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Fall Apart, Hold Together (Westgate Irregulars Wild-Spirit AU, #2)

Artemisia could chart the course of the slow-motion catastrophe of sabotage overtaking the cider-making business of her lover, Veserian, by the metastasis of papers and ledgers and correspondence out of his office, through the dining room, and finally into their bedroom. That they were free of marching columns of desperate figures this evening was down only to Dallen, friend and now boarder, who’d all but frisked Veserian as they gathered at the table outside to eat dinner in the last of the autumn’s warmth.

Artemisia tried to stay in the moment, she tried with all she had. She drew her chair close enough to Veserian to possess his hand in hers and settle it on her thigh until the housekeeper who also served as their cook brought out the food. The vanishing sun burnished his dark skin, brought out the gold thread woven into the tiny braids along his skull. He was so gorgeous, the man she loved, still poised even as life tried to whittle him down to haggard hollows and hopelessness.  

Dallen slumped in his chair, not a poised bone in his body. He perpetually looked either as if he had just collapsed in a drunken stupor or would any moment burst into action if only those around him would stop their excruciating delays. He complemented Veserian in the private investigation firm of the Copper Stars—Dallen had the common contacts, and Veserian and now Artemisia cultivated the ranked.

Veserian’s house showed its best side over them all: the solidity of brick and reclaimed concrete decoration lending it grandeur. The city of Port Outward sometimes had the salt—and dead seaweed—smell of the Sound, sometimes the softer fir needle scent of the forest, and the wind was low today, leaving them with a low, urban tinge of smoke from stoves, though the nearest surrounding houses were set off behind a space of greenery and the enclosing brick wall. 

“We could do without a housekeeper,” she said, at length, because she might as well stop kidding herself as to where her thoughts were inevitably going to dwell, if she was awake. 

“You wouldn’t want anything I attempted to cook,” Veserian murmured, gaze far away or perhaps far deep inside. “I suppose if we ceased to entertain, we could have her come in less often...”

It wasn’t like Artemisia knew how to cook or clean either. She knew how to direct others to do so, how to value their labor so they continued. It was a skill, but not one that helped them now. “If we don’t entertain, we can’t visit anyone else, and we won’t have anything to offer the Copper Stars.” That was the noose steadily tightening on their necks: without Veserian’s cidery, they had nothing but the Copper Stars, but their investigative career was built on his ranked status, and that was built on the money from his cidery. 

Dallen growled curmudgeonly anger at the universe, chin on his chest. “What about the court case? Everyone knows it was Ranked Crisanthum who had your cidery burned in revenge for you locating her stolen goods so the Copper Stars could seize them, and who the hell else would have set those smaller orchard fires to scare the farmers into refusing to sell to you?”

Veserian grimaced and his fingers tightened around Artemisia’s until she could feel the fear he didn’t show on his face. “The faith of a good friend doesn’t stand up in court, I’m afraid. We can’t find any solid evidence.”

And meanwhile, they had their two small Copper Stars salaries that were cupfuls of sand poured into an endless sinkhole of the court case and rebuilding the cidery and paying the security to ensure it didn’t burn again, a house that was only an asset until it needed a major repair, and the small income from Dallen’s rent. His story of being evicted from his former boardinghouse for insulting the landlord’s cooking had been a threadbare fiction they’d originally accepted to grant him the illusion of aiding them in a material way, but now they needed that money far more than Artemisia would admit even to herself.

They lapsed into silence as the housekeeper brought out the food and they filled their plates. Dallen inhaled his with barely a veneer of table manners, but Artemisia didn’t have the energy to tease him about it tonight. “When are you two going to get married?” he asked, when he’d returned to his earlier angle of slump.

“How would that help?” She offered Veserian a thin grimace of a smile in apology, found it mirrored back to her. 

“I’m not going to saddle her with my debts.” He set his knife down to brush the back of a knuckle along her jaw, then went back to his food. She knew the silent words encoded in the gesture: he wanted to give her the fine things in life, and not being able to was killing him. He left the words silent and encoded because he knew she’d protest that she didn’t need those things, only him. They’d built this relationship on admitting out loud what they were thinking, but for a few things, saying them out loud didn’t help.

