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Book 15:

INDEBTED

M.M. Crumley

In any moment of decision, the best thing you can do is the right thing, the next best thing you can do is the wrong thing, and the worst thing you can do… is nothing at all.

Teddy Roosevelt –
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Chapter 1
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Doc Holliday slipped out of his suit coat and draped it over the back of a chair.

"Who knew that three women could cause so much trouble?" he sighed as he collapsed onto the couch. He immediately regretted not getting a bottle of whiskey first, but now that he had sat, he wasn't inclined to move.

He was starting to associate the three Graves women with the fates. After all, each one of them represented a different stage of life, and as a collective they had measured the Cadwel wolves, determined that their time was at an end, and snipped the thread.

"I do not envy Jervis," Doc muttered.

"Just once, you should take over cleanup duty," Thaddeus chastised.

"Why? Jervis is so much better at it," Doc said with a shrug. "Besides, I handled the politicians. I had to come up with really clever ways of not flat-out lying to Simon and Sagena, and the story I made up to cover the library disaster was nothing short of genius. Lying with such aplomb takes considerable skill, and the only thing Jervis has to do is make sure all of the bodies are found."

"I'm sure there's more to it than that," Thaddeus declared.

"Probably," Doc allowed. "But I'll never know."

"How is Ms. Graves?" Thaddeus inquired. He was attempting to keep his tone casual, but it didn't work.

"Ollie is fine," Doc said. "A little worse for wear, but still basically upright."

"And her thighs?"

"Seemed in working order."

"I do so love her thighs," Thaddeus said with a small sigh of relief.

Doc didn't bother to tell him that regardless of whether or not Ollie's thighs were in working order he'd had his last liaison with Ollie a few days after Virgil Grave's funeral.

He briefly tried to make sense of the days and how much time had passed since then; but ever since he had returned from Pazach's time, he was having even more trouble than usual keeping track of the days.

Not that it had ever really mattered if he kept track of time. Time was time, and he and Ollie had had their time. Ollie was too smart to keep mucking around with him indefinitely. And furthermore, her niece Tessa needed her; Doc did not. 

Lovers came and went; it didn't bother him. He made certain not to attach himself to a woman who wanted more than sex from him, and he also made certain not to attach himself to any woman he might be tempted to want more from. It was the simplest way to protect everyone involved from getting hurt.

Unfortunately, he and Ollie had been more than lovers. They were also friends, and that was why Doc hadn't been able to tell her no when she had asked him to go to Virgil's funeral with her.

Funerals always brought out the worst in him. He was feeling downright glum, and he couldn't stop thinking about mortality and death and Tessa.

When he had first met Tessa, she had only been a child, and he had loved her instantly. He had liked Virgil well enough, but he had only accepted Virgil's invitation to visit the country house because of Tessa and the Graves women.

Tessa's mother, Ruth, had reminded him somewhat of his own mother; and he had doted on her while joking with Gisele, meeting up with Ollie in dark corners, and playing games with Tessa.

Those idyllic summers had turned painful when Doc had finally realized that Virgil was not a scrupulous friend, Ruth was dying, and Tessa was growing up, just like Bill and Bree had done. And he had run away. The Graves women hadn't needed him. At least he hadn't realized that they had needed him; they had certainly never said so.

But then when they had said they needed him, he had failed to show because there had been a problem with one of the Dulcis safe houses, and both he and Jervis had been neck deep in bodies when Ollie had tried to call him. By the time they had returned, the Graves women had already killed the last of the Cadwel wolves. He was glad his delay hadn't killed them, but he was a little sore over his continued failure to protect them.

He couldn't just sit here mulling though; it was hardly improving his mood. He had to get up and move, and Jury's list was the perfect distraction.

It wouldn't be long before Jury returned from his treasure hunt, and he would throw an absolute fit if Doc hadn't acquired at least a few of the items that were on his list. Doc removed the ridiculous list from his pocket and read through it once more. He had already memorized it, but he liked seeing his tasks listed in black and white. 

He was familiar with everything Jury wanted; but up until Jury had handed him the list, he had imagined that all of them, except one, were merely elements of myth and legend.

After all, if there truly was a Fountain of Youth, someone would have surely discovered it by now and started selling the water to the highest bidder. On the other hand, humans both fought death and ran straight towards it. They railed against it, but did nothing to halt its steady progress. So it was possible that there was a fountain of youth just around the corner, and everyone was too busy looking in the other direction.

Doc would ask Jervis to look into the other items on the list while he started with the one thing he knew he could locate. Jury hadn't known about the eighth continent before Doc had told him about it, so Doc wasn't sure how he knew about one of its waterfalls, but that was neither here nor there. If Jury wanted water from Lunsol Falls, that's exactly what he would get.

Doc had made love to a fae beneath its sparkling waters many years ago. It had been a glorious experience, but it was not an experience he wanted to repeat. He had had enough of the fae. In fact, he would be ecstatic if he never saw a fae again. And since that was the case, his plan was to sneak onto the eighth continent, grab the water, and leave.

"What odds do you give me on the fae not noticing me sneaking in?" he asked offhandedly.

"We've been over this," Thaddeus grumbled. "And you said they would notice the slightest footstep."

"So what if I don't walk?" Doc drawled.

"Why don't you just ask them for it?"

"Where's the fun in that?" Doc chuckled.

"I don't know why you even consult me," Thaddeus murmured. "I'm just a plant. I never see the rain; I never feel the wind; my life is barren."  

"I put you out on the deck just a few days ago."

"Only so you could make love to the delectable Ollie Graves without me watching."

"Or listening in," Doc added.

"I don't know why you denied me the pleasure. You know she's one of my favorites."

Doc didn't respond. He'd been saying goodbye to Ollie as a lover, and he hadn't wanted an audience.

There was that mood again. He could feel it hovering above him like a dark cloud.

"I think a little whiskey is in order," Doc muttered.

He slipped off his shoes and socks, finding them more constricting than he would have used to, and padded into his kitchen to grab a bottle of whiskey. Once he had his whiskey, he picked up the bottle of brandy; and, after a moment's deliberation, he grabbed Jervis's cordial as well.

"Brandy?" he offered before sitting back down.

"Don't mind if I do," Thaddeus replied. "Just a few sips though. I'd hate to miss a good conversation."

"I don't know how good it's going to be," Doc stated. "It depends on what kind of mood he's in."

"Indeed."

Doc poured a slosh of brandy into Thaddeus's pot before sitting down and popping the cork on his whiskey. He took a small drink and stared at the large painting on his wall, not really seeing it. He saw the forest instead, Pazach's forest. And he breathed in the pine-scented air as he walked softly across lush beds of moss. He could hear the heartbeat of the earth; and if he really, really tried, he could almost hear the voice of the mother.

He blinked, banishing the scene, and pulled out his phone to text Jervis.

"Cordial and gin?"

"Not together," Jervis texted back.

"Was that humor?" Doc replied.

"Do you want it to be?"

"Just come up."

"On my way."

While Doc waited, he pulled out his cards and shuffled them. The smell that drifted from them made him long for a very different forest. A dry forest filled with the echoes of a booming laugh.

The memory was interrupted by Jervis entering the room. He hadn't bothered to knock, and when he sat across from Doc, he said softly, "You're looking a bit out of sorts."

"I'm feeling a bit out of sorts," Doc sighed. "This is why I don't attend funerals." 

"They do have a way of bringing memories back from the dead," Jervis stated.

"My memories are never dead. Do you ever just sit around and think about them?"

"All the people I've lost?" Jervis responded. "Yes. Although I have found that it rarely does anything to improve my mood. Are we playing?"

Doc quickly dealt two hands, and they played silently for a few minutes before Doc said, "Gin."

"Is this a luck test?" Jervis asked as Doc dealt another hand.

"No. Although I am going out."

"I expected as much."

"I'm thinking about taking Tucker."

"Interesting choice," Jervis said flatly.

"I promised him I would teach him to fight, but I haven't made the time. If I take him with me—"

"You still won't have the time," Jervis interrupted.

"I have to at least try," Doc shrugged. "Gin," he added. "Do you want to come?"

"I've had my fill for a while," Jervis replied. "Besides, you already said you're taking Tucker."

Doc ignored that comment and asked, "How much have you told Sami about the Hidden?" 

He dealt the next hand, checked his cards, drew, and discarded before Jervis responded by saying, "Nothing."

"Nothing?" Doc asked in surprise. "You haven't told her anything?"

"I am not a resident of the Hidden," Jervis stated. "It is not my secret to share."

"Interesting point," Doc allowed. "So you're saying we have to get James to tell her?"

"James is not a resident of the Hidden either." 

"Gin," Doc said. He stacked up his cards and took another drink of whiskey. "Emily?"

"No."

"Is anyone in our employ a member of the Hidden?" Doc demanded.

"Certainly."

"You're being very difficult today," Doc sighed. "I'm just going to tell her."

"If you think that's best," Jervis said, voice conveying no emotion whatsoever.

"I don't see how she can continue to be part of our… our…"

"I believe the word you are looking for is family," Jervis said softly.

Jervis was right, but it was a word Doc avoided. Jervis and Jury were his family, and they wouldn't leave him, unlike Sami and Tucker and Frankie, or Ollie and Tessa.

"Anyway, if she's going to continue to spend time with us," Doc went on, "I feel like she should know."

"You're the boss," Jervis said.

"You're not giving me a lot to work with. Do you not want me to tell her?"

"I have no opinion about it one way or the other."

"Are you going to continue seeing her?"

"Yes," Jervis said, tone firm.

"Well then," Doc muttered.

He took a large drink before pulling Jury's list from his pocket and handing it to Jervis.

"I know where to find Lunsol Falls, but I'm a little lost on the other ones. Would you put out some feelers?"

"What is this?" Jervis asked.

"Jury's list of stones and water he wants me to get for him."

As Jervis read through the list, his lips began to curve upward; and by the time he was done, he was actually laughing.

"Is there a reason you're laughing?" Doc asked irritably.

"Leprechaun gold, water from the Fountain of Youth and the River of Sight, a piece of the Planctae," Jervis chuckled. "Jury essentially just told you to meet him in the sub-subbasement."

Doc considered that for a moment, and then he started to laugh as well.

"Why is that funny?" Thaddeus interjected.

Doc was laughing too hard to answer him, and Jervis didn't bother to answer, but he did pour more brandy into Thaddeus's pot.

"That was unnecessary," Thaddeus sputtered. "I was just asking a question. That's what scientists do! They inquire."

Jervis dumped in the rest of the brandy, and Thaddeus began to grumble, but his words were already slurred.

"It's not fair, you know. I have to live vicariously. I've never even been to the sub-subbasement. And here you have your inside jokes. It's just not fair," he murmured. "And another thing, bees. I don't have flowers; not pretty ones anyway. How am I ever going to meet any bees?"

The last word was no more than a whisper, and Doc waited a moment before giving into another bout of laughter. Thaddeus was always more of a plant when he was drunk, and it was difficult not to be amused by his drunken ramblings.

When Doc's humor had died down, he asked, "Do you think everything is obtainable?"

"I don't know," Jervis admitted. "The leprechaun gold, yes. But only if you play your cards right. The other four items are mythical, and I haven't a clue whether or not they actually exist."

"But you'll find out?" Doc prodded.

"I will find out," Jervis agreed.

"Keep the list," Doc said. "I already memorized it."

"You're taking Tucker with you because?"

"Only to Ireland," Doc said. "I have a lot of outstanding debts, and I'm closing the accounts."

"Bree is not an account," Jervis stated.

"I know that," Doc said. "But I promised her I'd come see her, and I haven't. So I'm going. And while I'm there, I'll pop onto the eighth continent."

"Efficient," Jervis allowed.

"I thought so."

"For maximum efficiency, you should handle the leprechaun gold at the same time."

"Good thinking," Doc agreed.

"Would you like the plane readied?"

"Not yet," Doc said. "I owe Sami a game of Rat Killer. Is she home?"

"Yes," Jervis replied. "Do be careful what secrets you reveal, Hans."

"I'm not going to tell her you're a vampire," Doc assured him. "That was never my intent."

"I'll send her over on my way down."

"Thank you, Jervis."

"It is always my pleasure," Jervis murmured.

"Give yourself a raise," Doc ordered. "Maybe two."

"I already gave myself a raise today," Jervis admitted. "I was having trouble with the kitchen again, and I had a moment of weakness."

"Not the staff, I hope," Doc inquired, being careful not to smile.

"No. A very pretentious man who said that the Beef Wellington was dry, and you and I both know that the Beef Wellington is never dry. I sometimes wonder how these people find us. It's a constant trial, but we do manage."

"You're starting to sound a bit like Thaddeus," Doc pointed out.

"Horrors," Jervis intoned.

"Go," Doc laughed. "And don't forget to send over Sami."

"It may be a minute," Jervis replied.

"I'll take a nap," Doc drawled, knowing exactly how Jervis intended to spend his minute with Sami.

"That's probably best," Jervis said as he left.

Once Doc was alone, he stretched out on the couch and stared up at the decorative crown molding that edged his ceiling. He missed Bree, and he wanted to see her, but he was afraid that seeing her so soon after losing Pazach and the others would fill him with a sense of loss that he'd rather do without. He knew he hadn't lost her yet, but he was going to.

A good gambler never looked at the end; they always stayed firmly in the moment, rode the tide whether they were winning or losing. Doc knew that. But he'd never been able to apply it to death.

He was horrified that Bree would just someday show up in his throne room, and that was how he would know she was dead. He tried to remind himself that she would always be with him, but it simply wasn't the same. He thrived on life. He thrived on killing and traveling and doing, and it bothered him that Bree would someday lose those things, just like Francisco and Andrew and Charlie had.

Andrew and Charlie didn't seem to mind, but they would never just come right out and say what exactly they did all day, or if there even were days in the realm of the dead. Doc didn't mind admitting that the lack of knowing bothered him.

He knew he was being ridiculous, and he knew he was losing time with Bree. But he was changing that now; he was going to go see her just as he had promised her he would.

He glanced at the door, but he knew Sami wouldn't show up for a while so he closed his eyes and let himself fall asleep. For a moment, Doc just drifted; but then a memory pulled at him, and he turned towards it.

"We used to drive cattle through here," Andrew said.

Doc glanced over at him, surprised at the bitterness he heard in Andrew's tone.

"I try not to think about it," Andrew went on. "Try not to think about all the changes that I know are coming, but it's already so altered that I find myself yearning more and more for the ranch."

Sadness filled Doc at Andrew's words. Andrew was still every bit as virile as he had been the day they had met some forty years ago. But every time Andrew had to trade in Widow Maker for a vehicle, it seemed to wear on him.

Like now.

Unlike Andrew, Doc didn't much care that they weren't on horseback, but he did prefer train travel to truck travel because no matter what he did to try to avoid it, the large truck he was driving seemed to hit every bump in the dirt road. It was enough to give him a headache. Not that he had headaches.

Andrew had told him that someday most of the roads would be paved with black tar, but Doc had a hard time imagining such a thing. It would take thousands of people to fulfill such a monumental task, and it seemed rather pointless when a horse could get you there just as well.

But when he'd said that to Andrew, Andrew had replied, "That's just the point. A horse can go anywhere, and they don't want you going anywhere. They don't want you being free; they want to box you in and keep you on the road, as far away from nature and the real world as they can."

"Who's they?" Doc had asked.

It was a running game between them. Whenever Andrew used the collective "they", Doc always asked who they were.

And Andrew almost always replied, "Them, the people, the hands pulling the strings."

He said that this time as well, and then he went on to say, "I don't know exactly what they gain, but you'd have to be a fool not to realize they gain something."

Andrew was no fool; if he said "they" gained something, they did.

"I miss him," Andrew suddenly said, voice desolate.

"I know," Doc replied.

"The house will seem empty. I hate change."

"Some change is good," Doc pointed out, trying to keep Andrew from sliding into one of his darker moods. "You'll have a great-grandson by the time we get back."

"Me a great-grandpa," Andrew murmured. "Who would have ever thought!"

He didn't go on, but Doc knew what he was thinking. If only Doyle was there to see it.

Neither of them had said a word as they had dug up the ground and lowered Doyle's pine box next to his long dead family, but watching Andrew weep over Doyle's grave once they had finished had almost been more than Doc could bear.   

Doc had no idea how to comfort Andrew. In fact, all he had been able to think about was a day in the future when Andrew would leave him, just as Doyle had left Andrew.

It was happening steadily now. They were all dying off, and it frightened Doc. As much as he hated to admit it, he missed Doyle too; and if he missed Doyle of all people, he could hardly imagine how he would feel when Andrew did someday leave him.

Doc cast a shuttered glance Andrew's way. He looked almost just the same as he had when they'd first met. The only sign of his age was a few scattered white hairs, and Doc had a feeling Andrew could easily rid himself of them if he wanted to.

"You know what we should do?" Andrew suddenly said.

"No?"

"We should have a race. You in the truck versus me on foot."

"Why bother?" Doc laughed. "We both know how it ends."

"With me getting to the ranch quicker," Andrew stated, tone amused.

"If you're going to leave me, I'll just drive this hunk into the ditch and walk back to the nearest train station," Doc retorted.

"Where will you go next?" Andrew asked.

"Jervis has a lead on something in Canada. You want to come?"

"Do they drive cars there?"

"I'm sure they do, but I haven't been up there in a while."

Andrew was silent for a long time. Eventually he said, "I'm tired, Doc. And that doesn't make sense. I lead the life I want with the people I want, but I think knowing the future and knowing what's coming is taking a toll. I don't know how Ahanu stands it. He seems sane, doesn't he?"

"Debatable," Doc drawled.

"I always thought he did," Andrew said. "You'd think he'd be hootier than a hoot owl."

"Maybe he just hides it well," Doc suggested.

"My point is," Andrew said firmly, "I'm tired. I keep waiting for the A-Bomb and the microwave and the goddamn television. And Ahanu says I can't change anything. He says that if I do, I could alter the future so drastically that… Well, you get the point. I don't want to just sit here and watch though. It's making me grumpy."

"So go out with me," Doc urged. "It'll be fun."

"You always say that."

"And I'm always right," Doc replied.

"What about that one time—"

"We both agreed never to bring that up," Doc interjected. "If we pretend like it never happened, Janey will be less likely to find out, and I will be more likely to live."

