clothes or your forehead. But at least it wasn't glistening any more. She ran her hand over the spot and sighed heavily. She hated today. If she got run over by a bus tomorrow morning, it would still rank higher than today.

"If you pour a little whiskey on the napkin, it'll clean you right up," Curtis offered.

Since she didn't want to walk around all day with bits of napkin stuck to her forehead, she followed his advice.

"Why are you still here?" she demanded when she was certain her forehead was free of debris.

"You've had two shots of troll whiskey, and you're still standing," he said easily. "You're just a wee thing too; I've seen ogres drink one and fall to the floor."

"Hope the bar had insurance," Tessa muttered.

Curtis laughed. It was a deep rumbling laugh. Tessa wanted to hate it because it was a troll laugh, and Graves did not associate with trolls. It just wasn't done. Of course, Graves didn't hang out in Hidden bars either. If Virgil wanted to drink outside of the home, he would have gone to his club to do it.

Tessa hadn't been invited to the club. And even if she had been, she preferred Hidden bars. They weren't as stuffy and no one ever asked you questions. Except today. Today was conspiring against her. Normally, she just sat in the corner and watched as creatures came and went.

She was absolutely fascinated by the secret home of cryptid species, the Hidden. She had been fascinated by it ever since she was a little girl, ever since Doc had told her how there were hidden buildings inside norm buildings.

When she'd asked him how they did it and how come no one noticed, he'd gotten a serious expression on his face and said solemnly, "Magic."

And ever since that moment she'd waited, a little breathlessly at times, to see that magic. To watch it in action. And was severely disappointed.

Witches did not perform magic at request or in public. She had never once seen someone shield a building so that norms couldn't see it. She had not seen a witch build one of the special doorways that connected all the Hidden neighborhoods. The closest she'd ever gotten to magic was when she'd received her sight at the age of eighteen.

Another disappointment.

"Close your eyes," the giver had said.

Tessa had closed her eyes. She felt nothing, heard nothing, and noticed no change.

"Done," the giver said.

That was it. That was all that it took to be able to see the Hidden entrances that connected the norm portion of Denver to the Hidden portion of Denver. You closed your eyes, some witch did something you couldn't see, and there you have it. Done.

Life was full of disappointments. Like finding out that your dad was a liar. Worse, a liar and a horrible person.

"Fight the urge," Curtis suddenly said.

"What urge?" Tessa snapped.

"To bang your head on the bar. I imagine you're getting a headache by now, and the bar's still sticky."

"You come to Hidden bars, you get sticky bar tops," Tessa said angrily.

"I haven't ever been to a norm bar," he replied. "But I imagine they're sticky too."

"Whatever," Tessa grumbled.

Why wouldn't he just leave her alone? She didn't want to leave yet. There was nothing out there for her but lies. She wanted to stay in here forever. She suddenly felt so young. And so tired.

"Why do people lie?" she asked.

Her tone was desperate, and she knew it, but what did it matter? He was just a troll.

"If I could answer that question, I probably wouldn't be sitting here."

A spark flared inside Tessa, and she tried to ignore it. She wasn't interested. She didn't care. And besides, she was a crappy investigator. Probably one of the worst who had ever lived.

But her investigator mind got a hold of her mouth and said, "Why are you here?"

"Curious?" he chuckled. "About a troll?"

She felt her cheeks start to blush and pinched her leg. The blood fled from her cheeks, and she smiled blandly at him. "I'm curious about all sorts of things. Even trolls."

"I'll answer your question if you answer one for me."

"Sure," Tessa shrugged.

"How the hell can you drink so much troll whiskey?"

"My Aunt Ollie smuggled me a bottle for my eighteenth birthday."

"And?" he prodded.

"I used a thimble to build up a tolerance."

His laughter boomed through the bar, but everyone else was too full of their own sorrows to bother glancing their way.

"A thimble!" Curtis laughed. "I love it!"

"It took me a long time," Tessa admitted. "Your turn."

Curtis chuckled for a moment longer, but then his eyes grew sober, and he said softly, "I'm having trouble adjusting."

"To what?"

"Life," he said, gesturing with one large hand around the room.

"You're being vague," Tessa accused.

"I am," he murmured. "About seventy years ago I was locked away in Blackwater."

Tessa felt the blood leave her face.

"Holy shit," she whispered. "I am the worst investigator ever. You're Captain Curtis Nash?"

The scale above his eye rose again, and he nodded.

She didn't drop her head onto the bar top like she wanted to. Mostly because if she did, it would make it easier for him to squash her head into pieces with his mighty hand.

She'd spent the better part of the last three days going through Virgil's secret folders. And what she'd found there made her absolutely sick. And furious. But mostly sick. Because her dad had not been a good man. And neither had her grandfather.

Every single Graves of Graves, Graves, and Graves had been evil; and she imagined there was another secret room somewhere, and she imagined it was filled with even more secret files. The cases of her great grandfather and her great-great grandfather, and so on.

But in the room she could access, there was a file on Curtis Nash. Troll. And he was sitting right here, behaving like a friend, when he had every reason to hate her because seventy years ago her grandfather had been instrumental in Curtis's capture and incarceration.

In Blackwater. The witches' private, non-sanctioned prison. Inside the grey space, which was a nothing space on top of reality. Prisoners inside Blackwater just sat there. Isolated. Not aging, not eating, not sleeping, just sitting, staring at nothing. Some for over two hundred years. Right up until Doc Holliday had found it and released them all. Doc had released Curtis Nash, and here he was. Watching her with those eerie blue eyes of his.

Tessa didn't ever feel sorry for people who broke the law and were locked away for it. Virgil had long ago told her that no matter what anyone said, life was black and white. There was the law, and there were people on the other side of the law. But Virgil had lied. Just like he'd lied about everything.

Curtis Nash hadn't deserved to be locked away in a grey space for seventy years, just sitting there in the silence, mind struggling to stay sane. He hadn't done anything wrong. He'd been a Magistratus captain, leader of one of the Hidden law enforcement units; and all he'd done was refuse to enforce the tetrarch's new law regarding seizure of all magical artifacts. He wasn't a villain. He probably wasn't even a bad guy. Even if he was a troll.

"I'm sorry," Tessa said.

"For what?"

"My grandfather helped lock you away."

"Did he?" Curtis replied evenly, face staying exactly the same. "I didn't know."

"Of course you didn't. The Graves are very careful to keep their hands clean. I'm sorry."

"You're not your grandfather."

"Same blood," she muttered.

"Not the same person though."

"How do you know?"

"Why are you here?" he asked.

"My dad died, I inherited Graves, Graves, and Graves, including the secret cases that he hid from me. Turns out he was a horrible person. How could I not know he was a horrible person?"

"Sometimes it's hard to see the people closest to us for what they really are," he replied.

"That's the understatement of the year," she muttered.

He smiled, revealing a row of stone teeth and said, "So tell me, Tessa Graves, what do you intend to do about it?"

She stared at him in confusion. Finally she said, "Do about what?"

"Your father used his agency for evil. What do you plan to do?"

Tessa couldn't say. Obviously, she wasn't going to be evil, but could she continue? Could she be Graves, Graves, and Graves even knowing what they had done over the years?

"I don't know," she murmured.

"You may want to figure it out," he suggested.

She growled softly and retorted, "You may want to figure out how to adjust."

"That's very true," he said, smiling once more.

She humphed in irritation. She'd rather he argued with her. She was in the mood to argue. She was in the mood for a good bar brawl with a troll that her grandfather had locked away. She gave him a good once over, noting his sharp scales and mass, and snorted in laughter, because apparently, she was in the mood to die.

"I'm staying in the four hundred block if you ever need to talk," Curtis said.

He drank another shot of whiskey, gestured for the bartender to come over, said "she's paying", and turned to leave.

"Worst day ever," Tessa grumbled as she handed the bartender a golden merlin. "Keep the change."

"Are you sure?" he said. "That's way too much."

"Do me a favor and actually clean the bar top," she said.

She hopped off the stool and headed towards the exit. She'd had her moment of despondency, and whether or not she would admit it to his face, Curtis the troll was right. She needed to figure out what she was going to do.


Chapter 3
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Tessa slammed the back door just to annoy Magnus and started stomping towards the kitchen. Then she stopped cold and sniffed.

"Crap," she hissed as she adjusted her path and headed towards the sitting room instead, following the trail of exotic perfume. "What are you guys doing here?" she demanded from the doorway.

Grandma Gisele glanced up from her notebook, innocent look on her barely wrinkled face, and said, "Whatever do you mean, dear?"

"I mean, WHAT are you guys doing here?"

"We came to check on you," Aunt Ollie replied.

Tessa shot her a narrow glance. She hadn't seen either of them since the funeral three days ago, and she had assumed they'd gone home. To the country. Where they belonged.

"Did you have fun with Doc?" Tessa asked, edge to her voice.

"I did," Aunt Ollie replied.

Ollie was grinning the same way she had all those years ago when she'd slipped Tessa the troll whiskey. Back then, Tessa had felt included in a conspiracy and had grinned back. That had been before she'd really understood how flighty Ollie was and how much trouble she could bring to the Graves name. Dad had always said...

"Oh hell," Tessa muttered.

She was suddenly very, very tired. More tired than she'd ever been in her entire life. It was a massive chore just to walk across the room and flop onto the couch.

"Worst week ever," she murmured as she laid back her head and closed her eyes.

Maybe. Maybe there was a week in there where her dad had brainwashed her to believe every word he said. Maybe there was a week in there where he had sent her to live with a hypnotist.

She sat upright, horror filling her. "He wouldn't have, would he have?"

"What, dear?" Grandma asked. "And if you're speaking of Virgil, the answer is yes."

"Why?" Tessa demanded. "Why is the answer yes?"

"Because he had no principles, dear, surely you realize that."

"No!" Tessa yelled. "No, I did not realize that! Not until Magnus opened the goddamn wall and revealed all of Dad's secret files! How could you not... How could everyone else... How could I not know?"

Ollie and Grandma just looked at her, twin expressions of sympathy on their faces.

"Don't look at me like that!" Tessa snapped. "I'm exhausted, and my whole world... Everything... It's just falling down around me," she whispered, horrified to feel tears welling in her eyes.

She didn't cry. Not ever. She refused to cry. She blinked rapidly, trying to push them back; and when that didn't work, she pinched her leg. The pain distracted her, and her tears dried up.

"Men love to rescue a damsel in distress," Grandma pointed out. "This would be the perfect time to find you a nice hunk of muscles and man flesh."

"Grandma!" Tessa gasped, tears completely forgotten.

A pained look briefly crossed Grandma's face, and she said, "Now that you're grown, dear, I really would prefer it if you called me Gisele. I'm aging rather gracefully, and I'd rather you not spoil it for me if I'm about to get laid."

"Grandma!" Tessa nearly screamed.

"What? Just because I'm mature I shouldn't have fun?"

"I don't care what you do!" Tessa blurted out. "I just don't want to hear about it."

"When was the last time you had a good lay?" Grandma asked seriously.

All the blood rushed to Tessa's cheeks, and there was nothing she could do about it.

"I'll call you Gisele if we can never have this conversation again!" Tessa promised.

"Suit yourself," Grandma said with a shrug. "I'm just saying it might be good for you."

Tessa fought the urge to stick her fingers in her ears and chant "I'm not listening". She was too old for such antics.

"Look how relaxed Ollie is," Grandma went on. "You never look that relaxed."

"That's because I work!" Tessa spat.

Now they were looking at her with twin looks of hurt.

"I'm sorry," Tessa muttered. "My dad was totally evil and I didn't know it. And I have to deal with his employees now, and I hate having employees. I'm just having a rough time, but I didn't mean to take it out on you."

"Since we're airing dirty laundry," Ollie said softly. "Virgil didn't allow us to work."

"What do you mean didn't allow you?" Tessa asked.

"He wouldn't allow us to work," Gisele said. "He said Graves women shouldn't work, especially women like us. Although, to be completely fair, he was just carrying on the tradition that your grandfather and his father and so on and so forth had already set in place."

Tessa was so confused.

"But you're an author," she insisted. "That's work."

"Virgil considered it a hobby, dear."

"But I work. I worked with him."

The looks were sympathetic once more, and it made Tessa want to scream in frustration.

"Yes, you did," Ollie said carefully.

"What?!" Tessa demanded. "Just tell me!"

"Do you remember when your father started taking interest in you?" Grandma asked.

"What do you mean taking interest?"

"When was the first time he ever took you anywhere?"

"I don't know," Tessa replied. "I was... It was after Doc left so I was more than ten."

"Fourteen to be exact," Grandma said.

"Fine, fourteen. So what?"

"Do you remember what else happened that year?"

Tessa searched her memory, trying to find year fourteen, trying to look at it. Everything was a little fuzzy and all muddled together. She'd lived her entire life in the country until she was sixteen. That's when she could really start to remember things because Virgil had taken her to Denver with him and sent her to a private school. Up until then, she had had a tutor at home.

"I don't know," she finally said.

"Your mother had another miscarriage," Ollie said gently. "But this time the doctor said she wouldn't be able to get pregnant again."

Tessa vaguely remembered her mother being sick from time to time, but it had never really affected her. When her mother was sick, Tessa would just visit her in her room. Other than that, nothing changed.

Her mind was all upside down. She was an investigator. She should be able to see where they were going with this, but she just couldn't. She definitely should not have had that last shot of whiskey.

"I still don't understand," she finally said.

"That was Virgil's last chance to get a son," Grandma said.

It took a long time for Grandma's words to sink in. A very long time. And when they finally did, Tessa's stomach rolled and the room started to spin just a bit.

She dropped her head back against the couch, heart breaking. Virgil hadn't really wanted her. He had wanted a boy.

"I think the only thing that saved your mother's life was that Virgil actually loved her," Ollie said. "She was the only person he ever truly loved."

And still, look how tiny her gravestone had been compared to his, Tessa thought. He may have loved her, but he hadn't respected her. Just like he hadn't respected Tessa. He hadn't wanted her or loved her. He had wanted a boy. A true heir. But he had gotten her instead.

"I should have brought the bottle home," she muttered as she stumbled to her feet.

Her head was aching and making it hard to think, not that she really wanted to think, but she couldn't be here anymore. She needed to breathe. She needed out. She needed something, but this wasn't it.

Ollie watched Tessa rush from the sitting room with concern.

"Do you really think it was wise to tell her?" she asked.

"Someone had to," Gisele replied. "The girl's entire life is a lie. And she's smart. Without Virgil in the way, she would have eventually figured it out. Better it comes from us."

"Maybe," Ollie sighed. "She's had a pretty rough week."

"It's been a great week," Gisele countered. "She just doesn't know it yet."

"Right," Ollie murmured.

Gisele had a way of seeing things that didn't always make sense to other people.

"Your father would have died all over again if he had seen Virgil's gravestone," Gisele went on. "That boy went power mad at some point."

"Father was power mad," Ollie replied.

"Not that power mad. He knew his place in things."

"And where was that?"

"Five miles below the witches. And not genuinely part of society, not anywhere. His great-great-great grandfather was a farmhand. And do you know how he got his start?"

"No," Ollie said, tone bored because she did, in fact, know. Gisele went off on this particular rant several times a year. Maybe more. To Gisele, the Graves family was a joke. A sad, sad joke. The only reason she kept the name was because it made for a fantastic author name. Gisele Graves. It was dazzling. Just like Gisele.

"Are you listening?" Gisele snapped.

"Yes, Mother."

Gisele cleared her throat.

Ollie rolled her eyes and said, "Sorry, Gisele."

"As I was saying," Gisele said sternly. "Silas Graves, the founder of Graves, Graves, and Graves, was a murderer and a thief."

"How shocking."

"No need to be sarcastic, girl. Silas murdered his boss's entire family and took their farm. Then he sold it and moved to the city, and then he got drunk and had the bad luck to wander into the Hidden, although how he managed to find a doorway without the sight is beyond me," Gisele muttered. "They're difficult to see even with the sight."

"Maybe the liquor opened his third eye," Ollie suggested with a grin.

"If you're trying to mock me, I'm not having it," Gisele stated. "As I was saying, he wandered drunk into the Hidden, but then he got sober, and... I don't actually know what happened after that," she admitted. "There's a bit of a gap between that part of the story and the part where he set up his firm."

Gisele was tapping her pen on her notebook now, lips pursed in thought.

"I'd quite like to know how he got started," she murmured.

"It was two hundred years ago," Ollie pointed out.

"So?"

"I'm just saying it might be a little hard to trace it."

"Maybe," Gisele said thoughtfully. "Maybe."

Her face brightened, and she said, "Let me read you my new chapter."

Ollie knew better than to sigh. If she sighed, Gisele would read her more than a chapter; she'd read half the book. And Ollie didn't have time for that. She'd just made up her mind to call Tessa and check on her. She'd never seen such a look of devastation as she had when Tessa had realized that Virgil had really wanted a son. And she was worried about what Tessa might do.

Gisele cleared her throat.

"Sorry, Mother."

She cleared it again.

"Sorry, Gisele," Ollie said. "You do realize that if you wanted me to call you Gisele you should have asked me about thirty years ago. We're both a little old to be changing names now."

"I am not old," Gisele said firmly. "I am refined. I am aged. Like fine wine."

"Do you go well with cheese?" Ollie asked with a laugh. "And should I ask Magnus to chill you?"

"Don't get sassy with me; I'm not too old to put you over my knee."

Ollie raised an eyebrow and stared at Gisele. Gisele stared right back. Then they both started laughing.

After a long moment of giggling, Gisele cleared her throat and said, "Now be quiet. I've just gotten to the good part. We left off with Anne being chased down the alley by thieves, remember?"

"I remember," Ollie said. "Her cloak got caught on the rusted wagon wheel."

"Yes, yes!" Gisele exclaimed. "Now hush."

Gisele cleared her throat and began to read.

This is the end, Anne thought as she felt the bricks press into her spine. There was nowhere to run. She was trapped. How foolish she had been to turn down the alley in the first place! Why hadn't she run back towards Mayfair?

But she knew the answer to that. She was out at night, alone. Her hair was loose. If anyone saw her, she was ruined. But she'd rather be ruined than dead.

On the other hand, she wasn't sure she had the right shoes for permanent country living. But if the alternative was being married off to some bald old man, she'd find a way to get country shoes. She was quite certain she couldn't survive being married to an ugly old man.

Someone grabbed hold of her arm, and she screamed. She'd completely forgotten that she was standing at the end of the alley, about to be murdered.

"Hush, you ninny," a deep voice said.

She gazed up at the chiseled face staring down at her. He wasn't one of the thieves. He was much too tall and dashing to be a thief. She looked past him to the alley beyond and saw four shadowy lumps lying on the cobblestones.

"What have you done?" she whispered.

"Saved your life."

Before she could respond, he was kissing her. His lips had looked like stone, but they were soft as velvet, and his kiss was like a song. She didn't even try to fight him. She didn't want to.

She allowed him to pull her tight against him. She allowed him to wrap his arms around her waist. And she gave herself over to his kiss completely, moving her tingling lips beneath his.

She gasped in dismay when he finally pulled away from her. She never wanted the moment to end. Never.

"Payment for services rendered," he murmured softly.

"Really?" Ollie exclaimed. "Payment for services rendered? This isn't your hero, is it? He's not even likable!"

"He doesn't need to be likable," Gisele retorted. "He has lips of velvet!"

"Who cares about lips of velvet?" Ollie shot back. "He's taking advantage of the situation."

"Pish! Women like to be swept off their feet."

"If a man did that to me, I would stab him in the throat."

"You're a very different kind of woman than Anne, dear. Anne apparently likes it when a man takes charge."

"I'd like to know who reads these books of yours."

"Everyone, dear."

"Everyone?"

"My last book sold over three million copies. Everyone wants to read the next Gisele Graves's novel."

"Just once I'd like to see you write a story where the woman saves the man. And then takes advantage of him!"

"Maybe next time," Gisele said soothingly.

She was already scribbling away in her notebook, and Ollie knew the conversation was over. Which was just as well because she needed to find Tessa and make sure she wasn't doing something stupid, like drinking an entire bottle of troll whiskey.


Chapter 4
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Tessa gazed up at the spotless and subtly ornate facade of Dulcis Requiem, the hotel Doc owned and lived in. Everything about Doc was chic. His clothes, his hotel, his suite. He was so modern that it sometimes confused her. She had once thought that someone as old as he was would hold onto the past or be stuck in it, but Doc wasn't. He certainly would never be mistaken for a modern male though either. He was far too polite and far too genteel; and unlike most people, you always knew that he saw you. Always.

She turned around, intent on going home. She couldn't say why she'd come to Dulcis. Not really. There wasn't any reason to be here; she was better off at home.

A pang shot through her at the thought. It didn't feel like home anymore. It felt like a den of lies.

She was suddenly facing Dulcis again, and she didn't know why. She had been going to go home, but she didn't want to. She wanted to talk to Doc. Maybe it was the whiskey, but somehow she knew deep down that Doc wouldn't lie to her. It was just a feeling, and she didn't normally pay any attention to her feelings; but right now, she didn't know what else to go on.

Virgil had always said that an investigator's best friends were logic and facts. He'd said that feelings were for people who couldn't see the world in black and white and understand it.  But Virgil was a liar, and Tessa wasn't sure what to believe anymore. She would just have to try paying attention to her feelings for a while and see what she thought. She frowned, wondering if it was really possible to use logic to analyze feelings.

Her head throbbed, and she pushed her thoughts to the side. It wasn't as if she needed to figure it out right this second.   

She exhaled deeply before stepping into the revolving door and entering the lobby. Jervis met her almost immediately.

"Ms. Graves. My condolences on the loss of your father."

Tessa knew what she was supposed to say. She was supposed to say thank you, blah, blah, blah; but she just couldn't. So instead she said, "Is he in?"

She wouldn't have normally talked to Jervis that way. She wasn't sure what he was, but he was something, and of all the cryptids she'd met, he frightened her the most. Not that she was actually scared of him; she was scared of what she imagined he could do. It was based on nothing though, because she couldn't figure out what he was.

There was nothing about him that pointed towards any specific species so he could be any number of humanoid cryptids. A shifter, a Myhanava, a vampire, a fae. However, he did have a Germanic accent. Not a German accent. A Germanic accent. Which narrowed it down to long-lived cryptids. Which meant that he was most likely a witch, a vampire, a fae, or a shaman.

Regardless of his species, she somehow knew that Jervis was very, very powerful. He was also Doc's right-hand man. And even though she didn't like Doc anymore, she knew she could trust him, and that trust extended to Jervis. A feeling again, not logic.

"Are you alright, Ms. Graves?" Jervis asked softly.

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

"I'll send you on up," he said.

He gestured towards the elevator and walked across the lobby with her. Once they reached it, Jervis pressed the open button. The doors slid open, and Jervis stepped inside. He inserted a key, pressed a button, and said, "There you are. I will let him know you're on your way."

"Thank you," she said.

The doors slid shut behind him, and Tessa stared at the spotless face of the elevator, heart hammering. Why was she here? What was she going to say? What could she say? Did you know my father was a monster? Did you know that Graves, Graves, and Graves has been pulling dirty jobs behind the scenes for two hundred years? Do you know why he lied to me?

Her mind grew fuzzy for a moment. Had he lied to her? Had he really? Gisele and Ollie would say anything to make Virgil look bad, wouldn't they? He hadn't approved of them, and now he was dead and he couldn't defend himself against them.

Tessa fought against the fuzziness, trying to focus on the facts. Fact, Ollie and Gisele hadn't had anything to do with the secret files. They couldn't possibly have known about the secret files; she hadn't even known about them.

Her mind froze as she tried to determine if that was actually a fact. Everything was so confusing, and her brain, the brain that normally worked so well and calculated so quickly, was spinning its wheels. There simply wasn't enough information to go off of.

There is, she thought a little desperately. Virgil was a liar. He had lied. There was no reason to question that. It wasn't a feeling or a guess, it was fact.

Her head was beginning to hurt, and she pressed her hands against it. She just needed to calm down and look at things logically.  

The elevator opened, and Tessa stared down the short hallway at Doc's suite door. She shouldn't have come here. She didn't know why she'd come here.

Her feet stepped forward without her permission. She tried to make them stop. She tried to push the lobby button on the elevator, but her hand wouldn't cooperate. It was almost as if her body knew something she didn't. Her body wanted her to talk to Doc, but she wasn't ready. She'd never be ready.

But then her hand knocked on his door; and within seconds, the door swung open, revealing Doc's smiling face.

"Tessa," he said easily. "Come in."

She stepped inside without a word. This was very different than the last time she'd come here. Last time, she'd been trying to impress him. Last time, she'd been curious about him. This time, she was just tired.

She didn't even realize that he'd taken a gentle hold of her arm to guide her until she felt the couch give beneath her. And then to her horror, the tears welled up again, and this time she couldn't stop them.

"I'm sorry," she mumbled as she swiped her hand across her face, trying to scrub the tears away.

"Don't be sorry," Doc said. "You've had a rough couple of weeks."

He pressed a soft white handkerchief into her hand, and she stared at it. Her dad had used a handkerchief, but she couldn't ever remember him offering it to her. She wouldn't have dared to cry in front of him. Not ever. But she remembered a moment like this. Remembered Doc kneeling beside her, offering her his handkerchief to dry her eyes. It was a fuzzy memory, but it was there.

"Why did you leave?" she suddenly asked.

That wasn't what she'd come here for, but it was the question that had tumbled out of her mouth.

She couldn't look at him yet, not with tears staining her cheeks, but she wasn't surprised when he said, "I need whiskey for this conversation. Want any?"

"No," she replied. "I've already had some."

She felt him stand, she heard his footsteps, but other than that, the room was silent. She quickly used his handkerchief to rub the moisture from her face and eyes. Not to impress him, but because she needed to be Tessa the investigator right now. She had to step away from her emotions and listen to what he said with a practiced ear. She had to evaluate, just like she would anyone else's words.

When he returned, he sat across from her and studied her for just a second before popping the cork on his whiskey bottle and taking a swig. He set the bottle on the coffee table, then asked softly, "You sure this is what you want?"

She nodded.

Doc propped his feet up on the coffee table by the bottle and said, "About thirty years ago, I learned about Graves, Graves, and Graves, Hunc Quaesitorem. As you know, I hadn't had any luck tracking down the Teodora family myself, so I decided to hire Graves, etcetera. That's when I met Virgil. You were three." He grinned widely and said, "You had the cutest brown pigtails."

She glared at him.

"You wanted to know why I left," Doc said. "But you have to know why I was there in the first place."

She knew that. The why was important. Virgil didn't always think so, but Tessa did.

"I liked Virgil," Doc said. "But not as much as I liked you."

"And Ollie," Tessa muttered.

"And Ollie," he admitted with a grin. "Your aunt is a very special woman. Brave. And fierce, incredibly fierce."

"Fierce?" Tessa snorted. "We are talking about Ollie, right?"

"You should talk to her sometime," Doc said. "Might do you some good."

"Why are we talking about Ollie?" Tessa demanded, annoyed at herself for caring.

"You brought her up."

"I didn't!" Tessa reviewed the conversation and grimaced. "Okay, I did. I'm sorry. You were saying about Dad."

"Virgil invited me out to your summer home, and I went. That's where I met you. We spent at least two weeks of every summer together," he added.

"Until I was ten," Tessa said.

She couldn't remember much more than that, but she remembered very distinctly that he'd stopped coming when she was ten.

"Until you were ten," Doc agreed.

"Why?"

"I've always been able to read people," Doc said. "It's a skill that any good gambler has to have. The problem was that I couldn't read Virgil. I thought I could. I thought we were friends, but we weren't. Virgil doesn't..." He paused and corrected himself. "Virgil didn't have friends. He had associates, he had clients, he had informants, and he had people he used for information."

"Which were you?" Tessa asked, although she was pretty sure she already knew the answer.

"People he used for information," Doc said.

His words didn't carry any bitterness. They were just a statement of fact.

"And that's why you left," she said, trying to understand.

"Yes."

"But why?" she pressed.

"Why what?"

"Why did you leave; why did it matter?"

"Why wouldn't it matter?" he asked curiously.

"I don't know. That's what I'm asking you."

It didn't surprise her that Virgil had filed away everything Doc had said. Virgil filed away everything; it was his nature, his job. He couldn't turn it off any more than Tessa could.

He had taught her to listen to everything, to file away everything, to categorize everything. Every sentence, every look, every loose hair was a clue. A clue that might be used later on. That was what investigators did.

Doc was openly studying her, and she didn't like it. She was the one who did the studying, and most people were so self-focused they hardly even noticed her. Doc wasn't like that though; he never had been.

"Stop trying to read me," she snapped.

"That would be like telling you to stop noticing everything in the room," he chuckled.

"Just tell me why," she sighed.

"If you don't already understand, it's going to be a little difficult to explain," Doc replied. He took another drink of whiskey, then said gently, "Do you have anyone you're close to?"

"What does that have to do with anything?" Tessa demanded. This wasn't about her. It was about him.

"Just work with me here," Doc sighed.

She thought about lying, but he'd probably be able to tell. "No," she admitted. "Just Dad."

She didn't have time to find friends or go out or do whatever it was other people did. She was always working.

"Well, let's say that you were working on a case, and you told Virgil something about your case, but somehow what you said could affect one of his clients, and he tells them what you said, and it blows your case."

"Why would he do that?"

"Because he cares more about his case than your case," he replied.

He could have just as easily said "he cares more about himself than you", and the pain Tessa was already feeling inside started pressing against her ribs, making it hard to breathe.

"I thought Virgil and I were spending time together as friends," Doc went on, "but in fact, he was filing away everything I said, and if he found a way to benefit from it, he would use it in any way he could. If I had known he was that way, I would have never spent time with him outside of the office."

"Yeah, because nobody wants me," Tessa said sullenly, certain that the week couldn't possibly get any worse. It had just hit the place that was underneath rock bottom.

She started to stand, but Doc said "sit" in such a commanding tone that she stayed. And that pissed her off. She was a grown woman, what right did he have to tell her what to do?

"I wanted to keep spending the summers with you," Doc said. "But you belonged to Virgil, and since I didn't have any reason to kill Virgil, with Virgil you stayed."

Tessa started laughing because if Doc only knew what was in those secret files, he wouldn't have hesitated for a second to kill Virgil. Virgil had hidden that side of himself away from Doc too. Doc had never known either. Virgil had lied to both of them.

She tried to stop laughing because it wasn't funny, but she just couldn't.  When she was in the middle of a crescendo, she startled when she heard a crisp voice ask, "Is she quite alright?"

She started laughing again. "I forgot about Thaddeus," she giggled. "I forgot about Thaddeus!"

It was too funny. She was a Graves; she was an investigator, and she'd forgotten about Thaddeus. How could she have possibly forgotten that Doc's plant was actually a man? In plant form. But she had, and she had blabbed in front of both him and Doc. She really was the worst investigator ever.

She laughed and laughed, and then she started crying for real. Great gulping sobs. She must have been crying for everything in her life because the tears were just streaming down her cheeks, and she couldn't get them to stop. She tried to push Doc away when he wrapped his arm around her shoulders, but she couldn't, and then she was weeping into his shirt.

She hated herself for crying, hated it. She never cried. And she wasn't just crying about Thaddeus either. She was crying about the several dozen parties she had missed so she could study and make her dad proud; she was crying because she'd been on a case when her mom had died and she hadn't said goodbye; she was crying because she hadn't been able to understand why Doc would care; she was crying because her dad had lied to her. He would have never brought her into the business if she had had a brother. Or a male cousin.

She was a joke. She was the head of Graves, Graves, and Graves, and she couldn't even figure out her own dad. She had no business investigating for other people. None.

Doc was murmuring something, but she was crying too hard to listen. And when she finally stopped crying, she was too exhausted. She didn't want to fall asleep, but she didn't have a choice. Her eyes wouldn't stay open. Her brain wouldn't keep firing.

The last thing she remembered was Thaddeus's voice saying, "It's times like these that I don't envy you. Although if I had legs, like you, I would have run away."

Ollie silently chastised herself as she knocked on Doc's door. She shouldn't have let Tessa leave like that. If anything happened to her, she was never going to forgive herself. Or Gisele. There was such a thing as tact, and they hadn't used it.

The door opened, and Ollie said hurriedly, "I can't find Tessa."

Doc stepped out of the doorway and gestured behind him.

Relief flooded Ollie when she saw Tessa lying on the couch, a blanket tucked around her.

"Is she okay?" she asked.

"That's a difficult question to answer," Doc replied. "She's obviously not, but I'm sure she'll survive."

He took Ollie's arm and led her into the kitchen, then he poured them both a glass of whiskey.

"Why did she come here?" Ollie asked.

"She didn't really say," Doc replied. "She asked why I left though."

"But I told her," Ollie said.

"When?" Doc asked.

"After you left she started carrying around this little notebook and pen, and she'd walk into a room with the most serious expression you've ever seen and write down everything she could see. Then she'd ask questions and write down the answers. She even developed her own type of shorthand," Ollie said proudly.

"She was always asking about you though. Why you left, what Virgil had done to drive you away, so I eventually just told her. She was..." Ollie searched her memory, trying to pinpoint Tessa's age. "Maybe thirteen," she finally said.

Doc didn't say anything right away, just drank his whiskey. She took a sip of her own, mind unsettled. Unlike Gisele, she was a little conflicted. She wasn't sad that Virgil was dead, but her lack of sadness upset her.

She hadn't shed a single tear for her father, her other brother, or Virgil. She hadn't particularly disliked them; she just hadn't had much to do with them. She hadn't known them. They were just people related to her, not people she knew or loved. Why that was bothering her now, she couldn't say. Maybe because she'd suddenly realized that she didn't have anyone but Tessa and Gisele.

They were the last of the Graves. The end of the line. And she was afraid that she didn't know Tessa or Gisele very well either. They certainly didn't know her.

"I think it's time to come home," Ollie said softly.

"Tessa needs you," Doc agreed.

"She doesn't even know me," Ollie chuckled. "How could she need me?"

"I think Virgil's deception might have run a little deeper than we realized," Doc mused.

"What do you mean?"

"She didn't know," he said. "She didn't know why I left."

"But I'm telling you, I told her."

"I know. Which means..."

"No!" Ollie exclaimed. "Don't even say it!"

"She never really liked Virgil," Doc pointed out. "She didn't dislike him; she just didn't like him."

"She could have grown out of that," Ollie insisted.

"How did she react when you told her?"

Ollie had to drink the rest of her whiskey before she could answer. "She was furious," she admitted.

"And then?"

"I was gone for a while," Ollie said, trying to put the timeline back together. "By the time I came back, Virgil had already taken her under his wing."

"And?"

"She adored him," Ollie whispered, horror filling her. "I just assumed it was because he was finally taking an interest in her, but I should have known better."

She was a horrible aunt. She had abandoned Tessa with Virgil, and she shouldn't have. She had left a small defenseless child alone with a monster.

"I shouldn't have left her," she said.

"I shouldn't have left her," Doc replied. "Virgil fooled me right up until the end. Right until I walked into his office and realized he was working for the Baudelaires."

"No!" Ollie gasped. "The Baudelaires?"

"That's how he lost his finger."

"Serves him right," Ollie growled, furious at herself.

She should have just taken Tessa and ran away. But she had been young herself, and she hadn't wanted that responsibility. Besides, she had never expected Virgil to take an interest in the girl. And she had loved her sister-in-law. There had never been a sweeter, kinder person than Ruth, and Ollie would have never taken Tessa from her. Not ever. So she should have stayed. She should have stayed and watched over Tessa, protected her.

"You couldn't have stopped it," Doc said, just as if he'd read her mind.

"You don't know that."

"If there's anything I do know about Virgil," Doc said solemnly, "it's this. One, he would have found you if you had left with her; and two, he wouldn't have stopped because you stood in his way. But he's gone now, and you can be here for her now."

"She probably won't even want me," Ollie said bitterly.

"Maybe not at first," Doc admitted. "But I think if you told her the truth it would go a long way towards convincing her."

He gently brushed away a tear she hadn't even realized was there, and then he pulled her into his arms and hugged her tightly.

For a moment, she stopped trying to contain herself, stopped trying to contain her emotions, and just let herself be comforted by his embrace.

After a long while, she pulled away from him and said, "I had better go. She won't be happy if she wakes up and finds me here."

Doc raised an eyebrow.

"For some reason she has an issue with our arguing," Ollie explained with a grin.

"Really?" Doc drawled. "Maybe it's time someone explain to her that we're not really mad at each other."

"I think that's the part she has the issue with," Ollie laughed.

"I can't imagine why," Doc grinned.

"I can," Ollie said as she traced her finger down his perfect cheek.

Doc hadn't changed. Not one bit since she'd first met him, and it astonished her that he still thought she was beautiful when he looked so young and vibrant. She had laugh lines and worry lines, and her figure had changed a bit over the years, but he still made love to her like she was the most beautiful woman in all the world. And she knew that he made love to all women that way. Because to him, each woman he touched was the most beautiful woman in the world.

"Jealousy," Ollie whispered. "Plain old jealousy."

She kissed his cheek and quickly left, not wanting to damage what little chance she had to finally make things right with her niece.


Chapter 5
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Tessa woke long before she opened her eyes. She didn't want to open them and deal with the embarrassment that would ensue. She had cried like a big baby in Doc Holliday's arms. Now it was the worst week ever. She could not calculate a single thing that could possibly make it worse. But she hadn't been able to calculate crying all over Doc's shirt, then falling asleep on his couch, so maybe there were more joys up ahead.

She couldn't believe she was such a loser. She'd always thought she was a winner, but she'd been blind, and now she could see what she really was. A pathetic, lonely, friendless loser.

"There are a couple of ways you can look at this," Doc said softly.

She'd known he would know she was awake, and she hated him for it. Almost more than she hated Virgil. But at least Doc was still alive so if she was in the mood to spit at him later, he'd actually feel it.

"I can only assume that you're here, in this state, because you found out Virgil lied to you about something," Doc went on. "Maybe lots of somethings. And you're questioning yourself, wondering if you're really all that great of an investigator, wondering how you could be so foolish."

Maybe instead of spitting at him, she'd just shoot him. Maybe then he'd shut up.