“We thought about holding the wedding to see if an invitation would make it through to my father without my stepmother intercepting it, or whatever she’s been doing to all my other letters, so he’ll finally have the bank here give me access to my account down in Grand Ronde. But Veserian wrote to him on my behalf. My stepmother has no reason to intercept that.” 

Dallen glowered at her, with the particular tinge she’d learned was concern, not anger. “How about because you’re disgustingly in love and it might remind you two that there’s more to life than money, huh?”

“If we can make it through to next harvest, the business with Ranked Crisanthum will be settled one way or the other, and I’ll be able to start up again,” Veserian said. That, in contrast, was one of the things they were saying over and over, as if that would make it true.

He lifted his head suddenly, looking back toward the house, which focused Artemisia’s attention in time for the sound of a knock to carry dimly from the front door. They exchanged a look—was this a knock they wanted to answer, or one they wanted to pretend not to be home for?—but while Veserian’s wards around the house had given him advanced warning, they didn’t offer him any other information.

“I’ll get it,” Dallen said, slump transforming into tight action. “I’ll tell them you’re not home if necessary.” Artemisia pushed at her food with her fork while they listened to his footsteps disappear, but Veserian didn’t even pretend. He was on his feet the moment Dallen bellowed. “Artemisia!”

Artemisia teasingly made Veserian wait while she set her napkin aside and stood gracefully, before taking pity on him and lengthening her stride through the house. “I think they belong to you,” Dallen said as she arrived, and stepped aside to show the visitors on the doorstep.

Two people, though you might not understand at first that they were both people—a woman and a man currently carrying the wild-spirit of a wolf. “Tsetseliya! Ruan!” Artemisia threw herself forward to embrace her half-sister first, then dipped to her knees to do the same for her half-brother as a wolf. She stepped back to look them both over, catching Tsetseliya’s hands to clasp them tightly as she did.

Her sister was a few years older than her, shorter, darker of hair, and with a brush more brown to her skin, though it wasn’t fair to define her solely in terms of Artemisia, who was rather over-tall and over-bony and not a good standard at all. Say instead that Tsetseliya wore her wildness with a laughing confidence—because she, like both her half-siblings, was a spirit-hollow. Her hollow-mark was much harder to hide than Artemisia’s, even if she’d been inclined to try—the lens of black, with tendrils of unmarked light brown trailing into its center like roots over a hole, filled the bottom of her neckline, spreading across her chest like the wings of a beautiful necklace.

Ruan’s hollow-mark was harder to see, a bar of black fur among the ruffled white-gray of his own chest, farther toward his belly, more like Artemisia’s, which nestled just below her breasts. She would bet Dallen had noticed that black fur, though—or perhaps he’d simply drawn conclusions about the identity of a wolf, standing calmly in the midst of a town, at the side of another spirit-hollow.

Finally, Artemisia started to think past her joy at seeing her half-siblings. “Is something wrong?” Last she’d seen her sister, she’d done battle at her side, against another faction of spirit-hollows. But that battle had been definitively won, before Artemisia had started on the journey that eventually took her here, to Port Outward and Veserian.

“Well, he does look fancy enough for you,” Tsetseliya remarked. She tugged Artemisia to the side using their joined hands and assessed Veserian without apology. “Your father contacted me when you’d been missing for too long, thinking you were still with me. I couldn’t help him, but when he did hear from you, he was kind enough to pass along the information.” She smirked. “And we made it here first to find out who this mysterious ranked was that you’re suddenly shacking up with.”

“First? Father’s coming too?” Artemisia drew in a deep breath to steady herself under a sudden flood of relief. Finally, some hope for their situation! But there were proprieties she was neglecting. She performed a quick round of introductions, labeling Veserian her partner and Dallen their lodger and friend. When Ruan dipped his head in greeting to the two men, she frowned at him. He never said much when he wasn’t carrying a wild-spirit, and when he was visiting Tsetseliya from Inupiat, up north, he usually was. But she was surprised he’d want to deal with strangers while unable to speak. “Did you need to borrow some clothes?”

Tsetseliya laughed
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