"I can't believe you're scared of a girl," Andrew mocked.

"Anyone with half a mind is scared of Janey," Doc retorted. "Which says a lot about you."

"It does, doesn't it?" Andrew said happily. "I still can't get over how damn cool she is."

"And I still don't think that's going to catch on," Doc stated.

"Cool? Just you wait. And hot and sick and bad."

"Those are all words, yes."

"But in the future, they'll all mean different things," Andrew chuckled. "It'll drive you nuts."

A sharp tap on the door woke Doc, but he didn't open his eyes right away, he just held on to that moment.

For once, Andrew had been wrong; it didn't drive him nuts when someone said cool but actually meant neat instead of cold. It didn't drive him nuts because it always reminded him of Andrew.

There was another knock, and Doc released the memory and sat up with a sigh.

"Come in!" he called out.

The door swung open, and Sami stepped inside. Her lips were red and plump, her hair was mussed, and her shirt was badly buttoned.

"Jervis said you wanted to see me," she said, smiling widely.

"I owe you a game," Doc replied.

Her eyes brightened, and she stepped towards him.

"There's a bathroom down the hall," Doc said with amusement. "Maybe you want to freshen up first? Your shirt's a little… misaligned."

"Shit," Sami hissed, cheeks turning bright red. "He said you wouldn't notice."

"And you believed him?" Doc drawled.

"It made sense at the time."

"I know all about the birds and the bees," Doc chuckled.

"Bees," Thaddeus moaned. "There are none."

"Hush," Doc said as he patted one of Thaddeus's leaves. "It's just a dream."

"I'll never get used to that," Sami said with a shudder before rushing down the hallway.

When she returned, her shirt was fixed and her hair was smoothed, but she hadn't been able to do anything about her swollen lips; she still looked as if she'd just been thoroughly had.

"Egyptian Rat Killer," Doc said cheerfully as he gestured for her to sit. "Do you ever beat Jervis?"

"Are you kidding me?" she snorted. "He's lightning fast."

"He is, isn't he?" Doc muttered.

He pulled out a deck of cards from under the coffee table and began to shuffle. Protection spell or not, he wasn't risking Charlie's cards in a game of quick slap.

Once he'd shuffled, he split the deck into two and offered Sami her pick. She took one, and they began to play.

"You're not as fast as Jervis," Sami laughed after a while. "But still faster than I am!"

Doc merely shrugged. They continued to play until Doc had won three rounds, and then he shuffled the cards once more and put them away.

"How much do you know about cryptids?" he asked offhandedly as he leaned back and studied her.

"The unofficial species list is twenty-seven and counting," Sami replied.

"Thirty-one," Doc said easily.

"Oh, wow. What are the other four?" she asked, eyes bright with curiosity.

"I don't know what the first twenty-seven were," Doc replied with a shrug. "Do you know where they live?"

"Grandpa always presumed they lived in the sewers, but I imagine that's probably not the case," Sami said. "He didn't pay much attention to things like that until he met you," she added. "Dad said he got a little bit obsessed."

Whether Doc intended for it to or not, his very presence in the world changed things. And here he was, changing even more things, shifting reality around him. At this point, he was no better than Ahanu. He was constantly tugging on the strings of reality and forcing the picture to change.

"It's important that you never tell anyone what I'm about to tell you," Doc said.

"I never tell anyone anything," she said vehemently. "Not even my family." She blushed and added, "That came out wrong. I tell them things, just not things I shouldn't."

"I never really thought that you did."

And he hadn't. He wouldn't have chosen to tell her about the Hidden if he had, but it wasn't hard to sense the fierce loyalty that Sami exuded. She wouldn't put others at risk, not Jervis, not Doc, not Jury. Whether any of them had expected it, or even wanted it, she had indeed become part of their rather odd and eclectic family.

"The cryptids, most of them, but not all of them, live in a construct called the Hidden," Doc said. "There are Hiddens inside every major city in the United States, concealed from norms or humans. Thomas Jefferson was responsible for its development. Although he did have help from a number of prominent witches; Phillip Jury, for instance, was heavily involved."

"Jury's father?" Sami asked.

"Yes."

"And me," a groggy voice interjected. "I helped."

"I know, Thaddy, old boy. I hadn't forgotten you, just hadn't gotten to you yet."

"Good. I did bad things for bad people, and that's why I'm a plant," he muttered.

"Don't mind him," Doc said. "He's drunk."

"Did he though?" Sami asked.

"Yes."

"Oh. So he's bad?"

"Confused. Misguided. Too curious," Doc allowed.

"I am curious!" Thaddeus exclaimed. "It's the scientist in me. We are supposed to be curious."

"I know," Doc said.

He tipped the rest of his whiskey into Thaddeus's pot, grinning when Thaddeus flew into a very short-lived rant about living with a reprobate.

"He passes out very easily," Sami noted.

"He is a plant," Doc shrugged.

"Why are you telling me all of this?"

Doc studied her, but as he did, Sami's inquisitive face faded and was replaced with Lena's face and Lena's laughing grey eyes.

Lena had wormed her way into Doc's life with smiles and offerings of a home. Except for Bree, Lena was the only woman to ever give Doc a gift.

He had loved Lena, and he was certain that Jervis loved Sami. Sami brightened up a previously shadowed portion of Jervis's heart. She gave him gifts; and she offered him a home.

"There was this woman," Doc said softly.

"It's always a woman," Sami stated knowingly.

"Her name was Lena Danser," he continued. "She was beautiful. She laughed at everything, and she was horribly superstitious. She believed in luck, but she probably believed more in bad luck than good luck. I guess we balanced each other that way," Doc reflected, remembering Lena's habit of rubbing his cheeks when she was certain that something was about to go wrong.

"She named all the lower suites in the hotel," he went on. "She abolished thirteen from the room numbers, she insisted that I put a bag of salt under every thirteenth stair, and she made the workmen hide fumsup dolls in the walls. She wrote steamy romance scenes, but she never finished a book, and she helped women escape from their abusive husbands."

He felt that everything he had said fell short. It was impossible to explain Lena in mere words. For those five beautiful years, she had been everything to him. As if every good thing in his life had found its way to Lena and wrapped itself around her.

"You loved her," Sami said.

It was a statement, and Doc left it at that. He hardly needed to say it.

"I never told her about the Hidden or cryptids," he continued. "It wasn't my secret to share; it's still not my secret to share, but I'm telling you because you already know more than she did. There was so much I never told her, so much that I hid from her. And when she finally noticed that she and I weren't the same, when she noticed that I wasn't aging but she was, and I did tell her my own secret, she…"

It was still difficult to say, still hard to believe. Lena had left him. She had chosen to leave him.   

"She killed herself," he said flatly. "She said she would rather die than age without me."

Sami was staring at him, horror in her ever-expressive eyes; and after a moment she said, "She did what?! What a selfish bitch!"

Doc raised an eyebrow.

"She left you!" Sami exclaimed. "Because you weren't going to grow old and grey? What kind of psychopath doesn't want their loved ones to live forever?"

"She had a different story written out for us," Doc said. "One that ended with us grey-haired and toddling down the sidewalk together."

"She wasn't worth it," Sami said resolutely.

"I would love her again," Doc shrugged. "The days I spent with her were full of happiness."

"She didn't taint it all by killing herself?" Sami demanded.

"No," Doc replied. "I still remember her mischievous smile as she tried to decide on the names of the suites. She had this vision of the type of person who would stay in each one; and she and I used to sit in the lobby, watch people come in, and try to guess which suite they would be assigned. She was hardly ever wrong," he added with a smile.

Sami's face had settled into one of passive disbelief. She wasn't going to argue with him, but she would also never see Lena the way he did, and he didn't expect her to. He was happy she didn't, happy that she had reacted so harshly and with such blind loyalty.

"I still don't know why you're telling me all of this," she pointed out.

"You're with Jervis now," Doc said carefully. "You're part of our world, and our world includes the Hidden. Jervis won't tell you about the Hidden because he's not a member of it, but I don't want you always sitting outside of things, wondering what's going on. For instance, I didn't call Jervis during the month that I was gone because I was in the future somewhere and I stayed there for fifty years."

"Now you're joking," Sami said.

"I'm not."

"That makes no sense," she argued.

"Time travel never does."

"Why were you in the future? And how did you get there?"

"I was fae for a minute."

"Bullshit," Sami stated.

He shrugged.

"You're telling me that you were fae for a minute and you went into the future and that was why Jervis was so freaked out?"

"He didn't know where I was, and I couldn't tell him," Doc tried to explain.

"Oh, gods," she muttered. "How does he put up with you?"

"I have no idea," Doc admitted.

And he really didn't. Through the years, he'd put Jervis through hell and back many times over. But Jervis had always held firm, had always stood his ground, and had never once left Doc on his own.

"Is that all you have to tell me?" Sami demanded.

"Pretty much."

"So you're not going to tell me that Jervis is a vampire, and neither is he?" she asked, tone irritable.

For once, Doc couldn't hide his shock.

"You guys think I'm just some ditzy blonde who doesn't know anything," she grumbled. "But I figured it out in the first month. Will you at least tell me why he won't tell me?"

It took Doc a minute to fully recover the use of his tongue.

"Why haven't you said anything to him?" he asked.

"Jervis?" she snorted. "He hasn't told me anything. At all. Like Pecos, for instance. How dumb would I have to be not to know that he's the ACTUAL Pecos Bill from the legend? Pretty freaking dumb," she spat. "I don't know how he's the actual Pecos Bill, but I know he is. He's just so… Pecosy!"

Doc was feeling more off-balance than he had in a long time. It wasn't that he had ever thought Sami was unintelligent, but most people saw what they thought they were supposed to see. They never looked beneath the obvious, and he hadn't realized that she did.

"What else do you know?" he asked carefully.

"That's pretty much it," she shrugged. "Weird people go in and out of Jury's sometimes, but he really doesn't get a lot of visitors. Are you going to explain why Jervis won't tell me?"

"He's afraid," Doc said simply.

"Because of Lena?"

"Because of Lena," Doc shrugged. "Because of himself, because of me, I don't know," he admitted. "You would have to ask him."

"He and I can be together," Sami said firmly. "I don't care that he won't grow old; I think it's sexy. And he doesn't have to stay with me and watch me grow old, not if he doesn't want to."

"Jervis isn't like that," Doc insisted. "He chose you, and you'll find yourself hard-pressed to get rid of him."

"I chose him," Sami retorted. "And good, because I don't want to get rid of him. I don't care about growing old or having children. I just care about him."

Doc tamped down the flare of jealousy that tried to rear its head. If only Lena had been a little more like Sami, they could have had another thirty years together, maybe more.

"How old is he?" Sami suddenly asked. "He has to be at least three, maybe four, hundred years old. I've been to Germany, and no one talks like he does. Some of the German words he uses are downright archaic."

"Seven hundred," Doc said before he could stop himself.

"No shit," Sami said softly. "That is really old. What do you think he sees in me?"

"Life," Doc replied.

"Life? Like blood?" she laughed.

"No," he said, shaking his head. "Life. Laughter. Joy. Tenderness. Vitality. Excitement."

"Oh." She studied her fingernails for a moment before saying, "Should I tell him I know?"

"I'm not a couple's counselor," Doc drawled. "You should do what you think is best."

He was glad Thaddeus was asleep because he would have found this moment extremely amusing.

"It's easier knowing why he hasn't told me," she muttered. "I just… You can't really have a relationship all built on lies, can you?"

"It didn't work for me," Doc admitted.

"Exactly."

"Please make sure to clarify that I did not tell you," Doc insisted. "Make sure you tell him that you already knew."

He could only imagine the beating he'd receive if Jervis thought he had been the one to tell Sami.

"Of course," Sami replied. "Thanks for the game."

She stood to leave, but Doc stopped her by saying, "Sami?"

"Yes?"

"Thank you for loving Jervis. He needs it."

She laughed softly and said, "It's not really a hardship." Then she winked at him before announcing haughtily, "Next time I'm gonna take the lucky half of the deck."

Doc stared at the door long after it had closed behind Sami. He wondered if things would have been different if he'd told Lena right away, before she'd noticed her grey hair, but he didn't think it would have been. She had been a beam of light, a perfect note, but something deep inside of her had been broken, and she had never let him near enough to help her mend it.

He frowned, unamused by his mood. He hated funerals, and this was why. They tended to send him to the bottom of the barrel. He wasn't going to stay there though. He knew of at least two surefire ways to boost his mood, and he was going to go visit the first one right now.


Chapter 2
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"D-Dog!" Tucker exclaimed happily when he opened his door to Doc a little later. "I missed you!" he added, throwing his arms around Doc and hugging him tightly.

He released Doc and pulled him inside the house before saying, "Why're you here? Is everything okay? Did you need help with something?"

"I came to play pool," Doc said easily.

"What? Pool? With me?"

"Yes," Doc chuckled.

"For fun?" Tucker asked with confusion.

"Exactly," Doc replied with a grin.

"Cool!" Tucker exclaimed, face beaming with happiness. "I'll go get pretzels! I like to play for pretzels."

Tucker continued to expound on how pretzels were both the perfect snack and the ideal thing to bet as they walked down the hallway towards the game room together.

Tucker paused just outside the game room and gestured for Doc to go inside it before asking, "Do you want anything to drink? I hate to say this, but I don't have any soda anymore. My body is so beautiful I don't want to ruin it."  To illustrate his point, Tucker pulled up his shirt and flexed his well-defined abs. "Would you look at these buggers?" he said happily. "I still can't believe they're mine. Anyway, I got water and coconut water."

"What about whiskey?" Doc asked.

"Oh, no, sorry. I never thought… I guess I could get whiskey," Tucker said thoughtfully. "I'm old enough to buy whiskey, I guess. It just never—"

"It's alright," Doc broke in. "I'm fine."

"Coffee? I have coffee!"

"Coffee sounds good," Doc replied, working hard not to laugh.

"Cream?"

"Black."

"I like mine with cream," Tucker said dreamily. "Cream makes everything better. I put it on pancakes and oatmeal. Anyway, I'll go get coffee and pretzels!" Then he rushed down the hallway, leaving Doc alone.

Doc allowed himself a small laugh. He was glad he had come. As much as he hated to admit it, he had missed Tucker. There was something about him that was endearing. It was true that he spoke fast, moved fast, and barely paused for air half the time, but that was all somehow part of his charm.

While he waited, Doc racked Tucker's marbled pool balls, picked a cue stick, and caulked it. By the time he was done, Tucker was stumbling back into the room, arms full of snacks.

"Here's your coffee," Tucker said, putting a steaming cup down on a table near the window. "And pretzels. I usually bet three pretzels per ball. Jury says that's not how it's done, but I like pretzels," he shrugged. "You wanna break first?"

"You had probably better," Doc said.

"Cool."

Tucker picked up a bright pink cue stick and caulked it. Then he approached the table, lined up, and made his shot. "That was a pretty good Statham," he said offhandedly. "I even got one in."

"Statham?" Doc asked.

"Jason Statham. He's this tough guy who's always killing people in movies. Kinda like you, I guess, except he's British and you do it for real. Anyway, I call it Stathaming instead of breaking. You get me?"

"No."

"That's okay," Tucker shrugged. "No one ever does."

Tucker made another shot, sunk a ball, but scratched the cue ball.

"Damn it," he muttered. "I hate it when Jury's sociable like that. Three pretzels for you."

"I'm sorry. Jury?"

"The cue ball. I named it Jury. The eight ball is Doc!" he added with excitement. "'Cause it's the one that wins you the game!"

"I'm honored," Doc chuckled. "And you named the cue ball Jury?"

"Yeah, 'cause it's the ball that pushes all the other balls around. I didn't mean it like a bad thing, but it irritated Jury when I said that. It's true mostly, not that he pushes, but he can affect things, you know. I don't know why he didn't like it."

Doc did. Jury would never want to be seen in the same light as Phillip Jury. Not that Tucker had meant such a thing, but Jury would probably see it that way.

"You could call it Jervis," Doc suggested as he took his shot.

"Tried that; didn't take. Anyway, all the other balls are named after video game characters," Tucker explained. "It's a lot to memorize."

"I'm sure it is," Doc chuckled.

He took another shot and sunk that ball as well.

"You're really good at this," Tucker said.

"I've played some form of billiards off and on for a hundred and fifty years or so," Doc replied. "I'm not as good as Jury though," he added. "I sometimes miss."

"That's nice. You're up to nine pretzels. Did you know that nine is the master number?"

"How so?"

"Dude, it's in everything!"

Doc finished clearing the table before gesturing for Tucker to continue.

"So like, you break numbers down to their root by adding the numbers together. So if you're… When were you born again?"

"1851."

"Wow, that's weird. So you're one hundred and seventy-two years old, right?"

Doc shrugged. He didn't keep track. And furthermore, he'd spent fifty years with Pazach, so he was even older than that.

"So you add one, seven, and two together; you get ten, then you add one and zero; you get one. That means that the root of your age is one."

"What does that have to do with nine?" Doc asked, not really sure why anyone would care about the root of a number.

"You have to understand the root to understand how nine is in practically everything," Tucker said emphatically. "For instance, the measurement of a bunch of shapes breaks down to nine, no matter how many times you divide them into equal pieces."

Tucker dropped his pool cue onto the table and walked over to a whiteboard that was attached to the wall. He drew a circle, drew a line through the center, wrote down the degrees of each side, and then broke the degrees down to their root number.

"See, the root's nine!" Tucker exclaimed. "Triangles, squares, circles, all the time, nine! It's the same for seconds in a day, week, and year and minutes in a day, week, and year. The root is always nine. It works for any number you double from nine. Fifty-four, nine. Sixty-three, nine. Eight hundred and ten, nine. Cool, right?"

"It's very interesting," Doc allowed.

He understood the basic premise of what Tucker was saying, but he didn't find it as exciting as Tucker seemed to.

"And like, did you know that you can replace a zero with a nine, and the root of the number will be the same? It's infinite, man! Absolutely infinite!"

"You're really good at math," Doc stated.

"Numbers make sense to me, not like people," Tucker said, tone suddenly sad.

"Having trouble?" Doc asked.

"Not really," Tucker shrugged. "It's just that you, James, and Jury are busy a lot. And Apollo is, no offense, Apollo, a ghost."