"Here's the thing, Tessa. I've been reading people, watching people, making a study of people for nearly two hundred years. Virgil didn't just trick me once; he tricked me twice. Even once I knew he wasn't my friend, I thought he was benign, neutral at best. I would have never guessed that he willingly worked for people like the Baudelaires. If I had known that back then..."

He trailed off, but she knew. If he had known, Virgil wouldn't have made it to sixty-five.

Her investigator mind was too full of questions to just lie there and listen, so she sat up and said, "How did you know about the Baudelaires?"

She'd only found out about the Baudelaires a day ago, when she'd reached that particular file folder.

"I walked in on a... meeting," Doc replied. "They were plying him for information, but that was one thing Virgil was usually pretty scrupulous about, keeping business matters private," he said with a shrug. "That was the only reason I still worked with him."

"So that's how he lost his finger," Tessa sighed. "He told me he'd been experimenting with a new witch device, and it had malfunctioned."

"It was a witch," Doc allowed with a slight grin. "Back to the point," he said firmly. "I've had almost two hundred years to learn to study people, and Virgil fooled me. You've had less than thirty. And he was your father. How could you expect to see that he was lying to you?"

"You spent an average of one day a year with him," Tessa countered. "I spent almost all of them. How could I not see?"

"He was very adept at concealing himself."

She wasn't sure that was any comfort at all.

"Don't let Virgil steal what you've worked so hard to gain," Doc said. "You're an investigator, and you're good at what you do. You're Tessa Graves. The last Graves investigator."

"I don't want to be a Graves," she said softly. "They haven't done anything good."

"They've done a few good things," Doc replied. "And look at all the good things you've done."

She was too depressed to play this game so she just said, "Maybe."

"Not maybe, definitely. You're at a crossroads," he said. "There are three paths in front of you. Path one, you turn away from everything you've learned and go live your life as someone else."

She hated that idea. She didn't know anything else. She had lived, breathed, slept, ate, existed only as an investigator for the last twenty-three years.

"Path two, you continue to follow the path Virgil laid down for you."

She hated that one even more. And not just because of the look in Doc's eyes. The look that said, "You'd better not pick that one."

"Or, path three, you can be what you are. An investigator, a detective, and a damn good one. You can help people, and if it's possible, you can repair some of the damage Virgil did. You can rewrite his legacy."

It was a nice idea, but it didn't seem logical or possible.

"What if I'm not good enough?" she whispered.

"You're Tessa Graves," he replied with a grin. "How could you not be good enough?"

"Hum," she said. "Do you ever just have a really shitty week?"

Someone started laughing, but it wasn't Doc.

"Sorry," Tessa sighed as she turned to study the yellow pot that held Thaddeus.

She still didn't understand how a man could be a plant. It didn't make sense to her at all. She'd met tree spirits, but they had a body that moved, and when they talked, their mouths moved too. Thaddeus didn't have any of that.

He was just a plant. A completely regular looking plant. There was no mouth, so she didn't understand where the words came from. How was he laughing? How could he see her? It was mind boggling. Even more mind boggling than the magic she'd never seen. At least she'd been able to read about magic; she could understand the basic theory of manipulating the elements into other things.

"I didn't mean to forget about you again, Thaddeus," Tessa said. "Honestly, I didn't. I'm just really..."

She wasn't sure what she was.

"Lost?" Thaddeus suggested between chuckles. "I apologize, Ms. Graves, for laughing. I'm merely enjoying the idea of Doc having a bad week. Which he does have. Quite often really."

"That's about enough out of you, old boy," Doc said easily.

"Remember last week," Thaddeus went on. "You ruined three suits. Completely ruined them. I was here when Rosa pulled them out of the trash. She actually wept a little."

"Thaddeus."

That was less good-natured, but Thaddeus didn't seem to mind.  

"Or what about that one week when that woman, I don't remember her name, decided she didn't want to leave your suite? That was a while ago, but it still makes me chuckle to think of it. You had to carry her out."

Thaddeus was laughing in earnest now.

"We were having a serious conversation," Doc chastised. Then he dumped half his whiskey bottle into Thaddeus's pot.

"You goddamn libertine!" Thaddeus sputtered. "That was hardly worthy of... green. No rainbow. Do you think there's a leprechaun?" he mumbled softly.

"That was mean," Tessa said.

"He's been my roommate for twenty-some years now," Doc replied. "My tolerance has lessened."

"It would be a little like living with Gisele..."

Horror filled Tessa as she suddenly realized that she'd left them alone. In the house. With no one to kick them out because even Magnus wasn't a match for Gisele. What if they... They wouldn't have. Would they?

She stood and muttered, "I have to go. Thank you, um, for everything. You helped. I think."

She ran towards the doorway, barely hearing Doc when he called out, "Come by anytime!"

Tessa slowly opened the backdoor and peeked inside. She cringed. Magnus was waiting for her, an aggravated look on his already aggravated face.

"You left them alone," he said sternly.

"I wasn't thinking," Tessa admitted. "Is it bad?"

"Is it bad? No, no, not bad. Absolutely terrible!"

"Oh god," Tessa moaned. "Just tell me."

"Seventy-five boxes for Mrs. Graves. She is now occupying the Orchid Suite."

Tessa flinched at his tone, but gestured for him to continue.

"Only thirty-two boxes for Ms. Graves. But she took the Round Room and the adjoining chamber."

"Shit," Tessa muttered. "That was sneaky of them. And mean. And completely underhanded. They took advantage of the situation, that's what they did."

"I suggest you march right into the sitting room and tell them that," Magnus said. "Mrs. Graves is already picking out new drapes for the downstairs rooms. She mentioned hiring an... an... an interior designer."

Tessa shared his horror. The very idea of a stranger coming into their home and removing even a stitch of furniture was blasphemy.

"I'm going right now!" Tessa said vehemently. "Not that it'll do any good," she added under her breath as she left the room. Grandma was like a burr. Once she got her hooks into something, it was impossible to move her.

"What do you think you're doing?" Tessa demanded as she burst into the sitting room.

"Sit, dear," Grandma said cheerfully. "We're about to have tea. I'll read you my latest chapter."

"No!" Tessa exclaimed. "Absolutely not! Not ever! The last chapter you read me is still giving me nightmares!"

"It's been five years," Grandma said, tone a little hurt. "I'm sure my writing has improved."

"No," Tessa said, aware that she was walking right into a trap. "Your writing is wonderful, Grandma, just—"

Gisele cleared her throat.

"It's too hard, Grandma," Tessa said. "I've been calling you Grandma all my life. Why do you suddenly want to be called Gisele?"

"When I was at the theater the other day, before Virgil's funeral, mind you. I met the nicest man. I may have told him that I'm sixty-five."

"Geez, Grandma. Usually when people lie about their age they only shave off a couple of years. You took off nearly twenty."

Gisele shrugged a dainty shoulder and said, "It's not as if I look my age."

"You don't," Tessa admitted. "You could easily pass for sixty-five, maybe even fifty-five, but I still don't know if I can call you Gisele."

"It's an old dying woman's last wish," Grandma said, eyes soulful.

Tessa's heart froze for a second, and worry filled her. She couldn't lose Grandma too. Not yet.

"Mother!" Ollie snapped. "Look at her face. You can't do that to her, not right now."

"I'm sorry, dear," Gisele said, face not the least bit apologetic. "I'm perfectly healthy, but I will eventually die, and who knows if I'll have another wish before then."

Tessa's heart began to beat again, although a little faster since she was so angry.

"And this is why you cannot, I repeat, cannot, move in. You live in the country. That's where you live. Not here. Not with me."

"It's so lonely in the country, dear," Grandma said.

Tessa swore Grandma looked older and sadder when she said it. And maybe even a little smaller. Like a tiny, little old lady. Tessa reminded herself that she knew better.

"You've been fine for years," Tessa said, trying to keep her tone hard.

"Oh yes, fine, but not well. I love city living, but Virgil wouldn't even consider buying me a condo in the city, you know."

"You're a multi-millionaire," Tessa ground out.

"Yes, yes, the book money. But that's all tied up. I couldn't possibly liquidate enough to purchase a condo."

Money was not one of Tessa's strong points so she wasn't sure how to argue against that. Maybe all of Grandma's money was tied up.

"And even if it wasn't," Grandma went on, "Virgil liked to keep an eye on me. Just to make sure I was behaving."

Tessa was going to lose. She knew she was going to lose. But she wasn't done fighting yet.

"I'll buy you a condo," she insisted.

"You always were such a darling," Grandma said, smiling pleasantly. "But I'm getting on in years now, and I'd feel so much safer with family."

"I'll buy you and Ollie a condo," Tessa tried.

"Oh, no," Grandma said. "That won't work at all."

"Why not?"

"Ollie's staying here."

Tessa moved her stare to Ollie. Ollie smiled.

"Why is Ollie staying here?" Tessa asked, still glaring at her.

"Money's not your forte," Grandma said, while Ollie just continued to smile. "And Virgil did the books. Ollie's staying to run the books."

Tessa's mind scrambled for a way out of this mess. She hadn't considered the books at all; but they were right, she had no business trying to take care of the books.

"I can hire someone to do the books," she insisted.

"I'd really like to help out though," Ollie said. 

Tessa opened her mouth to argue. Closed it. Opened it. Closed it. What was the point? It was a done deal. She'd already lost.

"Isn't it grand?" Grandma said happily, a hint of triumph in her voice. "The three Graves women, together under one roof. Graves, Graves, and Graves."

That wasn't what the sign meant. It meant three investigators with the name of Graves. Not a novelist, a socialite, and one single, lone investigator.

Tessa was about to say that when the maid walked into the room carrying a tea tray.

"Thank you, June," Grandma said.

"It's no bother at all, Mrs. Graves," June gushed.

June never gushed when Tessa talked to her. Of course, Tessa only talked to her when she wanted something. Virgil had never acknowledged the staff when there wasn't a reason to, and Tessa had always emulated him.

Tessa's mind quickly filed that under things Virgil didn't do or things Virgil disapproved of. The list was getting longer by the moment, and she was trying to review each of the items one by one to see if there was any validity to them or if Virgil was just a jerk. 

Tessa sighed as she flopped onto the settee beside Ollie. It was either sit and drink tea or run upstairs to her room and cry like a baby, but she had had enough crying for one day.

"If Ollie's doing the books," Tessa said, "what will you be doing?"

"Managing the household," Grandma replied grandly. "It needs a woman's touch."

Tessa decided not to take offense. She certainly had never bothered to "manage" the household. She slept in her room, showered in her shower, and worked in her office. Other than that, she was always out working.

"I hope it's okay that we're staying," Ollie said gently. "There's nothing I'd like more than to be together as a family right now."

Tessa took the cup Ollie offered her without comment. They had trapped her quite neatly. She knew it, but she wasn't happy about it. She didn't want to share her space, and she certainly didn't want to admit how stupid she had been. But on the other hand, it might be nice not to have to bear it all on her own. Assuming she could trust them. Hadn't she learned that just because they were family didn't mean they wouldn't lie to her?

She studied her grandma over the rim of her teacup, looking for something, anything.

Grandma smiled and said, "We're not like Virgil, dear."

"Can you prove it?" Tessa demanded.

"I don't blame you for not trusting us," Ollie said. "Ask us whatever you want, test us; I swear I won't lie to you. I never have."

"Why did Doc leave?" Tessa asked.

"Because he found out that Virgil had told one of his clients something Doc had said when they were out on the boat," Ollie replied. "Doc never told me what was said, but I assume it was a minor matter since he merely left and didn't kill Virgil."

"Have you seen Doc since then?" Tessa inquired, mentally writing down every word Ollie said.

"Yes. Several times," Ollie replied.

"So it was just me he couldn't see?" Tessa growled.

"You already liked Doc more than Virgil," Grandma cut in. "And Doc didn't want to make things harder on you. He didn't want you to have to pick a side."

"What do you mean I didn't like Virgil?" Tessa asked.

"You didn't like Virgil."

"You didn't dislike him," Ollie said hurriedly. "You just didn't like him. You would have traded him for Doc in a heartbeat."

Tessa wanted to argue with them. How could she have not liked her dad? But something about it rang true. She could remember herself gazing up at Doc in adoration. She could remember holding his hand. She could remember riding on a horse in front of him. She could remember him reading her stories at bedtime. She didn't have any memories like that of Virgil. But all her memories of Doc, all her memories of her childhood, were fuzzy. Really fuzzy, and she just couldn't put her finger on anything specific.

She would have to look at it later, when she was alone. Right now she was trying to determine if she could trust them.

"Did you know that Silas Graves supplied President Van Buren with all the information he needed to block the Hidden entrances during the Uprising of 1838?" Tessa asked, carefully watching them as she did.

The looks on their faces appeared too suddenly and were too shocked, too horrified, to be pretend. They hadn't. They hadn't known. They'd known Virgil was a liar, but they hadn't known that the Graves were scumbags through and through.

"He did what?" Grandma whispered.

Her voice was low, but angry, and Tessa could feel her anger from here.

"He gave Van Buren the information on the Hidden entrances."

"Why?" Ollie demanded.

"Because one of his clients told him to."

"I don't think I understand," Ollie murmured.

"There are three tiers to Graves, Graves, and Graves," Tessa said levelly. "The lowest tier is the solving of run-of-the-mill cases, tracking down lost persons or on-the-run criminals, and tracking down information or lost items. Those are the cases the public sees, and the cases I handled. The second tier is mostly cases for rich clientele. These vary from kidnapping, not the saving of victims but the actual napping of them, to thievery, a few cases of assassination, and generally a bunch of other bad stuff."

Tessa took a deep breath before continuing. "The third tier involves doing cases specifically for the Graves, Graves, and Graves' patron. I don't know who it is, but the Graves have been working for him, or her, for the last two hundred years. It was at the patron's request that Silas handed Van Buren the information on the entrances."

Ollie's face was a strange shade of green, and Grandma looked as if she was ready to spit nails.

"Please tell me you're kidding," Ollie whispered.

"If that makes you feel better."

They were all three silent for a long time.

Eventually though, Ollie said, "What are we going to do?"

"I haven't quite decided," Tessa admitted. "Since I don't know who the patron is, if we're lucky, he'll stay away now that Virgil is dead."

"And if we're not?"

"I guess we tell him we're freelance now. I don't know if the patron is just one man. I don't know if it's been the same man this entire time. Maybe the patron is actually a secret society or a family. I just really don't know," she added, feeling a little helpless.

Her heart was pounding again, but this time it was from fear. Regardless of whether it was one man or an entire group of men, the idea of the patron scared her to death. There had been more files under "patron" than any other name, and they had gone all the way back to the beginning of Graves, Graves, and Graves.

The second she had seen the name "patron", her body had started to shake. She had wanted to walk away. She had wanted to run. She had wanted to close the secret room and never look back. She hadn't though. Because that wasn't logical. It wasn't logical to run away. So she had reached out a shaking hand, picked up a file, and read through it. Each one she'd read made her sicker than the last.

At the patron's request, the Graves had helped lock away more people than just Curtis Nash. They had tracked and caught an imp, as well as several other cryptids who had refused to cooperate with the tetrarch or the Bureau of Cryptid Affairs. Virgil had even helped kidnap a few individuals during the missing person's crisis of Tetrarch Mitcham's rule.

Those had been among the kinder actions the patron had requested from the Graves.

Besides the information on the Hidden doors, there had been several times that a Graves had given the norm government information regarding another nation's Hidden. And Silas had personally turned over more than seven cryptids to the norm government for "indictment".

The original Hidden slash norm government treaty dictated that all cryptids be tried and sentenced by the Hidden government. But Tessa knew that those cryptids hadn't really been criminals. The files had said they weren't criminals. And the files had said exactly what the norm government had been looking for. Exactly what they needed for their experiments.

The Graves family was not a friend to cryptids. They were not a friend to the Hidden. They were evil, and Tessa didn't know how to make it right. She wasn't sure it could be made right. 

"You know what this moment needs?" Grandma suddenly said.

"No," Ollie said.

"Yes," Grandma replied.

"No," Tessa insisted.

"Yes. It will cheer you up. That's a Gisele Graves's promise."

"We're kinda in the middle of something," Tessa said irritably.

"And this will lighten the mood. Catch her up, Ollie, while I find my place."

"Don't," Tessa pleaded.

"There's no point fighting it," Ollie said grimly. "The heroine is named Anne. She was sneaking around town at night, I forgot why; and she was almost raped and murdered—"

"I never include rape in my books," Grandma broke in. "Rape is not romantic."

"What she's trying to say is that she never includes reality in her books," Ollie grunted. "A young helpless female, trapped in an alley with four men set to thieve her. Thieved, raped and murdered," Ollie said firmly.

Tessa would have agreed with her, but Grandma didn't give her a chance.

"Hush, both of you. I found it."

The carriage ride across town was fraught with tension. Her rescuer wouldn't tell her his name, and Anne's lips still tingled from his kisses. She would simply die if she didn't know who he was.

It wasn't fair at all! He knew her name. He knew where she lived. But how did he know her? She had never seen him in her life. She would have remembered eyes like his. Dark eyes, filled with secrets and pain. Hard eyes. No softness to them. All his softness was in his lips.

Gisele paused here, and Tessa exclaimed, "I think I have an outstanding invoice! Maybe you should help me look at it, Ollie."

"I'd love to," Ollie said as she jumped to her feet.

"Where are you two going?" Grandma demanded.

"No time for entertainment, Grandma. We've got to get to work; we have a business to run."

With that, Tessa ran out the door after Ollie.

Gisele watched Tessa bolt through the door, and then she smiled. Nothing like the prospect of romance to get those two girls moving again. There was nothing more pathetic than a moping Graves. Unless it was two moping Graves. An hour alone in Virgil's office would soon set them to rights. And in the meantime, she had a love scene to write.


Chapter 6
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Several hours later, Tessa said, "So here's what I think we should do. We'll call Tony and the others in, and enact clause seven of the standard contract."

"Which is?"

"Mind wipe, and a payout," Tessa explained absently. "First, we need to call Fernsby though. He's Denver's only reliable hypnotist."

She was reading through the contracts, making sure Tony and her other three investigators had signed them; and since they had, everything was aboveboard and legal. At least by Hidden standards.

"How do you get a hold of Fernsby?" Ollie asked.

"I have no idea," Tessa replied. "Dad always handled the mind wipes."

"I see."

There was something in the way Ollie said it that bothered Tessa, and she made a mental note to deal with it later. Right now, she needed to shut down Virgil's special projects division. That's what she was calling it now. It made her feel less stupid somehow.

Tessa flipped through her dad's Rolodex, looking for Fernsby's name. She had never met the man, and up until this moment, she hadn't ever thought it strange. Why would she have met him? She didn't handle that side of the business.

"I don't see him in here," she said after a minute. "Dad must have contacted him through someone else. Probably Bennie," she said offhandedly.

Only it wasn't Bennie anymore. Last year, Bennie's nephew Brett had taken over the acquisitions business after Bennie had died. For his sake, she hoped Brett hadn't inherited a mess like she had.

Bennie had long ago carved out his place in things as the man who could get you anything. If it existed, Bennie would find it. No one asked how he did it. No one wanted to know. He didn't leave a trail of bodies in his wake though, and that was all Tessa cared about at the moment.

It didn't matter to her that Bennie had been well-known for selling out anyone for a buck. That had just been part of his charm. Everyone knew what Bennie was. He was completely transparent about his unscrupulous behaviors. Unlike Virgil. 

Tessa picked up the desk phone and dialed Brett's number.

"Whatcha need?" a voice on the other end said after only one ring.

Like his uncle before him, Brett wasn't big on customer service. If you were coming to him, you needed him, so he didn't need to pander to you.

"Are you Fernsby's contact?" Tessa asked.

"Who's asking?"

"Tessa Graves."

"The old man's dead, right?"

"Yes."

"My cousin Robert says you buried him."

"Yes," Tessa said.

"That's a waste of a body."

Brett was a Worm shifter, but unlike most of the Worms in town, he didn't work for The Mortuary, a funeral home for any and all; and also, a quick and easy way to dispose of unwanted bodies. The Worms didn't actually bury anyone. They ate them. It was a disgusting practice as far as Tessa was concerned, but nobody else seemed to mind.

"It's what Virgil wanted," Tessa said. "Now about Fernsby?"

"I can get him. When, where, how many, how much?"

"Tomorrow. Eleven-thirty. Four. And as much as it takes."

"That'll cost you."

"Just bill me," Tessa sighed.

"You're new. I think I'd like to be paid in advance."

"Fine," Tessa said. She handed the phone to Ollie and said, "Brett wants paid."

"How much?" Ollie said into the phone's speaker.

Tessa went back to sorting files.

"That's ridiculous!" Ollie exclaimed. "I could fly in a first-rate hypnotist from New York for less than that!"

Tessa snorted. Ollie might have access to the Hidden, but Tessa doubted if she knew any hypnotists. She was playing it like she did though.

Tessa listened with one ear as she flipped through all the open cases. Only two of them couldn't be closed yet. The Cadwel case and a minor incident of jewelry theft.

"I won't pay more than two thousand a head," Ollie said. "And that's highway robbery."

Tessa turned to look at her. Ollie was grinning.

"Deal," Ollie said as she pulled out her cell phone and typed for a minute. "I'm transferring now. Pleasure doing business with you, Brett."

She hung up and grinned widely. "Easy peasy."

"Eight thousand for four mind wipes?" Tessa asked incredulously.

"He wanted twenty-five," Ollie laughed.

"I've never seen it, but I'm pretty sure it only takes a couple of minutes," Tessa muttered. "It takes me a month to make eight thousand."

"Is that all Virgil paid you?" Ollie asked.

"Yes."

"Hum," Ollie said softly. "I think you're probably due for a raise. And anyway, Virgil paid four thousand a head last time he had it done."

"How do you know that?"

"I found his expenses chart."

"I think I'm glad you're here," Tessa said softly.

"I'm glad to be here." Conflict crossed Ollie's face, but she smoothed it out, and said, "What now?"

"I just have to call in the boys."

Tessa quickly shot off a text to each of them, telling them to report by noon tomorrow. Only Frank argued.

"I'm in the middle of something."

She knew what he was in the middle of, and she didn't want him to be in the middle of it.

"Pull out," she replied.

"It took me a week to get this set up," Frank insisted.

"I don't care. I want you in the office by noon tomorrow or you're fired."

He was fired anyway. But he wouldn't remember it, so there would be no hard feelings.

He didn't reply, but she knew he'd be there.

"That's that," she said wearily. "They'll come in, I'll get an update, and Fernsby will erase their memories."

"Easy peasy," Ollie said. "What now?"

"I closed all my open cases before Dad's funeral. He only had six cases, and they're all wrapped up except for a jewelry case and the Cadwel case. And the Baudelaire case, I suppose, but that can wait because Alex Baudelaire is just fishing for information. So I just have to figure out how to close the Cadwel case. Do you know the Cadwels?" she asked.

"They're a powerful shifter family," Ollie replied. "And they've been instrumental in finding new areas to develop. After all, the Hidden is allotted ten percent of the real estate, and norm cities are constantly expanding," she explained.

"They've been part of the Hidden nearly as long as the Jurys," Tessa agreed. "Not long before Dad died, he took on a case for Mr. Cadwel."

"And?" Ollie prodded.

"Mr. Cadwel wants his neighbor's land, and Dad was building a 'case' for it. Or planting evidence. I'm not really sure what he was doing. I need to search the house for his notes. Not everything is in his files."

"How are you going to close it without ticking off Mr. Cadwel?" Ollie asked.

"I don't think there's much hope for that, but if I go around ticking off all of our rich clientele, we're going to go belly up."

"Don't worry about the money," Ollie said firmly. "I'll handle the money, and I promise you we'll have more than enough for whatever you need. Hell, if you want to start doing cases pro bono, we can even do that."

Tessa frowned. She wasn't sure why she'd ever do a case pro bono. Ollie was probably just being silly.

"I have to clean up Dad's mess before I do anything else," Tessa said vaguely.

She was tired again. Too tired to look at anything more. She was going to drink half a bottle of whiskey and fall into bed; and hopefully, things would look brighter in the morning. 

They did not. In fact, maybe crappy was the new her. Maybe there was no such thing as a good day anymore. Maybe all her days were going to be bad.

"Grandma," Tessa said as she opened her eyes. "Why are you here?"

"I told you, dear. I'd feel so much safer with you and Ollie than out on my own somewhere. And you won't even notice I'm here. I'll manage the staff, make sure you have hot meals, keep Magnus busy, and stay completely out of your hair."

Starting when? Tessa thought.

"That's not what I meant," she said aloud. "I mean why are you here? In my room? Watching me sleep?"

"I wasn't watching you sleep," Grandma said, tone slightly offended. "I was writing. Would you like to hear the love scene I wrote last night? It's very steamy, and it might give you some ideas."

"Grandma!"

Grandma cleared her throat.

"Gisele, Gisele, Gisele!" Tessa said irritably, about ready to throw her out the window. "Why are you here?"

"I wanted to talk to you, and I was afraid you'd sneak out, so I just waited for you. Why do you sleep with clothes on, dear? It's so much more comfortable to sleep in the buff. You get a lot more air flow that way. Keeps all the parts happy."

"Grandma!"

"I'm just saying. You might find it relaxes you. You're a little uptight. I have this wonderful masseur. He just rubs away all your cares and worries. I'll set you up an appointment."

"No!" Tessa said emphatically.

"But, dear—"

"No! Why are you here?"

"Good morning to you too, dear."

Gisele used her tone. The one that said "you're being rude, dear, and I'm quite offended by it."

"Sorry. Gra... Gisele. Good morning. Did you sleep well?"

"I did!" Grandma said happily. "I love the Orchid Suite. It's so pink."

"I'm happy you like it," Tessa said.

"I wanted to talk to you about Ollie."

Tessa sat up, pushed the pillow behind her back, and said, "What about her?"

"It's so lovely of you to include her in the business, and it's just what she needs right now. She was having a bit of a bad month before Virgil died. Of course, that just goes to show you that even among the grey clouds there's always a ray of sunshine."

"Are you implying that Dad's death was a ray of sunshine in a cloudy day?" Tessa ground out.

Gisele paused. Smiled innocently. Patted Tessa's hand. "Of course not, dear," she lied.

Gisele could lie fluently; it was a Graves's family trait apparently. But Tessa knew she was lying, so she was lying badly on purpose.

Grandma and Ollie had probably broken out the champagne when Virgil had died; and at this point, Tessa wasn't sure she blamed them.

"Why is Ollie having a bad month?" Tessa asked.

Gisele raised an eyebrow.

"What?" Tessa demanded.

"You and I both know it's bad form to discuss other people. If Ollie wants to tell you, she will."

"You brought it up," Tessa ground out.

"Yes, dear, of course I did. Breakfast is ready."

With that Gisele closed her notebook and left the room.

"You'll never see me, dear. I'll stay completely out of your hair," Tessa mocked as she watched Gisele leave.

"I heard that!" Gisele called out.

"Nothing wrong with your hearing, is there?"

"I heard that too!"

Tessa stuck out her tongue. "But there's no way you can see through walls," she muttered.

She glanced at the time. It was already eight. She hadn't slept until eight in... Ever. She got up at five every morning, worked out, drank one of the cook's hideous smoothies, and got to work. She had liked her routine. But she had also liked her work. Now she was dreading it. 

She crawled out of bed and quickly showered. Who knew what would happen if she dawdled. Grandma might come back up and read to her.

One time, when she'd been between cases, Tessa had read one of Gisele's romances. She'd never blushed so much in her entire life. Gisele didn't even acknowledge the term fade to black. She walked right into the bedroom and described every little thing. Even the type of sheets the hot and heavy couple were hot and heavying on because apparently there was a sensory difference between linen and silk.

Tessa shook her head, trying to clear it, but it didn't work. She remembered every word she'd read. And her imagination worked just fine. Maybe a little too fine.

"Mind wipe," she said firmly. "That's what we're doing today. Mind wipes. Not bumping uglies with some hunk in a closet."

Gisele had written a closet scene. And a scene in a carriage. And a scene in a garden. Even a scene in the stables. Who had time to have that much sex?

"Mind wipe," Tessa repeated. "Goddamn mind wipe."

She slipped a knife into her boot, tucked in her shirt, tightened her belt, and put up her hair in a ponytail. She was as ready as she'd ever be to fire all her employees.

When Tessa reached the breakfast room, Gisele was sitting in the breakfast nook, nibbling at a cracker while she scribbled in her notebook. Ollie was sitting beside her, sipping her coffee while she read a book. 

Tessa sat and studied the cover of Ollie's book before saying in surprise, "You're reading about Nikola Tesla?"

"Yes," Ollie said without glancing up from the page.

Ollie's money savvy Tessa had assumed was inherited from Great-Grandpa. Grandma always said it skipped a generation, which explained why both Tessa and her grandpa could barely keep a balance sheet together. Virgil, however, had been a wizard with money and investing, and Tessa suspected Ollie was too. But genetics didn't explain why Ollie was reading about Nikola Tesla. Tessa had expected Ollie to read fashion magazines or something like that. Not books on scientific geniuses.

"Why?" Tessa asked.

Ollie put down the book and studied Tessa. "I will answer your question when you tell me how I've spent my time the last twenty years," she said evenly.

"Going to parties?" Tessa ventured.

"No," Ollie replied, and she grinned slightly before returning to her book.

"So glad you guys decided to stay," Tessa muttered. "This is a super cheery breakfast."

Neither of them said anything in return, and Tessa sighed with relief when the maid slid a plate of pancakes and bacon in front of her.

"I usually have a smoothie," Tessa said.

"This is what Mrs. Graves said to give you," the maid murmured.

Tessa looked up at June and was slightly taken aback by the anxiety she saw there.

"It's fine," Tessa said.

Gisele cleared her throat.

"Thank you, June," Tessa added.

June bobbed her head and hurried from the room.

"Why is she scared of me?" Tessa asked.

"You and Virgil haven't exactly been nice to her," Gisele pointed out.

"I haven't ever been mean to her," Tessa countered. "I barely even speak to her."

"I see."

Gisele's tone said it all. Tessa hadn't lived with her in over fifteen years, but she could still read between the lines of Gisele's many and varied tones. And this particular tone said, "See? I was right."

"I will try to be more... considerate," Tessa said, even though she didn't see the point. She was paying June to bring her breakfast. Why should she thank her? People hardly ever thanked Tessa for recovering their priceless heirlooms. Being paid was thanks enough.

Tessa didn't argue the point though. Her memories of childhood might not have been crystal clear, but she remembered Gisele well enough to know there was no point in arguing.


Chapter 7

[image: ]

By eleven a.m., Tessa was pacing.  

"What are you doing, dear?" Gisele demanded.

"Thinking," Tessa replied.

She wasn't thinking though. She was worrying. What if the men resisted the mind wipe? Just because it was part of the contract didn't mean they would just sit still and take it? And what would she do if they did resist?

She'd never realized just how much her father kept her out of everything. She'd been a full partner in name only. If she had been a true full partner, she would already know what to expect.

Why hadn't Virgil trusted her? How could he have possibly known she wouldn't approve of what he was doing? She didn't approve, but he couldn't have known that. After all, she had loved him. She would have at least heard him out.

But she had never lied to him so maybe he had known she wouldn't approve. Maybe it was as obvious as her face. It hurt her to realize that she had no idea who Virgil really was because the face he'd shown her wasn't real.

"Why don't you sit?" Gisele said.

"I can't. I'm too nervous."

"It's just a mind wipe, dear. Those happen all the time. No different than giving birth or walking down the aisle."

Tessa stopped pacing to glare at her.

"I've never done either of those things," she growled.

"Those were, perhaps, poor examples," Gisele admitted.

"Of the three of us in this room," Ollie spoke up, "only you've done those two things. That makes it an average of one in three. So not very common at all."

"I hate it when you use math to argue," Gisele grumbled. "I admitted they were bad examples."

Tessa heard the floor creek and turned before Magnus could sneak up behind her.

"Mr. Fernsby to see you, Ms. Graves," he said. "He's waiting in your office."

Tessa broke out in cold sweat. She couldn't do this. She didn't know how. She was a detective, not a boss. Not the person to be tossing around orders. And furthermore, she wasn't sure this was a good idea. She wasn't sure she should mind wipe them. Maybe she was overreacting. Maybe Virgil just hadn't had time to include her like he had wanted to.

"Do you want me to go with you?" Ollie offered.

Tessa shook her head, trying to clear it. She wasn't overreacting. Virgil had been up to his elbows in shady activities, and his investigators had been right there with him.

She straightened her back. She was Tessa Graves. She might not like it, but Virgil Graves's blood ran through her veins. She could do this. She would.

"I've got it," Tessa said.

She walked quickly through the house and into her office where a broad man with a jovial red face rose to greet her.

"Ms. Graves," he said cheerfully. "How delightful to see you again."

Tessa tried to keep her face from reacting, but she couldn't. She was certain she'd never seen him before in her life. Not once.

Dismay crossed his face, and he said, "I bungled that, didn't I? Which wouldn't usually matter, except... Well, except."

"You're Fernsby?" Tessa asked, just to triple verify. "The hypnotist?"

"That's me."

"Excuse me for just one moment," Tessa said.

She stalked across the hallway and threw open the drawer that Virgil had kept the hiring contracts in. At the back there was a folder labeled Tessa. She'd glanced at it earlier, but all it contained was the partnership contract Virgil had asked her to sign when she'd become partner.

She quickly scanned through it, heart pounding when she reached a subsection in the middle.

I agree to hypnotism under any circumstances that my retaining the knowledge of a case might impair my ability to work or put others in danger.

She dropped the contract onto the desk. At the time, it had seemed like a reasonable subsection, but now she wasn't so sure. Who got to decide? But she knew the answer to that. Virgil, and only Virgil.

Tessa returned to her office, sat behind her desk, and said calmly, "How many times have you hypnotized me?"

"Oh, well, I don't think... Wouldn't it be better if..." Fernsby pulled at his collar and swallowed nervously. "I do apologize, Ms. Graves. But there really isn't any reason why you shouldn't remember me," he added, confusion clear on his face.

"I only blocked portions of your memory, and I didn't block anything involving me specifically." He paused, face creased in concentration, then said, "Not unless there was some kind of trigger already in place. But I didn't put a trigger in place, and anyway, surely you knew you were going to be hypnotized?"

"Yes, surely," she murmured. "How many times?"

"I don't keep track," he hedged.

"A rough estimate."

"Ten, twelve, maybe nineteen times," he replied quickly.

"Nineteen times. Virgil had you hypnotize me nineteen times."

He shrugged helplessly and said, "He showed me the contract first. It seemed aboveboard."

"Yes, I'm sure it did," Tessa sighed.

Maybe if she said things were going to get crappier, the opposite would happen. She wasn't sure how much more of this she could take. How many more lies would she uncover before all the skeletons were finally out of the closet?

"Can it be reversed?" she asked.

"Reversed?" Fernsby stuttered. "Like undone?"

"Yes."

"I've never had anyone ask me that." He scratched his head. "It's not like a normal spell," he said thoughtfully. "It can't be untied. I... I don't see how it could be undone. Not really."

"I see."

She was missing her memory. Parts of it, anyway. Maybe huge parts. And there was nothing she could do about it. Virgil had stolen parts of her life away, and she didn't even know why.

It made her almost feel bad about what she was going to do next. Almost.

"Please wait here," Tessa said. "Here are the contracts. I'll bring you Frank in just a minute."

"Very well, Ms. Graves."

"Call me Tessa," she said as she left the room.

She was beginning to hate the name Graves.

She opened the door to the conference room and walked to the head of the table. She surveyed the four men sitting there, then sat.

"Report," she said without any type of preamble, gesturing at Tony.

She could see the resentment in their eyes; they weren't happy she was their boss now. But that made them square because she wasn't happy to be their boss. It was a problem she was going to fix. That's what bosses did.

"I got the kid back to his parents," Tony said. "But you knew that. I'm still working on the jewelry case."

"Let me see your notes," Tessa said.

Virgil required all his investigators, even Tessa, to keep detailed notes on every case. Tessa had three boxes full of notebooks, but she hadn't found Virgil's yet, and that worried her. There should have been hundreds of them. Maybe even more.  

Tony slid his notebook across the table. Tessa put her hand on it and turned her attention to Frank. "Report."

"I had just gotten into position when you called," Frank said resentfully. "The Bacas have a lot of security. Kinda strange for a little merchant family; all they do is bring carpets into the country. But I figured out a way to use that. Just give me a couple days, and I'll have everything Mr. Cadwel needs."

"Good," Tessa said. Her insides were cold, but she had to keep going. "Your notebook?"

"Why?"

"I want to review your notes. I'll return it to you after the meeting."

She was trying to channel Virgil's firmness, but it made her sick to do it. She didn't want to act like Virgil. Not ever. She only had to make it through this one meeting though. Just this one.

Frank tossed her his notebook, and she put it on top of Tony's. She quickly interviewed the other two, getting their notebooks as well; then she stood and said, "Frank, would you join me in my office to review your notes? I'll talk to the rest of you afterwards," she added. "Wait here until Magnus comes for you."

Frank followed her down the hallway, but he didn't do it happily.

"I don't think you've got what it takes to run Graves," he said aggressively. "You should bring in someone a little more experienced to carry the weight."

Tessa didn't respond. Even if that was an option, Frank wouldn't be anywhere near the list. She hated his guts. And his face. And his voice. She hated everything about him. She didn't like any of her dad's investigators, but she absolutely loathed Frank. Every time she tried to focus on him though, every time she tried to figure out why she hated him so much, her mind got a little fuzzy. She simply couldn't focus on him; her mind couldn't categorize his words, his gestures, not anything about him. 

"Please take a seat," Tessa said, gesturing towards the chair across from Fernsby.

"What's Fernsby doing here?" Frank asked as he sat. Then his eyes widened, and he said, "No way! You can't do that!"

He started to stand, but it was too late. Fernsby was already at work, swinging a large golden medallion in front of Frank.

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

Finally. Finally Tessa got to see magic, but it didn't quite look like she had imagined it would. It was as if orange sparks were pouring out of Fernsby's hand, but they couldn't have been actual sparks because they were twirling right into Frank's eyes, and Tessa was pretty sure if they were real sparks, Frank would be screaming, but he wasn't.

His eyes hadn't left the medallion once, and he made no move to leave the room or argue or do anything at all. He looked like he was in a coma. An awake coma.

It made Tessa want to throw up. That had been her. Nineteen times she'd just sat there, looking like a coma patient.

"What do you want him to forget?" Fernsby asked.

"His entire time with Graves, Graves, and Graves," Tessa replied.

"The entire time?" Fernsby inquired a tad incredulously.

"Yes, it's in the contract," Tessa said firmly. "When detectives are dismissed from employ, their entire memory of Graves is wiped. But before you do, would you ask him if he ever helped Virgil kidnap or kill someone?" She wasn't sure why she wanted to know, she just did.

"Kidnap?" Fernsby repeated.

"Yes."

"Rather unusual. I thought you solved kidnappings, not committed them."

"Just do it!" Tessa snapped. "Please," she added, remembering Gisele's admonishment this morning.

"Your name, your name, tell me your name," Fernsby sang.

Tessa watched in a kind of sick fascination as Frank's mouth opened and he said, "Frank Prins."

"Frank Prins, my friend, did you ever help Virgil Graves kidnap someone?"

"Twice," Frank replied.

His tone was flat, just like his eyes, and the nausea threatening Tessa tried to climb up her throat. She didn't care about Frank. She hated Frank. But Fernsby had done this exact thing to her. Nineteen times. Nineteen times his orange magic had spun into her eyes, into her brain, and he'd stolen her memories, wiped them clean.

Virgil had said she was a full partner, but Virgil had lied. When hadn't Virgil lied?

"Who did you kidnap?" Tessa asked, trying to keep her focus on the task at hand.

"Kidnap, kidnap, who did you kidnap?" Fernsby sang out.

"The first time it was some girl; the second time it was a witch."

Tessa didn't want to know anymore. If Frank had done it, it was in one of Virgil's files somewhere, and she would eventually find it. She just hadn't made up her mind what she would do about it when she did. She wasn't sure she had the fortitude to actually change Virgil's legacy like Doc had suggested. She wasn't even sure how she would go about such a thing.

"Wipe him," she ordered.

"Frank, Frank, heed my words," Fernsby sang. "You've never been to Graves, Graves, and Graves. You never worked there; you've never met them; you don't know anything about them. Every case, every word, everything you heard here is gone. You know nothing. You remember nothing. You were going out today to find a new job. You don't quite remember your old one, but you know you didn't like it. You're ready to move on."

"Ready to move on," Frank repeated listlessly.

"Frank, Frank, heed my words, you never, never, never heard of Graves, Graves, and Graves. All the cases you worked for them are closed and filed away. There is no way to see them, access them, or read them. They are done. They are gone."

"Yes," Frank replied.

"Frank, Frank, my friend Frank, if you have notes at home or in your car or anywhere, you will burn them without looking at them. Any notes you have, any memories you have of Graves, Graves, and Graves will meet the fire today. You will leave this house and never look back. Go find a new job."

"A new job," Frank muttered.

"Out onto the street you'll go, the street is where you'll go. You will remember your task once you are outside in the light. Outside in the light you go."

"I'm leaving," Frank mumbled.

Magic was still pulsing into his eyes, but he stood and headed for the doorway.

"What happens now?" Tessa whispered.

"He'll walk outside, stand for a few moments, then remember that he was job hunting today," Fernsby replied.

"That's it?" Tessa asked.

"That's it."

"Hum."

"Hum?"

"It's just... It's freaky; I'll give you that, but the magic part was a little disappointing. It was just a bunch of orange sparks," Tessa said with a shrug.

It had been terrifying, yes. She was absolutely horrified that such a thing had happened to her, but she had expected the magic portion to be a little flashier. When Doc had talked about magic, he'd always made it seem so amazing and impressive. He was friends with a Jury though. So maybe it was different. Maybe Jury magic was impressive. 

Fernsby smiled. It was a patronizing smile. "That's just the sort of thing a norm would say," he stated.

Tessa glared at him.

He continued to smile. 

"I'll go get the next one," she ground out.

Just then, Magnus stepped into the doorway and said, "Tony, Ms. Graves."

"Thank you, Magnus," Tessa said awkwardly as she gestured for Tony to sit.

Magnus raised an eyebrow.

"Blame Gisele," Tessa grunted.

"I will," he muttered as he turned to walk away.

"See?" she said under her breath. "They don't like to be thanked. It bothers them."

"I never mind being thanked," Fernsby said offhandedly. "It lets you know someone's appreciated or at least noticed your work."

"That's what the paycheck is for," Tessa argued.

"It's not quite the same, is it?" Fernsby chuckled.

His medallion was already in motion, and the orange magic was twirling off of his hand. Tony was staring at the medallion with blank eyes, but Fernsby wasn't paying any attention to him.

"I don't see why not," Tessa said stubbornly. She might not argue with Gisele, but she could certainly argue with Fernsby. The man who had hypnotized her nineteen times.

"Don't you appreciate being told thanks?" he asked.

"Nobody ever tells me thanks," Tessa said. "Why should they? I'm just doing my job. The job they paid me for."

"It's a bit of a personal touch," Fernsby shrugged.

Tessa still didn't see what the big deal was, but she didn't want to be here all day, so she said irritably, "Thank you for hypnotizing Frank. Now can you get on with it?"

Fernsby laughed and said, "You're quite welcome, and certainly."

He launched into the same series of questions he'd asked Frank, and Tessa watched once more as the magic went inside Tony's mind and scrubbed away bits and pieces of his memory.

She officially hated hypnotism, and she hoped she never had to use it again. The idea that anyone could reach inside your mind and just steal bits of it was an unforgivable violation. These men had signed a contract allowing Tessa legal rights to do such a thing, but they had probably never thought it out. They'd probably never realized the total impact of it.

She didn't feel sorry for them because they were just as bad as Virgil; they deserved to be hypnotized. She did feel sorry for herself though. Had she agreed to be hypnotized nineteen times? And why would she have agreed to it? What could she have possibly known that would have needed to be taken away? She didn't believe for a second that it had been done to protect anyone else. It had been done to protect Virgil. So what had she known?

Tony suddenly stood and headed for the door.

Two down, Tessa thought. Two to go.

She watched in silence as Fernsby hypnotized each man, and then it was just her and Fernsby.

"That's it," Tessa said wearily. "Except, can you tell me why he hypnotized me?"

"Virgil never told me why I was hypnotizing anyone. He'd just say something like 'remove all the memories of the Johnson case' or 'erase the memories of Mr. Jones'. I can say though that you were always..."

"Always what?" Tessa demanded when he didn't go on.

"A little more exuberant than you are now," he said carefully.

"What do you mean?"

"If I had to label it, I'd say you were drunk."

Tessa frowned. She didn't get drunk. She might pass out from too much troll whiskey, but she didn't get drunk. She didn't slur her words or laugh like some people did when they drank. She didn't get angry and break things. She was exactly the same except her brain didn't work quite as quickly. So she hadn't been drunk. But she could have been drugged.

She was just going to label it the crappiest month ever. Then she'd know exactly what to expect.

"Thank you," she said pointedly. "You should go home and play with your dogs now."

"Dog?" Fernsby asked.

"No, dogs," Tessa replied. "Two of them."

"Based on what?" Fernsby inquired, eyebrow slightly tilted.

"The hairs on your jacket and pants," she said.

She hadn't really noticed the hairs, but her detective brain had seen them and carefully categorized them.

"Interesting," Fernsby murmured. "What else can you tell?"

"They like it when you play the piano."

"Who says I play the piano?"

"I do. Your fingernails are immaculate and cut very tidily, and even though you're right handed, you use your left hand without prejudice. You also hold your hands with a little curve; most people hold them flat."

"How does that tell you that my dogs like it when I play?"

"They rub up against the outside of your legs while you're playing," she said.

"I see."

"It's just an educated guess," she shrugged.

"Not really," he replied. "A guess typically leaves room for error. You, however, hit the nail on the head."

He chuckled good-naturedly as he picked up his misshapen hat and pressed it onto his head. "It was a pleasure doing business with you, Ms. Graves. I hope to see you again soon."

"I don't," she retorted.

He laughed loudly, and he continued to laugh all the way to the front door.

When Tessa was certain he was gone, she dropped her head onto the desk. She didn't know what to do now. And she never didn't know what to do.

"May I sit?" Ollie asked softly.

Tessa gestured towards a chair without looking up.

"How did it go?"

"Fantastic. I found out that Dad hypnotized me at least nineteen times. Nineteen times, Ollie!"

"More than that," Ollie said gently.

"What?" Tessa snapped, lifting her head so she could glare at her.

"I told you why Doc left," Ollie replied. "When you were thirteen or so. I told you."

"You didn't," Tessa insisted. "I never knew."

"You don't understand," Ollie stated. "I told you."

Tessa opened her mouth to argue, but all that came out was a soft "oh". Ollie had told her, but she didn't remember. She didn't remember because that memory wasn't there.

"You're saying he hypnotized me as a child?" she said flatly.

"He must have," Ollie said. "That's the only thing that would explain why you don't remember. It might also explain..."

"What?" Tessa demanded. She wished people would just say what they wanted to say instead of trailing off and making her force it out of them.

"Why you suddenly liked him," Ollie murmured.

"Because I didn't use to like him," Tessa said.

She said it calmly, but she was anything but calm. She was furious. She was frightened. She was lonely. She felt so betrayed. But the only way she was going to be able to get through this was if she stepped away from it and employed her investigator's mind. This was nothing but another case.

She pulled out a file folder and wrote "Tessa Graves" on the tab. Then she opened her notebook and quickly jotted down a few things in her own shorthand.

"So I didn't like him, but then I did. Do you remember when that change occurred?"

"Tessa—"

"This is the only way I can handle it," Tessa said firmly. "Do you remember?"

"I was out of the country at the time," Ollie said. "You'll have to ask Moth... Gisele. I told you about Doc when you were thirteen, but when I came back, after you'd turned fourteen, you were following Virgil around with adoring eyes."

Tessa noted this in her notebook. She also made a notation to interview Gisele Graves at some point. That way she could make a timeline to follow. She just had one other question.

"Why couldn't that have been included in Fernsby's nineteen?"

"Because you weren't under contract as a child," Ollie replied. "Fernsby is pretty careful about who he hypnotizes. If there is a contract, he'll do it. If it's an emergency, he'll do it. But I can't see him hypnotizing a child. His father would have done it though, and I think he was still alive when you were fourteen. There are also a few other hypnotists around the world who would have. But not Fernsby."

Tessa cocked an eyebrow and said, "You seem to know a lot about hypnotism."

"Yes, I do seem to," Ollie agreed. "Did all the men know what Virgil was up to?"

"Yes," Tessa sighed. "It was just me who didn't."

"I'm sorry, Tessa," Ollie said. "I'm sorry Virgil wasn't who you thought he was."

Tessa shrugged and said, "Maybe I never thought he was anything. Maybe someone told me what I thought."

That was her reality now. Her mind wasn't her own. Her thoughts weren't her own. Virgil had apparently been hypnotizing her since she was thirteen. For twenty years, he had crawled inside her head and rearranged things to suit him. She didn't know what she thought or who she was. Not anymore.

"I had better check on Gisele," Ollie said.

Tessa nodded, but she didn't bother to say anything else. She just turned her attention to her notebook and started cataloguing the evidence and clues. Even if it took her a lifetime, she would figure out exactly who Tessa Graves really was.


Chapter 8
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Ollie gently closed Tessa's office door before heading towards the backdoor. Magnus intercepted her in the hallway.

"Ms. Graves?" he said inquiringly.

His voice still sounded like sandpaper. She couldn't remember a time when it hadn't. But she wasn't scared of him, not anymore. He'd never been able to frighten her once she'd realized that she was stronger than him.

"Going somewhere?"

"Out for some coffee," she replied cheerfully. "The cook doesn't seem to be able to make the macchiato the way I like."

"I will have a word with her."

"See that you do," Ollie said.

She'd never normally sic Magnus on anyone, but the cook was about as friendly as a viper in a basket, so Ollie didn't mind sending Magnus down to rile her. Besides, the cook wouldn't last three more days with Gisele. Gisele had already measured her chopping block, and the cook was at the top of the list.

Ollie breezed past Magnus and slipped out the backdoor, closing it tightly behind her. She glanced around quickly, then removed her multi-colored jacket, turned it inside out to the plain brown side, and put it back on. One of the advantages of dressing like a peacock was that it was easy to reverse her plumage so that no one took notice of her. Once her jacket was buttoned, she unpinned her hair and tucked it up into a neat and ordered bun.

She slipped on her tight flesh-colored gloves, then double-checked her belt before walking quickly towards the street. She had six syringes. She only needed four.

Tessa could trust the hypnotism if she wanted to, but the fact remained that Virgil's four investigators were not good men. They had willingly assisted him on his dirty cases, and just because Fernsby had wiped their memory of Graves didn't mean they wouldn't hurt more people, but Ollie wasn't going to allow that.

Furthermore, they were all norms with access to the Hidden, and Tessa had forgotten to remove their memories of the Hidden specifically, not to mention the fact that she'd forgotten to call in a sight witch to redact their sight. Not that it would have mattered if she had. With or without the sight, with or without their memories, they were still bad men; and they posed a danger to cryptids and norms alike.

Ollie checked her phone before walking towards the sidewalk. She turned south when she reached it and headed out after one of the blinking dots on her map screen. She had a little over two hours to track them all down and kill them before her temporary tracers dissolved into pockets of pus.

It had been a tricky business getting the tracers into them in the first place, but she'd managed by utilizing the hidden passageway between Virgil's office and the conference room. Using a small dart gun and the gap between the fireplace and the wall, she had tagged all four of them while they were arguing with each other and waiting for Tessa.

She had memorized their home addresses just in case, but she always found it easier to get people on the move. A little bump, and an oh, I'm sorry, I'm such a klutz, ha, ha, laugh, laugh, and walk away. They never even realized they'd been injected with poison.

Five minutes later though, they would drop dead; and no matter how closely the coroner looked, they'd never find a trace of anything suspicious because the poison Ollie used was completely undetectable. Not to mention so deadly that once injected into the system, it killed you within minutes. Almost painlessly too. At least not any more painful than dying in a plane crash. You only realized you were dying for a second, and then you were dead. It was practically humane.

Ollie turned onto a different street and sped up her pace. She was close now, and she scanned the pedestrians, searching for a face she recognized. There. Leaning against a building, smoking a cigarette.

With a grin, Ollie slipped her phone into her pocket and palmed one of the small pressurized syringes. She continued to walk down the sidewalk, looking up at the buildings as she did; and when she was in place, she tripped and bumped into the man, injecting him before she pulled away.

"Watch it, lady!" he snapped.

"I'm so sorry," Ollie murmured. "I was looking up at the buildings, and I tripped."

"Goddamn tourists!" he growled. "Go home and trip on your own people!"

She backed away from him, like she was scared of him, and said softly, "I'm sorry."

"Get away from me," he snarled.

She turned and rushed away, working to hold in her laughter. She let loose a chuckle once she'd turned the corner, and then she pulled out her phone and checked the screen once more.

Only one of the other men had left on foot, and she found him hunched over a table in a scuzzy little tavern off Colfax.

She bumped into him as she walked past.

"Ouch!" the man exclaimed, suddenly sitting upright.

"Sorry," Ollie muttered sluggishly. "Where's the bathroom?"

The man pushed her away and said, "Shove off."

Ollie shrugged and wandered towards the back of the room. Halfway there, she turned and exited the bar, smile on her face.

She hadn't had this much fun in a couple of years. Desk work was murder. And clearly, she wasn't too old to do field work. So far, it had been a walk in the park.

She glanced at her phone one last time, grinning when she saw that the two final men were both on the same side of town. How fortunate. For her, not them.

She hailed a taxi and gave the driver an address close by one of the men. She had about an hour left, and it would take the taxi at least thirty minutes to get across town, leaving her thirty minutes for both men. She'd get them even if the tracers dissolved, but she had always enjoyed setting herself limits.

"Thank you," she said when the taxi pulled to a stop at the address she had given the driver. She stepped from the car, handed him a hundred, and said, "Have a fantastic day!"

He stared at her like she was a creature from the depths of hell.

"You too," he stuttered.

Ollie winked at him before heading towards the next street. Since she was in a residential neighborhood, she had a suspicion that her birds had gone home to roost. A complication, but not a problem.

She followed the map until she was standing just in front of a house with a red dot inside. She checked the house number and found that it matched one of the addresses she had memorized.

She tapped her fingers on her leg, thinking it out. She didn't know if he had a family or a roommate, and that was one of the reasons why she preferred to get them on the move. She'd just have to knock and see what happened.

She palmed a syringe with her left hand and approached the door. She knocked loudly and waited, controlling her grin when the man she was looking for opened the door.

He looked her over and said, "I don't want any, whatever it is."

"I'm sorry, sir, I'm just conducting a neighborhood survey to see how many people are interested in a new community center."

"Community center? I don't give a damn about a community center."

He was starting to step back; and if she wasn't fast, she'd lose him, so she sneezed, rocking forward as she did, tripping up the step, and falling against him.

"What the hell's wrong with you?" he snapped. "Get the hell off my property!"

"I'm so sorry!" Ollie cried out. "Allergies! I'll just put you down as a no then?"

The door slammed in her face.

Ollie grinned as she walked swiftly down the sidewalk. Fifteen minutes to go.

She walked as fast as she could without drawing undue attention to herself as she headed towards the final red dot.

It still annoyed her that her team had put her out to pasture. She wasn't old. Well, she was old, but not so old she couldn't do things. She'd just killed three men without breaking a sweat.

She was just as capable as she had been at twenty-five. In fact, she would argue that since she was toting experience now, and lots of it, that she was more capable than she had been back then. Age was completely relative. Just because she had a few more wrinkles didn't mean she couldn't run just as fast and kill just as efficiently as she'd used to.

She knew that, and her boss should have known that. She could still hear him saying, "I'm sorry, Ollie, but it's time to make room for new blood. You understand, don't you?"

She didn't understand. She knew what she was doing. New blood didn't know a goddamn thing. They were cocky, and they shouldn't be. She had never been cocky, and she wasn't cocky now. She knew she could do the task she'd set herself, and she would. That was that.

The red dot was right in front of her now, so she checked the address. It matched one of the ones floating around in her head.

She walked up to the door, syringe in hand, and knocked loudly. Virgil's final employee opened the door.

"I'm conducting a survey," Ollie immediately said. "To see what people think of a new community center."

The man raised an eyebrow as he looked her over.

"I don't think anything much of the community center," he said easily. "But I do like you."

Eww, Ollie thought. She'd have to be desperate, and she was never desperate.

She was about to lurch forward and tag him in the arm, but he took her by surprise when he suddenly grabbed her by the throat and yanked her inside.

Ollie swiftly shoved the syringe into his stomach, but that wasn't going to help her for about five minutes, and he'd already dead-bolted the door with his other hand, not that it mattered. She could hardly run screaming from the house. Not when she was technically in the middle of killing him.

He was still holding her by the throat, pressing her up against the wall, and he was leering at her. She hated it when men leered at her.

She thrust her empty syringe back into its belt slot, grabbed his hand with both of hers and pushed him to the side. It would have been a simple matter to pull her knife and kill him, but she wanted his death to look like natural causes, not like someone broke into his home and stabbed him to death.    

"Feisty little thing, aren't you?" he laughed as he grabbed a hold of her wrists.

She quickly used a wrist escape before kicking his knee and knocking him backwards. As soon as she was free, she bolted for the stairs, leaping them two at a time. He was right behind her, but she was faster. She dashed down the hallway into the bathroom and slammed the door shut, quickly locking it.

"As if a stupid little door is going to stop me, you dumb bitch," he laughed.

Ollie checked her watch. He wouldn't be laughing in about four minutes.

It was true that she was trapped, but it was also true that if she needed to she'd just finish him off herself without bothering to wait for the poison to take effect.

She sat on the toilet and braced her feet against the door. She preferred it this way because he thought he was going to win. He was basking in the triumph of his eventual rape of her, but in about three and a half minutes, his heart was going to stop and he was going to drop dead.

The door shook under his fists.

"It'll go easier on you if you don't make me go back downstairs to get a hammer!" he yelled.

"Easier than what?" Ollie yelled back.

"Just open up!"

"So you can rape me? Why on earth would I do that?"

"Broads that go around knocking on strange men's doors deserve what they get!"

What little respect she might have still had for Virgil dissipated. How could Virgil have hired men like this to work for him? Rapists and rude scum. Her brother should have been better than that. He should have had at least some standards. Just because he was doing bad things didn't mean he couldn't have done them with a little class.

Or maybe he couldn't have. Maybe he was doing such horrible things that he needed people like this. Maybe nobody else would have worked with him.

The door had stopped shaking for a minute, but now something blunt slammed against it, and the wood began to splinter.

Ollie glanced at her watch. One and a half minutes.

She didn't figure it would take him more than one minute to destroy the door. After that, she'd only have to hold him at bay for thirty seconds. Easy peasy.

Bits of wood flew past her face as he continued to break the door into pieces. When he'd broken enough of it, he reached through the hole for the door handle, but she smashed the back of his hand with the trash can.

"Goddamn you!" he snarled. "You'll pay for that."

She hated rapists.

He reached for the door handle again, and she smashed his hand again. He was furious now. So furious that he drew his gun and pointed it at her through the door.

"Open the door," he snarled.

Ollie glanced at her watch. Fifteen seconds, give or take ten.

She slowly, very slowly, unlocked the door. He grinned viciously and turned the handle.

"You made things hard on yourself," he said as he pushed open the door. "I was gonna be nice to you, but not anymore."

Ollie reserved comment. She was too furious to speak. Besides, she wanted to watch his eyes as he died. He stepped towards her; she didn't step away.

Five seconds.

"Undress," he ordered her.

"Not likely," she said with a smile.

He couldn't see it, but she could. His pupils were already filling his eyes.

"I said—"

He didn't finish. He was too busy dying.

"I don't like rapists," Ollie said as he dropped his gun and grasped his chest in pain. "I didn't know you were a rapist," she added. "If I had known, I would have brought a different poison."

He didn't respond. He couldn't. He was lying on the floor, eyes open, mouth open, dead. And he'd never rape anyone ever again.

Ollie stepped over his dead body and walked quickly down the stairs. The scene wasn't as clean as she would have liked, but there was no way anyone would be able to put the pieces back together and figure out what had happened. No way at all.

And even if they did, they wouldn't be able to tie it to her. It was too random. She loved random. When things were random, it was easy to get away with murder.


Chapter 9
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Tessa's heart hammered while she waited to be admitted to Mr. Cadwel's office. She couldn't believe she was doing this, but she couldn't see any way around it. Cadwel had an open case with Graves, Graves, and Graves, and Tessa needed to tell him it was closed. She had to tell one of the most powerful cryptid families in Denver that she wasn't going to finish the job they had hired Virgil to do.

A bead of sweat rolled down her back. Followed by another bead.

If she was smart, she'd close the business and move to the Bahamas. Permanently. It went against the grain to run away though. Virgil had started this; she would end it, but she would end it the right way.

She could have waited a day or even a week, but she didn't see the point. It was better to just rip off the bandage and be done with it. After all, this was the last of Virgil's cases.  

Tessa had already closed the missing jewelry case on the way over. The wife had taken her own jewelry to the pawnshop but had told her husband the pieces had been stolen. It was all right there in Tony's notes; he just hadn't been able to put it together yet. It had taken Tessa just one minute to figure it out, and she had immediately reported her findings to the couple. The wife had tearfully confessed, and Tessa had left. They would receive a hefty bill that was probably equivalent to half the jewelry, but that was hardly Tessa's problem.

One of the doors opened, and a young man in a crisp suit entered the room. "Mr. Cadwel will see you now," he said.

Tessa stood and followed the man down a long hallway filled with paintings of the fox hunt. She stared straight ahead, trying not to think about what she was doing. And who she was doing it to.

The man opened a door for her, and she stepped inside Mr. Cadwel's office, wide eyes taking in the many mounted heads that surrounded her. The Cadwels were wolf shifters, and they lived to hunt.

"Ms. Graves," Mr. Cadwel said as he rose from his desk to greet her. "I've looked forward to our meeting."

Tessa forced herself to swallow and said, "Mr. Cadwel. It's very nice to see you again."

It wasn't. She'd never liked Mr. Cadwel. She'd obviously never seen his wolf form, but when he was in his human form, his teeth were too long. Still wolf-like. In fact, Mr. Cadwel was more wolf than human, and that had always given her chills. At least trolls didn't try to hide what they were.

With the exception of his overlong teeth, Mr. Cadwel's face seemed pleasant enough, but there was a splatter of color on his cheek. It was a dark rust color now, but it had certainly been bright red an hour or two earlier. 

"I trust things are going well since Virgil's death?" he asked as he gestured for her to sit.

His movements were carefully contained. As if he wasn't quite sure how his limbs were supposed to work, and Tessa wondered if he didn't spend more of his time as a wolf than a human.

"As well as can be expected," she said carefully.

"Have you good news?" He smiled as he asked it, revealing all of his long sharp teeth.

"Not exactly," Tessa replied.

There was still time. She could apologize for bothering him, leave, run home, pack, and fly far away. But if she did that, the Graves name would always be synonymous with scum. Her name would be synonymous with scum.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Cadwel. I came here today to tell you that I won't be moving forward with your case. I'll be returning your payment, plus twenty percent for your trouble and time."

His face didn't change, but his tone was deadly. "Why?"

"I was not aware of some of Virgil's special cases, Mr. Cadwel. I'm a detective, an investigator, not a..." She paused here, trying to choose her words very carefully. "I don't plant evidence and invent cases where there isn't one."

"I'm not entirely sure you are making a wise decision, Ms. Graves. Your family and ours have a long standing arrangement."

"As I said, Virgil didn't include me in that aspect of the business, and I'm not prepared to take it on."

"I was under the impression Virgil had one of his men on the case."

"He did," Tessa said.

"And?"

"He's been let go."

"I see," Mr. Cadwel said. Again, his face didn't change, but his fingernails lengthened and pointed.

Tessa swallowed nervously. It was suddenly occurring to her that she might have been better off coming up with some sort of elaborate lie, but she didn't usually run around lying; and in the aftermath of her very bad week, it seemed like too much of a Virgil thing to do.

She could have met Mr. Cadwel in a neutral location though. She was beginning to think that it was a little careless of her to tick him off in his own home.

"This is very disappointing," Mr. Cadwel said softly. "I don't suppose there is anything I can do to change your mind?"

She was beginning to feel like a fox he was running to ground.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Cadwel, but no."

"I see," he said once more. "Then I suppose our business here is concluded."

"Thank you for understanding," Tessa said, hoping that he really did understand. "I'm sorry to have inconvenienced you."

"Hardly any inconvenience at all," he said smoothly.

He was lying, and it annoyed her that she could tell. She had only spoken with Mr. Cadwel five times in her entire life. How could she tell he was lying but not Virgil? It made little to no sense.

Mr. Cadwel was watching her with hungry eyes, and Tessa cleared her throat nervously.

"I guess..." she murmured, trying to think of a good exiting line. "Um..."

Nothing. She couldn't think of anything, so she just forced a smile to her lips, stood, and fled the room.

The man who had escorted her into Mr. Cadwel's office followed her back out. He was right behind her the entire way, and no matter how hard Tessa tried to contain it, her heart wouldn't stop hammering. She'd only just realized that she was completely out of her league.

Mr. Cadwel was terrifying. His house was terrifying; his sons were terrifying. They were wolves who lived like humans. Wolves who hunted like humans. If they wanted a fox, they took it. If they wanted an elk, they took it. They did not wait to be told that it was all right. The Cadwel wolves did what they wanted.

She had made a very big mistake, but there was no turning back now. 

She hurried out the front door, but she still didn't breathe easily. It was a long way from the front door to the street that edged Mr. Cadwel's lot. He was one of the few cryptids within the Hidden to have a large estate. The other houses within the nine hundred block, where most of the upper crust cryptids lived, had only sparse patches of grass and trees. Mr. Cadwel's house was surrounded by a forest.

His pack's hunting grounds.

It suddenly became very important to get past the little copse of trees and out into the nine hundred block proper. Tessa was trembling with fear, but she couldn't actually sense a damn thing. If Mr. Cadwel or one of his sons was out there in the bushes, hunting her, she couldn't see or hear them.

She knew better than to openly project her fear, but they were wolves. They could probably hear her galloping heartbeat; they could probably hear her rapid breathing. They already knew she was scared, so she dropped all pretenses and ran.

She bolted down the stone pathway as fast as she could, pushing everything she had into her legs. Before Virgil had died, she'd done an hour of cardio every morning, and it was paying off right now. Not that she thought she was faster than a wolf. She knew she wasn't. But at least she felt like she had something of a chance.

She could hear the sound of stealthy footsteps behind her, but she knew it was just in her imagination. If they were actually behind her, she would never even hear them before they pounced. 

Her heart froze when she reached the gate. What if it didn't open? What if she was trapped? But when her hand grasped the handle, it turned easily. She yanked open the door and dashed through it, not even bothering to close it behind her.

She didn't stop running though, not just because she was on the other side. She ran quickly through the streets, ignoring the looks cast her way, and jumped into the doorway that connected all the Hidden neighborhoods.

She took a deep breath and quickly looked behind her. No one had followed her. Not that she could tell anyway.

With an exhale of relief, she dialed in the code for the lower three hundred and walked through the doorway out into the market on the other side.

She didn't know how the doorways worked because no one would explain it to her. All she knew was that there were five major Hidden neighborhoods, as well as several standalone Hidden buildings within Denver proper, but none of them were physically connected.

This lack of connection would have made it nearly impossible for obvious cryptids to move about within the Hidden, but each neighborhood and building contained a doorway that would take you to any of the other Hidden areas if you dialed in the correct code.

She had just crossed over from the nine hundred block to the lower three hundred. By Denver standards, they were over three miles apart. By witch standards, they were side by side.   

Tessa glanced behind her one last time, trying to shake off the sensation of someone following her, then turned her attention to the market.

It was busy, but it always was. There were Lutins selling bread and pastries, and Nimerigars selling meat pies. There were wood devils pulling carts full of miscellaneous items, and a pair of serpent shifters selling carved wooden spoons and bowls.

She wondered vaguely where they had gotten the wood. There was a lot about the Hidden that didn't really make sense to her. She understood the basic principle of splitting reality to create a secondary space within the first space. That made perfect sense. What she didn't understand was the trade.

Each city's Hidden was completely isolated from the others; each city was a lone ship on a vast sea full of potentially hostile humans. There was no way to connect the Denver Hidden to the New York Hidden because apparently the witches weren't able to devise such long distance transport.

So how did the serpent carvers get their wood? How did the Lutins and Nimerigars get their flour? Where was the power plant that produced the electricity for the Hidden? Where was the material coming from for all the clothes?

She must have asked Virgil a variation of those questions a hundred times when he'd first brought her into the Hidden, but he'd just shushed her and said, "It works, Tessa. That's the point."

But how? That's what she wanted to know. How did it work?

Cryptids who weren't humanoid or who couldn't shapeshift didn't ever leave. They couldn't. Once inside a Hidden, it was their home for life. They couldn't step outside, hail a taxi, and go someplace else. They were stuck, trapped, caged.

At least that's the way Tessa saw it. She wasn't sure the cryptids minded; if they did, they weren't advertising it.

She stepped to the side to avoid an oncoming bicycle. How did they get bicycles? And carts? And wheels? She had so many questions, but no one was ever willing to answer them.

Hidden residents treated her like an outsider, and she was an outsider. She was a norm, a human, with the sight. And unlike most of them, she could come and go as she pleased.

It didn't really seem fair to her, but nothing about the Hidden ever had.

As a child, she'd wanted to know why they didn't have cars. As an adult, it was obvious to her that they didn't have room for cars. They barely had room for pedestrians and the carts they pushed along the streets to peddle their wares from. As a child, she'd wanted to know why they didn't have elevators or microwaves or televisions. As an adult, she knew it was because they didn't trust norm technology. And why should they? Most norms would have burned the Hidden to the ground if they knew of its existence. The only reason the cryptids allowed electricity was because long before norms had even considered trying to harness it, a drunken imp had used it as a heat source for his distillery.

Tessa shook her head, trying to clear the clutter of thoughts. Right now she didn't much care how the Hidden managed to operate. All she cared about was getting a drink and trying to forget that she'd just pissed off one of the most powerful families in the Hidden.

She turned down a side street. There weren't really any bad areas of the Hidden, but if there had been, this would have been it. It housed the least reputable shops and three different bars, each of them offering a different experience.

She'd never stepped foot inside the vampire bar because she was just looking for a slight mental pause, not a complete black out. And after the first time she'd wandered inside, she'd always steered clear of the boglet bar. Boglets had access to plants no one else on earth did. And some of them could produce wild psychedelic experiences. Tessa only had to end up on the top of the highest building in Denver in nothing but her underwear once to know that she was never, ever taking anything from a boglet ever again.

Which just left the rugged Strong Arm Bar. If you were looking for quiet and solitude that's where you went. The patrons stayed to themselves. Except when they didn't, she thought with a sigh when she recognized the bulky figure standing at the end of the bar.

Captain Curtis Nash. She couldn't help but feel a little sorry for him. If she weighed being lied to and repeatedly hypnotized by her dad against being locked inside a grey empty space for seventy years, her day looked brighter by far. At least she still had a home, a job, and a couple of really invasive and obnoxious relatives. Curtis had nothing.

She would have liked to sulk alone, but she walked across the room and sat on the barstool next to him.

"You buying this time?" she asked.

He turned his head towards her, deep-set blue eyes studying her. She studied him right back. He'd been here for a while already because the bottle in front of him was empty. But he wasn't drunk. His eyes were too clear to be drunk. Other than that, she couldn't tell much. Trolls were one of the hardest species to study because they were covered in stony scales.

They didn't show scars or calluses. Things like hairs or dust or seeds rarely stuck to them, giving a clue as to where they had been or what they'd been doing. And trolls really only had one posture. Boulder.

"Another bad day?" Curtis asked.

"All my days are bad now," Tessa replied. "I'm learning to accept it."

"Why?"

"Why what?"

"Why accept it? Why not change it?"

"Strange question from someone sitting at the bar with me," she said.

She gestured for the bartender to bring her a glass, and when he set it in front of her, she said, "Can we get another bottle?"

It was the same bartender from the other day. He gave her one look, but didn't argue, just pulled another bottle of troll whiskey off the shelf and handed it to her.

Tessa forced her lips to smile and said pointedly, "Thank you."

The wood devil raised an eyebrow.

"Very much," Tessa added.

"You're welcome," the bartender said stiffly.

"I'm not sure anyone's ever told him thank you before," Curtis chuckled.

"I don't think he liked it," Tessa shrugged. "I don't think anyone likes it. I think Gisele's just messing with my head. That's what I think."

She wasn't sure though. Because of Virgil. Virgil never told anyone thank you, and she'd learned from him. Gisele wasn't anything like Virgil; she told everyone thank you, probably even the garbage man if she happened to pass him. But Tessa was never going to take anyone at their word ever again so she would have to try Gisele's method for a few days to see who was right. Virgil or Gisele. 

"I wouldn't say he didn't like it," Curtis murmured. "I'm just not sure he knew what to do with it."

"Unlike money," Tessa pointed out. "Everyone knows just what to do with money."

"I'm not sure I have enough information to participate in this conversation."

She laughed softly and said, "I'm arguing with my grandma. I think paying people is thanks enough. Grandma insists that I should be polite and say things like please and thank you in addition to paying people."

"I see."

He didn't. He couldn't. No one could.

"You really don't," Tessa sighed. "I don't know what's me and what's been put on me, so I'm having to try things out to see what's best."

He didn't respond, but she went on anyway.

"My dad hypnotized me at least nineteen times. Nineteen times," she repeated, still a little astounded at the number. "At least. And that means... That could mean anything."

She drank her shot of whiskey and poured them both another one.

"From everything I've read, mild compulsion can be accomplished with hypnotism. Not anything big, but say you weren't a dog person, and I wanted to get a dog. I might hypnotize you to forget you didn't like dogs or to make you think you did like dogs. It's a tricky science at best," she said with a shrug, "but I'm pretty sure mild suggestions are easy enough to accomplish. Something like 'don't pay too much attention to my investigators' or 'don't question me about my other cases'. And I imagine a good hypnotist could easily suggest that a child start to like or even adore their father."

She stopped herself from saying anything more. Curtis wasn't her confidant. She didn't even know him, and she certainly wasn't going to tell him her entire life's story. Her entire life's story was a case, and she never talked to anyone about cases. It was Virgil's golden rule.

Goddamn Virgil. She'd never hated anyone as much as she hated him.

"I'm sorry," Curtis said, pulling her back out of her thoughts.

"Sorry?" Tessa asked. "Sorry for what?"

"I'm sorry your father wasn't who you thought he was."

"He was a piece of shit," Tessa ground out. "And I spent part of every day with him since I was sixteen, but I never once smelled the stench. How could I not have smelled the stench?"

"We never expect those who say they love us to lie to us," Curtis said gently.

Tessa stared at her empty shot glass, mind searching her memory, looking for that moment. It wasn't there. It didn't exist. And not because someone had taken it, but because it had never happened. Virgil had never once told her he loved her. He'd never lied about that.

She was too weary to cry. She was done crying. She refused to shed even one more tear in Virgil's name. He didn't deserve it. Besides, Virgil was dead now, and that was where she was going to leave him. Buried six feet under.

"How do you stand it?" she suddenly asked.

"Stand what?"

"Being trapped inside here?"

"I grew up inside of the Hidden," he replied simply.

"Don't you ever want to leave?"

"That's not an option for trolls."

His tone said more than that. It said, "It's not an option so why would we even think about it?"

She didn't remember a lot about her childhood with much clarity, but she did remember feeling trapped. She had only been allowed to leave the estate on special occasions, and even though it had been large enough to fit most of the lower three hundred inside of it, she had wandered its borders, feeling oddly discontent.

She had wanted to be out in the world, seeing things. She had wanted to see magic. She had wanted to see trolls and fairies and vampires. She'd seen all those things now, but she was still discontent.

So maybe it wasn't about where you went or what you saw. Maybe a cryptid could be content in the lower three hundred, although she really couldn't see how.

She drank another shot, and they sat in silence for a long time. Finally, when her detective brain couldn't handle it anymore, she said, "Surely you have better things to do."