A book flew off the shelf towards Tucker's head, and Tucker ducked, then snapped, "I said no offense, man! That means you can't take offense!"

Apollo must have responded because Tucker said, "You know what I mean! You can't go out to eat with me or on a walk or to a movie or a play even, which you said are better than movies. You're a ghost!"

Tucker was quiet for a moment, then he rolled his eyes, and turned back to Doc. "I miss Sissy," he said.

And in spite of his mature body and ripped six-pack, Tucker suddenly looked very much like the young boy that he was.

"I'm sorry," Doc murmured as he put his hand on Tucker's shoulder, trying to offer him what comfort he could.

"It's just rough not having anyone to talk to," Tucker shrugged. "I tried going out, right? I went to some kind of card game night, but nobody wanted anything to do with me. And the people who would talk to me, all they wanted to talk about was themselves. I get that to a point, but I don't wanna hang out with someone who's only ever interested in their stuff."

He shook his head and said, "That came out wrong. I do wanna know who you are, you know? But it should go both ways, right? No one ever even asks my name or what I'm in to. They just talk about their crap the whole time. You, Jury, Apollo, and James are the only friends I got. Sorry, Apollo, have. Only friends I have. Not that I'm ungrateful," Tucker hurried to say. "I'm super glad I have you guys. I just… I mean…"

"It's not that same," Doc murmured.

"No," Tucker sighed.

It was suddenly clear to Doc that Tucker needed his own Andrew, Jervis, and Jury. His own tribe. His own family.  

"Your coffee's probably cold," Tucker pointed out gloomily.

"It'll still be good," Doc assured him before taking a drink.

It was cold, but the flavor was so reminiscence of campfire coffee that it carried with it a wave of memories.

"How did you make this?" Doc asked curiously.

"I just pour coffee grounds into a pan and cook it," Tucker shrugged. "Then I add more water or coffee or whatever."

"I like it," Doc said.

"Sweet," Tucker said with a fleeting grin. "I could buy a coffee pot, but it seems like a waste; I got pans, and Sissy never used a coffee pot. She hardly ever had coffee anyway, and she never had cream," he added with regret.

"I sometimes wonder if I didn't make the wrong decision," Tucker said softly. "If I had just let go, would I be with Sissy right now?"

"Maybe," Doc allowed.

"I feel like that's probably what I should've done," Tucker sighed. "But then I would have missed out on you and J-Dog, and I don't know. Another game?"

"Definitely," Doc said.

He wasn't about to leave Tucker alone in the condition he was in. Doc, of all people, knew how dangerous a state of depression could be.

As he watched Tucker rack the balls, Doc tried to think of a way to help him. In all the years he'd been alive, he hadn't had many good friends, and he had never had to look for them; they'd always come to him.

There were people he enjoyed, people he could talk to for a couple of hours here or there, but good solid friends were few and far between. And he was immortal; he had all the time in the world to stumble across new friends; Tucker didn't. 

And Tucker needed to interact with more people than just Doc and Jury on occasion. But what sort of people? The cryptids of the Hidden would be leery of him, just like Tucker was of them; and Tucker was too honest and open to spend much time with norms.

He needed someone like him. A displaced norm. And that was just the type of person Doc went out of his way not to know. But maybe instead of finding new friends for Tucker, Doc could help reinforce the friendships Tucker already had.  

"I'm going to Ireland," Doc said casually.

"Yeah? That's cool."

"Bree has a place there."

"The pale chick, right?"

"Yes."

Doc didn't bother to remind Tucker that Bree was a banshee because somewhere under all that green hair, Tucker already knew. He was just pretending as if he didn't.

"I'm going to ask the Bakers," Doc went on. "But I thought maybe you would like to go too."

"For real?" Tucker exclaimed, face brightening. "With you and them?"

"I haven't asked them yet," Doc replied. "They might say no."

He rather hoped they didn't though because he needed Jules and Johnny for his sneak-onto-the-eighth-continent plan to work.

"That would be awesome, D-Dog! When do we leave? Oh wait, I gotta check my calendar and make sure I don't have any appointments coming up. One sec!"

Tucker ran over to his cluttered desk and studied his gigantic black day planner.

"I got a thing in seven days," he said after a moment. "Will we be gone longer than that?"

"I don't know," Doc said honestly. "I don't think so, but you can always fly home early if you need to."

"Sweet! Should I start packing?"

"Do you want to finish the game?" Doc asked with a grin.

"Oh sure," Tucker said as he quickly broke up the balls. "Sorry, I should've asked if you wanted to break."

"You're fine," Doc said.

Tucker sunk four balls in a row before he missed, but Doc had been watching him carefully, and this time he noticed the glitch. Tucker had lined up for the fifth ball, and the shot had looked perfect to Doc, but then Tucker had moved his pool cue slightly and bungled the angle.  

"Well, at least I got some pretzels this time," Tucker laughed.

Interesting, Doc thought as he cleared the table and sunk the eight ball. He wasn't sure why, but he was suspicious that Tucker had missed on purpose. 

"That was amazing!" Tucker praised after Doc had won. "I was holding my breath on that last shot!"

Doc was sure that he hadn't been, but he smiled as he drank his cold coffee and ate the pretzels Tucker offered him.

"I should probably go round up the Bakers," Doc said when he had finished eating.

"Cool. I'll pack!" Tucker said. "Is Ireland like England? They're connected, right?"

"Close," Doc said easily. "They're adjacent islands."

"Ah," Tucker said with a nod. "So I'll expect rain?"

"It never rains when I go on vacation," Doc shrugged.

"I should have seen that coming," Tucker muttered, but then his face scrunched up and he said, "It rained when we were in England."

"I wasn't on vacation," Doc replied.

"I still can't figure you out," Tucker muttered. "Luck's not calculable, so it really shouldn't be a thing."

Doc winked at him, and Tucker rolled his eyes before leading Doc down the hallway towards the door. 

"Can you meet us at the airport in about six hours?" Doc asked.

"Yeah."

"I'll call you if I'm going to be late."

"'K," Tucker said.

Before Tucker could close the door between them, Doc reached out and grasped his shoulder. "For what it's worth," Doc said firmly, "I'm glad you chose to stay."

Tucker's startled eyes met Doc's, and he whispered, "For real though?"

"For real," Doc said. "I know I don't come around much, but that's only because that's who I am. I can't stay still for long. I truly enjoyed my time with you today. I liked your coffee and your conversation. I think you're brilliant at math, and I'm impressed by your ability to adjust to the curves life throws you. I like you, Tucker, and that's saying a lot."

Tucker shrugged sheepishly and said, "I know you do. You said it before."

"It bears repeating," Doc said. "I don't ever want you to forget."

"Thanks, D-Dog," Tucker mumbled. "I…"

He didn't finish his sentence. Instead he gave Doc a quick hug, said "I better pack", and closed the door.

With a heavy sigh, Doc turned and headed for his car. Somehow, instead of brightening Doc's day, visiting with Tucker had actually sapped the color from everything.

Doc had seen Tucker momentarily sad before. He'd seen him mad and scared and overwhelmed. But he had never witnessed him in a total state of melancholy, and he did not like it.

He'd been there himself, and he knew there was nothing he could do to fix this for Tucker. Sadness wasn't something that could be fixed; it just was.

He hoped the Bakers were feeling cheerful because if they weren't, it was going to be a very miserable trip.


Chapter 3
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It didn't take Doc long to reach the outskirts of Denver, but according to Tucker the traffic was always light when Doc wanted to go somewhere.

The interstate was as open as a runway; and normally, he would have given all of his attention to the sensation of speeding down the road, but not today. He had already indulged in so many melancholy memories that he was finding it difficult to break the habit. And although his eyes stayed fixed on the road, his mind wandered off into another memory.

"Catch!" Andrew yelled.

"Goddamn it!" Doc snapped as a hay bale slammed into his chest and carried him across the barn into the wall. "I'm not going to help you if you keep throwing the goddamn hay bales!" he sputtered.

There was hay in all his crevices now, and he didn't know how that kept happening. This was why he hated chores so much, but Andrew didn't mind chores; and Doc refused to lose out on time with Andrew just because he didn't like the prickly feeling of hay inside his pants.

Andrew was laughing so hard that he rolled over the edge of the hayloft and fell to the barn floor.

"You should've seen your face," he gasped. "Priceless!"

Doc flicked his hand, sending his knife flying towards Andrew's chest; but he wasn't terribly surprised when his knife buried into the barn's floorboards instead and Andrew shoved him from behind.

"Too slow," Andrew laughed.

"I always am," Doc drawled as he collected his knife.

A few minutes later, as they sat on the fence rail and watched the yearlings prance, Andrew said, "You're pretty lucky to have met me, you know."

"I know," Doc replied.

"There aren't too many people you'd be able to tell that you're an immortal being. That kind of crap gets you locked up. And take it from me; it sucks not to have anyone you can really talk to."

Doc couldn't say. He had only been immortal for a little while before he had met Andrew so he had always had someone to talk to, several someones.

"And I know I'm awesome," Andrew went on, "but I do think it would be worth your while to find another immortal to hang out with."

Doc laughed and said, "Should I run an advertisement? Immortal gambler looking for other immortal to possibly while away eternity with."

"That's good," Andrew chuckled. "I like it."

"Talk about getting locked away," Doc pointed out.

"You're right. Subtlety would be better. It's just we don't do subtle."

"I'm sure that if I need an immortal in my life, Lady Luck will bring one to me," Doc shrugged. "Just like she did you."

"I suppose that's true," Andrew murmured. "I just worry about you. I see the way you watch us sometimes, eyes thoughtful and just a little bit sad."

"I do not do that," Doc argued.

"You do too," Andrew insisted. "And I've seen that look before. On Aylen's face. No matter how much I tried to bring her in, she was always on the outside because she knew. She knew we were all going to die, and she'd be the one to bury us."

"I haven't even thought about it," Doc said firmly. And he hadn't. At least not much. It only kept him awake when he hadn't had enough to drink before bed.

"I'm just saying, I'm not going to be upset if you find some more friends."

"I could hardly go looking for them," Doc said. "Lady Luck wouldn't like that. Didn't Janey promise to make ice cream today?" he added, hoping to shift the topic to something else.

"If she did, it was a lie," Andrew snorted. "She never makes ice cream; I always end up doing it."

"Well, then," Doc shrugged.

"Oh, wow," Andrew said, voice impressed. "That was actually subtle."

"I learned it from Charlie."

"Well done," Andrew chuckled. "I guess I had better go get to work. See if you can round up Bill. You know how nasty he gets when we eat ice cream without him."

The memory of Andrew's voice faded as Doc parked in front of the Bakers's home, but Andrew's point stayed with him.

Lady Luck had given Doc the immortal family he had so desperately needed, and Doc could honestly say he would have never been able to face eternity without Jervis and Jury by his side.

He could see now that Tucker needed the same thing. Not immortals, but someone he could talk to. Someone who would willingly accept that Tucker was actually a teenager inside of an adult's body. Someone who wouldn't be bothered by the fact that Tucker was a ghost.

Tucker still needed Sissy, but Sissy was gone; and Doc and Jury were poor substitutes, both too busy running around to give Tucker the focus he deserved.

Doc's introspection was shattered when, without warning, Addison hurled herself at the car door with a shriek of "Doc!"

"Addison!" Doc heard Johnny snap. "That's a Lamborghini! If you scratch it, Doc's gonna kill you!"

That was hardly true, but Doc just grinned as he pushed open the door and stepped out, immediately scooping Addison into his arms.

"You've grown!" he exclaimed. "Your horn is at least five inches long now!"

"How long was it before?" Addison asked after she had planted a wet kiss on his cheek.

"Only about two and a half inches."

"Wow," she breathed. "That's a lot."

"Maybe Frankie should back off on the unicorn breath."

"Why?" Addison demanded.

"If you're not careful, before too long your horn is going to start poking holes in the clouds."

Addison giggled loudly and hugged him tightly around the neck before wiggling down and grabbing his hand.

"Are you staying a while?" she asked.

"I have four hours," Doc replied, winking at Johnny. "But I need to speak with Babs before we can play."

"Four hours isn't very long," Addison pouted.

"It might be longer than you think," Doc said mysteriously.

He wrapped his free arm around Johnny's shoulders, surprised at how much taller the boy already was.

"What has Babs been feeding you?" he demanded.

"I think the point is that she feeds us," Johnny joked.

Doc laughed before asking, "What have you been doing? Besides eating?"

"Babs hired us a tutor," Johnny said. "We hate him."

"You hate him?" Doc replied. "Why?"

"He believes in structure, and he says that if you can't follow the structure, you have no business not following the structure."

"Is that exactly what he said?" Doc inquired.

"Not precisely," Johnny admitted. "What he really said was that you have to be able to follow the structure and you have to know the structure to be able to disregard the structure."

"That sounds pretty wise to me," Doc said.

"Jules and I have been making up spells for years," Johnny argued.

"I don't suppose it would hurt to try his method for a while, and if you feel it's holding you back after a few months, you could ask Babs to reconsider," Doc suggested.

"Did you and Babs compare notes or something?" Johnny grumbled.

"Not that I know of," Doc chuckled.

"She's in her study," Johnny went on. "I don't know what she does in there. She doesn't tell us. I think she's bored," he added, tone a little sulky.

"I don't know how she could be bored when she's taking care of you three," Doc replied.

"We've been very good," Addison put in. "I haven't thrown a fit in at least six days."

"I'm impressed," Doc drawled.

"We'll wait for you by the bridge," Johnny said as he grabbed Addison's hand and tugged her away from Doc.

"Hurry up," Addison urged. "Four hours is not long enough."

"I will," Doc promised.

Addison was right. Four hours with the Baker children was not long enough. He wanted to bask in their presence for days; and if he had his way, he would.

He quickly mounted the front steps and entered the house; and in a few seconds, he was standing in front of Babs's study door, hand poised to knock.

"I hear you out there!" Babs suddenly yelled.

"It's Doc," Doc stated, trying not to laugh.

"Oh. Give me a minute."

He leaned against the wall while he waited; and after a few seconds, Babs opened the door, eyes narrowed with suspicion.

"What do you want?" she demanded.

"What makes you think I want anything?" 

"If you didn't want something, you'd be playing with those ruffians who claim relation to me."

"Wearing on you?" he inquired.

"Not at all. I love the little heathens. I just want to know what you want."

"I'm going to Ireland to visit someone," he said, never sure how to explain that Bree was his daughter. "And I want you all to come with me."

"To Ireland?" Babs replied.

"Yes."

Her eyes narrowed even more, and she demanded, "Will there be trouble?"

"I don't think so," Doc remarked. "I was going to take Jules and Johnny into a fae mound, and I have to convince a leprechaun to give me some of his gold, but other than that, I think it will be a fairly laid-back trip."

She stared at him, lips in a firm line, before saying, "Fae mound?"

Doc nodded.

"And leprechaun gold?"

Doc nodded again.

"Are you running errands for Thomas?" she demanded.

"Me?" Doc said, trying to both cover his surprise and pretend innocence.

"Yes, you!"

"Maybe," he admitted.

"That boy has always wanted leprechaun gold," she sighed. "You'd think he would have let it go after what…" She trailed off and smiled blandly.

"After what?" Doc pressed.

"I'm sure you'll find out. I'll allow you the fae mound, but you won't be taking the children with you for the leprechaun gold. When do we leave?"

"I told Tucker we would meet him at the airport in about five hours," Doc replied.

Her face softened slightly; and she said, "It was kind of you to invite him."

"I like him," Doc said.

"Pink hair and all?" she chuckled.

"It's green right now."

She cringed but said, "He's a very sweet boy."

"Too sweet for us," Doc agreed.

"Almost everyone is too sweet for us," she stated. "I'll start packing."

"There is one other thing," Doc said carefully. "Johnny thinks you're bored."

Her eyebrows shot up, and she said, "Bored?! Whatever gave him that idea?"

"I'm not sure. He just happened to say that you were in your study, but they don't know what you do while you're in here, and maybe you're bored. I think they're a little leery of being left again," he stated. "No one has ever stuck with them, not their parents and not me."

"You have stuck with them," Babs insisted. "You were just wise enough to know that you couldn't give them the stability they need. I can't believe…" She shook her head and said, "Silly children. I could never be bored with them. Besides, I take care of the house, we go out once or twice a week to explore, and I help them with their studies. I don't have time to be bored. I'll talk to them. Thank you for telling me. Now, if you want me to be ready in less than five hours, you had better go distract those little monsters."

With that, she shut the door in his face. Doc didn't fail to notice that she hadn't told him what she was doing behind her door, but he didn't actually care. As long as she loved the children as much or more than he did, he was happy.

Whistling cheerfully, Doc headed for the back door. He crossed the garden, noticing all the buzzing bees as he did and decided that when he had the chance, he'd bring Thaddeus here to bask in the sunshine and the bees.

He had almost reached the bridge when Jules intercepted him.

"Doc," she said, eyes glowing happily.

"Jules."

He gestured for her to come to him, and she dashed forward and hugged him tightly.

"I missed you," she murmured.

"Likewise."

After a long moment, she pulled away from him and asked, "Are you staying long?" 

"Only a couple of hours," he replied.

Her face fell, and he reached out and lifted her chin with his knuckle before saying, "I did, however, convince Babs that you should all go to Ireland with me."

"Ireland?" Jules gasped.

"Ireland."

"And Babs agreed?" she demanded.

"She's packing right now."

"I… Oh… I mean…"

"Excited?" Doc chuckled.

"Yes!" Jules shrieked as she threw her arms around him once more. "So excited! Do the others know?"

"No."

"Let's go tell them!" she exclaimed.

She grabbed his hand and started running; and with a laugh, he let her pull him after her.

Frankie, Johnny, and Addison were waiting on the bridge; and as soon as Jules saw them, she screamed, "Doc is taking us to Ireland!"

"Why Ireland?" Johnny demanded. "With Dublin, the forest, and everything else, we're basically already in Ireland. Maybe we could go someplace else?"

"Johnny!" Jules snapped.

"I have to go to Ireland," Doc shrugged. "But if you don't want to go…"

"We want to go!" Jules and Addison yelled.

"What about you, Frankie?" Doc asked.

"I like Ireland," she said.

"I guess we'll just leave Johnny here," Doc stated.

"I'll go," Johnny spoke up. "But only to keep Jules and Addison safe. They might wander off."

"What about Frankie?" Doc inquired.

"Frankie can take care of herself," Johnny snorted. "She beats me up at least once a week now."

"Really?" Doc asked.

Frankie's cheeks turned bright red, and she stuttered, "Not really. Like maybe once or twice, but that doesn't really count."

"I think it does," Doc said. "Now if you'll excuse me…" He leapt forward, touched Frankie's nose, said "tag, you're it", and ran.

He heard the others scatter behind him, and he laughed as he dashed around a tree, Frankie hot on his heels.

"Stop running around the tree!" Frankie yelled after a few seconds. "I'm getting dizzy!"

"It's Andrew's bear defense!" Doc shot back. "And it's never failed."

Frankie lunged herself at the tree and managed to tag his sleeve.

"Ha!" she crowed. "It just did!"

And then she bolted towards the bridge.

Doc didn't follow her, instead he started searching for Addison. Every few steps, he called out, "Here, little unicorn;" and he just kept doing it until he heard her giggle. He quickly located her beneath a nearby bush, and he tagged her head before racing down the garden path.

"Doc!" Addison shrieked. "I can't run as fast as you!"

It didn't matter though because she tagged Johnny. And Johnny tagged Jules. And so on and so on until they all collapsed on the stream bank, gasping from the effort of running and laughing at the same time.

"That was fun," Addison said as she crawled onto Doc's lap. "Will we play that in Ireland?"

"Probably not," Doc replied. "We're going to visit Bree. She's… my adopted daughter," he added softly. "I promised her I'd come visit her. She's a banshee," he added.

"Pretty," Addison breathed.

"She is very pretty. Tucker's coming too," Doc said.

"I like Tucker," Addison murmured. "He's funny."

"I like him too," Doc said. "We'll be leaving soon so you had better go inside and get cleaned up. Babs will yell at me if you're covered in filth."

"Johnny likes to be yelled at," Frankie pointed out. "Can I bring Boudica?"

"If you'd like," Doc said.

It wasn't as if anyone ever noticed the witch hound, and he doubted if Boudica would like it if she was separated from the children.

"How long will we be gone?" Johnny asked. "A month would be great, but any day away from Mr. Pendergrass is a good day."

"Johnny!" Jules reprimanded. "Mr. Pendergrass is… Well, he's very good at teaching structure," she said without conviction.

"Jules Baker, not a proponent of structure?" Doc drawled. "I gasp with horror," he added.

"I mean, yes, I see how it's necessary," Jules grumbled, cheeks turning pink. "But honestly, he's treating us as if we were Addison's age and just starting out."

"Maybe he's attempting to ascertain where you are."

"Yes, maybe," Jules allowed. "In any case, we'd better go see if Babs needs our help."

"I need to speak with Dublin," Doc said. "I'll meet you at the airport."

"I'm so excited!" Jules exclaimed.

"Me too!" Addison squealed.

"Me three," Doc said with a wide grin. "Thank you," he added.

"For what?" Jules asked.

"For coming along and for cheering me up. You're just what I needed today, and I think you'll be just what Tucker needs too."

"Is Tucker alright?" Johnny demanded.

"Just a little sad," Doc said. "Imagine going out into the norm world and trying to make a friend, but not being able to tell anyone that you're a witch or anything about Boudica or me or Dublin or…"

"The bridge trolls," Addison spoke up. "People wouldn't like the bridge trolls. Even though the trolls are really nice, people would be scared of them and try to hurt them."

"Exactly," Doc said. "So when Jury and I aren't around, Tucker's a little alone."

"He has us," Addison said firmly.

"I know he does," Doc chuckled. "And he's going to enjoy seeing you all."

"Good," Addison stated. "I'll enjoy seeing him too. I had better go make sure Auntie Babs packs my unicorn."

She climbed off of Doc's lap, patted him on the head, and said, "See you in a bit. Maybe you should bring something fun for the plane. Plane rides are boring."

"Maybe I should," Doc agreed.

The children dashed off towards the house, leaving Doc all alone; and after a few minutes of watching the water splash, he stood and went in search of Dublin. He'd only gone as far as the stables when he saw Dublin inside the corral with one of the horses.

"I hear you're taking the children to Ireland," Dublin said after they'd greeted each other.

"News travels fast," Doc chuckled.

"Babs told me."

"You, Julia, and the boys are welcome to join us," Doc said.

"Another time," Dublin replied. "I don't have anyone to take over the horses or the surveillance."

"Do you need me to send out someone?"

"No. I'll get around to hiring someone," Dublin said easily.

Dublin ran his hand down the horse's leg, then patted it on the side before walking over to join Doc at the fence.

"I need to acquire a piece of leprechaun gold while I'm there," Doc said.

"Do you now?" Dublin replied, accent suddenly thicker than normal.

A wide grin had spread across his face, and Doc studied him as he asked, "Is there anything I should know?"

"I'm sure you'll figure it out," Dublin chuckled.

"I see. Can you at least tell me how to find one?"

"Oh, I expect that if you just wander out under the trees at night with a plate of bread, cream, and honey, one will come to you."

Doc raised an eyebrow and said, "I don't want the whole goddamn forest. Just one leprechaun."

"In that case, you'll want to issue a challenge."

"What the hell are you talking about?" Doc demanded, irritated that Dublin wouldn't just get to the point.

"Here's what you do," Dublin said, face full of laughter. "You'll go out into the woods and say, 'mine for yours, leprechaun, I challenge you.'"

"And what aren't you telling me?"

Dublin shrugged and said, "I've never called a leprechaun before; you'll have to let me know what happens." 

"I don't feel as though you're being totally honest with me."

"I'm hurt that you would even think such a thing," Dublin sighed. "Terribly hurt. After all you've done for me, why would I lie to you?"

"Who knows," Doc murmured.

"That's what the world is coming to," Dublin stated. "No trust among friends."

"Is your wife around?" Doc drawled. "I'd like to try to seduce her."

"See what I mean?" Dublin moaned. "It's horrible."

"I'm sure she's sick of your accent by now."

"She never tires of it," Dublin laughed.

"I have an accent too," Doc replied, letting the Southern drawl take over. "Shall we ask her which she prefers?"

"It'll have to wait," Dublin said with pretend regret. "She's off shopping. That woman loves to shop, and what's worse is she takes the boys with her. Maybe if I'm good, she'll let them stay home with me someday."

"Maybe," Doc agreed. "Everything looks great," he added. "Thank you for agreeing to look after the place."

Dublin studied him for a moment before saying, "Thank you. The city was beginning to take a toll. I feel better," he breathed. "Much better."

"Glad to hear it," Doc said.

He shook Dublin's hand and turned to head back to his car, but he'd only taken a few steps when Dublin called out, "Be sure to come back and let me know how things go with the wee leprechaun!"

"I certainly will," Doc murmured.

He was beginning to think there was a joke being played on him. He didn't mind overly much, but he would have liked to have an idea of what exactly the joke was. Perhaps one more stop was in order before he left for Ireland. 


Chapter 4
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Doc pulled alongside the sidewalk just outside the entrance to the three hundred block of the Hidden; and once he was parked, he texted Julian LaRoche and told him to come out.

"And what if I'm busy?" Julian texted back almost immediately.

"Then I suppose you'll never get to ride in a supercar," Doc replied. "Unless you know someone else who owns a supercar."

"I'm coming."

While he waited for Julian to appear, Doc fiddled with the radio, stopping on a song he recognized from a concert Jury had dragged him to several years before.

He let himself be drawn into the memory of the moment, but he was still aware enough to notice Julian before he tapped on the window. Doc gestured for him to get in, and Julian opened the door and slid into the passenger seat.

"To what do I owe the pleasure?" Julian asked, tone rife with his usual sarcasm.

"I promised you a ride," Doc shrugged.

He shifted into first gear and pulled out onto the road, planning to drive up onto the interstate. If luck was with him, the road would be clear enough to really open up.

"You have no other motivation?" Julian inquired.

"I was going to ask you a question, but if it takes away from the moment, I won't bother," Doc replied.

Neither of them spoke as Doc quickly navigated his way to an onramp and merged onto the interstate. Doc grinned widely when he saw the lack of cars and began to work his way through the gears, pushing the engine almost to redline each time before shifting.

"Is this how fast you normally drive?" Julian asked suddenly.

"When I'm on the interstate," Doc replied.

"Aren't there laws or something?"

"I'm sure there are."

"But you don't follow them?"

"I'm not hurting anyone," Doc said as he changed lanes to pass a car. "And I have no intention of hurting anyone."

He glanced over at Julian, grinning when he saw the look of slightly concerned awe on Julian's face.

"It's kinda freeing," Julian said softly. "Like you could just go anywhere, and it would only take you a minute."

"Have you ever left Denver?" Doc asked curiously.

"This is as far as I've ever gone," Julian replied.

Doc couldn't conceive of that, couldn't conceive of spending his entire life within fifty square miles.

"Do you want to leave?" Doc inquired. 

"I don't know," Julian admitted. "I've never really thought about it. It feels strange being so far away from everything. And outside of the Hidden. This isn't… real to me," he murmured. "The Hidden is the real world, and this is just a dream almost. Do you know what I mean?"

Doc knew exactly what Julian meant. There were places that simply felt unreal when you were there, like they shouldn't exist outside of the imagination. But if you stayed in such a place long enough, it was everything else that began to feel strange.

Doc could tell that Julian was starting to get nervous, so he exited the interstate, and looped back onto it. As they traveled back towards downtown Denver, Julian slowly began to relax again.

"So what was your question?" Julian finally asked.

"Do you know anything about leprechauns?"

"That's a layered question," Julian replied. "Are you talking city leprechauns or wild leprechauns?"

"Do city leprechauns have gold?"

"Pot of gold gold? No."

"Then wild leprechauns."

"Aren't you rich?" Julian snorted. "Why the hell do you need a pot of gold?"

"I just need one piece."

"Good luck."

Doc swallowed a sigh of frustration and said, "Why?"

"I haven't ever heard of anyone who's managed to finagle a piece of gold from a leprechaun. They are so tight fisted that they drink like a dog. Although I suppose if anyone could do it, it would be you," he added grudgingly.

"What exactly happens when you meet one?" Doc asked.

"I haven't a clue," Julian shrugged. "I can ask around, but I doubt if any of the city folks have ever met a wild one. I've only heard stories."

"I suppose it will be a surprise then," Doc drawled.

He'd just pulled up alongside the Hidden entrance, and he didn't fail to notice Julian's sigh of relief.

"I actually missed it," Julian muttered. "How ridiculous is that? We were just a couple of miles away."

"I suppose it's nice to have a home," Doc said.

"You have a home," Julian pointed out.

"I do," Doc allowed. "And it's always there, waiting for me."

"You seem different," Julian suddenly said.

"How so?"

"I'm not sure. You just… Something about you has changed. You seem…"

Julian trailed off, and Doc turned to look at him. He grinned slightly when he saw how intently Julian was studying him, but he didn't offer any type of explanation. He liked Julian, but he was hardly going to tell him his secrets.

"That ring is fae made," Julian stated, pointing at the onyx ring on Doc's finger.

"So?"

"There aren't that many fae items on the market," Julian said. "And I've never heard of a stone ring."

"It's never been on the market," Doc replied.

Julian was almost glaring at him now.

"Did you enjoy your ride?" Doc asked.

"Sure," Julian said.

"Would you like to go for another one?"

"Not really."

"Then you had better get out," Doc said with a grin.

"You annoy me," Julian said.

Doc shifted into first gear.

"I'm going!" Julian exclaimed as he opened the door and jumped out.

"Shut the door," Doc ordered.

Julian rolled his eyes but shut the car door; and Doc gave him a little wave before making a tight U-turn and heading towards the airport.

It had surprised him, although it shouldn't have, that Julian had recognized the ring as fae made. What he found even more interesting, and also a little concerning, was that Julian had noticed the change in him.

He still didn't know how much being fae had marked him, but if Julian had sensed it, it was more than Doc would have liked. It wasn't something he had chosen for himself, but he wouldn't change it. Not if changing it meant he never had Pazach and the others.

Doc struggled to fight the wave of melancholy that tried to pull him under. He was immortal. Tozi had warned him. She had said he would watch those around him die. And he had. And he would. There was nothing he could do to stop it, and nothing he would do to change it.

The idea of leaving the material realm, of abandoning luck, and never again thrusting his knife through flesh and bone filled him with horror. He wasn't ready. He might never be ready. He hadn't even reached two hundred years. Or he had, if he counted living in the future; but even so, the total of his years seemed just a pittance.

By contrast, Jervis had seen the entire world turn on its head; and unlike Andrew, he hadn't known the microwave or the automobile were coming. Maybe that had been better though, because when Jervis had met with them, he hadn't run away. He had found a way to balance what he wanted from modernity and to eliminate what he had no use for.

Andrew had been deliberately set in his ways. For instance, he'd never installed phones at the ranch. "People made do without phones for thousands of years," he had once said. "No sense in having a crutch when you don't actually need one."

Doc could see the logic in that, and even now he could feel the odd weight of his phone in his pocket. He'd never noticed it before he had been touched by the fae; but he was oddly aware of it now. It was almost as if he could sense the darkness of it, the emptiness. But he was also able to accomplish twice as much because of it. He didn't have to stop a boy on the street and hire him to run a message over to Jervis, and he didn't have to continue on without knowing the answer. He could simply call Jervis and work it out.

Being immortal hadn't slowed him down. He wasn't inclined to walk at half his normal pace just because he could. There was living to do, and he was going to do it. And if that meant he had to carry a piece of dead plastic around in his pocket, so be it. When the world burned, he would happily throw his phone onto the pile; but until then, he wasn't going to worry about it.

To keep himself from ruminating on the dubious advances of modernity, Doc forced his thoughts to Ireland. He was looking forward to seeing Bree. He was going to go down to the sea with her, just as he'd done when she was young, and they would sit on the sand together and watch the crashing waves.

He shouldn't have ignored her for so long. She had needed him, and he had run away. He had a tendency to do that. He simply didn't like to watch people die. He hadn't wanted to watch Tessa's mother die, and so he'd left the Graves women behind and blamed it on Virgil. And he hadn't wanted to watch Bree grieve for her husband, so he'd told himself that if he stayed away from her, he wouldn't have to watch her age.

He was a coward that way. Always running when mortality reared its ugly head. It was exactly what Lena had feared, and she had probably been right to fear it. It was possible that she had known him better than he had known himself.

Looking at it now, seeing his repetitive pattern of running away from children and sick people, he could say without a doubt that a hundred years ago, he would not have been strong enough to watch Lena age and die. He would have run from her; he would have abandoned her when she needed him the most; and he would have let her die all alone just so he didn't have to watch.

Shame and regret filled him at the realization of his shortcomings. Neither of them had loved each other enough to stop being selfish. Lena had left him out of selfishness; and if she had stayed, he would have left her. 

Just because he was immortal though, didn't mean he couldn't change. He wasn't going to keep missing out on time with Bree because he was scared. He wasn't going to hold Tucker at arm's length because he knew Tucker's time was limited. He wasn't going to pretend Frankie didn't exist just because she would someday show her age, unlike the Baker children.

Each of them was precious, just like every rose in his mother's garden. And just like his mother had, he was going to learn to appreciate the fleeting nature of their blooms.

He was suddenly with his mother in his memory, looking at the blossoms on her favorite pink rose bush.

"All the stages are here," Mother whispered. "Do you see them?"

"Bud, flower, and dead," he replied.

"You're looking at it backwards, John," she said gently. "The bud is really the end, and the dead flower is actually the beginning."      

He waited for her to explain; she always did.

She cupped one of the dead flowers and said, "Do you see this little red bulb, the hip?"

"Yes."

"It holds all the potential, all the life. Plant it, and another rose bush will spring up and bear a thousand roses."

"It's still not a rose anymore," he pointed out.

"No," she agreed. "It's a thousand roses."

He wasn't sure that made sense, but he never argued with her, so he just nodded.

"You may not see it yet," she laughed, lightly kissing his head, "but one day you'll understand. The rose, though beautiful, lasts but a moment. It can only bask in the sun and moon for a short time before its petals fade. The seed it bears, though, lives forever. It goes on and on and on, and it bears a thousand other roses, a million because each seed that is planted bears more roses and more. It's eternal, John. Just like you and I."

She kissed his head once more, and Doc let the memory fade away. She had been just like a rose. Basking in the sun for just a short time before slowly withering. But perhaps there had been some truth to her words. She wasn't gone, after all; she'd just changed forms. And she was eternal.

He thought that maybe it was a little like a circle. The bud of the rose contained the potential, and so did the seed. It was all one thing, and all a million things. It was the dragon biting its tail. Never ending because every end was simply another beginning. That was life and death in its purest form, constantly shifting from one stage to another, from bud to flower to seed to bush to flower and so on.

Doc released the thought as he parked next to Babs's SUV. There would be plenty of time for introspection when he wasn't around the children. Today he was going to pretend that this was all there was.

A rather loud engine roared nearby, and Doc startled slightly, frowning when a hot-pink Ducati zoomed around his car and skidded to a stop.

He already knew who it was, and as he stepped from his car, he tried to decide what the appropriate level of anger was. He waited until Tucker removed his matching pink helmet to ask irritably, "What is that?"

"It's a Ducati, dude! Don't you just love it?"

"I know it's a Ducati!" Doc snapped. "What are you doing on it?"

"Driving!" Tucker laughed. "I can't figure out cars; too many buttons and pedals, and James thought maybe I'd do better with a motorcycle."

Doc made a mental note to kill James.

"I passed the test on the first try too," Tucker said proudly. "Isn't this the sweetest ride you've ever seen? Excepting your cars, of course."

Doc was saved from saying something he would have regretted by the twins rushing down the airplane steps and running up to Tucker.

"You got a motorcycle!" Johnny exclaimed. "I've always wanted a motorcycle."

Doc wanted to interject a loud no, but he stopped himself. If Bree had taught him anything, it was that protests were futile. And sometimes they had the exact opposite effect.

Frankie had joined the twins now, and Doc swallowed a growl as he watched her admire both the rider and the bike.