"Not really."

"You could apply to the Magistratus."

"I was the captain of my unit," he said. "I ran things. I'd have to start at the bottom now, and I think I'm a bit old to have some young upstart ordering me around. I'm used to being in charge."

"You could start your own business," Tessa suggested.

"Doing what?" he laughed. "Crushing rocks? There isn't much call for trolls outside of security and dirty works men. I'm not much in the mood to do either, so I sit here and I drink and I wonder about the people I used to know. My wife is dead, and my daughter is old. I missed her entire life. I sent her a message by imp mail, but she didn't respond." He paused, then said very softly, "And everyone else is gone."

He won the crappiest day ever award. By a landslide. So what if she was missing a few memories? So what if she'd been convinced to like Virgil when she really hadn't? At least she had a place. At least she had a life. At least she had Ollie and Gisele. His life, his place, his family, had all been stolen from him. By a Graves.

"You could work for me," she said before her brain could get a hold of her mouth.

"You don't mean that," Curtis chuckled.

"I do," she insisted, even though she really didn't. She didn't like having employees. She liked working on her own, but her traitorous mouth just kept talking.  "I don't actually have any open cases at the moment; I just fired my last client."

He blinked once, twice, before saying, "Aren't they supposed to fire you?"

"No one fires Graves, Graves, and Graves," she said firmly.

Except Doc, but he wasn't normal. No one else in the world acted like Doc. And no one else in the world would ever dream of firing the Graves. It just wasn't done.

"Why did you fire them?" Curtis asked curiously.

"They were one of my dad's special cases," Tessa said softly. "I can't... I'm not him. I'm not going to do that. I'm not going to make it look like someone has done something wrong just so someone else can get their hands on their land. That's not what I do. I help people by finding someone or something they've lost. Or by figuring out why their house keeps sinking or figuring out whatever it is they can't figure out. That's what I do. That's what I want to do. That's what I've always wanted to do."

She paused, frowning as a thought occurred to her. "At least I think that's what I've always wanted to do," she said softly.

Had she always wanted to be a detective? She wasn't sure, and so she started sorting through her hazy memories, looking for clues.

Behind her, Tessa heard the door open and close. Then she heard the low murmur of voices fall into silence. She didn't look around though because she was trying to decide if she really wanted to help people or if it had been put on her.

"Your client wouldn't have happened to be the Cadwel family, would it have?" Curtis asked softly.

Tessa jerked to attention and stared at him. "How the hell did you know that?"

"I'd recognize those snouts anywhere," Curtis replied.

Tessa's heart froze, and she slowly, ever so slowly, looked over her shoulder. There were three wolves standing just inside the door.

She swallowed the lump that suddenly materialized in her throat and turned around on her bar stool so she was facing them. She'd never seen a wolf shifter in his wolf form before, and her investigator mind went crazy trying to categorize every detail.

They didn't look like wolves exactly. They did, but their limbs were different, longer and thicker, and they didn't have nearly as much fur. Their jaws were a little larger as well, with longer teeth than she'd ever seen on a wolf. One of them was standing upright. The other two were on all fours. Both postures looked wrong but at the same time, completely natural. They were a paradox. A confusing paradox. One she would never get the chance to solve. Because she'd be dead in about two minutes. Maybe less if she didn't bother to run.

They hadn't rushed toward her yet, and she wasn't sure why. She also wasn't sure why they hadn't just killed her when she'd been on the Cadwel estate. Wouldn't that have been easier?

She glanced around her, instantly noticing that they were the only ones left in the bar. Just Curtis, Tessa, and three hideous wolves.

"What do you want?" Tessa demanded, pretending to be brave.

"They can't talk when they're in wolf form," Curtis murmured.

"Really?" Tessa said. "I wonder why."

"Probably something to do with the jaws," Curtis pointed out.

Tessa stiffened when the standing wolf took a step towards her. She knew she couldn't outrun them, and the only weapon she had was her knife. She was woefully unprepared for a fight to the death with wolves, and it was a little depressing that this was the way her life was going to end.

She didn't regret not carrying out Cadwel's job, but she did regret that she'd just walked up to him and told him. She should have sent him a note. And doubled his refund.

The standing wolf's face began to shift. The teeth stayed every bit as long, but the jaw shortened until he was half man, half wolf. It was the most repulsive thing Tessa had ever seen.

"Father would like to offer you another chance," the wolf snarled. "Finish the job."

"No," Tessa said.

She mentally kicked herself. They were giving her a chance. She should have said, "Sure, why not? I'll send you an update tomorrow." And then she could have run.

"No," she said again. She didn't know herself well, but she did know that she wasn't going to be intimidated. They could kill her if they wanted to. They hadn't yet, so they obviously thought they needed her.

"One last time," the wolf said. "Finish the job."

"One last time," Tessa shot back. "No!"

The wolf was at her throat before Tessa could manage to scream, but only for a second. Tessa blinked in surprise, wondering why her throat was still intact, but then she realized that Curtis had moved in front of her; and across from him, the wolf was clawing his way out of the bar's wall.

"Wrong decision, troll!" the wolf lashed out. His muzzle was lengthening; and in a second, he was all wolf again.

The three wolves howled before they rushed forward, teeth gnashing like little machines of death.

Tessa screamed. She had been going to grab her ankle knife, but terror was holding her in place. She was terrified, and she knew she was no match for them. Her entire body was shaking, and she screamed again when the wolves leapt on Curtis.

She watched in horror as the wolves ripped at him, teeth and claws scraping across his chest and arms. But the wolves seemed to have forgotten one very important fact. Curtis was covered in stone scales.

"Are you done?" he asked eventually, tone sounding bored.

The wolves just snarled and went for his throat. Curtis's massive stone hands suddenly slapped together, catching two of the wolves' heads between them.

Tessa cringed, fully expecting the heads to splinter into blood and mush, but they didn't. They simply banged together and dropped. And as they dropped, Curtis grabbed the third wolf by his throat and pulled him close.

"This is a warning," Curtis growled. "I know how much the pack means to you. Leave Tessa Graves alone, and you can all live to hunt another day. But if you return, I will ground you all into dust. Do you understand?"

The wolf's face shifted, revealing an angry young man.

"You've made a very big mistake, troll, aligning yourself with the Graves. My teeth may not be a match for you, but I have other ways to hunt trolls."

"I'm sure that you do," Curtis said, without any concern whatsoever. "I have quite a few ways to kill wolves myself. Some of them are as easy as sitting. Take your brothers and my message back to Cadwel. Leave the Graves family alone."

Curtis released the wolf, and the wolf stumbled backwards, face full of fury.

"I will rip your scales from your body, and I will mount your head on my wall," he spat. Then he shifted fully into his human form, grabbed his brothers, tossed them over his naked shoulders, and ran from the bar.

Tessa suddenly realized that she hadn't been breathing and gasped for air. She tried to sit on her stool, but she missed and fell to the floor. She didn't care. Her legs were shaking too badly to keep her upright. She'd almost died. If it hadn't been for Curtis, she would be strewn all over the bar by now. In little bloody pieces.

She had once punched a guy for grabbing her backside, and she had gotten into a fight with a thieving Lutin, but she had never, ever faced death, not really. Today she had, and she had lived, but it wasn't over yet. She had a feeling the Cadwels were just getting started.  Curtis should have just let them kill her. If it wasn't today, it would be tomorrow. She was a dead detective walking.

If she was lucky, she'd make it home. If she wasn't...

Home.

"Ollie and Gisele," she whispered. "He'll go to the house. I have to warn them. Why did you let them go?" she demanded, suddenly furious. 

"You're welcome," Curtis said. "For saving your life."

"For a second!" Tessa screamed. "You let them go; and now, oh god, I have to get home."

She stumbled to her feet, but before she could run outside, Curtis gently wrapped his hand around her arm.

"You have a chance this way," he said firmly. "The Cadwel wolves are notoriously pack-minded. It is not Cadwel and his sons. It is not Cadwel and some other wolves. The entire family is Cadwel. If I had killed his sons here and now, his fury would have known no bounds. He would have stopped at nothing to destroy both you and me. He didn't expect you to offer any resistance though. He didn't expect his sons to be in any danger. Now he knows that they are, and he will think twice before he attacks you again."

She quickly processed his words, weighing them. From what she'd heard and seen, his words rang true, but she didn't expect it would stop Cadwel. She didn't think anything would stop Cadwel.


Chapter 10
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Tessa burst into the house with a shout of "Ollie!" There was no answer, and her palms sweated as she dashed down the silent hallway towards the sitting room that Gisele had already taken over with her notebooks and her computer and her bookshelf of books.

"Grandma!" she yelled as she pushed open the doors.

She stopped dead.

"Tessa!" Grandma scolded. "Where are your manners?"

"I'm sorry," Tessa stuttered. "I didn't know you were entertaining."

Mr. Cadwel's cold grey eyes met hers. He smiled, and it looked so genuine Tessa almost believed him. Except it didn't reach his eyes. His eyes remained cold. Furiously cold.

"Have some tea with us," Grandma said. "It looks like you could use it. Wherever have you been?"

Tessa's heart was pounding. If Mr. Cadwel was here, one of his sons was as well. He never went anywhere without at least one of his sons, and she was pretty sure two wolves were more than she could handle.

She'd done this; she had killed her grandma.

"Sit," Gisele said again, a note of steel to her tone.

Tessa sat.

Grandma poured her a cup of tea and pressed it into her hands. "Drink up, dear," she said softly.

Tessa drank.

"Gisele and I were just reliving the old days," Mr. Cadwel said pleasantly. "Your grandfather and I used to ride in the fox hunts together."

"That's nice," Tessa said.

Her eyes were surreptitiously searching the room for a weapon, anything she might be able to use to hold him off while Gisele escaped.

"We ran into a troll once," Mr. Cadwel said matter-of-factly.

"Is that so?" Tessa replied, certain it wasn't.

"Yes, a big brute of a creature." Mr. Cadwel smiled as he leaned forward and said, "My sons took pleasure in killing him."

Something inside Tessa snapped. She was sick of being scared. She was sick of not knowing what to do. She was sick of second guessing herself. She hated Mr. Cadwel, and even if it cost her her life, she wasn't going to help him. And furthermore, she had just decided to make it her life's purpose to bring down him and his entire flesh-eating family.

"I think you'll find them hard pressed to do the same here," Tessa said firmly.

"Really? What makes this troll so different?"

"For one, he's cleverer than you. He showed you an act of kindness because he knows how important family is to you. Not because he was weak. Not because he couldn't rip your sons limb from limb, but because he was trying to appeal to your better nature. Unfortunately, you don't have one."

"Tessa!" Gisele admonished.

"Are you quite certain this is the path you want to take, Ms. Graves?"

"Yes," Tessa said flatly.

"I think you'll soon come to regret it."

"I honestly don't understand why you came to Virgil in the first place," Tessa said, detective mind working overtime. "There's obviously something holding you back from just taking the land yourself. But I'm not going to help you so I suggest you get the hell out of my house."

Fear and fury were rushing through her in equal measures, and it was enough to make her feel sick, but she tried not to let it show even though his eyes were hard enough to break her bones.

"I'm sorry things had to end this way," Mr. Cadwel said as he stood. "I would like the notes pertaining to my case," he added.

"I burned them," Tessa lied, standing as well so he wasn't towering over her.

"You're lying," he said.

"Prove it," she snarled.

"In one day you managed to destroy a hundred and fifty year old friendship, Ms. Graves," he said coldly. "I do hope you're proud of yourself."

Tessa grinned and said, "You know, I think I am."

He growled softly, turned on his heel, and left the room.

Tessa followed him, stopping at the sitting room door and watching through a crack as Magnus escorted both Cadwel and his son to the front door. She didn't breathe easy again until the door was shut and locked behind them. 

"I do hope you know what you're doing, dear," Gisele said softly.

"Restoring the Graves name," Tessa replied firmly. "If, of course, any of us live long enough to enjoy it. Where's Ollie?"

"How should I know? She's quite old enough to run around on her own now."

"Magnus!" Tessa called out.

Magnus turned from the front door and moved slowly towards her. She thought about asking him to hurry, but knew there was no point. Magnus simply could not be hurried.

"Yes, Ms. Graves?" he said when he finally reached her.

"Do not allow Cadwel, any of his sons, or anyone associated with Cadwel into this house ever again. Is that clear?"

"Aren't you associated with Cadwel?"

"Not anymore," Tessa ground out.

"I am not to allow Mr. Cadwel, any of Mr. Cadwel's sons, or any of Mr. Cadwel's associates inside the house," he said dolefully.

"Ever," Tessa said. "Do not even open the door to them."

"I knew you'd stir the pot," he muttered as he turned to walk away.

Tessa stuck out her tongue at his back before pulling out her phone and calling Ollie.

"Where are you?" she demanded when Ollie answered.

"On my way home."

"Hurry up," Tessa ordered.

"Is something wrong?"

"Nothing some silver bullets wouldn't fix," Tessa said.

"Silver bullets?"

"I'm joking," Tessa replied. "Regular bullets will probably work just fine."

"Tessa..."

"Just get here," Tessa insisted. "Please."

She hung up and started pacing.

"You do realize that the Cadwel clan is easily three hundred in number?" Gisele said.

"I did not."

"And if you pick a fight with the Cadwel family, you can't just kill one or two of them. You have to kill them all. Otherwise, they'll sneak up behind you while you're walking down the street or sitting in the park or out for a drink. There was this one man who told Cadwel to move one day. I don't know why he did such a thing, but he did. Anyway, the next day, they found what was left of his body hanging from a light pole. And this one time—"

"Thank you, Grandma," Tessa interrupted. "You're being very helpful right now."

"I was just checking to see if you knew."

"What did you want me to do, Grandma? Finish his case and set up a perfectly innocent family to get hauled off to jail or whatever it is the Hidden does to criminals now? Because that's what he wanted. He wanted me to destroy an entire family so that he could take their land. I don't do that, Grandma! That's not who I am!"

She was certain of that. She was certain she had never been that person, not ever. She believed in right and wrong. And she didn't think that those who had the most power were automatically right. She refused to believe that.

"I'm proud of you," Gisele said gently.

Grandma was proud of her? For ticking off the Cadwel family? That was simply too much confusion for one day. She must have misheard.

"What did you say?" Tessa asked.  

"I'm proud of you," Gisele repeated. "Your father would have never had the balls to do what you're doing."

"Virgil lived to be sixty-five," Tessa muttered. "I'm going to die at thirty-three."

"Don't keep telling yourself that," Gisele chided. "Tell yourself you're going to win."

"I don't see how," Tessa sighed. "There's just one of me."

"Three of us," Gisele said just as Ollie burst into the room.

"What's wrong?" Ollie demanded.

Tessa did a double take.

"What are you wearing?" she asked.

"Clothes," Ollie said. "Why did you call me?"

"Whose clothes?"

"Mine!" Ollie exclaimed. "What's wrong?"

"No," Tessa said, rubbing her head where it threatened to break open from everything she'd been through today. "Those are not your clothes."

"They are," Ollie insisted. "I was going to tell you all about it when you were a child, but when I came back, you and Virgil were tighter than two peas in a pod, and I didn't know where my little Tessa had gone," she said sadly. "I'm sorry."

"Tell me what?" Tessa asked.

She was suddenly very numb. She'd thought she'd dealt with the worst of everything. Her father didn't love her; he'd lied to her and used her; a large wolf-shifter clan was out for blood, and it was her blood. But this? This was too much.

"Tell me what?" she asked again.

The alarm went off. The magic one and the norm one.

"I thought I'd have longer," Tessa whispered. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry I got us all killed."

"What is going on?!" Ollie snapped.

"Tessa annoyed Cadwel," Gisele said briskly. "Spat in his face. Not literally, of course, but figuratively. I'd imagine he's sent a few of his boys over to bump us off."

"Are you serious?" Ollie growled. "You should have told me what you were planning."

Tessa didn't respond. She couldn't. She didn't know this woman. The woman with a gun suddenly in her hands, and her eyes on the door. She resembled Ollie, but only in the most superficial way.

Her family was full of liars. They were liars. All of them. The only one who wasn't lying was her.

"Tessa!" Ollie snapped. "Listen to me!"

Tessa nodded. She didn't want to die right this minute, so she would listen to the woman with the gun.

"Get behind the desk with Gisele! Do it now!"

Tessa let Gisele pull her over to the large wooden desk.

"Get my laptop!" Gisele ordered. "I'd hate for a stray bullet to hit it; I forgot to back up my book this morning."

Tessa mechanically picked up the laptop and tucked it into one of the desk drawers.

Who were these people? Guns. Stray bullets. No one was panicking. The only one panicking was her. There had to be a new definition of worst.

The sitting room doors slammed open, and six wolves slunk into the room.

"Last chance!" Ollie yelled. "Leave now!"

There was no reply, and Tessa watched in horror as the wolves rushed towards Ollie. It was just Ollie. What could Ollie do?

The room exploded with the sound of gunfire. Three of the wolves fell and skidded across the floor, but one pounced on Ollie, forcing her down.

"No!" Tessa screamed.

She wanted to grab the desk lamp and help Ollie, but her fingers were numb, and her entire body felt too cold to move. So she just stood there, watching in horror as the wolf ripped at Ollie's jacket. 

The wolf suddenly flew across the room into the wall, and Ollie was back on her feet, knife in one hand, syringe in the other. She tossed the syringe and turned to face the remaining wolves. They were snarling. She snarled back.

"Come and get me!" she spat.

They pounced, and Tessa watched in petrified awe as Ollie moved first to one side, then the other. Her knife flashed through the air like quicksilver. And then the two wolves were lying on the floor, throats slit from ear to ear.

"If Cadwel wasn't already out to get us," Ollie said as she surveyed the room, "this seals it."

She wiped off her knife on one of the wolves, leaving behind a wide red stain and said, "Gisele, call the Worms."

"What the fuck?" Tessa whispered. "Who are you? What is this? What is going on? How the hell did you do that? What? What? What?!"

Her head was breaking. Her heart was breaking. Everyone had lied to her. Everyone. And she hadn't seen it. She hadn't even conceived of it.

Who was she to say Fernsby had two dogs? Maybe they were cats. Maybe his wife had a hair problem. Maybe she never shaved her legs and was part Pomeranian. And maybe that man's wife had only confessed to pawning the jewelry because she had wanted Tessa to go away. Maybe it really had been stolen.

How could Tessa possibly bring down the Cadwels? How could she help anyone at all? She didn't even know her own family. She hadn't once seen them for what they were.

Ollie was standing in front of her now, eyes filled with sorrow. "I'm so sorry, Tessa. I wanted to tell you. I agonized over it. But I couldn't risk you telling Virgil. I wasn't sure... I wasn't sure I could trust you."

"Get away from me," Tessa whispered. "You're a liar. You're a liar. You're all liars. I'm the only one here who doesn't lie! How can I be the only Graves who doesn't lie?"

"I never lied to you," Ollie insisted. "I just didn't tell you."

"You pretended!" Tessa screamed. "You pretended to be this vain flighty woman without a thought between her ears! You pretended! And that's lying!"

"I didn't," Ollie said softly. "You just saw what you wanted to see."

The pain in her eyes was real. At least Tessa thought it was real. But how could she be sure of anything anymore?

She sat on the couch and dropped her head in her hands. Her head hurt. Her heart hurt. Her pride hurt. Everything hurt. Ached. She felt as if she was being split apart.

She tried to quiet her mind. Tried to go to that place she went when she was detecting. The place without emotions, without opinions. The place with facts.

Fact, Ollie had never told her anything about her life.

Fact, Tessa had just assumed she was flighty.

Based on what? Why had Tessa assumed that?

"You'll have to forgive your aunt, Tessa. She's so flighty that it's hard for her to say anything serious."

That was Virgil's voice. Virgil was telling her that Ollie was flighty. Virgil had said it, and Tessa had believed it. Why?

Fact, Ollie wore ridiculously bright clothes and always had her hair up in elaborate twists.

Fact, that did not mean she was flighty.

Tessa tried to remember Ollie. Tried to see her as she really was. When she was home, Ollie had ridden around the estate nearly every day with Tessa. She had sat still and solemnly answered every question Tessa used to ask her. She'd brought Tessa the troll whiskey. She'd also given Tessa her first knife and shown her how to use it.

But it was all muddled. All confusing and mixed up in her mind. Tessa grabbed her head. It ached. It ached so much that she just wanted to forget it all and go lie down. But she couldn't. She couldn't forget, and she couldn't lie down. The wolves were coming, and Ollie was going to save her.

Ollie was flighty, silly, vain. Wasn't she?

Nikola Tesla. A book about Oppenheimer. A book on safes and how to open them. Tessa could see them. She could see Ollie's hands holding them. She could also see the calluses on the palms of her hands. Well-worn calluses. From doing something other than dancing and partying. And there was the way she walked. Like a tiger.

Ollie had never lied. She'd never even pretended. Tessa just hadn't seen it. She hadn't seen her. She had never seen Ollie. Not the real Ollie.

"Shit," she whispered. "I'm so fucking bad at this."


Chapter 11
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Ollie checked her watch. They only had about twenty minutes before they would be attacked again. Thirty on the outside. Not long enough for Tessa to have a mental breakdown.

"Magnus!" Ollie yelled.

For once, Magnus hurried.

"Yes, Ms. Graves?"

"You know the drill; get everyone out. I'll call you when it's safe."

"Yes, Ms. Graves."

With that, she put the staff out of her mind. For all his faults, Magnus would take care of them. That was his job, and he always performed his job flawlessly.

"The Worms?" she demanded.

"On their way, and I put a rush on it," Gisele replied. "I've never seen you fight, dear," Gisele added thoughtfully. "I begin to see why you don't like my romance novels."

"Just once, that's all I ask," Ollie said. "Just once have the woman save the man."

"I'll consider it, dear."

"The Worms will get here in about five minutes," Ollie said. "That gives us fifteen. Do we stay here or move the fight?"

"I think we should move the fight. For all the supposed protections Virgil had in place, the shifters got in a little too easily, if you want my opinion," Gisele said.

"Always," Ollie replied. "And you're right. So we move, but where to? I don't have anything set up in Denver."

"I do," Gisele said softly.

"Let me guess," Tessa suddenly said. "You have a condo, don't you?"

"It's more of a love nest, dear. I can't possibly live there. It's for rendezvous."

"No!" Tessa said emphatically. "We can't go there. I can't... Eww, Grandma, just eww. My head hurts," she added with a whimper.

Ollie paced the room, picking up her spent syringe as she passed it. She needed to get Tessa and Gisele out of here. Cadwel would send more than six next time, and she wasn't sure she could handle more than six. Ten at the most.

She tapped her fingers on her thigh, trying to sort it all out.

"Pack up your laptop," she told Gisele. "As soon as the Worms clear the bodies, we're gone."

They couldn't leave before the Worms arrived. If the Worms got the bodies out of here in time, there would be no evidence. Cadwel would certainly know where the bodies had gone, but the Worms had a strict policy. Once a body went in, it didn't come back out.

Ollie checked her watch before running upstairs and grabbing her duffle bag of goodies out from under her bed. It wasn't much. Just a handful of syringes, a couple of magazines for her gun, two bricks of C-4, some detonators, and a huge stack of cash. She was retired, after all, and she hadn't exactly expected to walk into the middle of a war. 

The doorbell rang, and Ollie ran down the hallway and flung open the door, heaving a sigh of relief to see the team of Worms standing there.

"Ms. Swan, so nice to see you again," one of them said with a nod.

"You too, Robert," Ollie said sincerely. "No time to chat though. I need these bodies moved now."

"Got it," Robert said.

He and the four other Worms followed her into the sitting room; and as soon as he saw the dead wolves, Robert snapped, "Bag 'em, and make it snappy!"

Ollie helped them shove the cooling bodies into bags; and within a minute, all six wolves were bagged and being carted out the door.

"Thirteen minutes," Ollie said. "Let's move."

She grabbed Tessa's hand and pulled her towards the backdoor.

"We can't leave!" Tessa insisted. "My records, Virgil's records. They could destroy them!"

"I doubt they'll bother. Cadwels go for blood," Ollie said offhandedly.

"I hate this," Tessa whispered.

"I'm sorry," Ollie said. "I should have told you sooner. And I should have warned you about Cadwel. I honestly didn't expect you to just tell him to shove off."

"What else was I going to do, Ollie?"

"Pretend to work the case while you got a feel for how to take him down."

"I don't lie," Tessa spat.

"You need to figure out how," Ollie shot back. "Otherwise you're not going to last long. I can't swoop in and save you every time you piss someone off by being honest."

"I didn't ask you to save me!" Tessa grumbled.

"So you had it handled?" Ollie asked.

She shoved Tessa into the backseat of Tessa's Challenger, helped Gisele stow away her laptop, and then she climbed behind the wheel and started the car, shifting into first and peeling out down the alleyway.

"Careful!" Tessa yelped.

"I know what I'm doing!" Ollie snapped.

Her patience with Tessa's incompetence was nearly at an end. Tessa had had a lot thrown at her in the last week, but it was time for her to start handling things with a little forethought.

She had wiped the four investigators, but had forgotten to wipe their memory of the Hidden or redact their sight, leaving the Hidden open to all sorts of danger. And then she'd angered one of the most powerful families in the Hidden. There was no going back. Not now that Ollie had killed six of the Cadwel wolves. Nothing but blood, and lots of it, would satisfy the Cadwel pack now.

"You're a very good detective," Ollie said carefully. "But you have to stop thinking in such black and white terms. Shades of grey are clever. You need to be clever."

"Is clever code for lie?" Tessa asked bitterly.

"If you have to," Ollie said. "You could have lied to Cadwel all day; who would it have hurt?"

"Me!" Tessa snapped.

"Not as much as his sons would have hurt you."

"You don't understand," Tessa murmured. "Dad lied to me about everything. Except not loving me. He never lied about that. But he lied about you; he lied about cases; he lied about my partnership. As far as I know, every word out of his mouth was a lie. I don't want to be like him, Ollie. I don't want to turn into Virgil."

"And you won't," Gisele said emphatically. "If you had the capacity to turn into Virgil, he would have never lied to you."

"That was poetic," Ollie murmured. "It's easy to see why you're such a popular writer."

"We all have our areas, dear," Gisele said humbly. "I write, you kill, Tessa detects. We're the perfect team."

"Assuming we live long enough to build a few plays," Ollie laughed.

She checked her watch. In five minutes, give or take another five, the Cadwels would burst into an empty house. And then the hunt would begin.

Cadwels were renown throughout the cryptid world as being one of the greatest hunter families in the world. They didn't do it the easy way either and just hire a witch to find people. Cadwels weren't like that. They took the hunt seriously. As seriously as they took the death of one of their pack.

Ollie was going to have to move fast if she wanted to get them out of this alive. She kicked herself one more time for not telling Tessa everything last night when they'd been going over the paperwork. Maybe then Tessa would have listened to her if she'd told her how to deal with Cadwel.

It was too late for regrets though. The only thing she could do now was look forward.

"Turn onto Tennyson Street," Gisele instructed.

Ollie turned.

"It's just up ahead," Gisele explained. "You'll have to park in the lot though."

"That's fine," Ollie said. "I have a plan for the car."

"Not my car, you don't!" Tessa spoke up.

"Your car or your life?" Ollie asked.

"My car!"

"Don't be silly, dear," Gisele said. "Cars can be replaced. You can't."

"I probably can," Tessa muttered. "I'm a rotten investigator."

"Stop moping!" Ollie snapped. "I need you focused right now."

Tessa didn't reply. In fact, she didn't say anything until Gisele unlocked the door to her love nest and they all stepped inside.

"No," Tessa said. "No. I can't do this. I'm already having a bad day, and if you make me stay here, I'll have nightmares for as long as I live."

In this one instance, Ollie was forced to agree with Tessa. This fluffy pink ostrich-feathered apartment was going to haunt her memories forever.

"Let's just turn ourselves over to the Cadwels and call it a day," Ollie suggested.

"Sounds great," Tessa said. "I'd rather be ripped to pieces by wolves than spend even two minutes in this room."

"You're both being silly," Gisele chastised. "Pink is in."

"As an accent color," Ollie said. "This place looks like a pink whale blew up all over it."

"And a flock of pink ostriches," Tessa added.

"And a few pink boas," Ollie said.

"And a half dozen paper hearts."

"Are you two finished? I told you, it's a love nest. For making love. Not for living in."

"I just hope we don't die here," Tessa said. "I'd rather die anywhere but here."

She said it with such sincerity that Ollie started laughing. She laughed for a minute, then she did something she hadn't done in years. She pulled Tessa into her arms and hugged her tightly.

"I'm so sorry," Ollie whispered. "This really has been a rotten week."

Tessa didn't know what to do. She hadn't been hugged by anyone in such a long time that at first she hadn't even realized what Ollie was doing.

And when Ollie said she was sorry, it almost pushed Tessa back over the edge; but she dug in her claws and held firm. She wasn't crying anymore. She was done crying. Hugging she could do though.

She wrapped her arms around Ollie and buried her face in her aunt's shoulder. She was still processing everything, and what she wanted to do most was sit down with a notebook and record everything that had happened. Especially what Gisele had said about her not being like Virgil. She wanted to burn that into her memory and hold onto it forever. It had made her feel lighter than she had in days.

But she knew she needed to be here right now. Here with Ollie, trying to figure a way out of Tessa's mess.

"I missed you," Tessa murmured. "I just forgot that I missed you, and I'm sorry about that."

"Neither of you have anything to be sorry about," Gisele said as she hugged them both. "You can't help the family you were born into. We did the best we could, and, now that Virgil's out of the way, we can do a lot better."

"If we live that long," Tessa pointed out.

"Speaking of living," Ollie said as she pulled away. "We have work to do."

She glanced at her watch. "They'll be at the house any minute now. I need to make a few phone calls."

"While she's doing that, let me give you a tour," Gisele offered.

"Please don't," Tessa said.

She'd never liked pink that much anyway, but Gisele's apartment gave a whole new meaning to the word pink. It was like some kind of pink hell. Even worse, she knew what Gisele did here.

"Let's just sit," Tessa said hopefully. "And you can tell me about Ollie. First though, do you have any secrets I should know about?"

She was sick of finding new skeletons, and if Gisele was hiding something, Tessa wanted to know about it now. Before they went any further. She didn't want to find out the way she'd found out about Ollie. She was still shaking a little inside from the fear of thinking Ollie was going to die. And then to find out she was a badass? That was just too much.

"I also write under a penname," Gisele said earnestly.

"Not really what I meant, Grandma."

Gisele cleared her throat.

"Sorry. That's not what I meant, Gisele."

"Don't you even want to know what genre it is?"

"If you feel the need to tell me," Tessa allowed.

"I write Westerns under the name G.P. Maxwell."

"Westerns? Really?"

"Really," Gisele said, tone grave. "It's my secret shame."

"Please tell me you don't write those Westerns where pretty much everyone dies by the end?"

"Not everyone," Gisele replied. "There has to be someone left to ride off into the sunset."

Tessa swallowed a laugh because this was not the time to be laughing. It was the time to be planning an attack, but she was a detective, not a general. Maybe Ollie was a general. Maybe that was why she was so good at killing people. And giving orders.

"Car handled," Ollie said as she sat beside Tessa. "This apartment isn't in your name, is it?" she asked Gisele.

"No."

"Alright," Ollie said as she looked at her watch once more. "Not that it matters; they'll just sniff us out. I'd estimate that we have an hour before they track us here. Maybe less." She tilted her head and added, "Maybe more. Anyway, we have to stay on the move. The only way we'll be able to win this fight is if we can keep them separated into smaller groups. Depending on the location, we can take out ten, maybe twenty, wolves at a time, but any more than that and we're mincemeat."

"How are you so good at this?" Tessa asked.

"I worked for a special international Hidden team. Our job was to protect the Hidden from discovery and also clean up the mess if news of the Hidden got out."

"You mean if a norm found out?"

"A little more drastic than that," Ollie replied. "But basically."

"You said worked," Tessa pointed out.

"They retired me," Ollie said.

There wasn't a trace of bitterness in her tone, just sadness and a little bit of weariness.

"Why?" Tessa demanded.

"Apparently, I'm too old now," Ollie chuckled.

"Have they seen you?" Tessa asked. "You're incredible!"

Ollie grinned slightly before saying, "Back to the Cadwels. The problem is that I can't figure out how to separate them. Cadwel will know that I killed all six of them, so he'll send a larger group next time. Fifteen, maybe twenty."

She looked Tessa over and said, "Can you fight at all?"

Tessa's cheeks started to heat up, but she didn't bother trying to misdirect it. "I know how to box," she said softly.

"Not particularly useful," Ollie muttered. "Can you shoot a gun?"

"Yes, but it's been a long time. I don't carry a gun, just the knife you gave me. I've never run into trouble before. I've never needed a weapon or to know how to fight. I'm sorry."

"It doesn't matter," Ollie said. "If we make it through this, I'll teach you how to fight. In the meanwhile, we need to make a weapons run. You both need guns, and I need more poison."

"Poison?" Tessa questioned.

"It's my preferred way to kill. I only have five minuters left. I need some two seconders."

"Two seconders?" Tessa repeated, mind trying to keep up with Ollie's nonchalant announcements.

"But this isn't where I usually get my supplies," Ollie went on. "Do you know any boglets?"

"No!" Tessa exclaimed. "Why would I hang out with a boglet?"

"She's still a bit speciesist," Gisele said apologetically.

"Too much time with Virgil," Ollie muttered. "We should have never let him take her."

"I'm not sure what we could have done to stop it," Gisele said.

"I'm right here, and I'm not speciesist, or whatever you said," Tessa insisted. "In fact, I drank whiskey with a troll today AND offered him a job."

"That proves it," Gisele sighed.

"Proves what?" Tessa demanded.

"If you weren't speciesist, you'd just say, I drank with some guy and offered him a job. You said I drank with a troll," Ollie explained.

Tessa wanted to argue with Ollie, but she wasn't sure she could. She had said that. And she did think of Curtis as the troll from the bar.

"I know his name," she huffed. "So there."

"I suppose that's progress," Gisele said kindly.

"Oh," Tessa said.

"Oh what?" Ollie demanded.

"We should probably check in on him. He stopped the first three wolves Cadwel sent after me so they'll probably go after him too."

"That's bad," Ollie said. "Or good," she added thoughtfully. "It wouldn't be bad to have a troll in our corner."

"You just called him a troll!" Tessa exclaimed.

"Yes, but in this case, it was in a positive manner because I was referring to him as an asset. It would be the same as saying I was happy we have a witch in our corner."

"Do we?" Gisele asked.

"What?"

"Have a witch in our corner?"

"No," Ollie said. "Sorry. I didn't mean to get your hopes up."

"Oh, well," Gisele sighed. "It was a nice idea."

"I wonder though," Ollie said thoughtfully. "I suppose I could..." She trailed off.

After a moment, she shook her head. "Weapons first," she said. "Then we'll see."

She checked her watch.

"Why do you keep checking your watch?" Tessa asked.

"It gives me a cadence to work with," Ollie replied. "I need a boglet and an imp, and we need to check on your troll friend. So we need to go to the Hidden. We shouldn't spend long there though. An hour max."

Tessa nodded. What else could she do? Ollie clearly knew what she was doing, and Tessa didn't know anything. She didn't know how to fight, and she certainly didn't know how to keep the Cadwels separated. Her life was completely in Ollie's hands.

Part of her railed against the mere idea of Ollie being the one she was depending on to keep her alive, but she recognized that as a different part of her, a part that Virgil still had control over.

"Just one question," Tessa said.

"Yes?"

"Is there a reason we can't just go to the Magistratus?"

Ollie's face twisted a bit, and she said, "What do you expect them to do?"

"Their job?" Tessa said.

"Which is?"

"To protect the citizens of the Hidden."

"There's one problem right there," Gisele said. "We aren't citizens of the Hidden."

"And we've no proof that the Cadwels are out to hurt us," Ollie put in.

"Because you had the bodies carted away," Tessa grumbled.

"You're just going to have to trust me," Ollie said. "The Magistratus has improved a lot over the last couple months, but I still wouldn't expect them to do anything about the Cadwels. We're on our own."

Tessa didn't want to trust Ollie. She wanted to go the Magistratus and wash her hands of the entire ordeal. She had evidence that Cadwel had hired her father to create a fake case against his neighbor, and surely that would be enough to get the Magistratus looking.

Looking at Mr. Cadwel, her detective mind put in. Not at any of the other members of the pack. Which would leave them free to hunt down Tessa.

"Okay," she said softly. "We'll do it your way."

"You know what this moment needs? A triumphant selection to help us focus," Gisele announced. "Give me a minute, I know just the book."

"Mother," Ollie groaned. "We need to go."

"You said we had at least an hour before they tracked us here."

"That was twenty minutes ago," Ollie said.

"That leaves us forty minutes," Gisele shot back. She had crossed the room to the bookshelf, and she was thumbing through one of her novels. "Ah, here it is!" she said happily as she sat back down. "Aren't we lucky I have these here just in case I need a little inspiration?"

"So lucky," Ollie muttered.

Tessa bit her lip to keep from laughing. The last couple of days had been an absolute roller coaster of emotions. She'd been sad, angry, furious, lost, confused, and frightened. If there was a spectrum of bad emotions, she had felt them all. But right here, right now, with Gisele and Ollie, she actually felt just the teeniest bit happy. They were a little bit crazy, but she liked them. She actually liked them.

"Here we go," Gisele said solemnly before she cleared her throat and started reading.

This was the moment that would change his life forever. He either walked out that door a lord, or he was carried out a nothing. Either way, she was lost to him. She had looked him in the eyes and said she didn't love him. He had nothing to lose, and truly nothing to gain. He'd still fight with everything he had though; he didn't know any other way to fight.

His father leaped towards him, rapier outstretched; and Duncan brought up his own sword and parried. If he died here, he died on his feet.

Back and forth they fought. Duncan sliced across his father's chest; his father pierced Duncan's wrist. Blood oozed down Duncan's hand, slicking his sword's handle, but he pushed forward, trying to land a fatal hit, trying to kill the blackguard once and for all.

This man, his father, had stolen everything from him. He had stolen Duncan's love. He'd stolen the love of Duncan's life.

Cora didn't love him. Maybe she never had.