"Frustrating, isn't it?" Babs said from beside him. "You want to put them inside little padded boxes, but you know they'll just break out the second your back is turned. I don't know how people do it."

"You're doing it," Doc countered.

"I'm a nervous wreck," she admitted. "I worry about them constantly. If I use a couple dozen witch laws, I can force the three little ones to stay with me until they're at least fifty, but Frankie can leave me anytime. She had better not be thinking about getting on that thing with him. How does it even work? At least cars have four wheels. That makes sense."

Frankie was thinking about getting on it, but apparently Boudica wasn't as impressed by the motorcycle as the children were because when Frankie moved towards the motorcycle, Boudica grabbed the back of her shirt and started growling.

"Thank Morrígan for Boudica," Babs breathed.

"Shall we go?" Doc asked loudly, hoping to move everyone away from Tucker's new toy.

Jury had gone through a motorcycle stage, but it hadn't lasted long because Jury didn't like to be folded in half and he also couldn't eat while he was driving one. However, Doc had a feeling that Tucker's love of motorcycles wouldn't be so short-lived.

He wanted to demand that Tucker never ride a motorcycle again, but he knew that was ridiculous. Tucker was no more vulnerable on a motorcycle than he was in a car. All that extra metal wouldn't actually protect him.

Doc just had to remind himself that Tucker would be just fine, and he would. After all, Lady Luck hated a worrier. The more Doc worried about Tucker, the more likely it was that something bad would happen; but if he said "Tucker is fine" and put it out of his mind, everything would be just fine.

And so he did just that before cupping Babs's elbow and moving towards the plane.

"If they think we're leaving, they'll follow us," he whispered.

"You hope," Babs stated. "We might turn around and see them all doing figure-eights around the airplane."

"If that's the case, we'll enjoy our time in Ireland."

"We certainly would," Babs said cheerfully. "I've grown rather attached to Dublin's accent, and I was thinking of looking for a slice of vacation dessert."

"You can do that anyway," Doc pointed out.

"Doubtful," she snorted. "But it doesn't matter. I can easily wait another fifty years."

"Really committed to the fifty-year mark, aren't you?"

"It's good to have goals," she replied with a shrug.

They were inside the plane now, and Doc raised an eyebrow when he saw all the brightly wrapped packages spread around the interior.

"I think Jervis might have gone a bit overboard," he muttered.

"What, this? Overboard?" Babs mocked.

"I only asked him to send over a game or two to keep Addison amused, but it looks as if he purchased an entire toy store. Do you think there's any whiskey in here?"

She laughed loudly and said, "I doubt it."

"Me too," Doc sighed.

He sat in one of the chairs and said, "Forty-five seconds."

"Fifteen," she countered.

"What do I win?" he asked.

"Why are you assuming you win?"

"Your fifteen seconds are already up," he pointed out.

"Drat," she sighed. "I'll buy you a bottle of Irish whiskey."

"Deal."

Just then the children burst into the cabin, Frankie and Tucker trailing behind them.

"What's all this?" Addison demanded as she picked up a package.

"You'll just have to open it to see," Doc replied.

"Open all of them?" Addison asked in awe.

"Sure," Doc said. "But you should take turns."

Addison shrieked with delight and tore the wrapping off of the box, exclaiming happily when she saw the game contained within.

Doc smiled as he watched them, and then he stood and made his way to the cockpit to advise the pilot that they were ready to leave.

They were in the air before too long, and Doc played a board game with Addison while Babs read a book and the other four played a spirited and bloody game of Pit.

"I'm tired," Addison said after a while. "How much longer until we're there?"

"A while," Doc replied.

She made a sound of disappointment, but before he could offer up a different distraction, she crawled onto his lap, curled up against his chest, and closed her eyes.

Doc pressed a kiss against her head as he propped up his feet on her chair. For a moment, he watched her relaxed face as she drifted from tired to asleep, and then he shifted his attention to the others.

Johnny was yelling at Frankie for hoarding all the wheat, and Frankie was yelling right back at him to trade his wheat if he had a problem. Meanwhile, Tucker and Jules were still trading, and Tucker rang the bell, effectively ending the shouting match.

"It's just corn," he said apologetically. "But I think I still won."

As Doc laughed softly, he caught Babs watching him, a guarded look in her eyes. He knew he was crossing the line, making things more complicated than they needed to be, but he didn't know how to spend time with the children without seeing Babs as well. He could hardly avoid her.

Babs was the type of woman one could grow old with if one was inclined to do so, but he wasn't. He wasn't interested in setting down roots. The mere thought made him a little nauseous.

And furthermore, Babs wasn't just a forever woman. She was a forever, forever woman. She was already twice his age, and, in theory, she could live just as long as he would. He was certain he would never bore of her. She was lively, and she had a sharp wit. She wasn't intimidated by him, and she loved the children with her entire being. She was, perhaps, the ideal woman.

But she wasn't Tozi, and Tozi was out there somewhere. Alive. Her skin just waiting to be touched by him. Her lips waiting to be kissed.

Babs deserved the whole of someone, not just a part of them. He wasn't the man for her; he would never be the man for her. So no matter how easy and natural it would be to love her, he couldn't. He didn't dare.

He smiled at her, making certain to keep his eyes friendly, not sensual; and then he closed his eyes and allowed himself to drift off to sleep.

He must have called Tozi to him, because the second he was asleep, he found himself standing in a wide grassy clearing under a full moon.

"Tozi," he murmured as he reached for her. He immediately stopped himself, stepped back, and smiled at her regretfully.

"Is there something wrong?" she asked with concern.

"Only that I'm holding a small unicorn on my lap," he chuckled. "So I will have to forgo the pleasure of your kisses."

Her vibrant eyes clouded with confusion, and she asked, "Unicorn?"

"Just a girl," Doc replied. "I call her my unicorn."

With a mere thought, he sent away his shoes so that he could flex his toes into the soft grass; and then he fixed his attention on her, committing the expressions of her eyes to memory.

"I don't suppose you would let down your hair?" he drawled.

"I thought you were forgoing the pleasure of my kisses?"

"I am, but that doesn't mean that I have to forgo the pleasure of your beauty," he shrugged.

"I'm still not certain I understand," Tozi said. "You're not going to touch me because your physical body is holding a small child, is that right?"

Doc nodded.

"And this child is more important to you than touching me?" she asked carefully.

"It sounds strange when you put it like that," he admitted. "But yes."

She hummed softly and started to slowly unbraid her hair. Doc sighed with longing as her long tresses waved out around her shoulders.

"You are absolutely resplendent in the moonlight," he whispered.

"You are always resplendent," she replied.

"I'm wearing you down," he said with a wide grin.

"I doubt that."

He sat on the ground and stretched out his legs before saying, "How did you meet Janey?"

"She never told you?"

"She never told me anything about her time before Andrew," he shrugged.

"Then neither shall I," Tozi said as she sat beside him, but just out of arm's reach.

"Where are you?" Doc asked.

"I will not answer that either."

"What if I ask you a series of questions," Doc suggested, "and you answer the ones you like?"

"Very well."

"Are you living in the States?"

"Yes."

"Do you live in the woods?"

"Yes."

"Do you live with anyone else?"

"No."

He was fiercely glad to hear that although her reply spurred his next question.

"Are you lonely?"

"Only sometimes," she said with a wistful smile.

"Why only sometimes?"

"I walk the world of dreams," she replied. "It is easy enough to keep myself amused."

"Do you have other lovers?" he asked.

"No. Do you?"

"Only in the physical world," he shrugged.

"That's hardly worth mentioning," Tozi stated.

And he knew that she meant it. Her eyes were too expressive to hide strong emotions like anger or jealousy. To her the physical world was of little consequence and the dreaming was everything. 

He wanted so badly to touch her that he moved just a little bit further away before asking, "Do you have a favorite food?"

His question startled a laugh from her, and she said with disbelief, "You want to know if I have a favorite food? Do you?"

"Witches," he said without hesitation.

"Witches," she repeated.

"Nothing quite like the rush that comes from consuming a witch," he explained. "Although, I do enjoy a conman from time to time."

The smile she gave him was beautiful and full of affection, but she said censoriously, "I'm certain that's not how you meant the question."

"I've no real affection for physical food," Doc shrugged. "If I had to choose, whiskey would be at the top of the list."

"That's not a food," she pointed out.

"Steak," he said. "Or pancakes with little faces cooked onto them."

"Little faces?"

"I don't know how it's done," he admitted. "Andrew used to do it. But we were talking about you. Do you have a favorite food?"

"Hot cocoa," she said, surprising him. "And traditional corn tortillas. Made by hand. I can taste the difference."

He thought of a steaming cup of hot chocolate and held out his hand, grinning when he felt the warm cup materialize there. It was not a golden goblet. It was a simple clay cup, which confirmed his suspicion that wherever they were, it wasn't his throne room.

He took a careful sip just to make sure it was really hot cocoa before offering it to her.

She was staring at him, eyes shuttered. "How do you do that?" she asked.

"I just do," he replied, borrowing Andrew's words.

"You are more than what I gave you," she said as she took the cup from his hand.

"What you made me," he insisted.

"What I gave you," she repeated. "I did not make you anything. You were not under any oath; you had not signed any contract. I gave you a gift; you chose how to use it."

"And if I had used it badly?" he asked.

"I was certain you wouldn't."

"But if I had?" he pressed.

"I had Janey," she shrugged. "Thank you," she added as she lifted the cup. She took a small drink and sighed with pleasure. "Some things never grow old," she murmured.

"Like you and I," Doc chuckled.

"Like you and I," she agreed.

She took several drinks before asking, "What is the unicorn's name?"

"Addison," Doc said. "She has red hair and freckles, and she screams like a banshee."

"Sounds pleasant."

"Not the screaming part," Doc admitted. "But she says she hasn't thrown a fit in six days."

"I'm sure all the ears in the world thank her."

"Quite," Doc chuckled. "Do you prefer silk or linen?"

"What sort of question is that?" she retorted, lips nearly smiling.

"The kind that will change the coverings of the bed I imagine next time we meet."

"Linen."

"Good to know," Doc murmured. "Do you ever visit a city?"

"Yes."

"Which city?"

"It is not Denver," she said.

"Do you prefer it when I kiss your neck or your shoulder?"

"I prefer it when you kiss first my neck and then my shoulder."

Doc's fingers were itching to slide the top of her dress down over her shoulders so he could do just that, so he quickly asked, "Do you drive a car?"

"How else do you expect me to get around?"

"Do you still wear those severe black dresses that hide all of your wonderful assets?"

"The witch hunts are over, at least for me," she stated. "I dress as I please."

"And how is that?"

The air around her shifted, and she was suddenly clothed in vibrant colors and patterns that made her look a hundred times more beautiful than she had before.

"I didn't think you could look any lovelier," he murmured. "I was dead wrong."

He could feel the charge in the air between them, and he tried to shift the conversation to something mundane and boring.

"Do you have a favorite color?"

"Houndstongue blossom," she replied.

"What color is that?"

She held out her hand to him, and a sprig of green appeared in it. All along the stem hung little blossoms of burgundy.

"Lovely color," he said as he took the sprig from her hand and tucked it into his vest pocket.  "Do you like to read?" he asked.

"I'd rather spend my time in nature."

That didn't surprise him, and he wondered how she had survived all those years amidst the barrenness of Pueblo.

"Would you rather I make love to you on a bed of moss or a patch of fresh grass?"

"Both," she murmured, eyes twinkling.

"Noted. Do you think the bud or the seed holds all the potential?"

"Both. They are the same. Now I have a question for you."

"My tongue is yours," he drawled.

"Obviously not," she returned. "Why do you torture yourself with the company of children?"

"They come to me," Doc replied. "Some I can pass on to others, but some I simply can't let go of."

"Like Pazach and Addison?"

"Yes," he murmured.

"I am sorry that you will never have a blood child," she said, tone full of regret.

"I'm not," Doc shrugged. "I'm a terrible father."

A look of indignation crossed her face, and she protested by saying, "That is hardly true."

"It is," he told her. "I enjoy getting into trouble too much to be a father. I've been a father, and I was lacking."

He finally gave into temptation and moved a little closer so that he could play with the ends of her hair.

"Were you a good mother?" he asked.

"I was a sufficient mother," she replied.

"What does that mean?"

"I was kind to my children. I fed them and clothed them and soothed them when they were frightened. But only my daughter was like me, and so I held all the others at arm's length. You must when you know they will die. And since they would not understand the difference, I held myself apart from my daughter as well. I did not ever expect to live so long," she added softly.

"Do you regret it?" he asked.

"I cannot say yet," she murmured. "I have not seen the end. Do you have a favorite color?"

"Your eyes," he said.

"Brown?" she asked, laughter behind the word.

"Hardly," he declared. "They're the color of chocolate, but with flecks of moss and gold. I've never seen anything as beautiful."

"I think you had better wake up," she whispered before kissing him.

Doc opened his eyes with a regretful sigh. It was just as well she had sent him away. His self-control had reached its limit, and he'd been burning to touch her, to remove all those colorful layers of clothing and touch the silky smooth body beneath them.

Talking to her, having a simple conversation, had only sharpened his hunger for her. But he would have to wait. When he saw her again, he wanted to be behind a locked door with no possibility of interruptions.

He slipped his fingers into his vest pocket, breath catching when he touched something soft and a little wilted. Now he had two things she'd touched. The coin and the flower.

"HA!" Johnny suddenly shouted as he slammed his hand down onto the bell. "Finally! I got wheat!"

"You're still losing," Jules pointed out calmly.

"Yes, but I got it," Johnny chortled.

Doc chuckled softly before closing his eyes once more. This time he was only pretending to sleep. He wasn't foolish enough to think he would be able to control himself if he saw Tozi again; and right now, he was needed by a red-headed unicorn.


Chapter 5
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By the time the plane reached the airport in Dublin, Doc was ready to destroy the Pit bell by any means necessary. Some seven hours ago, the children had started a battle-to-the-death ultimate championship, and not only were Doc's ears on edge, but the four children were also looking more than a little crazed.

"I think a good night's sleep is in order," Babs said as she pulled them each from their chairs and started herding them towards the exit.

"We didn't do a final tally," Johnny complained.

"Frankie won," Tucker said. "By twenty-five points."

"How do you know that?" Johnny demanded.

"I added it up," Tucker shrugged.

"You think Frankie's hot," Johnny countered. "So how do I know that's an honest number?"

Tucker's cheeks turned bright red, and he stuttered, "I don't… I mean, I do… But…"

Doc took pity on him and said firmly, "Tucker doesn't lie. Not unless it's to save a life, and he would certainly never lie about math. Besides that, he hasn't taken the gambler's oath."

"What's that?" Jules asked curiously.

"To only ever lie or cheat if it's beneficial to yourself or the prettiest lady in the room," Doc said solemnly.

"So always?" Jules demanded.

"Pretty much," Doc admitted.

"That's horrible," she muttered. "And you're lying."

"I am not," he stated.

"You cheat to help others all the time."

"Is that better?" he asked.

"Morally, yes," she said.

"Whose morals?" he inquired.

"Can we not do this right now?" Jules sighed.

She sounded so terribly grown up that he nearly laughed, but instead he put on a solemn face and said, "We can argue later though, right?"

She rolled her eyes and grumbled, "If you insist."

Doc laughed softly and hugged her, then he picked up Addison and carried her outside.

Bree was waiting for them; and when she saw Doc, she waved happily. For a moment, he just stared at her. He was always taken aback at how beautiful she was, and he could never really believe that he and Jervis had actually raised such an amazing creature.

He shook off his amazement and handed Addison to Babs before jogging down the steps and pulling Bree into his arms.

"I've missed you," she said.

"Not nearly as much as I've missed you," he replied.

"You can't prove that."

"I'm sure I can," Doc retorted. "Just let me call Thaddeus."

"I believe you!" she exclaimed with a laugh.

He stepped away from her, grinned, and said, "You're looking well."

"I am," she agreed. "No new wrinkles. I checked just this morning. I didn't want to worry you," she added with a wink.

"I've decided to stop worrying," he said.

"Oh, you have, have you? That will be an interesting thing to see. Now stop hogging me. I've waited a long time to meet the infamous Baker children. And look, there's Tucker! Tucker!" Bree called out. "Come here!"

Tucker obeyed her rather sheepishly, a look of surprise filling his face when she hugged him.

"I like the hair," she said. "It accents your eyes."

"Thanks," Tucker mumbled. "You… You look nice."

"Young is the word I think you were looking for," she said with a laugh.

Confusion filled Tucker's face, but Bree only laughed louder and said, "Sorry, it was a joke for Doc's benefit."

She slipped her arm through Tucker's and said, "Now introduce me to these lovely children. Oh, never mind," she went on. "I can guess. Frankie," she said, smiling Frankie's way.

Frankie blushed, but nodded.

"And you must be Boudica," Bree said, offering her hand to Boudica to sniff.

Boudica immediately pressed her head against Bree's hand, and Doc smiled as he watched them. Bree had a way with both people and animals. She never had trouble in the House of Banshee because she could calm anyone, even the most belligerent drunk; and he had once watched her soothe a raging bear with little more than a word.

"You're clearly the twins, Johnny and Jules," Bree continued. "Jervis told me that you are very clever witches," she added confidentially. "Especially for your age. That's quite a compliment coming from Jervis, you know."

Johnny stood up a little straighter at her words, and Jules's face turned bright red.

"Which means that you are…" Bree tapped her nose as if she was thinking. "I don't remember Jervis mentioning a unicorn, so you must not be Addison."

"But I am!" Addison said loudly.

"Really?" Bree said with pretend surprise. "But you're a unicorn; you can't possibly be related to the twins here."

"I think I was adopted," Addison said solemnly. "Or switched at birth."

"Oh, I see. That makes so much more sense. You've a lovely horn," Bree said.

"Do you really think so?"

"Absolutely."

"I think you're very pretty," Addison said a little shyly. "Doc says you're a banshee, and he says that I scream just like a banshee."

"Well, that's a fine compliment indeed," Bree said.

She winked at Addison before straightening up and smiling widely at Babs. "And you must be Babs Baker. I'm absolutely delighted to meet you."

"And I you," Babs said politely.

"I'm sure you're all tired," Bree declared. "So I'll take you home, and we'll explore tomorrow."

"I'm not a bit tired," Johnny insisted.

"You're yawning," Jules snorted.

"That was a stretch," Johnny shot back.

"A yawning stretch."

"Children," Babs said wearily. "If you're going to argue, use the bubble."

A purple bubble popped around Johnny's and Jules's heads; and within it, they continued to snap at each other all the way to the van.

"I love that bubble," Babs sighed.

Bree laughed merrily before saying, "I don't live inside the Hidden, but I think you'll like my place. It will just take us a few minutes to get there."

The children and Tucker clambered into the van, and Doc motioned for Babs to take the front passenger seat beside the hired driver. Once everyone else was settled, Doc took his place beside Bree in the middle row.

"I'm so happy you came," she whispered in Gaelic.

"Jules can speak Gaelic," Doc whispered back.

"It doesn't matter," Bree laughed, still using Gaelic. "I just want to speak it with you. I feel as if I haven't seen you in forever. And even when we do speak, you're always hiding things from me. Jervis told me you ended Gac," she added, tone chastising. "And then he said something random about you being fae, but he refused to explain it. When and why?"

"It's a very long story," Doc said. "Best told with a bottle of whiskey."

"Tomorrow morning, you and I are going down to the beach," Bree insisted. "You'll tell me all about it then?"

"I will," he promised.

He'd never been able to keep things from her, not when he was sitting with her and gazing into her enormous green eyes. If she wanted to know, he'd tell her, although he doubted he would tell her anything Jervis hadn't already.

He had truly missed her, and it didn't matter where she was, being with Bree always felt like home.

Hours later, after all the children had been tucked into their beds, Doc and Bree walked through the half-slumbering city towards the Hidden entrance.

"What do you think of my house?" Bree asked.

"It's just like the Irish cottage I imagined for us all those years ago," he replied.

"There's even a grandma house," she chuckled. "For your rendezvous."

"How convenient," Doc drawled.

"I had mirrors hung on all the walls."

"I knew there was a reason why I love you," he chuckled.

"Will you deal tonight?" she asked. "It won't feel official until you do."

"Absolutely," he said. "I'm sorry it took me so long to come."

"I knew you'd come," Bree said. "You always do."

They walked in silence after that, but with Bree the silence was always comforting. He knew she wasn't waiting for him to say anything; she was simply enjoying his presence, and he hers. 

They hadn't been walking long when Bree paused along the side of an old building. Doc immediately saw the bronze plaque noting the Hidden entrance and the large wooden door beside it. Even though he knew that the sight to see such entrances had to be granted, it still astounded him that norms couldn't see it. A thousand norms walked past this door every day, but not a single one of them ever realized that they were inches from another world. A world that, in the minds of most, could only be found in fairy tales and legends of old.

Bree smiled at him before pushing open the door and stepping through the doorway. He knew immediately that they were in one of the upper neighborhoods, but he had known they would be. The House of Banshee was for high rollers; it always had been.

She tucked her arm through his, and they walked together down the block past a few closed restaurants before pausing in front of Ireland's own House of Banshee.

It resembled an old castle from the outside; and the simple, understated wooden sign that hung near the entrance simply said "House of Banshee", no explanation, no labeling.

"Wait until you see the inside," Bree said proudly.

She pulled him through the doors, but he slowed her once they were inside so he could truly appreciate the world she had built. The midnight-blue carpet runners were plush; and the chandeliers sparkled, casting diamonds of light all over the entryway.

"Welcome to the House of Banshee," Bree announced.

"It's splendid," he replied. "Absolutely splendid."

And filled to capacity with glittering women and drunken men.

"The faro table is over here," Bree said as she started weaving her way through the crowd. "It will only ever have one dealer, you."

"Just like the original House of Banshee," he stated.

"Exactly," she smiled.

She led him to the table, and after he had sat in the dealer's chair, she sat beside him at the counter.

A Banshee employee handed him a fresh pack of cards, and he opened it slowly and with intent.

"Let's make it a good one," Doc whispered, speaking to the luck that followed him.

He shuffled the cards, immediately feeling the energy in his hands. These were his cards now, and they obeyed him.

This was an important moment. He had opened the original House of Banshee by dealing out a faro game, and he had a small measure of regret that he hadn't been here to open this one as well.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of the room. Expensive perfume, expensive alcohol, expensive despair. There was lust as well. And greed. Underneath it all he could feel the vibration of luck, humming about the room, visiting one hand here, a dice there, a random roulette ball. It came and went, just as he did, not staying in any one spot for more than a moment.

He opened his eyes, grinning when he saw the three ladies sitting across from him. "Good evening, ladies," he said, Southern drawl fully in place. "Have you ever played faro?"

"No," one of them twittered.

"You are in for a treat," he promised. He gestured towards the tableau that was built into the faro table and said, "Place your bets on the card you think will win. If you win, your bet doubles. If you chose the losing card, I take your bet. After burning the first card, I will turn over one card. This is the losing card. The next card is the winning card. Shall we begin?"

All three women nodded, eyes more on him than on the tableau in front of them, although they each placed a bet on a random card. Doc winked at them, discarded the first card, and flipped the next one. He made sure that no one lost the first round, but only paid out to the woman with laugh lines around her eyes.

He flipped card after card, while Bree kept track on the counter. Women came and went. Men came and went. And Doc lost himself completely to the tides of luck that crashed about the Banshee, making winners and losers, breaking hearts and filling purses. He lost himself so completely that he was almost startled when Bree touched his arm and said, "It's time."

"Is it?" he asked in surprise.

He dealt the final card and announced, "We have a winner, folks."

The other players groaned and congratulated the winner before moving on; and Doc matched the winning bet and slid the chips over to the nervous young man sitting across from him.

The man's eyes widened with shock, and he stuttered, "I actually won?"

"Indeed," Doc said.

The man didn't belong here. His suit was ill-fitted, and his nerves were too apparent. He'd wandered in, desperate and hoping that luck might finally shine on him, and she had. Doc hadn't even had to move the cards to match the man's bet. He had fully intended to, but luck had taken charge.

The man was still staring at his pile of chips when Doc said mildly, "I wouldn't suggest a career in gambling."

The man met his eyes and said, "A career?"

"Lady Luck smiled on you, but you're far too nervous for her to smile on you very often."

"I just needed some money," the man mumbled. "The landlord raised the rent again, Gloria is still too weak to move, and no one will hire me. I'm just..." He sighed and wiped a shaky hand over his brow.

"You're tired," Doc said softly. "Cash in your winnings, and go home to your wife. I'm sure that if you return in a few days after you've rested up a little, the casino here could use a man like you."

"I doubt that," he snorted. "I've only got two skills, and they're both worthless."

"I've never met a skill I considered worthless," Bree broke in. "Please return in a few days, and ask for Bree. That's me," she added with a smile. "I own the Banshee."

The man turned his startled eyes to Bree and said, "You're offering me a job? You don't even know me."

"Lady Luck picked you," Bree shrugged. "I know all I need to know."

"Out of curiosity," Doc said casually, "where do you live?"

"You wouldn't be caught dead there," the man replied, gesturing towards Doc's suit. "It's practically a slum now. It didn't used to be," he added softly. "I grew up there, but... Anyway, times change, right? I'm so sorry to have kept you talking to me. I'm sure you have better things to do."

He stood and started shoveling his chips into his pocket.

Doc stood as well and reached out his hand, "Doc Holliday."

The man blinked a few times, but grasped Doc's hand and said, "Max Cully."

"Very nice to meet you, Max. Where was it you lived again?"

Max's eyes narrowed, and he said, "Not letting that go, are you?"

"I'm in the mood for a stroll," Doc shrugged.

"I don't see why you'd want to stroll there," Max retorted. "We live in Greenheart Borough."

"And your landlord's name?"

"You're a bit of a strange nob," Max said. "His name is Percival Feegan."

"Percival Feegan," Doc murmured. "I'll remember that."

"I had better go," Max insisted. "I've been away from Gloria for too long already. I'll come back for that job," he added as if testing the offer.

"It will be waiting for you," Bree replied.

Max nodded and headed towards the cashier counter to cash in his chips.

"The beach will have to wait," Doc said apologetically. "And I'll likely be late for breakfast," he added before straightening his already immaculate vest.

"I'll keep the coffee warm for you," Bree said with a knowing smile.

"Do you happen to know where Feegan lives?"

"No. Although he has been in once or twice. He's married, but I don't believe his wife would be overly troubled by his early demise."

"Good to know."

He leaned over and kissed Bree's cheek before saying, "I'll see you in a bit."

"Have fun," she chuckled.

"I always do."

Once Doc was outside of the Banshee, he pulled out his phone and called Jervis.

"How's Bree?" Jervis asked when he answered.

"Beautiful, as always."

"And what do you think of the Banshee?"

"Spectacular."

"Naturally," Jervis said. "What do you need?"

"What makes you think I need anything?"

"Hans."

Doc chuckled and said, "I'd like to acquire a property in the Greenheart Borough, and it's owned by a man named Percival Feegan. I just need his address so I can pay him a visit."

"It's a little early for business," Jervis stated.

"Not my kind of business," Doc replied.

"Understood. I'll text you as soon as I have it."

"You deserve a raise."

"I'll be certain to tack it onto my paycheck," Jervis intoned.

"Good. And Jervis?"

"Yes?"

"You did a magnificent job raising Bree."

"We. We did."

"If you insist," Doc said.

"I do. I'll text you."

With that, Jervis disconnected, and Doc was left alone to wander the sleepy Hidden. The sky wasn't completely dark, and he knew that within a couple of hours, the markets in the lower sections would be bustling with activity. This part of the Hidden would be slow to rise though because its residents had spent their night indulging in any sort of pleasure they could find.

It was a lifestyle he could get behind for a night or two, but he was long past the dark days when he thought of little more than his gullet and his wallet.

He gambled for pleasure. He made love to give pleasure. He drank for pleasure. But he lived to live. To fight, to struggle, to see the bright light of hope in someone's eyes when a moment before their eyes had been desolate; and to see the dying light in someone's eyes who had only ever used their significance to take and never to give.

And that was just a small slice of life. There was so much more to experience, to live for. Like today for instance. He would have happily returned to the Bakers and eaten breakfast while they all chattered endlessly. But a tasty morsel had fallen into his lap, and he was smart enough to take what was offered.

Doc's phone beeped, and he quickly read Jervis's text.

"Feegan lives in Dublin proper. I would have to dig to find out what sort of cryptid he is, so expect the worst. He has a wife and three children."

Jervis didn't say anything more, just listed the address.

"The worst," Doc murmured as he headed towards the exit. "So vampire witch."

He rather hoped that wasn't the case because he was looking forward to a meal; but vampire or not, witch or not, Feegan wasn't going to live past the hour.

The sun was just beginning to cast its sleepy light onto the rooftops when Doc knocked on Feegan's door. No one answered, so Doc pounded instead.

A cowering maid finally cracked open the door and whispered, "What do you want?"

"I'm Tom Mackey," Doc replied haughtily. "I've come on business, and I need to speak with Mr. Feegan immediately."

"He's asleep," was the maid's reply.

"Business like this can't wait," Doc insisted. "If you don't wake him this instant, I can guarantee that you'll find yourself thrown out on the street."

Fear was making her shake slightly, and Doc had to fight the urge to soothe her. He was playing a part, and he couldn't give himself away yet.

"Wake the butler, and send him up," Doc ordered.

Her eyes brightened, and she said, "I could do that."

"Show me to Mr. Feegan's study first."

It was her fear that had her obeying him. If she'd been thinking, she would have never opened the door wider and gestured for him to enter. It was akin to inviting the devil into your home.

He followed her down a hallway and stepped inside the room she gestured towards. Once he was inside, he took a careful study of the room, looking for clues, but there was nothing obvious in Feegan's study that would have marked the man for death, and nothing to suggest what type of cryptid he was. There was a desk and stacks of papers and shelves full of books. All in all, it was just a normal study.

Doc was almost a hundred percent willing to kill Feegan based solely on what Max had said, but he did like to verify first. Just to be certain. People's perception often colored things, making people seem cruel or evil when they truly weren't. Bree's opinion was enough to seal the deal, as was the maid's cowered appearance and obvious fear. Feegan was already dead, but nonetheless, knowing the full depths of someone's evil always made the kill a little sweeter.

The study door suddenly slammed open, and a portly man strode into the room and demanded, "What's the meaning of barging into my home at such an unearthly hour of the morning?!"

"Mr. Feegan?" Doc asked.

"Yes! Who the hell are you? I've never heard of Tom Mackey."

"Just a fellow businessman," Doc shrugged. "I want to buy your property in Greenheart Borough."

Feegan's manner abruptly shifted, and he began to laugh. "Greenheart Borough!" he boomed. "You could hardly afford it! I might be looking for investors though," he added slyly. "What's your poison?"

"Whiskey," Doc replied, curious to see where the conversation was going.

"I'm a whiskey man as well," Feegan said as he poured them each a generous glass. "Sit," he added, gesturing towards a chair.

He didn't sit behind his desk as Doc had expected, instead he sat in the chair across from Doc and studied him frankly.

"I can see you're a quality fellow," Feegan stated. "I've an eye for these things. The Borough is my own personal project. Once I've driven out the residents, I'm going to level the entire neighborhood and build an exclusive resort. There's a spring there that provides a special mineral water, and it'll be the center of the entire project. All the nobs will be completely in love with it!"

"Interesting," Doc allowed. "And in the meantime, you make a mint by driving up the rent."

"Exactly!" Feegan exclaimed. "I could tell just from the look of you that you're a savvy business man."

"I am a savvy business man," Doc drawled. "What I'm not is a cruel business man."

"Cruel?" Feegan laughed. "They're my properties. I can do what I want with them. I'd just evict everyone, but there's a law in place preventing me from doing that so I've had to resort to other methods. I paid off the ones who would leave immediately," he added with a shrug. "It's not as if I didn't give them a choice."

Doc could see that from Feegan's perspective he considered his actions to be completely benign. But he imagined that many of the residents, like Max and Gloria, didn't have any other place to go.

For just a moment, he found himself waffling. Where was the evidence of Feegan's cruelty? And was he a man who deserved to be completely removed from the face of the earth? Forever?

Doc frowned inwardly at the path of his own thoughts. Once he'd made up his mind to kill someone, he didn't normally waver. But he also liked to have definite proof; especially since he'd seen the souls wasting away inside of him. Death wasn't real, but death by Doc's hand was very real and final indeed.

"I will be taking on a few select investors," Feegan went on, completely oblivious to Doc's internal struggle.

"What kind of payout?" Doc asked.

"Any kind of payout you want," Feegan promised. "Money if that's your thing, although from the look of you I'd say you've got plenty of it. Girls, boys, slave labor, whatever you like."

Finally, Doc thought with satisfaction.

"Do you already have investors?" he asked.

"Just one."

"I would like to meet him."

"That's not necessary," Feegan said dismissively. "Besides, he's a reclusive old bird with a taste for children. An actual taste," he chuckled. "I hear he prefers them grilled, which I think is a waste. Raw is so much better."

Doc marked vampire off his list and decided on shapeshifter. It didn't matter though. Dead was dead.

"I liked the look of your maid," Doc said.

"You can have her," Feegan stated. "An initial investment is three million merlins."

"Is that all?" Doc drawled. "Easily done, but I've changed my mind. I'd rather have my payout in souls."

"Souls?" Feegan laughed. "How many?"

"Just yours."

Doc stood and drew his knife. He was in the mood to play with his food; although if Feegan was a shapeshifter, Doc wasn't going to get anything for his trouble.

"What's this then?" Feegan asked. "It appears I've misjudged you. That rarely happens," he muttered softly. "I must be loosing my touch."

"I'm simply very difficult to read," Doc shrugged.

"I'm still willing to take your investment," Feegan said as he stood as well.

"I'm afraid I'm no longer interested."

"Very well. I appreciate the warning. An honorable fight is always best. I would find it difficult to fight to my full potential here. Shall we move to the ballroom?"

Doc nodded slightly, and Feegan moved past him, boldly turning his back to Doc as he opened the study door and moved down the hallway into the interior of the house. Pausing slightly, Feegan threw open the ballroom doors and then strode inside the massive room.

"It's been a while since I've fought," he said. "But I'm still up to the task. You're quite certain you wouldn't rather have the maid?"

"Quite."

Feegan began to slowly and methodically remove his clothes. "No sense ruining a good suit," he murmured as he did. Only when he was completely naked did he shift into his other form.

Doc had to work to control his surprise. He had expected a shapeshifter of some sort, but he had not expected a lion, especially such a massive lion.

Feegan's large mane whipped back and forth as with a low growl, he rolled his lion shoulders and shook his head from side to side. Then he stretched leisurely, body crossing a huge expanse. And that was when Doc noticed the deep claw marks scattered across the ballroom floor. This wasn't the first fight Feegan had had in here.

Doc smiled slightly as he watched Feegan continue to stretch. He wasn't going to get a meal out of Feegan, but he could tell that it was going to be one hell of a fierce battle.

Feegan retracted his stretch, shook his shoulders one last time, and then tapped the ground twice with his front paw. Doc assumed that was Feegan's way of saying "I'm ready", and Doc inclined his head in acquiescence.

With a snarl, Feegan leaped towards Doc, fierce teeth gnashing. Doc spun to the side, flinging his knife as he did, but he didn't aim for anything vital because he didn't want to end the fight too soon.

Doc felt a rush of air as Feegan skidded past him, and he quickly tossed several more knives, aiming for various spots on Feegan's body.

Feegan roared angrily, but the wounds seemed to make little difference in his speed or action. His claws tore into the ballroom floor, filling the room with an awful sound; and he adjusted his course and rushed towards Doc once more.

As Feegan pounded towards him, Doc realized that Feegan wasn't running quite as quickly this time because he expected Doc to jump to one side or the other. There wasn't much time to decide on a course, but instead of leaping to the side, Doc ran straight towards Feegan, threw one knife at his front leg, and leaped over him just as Feegan lunged forward.

Doc crashed onto the ballroom floor and quickly scrambled to his feet. Feegan was already bearing down on him, and Doc tossed several knives as quickly as possible, aiming for Feegan's legs. Every knife hit its mark, but it didn't slow Feegan's approach.

At the last second, Doc hurled his body to the side, but Feegan's forepaw caught his leg, pulled him backwards, and slammed him down into the floor.