Duncan knew it was cruel of him to kill her husband and the man she claimed to love, but he'd do it anyway. He hated his father, and the only thing he had left to live for was watching his father die.

"Duncan!" Cora suddenly shouted.

Duncan's eyes darted to the side. His father took the opening, rushed forward, and pierced Duncan's stomach. Duncan stumbled, pain and horror filling him. He had lost. He had fought, but he had lost. 

"No!" Cora screamed. "I lied, Duncan. I lied! I love you! I always have!"

Whatever pain Duncan was feeling faded away as new energy rushed through him at her words. Cora loved him, and so long as Cora loved him, he could never lose, not ever. Her love would carry him through.

Stinging pain brought him back to the moment. His father had used the distraction to stab Duncan several times, but his eyesight must have been failing because he'd only barely wounded him.

Duncan faced him and smiled widely. "You may have taken her virginity, but I've always had her heart."

"Wait," Tessa said. "Is that really in there? You actually wrote, 'You may have taken her virginity, but I've always had her heart?'"

"Do you have a problem with that?" Gisele asked icily.

"Um, well no, I just wondered, is all."

"You should never interrupt an author while they are reading," Gisele said, voice stiff. "It is beyond rude."

"I'm sorry," Tessa said, stifling a laugh. "I really didn't—"

"Never mind," Ollie broke in. "It's time to go."

"Bards never were appreciated by their own family," Gisele complained. "That's a historical fact, you know. Bards were run out of their home towns, tarred and feathered, thrown into the rivers, and just generally abused. That's what you did just then, Tessa, you tarred and feathered me."

Tessa couldn't help it. She started laughing, and it wasn't long before Ollie and Gisele were laughing right along with her.

It was a ridiculous moment. They were the last of their line. The three final Graves. And they were going to die; but right now, right this moment, they were a family. And family, Tessa realized, was just what she needed.


Chapter 12
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"You sure you don't know any boglets?" Ollie asked a little while later as they entered the three hundred block of the Hidden.

"I'm sure," Tessa said irritably.

That wasn't exactly the type of thing you didn't remember. The only time she'd ever even dealt with a boglet had been when she'd gone to that stupid boglet bar.

"But I do know where you can find one," she declared.

"Where?" Ollie demanded.

"Just follow me," Tessa said, weaving around a Lutin cart and heading towards the neighborhood that housed the Strong Arm bar.

"We're drawing more notice than I'd expected," Ollie said from behind her. "We probably don't have more than thirty minutes."

Tessa's heart stuttered. She admired Ollie's persistence, but she couldn't see how they were going to defeat Mr. Cadwel's entire pack. It just didn't seem possible.

If she could rewind time, she wouldn't have asked Magnus about Virgil's other case files. But that wouldn't have actually changed anything because eventually, Frank would have come to report. And then she would have asked Magnus where her dad's other case files were. No matter how she replayed the scenario, they always came back to that one moment. The moment when Magnus slipped the key into the hidden lock and revealed the hidden filing cabinets. The moment when Tessa realized Virgil had lied to her.

And that moment brought them here. Skulking through the Hidden, looking over their shoulders, worried that every moment was their last. And Tessa wasn't about to spend her last moment in a boglet bar.

"Here we are," Tessa said, gesturing towards the Windy Moor. "Boglet bar."

"I've always wanted to try boglet beer," Gisele murmured.

"Probably not the time, Grandma," Tessa said.

She glanced down the street and said, "I'm going to poke my head inside the Strong Arm and see if Curtis is there."

"The troll?" Gisele asked.

"That wasn't referring to his attributes," Tessa pointed out.

"Of course not, dear. I was simply clarifying whom we were speaking about. Not derogative at all."

Tessa glared at her and said, "Sure."

"Be quick," Ollie ordered. "We need to be outside the Hidden in twenty-three minutes."

"Got it," Tessa said.

Ollie watched with narrow eyes as Tessa walked away.

"She didn't even check her watch," she grumbled.

"Not everyone is like you, dear," Gisele replied. "Aren't we running short on time?"

Ollie didn't bother to respond. She just walked inside the bar.

It was so dark inside that it took her eyes a moment to adjust, but when they finally did adjust, she exhaled with relief. Tessa was right. It was a boglet bar.

Not only that, but there was also a table of imps in one corner. Maybe she could pull this off after all. She hoped anyway. She wasn't quite ready to be done with life.

She walked quickly up to the counter and addressed the boglet working there.

"I need some distilled death moss," she said softly in bogetese.

The boglet stared at her before replying just as softly, "We don't deal in poisons, love. Just psychedelics."

"When I'm in New York I work with Jarmen," Ollie said.

"Never heard of 'im. And besides, this here is the Denver branch of boglets. We don't do New York kind of stuff."

Ollie swallowed a sigh of frustration and said, "Do you know anyone who can help me?"

"Sorry."

He didn't seem sorry, but she didn't really blame him. He didn't know her. She was a stranger who had just walked up to him and asked him for a poison that killed people in under two seconds. It had been a long time since she'd developed a new contact, and apparently, she was a little rusty. She glanced at her watch. And running out of time.

I'll just have to do it a different way, she thought as she walked up to the table of imps.

"I have a job for anyone who's interested," she said. "The pay is five hundred merlins."

"We don't steal," one of the imps replied.

"I'm not asking you to steal."

"What are you asking us to do?" one of the other ones asked.

"To pick up a bag for me, and take a note to one of my friends."

The imps started chattering amongst themselves. Finally one of them said, "Seems a bit fishy."

"I'm in a hurry," Ollie said. "Yes or no?"

She needed to work on her subtlety, but she was feeling a little pressure. She'd never actually been hunted before. She was the one who did the hunting. She was the one who brought her prey to the ground. Not the other way around.

"Why are you in a hurry?" one of them asked.

A dozen possible story lines flashed through her head, but she didn't like any of them so she opted for the truth.

"Cadwel's pack is coming after me. If I'm lucky, I'll win."

"You'll win?" one of the imps cackled. "I hate to tell you this but Cadwel's got an army. What have you got?"

"If I'm really lucky, Doc Holliday," she said.

"Oh!" one of the imps exclaimed. "Why didn't you say so in the first place? It would have saved a lot of time. What do you need?"

A little surprised at the abrupt turnaround, Ollie didn't immediately respond.

"I thought you were in a hurry," another imp prodded.

Ollie jumped into motion. "There's a black bag in the closet at this address," she said, quickly writing it down on a napkin. "I need it. And there's a bag of merlins on the dresser. Grab that too. It's your pay."

"Got it!" one of the imps said.

There was a pop, the imp was gone, another pop, and he was back, black bag in hand.

"You could've warned me it was heavy," he grumbled as he dropped it to the floor.

"Sorry," Ollie said.

They were staring at her expectantly, but her mind wasn't moving quite as fast as they were. "Sorry," she said again, this time for making them wait, and then she wrote down another address and scribbled out a quick note in bogetese. "There should be a boglet named Jarmen at this address," she said. "Give him this note and wait. Please."

"Will do!" another imp said as she snatched the papers from Ollie's hand and disappeared.

Ollie stared with fascination at the spot where the imp had just been. Imps didn't go around telling other species how they could move from place to place in less than a second, and she didn't blame them. If she could do such a thing, she wouldn't even worry about defeating Cadwel. She would have already done it. She'd never met an imp warrior though. As a rule, they weren't assassins or thieves or peeping Toms. They were simply fun-loving creatures, who would occasionally take a job for a price.  

They were watching her, so she nodded at them before checking her watch. She'd already wasted five minutes. And where was Tessa? She should never have let Tessa wander off on her own. She wasn't like one of Ollie's associates. Tessa didn't know how to take care of herself.

Ollie glanced around the bar, searching the darkness for Gisele and sighing when she finally saw her sitting in a round booth, surrounded by wood sprites. The sprites were listening aptly to her every word. Ollie never had been able to take Gisele anywhere without her reciting aloud. It would take a pry bar to move her now that she had fans.

But she didn't have to move Gisele yet, so Ollie returned her attention to the imps. They were still staring at her happily. She returned their collective grin before kneeling to open her bag. Everything was there. Four .45 ACPs, twelve boxes of ammunition, seven knives, and two grenades. Not enough to stop an army of wolves, but it was a good start.

She loaded two of the .45s, slipped them into the shoulder holster that was also in the bag, took off her jacket, and put on the holster.

"She looks dangerous," one of the imps breathed.

"Not as dangerous as a Cadwel," another imp argued.

"I bet fifty merlins she dies in the next three hours," one of them said.

Ollie cast him a dark look, but otherwise ignored him while she put back on her jacket.

"I only give her an hour," one of the other imps said.

"She'll make it," a different one insisted stoutly. "She's gonna win."

"She's just a girl."

"A dangerous girl!"

"One girl verses Cadwel's pack!"

"You forget about Doc Holliday!"

"She said if she was lucky! She don't look lucky to me."

"What are the odds?" another one said as he pulled out a notebook and started making notations.

"If there're three hundred wolves, give her three hundred to one."

The imp with the notebook hissed and said, "Those are horrible odds."

"With every wolf she kills, the odds go down," another imp pointed out.

"But we can't change the odds once the bets are placed. Let's give her a hundred and fifty to one. And that's really in her favor."

"Seems fair."

"Place your bets!" the imp with the notebook called out.

All the imps started talking at once, and Ollie suppressed the urge to growl at them. They were betting on her life. On Tessa's and Gisele's lives.

She glanced back at the doorway once more. Where the hell was Tessa?

There was a pop, and the imp who'd left just a minute ago was suddenly standing beside Ollie. She handed Ollie a black leather case and a note.

"Thank you," Ollie said, relief filling her.

"Are they betting without me?" the imp exclaimed. "What are the odds?"

Ollie sighed and turned her attention to the note.

This is all I have. Sorry it's not more. Jarmen.

She opened the case. There were only seven vials. Just seven syringes of two seconders. She'd just have to make that work.

Ollie quickly filled her belt with syringes, shoved her first duffle bag inside the one the imp had just brought her, picked it up, and walked across the bar.

"Let's go," she said to Gisele, interrupting her monologue.

"But I just got to the good part," Gisele complained.

"Let's go," Ollie repeated. "Now."

The sprites began to complain and moan as Gisele wiggled out of the booth.

"I'm sorry," Gisele said. "I'll come back and finish the story."

Ollie grabbed Gisele's arm and pulled her towards the door.

"I was coming," Gisele snapped.

"Not fast enough," Ollie replied.

She glanced at her watch. They'd already been inside the Hidden for twenty minutes. That only left them ten minutes to get out. But they couldn't leave by the entrance they'd come in through because by now Cadwel would surely have men there. Maybe. She was just guessing, trying to think what she would do if it was her hunting herself. And if she was hunting herself, she'd have the entrances covered. All of them, she thought worriedly. They were just going to have to risk it.

Tessa was waiting for them right outside the door, a worried look on her face.

"Curtis wasn't there," she said before Ollie could tear into her for making her worry.

"I doubt he spends all day at the bar," Ollie assured her.

Tessa gave her a look.

"Okay, so maybe he does spend all day at the bar. Do you know where he lives?"

"The four hundred block."

"That's handy," Ollie muttered. "Because that's exactly the way we're leaving."

It had been a while since she had been inside the Denver Hidden, but she still remembered all the streets; she still knew all the pathways; she still knew the quickest way to get to the connecting door.

She headed that way, mind calculating and running down scenarios. She hadn't been able to get a hold of Doc earlier, so she needed a backup plan. She didn't have much in the way of assets, not unless they could find Tessa's troll. Ollie definitely wouldn't say no to having a troll on their side. Doc would be better, infinitely better; but if he was already caught up in something, she would make do with a troll.

She tried not to run. Running attracted attention, and they were already attracting enough of that. Three norm women, varying ages, rushing through the streets of the Hidden. They were definitely attracting attention.

Tessa couldn't explain why she was worried. She didn't even know Curtis; and besides that, she was certain he could handle himself.

Except she could still remember the look in Cadwel's eyes when he'd said that his sons had enjoyed killing the troll in his story.

It disgusted her that Virgil had worked with Cadwel. It disgusted her that if she had it to do over again, she would take Ollie's advice and lie. She wasn't enjoying this mad dash through the Hidden, wondering if there were wolves on their heels or wolves around the next turn.

They paused at the mouth of an alley. Ollie checked her watch. Ollie was always checking her watch, and every time she did, Tessa felt the noose tighten down on her neck. They were running out of time. They had no plan, and they were running out of time.

"Take this," Ollie said as she handed Tessa a belt with a holstered gun and an extra magazine. "You sure you know how to use it?"

"Yes," Tessa ground out. "Safety off, point, shoot, dead."

Ollie glared at her.

"Yes," Tessa said once more. "I remember how to use it."

"Good," Ollie replied. "Let's go."

They were less than a block away from the connecting door now, and Tessa wasn't sure why Ollie was moving so stealthily. It would have made more sense to run.

But then they reached the next corner, and Tessa saw exactly why they hadn't run.


Chapter 13
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"They moved a little faster than I had expected," Ollie said as she peeked around the corner.

"How many are there?" Gisele asked.

"Just three," Ollie replied.

"That's odd," Gisele murmured.

"It's just a scouting party," Ollie whispered back.

"But they're guarding the door," Tessa insisted.

"Not really. They'll probably let us go through, but then Cadwel will know where we are. There are probably more on the other side too. And once they have us in sight, it will be easy for them to stalk us and attack at their leisure."

Tessa hated the sound of that. "Is there another way out?" she asked.

"Besides the entrance we came through?" Ollie replied. "Not that I know of."

"How much is it worth to you?" a voice whispered.

Tessa swallowed her scream of surprise and whirled around, pistol in hand.

"That's an awfully big gun," the man standing behind her said flippantly. "Do you know how to use it?"

"Would you like to find out?" Tessa snarled.

"Sure. Go ahead and shoot me. Cadwel's wolves won't have any trouble finding you then."

He grinned widely, and Tessa had the sudden urge to kick him in the shin.

"I don't have any merlins left," Ollie said. "Will you take US dollars?"

"What good are US dollars?" he replied. "I live in the Hidden."

"How about an IOU?"

"Why are you negotiating with him?" Tessa demanded. "Just threaten him with one of your poison thingies!"

Ollie cast her a very irritated look and said firmly, "Two things. First thing, I do not ever threaten. I either kill or I don't kill. If I pull a gun, I have every intention of using it and do not hesitate to do so. Second thing, exactly how would you justify killing him?"

"I wasn't going to kill him. You were," Tessa said.

"Have you ever killed anyone?" Ollie asked.

Tessa shook her head, not sure how the conversation had circled back around to her and her lack of skills.

"I make it a rule not to kill someone unless they have it coming," Ollie said firmly. "He's clearly an ass, but if I went around killing every ass I met, there wouldn't be very many people left, would there?"

"I'd take offense," the man said easily, "but a duck's a duck."

"You're admitting that you're an ass?" Tessa growled.

"I'm admitting that I sell information. If you want to know where the back door is, you'll have to pay. And no I don't take IOUs."

"I have five merlins," Tessa said.

"Not enough," he shrugged.

"Damn it!" Tessa snapped. "You do realize that the Cadwels are planning to kill us?"

The man's impassive face didn't change one bit as he said, "But it's not really my fault that you chose to pick a fight with the Cadwels, is it?"

Ollie stepped a little closer to the man and said softly, "We'll give you five merlins as a down payment. How much do you want?"

"Three hundred. But what if you don't make it? Then I'd be out two hundred and ninety-five merlins."

"Technically, you'd be up five merlins," Gisele said.

"I don't do that kind of math. You had better hurry; I think they have your scent."

Tessa was going to kill him. He was too much of an ass. Other people were just a little bit assy; this man was the biggest ass of them all.

Ollie pulled a piece of paper from her pocket and started writing on it. "Look," she said. "Five merlins now. This is an IOU. If I die, take it to the norm hotel Dulcis Requiem, and they'll honor it. Okay?"

"You know Doc," the man stated, face briefly displaying displeasure. "I wish you would've started with that. Five merlins is good. Come on."

He turned around and headed the other way, and Tessa trotted behind him, irritation filling her.

"You wouldn't save us on your own, but Ollie throws out Doc's name, and suddenly you're a helpful beaver. What the hell is that about?"

"You have met him?" the man asked as he peeked around a corner, then hurried out onto the street.

This particular street was nearly deserted, but Tessa still felt like they were being watched. She glanced behind them nervously before saying, "Of course I have! He's a family friend," she lied.

"Then you should know," he said. "And if you don't, you don't know him very well."

"Ha! I know him well enough," she snapped. "I'm a detective. It's what I do."

He made a non-committal noise.

"I know all about you," Tessa insisted, not sure what she was doing. Neither her regular brain nor her detective brain was in charge right now. For some reason this man made her see red, and her mouth was out of control.

"I'm sure you do," he chuckled.

"Your cheekbones and facial structure suggests that you're of Roma descent," Tessa said.

There was the tiniest of hitches in his step, and Tessa grinned.

"Interesting," he allowed. "What else?"

"You're an artist."

"How do you figure?" he asked, but she knew from his tone of voice that she was right.

"You have ink on your hand and fingers, although not in the same pattern as a writer would."

"I see."

"Stop trying to impress the boy," Gisele chastised. "He's pretty enough, but he's not even remotely hunky. And even if he was, he's an ass, remember?"

"Maybe Tessa likes asses," Ollie said with a chuckle.

Tessa could feel her cheeks heating up. She tried to pinch her leg, but it did nothing to move the embarrassment away from her face.

"I wasn't trying to impress him," she hissed.

"I felt a little impressed," he admitted.

"Shut up!" she snapped. "Aren't we running from the Cadwels? Maybe you should all stay focused on that."

"I wasn't the one displaying my wares," Gisele snorted. "It would have been a very different conversation if I had been."

"Please tell me you're talking about your writing," Ollie pleaded.

"My writing's good enough," Gisele said. "But it pales in comparison to my—"

"Mother!" Ollie exclaimed.

"What?"

"You're embarrassing Tessa!"

"I'm not," Gisele insisted. "She's still blushing over her thing."

Tessa was beginning to wonder if she should just turn around and hand herself over to the Cadwels. It would definitely be less painful.

The man turned, wide grin on his face, amusement clear in his eyes, and said, "This is where we part paths, ladies. It's been an honor to serve you." He sketched a bow and added, "Julian LaRoche, Roma and artist, at your service."

"Ollie Swan," Ollie said. "Where's the exit?"

He placed his hand on something Tessa couldn't see and said, "It's right here. It'll pop you out onto a Denver street. A norm street, that is."

"Good enough," Ollie said as she grasped the invisible door handle. "Thank you, Julian."

"My pleasure," he replied.

Ollie opened the door and stepped through it. Gisele followed her, but when Tessa moved after them, Julian grasped her arm and held her back.

"What?" Tessa demanded, heart pounding.

"My five merlins, please, miss detective."

She growled irritably but pulled the coins from her pocket. "You really are an ass," she said as she held them out to him.

When he reached for them, she tilted her hand and the golden coins spilled onto the stones by their feet.

"Oops," she murmured.

"No worries," he shrugged. "It'll give me a better view of your backside as you leave."

She glared at him. He smiled back.

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

"You might change your mind," he said with a wink.

"No chance!"

"Tessa!" Ollie snapped from the other side of the door.

Tessa turned to leave, paused, glanced at Julian. He was watching her, eyebrow raised. She tossed her head, hoping it looked regal and not like she had a condition, and trounced through the door.

"Not the time," Ollie growled as she closed the door.

Tessa ignored that comment and said, "How come I can't see it?" She was staring at the wall where the door had been, but she didn't see anything that indicated there was a door there, Hidden or otherwise.

"Different kind of sight, I guess," Ollie murmured. "Or a different kind of glamour. I've heard rumors about such things. Come on; we need to hurry. We've no way of telling if they'll be watching the entrance of the four hundred block so we'll have to get to your troll a different way."

"Curtis!" Tessa said. "His name is Curtis."

"Yeah, Curtis," Ollie replied absently as she checked her watch. "We'll have to send him a message."

"Is that really your type, dear?" Gisele asked. "He was tall, but he wasn't very muscular. I always like a man with muscles."

"I don't know what you're talking about," Tessa replied, following Ollie down the street.

Ollie flagged down a taxi, and Gisele didn't say anything more until they were all three situated in the back seat of the car.

"He had a pretty smile, but he was a little money grubbing."

"I don't see how," Ollie broke in. "Tessa charges parents to look for their missing children; he was charging us to get out. There's really no difference."

Tessa stared at Ollie in shock, too hurt to argue.

"I'm sorry, Tessa," Ollie said quickly. "Maybe you don't charge for that."

"Virgil handled all that," Tessa said. "But we don't ever do pro bono cases," she added softly.

She'd never once considered why they charged parents who were looking for a lost child. Or why they charged to look for anyone. If someone was lost, it was their job to find them, wasn't it? Maybe they had never gotten a thanks because it was a little bit assy to charge for finding a lost person. They could hardly do it for free though, could they?

"It's a specialized skill," she argued. "Gisele charges for her books. Why shouldn't I charge for my skill too?"

"Why shouldn't Julian charge for his?" Ollie said. "We would have never found that door without him."

"Then we would have killed the three scouts and used the regular door," Tessa insisted.

"That was option number two," Ollie agreed. "I'm not trying to change you," she went on. "I don't care if you charge people; it's your business. I was just trying to help you see things from Julian's point of view."

"Thanks," Tessa murmured. "It's just what I always wanted. But you're wrong; it's not my business."

"What do you mean?" Ollie demanded.

"It's our business. The three of us. Graves, Graves, and Graves. If you don't want to charge people, don't charge them. I don't care what you do as long as we have enough to live off of. I just like solving puzzles."

Tessa shrugged, feeling a little awkward. She wasn't good at telling people she liked them, let alone that she needed them. Which she did. She needed Ollie and Gisele. She needed them desperately.

Ollie studied Tessa, trying to make certain she was serious. But she'd forgotten who she was talking to. This was Tessa. She didn't say something unless she meant it. She had always been that way. It was probably one of the reasons Virgil hadn't been able to fully include her. Tessa was too straightforward, and she simply didn't know how to lie or prevaricate.

"I'm between jobs at the moment," Ollie said, grinning widely. "So if you're willing to work with me, I'm happy to take the job."

"It isn't a job," Tessa replied. "Full partnership. The three of us. No lies, and no hiding things."

"I accept," Ollie said.

"Me too," Gisele spoke up. "Although I'm not entirely sure what I bring to the table."

"Oh, Grandma, you're our frontman."

"I've never been a frontman," Gisele said softly.

"You'll be brilliant at it," Tessa said. "All you have to do is listen to people and write down their problems."

"I like that," Gisele said.

"There's just one restriction," Tessa added.

"I don't like that," Gisele pouted.

"No reading to people," Ollie said, beating Tessa to it.

"Exactly," Tessa said.

"What if they ask to be read to?" Gisele demanded.

"They won't."

"Can I give them a bookmark?"

Tessa glanced at Ollie. Ollie shrugged.

"I guess," Tessa said.

"I accept," Gisele said loftily. "If we survive, I'll be your frontman."

If they survived.

Ollie bit her lip, worry filling her. She had to find a way out of this. She had just gotten Tessa back, and she wasn't about to lose her because of some stinking wolves.

"Think," she muttered softly. "Think."

Tessa looked at her, eyes full of worry, but she didn't say anything.

Gisele was writing something in her notebook, but Ollie knew it wouldn't be anything useful. Gisele was extraordinarily clever, but she wrote romances, not action books.

The most irritating thing was that the only good way, the only safe way, Ollie could see to get out of this whole thing was if a man swooped in and saved them. There was no way around it; she needed help. And the only person she could call on was Doc.


Chapter 14
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Ollie was pretty certain they weren't being followed, but she still walked past Dulcis once before she went inside.

A man with a wide smile greeted her long before she reached the desk.

"Good evening, miss!" he said cheerfully. "Welcome to Dulcis! My name is Winslow. How may I help you today?"

Ollie stopped and slid back one-half step. Winslow was a little too enthusiastic for her tastes.

"Is Jervis in?" she asked.

"I'm afraid not," he said, still smiling.

"Is Mr. Young in?" she asked, not sure if this man knew Doc's real name or not.

"No, miss."

Not good. Not good at all.

"Would you like to leave them a message?"

"No," Ollie said, already turning. "Thank you," she added over her shoulder, mind already working on a new plan.

She couldn't go inside the Hidden without alerting Cadwel, so whatever she did, she had to do it out here. First things first, she needed a witch.

She climbed back into the taxi.

"Do you know any witches?" she asked Tessa in French.  

"Yes," Tessa said slowly.

"Outside of the Hidden that we can contact?" Ollie clarified.

"No."

"You weren't gone long," Gisele pointed out.

"Doc wasn't there," Ollie said.

"Oh. So we're on our own then?"

"Yes."

"I think I'd rather you lied," Gisele murmured. "I quite liked the idea of him swooping in to save us from this fiasco."

"You would like that," Ollie said with a roll of her eyes.

"I'd write him without a shirt," Gisele went on. "He'd have a little sweat running down his back, and a little more on his chest so those lean muscles of his could glisten in the fading sunshine."

"Grandma!" Tessa exclaimed, cheeks red.

"Hush," Gisele chastised. "I'm not through. He'd get a wound, not a big one, just a cut on his lithe pectoral muscle, so that our heroine, in this case I suppose it can be Ollie, can touch him with trembling fingers to clean it. He'll grab her hand, gently of course, pull her onto his lap, and kiss her deeply. The kind of kiss you give someone when you've both defied death."

"Not bad," Ollie said. "But Doc doesn't get wounds. At least not wounds that last."

"That takes a little of the spark out of it," Gisele said. "I'll just base him on Doc."

"Aren't we in the middle of something?" Tessa said desperately.

"There's always time for romance, dear."

Ollie chuckled softly as she checked her watch. She wasn't sure what she was keeping track of right now, but it always helped her narrow her focus. They still had time. Plenty of time.

Since Ollie didn't know if Brett could speak French and she couldn't ask him in English for a witch in front of the taxi driver, she asked the driver to drop them off at Bardo Coffee House, one of the only coffee shops in Denver to stay open past afternoon.

After the three of them had sat down outside of it, Ollie pulled out her phone and called Brett.

"I need a witch," she said when he answered.

"Preference on type?" he asked.

"I don't care as long as they can send a message."

The Hidden was very specialized. Brett could acquire pretty much anything you wanted for a price. The Mortuary would dispose of any body for a price. Julian would get you information for a price. But if you asked them to do something outside of their wheelhouse, they wouldn't even consider it. Which was why she was handling things in such a roundabout way. 

"One message witch," Brett said. "Anything else?"

"No, but I am in a hurry."

"Rush jobs are double," Brett stated. "So that'll be sixteen hundred. Liam will charge you separately for services rendered." 

"Fine," Ollie said. "Have him meet me at Bardo in Wheatridge. I'll have a..." She trailed off as she looked around for something recognizable, then said rather grudgingly, "I'll have a pink ostrich feather in my hair."

"He'll be there."

Brett disconnected, and Ollie sent him his payment.

A loose plan was forming in her mind, but she'd like to have some muscle on her side before she set it into action.

Tessa watched with a frown as Ollie reached over and plucked the pink ostrich feather out of Gisele's purse.

"What are you doing?" Tessa demanded.

"Making sure Liam can find us," Ollie replied. "As much as it pains me," she added.

She stuck the ostrich feather over her ear, and Tessa almost laughed at the pained expression on her face.

"It was a little strange for Bennie to start up his acquisitions business in the first place," Gisele said suddenly.

"Why's that?" Tessa asked.

"He was a Worm, dear," Gisele said, as if that explained everything.

"And?"

"Worms always work in disposal services," Gisele replied.

"Obviously not," Tessa countered.

"It's their place in the ecosystem," Gisele said patiently. "Worms are in disposal; sprites encourage the trees and plants to grow; boglets maintain the bogs and make sure they don't overrun any one area."

"What's our place then?" Tessa asked.

"We don't have a place."

"Not this again," Ollie sighed. "I'd like to hear what happens to Duncan next, Gisele. Do you remember where you left off?"

"Of course I do," Gisele said. "Now hush, Tessa wants to know about the humans."

Tessa wasn't sure she did want to know about the humans. If Ollie would rather listen to Gisele read, it must be pretty bad.

"I have one more confession to make," Gisele admitted.

"Are you serious?" Tessa exclaimed. "I said no more lies!"

"It's not a lie, dear. It's an omission, and this is my last one."

"Fine," Tessa sighed. "What is it?"

"I also write historical fiction for cryptids."

"I'm sorry," Tessa murmured. "One more time?"

"Historical fiction for cryptids. Under the name G.G. Bachenhamer."

"Westerns, romances, and historical fiction," Tessa said. "Is that all?"

"Yes," Gisele said happily. "No," she added. "I've written a couple of self-help books, but those are for older people, dear, and you wouldn't be interested."

Tessa waited for it.

"Under the name G.B. Burford."

"Wait," Ollie suddenly said. "You write Westerns?"

"Just a few, dear. But you're both trying to distract me from the point."

Tessa and Ollie exchanged a glance.

"I interview cryptids from all over the world for my historical fictions, and there are several theories about how the species came to be. Some say that each portion of the earth birthed the species most suited to that area. Some say that there were nine mothers who birthed nine species, each one trying to find the perfect form for the spirit. The spirit refused to pick just one, and so the mothers tried again and again. They waged this war, birthing all the different species, until there was nothing left of them, and they withered away."

Gisele made a gesture and said, "There are a few other origin myths, but that one's my favorite, and there's a variation of it. One that tells the origin of the humans. All nine mothers collapsed, completely drained from having birthed so many species in such a short time. They slowly died, watching as their species competed against each other, just as the mothers had competed amongst themselves. One of the mothers didn't die though."

Gisele paused. She was famous for her dramatic pauses. Tessa rolled her eyes and motioned for Gisele to go on.

"You're no fun," Gisele said with a pout. "The last mother had the energy to birth one more species. Just one more. And she thought that since all the other mothers were dead, this was her chance to create the perfect species, the perfect species for the spirit to inhabit. A species that would rule over all the other species."

Gisele's face softened, and she looked genuinely sad.

"She had a choice in that moment," Gisele explained. "She could have used what was left of her life force to revive her sisters, but she didn't. She used it to birth one final species, the humans.

"She died before she saw them, and how she would have wept if she had. They were weak in comparison to the others. They had no strength, no powers, nothing. They were naked and cold and alone.

"If it hadn't been for the mercy of the other creatures, for the mercy of the cryptids, humanity would have died right there next to their mother. But they didn't. They were saved by the others. Saved and trained, and when they were strong enough, when they had stolen all the knowledge and strength that they could, they turned on the others, just as their mother had done."

Tessa stared at Gisele in horror. "That's your favorite version of the story?" she asked. "That's awful."

"And by all accounts, true," Gisele said cheerfully.

"But... I don't... Really?" Tessa stammered.

Gisele shrugged and said, "I heard a variation of that tale from two different indigenous cryptids who lived continents apart."

"Still," Tessa muttered, not sure her mind could deal with many more shifts in paradigm right now. "But how does that explain why humans have no place in the ecosystem?"

"You just had to ask," Ollie muttered. "I'll go get us some coffee."

Gisele waited until Ollie was gone, then she said, "When their mother birthed them, she birthed them to rule. She gave them no purpose other than to crush the other species under their heel, and that is exactly what they have done. They have crushed the entire world under their heel."

Ollie was right; she shouldn't have asked.

Tessa sat back in her chair, mind categorizing Gisele's story. There were parts of it that didn't make logical sense. But fairy tales were like that. It was hard to parse the truth. Invariably, there was always some truth; it was just hard to figure out which bit was which.

"Drink up," Ollie said as she sat back down. "It might be the last coffee we ever have."

Tessa's stomach dropped, and she stared at Ollie, fear filling her.

"That was tactless, dear," Gisele chided.

"Sorry," Ollie sighed. "I'm lacking in the tact department today."

"Do you really think we're going to die?" Tessa asked softly.

She had thought they were going to several times now, but if Ollie thought they were too...

"No," Ollie said. She flinched and said, "If I'm not lying, maybe. Three hundred is a lot. It's not too bad if you're hunting them, but it's a lot if they're hunting you. I'm a little low in the resources department, so I'm just kind of making it up as I go along. The imps gave me one to one hundred and fifty odds though," she added, trying to smile.

"That's bad, right?" Tessa asked.

"Pretty bad," Ollie admitted. "Better than the three hundred to one they started with though."

"Oh," Tessa murmured. "Didn't you have a team or something? Can't you call them?"

"No," Ollie said. "That's not how it works. They're similar to the Magistratus in a lot of ways. And furthermore, we usually cleaned up messes; we didn't prevent them."

Tessa nodded, then she said, "I'm sorry."

"For what?" Gisele asked.

"For getting us into this mess. I should have thought it out first; it never occurred to me that Cadwel wouldn't accept my no. I just thought it was a job, and I didn't want to do it, and that was my right."

"You're very young, dear," Gisele said forgivingly. "And you have a very skewed view of the world."

Tessa wasn't sure that made her feel any better.

Gisele wrapped her hand around Tessa's and said, "When you were eight, you started training yourself to see things. How many colors? What patterns? How many people? You trained yourself to hear things. What did he say? How did he say it? Did he have an accent?"

She smiled at Tessa before saying, "And you trained yourself to put everything together to complete the puzzle, whatever that may be. But life, people, societies, they aren't two dimensional, Tessa. They have form, and they move. You never taught yourself that. No one ever taught you. But you still have time to learn."

"Maybe," Tessa whispered. "Maybe I have time."

She didn't say anything more because a man was approaching their table.

"You called for a witch?" he murmured when he was near.

"Sit," Ollie said. "I'm Ms. Swan."

"Liam," he replied as he sat. "But you already knew that."

"This is the kind of man you should be trying to impress," Gisele said admiringly. "He's definitely hunky."

Heat rushed to Tessa's face once more, and she pinched her leg as hard as she could. This time it worked.

"Thank you," Liam said pleasantly to Gisele. "That means a lot coming from such a lovely lady as you."

Gisele twittered softly.

"I'm afraid I'm already married though," he added, smiling at Tessa as well. "Been with the love of my life for over seventy-five years now."

"How lovely," Gisele sighed.

This was one of the reasons Tessa hated witches. Just like Doc, it was impossible to tell how old they were. Humans other than Gisele were easy to pinpoint. Witches, vampires, shamans, they could look as young as they wanted to.

"Can you send a message into the Hidden?" Ollie asked.

"Yes; who's it going to?"

"I'm trying to reach a man, a troll," Ollie added, with a pointed look at Tessa.

"His name is Curtis Nash," Tessa said. "He lives in the four hundred block."

"Should be easy enough," Liam shrugged. "What do you want it to say?"

Ollie cleared her throat. "Well," she said slowly. "How much would it cost for you to keep this between us?"

"Not anything more," Liam said. "I keep all my messages private."

"Even if the Cadwels are involved?" Ollie asked.

"Especially if the Cadwels are involved," Liam replied.

"Excellent," Ollie said. She checked her watch and glanced up at the sky. Tessa wasn't sure what she saw, but whatever it was, she didn't like it because she frowned.

Ollie looked back at Liam and said, "The message needs to say, Cadwel is out for blood. We're going to lure them into the six hundred block. Meet us by the library at five o'clock in the morning. Tessa."

"Tessa?" Tessa demanded.

"He doesn't know me, does he?" Ollie asked.

"You're starting a fight with Cadwel?" Liam said. "Just the three of you?"

"And Curtis," Ollie reminded him. "The troll."

"I wish you luck," he said.

"I don't need luck," Ollie muttered. "I need Doc."

She kept saying that, and Tessa knew why. As ridiculous as it sounded, Doc was worth way more than three hundred wolves. If Doc was with them, they could just walk right in. But Doc wasn't with them. He was unreliable, she thought bitterly. He always had been.

"How much for the message?" Ollie asked.

"Three hundred."

Ollie reached into her bag and pulled out a wad of cash. "Here," she said.

"That's more than three hundred," Liam replied.

"Keep it."

"Thank you, and Aine be with you," he said as he stood. "I'll get your message sent," he added. Then he bowed over Gisele's extended hand and walked away.

"Now we just need a place to spend the night," Ollie muttered. "The Cadwels mostly keep to the Hidden, but if they're on the hunt, they'll come out. Especially at night," she added as she glanced up at the sky again. "They use scent to hunt, so we need to go someplace where there are a lot of people."

"Is that why you keep checking your watch?" Tessa asked. "To see how much daylight we have left?"

"Maybe," Ollie admitted. "The Sixteenth Street Mall or the rail?"

"The mall," Gisele said. "I have an idea."

A taxi pulled up in front of them, and Ollie said, "That's our ride."

When they were on the road once more, Tessa said, "How can they possibly track us? We've been in and out of vehicles all day. Surely they can't really follow our scent."

"We once had a wolf shifter on our team," Ollie said. "He tracked a man all the way from Russia to Egypt. The man flew half the way and drove the other half. When we finally caught up to him, he was inside a dance hall. I don't know how they do it, but it's almost impossible to shake one."

"If they're anything like vampires though," Gisele said. "They should have one or two sensory weaknesses."

"Such as?" Ollie asked.

"Catnip," Gisele announced happily.

"Catnip?" Tessa repeated, not sure she'd heard correctly.

"Catnip. It wreaks havoc on their senses, overwhelms them a little and makes it hard to zero in on specific scents."

"And you know this how?" Tessa demanded.

"It came up while I was doing research for my novel about the vampire goblin war."

"There was a vampire and goblin war?" Tessa asked.

"Not here. In Italy, about 1635. They had overpopulated a small area in northern Italy and were competing for resources. Vampires don't have to kill their food source, but goblins hadn't figured out how to make that work yet. So they had a nice little battle to try and solve it."

"Who won?" Ollie asked.

"The vampires, dear," Gisele said, tone saying far more than that. "The goblins had to adapt, or evolve some might say."

"Back to the catnip," Tessa said.

"I never left the catnip," Gisele replied. "You're the one who got distracted."  

"Sorry, Gran... Gisele."

"As I was saying," Gisele said pointedly. "Catnip overwhelms their senses. There's a lovely little health food store in the mall now. We'll just pop in, buy a couple bottles of catnip oil, and spread it all over the streets. Then we'll buy some new clothes, spray ourselves with a... What are those called?" Gisele snapped her fingers, then said happily, "Deodorizer sprays! That's it! Then we get in another taxi and ride out of town."

"That might actually work," Ollie said thoughtfully. "I don't have a better plan, so we'll make it work."

"Catnip oil," Tessa murmured. "I can't believe it all comes down to catnip oil."


Chapter 15
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They did things exactly as Gisele suggested, and that's how they ended up out in Westminster by the time it was dark.

"I smell like candied orange," Tessa complained as Ollie unlocked their first-floor hotel room door.

"It's better than smelling like blood," Gisele pointed out.

Ollie reserved comment. She wasn't entirely sure if Gisele's plan would work or not, but it was either this or drive around the city all night long, and if she was going to have to fight three hundred rabid wolves, she wanted a little sleep first.

She checked the hotel room window. It was sealed, but a little work with her knife loosened it up so that she could easily push it out when it was time.

"I'm going to walk the perimeter," she said after she had finished with the window.

Tessa was already in the shower, and Gisele was changing clothes. Ollie didn't blame them for being oblivious. If she believed they'd be safe on their own, she would leave them behind and deal with Cadwel herself. But she wasn't sure they would be safe; and she also knew that they could both hit a target, which was more than some of the people on her team had been able to do.

She checked the lobby, surreptitiously placing a mini camera on one of the oversized vases scattered about so she could keep an eye on the front door. When she was done in the lobby, she placed another camera in the hallway near their room facing the exit. Then she went outside and walked around the building.

She found their window from the outside and stuck two cameras on a nearby tree so she could see along the building in both directions.

Cameras set, she prowled around the hotel one more time, but all was quiet, just as she'd known it would be. The Cadwels hadn't caught up with them yet, and Ollie hoped that the catnip oil would gain them until early morning, but even if it didn't, they should be able to get a few hours of rest.

She reasoned that it would be a scouting party that sniffed them out, and she could handle a scouting party. All she had to do was see them as soon as they saw her.

She grabbed a large stick off the ground and carried it with her into the hotel. Once she was inside their room, she shoved the stick under the door handle and kicked it until it was wedged tightly against the floor.

That would hold them off for a minute, maybe more. All she needed was enough time to push out the window and surprise the wolves that would be on the other side.

"I'm going to sleep," Ollie said as she pulled up the cameras on her phone. "Watch this," she ordered Gisele. "Do not take your eyes off of it, even to write a note. Wake me if you see anyone."

"Anyone at all?" Gisele asked. "Because there's a woman walking down the hallway right now."

Ollie sighed. "Just use your imagination," she said. "Does that woman look like she's searching for someone?"

"No."

"Is it just her or are there others in the lobby and right outside our window?"

"Just her," Gisele answered.

"Probably not a problem then."

Ollie checked her watch. It was just now ten.

"Tell Tessa to sleep when she gets out of the shower. In two hours, wake her, and have her take over. Tell her to wake me at two in the morning, okay?"

"Got it," Gisele said.

Ollie took a drink of water and fell onto the bed. She was exhausted. Maybe she was getting old. She didn't ever remember feeling so tired before. Or maybe it was just the stress of trying to keep Gisele and Tessa alive.

She couldn't think about it now though. She needed to sleep so she was ready to fight when they came. They would come. She knew they would come. She was planning on it.

"You're supposed to sleep," Gisele said when Tessa finally came out of the shower.

"What are you doing?"

"Keeping an eye on the monitor," Gisele replied. "Sleep. I'll wake you in a few hours, and you can take over."

She could tell Tessa wanted to argue about something, but she didn't. She just nodded and lay down on the other bed.

Gisele took her eyes off the screen just long enough to watch them for a second. Those were her girls. The detective and the warrior. She grinned, noticing the differences between them.

Ollie had gone to bed fully dressed; she even had her shoes on. She was ready for anything. She hadn't even taken off her guns.

Tessa, on the other hand, was just wearing her underwear and a tank top. If it all went to hell, Tessa was going to feel really silly running around in such a skimpy outfit. It would make a great scene for a book, but it was probably a good thing Tessa hadn't taken her advice about sleeping nude.

Gisele chuckled softly as she imagined Tessa running around the room naked, shrieking at the top of her lungs. Gisele couldn't imagine Ollie shrieking. It just wasn't her nature.

It amazed her that she had given birth to such an incredible woman. Ollie was strong; she was lithe; she was clever. She didn't need a man to save her, not like Gisele's heroines did.

A brilliant idea occurred to her, but she resisted the urge to pull out her notebook and write it down. Ollie had told her not to take her eyes off the screen.

She'd remember it though. She was going to write a book about Ollie.

"Get up."

"It's not time," Tessa murmured, turning over and hugging the pillow to her chest.

The pillow was suddenly gone, and then it was hitting her over the head.

"Get up!" Gisele ordered.

"I'm up," Tessa grumbled.

She sat up and looked around the room. Then she remembered where they were and why.

"I was kinda hoping it was a dream," she murmured.

"Sorry," Gisele said. "You're supposed to watch the screen. Faithfully. Don't take your eyes off of it. If something happens, if someone comes along, wake Ollie."

"Okay," Tessa said as she rolled off the bed.

She didn't want to get up, but she knew they needed her. She took the phone from Gisele and glanced at it. There were four pictures, and right now nothing was moving. Not even the clerk behind the counter.

"Got it," she said.

"Wake Ollie up at two," Gisele added.

"Okay," Tessa said.

She slumped in the chair and stared at the screen. There was still nothing moving. She glanced at the clock. It was midnight. She had to watch a silent unmoving screen for two more hours. She should have gotten some coffee to go. A lot of coffee to go.

She stared at the screen. Blinked. Stared at the screen. Nothing changed. She glanced around the room. Ollie and Grandma were both sleeping. Grandma was snoring a little, but Tessa would never tell her that.

She glanced back at the screen. Nothing.

She looked at the clock. Twelve oh two.

"Holy shit," she whispered. "This is awful."

She wasn't one of those detectives who went on stakeouts. She was always moving. Always. Except right now.

She stared at the screen until her eyes began to water. She blinked. She stared. She blinked. She glanced at the clock. Twelve oh four.

She stood and started pacing, phone in hand, eyes on the screen. She could do this. She could watch the goddamn monitor for two measly hours. Gisele had done it; so could she.

As she paced, random phrases and things Virgil used to say popped into her head.

"You shouldn't take your aunt too seriously, Tessa. She never could focus on anything for very long."

That had been his response when Ollie had come home with a new car and Tessa had wanted to know what happened to the last one.

"She does tend to ramble, doesn't she? I think she's going a bit senile."

He'd said that about Gisele after she had asked why Tessa couldn't stay home for the summer. Virgil had never let Tessa stay home for the summer, not after he'd taken her to Denver with him.

"Trolls are stupid creatures. They're very strong though, and they'll do as they're told."

That wasn't true at all. Curtis was smart. Clever, even. And he'd straight up said that he wasn't good at following orders.

"Imps are filthy."

"Vampires are no better than leeches."

"Friends are for people who don't work, Tessa."

"Work is more important than play. Play is for the peasants, to keep them docile. We don't need sedated though. Do we, Tessa?"

"Listen to me. I am right. Always listen to me."

Tessa froze. That hadn't been Virgil's voice. It was another voice. There was another voice inside her head. A voice she didn't recognize.

She replayed the sentence. She could hear the tones, but they told her nothing. It was a man, but she couldn't tell if he was old or American or anything. She couldn't tell anything.

She searched her mind for more things the voice had said. She remembered everything anyone ever told her, even if she didn't know she remembered it. So if this man had spoken to her more than once, she should be able to find the memory of it.

"Listen to me. I am right. Always listen to me."

The tone was like steel, and it sliced through her. Even now, even just hearing it in her memory, she believed it. Only she didn't. She couldn't tell anything from his tone except one thing. He was lying.

Another phrase speared through her mind.

"Do not question Virgil. He is your father. Do not question him."

Tessa gasped. She was questioning Virgil, and she wasn't supposed to question Virgil. What was she doing? How could she have stained Virgil's name like this? It wasn't too late. She could still apologize to Cadwel. She could give him the case notes or even finish the case herself. She hadn't killed the wolves. Ollie had. Cadwel should be mad at Ollie, not her.

Tessa shook her head violently. Those weren't her thoughts. She would never hang Ollie out to dry. Not ever. And she wasn't wrong for questioning Virgil. She wasn't. She knew she wasn't. Virgil was wrong. Virgil was a liar. The voice in her head was a liar.

Pain lanced through her head at the thought, and a sense of unease filled Tessa. How could Virgil be wrong? He was right. He was always right.

"No!" she hissed. He wasn't. Virgil wasn't right to work for the Cadwels. He hadn't been right to hide things from her. He wasn't right.

Gisele snorted in her sleep, startling Tessa. She jerked upright, suddenly noticing that her hand was limp at her side, phone barely grasped. She hadn't been watching the monitor.

She quickly brought up her hand and scanned the four images. Nothing. There was nothing there.

She had to stay focused. She couldn't think about Virgil or the voice. She could only think about the screen.

She started singing softly. Doc had once told her that the easiest way to keep track of time was to memorize a poem and repeat it, knowing exactly how long it took you to do it. She'd never found a poem she liked well enough to memorize, but when she was eleven she had heard a story song about a man named Tom Dooley. It took her about three minutes to sing through the song so if she sang it through about thirty-six times, it would be two o'clock.

Tessa sighed heavily. Either she was even worse at math than she thought she was, or she should have learned a longer song.

Ollie was already awake when Tessa came to shake her. She'd learned years ago that if she told her body when she wanted it to wake up, it would do it without fail.

"I didn't see anything," Tessa said as she handed Ollie back her phone.

"I didn't think that you would," Ollie replied. "Get dressed before you lay back down. Put on your shoes and your gun."

"Why?" Tessa asked.

"It won't be long now," Ollie replied.

She expected them within the next hour. It might be longer, but she'd never known a wolf shifter not to find their prey.

"They're coming here?" Tessa asked breathlessly. "Are you sure? What about the catnip?"

"I'm sure it helped for a while," Ollie said.

"What will we do when they get here?" Tessa asked.

"Climb out the window and kill any of them who get in our way."

"Oh," Tessa said.

"Did you expect something more elaborate?" Ollie asked with a grin.

"Maybe," Tessa admitted.

"Sorry."

Tessa shrugged. But she obeyed Ollie and got dressed before she lay back down.

Ollie ignored her, keeping her attention on the monitor. It wouldn't be long now. She knew it wouldn't be long. And she hadn't lied to them. Not really. They were worried about being found, but being found wasn't such a bad thing. Being found could be a very good thing if you were trying to control where the fight took place.

That was why Ollie had made sure to step in a puddle of catnip oil right before they had climbed into the taxi and headed to Westminster. She wanted them to come.

She knew Tessa and Gisele would worry though, so she hadn't said anything. And besides that, Ollie wasn't used to apprising others of her plans; she just told people what to do and when to do it.

Tessa would be angry if she found out, and maybe she would have a right to be angry. But Tessa would just have to learn to trust her because Ollie's plans didn't usually sound very good out loud, but they almost always worked. She refused to think about the times they hadn't.

Her eyes moved from one camera to the next, waiting for movement. So far there was none. The receptionist was sleeping, and nobody else was out and about.

She minimized the window and checked her text messages. Still no word from Doc. He could be anywhere, doing anything. Especially if Jervis had gone with him. It looked as if they were on their own.

Ollie had worked with plenty of competent people over the years, and she was still on speaking terms with most of them. She could have made a few calls yesterday and had a small team by morning. But a small team wouldn't make much difference. Not against the Cadwels. It was a Hail Mary play, and she wasn't going to sacrifice anyone else just to save her own life.

Curtis was different. When he'd protected Tessa, he had signed his own death warrant. He was as dead as they were if they didn't win.

She switched the screen back to her cameras. Still nothing.

There was no movement for another hour and a half; but then, just when Ollie was getting frustrated, two men walked into the lobby. The taller one tilted his head and sniffed. The Cadwels had finally arrived.

Ollie jumped to her feet and ran to the beds. "Wake up," she hissed as she shook Gisele. "It's time."

"My fans will have to wait," Gisele murmured. "I haven't had my beauty sleep yet."

"Mother!" Ollie snapped. "Get up! The wolves are here."

Gisele sat upright. "Wolves?"

"Yes, wake Tessa. And be quiet!"

Ollie continued to watch the monitor, waiting.

The two men in the lobby walked to the hallway. Ollie had made sure to leave them a clear trail. She had only walked down their first floor hallway; she hadn't gone anywhere else inside.

The men turned down the hallway, and one of them spoke. Ollie tried to read his lips, but he wasn't fully human, and his lips weren't moving right.

The exit door at the end of the hallway opened, and two more wolves stepped inside, but still she waited. She was waiting for the ones outside to show up.

Tessa whispered something, but Ollie was too focused to respond. Come on, she thought. I know you're out there.

A pair of grey shadows suddenly appeared on one of the outside cameras. Then another pair.

Ollie waited another minute, allowing the wolves plenty of time to get into place. As best she could tell, there were four mostly human wolves in the hallway and six full wolves outside the window. They were poised and waiting, ready to pounce.

It was time to leave.

"We're going through the window," Ollie mouthed.

Gisele nodded.

Tessa opened her mouth; Ollie pressed her finger against her lip. Wolves had excellent hearing.

She held up six fingers and pointed outside. Gisele nodded again and pulled the gun Ollie had given her earlier from her handbag. 

Tessa's face was white, and Ollie knew that although Tessa could hit the bullseye in target practice, she'd probably never shot a living creature before. She couldn't help her with that. It was just something you had to go through.

She pointed at her duffle bag and pointed at Tessa. Tessa nodded.

"Follow me," Ollie mouthed.

She crept towards the window from the side. The light was on in the room, and the wolves outside would see her the second she was at the window. She would have to be quick.

She crawled along the wall under the window and paused, taking a deep breath. This was just like any other mission. There wasn't any more or less at stake. She was going to complete it, just like she always did; and by this time tomorrow, she'd be sleeping in her own bed again.

She glanced at her watch. Twenty-four hours. She had twenty-four hours to wrap this up. It was an arbitrary number, but it gave her a goal. By three forty-five tomorrow morning, she'd be home.

She readied her body, and she jumped. She hit the window with both hands, popping it out of its frame, and then she was through the window and out onto the grass.

She rolled to her feet, a gun in both hands, and started shooting; but she only shot two of them before they reached her. One of them pounced on her, and they fell to the ground. Teeth tore at her arm, but she managed to move her other hand enough to pull the trigger.

The wolf reared back and howled in pain, and she was able to bring her gun around in front of her and fire again. Blood burst from his chest, but he didn't drop, just snarled and lunged for her throat.

She moved her arm to block her throat, gasping in pain when his teeth sunk into her flesh. With her other hand she pressed her gun against the wolf's side and emptied the magazine into his chest.

He collapsed on top of her, teeth still buried in her arm. Ollie dropped her gun and leveraged open the dead wolf's mouth. Once she was free, she rolled out from under him, snatched up her guns and quickly scanned the area. All the wolves were dead.  

Gisele shoved her gun back into her handbag and rushed towards Ollie, expression worried. "You're bleeding." 

"We need to move," Ollie replied as she switched out her magazine. "Get Tessa."

She couldn't be sure, but it looked as if Tessa had frozen. She was standing there, gun in her hand, face a mask of shock. Any other time, Ollie would have tried to help her through it; but right now, they needed to get the hell out of here.

Pain was pulsing through Ollie's arm, but she ignored it as she headed towards the front of the building. A man rounded the corner in front of them, and Ollie shot him in the head. She glanced behind them, immediately spotting the wolf. She aimed and fired, and the wolf dropped to the ground.

She quickly faced forward once more, knowing she couldn't take her eyes off either direction for very long. The path around the building was still clear, and that bothered her. The other wolves must have heard the gunfire; what were they waiting for?  

A gunshot sounded beside her, and she whirled around, relief filling her when she saw it was Gisele who had fired. A wolf had been crawling through the window, but Gisele had killed him before he had even reached the grass.

"That's three of the wolves from inside," Ollie said. "There should be one more, and probably a few more around the front."

She quickened her pace, glancing backwards often to make sure there wasn't a wolf behind them. She paused for a moment when they reached the corner of the building. She had no idea what was out there. There could be none; there could be a hundred. If she had had more cameras, she would have put one up front; but she hadn't, and so she had made do. She wished she had asked the imps for just one more favor, but it was too late now.

She raised her gun and stepped around the corner. Three wolves rushed her. She fired, but they were faster, and there were no lights on this side of the building so she missed. Just before the wolves reached her, she dropped her guns and pulled her knife.

She lunged forward, crashing into one before it could tackle her. They tumbled across the ground; and as they rolled, Ollie stabbed the wolf over and over and over. When they came to a halt, the wolf was dead.

Ollie shimmied free of the corpse only to have another wolf clamp his teeth into her shoulder and rip her backwards. Ollie quickly switched her grip on her knife from a reverse grip to a hammer grip and stabbed over her shoulder into the top of his skull. He fell, dragging her to the ground with him.      

Ollie gasped in pain. Everything hurt, and she'd already lost more blood than she cared to. She had to keep moving though. It was imperative that she keep moving.

She wiggled her fingers between the wolf's teeth and pulled up as hard as she could. His jaw opened, and she pulled her shoulder free, hissing as pain shot through her body.

She rolled to her knees and glanced up, grinning when she saw that Gisele was standing with her back to Ollie, guarding her.

"Thanks for watching my back," Ollie said as she wrenched her knife free from the wolf's skull.

"Someone has to do it," Gisele replied, sparing Ollie a quick glance. "Are you alright?"

"I'll live."

Ollie sheathed her knives and grabbed her guns.

"Is that all of them?" she asked as she joined Gisele.

"I think so," Gisele replied, lips thin.

Tessa was still frozen, and Ollie grabbed her arm and pulled her towards the parking lot.

"You need to snap out of it," Ollie said firmly. "I need you to drive."

Tessa didn't immediately respond, and when she did, her voice was wobbly. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "I... I..."

"Put your gun away," Ollie said when they reached the black Suburban sitting in front of the hotel.

Tessa didn't respond.

"Look at me," Ollie said. She grabbed the sides of Tessa's face and forced her to look at her. "You're fine. Everything is going to be fine. But I need you to drive. Drive to the four hundred block. Can you do that for me?"

Tessa nodded, but her eyes were still glazed.

"I'm sorry about this," Ollie said just before she slapped Tessa hard across the face.

There were tears in Tessa's eyes when she looked back at Ollie, but at least the shock was gone.

"I'm sorry," Ollie said once more. "I need you, Tessa. I need you to drive."

"I can do it," Tessa whispered. "I'm sorry."

"It's fine," Ollie insisted.

Ollie opened the driver's door and checked the ignition, relaxing slightly when she saw that the keys were there. She had figured they would be. Wolves didn't expect people to steal from them. And most people wouldn't have been stupid enough to, but Ollie wanted something that would be easy for the wolves to trace.

She took the duffle bag from Tessa's cold hands and shoved her towards the driver's seat.

"Ollie!" Gisele cried out.

Ollie started to turn, but the wolf was already on her, dragging her to the ground. She dropped the bag, snatched one of her syringes, and stabbed the wolf in the neck. It was dead by the time they hit the pavement.

"So that's what the two seconders do," Gisele murmured as she helped Ollie crawl free of the corpse. "I was meaning to ask."

"One, two," Ollie said, attempting to grin. The pain was intense, but it was swiftly fading, being replaced by numbness. She hated the numbness. 

She hefted the duffle bag and climbed into the backseat.

"There's a first aid kit in the bottom of the bag," she told Gisele.

And then she let go. The blackness crashed into her, pulling her under and taking her away from the pain, away from the numbness.

The last thing she heard was Gisele whispering, "Momma's here, baby girl."


Chapter 16
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Tessa swallowed a sob as she pulled out of the hotel parking lot. She wasn't going to cry, no matter what. She was so ashamed of herself that she felt sick inside, but Ollie needed her. Ollie needed her, and she would do this.

She wasn't sure what had happened. She had had the gun in her hand, and she'd made up her mind to use it. She'd stepped outside behind Gisele and immediately seen the wolf tearing into Ollie. She'd raised her gun, intent on killing the wolf, but she hadn't been able to get a clear shot. They had been moving too much, and she was afraid she would hit Ollie instead.

And she had frozen. She'd gotten stuck in her indecision and fear and just stood there, watching as Ollie was mauled. She had just stood there and watched as Gisele had killed the other wolves. She hadn't moved once. Hadn't fired a single shot. Hadn't done anything.

She had gotten them into this mess, and she hadn't done a single thing to help them. And now Ollie was bleeding, maybe even dying.

"Is she okay?" Tessa managed to whisper.

"She'll be fine," Gisele replied. "The wounds are deep, but there was plenty of yarrow in the kit. I packed everything with it, and she's already stopped bleeding."

"I'm sorry," Tessa said.

If she said it a million more times, it wouldn't be enough.

Gisele didn't respond, but Tessa needed her to respond, needed Gisele to tell her that everything was going to be all right.

"Please, Grandma," Tessa pleaded, feeling unbelievably young and foolish.

"What do you want me to say? If Ollie had died, I would be furious at you. She needed you. I needed you. She said it's fine, but it's not. We're Graves, Graves, and Graves, and you hung us out to dry," Gisele stated.

Her voice was cold and calculated; Tessa would have preferred to be yelled at. She would have preferred Gisele to scream and rant and rave. The coldness was far worse. The coldness frightened her. What if they left her alone? What if they decided she wasn't worth their love?

"You made a mistake," Gisele added, tone a little less sharp. "You've seen what happens when you make a mistake. Don't do it again."

Tessa couldn't speak; she was too angry at herself to speak. Ollie was hurt because of her.

"Do we have enough gas to drive around the city for a bit?" Gisele asked.

Tessa glanced at the gauge before saying, "Yes."

"What time is it?"

"Just after four," Tessa replied.

"That's cutting it close," Gisele sighed. "I wanted to give her some time to rest, but I guess we should go straight to the four hundred block. Ollie told the troll to meet us there at five."

"Alright," Tessa said.

"I still love you, dear," Gisele said softly. "Just because I'm mad at you doesn't mean I don't love you."

A tear managed to escape.

"I love you too, Grandma," Tessa whispered.

She wouldn't freeze again. She wouldn't. She had let them down once, twice if you counted pissing off Cadwel in the first place, and she would never, ever do it again.

She drove silently until she reached the Denver street that held the entrance to the four to six hundred blocks of the Hidden. There were no other vehicles, so she parked right in front of the entrance and said, "We're here."

"What time is it?"

"Four-forty."

"I'll wake her up," Gisele said regretfully.

Tessa held her breath. She hadn't seen Ollie's wounds, but she had been covered in blood. What if she didn't wake up?

"Ollie," Gisele said. "Wake up."

"I'm up," Ollie murmured. "Are we there?"

Relief filled Tessa, and she had to fight back tears once more. Ollie was alive. She wouldn't have been able to live with it if she had gotten Ollie killed.

"We're there," Gisele said.

"Are there any guards?" Ollie asked as she struggled to sit upright.

She made a hiss of pain, and Tessa flinched. She wished she could take away Ollie's pain. It should be her pain, not Ollie's.

"I don't see any," Gisele said. "Do you, Tessa?"

"I don't see anyone," Tessa replied after she had scanned the area. "But that doesn't mean there's no one there."

"Good enough," Ollie said.

She moved across the seat, opened the door, and stepped out onto the sidewalk. Tessa and Gisele joined her; and even in the dim light of pre-morning, Tessa could see that Ollie was pale.

"It's not the worst injury I've ever gotten in the field," Ollie said when Gisele started to fuss over her. "This one time—"

"I'd rather not hear about it, dear," Gisele broke in. "At least not right now."

"I'm sorry," Tessa said once more.

Ollie looked at her and said, "You froze. It happens. Carry the bag," she added.

Tessa nodded. She had been hoping Ollie would say something more, that Ollie would tell her how to make sure it never happened again, but she hadn't.

Ollie headed for the entrance, and Tessa picked up the bag and followed her.

"Won't it make it easy for them to find us, leaving their car right there?" Gisele asked.

"Yes," Ollie said grimly.

"But isn't that..." Gisele trailed off. "Oh," she murmured. "I see. This was your plan all along, wasn't it?"

"Pretty much," Ollie admitted.

"Why didn't you just tell us?"

"It doesn't sound very good when you say it out loud," Ollie replied. "What we're going to do is lure the scouting wolves to a location, kill them, steal their vehicle so they can track us easier, hope the troll is waiting for us at the library like we asked, and kill the small army they send after us."

"You're right," Gisele stated. "That sounds like a horrible plan."

"The first part worked," Ollie said with a shrug.

If they lived through this, Tessa was going to hug Ollie, and then she was going to kill her. What kind of plan was that? It was an awful plan; that's what it was.

It was just too bad that Tessa couldn't think of anything better. She wasn't a fighter; she was a detective. Detectives pieced things together; they didn't plot out how to topple wicked shapeshifting families.

"Why are we going to the library?" Tessa asked as they stepped through the Hidden doorway onto a quiet and empty street.

"Well," Ollie said. "It's like this, you'd probably rather not know."

"Why?"

"It's really better if you just trust me."

That did not inspire Tessa with the confidence she would have liked. Not one little bit. But since she didn't have any other options, she followed Ollie through the quiet streets towards the library.

For someone who had been very recently mauled by multiple wolves, Ollie moved with surprising quickness; and in a matter of minutes, they reached the library.

"I should have specified an entrance," Ollie muttered as she looked up at the huge ornate facade.

The library was one of the Hidden's witch sponsored buildings, and as such it reflected their status. The walls were made of pure marble, and there were so many intricate carvings in them, that you could get lost trying to make them all out. At seven stories, it was also one of the tallest buildings in the Hidden.

Whenever Tessa had free time, which wasn't often, she spent it in the library reading. If she had been allowed to take any of the books home with her, she would have read so much more, but Hidden books weren't allowed to leave the Hidden.

She didn't like the idea of fighting a battle here. She didn't want to damage the library or the books, but she assumed Ollie had another really bad plan up her sleeve, and who was she to argue with it? Ollie had already kept them alive longer than Tessa would have been able to. If Tessa had been in charge, they would already be dead.

"He's a troll," Gisele said, interrupting Tessa's thoughts. "He can't be that hard to find."

"I don't think I get why I'm a speciesist, but you guys aren't," Tessa grumbled.

"It would be like saying you're of European descent if I was trying to locate you in a small Mexican town," Gisele pointed out. "Or if you were in a Takaheni village, I'd say that you were human. It's not speciesist; it's a statement of fact."

Tessa glared at Gisele before saying, "Curtis is behind us. Standing underneath the entrance canopy across the street."

"That's why you're the detective, dear," Gisele said happily. "I didn't even see him."

Ollie glanced at her watch and said, "Go see if he's on board. We need to get set up. We probably only have twenty minutes left. Maybe only fifteen."

Tessa dropped Ollie's bag and walked slowly across the street towards Curtis. There was enough light now that she could easily see him, but she still couldn't read his expression.

"So," she said as she leaned against the wall beside him.

"So," Curtis replied.

"First, let me say how sorry I am. I bungled this whole thing. Grandma says I have a very skewed view of the world. I have no idea why I thought Cadwel would just accept my no and that would be that."

"I've been there," Curtis rumbled. "It cost me seventy years."

"I'm sorry," Tessa whispered.

"Me too."

"Ollie said we don't have much time. She's apparently letting the wolves follow us. On purpose. She wants them to come."

"She's probably hoping to break them into manageable portions," Curtis replied.

"Will you..." Tessa paused.

She didn't really know how to ask someone to put their life on the line for her. Especially when she hadn't been able to fire off a single shot.

"Is your job offer still open?" Curtis asked.

Tessa breathed a sigh of relief and said, "Yes."

"Good. I need some motivation to get up in the mornings. I'm not working for you though," he added. "I'm working with you."

"Absolutely," Tessa agreed.

"When we get done with the Cadwels, we'll look through your father's case files and see if there's anything else we can fix."

Tessa cringed and said, "That's a terrible idea."

"You can steal his victories from him," Curtis said. "One case at a time."

She did like the idea of that, but she wasn't sure she was ready for it.

"It'll be dangerous," she said. "Maybe even more dangerous than this."

"More dangerous than three hundred Cadwel wolves breathing down our necks?" he chuckled. "I don't think so."

"The imps only gave Ollie one hundred and fifty to one."

"That's pretty good actually," Curtis said with a grin. "Too bad we didn't get a bet placed."

"Who would you have bet on?" Tessa asked softly, truly wanting to know.

"Us."

"Are you coming?" Ollie shouted.

Curtis nodded, and Tessa grinned.

"Thank you," she said. "I hope you don't come to regret this."

"I'd rather die doing something than live doing nothing," he said.

Tessa stared at him for a moment, bafflement filling her. She'd never heard anyone say something like that before, and she was trying it on for size to see if she liked it.

"It's better to die doing something," she whispered, "than to live doing nothing."

She didn't want to die, but if the tradeoff of not dying was to live doing nothing, to live without leaving a mark on the world, a good mark, she could understand where he was coming from.

"It is," she agreed. "It really is."

Curtis grinned widely and said, "Then let's go do something."


Chapter 17
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Tessa liked the idea of doing something, but she quickly realized that she did not like doing it Ollie's way.

"You can't blow up the entrances," she hissed. "This building is a hundred and fifty years old!"

"So?" Ollie asked.

"If the Cadwels don't kill us, the witches will!"

"They'll never know it was us."

"How do you figure?" Tessa demanded.

"C-4 messes with the witch sweepers. Even if they get here in time, they won't be able to read the scene," Ollie explained.

"You're just making that up to get me to go along with it!"

"I'm not," Ollie insisted. "I had a witch sweeper on my team."

"Was there anything you didn't have on your team?" Tessa snarled.

"I've never had a troll," Ollie said, winking at Curtis. "And anyway, it's not up for discussion, we're blowing the doors."

"It's a historical building," Tessa grumbled.

"You can find those all over the country, dear," Gisele said. "And some of them are much older than a hundred and fifty."

"But I like this one," Tessa muttered softly.

She didn't complain any more though, just took the C-4 Ollie handed her and listened carefully to her hurried instructions. There were four doors, one facing each direction, and Ollie insisted that they needed to blow them all.

Tessa hurried across the library and placed the little pieces of C-4 around the door frame like Ollie had instructed. When she was done, she reached out a slightly shaking hand, cringed, and pushed the button.

A light began to blink, but nothing else happened. Tessa heaved a sigh of relief. She was still having a little trouble equating her Aunt Ollie, a woman who danced in the rain and laughed her ass off at The Three Stooges, with the woman handing out orders like a general while she pulled bricks of C-4 out of her magic duffle bag.

"Tessa!" Ollie yelled. "Are you done yet?"

"I'm coming!" Tessa yelled back.

She didn't like the idea of being trapped in the library with blood-hungry wolves, but Ollie insisted it was a good plan, and neither Curtis nor Gisele were arguing with her. And if they weren't, Tessa didn't think she had any right to. She didn't know jack squat about anything.

Tessa ran back across the library and joined Ollie and Gisele on the stair landing between the first and second floors. From here they had a bird's eye view of the entire first floor.

The skeleton spiral staircase was in the exact center of the library and it ran all the way up to the seventh floor. Ollie said it was the perfect funnel. Tessa didn't know what that meant, and she hoped it didn't mean what she thought it meant. That they were going to fight the wolves on the staircase.

Curtis was on the first floor, hiding behind a tapestry. He was a big hulking troll, so the tapestry didn't really hide him, but Ollie thought the wolves would be too full of bloodlust to notice him. He was supposed to close the funnel. Whatever the hell that meant.

If they survived this, Tessa was going to start reading books on strategy. Maybe then she'd understand what Ollie was saying when she said it.

Ollie glanced at her watch, and Tessa fought the overwhelming urge to tear the goddamn watch off Ollie's wrist. It was like Ollie set things to a timer and when the timer went off, whatever she had decided would happen, did happen. It was annoying as hell.

"Look at me, Tessa," Ollie said.

Tessa did.

"When those doors open, there will be a lot of wolves. More than you expect. They are going to fill the first floor of the library, and it's going to be horrifying, absolutely horrifying. Just know that if you freeze this time, they will tear your skin from your bones. And mine. And Gisele's."

Tessa's heart stuttered, and Gisele tsked and said, "Remember what I said about tact, dear?"

"This isn't the time for tact," Ollie replied. "This is the time for cold hard facts. You are not a fighter, Tessa. You will not survive it if one of the wolves gets a hold of you. You will stay behind me, and you will use your gun. You will aim and shoot. Do not shoot if you have not aimed. We do not have time for you to shoot without aiming first. This is very important, Tessa. Do you understand me?"

Tessa nodded.

"When you feel your body start to freeze, when you feel your mind start to freeze, pinch yourself."

Completely unbidden, a snatch of a conversation flashed through Tessa's head.

She and Ollie had been lying under the apple tree, watching as the leaves danced in the wind.

"I wish I didn't blush so much," Tessa remembered complaining.

She had just turned twelve, and one of the boys her mom had invited to Tessa's party had called her a skinny stick with freckles. She'd turned so red with embarrassment that he'd amended his statement to a skinny stick with a tomato on top.

"If you feel yourself starting to blush, just pinch your thigh," Ollie had said. "Hard. Really, really hard. It works for me."

The memory faded, and Tessa said, "You taught me to pinch myself."

She was horrified that she had forgotten, but she had.

"You remember," Ollie said with a grin. "I thought I saw you doing it earlier when Mother—"

Gisele cleared her throat.

"When Gisele," Ollie said irritably, "was giving you a hard time."

"I wasn't giving her a hard time," Gisele argued. "I was pushing her in the right direction. If she doesn't find a hunk she likes soon, I won't get any more grandbabies. Do you have any idea what that would do to my heart?"

Ollie chuckled and said, "No, but I'm sure you'll tell us."

Tessa laughed out loud, even though she shouldn't have. The situation they were in was much too terrible for laughter.

Ollie grinned widely before saying, "Here they come. Remember what I said, Tessa. Pinch yourself. Hard."

Tessa swallowed the rest of her laughter and looked down towards the door. She didn't see or hear anything. How could Ollie possibly know they were coming? But she did, because just then, all the doors crashed open and wolves started pouring into the library.

Tessa stopped trying to count them after the first fifteen. There was so many of them that she couldn't even tell one from the other anymore, and they were heading right for the staircase.

"Here goes nothing," Ollie said.

Tessa tore her eyes from the wolves and looked back at the door. Nothing happened.

"It's not working," she started to say, but just then, there was a flash of bright light and such a loud boom that Tessa screamed. The entire library shook, and when Tessa looked back up, the entrances were gone, completely reduced to rubble.

"It didn't seal it as well as I would have liked," Ollie said as she hefted the spear she had removed from one of the statues downstairs, "but it will have to do."

The wolves began howling wildly, and Tessa wanted to cover her ears, but she couldn't. She had to keep her gun in hand; she had to keep her eyes on the wolves.

The wolves were loping up the stairs now, two, three steps at a time; and Tessa felt her eyes widen and her skin turn cold.

"No," she whispered. She moved her hand. It seemed to take forever. She was moving in slow motion, too slow to change anything, too slow to help Ollie. But then her fingers dug into her thigh, and they pinched so hard that she gasped. A jolt of pain rushed through her body, and it was just in time.

She raised her gun, aimed down the staircase at one of the leading wolves, and fired. The wolf dropped with a yelp. Beside her, Ollie and Gisele were firing as well. Wolf after wolf fell and tumbled down the staircase, knocking over the others, but there were more, so many more.     

Tessa's stomach clenched as she watched the wolves gain one stair after another. No matter how fast she shot, they were still making progress. They had almost reached the landing now. Tessa had to shoot faster, she had to kill more of them; she had to keep killing them.

Just then, her gun stopped firing. "No!" Tessa exclaimed as she pulled the trigger again and again.

"Reload!" Ollie commanded.

Reload, Tessa thought dazedly. All she had to do was reload.

She quickly tore out her spent magazine and shoved in a full one. The wolves had nearly reached them. She could see their yellow eyes. She could count their teeth. She aimed at the wolf in the front and fired. He fell, and another wolf leapt over him. She shot him, and the next one, and the next one; but there were always more.

"Move back!" Ollie ordered.

They had already covered this. Tessa was supposed to grab the bag and run up to the next landing. Ollie and Gisele would keep the wolves at bay while Tessa reloaded, then Tessa was supposed to fire while Gisele ran up, and after Gisele had reloaded, they were both supposed to cover Ollie so she could make it.

At Ollie's command, time seemed to slow again. Tessa could feel her heart hammering; she could hear her gasping breath. But she remembered what Ollie had said and pinched her leg. The pain brought her fully back into the moment, and she grabbed the bag and bolted up the stairs.

When she reached the landing, she refilled her spent magazine, then stood and yelled, "Clear!"

She tried to aim at a wolf, but she was further away now, and her hand was trembling. She was terrified she'd shoot Ollie by accident. She couldn't do this. She wasn't good enough to do this. But she had to be. She had to be steady. She had to be strong. They were depending on her. She would not let them down again.  

Tessa pinched her leg before taking careful aim and pulling the trigger. Relief flooded her when the wolf she'd been aiming at fell to the floor, and Ollie stayed standing. She could do this. She would.

"Go!" Ollie ordered. She felt Gisele hesitate. "Now!" she insisted as she quickly holstered her gun and wrapped both her hands around the heavy spear she'd grabbed earlier.

Ollie moved forward, holding the spear out in front of her like a barrier. When the first wolf reached the landing, she pivoted one side of the spear forward and thrust the wolf backwards. He fell into the others, knocking them down, but they quickly regained their footing and started back up.

She wished she had a machine gun. It would have been so much easier with a machine gun.

Tessa was shooting them from the second landing, but there were far more wolves than bullets. Ollie couldn't let herself think about that though. All she had to do was hold them off until Gisele reloaded, and then Ollie would run to the next landing.

There was one problem. She was pretty sure she couldn't outrun wolves. 