Doc pushed Feegan's paw to the side, quickly sat up, and thrust his knife into Feegan's thick neck. He ripped towards himself, and hot blood spewed across his face, momentarily blinding him. Doc stabbed out wildly, making contact, but he wasn't able to stop Feegan's jaws from closing down around his upper shoulder and chest.

With a muttered growl, Feegan began to rip his head from side to side, taking Doc's entire body with it. Doc could feel the ligaments in his shoulder ripping and tearing, and he knew that if he didn't kill Feegan immediately, he was going to lose his arm.

He could barely see, but he could still see well enough to track Feegan's head as it moved back and forth. He readied his knife, waited, then stabbed his knife into the back of Feegan's head just above the spine, completely severing the vertebrae. Feegan dropped immediately, pinning Doc to the floor with his massive, dead weight.

"I'm not sure I thought this one out," Doc muttered as he assessed the situation.

He was stuck under a dead lion shifter, and he couldn't go anywhere until his shoulder was free, but he couldn't reach his shoulder to free it unless Feegan's weight shifted enough for him to move.

"Expect the worst," he mocked, wondering in the back of his mind if there was such a thing as a shapeshifting witch. He honestly hoped not. It was true that he could have ended the fight easier and quicker, but he liked to fight. Fighting served to remind him that he was not a god but a man.

"A very bloody man," he chuckled.

He shifted his body forward as much as he could and tried to reach Feegan's jaws, but Feegan's head was massive, and Doc's arm wasn't long enough to reach over it.

With a grunt, Doc ripped his knife from Feegan's spine, squinting against the renewed shower of blood; then he stabbed his knife back into Feegan's neck and began to slowly cut to the side.

When Feegan's head was partially decapitated, Doc was able to brace his free foot and push his body towards his unhindered shoulder and away from Feegan's corpse. After he had pushed himself as far as he could, his body was free enough that, in spite of the pain that spiked through him, he was able to roll up slightly.

He stabbed his knife into Feegan's back, just in case he needed it again, and reached his hand over Feegan's head. He felt blindly until he located Feegan's teeth, and then he worked his fingers between them. Once he had a good grip on Feegan's jaw, he tore backwards, but nothing happened.

With a sigh, Doc reset his fingers and tried again. This time he felt Feegan's jaw move slightly so he paused, reset his fingers, took a deep breath, and pulled with all of his might, falling back onto the floor with a gasp when Feegan's jaw tore open, finally releasing Doc's shoulder.

Doc rolled quickly out from under Feegan, just in case Feegan's jaws decided to snap shut, then lay on the floor, panting slightly.

His shoulder was already healing, and he was starting to feel pretty perky from his victory. After all, he'd never fought a lion, and Feegan had easily been twice the size of the tiger shifter Doc had once fought.

He couldn't just lay here basking in his bloody victory though. He'd heard the muffled gasps and whispers, and he knew it was time to deal with the aftermath. If Jervis were here, he'd just slip out the back. But he wasn't. So today, Doc was going to have to clean up his own mess.

He stood with ease and made a futile attempt to wipe some of the blood from his face before turning to acknowledge the small group of people who had gathered just inside of the ballroom doorway.

"Is one of you Mrs. Feegan?" he asked politely.

The cowed maid from earlier pointed at an equally cowed woman. The only difference between the two was the quality of their clothing.

"Mrs. Feegan," Doc said as he made a slight bow. "It's a pleasure to meet you. My name is Tom Mackey, and I'll be taking over your husband's business assets. I will pay you a fair price for everything, but you'll no longer have any control over Greenheart Borough or any of the other properties that your husband owned. I'll also need a list of your husband's business associates, and I would ask that you not speak of this incident to anyone. Do we have a deal?"

It wasn't actually up for discussion, but Doc had long ago discovered that if you presented it as a choice, people put up less of a fuss.

Mrs. Feegan didn't move an inch though; she just stood there and stared at Doc in horror.

"We have a deal," a thin boy said as he stepped in front of Mrs. Feegan.

"And you are?" Doc inquired.

"Stewart Feegan, Mr. Mackey."

"Ah, and how do your tastes run? Do you like your meat raw?" Doc asked.

"Why wouldn't I?" the boy replied, chin jutted forward with pretend courage. "But I would happily choose not to eat people if that's your real question."

"It was," Doc admitted, impressed by the young man's insight.

"You have laid down your terms, and I accept them. I only ask that you leave me enough to care for my mother and sisters," Stewart added.

Doc inclined his head in consent. He'd had no intention of beggaring them; they would be well-compensated for their assets.

"I'll write up a list of Father's associates right away, but I would suggest you start with Father's business manager," Stewart added pointedly. "He handles all the details."

Doc didn't bother to suppress the grin that split his face at the boy's words. Stewart was very clever, and Doc would be sure to tell Jervis that when he handed the entire mess over to him.

"Hamish," Stewart said, a hint of command to his tone. "Take care of Father's body. And burn all of his clothes."

"Yes, sir," a man standing behind Stewart replied.

"Everyone else may take the rest of the day off," Stewart continued. "But anyone who speaks of this incident will be fired without any compensation, is that understood?"

"Yes, sir," the remaining staff chorused.

"Very good," Stewart said. "I'll be in the study directly, Mr. Mackey. Please meet me there," he added before he took his mother's elbow and guided her carefully from the room.

As soon as Doc was alone, he turned to survey Feegan's corpse. One glance told him that Feegan was most certainly dead. If the knife to his spine hadn't killed him, the near decapitation would have.

Satisfied that Feegan wouldn't be rising from the supposed dead anytime soon, Doc made his way back to Feegan's study, retrieved the decanter of whiskey, and sat.

It wasn't long before Stewart entered the room and sat behind his father's desk, seeming small in comparison.

He studied Doc for a moment before saying, "I've decided that it would be most efficient if I call Father's business manager and have him come in. Otherwise, he'll arrive sometime this morning, and I won't be able to hide Father's death."

Doc inclined his head.

Without another word, Stewart picked up the desk phone and dialed a number.  

"Mr. Conner," he exclaimed after a few seconds, tone suddenly quite childish. "You must come quickly. Something's wrong with Father, and he asked you to come."

There was a pause, then Stewart said, "No! He just wants you. You know how he gets! Hurry!" he added, injecting quite a lot of panic into his tone.

A moment later, Stewart returned the phone to its receiver and said, "He's on his way."

"Is he a cryptid?" Doc asked.

"No."

"Delightful," Doc drawled.

"I can't promise you that I know every one of Father's associates, but I'll write down the ones I do."

"I'd specifically like his investor in the Greenheart project."

"That's easy enough," Stewart said as he picked up a pen and started writing.

Before long, he handed Doc a carefully penned list. The name at the top was circled.

"Thank you," Doc said. "You're handling this very well."

"I'm terrified," the boy admitted stiffly. "Terrified that I will wake up and this will have all been a dream."

Doc raised an eyebrow.

"Father would not see his behavior as cruel," Stewart murmured. "He is the apex, the master, the king. He rules each and every one of us. We are property, and we are here to do his bidding. Our failure to abide by his wishes is swiftly punished. Again, not cruel, simply his nature."

Stewart paused here, eyes tormented. "This has always been the way. How could we imagine a different world? We couldn't. My brother though, he did. He and Father fought in the ballroom, just as you did today; and when my father won, he tore out Jacob's throat. Then he skinned him and hung the pelt in the dining room to remind us all that his word is law. I can only hope this is not a dream, Mr. Mackey. It would be too cruel to awaken, and I do not know if I could bear it."

Stewart tilted his head slightly before saying, "Mr. Conner is here."

Doc stood and readied himself for the kill. Normally, he would have questioned Mr. Conner himself, but he was absolutely certain, more than certain, that Stewart was telling the truth. He'd seen the absolute devastation in the boy's eyes, as well as, the dim flicker of hope.   

The study door swung open, and a man burst into the room, shouting, "Where is he? What the devil's going on?"

"I am," Doc replied casually as he flicked his knife.

Doc's knife tore all the way through the man's chest, leaving a visible hole. Mr. Conner stared down at the gaping wound in stupefaction, and then he stumbled forward and slumped to the ground.

Heat simultaneously tore into Doc's tattoo, washing out into his limbs like waves of lava. It wasn't witch level, but it surpassed conman; and Doc allowed himself to feel it as it flooded all of his nerves and senses.

This was why he lived. For the kill.

"Mr. Mackey?" Stewart asked hesitantly.

"Yes?"

"Is everything all right?"

"Just fine," Doc said as he returned his attention to the outer world. "Everything is just fine. Thank you for the list. My manager, Jervis, will be in touch with you later today to work out the acquisition of your father's properties."

"Will you buy the house?" Stewart inquired.

"This house?"

"Yes."

"If you want to sell it."

"Please."

"Consider it done," Doc said.

He smiled gently, recognizing the look on Stewart's face. Hope warring with realism. Stewart wanted to believe him, but he didn't.

"Trust me," Doc said. "By the end of the day, you'll be able to go anywhere you want. It has been my pleasure to meet you," he added as he offered the boy his hand. "And I do hope we meet again."

Stewart's hand was trembling as he shook Doc's, but he held firm, didn't plead, didn't beg, didn't ask for offers of reassurance.

"By the end of the day," Doc promised.

And then he turned and left the study. Once he was outside of the house, he called Jervis.

"That took you longer than I expected," Jervis said when he answered.

"Lion shifter," Doc said. "Although I think that was better than a vampire witch."

"Much," Jervis agreed.

"I need you to contact Stewart Feegan and arrange to purchase the Feegan home and all the commercial property Feegan owned. I'm most interested in the Greenheart properties. You'll need to send someone over to arrange management of them. Feegan's been driving up the rent; let's make it reasonable again."

"I'll take care of it."

"He had plans to build a resort there, based around a special spring. See if you can do it on a smaller scale, a spa perhaps, something to support the neighborhood."

"Done."

"I'll send you a copy of the list of Feegan's business associates. Will you locate them for me?"

"Yes."

"One more thing, the boy, Stewart, he's very smart. I don't think it would hurt anything to sponsor him if he'll accept it."

"Is he dreadfully cheerful?"

"Quite the opposite."

"Excellent."

"Call him soon, Jervis. He's worried he'll wake up and return to the nightmare."

"I'll handle it right away," Jervis promised.

Satisfied with that, Doc tucked away both his phone and the list of names Stewart had given him. It was never a bad idea to have a meal on hand if the need arose. And if the need didn't arise, he'd have a buffet course before taking his leave of Ireland.


Chapter 6
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Breakfast time had come and gone by the time Doc reached Bree's house; and when he walked in, the others were all sitting around Bree's table, empty dishes between them, laughing at something someone had said.

Jules was the first to notice him, and when she did, she sighed heavily and said, "Doc, you're covered in blood."

He'd mostly forgotten about the blood. People only saw what they could handle seeing, and no one had stopped him on the way home. Most of the people he'd passed hadn't even dared to look at him, and he'd been busy thinking so he hadn't given it any thought.

"It's mostly not mine," Doc shrugged.

"Gross," Addison stated.

"At least we know he'll be in a good mood today," Johnny joked.

"He always is after killing someone," Jules agreed. "The bloodier the better. Thaddeus has a rating system. He hypothesizes that each person Doc kills improves his mood by fifteen percent. But he says that if Doc kills someone and manages to ruin his clothes in the process, his mood increases by twenty percent."

They were all looking at Doc now, wide grins on their faces.

"I'm glad to know that I'm such an amusing topic of conversation," Doc drawled.

"Thaddeus has lots of hypotheses about your behavior," Jules said with a smirk. "It helps keep him sane."

"He even has one about your moods after sorting socks," Johnny put in. "He won't go into detail though."

Doc raised an eyebrow, and both of the twins began to laugh.  

"How about you go take a shower," Bree suggested, mirth coloring her tone. "And then we'll go down to the beach."

"We were going to go forever ago," Addison said. "But we were waiting for you."  

"I'm terribly sorry," Doc replied as he bent to kiss her head.

She pushed him away with an exclamation of "Eww!"

Doc chuckled softly and headed for the shower. It amused him to hear that Thaddeus spent his free time making up hypotheses about Doc's behavior. From a scientist's point of view, he could see how he might provide a fascinating study; and Doc had a niggling suspicion that if Thaddeus was ever not a plant, he still wouldn't want to leave Doc's side.   

Once Doc was clean, they all headed for the beach. Bree's house was sitting just on the cliff above it, and it was only a short walk down through the crags to the sand below.

"It's just like I imagined," Doc said as he and Bree walked together along the water.

"We imagined it together," she replied.

"You look happy."

"I am happy. This isn't why, but I met someone."

Doc growled softly, and she laughed merrily before saying, "You can't meet him. Not yet. I don't trust you, and I'm old enough to pick my lovers without your interference."

"I know," Doc sighed.

"I know you know. Now tell me about the fae."

So while the children ran along the beach and splashed in the waves, Doc told Bree about the ring and Pazach. He told her less than he could have, not wanting to fully bare his soul just yet. The pain had lessened; Tozi had helped him past the worst of it, but he could still hardly think of them without yearning to see them.

"I'm sorry," Bree said when he was finished.

"I'm not," he replied. He brushed a strand of wind-swept hair from her face and said, "Just like I'm not sorry that a little banshee wouldn't loosen her hold on me."

She smiled widely, every emotion visible in her eyes. She loved him just as much now as she had then, and he hardly deserved it.

"So now you're on the hunt for precious water," Bree said.

"And stones," he reminded her.

"Jury's still mad at you then?"

"A little. He's sending me after leprechaun gold which gave Dublin no end of amusement, but he refused to tell me why."

She shrugged and said, "I don't know anything about leprechauns."

"Me either," Doc muttered.

"I like Boudica," Bree suddenly said. "Look at how she watches them."

"She hates the water," Doc stated.

"But she'd go into it to save them," Bree said. "Beautiful creature."

"She truly is," Doc agreed.

They talked about little nothings for a while longer, and then Doc allowed the children's laughter to draw him down to the water's edge. For hours, they ran along the surf, laughing and tumbling through the water as if there was nothing else in the world.

It was mid-afternoon when they climbed into the van and started to explore the city of Dublin; and by the time the day ended, they'd gone to dozens of different places, sampled at least a dozen different foods, and Doc had purchased souvenirs for everyone, even Babs.

When they returned to Bree's house in the evening, Addison barely had enough energy to eat her supper before Doc had to tuck her into bed.

"Tell me a story," Addison murmured sleepily as Doc tucked the blanket under her chin.

"What sort of story?"

"How did you meet Liadawn?"

That was a story that would require a lot of creative editing to be fit for Addison's ears so Doc decided to go for a shortened version.

"I once had a friend who loved the woods or the wilds, the plains, anyplace without humans. He made me promise to go to the woods every now and then, and one year I went to an African savanna."

"That's not a forest," Addison muttered.

"No, but there are trees," Doc pointed out. "It was close enough. I walked for a few days across the savanna, watching the animals, gazing at the stars, just kind of wandering."

He'd spent most of his time thinking of Andrew and wondering what he'd make of it and which animal he'd try to eat first. But that wasn't the part of the story Addison was interested in.

"On the third day, I ran across a group of unicorns. There were seven of them. Beautiful creatures," Doc said. "At first I didn't realize they could shift into a human form so I just sat on a rock and watched them for hours on end. Finally, one of them separated from the herd and slowly approached me. She was dark brown, and she had black strips running down her flanks. She was magnificent, and I was truly in awe of her, but when she was about ten feet away, she suddenly shifted, and all of a sudden there was this beautiful woman standing in front of me."

He paused here, expecting an exclamation of surprise from Addison, but there was none; and he realized she was already asleep. With a chuckle, he kissed her lightly on the forehead and left the room.

He joined the others in the sitting room and sat on the couch beside Jules.   

"Best day ever," Jules sighed as she leaned against him.

"Better than Bora Bora?" he asked.

"Absolutely! I heard at least thirty people speaking Gaelic. There were a couple of words I wasn't using correctly, but now I know," she added happily.

"It was alright," Johnny spoke up. "I would have liked it even more if there had been some bikinis."

"Johnny!" Jules snapped.

"What? Tucker gets what I'm saying, don't you, Tucker?"

Tucker glanced between Frankie, Babs, and Bree before saying slowly and very carefully, "Women are beautiful no matter how they are dressed."

Doc grinned widely, knowing that Tucker was drawing on Sissy's influence. And wise influence it was because both Babs and Bree immediately told him how thoughtful and insightful he was.

Tucker's cheeks turned bright red, and Johnny snorted loudly and rolled his eyes.

It didn't take long for Johnny to get over his irritation though; and just a few minutes later, he, Tucker, and Frankie were at the table playing some sort of game that, thankfully, did not involve the ringing of a bell.

"Don't you want to join them?" Doc asked Jules.

"Not really," she replied. "I'd like to see the beach at night if you'd go with me."

"It would be my pleasure," Doc said.

As he and Jules stood, Bree said, "I need to go in to the Banshee; I'll see you all in the morning."

"I'm going to bed," Babs announced. "Jules, make sure those three don't get into any trouble."

"I'll try," Jules shrugged.

"That's all anyone can do," Babs replied with a snort.

Jules gave Babs a quick hug, and then she and Doc left the house in silence and walked down the rather rugged pathway to the beach below.

The sky seemed blacker above the ocean, and the stars seemed brighter. The waves crashed loudly against the shoreline, but the sound was so perfect that it created a strange sense of calm and silence.

"It's beautiful, isn't it?" Jules breathed.

"It is," he agreed.

He was a little surprised, although he didn't know why, when she took his hand and held it tightly. He had tried so hard not to ever be in this position again, the position of loving a child, but Jules was different. All of the Bakers were. They wouldn't age the same way the others had. And if he ignored the fact that Frankie and Tucker would age, he could almost release the grip on his heart and just allow himself to enjoy them. 

"It feels different," Jules went on. "I thought that Dublin had brought Ireland to us, but he only brought a taste. This is potent."

To Doc every place was potent. At least for a while.

"Thank you for bringing us," Jules said.

"I miss you when I'm away," Doc admitted.

"We miss you."

"But you're alright, aren't you?" he pressed, his failure with Tessa still fresh in his mind. "I did the right thing?"