She pivoted again, smacking several wolves with the side of her spear and throwing them back down the stairs. As she watched them fall, an idea occurred to her, and if she timed it just right, she might have a chance.  

Ollie held her ground, pushing back the wolves every time they reached the landing until she heard Tessa yell "clear" once more.

There were already at least fifty dead wolves littering the staircase, but there were at least three times as many leaping over the bodies and bounding up towards her.

"Now!" she yelled.

Down on the first floor, Curtis suddenly stepped out from behind the tapestry. He moved with a speed she hadn't known trolls possessed, and within seconds he was among the wolves, tearing them limb from limb.

The mad rush up the stairs paused as the wolves tried to process this new development; and in that brief second, Ollie jumped forward, spear held out in front of her, and pushed.

She caught them off guard, and they tumbled backwards, falling into each other and crashing down the staircase. Ollie didn't stay to watch; she turned and ran.

She didn't look back, not once. She could see Tessa and Gisele up ahead on the landing, she could see them firing, and she just had to trust that they would shoot any wolf that tried to stop her.

When she reached the landing, she dropped the spear and reloaded her empty magazines as fast as she could. Her fingers were clumsy, and her arms were burning with pain. She had barely been able to carry the spear up the stairs with her, but she needed it, and so she'd kept her fingers curled tightly around it and had refused to let go.

Magazines filled, she grabbed the spear with one hand and stood.

"Behind me," she ordered.

"Ollie, you're bl—"

"Behind me!"

Tessa obeyed, and together the three of them shot down the stairs as the wolves tried to reach them.

It was mere seconds before Ollie yelled, "Move back!"

Tessa ran to the next landing, and then Gisele; and Ollie was left alone, struggling to hold back the wolves with what was left of her failing strength.

She pivoted to the left and the right, using force to push them back, over and over; but the wolves were more savage now. They weren't just filled with blood lust anymore; they were filled with fear. They were dying, and she was the cause.

One managed to slide beneath the spear, and he scrambled towards her, teeth bared; but she couldn't drop the spear to grab her gun. If she dropped the spear, the wolves would break through and Tessa and Gisele would be surrounded in seconds. She wouldn't allow that; she couldn't. She just had to trust.

Foam flecked from the wolf's mouth as he lunged at her, but he died inches from her when a bullet tore through his skull. His body crashed into Ollie's legs, nearly knocking her over, but she managed to keep her feet, and when Tessa yelled "clear", she blocked the snarling wolves with the spear shaft once more, shoving them backwards, and then she let go of the spear and ran.

She skidded onto the next landing completely out of breath. Her fingers were numb, but she emptied the spent cartridges out her magazines and started to replace them.

Just as she was slipping the last bullet into place, the gunfire stopped.

"What are you doing?" Ollie demanded.

She jumped to her feet and spun around, guns ready, and immediately dropped back to the floor, relief flooding her. They'd done it. They'd won. All the wolves were dead.


Chapter 18
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"We won," Ollie said with a happy grin, and then her eyes rolled up into her head, and she collapsed.

Tessa tried to catch her before Ollie's head hit the floor, but she was too slow.

"Is she okay?" she asked worriedly as she tried to move Ollie into a more comfortable position.

She had tried to tell Ollie earlier that she was bleeding again, but they'd been in the middle of the fight, and Ollie hadn't listened. Now the fight was done; Ollie was unconscious; and once again, Tessa didn't know what to do.

"Give me the first aid kit," Gisele ordered. "There was a little yarrow left."

Tessa pulled open the bag and fumbled around, searching for the kit. When she found it, she opened it and handed it to Gisele.

"Stubborn girl," Gisele was muttering. "She never listened when she was ten, and she doesn't listen now."

As Tessa watched Gisele tend to Ollie, her body started to shake. She pinched herself in an effort to control herself, but it didn't help. She could still see that wolf, the one she had shot first. The one she had killed first. She had never killed anything, let alone a person. He may have been in wolf form at the time, but underneath it, she knew he was a person. She'd never thought she would kill anyone, but today she had. Lots of someones. 

But that was only part of the reason she was shaking. Mostly, she was afraid for Ollie. Ollie was as pale as the marble floor she was laying on, and she was still bleeding. What if she didn't wake up this time?

And what if she did wake up, but not for an hour or two? She hadn't told them the rest of the plan, so how could Tessa carry it out? They couldn't possibly finish this without Ollie. They just couldn't.

"Breathe," Curtis said, as he put his hand on Tessa's shoulder. His hand was heavy, but it was gentle. And it was warm.

"How is your hand warm?" Tessa blurted out, investigator mind pushing aside her shock and panic.

Curtis grinned widely and said, "I'm not made of stone; I'm just covered in stone-like scales."

"Are you sure?" Tessa demanded.

"Pretty sure," he laughed.

"Oh," Tessa said, eyes darting back to Ollie.

"She's going to be fine," Curtis said.

"You're just saying that," Tessa mumbled. "It's what people say."

"No, I'm not," he said firmly. "When you've seen death as often as I have, you learn to recognize it. She's not dying. She just spent all her energy. She fights like a demon, that one. I've never seen anyone hold off as many wolves as she did just now. And her plan was flawless."

"It sounded horrible out loud," Tessa said.

"Most plans do."

"I killed someone," she whispered.

"More than one," he agreed.

"I've never done that."

"It's not really so hard when you're fighting for your life."

"I really screwed up," Tessa whispered. She pinched herself again so she wouldn't cry and said, "I shouldn't have told him no."

"You should have," Curtis said. "You had every right to. No one should ever have to do something they don't think is right. Not ever. You did right, and we're going to win. That's half the Cadwel wolves down there. We're halfway done."

"See?" Ollie croaked. "I told you that if we broke them into smaller groups they'd be manageable. We'd better get a move on though. The other half is just outside the building."

"A move on?" Tessa demanded, feeling a little irritated in spite of her immense relief to see Ollie upright once more. "A move on where?"

"Upstairs," Ollie said as she used Gisele's arm to stand. "The library is the only building inside the Hidden that has its own transport doorway." She laughed softly and added, "I hope."

"You hope?" Tessa ground out.

She was trying to ignore the sounds of rubble being shifted, but she wasn't doing a very good job of it. They were trapped in the library, surrounded by wolves, and Ollie hoped, not knew, hoped there was a transport on the top floor.

"I've never actually seen it," Ollie admitted as she began to jog up the stairs. "Curtis, would you mind carrying Gisele?"

"Not at all," Curtis rumbled.

"I don't—"

Whatever Gisele had been going to say broke off in a yelp as Curtis hoisted her gently up onto his shoulder.

"Well," Gisele twittered. "This is nice."

"Glad you like it," Curtis chuckled.

He started after Ollie, large feet barely fitting on the steps. Tessa watched them for a second, then broke into a run to catch up.

"What do you mean you haven't seen it?" she demanded.

"It's a special transport for the elite," Ollie explained.

She was practically running up the stairs, talking as she went, and Tessa felt absolutely ridiculous for not ever seeing Ollie as she truly was. A colossal bad ass.

"You would never see Phillip Jury walking through the Hidden to check out a copy of Fundamental Witchcraft by Casio the Great," Ollie went on.

"He probably owns his own copy," Tessa countered. "Or he did," she corrected since the rumor around the Hidden was that Phillip Jury was dead.

"But if he didn't, and he wanted to look at it, he would enter the transport in the nine hundred block and come straight here," Ollie explained. "That way he wouldn't ever touch shoulders with the riff raff."

"It makes sense," Tessa admitted. "But it's a pretty big gamble."

"I love gambles," Ollie chuckled. "It makes things more interesting. It won't be so easy from here on out," she added solemnly.

Tessa would have laughed, except she knew Ollie was being serious.

"What do you mean?" she asked.

"They're going to start hunting us like humans soon."

"I don't understand," Tessa said.

"They prefer to hunt in wolf form, but a wolf is really no match for a gun and a good funnel. At least not these wolves. It won't be so easy when they come at us as men with their own guns."

"Oh."

"Curtis might be bullet proof," Ollie added. "But I'm pretty sure we're not."

"But you have a plan?" Tessa asked.

"I have a few more plays up my sleeve," Ollie replied. "We're all going to be home in our own beds by three forty-five in the morning."  

Tessa could tell she was lying. Not to be mean. But to leave Tessa with a little bit of hope.

"I'm glad to hear it," Gisele spoke up. "That hotel bed was murder on my hips. Curtis's shoulders are softer than it was."

Tessa didn't rise to the bait. No one did. Probably because they were all too busy thinking about what they would have done if they had had just one more day.

Tessa would have taken a day off and gone to the mountains. She would have sat by a stream for a while, eaten a steak at a little mountain bistro, drank wine while watching the sun set over the mountains. That sounded like the perfect day off. She had never taken a day off. Not one. She should have.

Instead of basking in the sunset's glow, she had wasted her time trying to please Virgil, trying to show him what an amazing detective she was, trying to prove that she was worth his attention. She wished she could go back and do it all over again. She wished she had seen Ollie the way she truly was, and she wished she'd known Virgil was a lying creep.

"We should hurry," Ollie said when they reached the top floor. "Everyone spread out. Yell if you find it."

Regular library patrons weren't allowed on the top floor; and for a second, Tessa just stared at everything with curiosity. There were wooden pedestals all around the staircase, and there were glass cases on top of each pedestal. Tessa walked over to one and looked inside, gasping when she saw it contained an old illuminated manuscript. She felt a rush of relief that they hadn't destroyed anything up here, and she refused to think about the downstairs, refused to consider how many books had been lost to their war. She touched the glass reverently, wishing she could hold the book inside.

"Tessa!" Ollie yelled, snapping Tessa abruptly back to the moment.

"Sorry!" Tessa exclaimed.

She cast one last longing look at the book before running quickly down the hallway to her left, the distant sound of yips and howls egging her on. She crashed through the first doorway and quickly surveyed the room, but unless they'd disguised it as something else, there was no transport. She ran to the next room. And the next. There was only one room left, and when she threw open the door, her stomach dropped. No transport.

She rushed back towards the center of the building, intent on searching another section but heaved a sigh of relief when Ollie called out, "I found it!"

Tessa followed Ollie's voice and found her inside a solemn room with solemn paintings on the walls and a transport in the middle. It was just the type of room Tessa would expect a Jury to enjoy. Stiff, elite, and completely without humor.

"Where are we going?" she asked.

Ollie grinned widely. "The only place it goes. The nine hundred block."

"Are you out of your mind?!" Tessa demanded.

"Most of his wolves are right here," Ollie said firmly. "The library is in the middle of the six hundred block, which is three blocks away from the doorway. It will take them at least ten minutes to regroup, ten minutes to figure out what we've done, five minutes to reach the door, and another three to reach Cadwel's estate. That gives us about twenty-eight minutes to find Cadwel and kill him."

"You're insane," Tessa hissed.

"It's worked so far."

"I think it's a good plan. Considering what we have to work with," Curtis said.

"No one asked you," Tessa huffed.

"No time to argue," Ollie said, posture stiffening. "Here they come. Get through, now!"

Tessa grabbed the duffle bag and stepped up onto the platform with Gisele and Curtis. Ollie remained where she was.

"Aren't you coming?" Tessa asked.

"I'll be right there," Ollie promised.

Before Tessa could argue with her, Ollie slapped the button and Gisele grabbed Tessa's arm and pulled her into the murky strangeness that was the transport. Something, magic she assumed, tingled over her skin, and then she was standing in the perfectly manicured garden that graced the central part of the nine hundred block.

"But Ollie!" Tessa exclaimed, trying to pull away.

"Knows what she's doing," Gisele said firmly.

Tessa really hoped so, and she also hoped that Ollie's plan didn't include Ollie dying.

As soon as the others were gone, Ollie stepped up onto the transport platform. She wished she had better plan because this had to be one of her worst plans ever. Not my absolute worst, she thought, remembering the incident in China. That had definitely been her worst plan.

She could hear the wolves in the hallway now, and she readied herself. There was a good chance they didn't know about the transport, or if they did, they wouldn't expect her to use it. It only went to the nine hundred block, straight to Cadwel's backdoor.

A triumphant howl echoed through the walls, and Ollie allowed herself to smile. They thought they had finally cornered the Graves, but they didn't realize one thing. It was impossible to corner a Graves. That was one of their things. Every other generation was good with money, but not a single one of them could be cornered.

Ollie put both grenades in one hand and looped one of her other fingers through the safety pins. Once the Cadwels entered the room, she'd only have a few seconds, and even that was pushing it.

The door flung open. Ollie waited. The first wolf stepped into the room, snarling when he saw her and loping forward. She waited until she saw the other wolves start to crowd in behind him, and then she pulled the pins, dropped the grenades, and slapped the button.

The doorway activated, and Ollie rushed through it, pulling her knife as she ran. The explosion flung the wolf out after her, and she turned, grabbed him, and pulled him to her. As they fell, she stabbed her knife into the side of his throat and ripped it forward. Blood spewed onto her chest as the wolf dropped, but a second later, the weight was gone and a large hand was lifting her from the ground.

"Thanks," Ollie grunted. "Was it loud?"

"The explosion?" Tessa asked irritably. "The explosion that flung you out of the doorway? Loud? No, not really. For an explosion."

"So it was?" Ollie asked.

"Yes!" Tessa snapped. "That was a horrible plan."

"It worked; it's not horrible if it worked," Ollie countered.

She checked her watch and deducted two minutes. That left them twenty-six.

"Come on," she said and started running. It was still early morning, and there wasn't anyone out on the streets yet. The nine hundred block was never early to rise. 

Ollie tried to think of another plan while she ran, but her mind was getting tired. The Cadwels would have heard the explosion, even if they didn't know what it was, and they'd be on alert. A higher alert than before.

In addition to destroying the doorway, she'd probably killed another twenty-five wolves with the grenades, and that left approximately a hundred wolves, give or take a few. There probably weren't more than fifty at the estate. So they'd kill those fifty, and then kill the other fifty. Easy peasy.

"Are there any children on the Cadwel estate?" Gisele suddenly asked from her perch on Curtis's shoulder. "I don't want to hurt any children."

"The Cadwels keep their mates and children in a different location," Curtis said.

"So they're more than three hundred strong?" Tessa demanded.

"No," Curtis replied.

"But you just said—"

"They are a male centric pack," Curtis explained. "Always have been. Once the boys are of age, they are brought here, but the females stay in the country. They aren't warriors. They're just..."

"Women?" Ollie asked bitterly.

"I was going to say civilians," Curtis replied. "I just couldn't think of the right word."

"Oh," Ollie murmured.

She tried not to let her past dictate her reactions, but it was hard sometimes. She'd grown up in a male centric household so she knew how those women must feel. Ollie had never been heard, she had never been seen, and her only value had been her looks. The one time her father had tried to marry her off to one of the Hidden families, Ollie had botched it so thoroughly, on purpose of course, that he'd never dared to try again.

Doc was the first male she'd ever met who had seen her as an equal. He had seen her, and she had never been able to go back to being invisible.

"Cadwel's estate is at the end of this block," Tessa whispered.

Ollie nodded. She'd never been to the Cadwel estate, but she'd heard it was one of the largest within the Hidden. She skidded to a stop when her eyes finally caught sight of it though, and her stomach clenched. She'd known it would be big, but she hadn't expected it to have so many trees and bushes. It was practically a forest.

"Does anyone have any suggestions?" Ollie asked. "I'm fresh out of good ideas."

"I'd hate to see your bad ideas," Tessa muttered.

Ollie ignored her and looked at Curtis. "What do you think?"

"How much time do we have left?"

Ollie glanced at her watch. "Twenty minutes."

"Not much time to plan."

"Nope."

"I have an idea!" Gisele suddenly said.

"Not the time, Mother," Ollie sighed.

"Just listen. Here's what I think we should do. Curtis should go in first and cause a distraction. And Ollie will save him."

"What?" Tessa demanded. "That doesn't make any sense."

"It makes perfect sense," Gisele insisted. "Curtis is a big troll. He'll rush in like a berserker, although I do wish he had an axe," she muttered. "Anyway, once the wolves are focused on him, we'll sneak in from outside and start picking them off. Their attention will be divided, and we'll have it done before they even know what's happening!"

"I'm game," Curtis said.

"No!" Tessa exclaimed. "That's a terrible plan!"

"We're running out of time, Tessa," Ollie pointed out. "Do you have a better idea?"

"No," Tessa admitted.

"Then we're going with Gisele's plan."

"But... But Cadwel knows how to kill trolls."

"It's a risk I'll have to take," Curtis shrugged. "Besides, with you three at my back, Cadwel doesn't stand a chance."

Ollie hoped that was true. At this point she was just pushing forward because she had to, not because she had any idea of what to do next.

"Please be careful, Curtis," Tessa said softly. "I need you to help me do something."

Curtis grinned at her and said, "As opposed to nothing."

"Exactly," Tessa replied.

Tessa opened her mouth to say something more, but it was too late. Curtis had already started running.

"He's really quick for a troll," Ollie muttered.

"I'm beginning to think we really don't know all that much about trolls," Gisele admitted.

"Aren't we supposed to be saving him?" Tessa snapped.

"Right!" Ollie said. "That's what we're doing. Saving him."

That made it easier somehow because it had just become a rescue mission, and she was brilliant at rescue missions.

Ollie was smiling, and that made Tessa nervous.

"What are you planning?" Tessa asked.

Ollie glanced at her watch.

"Just what Gisele said," Ollie replied. "We're going to follow Curtis. The wolves will be focused on him; we'll come in behind and pop them like grapes. Easy peasy."

"I'm not entirely sure you know what easy peasy means," Tessa pointed out.

"Let's go," Ollie urged. "We're wasting time."

She started running after Curtis, and for a second Tessa just watched her. Ollie had been mauled by two different wolves, she'd lost more blood than you were supposed to lose, she'd held off an army, passed out twice, and she was running like it was nothing.

"I think I hate her," Tessa murmured.

"Go on, dear," Gisele said. "She'll need you. I'll catch up."

"Please be careful, Grandma," Tessa pleaded.

She couldn't stand the idea of Gisele dying. She needed her.

"I'll let you read to me all day tomorrow," Tessa added.

"Maybe not all day," Gisele replied. "Now hurry."

Tessa hugged her quickly and dashed out after Ollie. She caught up with her just outside the Cadwel gate.

"Curtis just went inside," Ollie whispered.

"I can tell," Tessa murmured.

Not only was the gate hanging rather lopsidedly from a single hinge, but Curtis was also leaving a trail of body parts behind him. She was very, very glad he was on their side.

"There's still one sentry," Ollie said softly, pointing along the fence to their left. "Do you see him?"

"Yes."

"We can't get close enough to shoot him," Ollie pointed out. "Since he has a gun, I'll run into the trees to distract him so that you can sneak up behind and shoot him, but be quick about it. He'll catch your scent if you get too close."

Tessa swallowed nervously and said, "Okay."

"Pinch yourself," Ollie ordered.

Tessa pinched her thigh as hard as she could.

"Good girl," Ollie said with a smile.

Ollie stood and strolled through the broken gate. "Hey, you!" she yelled. "You smell like a wet dog!"

And then Ollie ran into the bushes. The sentry immediately ran after Ollie, retaining his human form so he could carry his gun; and Tessa ran after him. She'd never shot anyone on the run before, and she kept trying to aim, but then he would move, or she would move, and she couldn't get a good shot.

The sentry was not as fast as Ollie, but Tessa was worried that if he got annoyed enough, he'd shift into his wolf form. If he did that, he'd catch Ollie in a second.

"I can do this," Tessa hissed. "I just have to run faster."

She pushed her legs as hard as they would go, running faster and faster until she was so close to the sentry, she was afraid he'd be able to smell her.

One more stride forward, then she stopped abruptly, brought up her pistol, aimed, and pulled the trigger.

The sentry fell forward with a lurch, but caught himself and turned. His face was already shifting, and she could see his legs readying themselves to leap. She'd wounded him, but she'd missed anything vital.

Her hand trembled as she looked down the sight once more. He wasn't very far away, but she needed to kill him in one shot. One shot was all the chance she was going to get.

He was more than half wolf now, and just when she thought he was going to strike, he lifted his own arm. The one with the gun.

Tessa pulled her trigger, and then she ducked forward, trying to escape his return fire, but it never came. Blood blossomed from his chest; he stumbled and dropped dead.

"Let's go," Ollie said.

Tessa swallowed a shriek. She hadn't even noticed Ollie coming up behind her. She hadn't been able to look away from the dead wolf.

"You can think about it later," Ollie said as she grabbed Tessa's arm and pulled her along. "By now Curtis is surrounded. They'll probably have spears. I think that's how I would do it. Kill a troll, I mean."

Tessa was shaking too much to reply.

"You did good," Ollie said. "You didn't even freeze. I'm proud of you."

Tessa stumbled at Ollie's words. Ollie and Gisele had both said they were proud of her. Tessa remembered vividly the last time Virgil had told her he was proud of her. It had also been the only time.

A shout of triumph broke into Tessa's thought, and panic filled her. Were they too late? Was Curtis already dead?

They were close to the main yard now, and Tessa could hear howls and jeering from up ahead. She started to rush forward, but Ollie pulled her back.

"Let me check," she said before running up to one of the perfectly square bushes and peeking around it. A second later, she was back at Tessa's side.

"They have him surrounded," Ollie said. "He's holding his own, but he won't be able to hold it for long. I didn't see Cadwel, but there are about thirty wolves. You take one side. I'll take the other. We'll pick them off one at a time. You have to be careful, Tessa. You have to use your ears. This is their turf, their home. They'll come after you; they'll sneak up behind you. Don't let them."

Tessa nodded. There was a part of her that fully believed she was going to die in the next two and a half minutes. But she didn't want to let Ollie down. So she'd try; she would try to stay alive.

"Leave the bag here," Ollie instructed. "And fill your pockets with bullets."

"My pockets?" Tessa stuttered.

"I do it all the time," Ollie replied. "It's perfectly safe. Mostly. Now hurry!"

Tessa grabbed a handful of bullets and shoved them into her pocket, then she ran the way Ollie had indicated.

After she'd run for several yards, Tessa stopped and crept towards a break in the bushes. She looked through the gap, gasping in horror when she saw what was happening in the courtyard beyond.

The wolves had surrounded Curtis, just like Ollie had said, but they were in human form and they were jabbing at him with long spears with spiky tips. A spear shaft was jutting from Curtis's side, and what looked like black tar was oozing from the wound.

Fury filled Tessa, and this time when she aimed, her hand wasn't trembling a bit. She pulled the trigger, moved her hand, aimed again and pulled the trigger. She shot four wolves before dashing forward once more. She knew they'd be coming for her now. She knew they would be able to smell her. There was no stopping them, but if she was going to die, she was going to die well.

As she ran, she wiggled out the bottle of catnip oil she'd stuffed in her pocket earlier. She ripped off the lid with her teeth and threw it behind her, hoping it would slow them down.

She heard an echo of gunshots across from her, and she told herself it was just Ollie, evening up the odds. If she and Ollie picked off enough of them, Curtis would be able to tear the rest to shreds.

Tessa ducked behind a wolf statue and cast a quick glance around her. She didn't see anything. Not a damn thing except bushes and more bushes. The jeering had stopped, and instead the wolves were howling. Howls filled the air, so many howls, and so loud that Tessa could barely hear anything else.

She glanced around once more, panicked by the sudden thought that she wouldn't be able to hear them coming. There was nothing though; no one was trying to sneak up behind her.

She heaved a sigh of relief, but when she turned forward, there was a man there, and he was pointing his gun at her. She froze for the briefest instant, but then she remembered Curtis.

She'd once heard that you could get shot and keep moving. She hadn't believed it at the time, but she had to believe it now because her only chance was to shoot him while he was shooting her and hope for the best.

Her gun was already pointed at his chest, and she pulled the trigger just as he pulled his.

Fire burst through her arm, and she screamed in pain, but she didn't drop her gun, she just aimed and pulled the trigger once more, nearly crying with relief when the man crumpled to the ground.

She didn't stay to see if he was dead. She just ran. When her lungs were burning, she found another gap and shot three more wolves. And then she ran again.

Tessa quickly found another break in the bushes and shot though it, killing a wolf. She had just sighted in on another one when a hand clamped down on her shoulder and yanked her backwards.

She screamed as she tumbled through the air and crashed into a bush. Twigs tore at her face and arms, and she fought to get out, but she didn't get anywhere before someone clamped their hands on her ankles and yanked.

She tried to orient herself as she hurtled through the air, but when she landed, she fell against a fountain and pain shot through her arm, nearly blinding her with its intensity.

"Ms. Graves," Cadwel snarled as he stalked towards her, face a mask of fury.

She tried to lift her gun and shoot him, but it was gone. She had lost her gun in the fall.

She screamed in terror as he shifted into a half-wolf and pounced on her, pressing her into the grass. He lowered his mostly human face next to her ear and murmured, "You will die so horribly that my sons will sing of it for a thousand years."

"What sons?" Tessa managed to spit out.

With a snarl of rage, his face shifted, and he tore into her shoulder, teeth ripping at her muscles.

Tessa screamed in pain. It hurt a thousand times worse than the gunshot; but in spite of the agony, she groped for her boot knife, trying desperately to reach it.

Cadwel suddenly released her and whispered, "I won't let you die quickly, Ms. Graves. I'll eat you just a bit at a time until you beg me for death."

He stood, pulling her up with him by her non-injured arm. Tessa struggled against his grip, but it was like iron. He started to drag her after him, but she dropped her body to the ground and forced her wounded arm to move as she did. She barely managed to wrap her trembling fingers around her knife before he yanked her upright. He slapped her hard across the face, and her fingers loosened, but she shoved the pain away and focused on the knife in her hand.

Tessa allowed the force of the slap to carry her away from him, but when the motion was finished, she snapped her body back the other way, driving her knife towards him with all the force she could muster.

She'd been aiming for his chest, but her arm dropped when he yanked her towards him, and the blade pierced his stomach instead.

She tried to pull the knife back out, tried to stab him again, but he shoved her away, and she lost her grip. She stumbled backwards, suddenly feeling very afraid. She didn't have any more weapons, and he clearly wasn't dead.

"That earned you a quick death," Cadwel ground out as he pulled the bloody knife from his stomach. "Painful, yes, but quick."

He licked his bloody lips as he stalked towards her, knife in hand, and the way he held it made it infinitely clear that he knew how to use a knife better than she did.

Ice filled her veins as she waited for Cadwel to finish her, but he paused in his approach when wild howling erupted once more.

A shudder ran down Tessa's spine as Cadwel's face shifted into wolf form so he could answer in kind, but she didn't allow herself to stare at him. Instead, she quickly scanned the ground around her, searching for her gun.

A spark of hope flared to life when she saw it was only a few feet away, and, without looking back at him, she dove for it. Pain cascaded through her when she landed on the ground, but she still managed to wrap her fingers around the gun and roll over so she was facing him.

Only he wasn't there.

She jumped to her feet and spun in a quick circle, searching for him, but he was gone. Why was he gone? She had been at his mercy. He'd been going to slice, dice, and julienne frice her. As painfully as possible. But now he was gone.

Or maybe he wasn't, Tessa thought as she spun around once more. Maybe he was toying with her, stalking her. She turned quickly, certain he was right behind her, but Cadwel was nowhere to be seen.

A chill ran down her spine, and her mind scrambled for reasons. It didn't find any, so she did the only thing she could think to do. She returned to Ollie's plan.

Ollie couldn't speak wolf, but when the howling started back up, she knew they were out of time. The other wolves had already returned.

She spared a glance for her watch. They were five minutes early. Not that it much mattered.

She ran across a sidewalk, pausing in the middle just long enough to shoot two of the wolves who were still trying to pin Curtis to the ground with their spears. Then she turned around and ran back the other way.

Cutis was on his own now. She and Tessa had already picked off fifteen of the wolves, and another five had left to scour the bushes. If Curtis couldn't handle ten measly wolves with spears, he wasn't much of a troll.

She would have happily stayed to help him. Ten wolves were infinitely more manageable than the fifty wolves that were about to bear down on them.

Ollie played it out quickly in her mind. She, Curtis, Tessa, and Gisele facing off against fifty Cadwels, some of them wolf-like with rending teeth, some of them human-like with guns. No funnel, no explosives, no chance.

It was time for her to do something clever. Assuming it was clever.

She pressed her body up against a bush and holstered her guns. She was down to one syringe. Not enough to make a difference. She could easily shoot as many as three wolves per second. But she didn't have a sniper rifle or anything long range so by the time she was close enough to shoot, they'd be on her before she could kill more than six of them. Not to mention the fact that if she could shoot them that fast, they could easily return the favor.

Which left her with just one option. She had to decide quickly. She didn't have time to waffle about. Either she was going to use it or she wasn't.

Either way she'd probably die, and since that was the case, she'd take as many of them with her as she could.

She pulled the small stone medallion out from under her shirt and wrapped her hand tightly around it. If her other plan had been a Hail Mary, this one was a forlorn hope.

She wasn't ready to die; but if she could save Tessa, it would be worth it.

"Humans aren't meant to channel magic," the inferno witch who had made the medallion had cautioned her.

"But they can," Ollie insisted.

"The potential is there, but I'm warning you—"

"I get it," Ollie interrupted. "How do I use it?"

His words were still crystal clear in her mind, and the Latin phrase he'd given her to repeat was already forming on her lips.

She stopped herself. She'd only get one chance at this, and she should probably get a little closer before she turned herself into a fire-wielding witch. There was only enough fire contained inside the medallion to last for a moment, and she needed to make sure it was the right moment.

She took a deep breath, pushing back her fear and her pain as she did, and then she headed towards the entrance. She and Tessa had been picking off the Cadwels one by one; by now the Cadwels had surely realized that their only hope was to stick together as a pack. Ollie needed that because that was the only way she could kill them.

She didn't run this time. She jogged, and she kept her hand wrapped tightly around the medallion. The inferno witch had insisted that it would only work if she kept in contact with it. He'd made it for another witch though, and he hadn't been certain it would even work for her.

It would. She knew that it would.

The wolves were on the other side of a nearby hedge, not far from the entrance; and she could hear them snarling, yipping back and forth, making their plans. Any minute now they would charge into the courtyard and kill Curtis. And then they would hunt down Tessa.

She tightened her grasp on the medallion. She had failed Tessa once; she would not fail her again. She wouldn't let them kill Tessa, no matter the cost.

Ollie ran to the end of the hedge and around the other side. She meant to keep running towards them, but her feet slowed down when she saw there were more than sixty of them. Easily seventy-five, maybe even eighty.

She had miscalculated, but it didn't really matter. They were all clustered around Mr. Cadwel, trying to decide how they were going to run the foxes to ground, and meanwhile, the fox had sneaked up behind them.

Latin words poured from her lips as she took a few brave steps closer. The wolves turned. For a second they just stared at her, yellow eyes pinning her in place, but that second was all she needed to say the phrase three times. Three was the magic number.

"Kill her!" Cadwel shouted. "Kill her now!"

Guns shifted her way.

The medallion was heating up. It was burning into her palm, searing through the flesh of her hand.

This was it. The moment. She hoped it was enough.

Time seemed to slow as she ripped the medallion from her neck and reached out her hand. Smoke was pouring through her fingers.

"Burn!" she yelled. "Burn them all!"

And then she opened her hand.

Fire burst from her; she felt it burst from her. She felt the medallion pull something from her, something from her core, from her very being. It pulled the fire from her; she could feel the absolute heat of it; she could feel it raging inside her, raging through her; and then, with a rush of heat and air, it hurtled from her hand towards the wolves.

For a moment, Ollie could see magic. Thousands and thousands of strands of magic. All interconnecting, all working together, feeding the fire, feeding it more and more. 

The wolves fired their guns. The bullets melted.

"Run!" someone shouted.

It was too late.

The ball of fire crashed into them. Shrieks and howls of pain echoed down the pathways, and the scent of melting fur permeated the air.

She didn't know if it was enough though. There had been so many wolves. So many of them. She could still see them. Some of them. Moving beyond the fire. Not writhing in pain like the others.

She tried to push more fire through the medallion, tried to make it burn again. She grasped it tightly and repeated the phrase three more times, six more times. The fire continued to rage beyond her, but nothing more burst from her hand.

Weariness and disappointment rushed through her. She had failed. She had given it her all, and she had failed. There were still... Her vision blurred before she could finish counting. She blinked rapidly, trying to clear her eyes, but the more she blinked, the less she could see.

"I'm sorry, Tessa," she whispered as the dizziness overtook her. "I'm so terribly sorry."

Tessa ran heedlessly towards the courtyard. Cadwel could kill her any instant, but until then, she was going to help Curtis.

She skidded onto a sidewalk and ran through the row of hedges into the open area beyond. As soon as she could see the wolves, Tessa stopped running and aimed her gun, but the man she'd been about to shoot fell to the ground before she could pull the trigger.

Tessa cast a glance across the courtyard, relief filling her when she caught sight of Ollie. Ollie was still alive.

Another man dropped to the grass, and then Ollie was gone, running back towards the entrance for some reason, leaving Curtis alone.

Except he wasn't alone.

Tessa aimed and fired. One of the men dropped, but the man beside him turned away from Curtis and hurled his spear at her.

Tessa dove to the side with a shriek. She was pretty sure that if she was skewered by a spear, she was dead. The spear nicked the side of her arm as she fell, adding to her pain. Her entire body was screaming at her, but Tessa still managed to roll to her back when she hit the ground. Her only chance was to get her gun between her and the wolf she knew was coming.

She didn't make it. The man, in wolf form, crashed into her, knocking her gun from her grip. Tessa tried to push him back, but she was no match for his strength. His teeth clamped around her wrist, and he began to rip from side to side.

Tessa screamed, pain and rage filling her. She wasn't done. She refused to die this way. She tore at the wolf's head with her free hand, aiming for his eyes. Her fingers made contact, and she clawed. The wolf jerked harder on her arm, and she felt her shoulder pop.

Pain nearly overwhelmed her, but she couldn't give up. She wouldn't. She grabbed the side of his jaw and tore with all her strength, but his jaws didn't loosen, not one bit.

Blood suddenly spewed all over her; and she screamed in fear, horrified that her arm had been torn completely off, but she didn't hurt any more than she had. In fact, the pain was less. The wolf wasn't tearing at her anymore; his teeth were still inside her flesh, but he wasn't ripping from side to side.

Tessa blinked through the blood and gazed up, relief and joy filling her when she saw Curtis looking down at her.

He reached out with his massive hands and wrenched open the wolf's jaws; and as soon as Tessa's arm was free, Curtis tucked one hand under her and pulled her out from under the dead wolf.

Tessa tried to say something, but she was in too much pain to speak. Every time she moved, nausea rolled through her. She tried to sit up, but the effort was too much, and she fell back onto the ground. 

"Stay still, and this probably won't hurt," Curtis said. "Much," he added. 

Tessa didn't have time to respond. He'd already wrapped his hand around her elbow and was moving her arm. Pain jetted through her shoulder. She didn't think she could handle any more pain, but just when it became too much, the pain suddenly disappeared.

"What did you do?" she gasped.

"Your shoulder was dislocated," he replied. "We should probably get moving. There are more wolves on their way."

Despair filled Tessa as she struggled to stand. Her left arm was mangled, and her right shoulder was aching and weak from where Cadwel had bitten her. She wasn't sure how much more damage her body could take before it simply stopped working.

And Curtis wasn't looking too good either.

"You're... bleeding?" she said, not sure if the black goo that was coating his scales was blood or something else.

"So are you," Curtis replied.

The courtyard was filled with the corpses of both men and wolves. The grass was stained with blood, but this wasn't all of the Cadwels. Cadwel still wasn't dead. And there were the wolves from the library.

"There are too many," Tessa said desperately.

"That's what they're saying about us right now," Curtis replied with a wide grin.

Tessa wanted to smile, but she couldn't. She was too weak to smile. Instead she walked unsteadily over to her gun and picked it up. She was refilling her magazine when the sky suddenly turned orange and howls of pain filled the air.

"What the hell?" she whispered.

"That way," Curtis said, pointing back towards the entrance.

"Ollie," Tessa breathed. "It's Ollie."

Her feet started running. She didn't know how they were running, but they were. She had to find Ollie.

Gisele stepped over the dead wolf and hurried to another hedge. They kept sniffing her down, but that was the point. She moved every time a wolf found her, after she'd killed it of course, and hid, waiting for the next one. For every wolf she killed, that was one less wolf for Ollie and Tessa to deal with.

The Cadwels were arrogant, and that's why she was picking them off like flies in her soup. Cadwels were used to taking prey down from behind; they never expected their prey to be lying in wait.

Gisele wiggled into another bush, ignoring the twigs that scraped at her hands as she did. The wolves were so predictable. They'd come across her scent, and they'd follow it. Right into her trap.

Her mind tried to wander, tried to think about one of her heroines, but she refused to let it. She couldn't be a writer right now. She had to be a spider. Clever and cunning. Completely still as she waited for her prey to arrive.

She'd never killed anyone before today. Not with her own hands. She'd used the hands of her characters many a time though, and it turned out that it wasn't that much different.

She pulled her mind back to the moment. One was coming. She'd heard it sniff.

Her gun was already extended; her finger was already on the trigger. All she needed was the target.

Another sniff. He was close now.

Be still, Gisele reminded herself. Be totally still.

The wolf stepped into view, but the angle was a little off. She couldn't get a clear shot without moving.

One more step, she pleaded silently. Just one more step.

He stepped forward, and she pulled the trigger. Her bullet tore through his shoulder, and he reared back, jaws gnashing. She pulled the trigger again; and, with a whimper, the wolf dropped to the grass.

Gisele stepped hurriedly from the hedge, shot him in the head just for good measure, and walked as quickly as she could around the corner, looking for another spot to lay in wait.

A howl of agony tore through the silence. And then the air was filled with them. Howls of pain, of death, of fear.

Gisele spun around, looking for the source, gasping when she saw the orange flames pouring into the sky.

"Ollie," she whispered. "No."

And for the first time in years, she ran.


Chapter 19
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"OLLIE!" Tessa screamed as she ran towards the fading flames and curling black smoke. She couldn't see through the damn hedges. She couldn't see Ollie; she couldn't see anything. She just knew that Ollie needed her.

The closer she got, the harder it was to breathe without gagging. The air stank like burning flesh and hair, and Tessa forced herself to analyze something random so she couldn't imagine Ollie burning to death.

They were inside the Hidden, making a fuss, and the Magistratus hadn't swooped in to see what was going on. Why hadn't the Magistratus come yet?

Tessa's brain quickly pieced together all the recent mentions of the Magistratus and the Cadwels, and then she knew the answer.

The Magistratus wasn't going to come. They weren't going to come because Ollie had chosen to fight inside Cadwel territory. There would be no help from anyone, not that Tessa had really expected there to be.

The air was so acrid now that Tessa began to gasp as she ran. She could feel the heat on her skin, and she knew she was close.

"Please be okay," she whispered.

She dashed around a corner, eyes quickly processing the scene. Ollie was there. Tessa didn't know if she was alive or not, but if the wolf standing over her had anything to say about it, Ollie wouldn't last another second.

"Over here, you mangy mutt!" Tessa yelled.

The man looked up, and to Tessa's relief, his gun started to move away from Ollie. In a perfect world, Tessa would have just shot him, but she'd accidentally dropped her magazine when she'd run after Ollie in the first place.

Tessa ignored his gun and pushed more speed into her legs. She was not going to let him hurt Ollie. Not now, not ever. With a scream of rage, she leaped at him, hurling her body into his and knocking him to the ground.

She heard his gun fire, but she didn't know if he'd hit her, and she was too full of rage to care.

"You leave my aunt alone!" she screamed as she grabbed what was left of his shirt and pulled herself up his body.

Her gun was still in her hand; and even without bullets, it wasn't completely useless. Before the man had a chance to shift or hit her, she straddled his torso and lifted her gun like a hammer. Fear for Ollie was driving her. She had to protect Ollie. She had to.

She swung the gun down onto the man's head, over and over and over, only stopping when she heard the sound of gunshots behind her.

She glanced quickly over her shoulder, startling when she saw the man sneaking up on her. She scrambled to the side, brandishing her bloody gun, but instead of attacking, he wheezed. Blood spewed from his mouth, and he dropped to the ground, revealing the small form of Gisele behind him.

"Grandma!" Tessa gasped as she leapt to her feet and quickly crossed over to her. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine," Gisele said briskly. "Ollie?"

"Oh, god. Ollie!" Tessa exclaimed.

She ran over to Ollie's still form and shook her. "Ollie! Ollie! Are you okay?"

Ollie didn't respond.

Tessa didn't even try to stop the tears that rolled down her cheeks. If Ollie was dead... If Ollie was dead...

"Stop fussing," Gisele snapped. "She's still alive. Why didn't you check for a pulse?"

"She's alive?" Tessa demanded.

"Right this minute," Gisele retorted. "But I'm not sure what happened. She's not even burned."

Tessa wasn't so sure about that. Ollie's hand was clenched into a fist, and it was smoking. She slowly peeled back Ollie's fingers, cringing when Ollie's flesh tore. There was a medallion clutched inside her hand. It was pure black, and it had seared a mark into the palm of her hand.

"What's this?" Tessa asked Gisele.

"What's what?"

"This!" Tessa said with a gesture.

"I don't know, dear," Gisele said vaguely. "And now's probably not the time."

"Not the..."

Tessa didn't finish whatever it was she'd been going to say because she'd just looked up and seen the wolves. There were perhaps twenty of them, all in wolf form, all snarling furiously. Except Mr. Cadwel.

"You die now," Cadwel ground out.

Tessa tore the guns from Ollie's holsters, and scrambled over Ollie's still form before shooting into the mass of them. She wasn't aiming; she didn't have time to aim. One wolf broke from the others and leaped towards her. She shifted her gun, trying to track him, but he was already on top of her when she pulled the trigger. The wolf yelped, and she could feel the heat of his breath on her neck. She blocked his teeth with one arm, and pulled her other arm free so she could shoot him once more. She fired off two rounds, and the wolf dropped on top of her.

She quickly wiggled out from under him, and rolled to her feet, freezing when she saw that Mr. Cadwel was standing just a few feet from her, his foot on Ollie's neck and Gisele's throat clutched in his hand.

"Stand," he ordered.

Tessa hissed in dismay and stood slowly, casting a quick glance behind her. She didn't see Curtis anywhere. It was just her. Just her and Cadwel and twelve of Cadwel's wolves. But he had Ollie and Gisele.

Despair filled her. They had lost. They had killed all but thirteen wolves, and then they had lost. They shouldn't have lost. If only Tessa had gotten in a few more shots. If only her aim had been better. If only she hadn't gotten them all killed.

"Drop your guns," Cadwel said.

"Don't!" Gisele screamed.

Cadwel tightened his grip and said, "I can kill her quickly or slowly, Ms. Graves. It's your choice."

Tessa dropped her guns. There was no other option. If she didn't, he'd kill Gisele and Ollie. If she did, he'd kill Gisele and Ollie. At least this way, they'd all die together.

"Now walk forward. I want to kill you all at once."

There was no reason not to walk forward. Even if she managed to survive, if she lost Ollie and Gisele, there was no point. She had never known how much she needed them, had never realized how much she loved them. She hated that she'd only just realized it, and now they were going to die. Before she'd had the chance to tell them. 

Tessa took one step. She hoped Curtis was still alive. If he was, he could avenge them. She frowned at the thought. She'd rather he save her than avenge her. Where the hell was he anyway?

"Ms. Graves," Cadwel said as his claws extended into Gisele's flesh. "I'm losing my patience."

"I'm coming," Tessa said. "She's just an old lady. Let her go."

"No."

"She couldn't hurt a fly," Tessa insisted.

"I smell death on her. The death of my sons," he growled. "You have taken my sons from me, and I will repay you."

Tessa took another step. She was only dragging it out in the hopes that Curtis would suddenly appear and save them. He didn't though because she took one more step and Cadwel's hand wrapped tightly around her throat.

"You're going to watch them die," he snarled. "You're going to watch them die like I watched my sons die. You will beg for their lives. You will weep, but there will be no mercy. Not for you."

They were going to die anyway, Tessa thought. So why not fight to the end?

She pushed off the ground, shoving Cadwel backwards as she did. His grip on her throat tightened, but she didn't care if it got his foot off of Ollie. She jabbed at his eyes with one hand and clawed at the hand that was holding Gisele with the other. From the corner of her eye, she saw Gisele grab a pen from her purse and stab it into Cadwel's hand.

Cadwel began to shift, and as he changed, his fingers loosened.

"Tackle him!" Tessa screamed.

She slammed into Cadwel's still shifting body and fell to the ground with him. She didn't have any weapons left; all she had were her hands.

She levered herself upright and bashed her elbow down onto his stomach, trying to hit where she'd stabbed him earlier. He grunted, and she hit harder, as hard as she could. Blood spurted out past her arm.

Cadwel howled in rage and tried to push Tessa off, but he was in the wrong form. He began to shift again, and Tessa doubled her efforts, slamming her elbow into him so hard that it hurt her to do it.

His claws tore at her face; but then suddenly, he had hands once more, and one of them was wrapped around her throat, squeezing so tightly that Tessa couldn't breathe. She ripped at his hand with both of hers, but his grip didn't loosen.

"Let go of her!" Gisele shrieked as she hurled herself at Cadwel's face, pen in hand.

The pen struck his face, but before Gisele could attack again, Cadwel backhanded her, and she tumbled backwards.

Tessa tried to punch him, tried to hit him, but his arm was longer than hers. She couldn't reach him. She blinked rapidly, trying to clear her vision. She could do this. She just had to keep hitting him.

She rammed her fists into his forearm, but his hand only tightened so she grabbed his arm with both her hands and pulled him backwards, rolling her legs around as she did. As soon as her legs were free, she started kicking him.

"Die," Cadwel hissed, fingers biting into her throat.

Tessa tried to kick again, but her body wasn't listening to her anymore. This was it. She'd lost, and she was going to die.

"Get your filthy hands off her!" Ollie suddenly snarled.

Tessa didn't see what happened next. She heard Cadwel gasp, and then she was falling backwards, away from him, and air was rushing into her lungs.

"Ollie," she rasped as she rolled onto her knees, intent on beating Cadwel's head in with her bare fists if she had to, but she didn't have to because his body was shaking and his eyes were white with panic. He gurgled, face frantic with terror, and then one final tremor tore through him and he fell back onto the grass, mouth and eyes open and so very clearly dead. 

"That was my last two seconder," Ollie whispered as she grabbed Tessa's hand. "Glad I saved it."

"The wolves!" Tessa exclaimed as she tried to gain her feet.

"Are dead," a voice rumbled.

"Curtis!" Tessa yelped, spinning around so quickly that she nearly fell.

"Right here," Curtis said, dropping a bloody arm onto the pile of body parts in front of him. "Sorry I was late."

Tessa almost laughed, but then she remembered Gisele. She spun once more, but this time her legs didn't hold her. She fell to the grass and didn't even bother trying to stand again, just crawled over Cadwel's grotesque corpse to reach Gisele.

"Grandma!" she cried. "Grandma!"

"Hush," Gisele said. "And what did I tell you about the pulse? Don't you listen, girl?"

"Not very well," Tessa said, welcoming the tears of joy that were suddenly streaming down her cheeks.

"Did we win?" Gisele asked without opening her eyes.

Tessa looked over at Curtis. He nodded.

"Yeah," Tessa said. "We won."

"Ollie?"

"Here," Ollie replied.

"Why are you all the way over there?" Gisele demanded. "Come here so I can see you."

"I can't move," Ollie said. "I'm... I just... I can't move."

Curtis lumbered forward, scooped up Ollie, and laid her down gently beside Gisele.

"You scared me half to death," Gisele scolded. "Don't ever do that to me again."

"I'll try not to," Ollie murmured. "I don't think I can make it out of here," she added.

Curtis sat beside Tessa with a groan and said, "I lost the feeling in my legs a while ago."

"I can't feel my hands," Tessa replied.

"I can't feel anything," Ollie said.

"I don't know why you're all complaining," Gisele ground out. "I can feel everything!"

For some reason, that made Tessa laugh. It made them all laugh. And that's how Doc found them. Surrounded by bodies, totally exhausted, unable to move, and laughing like hyenas.


Chapter 20
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"I'm sorry I didn't get here in time to help," Doc said as he gently carried Ollie through the Hidden.

"I apparently didn't need you," Ollie said. "I had a troll."

She could hardly believe it. They had won. By some crazy twist of fate, they had actually won. And she was alive. A little singed inside, but alive.

"I'm glad you showed up when you did though," she added. "I'm not sure any of us were up to walking."

"Curtis is going to have to," Doc replied. "I don't have anyone on my payroll who's strong enough to carry him."

She chuckled before saying, "Thank you."

"All I did was call the Worms," he replied. "They're going to take down my number one customer plaque now that you're back in town."

"I hope it was a one-time thing," Ollie murmured. "You also called the tetrarch."

They'd reached the exit now, and Doc carefully stepped out into the norm world and carried Ollie inside the van that was waiting for them.

"Simon gets testy when I don't tell him things," Doc said as he settled her on the bed beside Gisele. "And I didn't think he'd appreciate me not telling him that the entire Cadwel family died of a sudden illness. Shifter flu, I think it's called."

"That's much too plain of a name," Gisele snorted. "It's completely lacking in imagination. You were such a clever boy; what's happened to you?"

"What would you have suggested?" Doc asked, voice colored with amusement.

"Cryptid cholera. West Yangtze. Hoof and mouth. Or, my personal favorite," Gisele said with a wide grin, "Graves' Disease."

"You're right," Doc said seriously. "That is better."

Gisele chuckled softly and said, "I always did like you."

"And you always will," Doc replied. "I'll come see you when you're better, but call me if you need anything. Or Jervis." He grimaced and added, "Or... Or... Winslow."

"The cheerful clerk from your hotel?" Ollie demanded.

"That's the one."

"I would have to be desperate," Ollie muttered.

"He's an acquired taste," Doc admitted.

He kissed her gently on her forehead and said, "Take care of yourself."

Then he moved out of the way so one of his employees could lay Tessa on the bed as well.

"James will take you home," Doc said. "And I put in a call to a doctor friend of mine. He'll meet you there."

"Thank you," Ollie said. "Again."

"The pleasure is mine."

Ollie didn't remain conscious for the ride home. She barely woke up long enough to realize she was being carried inside, and then she blacked out once more.

When she finally did wake; she woke to a nightmare. She could feel everything, and she wished that she couldn't; but the horror she felt had nothing to do with the pain that coursed through her with every little movement. It had to do with the fact that she was lying on a bed in the sitting room. And right across from her in a different bed was Tessa. And in between them, curled up in a wingback chair, a book on her lap, was Gisele.

"I already read you that bit; let me find something new," Gisele was saying.

"Is there any reason why you can't start at the beginning?" Tessa complained.

"That's no fun at all, dear. Ah, here's the passage I was looking for."

Gisele cleared her throat and started reading.

Elaine wiped the sweat from his forehead one more time, even though she knew there was no point. The fever was raging through Lysander; and try as she might, she couldn't seem to hold it back.

"I need you," she whispered. "I need you. How will I ever survive if you die?"

She'd already lost everything by being in the room with him. Her reputation, her chances at marriage, her father's protection. But all that was meaningless without Lysander. He'd said he didn't love her, but she didn't believe him. It wasn't possible for him to touch her the way that he did if he didn't love her. She knew it wasn't possible.

"My god, Grandma," Tessa interrupted. "Why is it always about sex?"

"That's all anyone cares about, dear. Sex sells. I write a minimum of twelve sex scenes into every novel."

"How do you get anything else done?" Tessa asked sarcastically.

"There's still plenty of time for plot devices," Gisele said, tone beginning to sharpen. "For instance, if you would just let me read, Elaine gets kidnapped by pirates on the next page, and Lysander has to wake up to save her."

"Two problems," Tessa said. "First one, aren't they in London? How did the pirates get there?"

"The Thames, dear," Gisele ground out.

"Okay, assuming I buy that, if Lysander is unconscious, how does he know she's been kidnapped?"

"He knows in his heart. Now do you want me to go fetch Magnus, or shall I keep reading?"

"Keep reading," Tessa said quickly. "Please never stop reading."

"You interrupted me, so I have to go back a tick."

Gisele cleared her throat again.

He'd said he didn't love her, but she didn't believe him. It wasn't possible for him to touch her the way that he did if he didn't love her. She knew it wasn't possible.

His rough hands were so gentle when they stroked her. His lips were so giving. He didn't take, not ever. He gave. Lysander had given her the most splendid moments of her life.

"Really?" Tessa snorted. "Of her life!"

"Magnus!" Gisele called out.

"I'm so sorry!" Tessa exclaimed. "I swear to you that I will not interrupt again. I'm completely rapt."

"Humph. We'll see."

Lysander had given her the most splendid moments of her life.

Ollie chuckled softly. Maybe she was a little glad they hadn't shoved her up in her room and left her there. If she had to stay in bed, at least she was near the two people she loved the most.

She had kept them alive, just like she'd set out to do. If she could have looked at her watch, she would have. Just to verify that she had done it in time, but it didn't really matter. Done was done, and she was here, back in her own bed, right where she wanted to be.

Gisele's voice spun through the room, weaving her tale, and Ollie let it catch her up and lull her back to sleep.

It took Tessa three days to be able to move. And by then, she was ready. Gisele had read at least thirteen novels to her in the last three days. But not the full books, and not in any particular order. She would just pick up a book, choose a random scene, and read. Until she decided to change up to another scene.

The most aggravating part of it was that Tessa was actually beginning to care. Her mind wanted to know what happened to Elaine. Did Lysander save her from the pirates? He had to, didn't he? It had to end happily ever after.

Tessa growled under her breath as she walked quietly down the hallway. It was ridiculous to care about whether or not Grandma's trite characters found a happily ever after. She should be more focused on her own happily ever after.

And that wasn't a man who made her feel things she'd never felt before. She didn't care about that. She wanted her mind back. The mind Virgil had stolen. She wanted to remember not liking him. She wanted to remember Ollie telling her about Doc. But she wasn't convinced it was possible. She wasn't sure she would ever be whole again, and that made her absolutely furious.

She paused outside her office door and glanced back down the hallway. Neither Magnus nor Gisele were anywhere in sight.

Tessa turned the handle and began to ease open the door, jerking in surprise when a high-pitched alarm started screeching.

"Tessa!" Gisele called out. "Is that you, dear? Did you make it all the way to your office?"

Both Gisele and Magnus suddenly appeared at the head of the hallway. Tessa hadn't known Magnus could move that fast.

"You'd better lie down after such an effort," Gisele said. "I'll help you back to bed."

"No," Tessa said firmly. "I'm ready to get back to work."

Gisele poked her in the arm, and Tessa yelped.

"Not yet, dear," Gisele said. "There's nothing in that office that can't wait until you're a hundred percent."

"I can't lay there anymore, Grandma," Tessa insisted. "I just can't.

"You have to, dear."

"I'll go insane."

"Ollie's still in bed. I didn't even have to put an alarm on her door."

"That's because she sneaks out when you're sleeping," Tessa snapped.

Gisele made a disappointed noise, and Tessa said hurriedly, "I didn't mean it! I was just kidding."

"We'll see," Gisele murmured. "Magnus, help Tessa back to the sitting room."

Magnus didn't argue or say something dry. He just looped his hand around Tessa's arm and pulled her back the other way.

"If I don't get back to work, how will I pay you?" Tessa pleaded.

"I've been paid in advance for the next ten years," Magnus replied.

"Who did that?" Tessa demanded.

"Mrs. Graves."

"Why did she do that?"

"She paid me," Magnus said evenly. "I work for her now."

"That's traitorous," Tessa hissed. "Absolutely traitorous. How could you do this to me?"

"She gave me a raise."

"I would have given you a raise!"

"And a pair of slippers."

"I'll get you a hundred pairs of slippers."

"And an entire day off every week."

"I would have given you two!"

"I don't want two. One is just fine."

"I thought you didn't count her as a Graves," Tessa spat.

"I don't. Graves don't give days off."

Tessa couldn't immediately think of a response to that. Graves didn't take days off either, and it had never occurred to her that Magnus was always here. Always. It had also never occurred to her that he might have other things to do. Work was everything to her. The idea that it wasn't everything to everyone didn't make much sense.

"What will you do with your day off?" Tessa asked curiously.

"Bird watch," Magnus replied.

She stopped herself from saying any of the things that immediately came to mind. He was being completely serious. Magnus didn't know how to joke.

He was forcing her back into bed now, and Tessa went willingly. She'd never admit it, but the walk down the hallway had tired her, and she was ready for a rest. 

"Bird watching sounds nice," she lied.

"Too quiet, I'm sure, for you," he murmured.

"It would be about the right pace for today," Tessa snorted. "Just get me a pair of binoculars and point me towards a window."

"Maybe tomorrow," Magnus said. "Mrs. Graves will be very unhappy if you don't rest."

"I'm resting," Tessa said.

"Very well."

Magnus turned and exited the room, moving slightly faster than a sloth.

As soon as he was gone, Ollie said, "You didn't make it far."

"They put an alarm on my office door."

"The power's gone to Gisele's head. She'll be impossible to deal with after this."

"More impossible than she already is?"

"I'm afraid so," Ollie chuckled.

"I may have accidentally ratted you out," Tessa murmured.

"I knew you would break."

"I didn't break, I just..."

Tessa sighed. She was going crazy just lying here. Even worse, the only thing that alleviated the boredom was listening to Gisele read.

"Are you starting to like her books?" she asked.

"No!" Ollie snapped.

"You don't kinda want to know what happened to Duncan? Did he defeat his father and win back his love?"

"He has to, doesn't he?" Ollie replied. "I'm pretty sure Gisele doesn't do French endings."

"What's that?" Tessa asked.

"Realistic. Or even tragic. Just watch a couple of French movies, and you'll understand."

"You've been everywhere, haven't you?" Tessa asked.

"Not everywhere," Ollie countered. "Out of nearly two hundred countries, I've only been to about a hundred of them."

Tessa choked on her water and gasped, "A hundred! You've been to a hundred countries?"

"I didn't see much of most of them," Ollie shrugged. "And I was always there on business, not pleasure."

"I'm so sorry," Tessa said softly. "I don't know why I didn't ever see you the way you really are."

"You do now," Ollie replied.

"Yes, but for twenty-some years I looked at you and saw what Virgil told me to see. I'm not... I must be really weak, Ollie, if I couldn't see past that."

"I don't think that's true at all," Ollie said. "Virgil's only been dead for two weeks, and look at what you've already done. You fired his nasty employees, and you closed the book on his last case. Permanently," Ollie added.

"Can you imagine the look on his face?" Tessa asked. "You did what?!" she said, mimicking his irritated tone. "And who said you could do that? Do you have any idea how that looks? Do you have any idea how hard I worked to get the family here?"

Ollie laughed lightly and said, "That's nearly perfect. But he would have added something like, 'You're a disgrace to this family. If I could strip you of the Graves name, I would!'"

It suddenly didn't seem funny, because somehow Tessa knew Ollie had heard those exact words at some point.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

"Don't be sorry," Ollie laughed. "I never took Virgil seriously. I hear Gisele coming," she added. "You'd better pretend to be asleep, or she'll have Magnus force that nasty tea down your throat."

Tessa immediately closed her eyes. She wasn't going to have to pretend very hard. She was exhausted. There was a part of her that wondered if this was all a dream. Was Virgil really dead? Had she, Ollie, Gisele, and Curtis really defeated the Cadwel wolves? She didn't believe it. She didn't believe that the four of them had beaten over three hundred wolves. It didn't make sense to her detective mind. Not one lick of sense.

But she had the wounds to prove it. Her body still ached everywhere, and when Gisele changed her dressings, Tessa could see the puncture wounds, and she knew they'd been caused by wolf teeth. It had happened. It had all happened. She just didn't understand how it had happened or how they had won. She kept forgetting to ask Ollie what she had done at the end there. How she had burned the wolves. She needed to ask her.

And then Tessa woke up.

"Shit," she murmured.

She hadn't meant to fall asleep. She was sick of sleeping. She was ready to get back to work, and she was going to tell Gisele that. She was going to stand up and tell her firmly that enough was enough. She was getting back to work and that was that.

Tessa readied herself to stand, but at that moment Gisele breezed into the room and said cheerily, "Mail, dears. I put all the business mail in your offices, but you each have a piece of personal mail. Isn't that exciting? Maybe you have an admirer. I do hope so. I love secret admirers. I love not so secret admirers." Gisele laughed and added, "I just love admirers!"

Ollie made a noise, and Tessa recognized it as her ready-to-strangle-Gisele noise. Ollie also had a how-could-this-woman-be-my-mother noise. And a someone-please-shoot-me noise.

Gisele handed Tessa a white envelope before bustling over to Ollie and handing her an envelope as well.

"Well, don't just sit there," she urged. "Open them."

"Mine's from Doc," Ollie said without breaking the envelope's seal.

"How can you tell, dear?" Gisele asked.

"I recognize his handwriting."

"Are you going to open it?"

"Later."

"You're no fun at all," Gisele pouted. "Tessa, open yours."

Tessa didn't want to. She didn't recognize the handwriting like Ollie did, but she was certain it wasn't from Doc. It was from someone else, and every nerve in her body was telling her to throw it in the trash and run.

"Tessa," Gisele prodded. "Open it."

"I don't want to," Tessa replied.

Her lips suddenly felt numb, and she didn't know why. She was trembling, and she thought it was from fear, but why? It was just an envelope. Just a plain white envelope. Her mind simply couldn't justify why her body was so frightened.

Unless...

Unless her body recognized something that her mind didn't.

Tessa suddenly knew that her body recognized the writing, even if her mind didn't. Her body knew who the letter was from. It knew, and it was scared.

"Tessa," Gisele said. "Tessa, are you alright?"

"No," Tessa whispered.

"What's wrong? Do you hurt? Do I need to call the doctor?"

"No."

"Tessa!"

They were both standing beside her now, twin looks of worry on their faces.

"Tell me what's wrong," Gisele ordered.

"This," Tessa replied, barely touching the letter with her finger. "I know who it's from."

"Who?"

"I don't know."

"But you said—"

"My body knows who it's from," Tessa interrupted. "I don't."

She knew that didn't make sense. A statement like that could never make sense.

Ollie reached out to pick up the envelope, but Tessa stopped her.

"I'll do it," Tessa whispered.

She popped the seal with her finger and pulled out the thick piece of paper inside. There was one sentence written on it. One sentence in thick, bold ink.

Someone's been a very naughty girl.

Tessa didn't just read it; she heard it. She heard it inside her head. In his voice. That man's voice.

He was right. He was always right. She had been naughty. Very, very naughty. She had disobeyed him. She had disobeyed Virgil. She would be punished now, and she deserved it. She had disobeyed.

Nausea rolled through Tessa, and she lurched from the bed.

"No!" she hissed. "No!"

"Naughty," his voice kept saying. "Naughty. I am right. I am right. You were naughty."

"No!" Tessa screamed. "I wasn't! Shut up! I don't care what you say! Get out of my head! Get the hell out of my head!"

Someone grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her, but she couldn't see them; she couldn't hear them. She only had eyes for him; she could only hear him. He was right; he was always right. She shouldn't have gone after the Cadwels. She shouldn't have fired Virgil's men. She should have continued on as her dad would have wanted her to. She should have honored his name. She should have brought honor to the house of Graves.

"That's exactly what I did," she ground out. "I brought honor to the house of Graves. For the first time in two hundred years, I gave it something to be proud of."

Just saying the words pained her, but she had to say them, she had to fight the voice. Because he wasn't right. He was wrong.

Pain shot through her head. So much pain. It was tearing her apart, ripping her apart from the inside. And she knew, she knew it would go away if she just admitted he was right.

"No!" she screamed, clutching her head with both hands, trying to halt the agony. "No! You're wrong! You're wrong! You've always been wrong!"

The pain was burning now. She was burning. Her entire body was burning. She had to say he was right. She had to.

She wouldn't. She refused. She'd been lied to her entire life. He had been lying to her her entire life. He was wrong.

"You are wrong!" she screamed again. "Wrong, wrong, wrong! I will not listen to you! I will not!"

Something started boring its way into her skin, tearing through her flesh. The pain was too much. It had to stop. If she didn't admit that he was right, she would die.

"So what?" she snarled. "So what if I do die? You can't have me. I don't listen to you. Not anymore. You're wrong, and I'm right!"

Something snapped. She felt it snap. Something inside her head cracked, broke, and crumbled into dust. And the pain went with it.

When Tessa opened her eyes, she was lying on the floor, panting; and Gisele and Ollie were kneeling beside her, horror and helplessness all over their faces.

"Tessa," Ollie whispered. "Are you... Are you okay?"

She wasn't sure. She closed her eyes and felt around in her mind. The pain was gone. Just gone. That horrible wrenching pain had just disappeared. What did that mean?

"I was right," she murmured. Nothing happened. "You were wrong." Again, nothing happened.

"Wrong about what, dear?" Gisele asked, tone wobbly.

Tessa sat up and said, "Give me the note."

"No," Gisele retorted. "I'm going to burn it."

"No!" Tessa snapped. "Give it to me. Give me the note."

Without a word, Ollie handed it to her; and Tessa read the sentence once more.

Someone's been a very naughty girl.

Nothing. She didn't feel a thing. She'd broken it. She'd broken his control over her. She was free. She was finally free. She didn't know what that meant. She truly didn't, but she knew that right this second, she was as free as she'd ever been.

"Ollie," she said firmly.

"Yes?"

"It's time to get back to work."

"We don't have any cases," Ollie pointed out.

"We do," Tessa replied. "We are going to hunt down the patron."

She didn't know how. She didn't know anything about him, and she didn't have a single clue other than the note in her hand. But she was Tessa Graves. Detective, investigator. And she was very, very good at what she did. She would find the patron. And when she did, she would kill him.
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Chapter 1

"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.
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Chapter 1 

"Wake up, you filthy hedonist!"

Doc Holliday ignored the nagging voice because he was in the middle of a particularly nice dream and he didn't want to wake up just yet.

He'd just been dealt the winning hand; which he knew because he could always feel it when he was about to win. The man he was playing against was a hotheaded imbecile who didn't really understand how to play the game; and if Doc was lucky, which he usually was, the hothead wouldn't take losing well, especially since he was young and playing with money he'd stolen from his father. If Doc was very lucky, the hothead would pull a gun.

"Wake up!" the voice snapped again. "It's time!"

Doc rolled away from the voice, intent on finishing his dream, and controlled all his facial expressions as he threw in his chips and called the hand. The hothead was sweating now, chewing his lip anxiously. Doc held back his grin as he laid his cards face-up on the table.

The hothead's face went white. He sputtered for a second before tossing his cards onto the table and demanding, "How'd ya do that? You're cheatin', ain't ya?" His face wasn't pale now; it was bright red.

Doc smiled very slowly, leaning back in his chair as he did. "I don't need to cheat," he drawled. "I've the devil's own luck."

"Gimme a chance to win it back!" the man suddenly pleaded.

"No."

"You gotta!"

"I don't have to do anything," Doc mused. "If you can't afford to lose, you shouldn't play. That's just a good rule to live by."

The hothead's hand twitched, moving closer to his gun. Finally, Doc thought, smiling a little wider.

"WAKE UP!!!"

"Goddamn it!" Doc sputtered, sitting upright in bed. "I was just getting to the good part."

"Two women or three?" Thaddeus asked solicitously, accent making his words crisp.

"No," Doc grumbled. "It wasn't that kind of dream."

"Ah. The old 'I'm going to kill you to get my money back' dream?"

Doc grinned lazily as he stretched. "Something like that. Where's Ana?"

"How should I know? Fortunately, I'm not her keeper. Unfortunately, I appear to be yours."

"I think you have that backwards, Thaddy, old boy." Doc stepped from his bed, picking up his silk robe and slipping his arms through it. "Which reminds me, have I watered you lately?"

"Have I watered you lately?" Thaddeus mocked softly. "Why let me think. It's been approximately five years since you invited Ana to come have a stay. In all that time you've watered me... Wait, it'll come to me. That's right, twice."

Doc chuckled as he ran a finger over one of Thaddeus's shiny green leaves. "It's a good thing you're so low maintenance."

"Humph," Thaddeus snorted. "It's a good thing Rosa comes. That's the maid, if your addled brain will recall. If it wasn't for her I'd be dead. She, at least, waters me regularly. She's quite frightened to come into your bedroom, you know," he added slyly. "She believes you're a Tlahuelpuchi."

"Really? Now, how ever could she have gotten that idea?"

"I do get bored," Thaddeus grumped. "And I may have told her a fairytale or two."

"I hope you educated her, instead of feeding her prejudice," Doc said softly. "I once spent a very pleasant summer with a Tlahuelpuchi."

"But you're not an infant, are you, so you weren't in any danger of being drained dry," Thaddeus pointed out.

"That's just a myth," Doc said, stretching his neck. "Any type of blood will do."

"Oh, well, that's certainly less frightening!" Thaddeus snapped.

Doc shrugged and poured himself a glass of whiskey.  

"It took me two years to get Rosa to even talk to me," Thaddeus muttered. "She's extremely superstitious." He was quiet for a mere second before he added, "It's not easy living as a plant, you know. Especially when my only source of conversation decides to take a five-year, vampire-induced hiatus."

"My, you are grumpy." Doc poured himself another shot of whiskey, then tipped some into Thaddeus's pot. "Maybe some whiskey'll take the edge off."

"Goddamn it, Doc! You know I can't handle whiskey!"

Doc's eyes widened innocently. "You can't?"

"I don't know why I try. You're not worth it."

"That's what they all say. Are you going to tell me why you ruined my dream?"

"You told me to, you worthless wretch." Thaddeus's crisp words were starting to soften. "It's time. Señora Teodora."

"Oh."

Doc blinked, and his plush hotel suite faded away, replaced with the memory of a different hotel room. Not as plush, not as clean, and filled with the scent of death.

He was lying in the bed, staring at the cracked ceiling, coated in sticky sweat, sheets soaked from his constant perspiration.

He hadn't planned to die this way, not like his mother had, drowning in her own blood in a filthy bed, slowly giving in to the consumption. He'd planned to go out in a blaze of glory. One card game too many. One card sleight too obvious. But he had the devil's own luck. Except in anything that mattered.

Another cough racked his broken frame, and he welcomed it. Welcomed death. Asked it to come, but it didn't.

"Whiskey," he rasped.

Kate shook her head, sorrow making her eyes huge. "Whiskey isn't good for you. You know that."

"I'm dying!" Doc spat. "What the hell do I care? Get me some goddamn whiskey!"

She must have taken pity on him because she stood and left the room, hopefully in search of the best whiskey they had to offer. Not that he'd be paying for it.

He rested his hand on the cool ivory handle of his six-shooter. It would be faster to just eat a bullet, but he rather liked his face and he didn't want to ruin it. No one would attend his funeral if his face was a bowl of mush. He laughed softly, trying not to trigger another coughing fit. 

The door opened, but it wasn't Kate returning with the whiskey; instead a rather old woman entered. She didn't particularly look old. Her face was lined, but not wrinkled, and her hair was thick with only a few streaks of grey. Her eyes were sharp as a hawk's, and he knew from experience her hands were strong enough to squeeze the life from a man's neck, not to mention his other parts.

"Señora Teodora," he wheezed, "come to make sure I die?"

"No." She sat beside him and studied him with the eye of a woman used to death. "You haven't much longer."

"I should expect not," he chuckled, gesturing towards a pile of bloody linens in the corner. "I can't imagine I have much blood left."

"You still do not take life seriously."

"Why would I?"

"I have forgiven you for seducing my granddaughter."

"Is that why you're here?" Doc laughed dryly. "To absolve me of my sins?"

She spat contemptuously to the side, then said, "Do not speak to me like I am one of them. They destroyed my culture, my people, and if they knew what I was they would burn me and think nothing of it."

"Then why are you here, Señora? I'm dying, and I'm afraid I don't have time for games."

"You've never had time for anything but games."

"True enough."

"Do you regret it? Do you wish you'd done something else?"

"You mean marry like my brother did?" Doc retorted. "Have children, then die, leaving them grief stricken and fatherless? I'd rather relive my own life over and over and over again."

Doc's heart clenched, thinking of Francisco. He hadn't been with him when he died, and he should have been. He didn't have many regrets, but that was one.

"If you lived past today, would you choose a different path?" she asked.

"No."

Doc blinked, returning to the present, and looked around his elegant suite with a grin. He was Doc Holliday. There was no other path.

"Why can't you drink brandy?" Thaddeus slurred.  

Doc laughed heartily. "Because I'm a whiskey man, Thaddy. Always have been."

"I utterly despise you."

"Shall I lose you in my next game?"

"Only if you lose to a nubile young nudist."

"Male or female?"

Thaddeus made a strange noise which Doc assumed was a growl. Sometimes he wished Thaddeus at least had a face. It wasn't easy reading a plant's moods.  

"I'm back," Ana sang cheerfully as she sauntered into the bedroom. "Doc!" she exclaimed. "You're upright!"

"Yes. I'm afraid our staycation has come to an end." He kissed her fondly, grazing his hands over her slim form.

"But we were just starting to have fun," she pouted. "One more night?"

He pushed her away gently, stepping backwards so her fangs couldn't touch his skin. "A night with you, my dear, turns into a hundred."

She smiled widely, fangs glinting for a second before receding into her gums. "I will miss you," she said, licking her lips seductively.

"It's never a goodbye, Ana," he said, yearning to sink into her arms for just another minute or two. He couldn't though. The time had come, and he needed to be clear headed, not drugged into lust and happy dreams by the lovely sedative she injected into his veins every time she was near him.

"Go," he insisted. "Before I give into temptation."

"Call me anytime," she murmured throatily, tracing her fingertips over the tattoo covering his naked chest before turning and leaving the room.

"I'll miss her," Thaddeus muttered drunkenly. "Her hips were perfect."

"Indeed. But we have work to do," Doc said.

"You have work to do. I'm taking a nap."

"Sleep well, old boy," Doc whispered, pouring another bit of whiskey into the clay pot before throwing open his heavy brocade curtains and gazing out at the city beneath him.

He hadn't been outside his suite in five years, but at a glance, not much had changed. Another building or two perhaps, but it still looked like Denver. Modern Denver, not Denver as he'd first seen it. That was an entirely different thing. He couldn't have imagined back then that Denver would ever turn into this sprawling, towering mammoth.

He opened the window, letting the breeze brush over his chest. He hadn't been hiding so much as taking a break. Every now and then he needed a break to remind himself how much life there was left to live.

There were more hands of cards to be played. There were more women to be thoroughly bedded. Hell, there's more whiskey to be drank, he thought as he took a sip and breathed deeply.

If living forever meant he had to take a breather every now and then, it was a small price to pay. Thirty-six years just hadn't been enough. Now that he was heading towards two hundred, he could honestly say he'd lived. If Death came to collect him tomorrow, he might not even fight it. Well, not tomorrow. He had to take care of something first; then he wouldn't fight it. Maybe. He'd just have to see. 

Doc chuckled softly, amused at himself, and then indulged in a leisurely shower. After he'd dried, he studied his clothes and carefully picked out a white shirt, dark grey vest, and black trousers. As much as he'd enjoyed being naked for the last several years, it felt good to get dressed.

He'd missed his knives more than anything. He strapped a small knife around his ankle and one around his thigh that he could access through his pants pocket. After he'd donned his shirt, he buckled his special knife harness across his chest. His vest hid it completely, but he had easy access to both knives, the one under his shoulder blade and the one in the center of his chest.

He buttoned his vest, enjoying the feel of the buttons between his fingers, rolled up his shirtsleeves, and slipped on his bracelets. He had five for each wrist, and each one was made of horse hair, or something more exotic, and held a stone meant to block psychic or magical attacks.

He hadn't lounged around doing nothing the last hundred and fifty years. He'd acquired knowledge, he'd found friends, lost friends, and collected more than a few enemies. He'd honed his skills; he'd learned new skills; and he'd endeavored to understand the world in which he lived. Both worlds, the regular one and the Hidden one.

But unfortunately, he still wasn't ready. For everything he knew, there were a hundred things he didn't. A hundred and fifty years, and he'd only scratched the surface.

For the first time in decades, there was a very small part of him that was nervous. Señora Teodora had entrusted him with a task, and he was very much afraid he was going to fail.
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