"We miss you, but Auntie Babs is always there, just a shout away," Jules said. "And she seems content. She loves us, and she doesn't mind standing still."

Jules paused for just a moment before saying very slowly, "I think that if we had held onto you, all of us would be just a little bit unhappy in the end. You because you would feel as if you couldn't roam, and us because no matter how hard you tried, you wouldn't be able to stay still. We love you. We'll always love you. But Auntie Babs is right for us. Is that okay?"

"Yes," he said with relief.

He was a little staggered at how well Jules understood him, but he was also grateful that she didn't resent his decision to leave them with Babs. 

"I've been wanting to ask you about Andrew," she suddenly said.

"Andrew?" he responded in surprise.

"Dr. Feyrer mentioned him in her notes on you, and it seemed as if he was a really good friend of yours," she explained. "I just wanted to know more about him from your point of view."

"I don't know how to fit Andrew into words," Doc murmured. "But I'll try."

And so they walked back and forth across the beach, moon shining overhead, while Doc told Jules story after story about the most vibrant person he had ever known.

It was well past midnight by the time Doc tucked Jules into her bed. He stared down at her for a moment, affection nearly overwhelming him. Not since Bree had he met someone who was so easily accepting of who he was.

It was true that Jules had a different sense of morality than he did, but she rarely called his into question. And when she looked at him, her eyes weren't glazed with awe or filled with disgust, they were full of sharp curiosity and keen understanding. Even though he was a puzzle she was constantly trying to solve, she never stopped seeing him just as Doc.

He leaned over and kissed her softly on her forehead before exiting the room and heading downstairs to the kitchen where he'd noticed Tucker brooding.

"Come on," Doc said as he walked past Tucker.

"Come on where?" Tucker asked.

"Out."

Tucker followed him out into the darkness of the garden; and together they walked silently towards the street. Bree's house was set back away from the neighborhoods, but it was still only a short walk to the entrance of the Hidden.

"What do you think of Ireland?" Doc asked as they walked.

"It's green," Tucker said.

"It is that," Doc agreed.

"And there's a lot of water," Tucker said. "I grew up surrounded by concrete. It's ugly, but it's sorta home, you know what I mean?"

"I do."

"Concrete makes me think of Sissy, although I do think she would've liked the green. She liked everything. At least, she pretended like she did so that I wouldn't know the difference. Where are we going?" Tucker asked again.

"The Hidden."

"The Dublin Hidden?"

"Yes."

"That's cool. I've only been to the Denver Hidden. I mean, I did go into the Cincinnati Hidden for a client once, but James went with me. Jervis says I can't go into the Hidden on my own yet. He says I haven't earned the right, but I don't think that's fair. I mean, what's to earn? And it's not really his call to make, is it?"

"Difficult to say," Doc mused. "James told me about your meeting with the ogre."

Tucker made a choked noise and muttered, "Narc."

Doc chuckled and said, "You didn't grow up in the Hidden. You had no idea there were other species out there, and it might take some time for you to adjust. Until then, Jervis is right. You shouldn't go into the Hidden on your own. As much for your own safety as everyone else's."

They had reached the Hidden door by now, and Doc pushed it open and stepped through. Tucker followed him, and they continued to walk silently.

"Are we headed someplace specific?" Tucker asked.

"The House of Banshee."

"What's that?"

"Bree's gambling house."

"Wait up, man," Tucker protested. "I can't go into a casino. I mean, like I can, but I probably shouldn't gamble. I'm not really old enough, I mean, I am, but I..."

He trailed off with a sigh, and Doc said softly, "Relax. You're going to count the cards for me."

"That's cheating!" Tucker exclaimed. "Isn't it?" he added uncertainly.

"Not that kind of count," Doc drawled. "And utilizing a skill is not cheating. If you have a natural ability to remember the cards played, why shouldn't you utilize it? The house simply doesn't want you to win."

"I guess," Tucker muttered. "Everyone says it's wrong, but I see what you're saying too. I'll just have to think about it more."

"Who's everyone anyway?" Doc shrugged. "And who said they get to decide?"

They were just outside of the Banshee now, and Doc halted and waited for Tucker to look at him.

"Basic rules for the Banshee," Doc said, not giving Tucker any time to answer his previous questions. "Don't gape. Stay close to me. Don't accept any invitations to join play or women. And try to keep your voice down. Pretend you've never been so bored in all your life and you'll fit right in. Mostly," Doc amended.

Tucker could never truly fit in. Not with his hair and his clothes. He would be a novelty, but novelties were appreciated among the upper classes. Ridiculed, but still appreciated.

"Why would I pretend to be bored?" Tucker demanded.

"Because that's what rich people do."

"That's not what you do," Tucker pointed out.

"I'm very, very, very rich," Doc said with a careless shrug. "I've no need to prove to everyone how rich I am by affecting boredom."

"I'm hella confused," Tucker muttered.

"Don't worry about it. You're clever; you'll figure it out. Remember, don't gape."

"Like keep my mouth closed and stuff?" Tucker asked.

"Pretty much."

Doc turned and headed up the stairs, and as they approached the huge wooden doors, an attendant moved to open one of them. After all, rich people didn't open their own doors. It was half of Doc's reasoning for keeping the revolving door at Dulcis. It removed the need for some poor soul to just stand there in weather of all sorts, waiting for rich people to serve.

Once they were inside, Tucker immediately disobeyed Doc and gaped.

"It's... I mean... Wow! Look at it, D-Dog! It's... Wow!"

"Close your mouth," Doc ordered.

"But, wow! This is fancier than any of the houses I've been in! Bree owns this? It's amazing! She must be filthy rich!"

"Only a little," Doc shrugged.

"I mean, look at the carpet! And the light thingeys, oh, what the hell did Apollo tell me those were called? Chandles? No, that's not right. Chandeliers! Look at them sparkle!"

"Mouth," Doc said once more.

"Sorry," Tucker said.

He still didn't close his mouth, and he was turning in a slow circle, admiring everything. Doc had to admit it was very impressive. Bree had managed to create a space that screamed wealth without ever speaking; it was beautifully done.

"Come on," Doc urged. "I'm ready to deal."

He nudged Tucker slightly, and Tucker started walking, but he wasn't paying any attention to where he was going, so Doc eventually had to guide him with a steady hand on his elbow.

"What's this?" Tucker asked when they reached the faro table and Doc motioned for him to sit.

"A faro table," Doc replied.

"Oh," Tucker murmured as he studied it. "Neato! I read about this in one of the Western history books I got. It said faro was your game of choice. But it also said you smoked and were dying, so I wasn't sure how accurate it was."

"It was my game of choice; I did smoke, and I was dying," Doc replied with a chuckle.

Tucker turned wide eyes Doc's way and said, "Really?"

"Really. Now sit."

Tucker sat in the counter's chair, and Doc sat in the dealer's chair. As soon as they were seated, a Banshee employee handed Doc a fresh pack of cards, and he opened them reverently. They smelled like luck.

He shuffled them twice, imbuing his imprint on them, and then he quickly explained the rules to Tucker, as well as, his job as the counter.

"I can see why casinos don't allow faro anymore," Tucker stated when Doc had finished. "It's not really in the house's favor."

"Not at all," Doc said cheerfully.

"Why does Bree let you deal it?"

"Because I enjoy it, and not everything is about money."

"But casinos are about money," Tucker insisted.

"This is a gambling establishment," Doc said dryly. "It's about luck, desperation, winning, losing, sex, and alcohol."

"And money?" Tucker pressed.

"Fine," Doc sighed. "And money."

He shuffled the cards once more before beginning to deal. The chairs in front of him were already filled with bettors. He never had to announce himself; he never had to call people over; when he sat down to deal, people came to him.

Doc lasted two hours before Tucker's incessant questions finally wore him down.

"Luck!" Doc stated firmly, answering Tucker's latest question about the point of the roulette table.

"But if you figure out the odds—"

"You're clearly not a gambler," Doc interrupted. "Gambling is not about odds or math or logic. It's about instinct and luck."

"I don't think I have those things," Tucker admitted.

"Then you should never, ever gamble," Doc stated.

He dealt out the final card and collected all the bets. He hadn't been inclined to favor any of the bettors, and neither had Lady Luck.

Doc stood to indicate that he was done, tugged Tucker to his feet, and walked towards the exit. Whispers followed them. Some of the whispers were about Tucker; but most of them were about Doc. It didn't matter to Doc; he was used to it, but Tucker was not.

"That lady just said that you're famous in bedrooms across the world," Tucker whispered. "What does that mean?"

"It means I'm a fantastic lover," Doc replied.

Tucker's cheeks turned bright red, and he mumbled, "I guess I should've figured that. Why are they so interested in you?"

"Because they are bored," Doc said once more. "And I am a momentary departure from the drudgery of their lives."

"But they're rich," Tucker insisted. "How can they be bored? Sissy and I were never bored. And if we had been rich, we certainly wouldn't have been bored! We would have gone anywhere we wanted and done anything we wanted."

"Perhaps the boredom comes from knowing that there is nothing outside of your grasp," Doc suggested.

"That makes no sense," Tucker grumbled. "I don't get people. That man over there said he wonders if my hair comes in different colors. He does get it's not a wig, doesn't he?"

"Who knows," Doc shrugged.

He was a little relieved when they stepped outside of the Banshee, simply because Tucker's need to understand and label everything had somehow removed the sparkly glamour that Doc had always allowed to stay in place.

It seemed a little less brilliant now, and tacky in a way it had never been before. He was glad he'd taken Tucker, but he was never taking him anywhere near cards or dice ever again.

"Sorry I ask so many questions," Tucker suddenly said. "Apollo said not knowing when to keep my mouth shut is one of my greater failings."

"Curiosity is good," Doc said.

"Sometimes. But sometimes I should keep my mouth shut."

"Sure," Doc allowed. "But you don't have to worry about that with me."

"You don't like me less when I don't shut up?"

"No. Does Apollo?"

"No," Tucker snorted. "He says it reminds him too much of himself; and in spite of his irritation, he's proud of my refusal to take anything at face value. I've even started a religion."

"Really?"

"Maybeism."

"Maybeism?"

"No matter what anyone says, I just say 'maybe', 'cause I really don't know; and sometimes it's hard to trust people. So I say maybe, shelve it, and try to verify it on my own."

"I like it," Doc said. "In fact, it's the only religion I would consider subscribing to."

"Hey, that's exactly what Apollo said! Assuming subscribing means joining. Only he also said that, technically, it's not a religion. He said by definition, religion has a bunch of religious trappings, things people can focus on. And he said that Maybeism is actually the opposite of religion because I'm not ardently adhering to a system of belief; I'm questioning all systems of belief. Or something like that," Tucker said with a one-shouldered shrug. "He tends to go on."

"I think that as long as you stay away from cards and dice, you're going to be just fine," Doc said easily.

"You think?" Tucker replied hopefully.

"Absolutely."

And he really did. Beneath Tucker's crazy hair slumbered the mind of a genius. Tucker was still too young to realize it, and he hadn't quite learned to lean into it or utilize it usefully, but it wouldn't be long before he was actually the smartest person in the room. And that was a day that Doc couldn't wait to see.


Chapter 7
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Doc didn't make any detours on the way back to Bree's; and with a simple goodnight, he abandoned Tucker at Bree's backdoor and headed towards the grandma house.

He could have easily returned to the Banshee and found a dozen women to choose from, but none of them were Tozi, and he wanted Tozi. He burned for her, and he needed to touch her.

He stepped inside the small cottage, closed the door behind him, and locked it. He refused to be interrupted. This time there would be no unicorns and nobody kicking him awake.

He barely noticed the mirrors that lined the walls as he quickly searched the house, looking for the bedroom. He hardly needed a bed. He could fall asleep on the floor or sitting upright if he needed to; but if there was a bed, he saw little point in suffering.

As soon as he had located the bedroom, he removed his clothes, chaffing at the time it took to lay them carefully over the back of a chair so they didn't wrinkle.

Then he stretched out on the bed and closed his eyes. Sleep tried to evade him, but he ignored the pull of thoughts and memories and focused on his intention, on her, on Tozi. The literal woman of his dreams.

Sleep finally pulled him under, and he opened his eyes to complete darkness. He blinked rapidly; and as his eyes adjusted, he noticed the subtle shadows of the pine trees surrounding him.

He turned, searching for her, and stepped towards her when he saw her standing just beside him. He didn't speak, just threaded his hand through her already loose hair and pulled her to him.

His lips touched hers, and he let the fire loose, let it consume him, let it carry all of his desire through his kiss. Tozi returned his caress with equal fervor, and her hands moved over his chest and tugged impatiently at his shirt.

He imagined both of them naked, and he pushed her backwards, not breaking their kiss as they fell onto a bed draped in linens the color of houndstongue blossoms.

He could have continued kissing her lips forever, pouring himself into her, but he eventually broke their kiss so he could move his attention to her neck. He pressed his lips to her warm skin, then dragged his teeth gently down her neck to her shoulder. He kissed the curvature of it before nipping it lightly, then soothed the area with more kisses.

"I worship you," he whispered as he traced the edge of her collarbone with his tongue.

And he did. He worshiped every bit of her, thoroughly and without reserve.

When Doc had sacrificed his entire being at the altar that was Tozi, he collapsed onto the bed beside her and pulled her glistening body into his arms. They were both panting from exertion, and it was a long time before Tozi spoke. Even then, there was a breathless quality to her voice that filled Doc with pleasure.

"I like the bed," she murmured.

"It's the best of everything," Doc replied. "I get my mattress, and you get your moon."

They were in the dreaming, after all. There was no reason why the bed couldn't be in a valley under the full moon and the sparkling stars.

A light breeze whispered over them, cooling the sweat on their skin and bringing with it the fresh scent of pines.

"The first time I saw you, I envied your freedom," Tozi said softly. "I knew you were dying, I could feel it on you, but you were free. You could go anywhere, do anything, and no one expected anything different from you. In fact, you were so personable and everyone felt so sorry for you that they were almost indulgent. I hated you just a little," she admitted.

"I'd been born with all these gifts," she went on, "but all my life I had had to hide them. I couldn't speak of them, and I didn't dare do anything that would get me noticed. In contrast, you were this flame, pulling everyone to you; and I wondered what it would be like to be you, just for a day or two."

"You surely could have picked someone better to be," he pointed out, a little awed by her confession. "I was somewhat of a mess before you saved me."

"You were a drunk," she stated.

"I've gotten over that," he chuckled. "Now I'm an alcoholic."

She laughed softly, and the wind picked up her laughter and swirled it around them.

Her fingers were gently tracing his tattoo, as they often did, and she said softly, "Teach me to pleasure you."

At her words, the world seemed to hold its breath, and it was just a moment before Doc could manage to say, "What?"

"You have worshiped me. I want to worship you. Do you like it when I kiss your neck or your shoulder?" she asked.

As she spoke, she moved her leg over him and bent to kiss him. The cascade of her hair feathered across his chest when she pressed her lips to his neck; and he wrapped his fingers through it, heart pounding.

"Perhaps you prefer this," she said as she gently framed his face with her hands and feathered her lips over his.

She traced his mouth with the tip of her tongue, and he resisted the urge to claim her and gave himself over to the sensations she aroused in him.

For a moment, she rose above him, body glorious in the moonlight. She had never looked so beautiful, so powerful; and he started to tell her so, but she silenced him with her lips.

Time did not pass the same in the dreaming as it did in the material world, so even though it had surely been hours, when Tozi sunk down languorously on top of Doc, the moon was in the exact same position it had been when they started.

Doc's hands were still wrapped around her hips, and he could barely make himself release her. He wanted to spend weeks with her, sharing pleasure and memorizing every little section of her skin.

"Thank you," he said softly as he trailed his hands up over her ribs.

"Thank you," she replied. "I never felt before you touched me."

"I would touch you all the time if you came to me," he pointed out.

"Only when you were home," she returned.

"That's true," he admitted ruefully. "And you would hate the city in any case. Jury says there's too much plastic and concrete."

"And you? What do you say?"

"I never used to notice."

Her fingers were trailing up and down his neck, and he considered rolling her over and kissing her until she moaned for him, but he decided against it. He had had plenty of opportunities to pleasure Tozi, but he'd had few to talk to her and learn what she loved.

"What do you think of the city now?" she inquired.

"I'm torn," he replied. "It's as if there are two parts of me. The part that was fae, and the part that grew up loving cities. I need to be surrounded by teeming masses of humanity. I like to walk down the sidewalk, observing the other people and wondering if they'll wind up on the end of my knife someday. All the things I love come from the city. There's hardly anyone to kill in the woods, and there's no one to gamble with. Not anymore," he said softly, thinking of Charlie.

"I need the city," he insisted, as much for himself as for her. "But there are these odd moments when I wish there was grass beneath my feet, when I rail against the confines of my shoes, and when I strain to hear even the slightest hint of nature. It confounds me."

He wrapped her hair around his fingers and gently urged her face up to his so he could kiss her. He needed to feel her, to feel her fire, to feel her wildness. She was the green grass. She was the release of his confines. She was the breeze that refreshed him, the spring that cooled him, the bird that serenaded him.

"I need you," he whispered against her gorgeous lips, plump from his many kisses.

"I know," she replied. "Get rid of the bed."

The moment the words left her mouth, Doc imagined soft grass beneath his hot skin, and as she lowered herself to kiss him once more, her heat was tempered by the refreshing coolness of the grass beneath them.

They were sitting cross-legged on the grass, naked knees touching, cups of steaming cocoa in their hands when the distant pounding began.

"At least I thought to lock the door," Doc muttered.

"The unicorn?" Tozi asked with a smile.

"She's certainly the most impatient," Doc agreed.

"How many are there?"

"There's Frankie, the babysitter. She blushes easily, and she's not a witch, although she can talk to animals. Then there are Johnny and Jules, the twins. When they want to talk without being overheard they create a magic purple bubble to do it in. You know about Addison, the unicorn. And finally Tucker. He's the ghost of a young boy in the body of a man."

"You have a family," she said somewhat wistfully.

"Several of them," he replied.

"I'm glad."

"You are welcome to visit anytime," Doc said earnestly.

"I do not think the time is right."

She laid her hand on his chest and studied him for a long moment before saying, "Thank you, tonto de mi vida. You had better go. They are waiting for you."

She kissed him lingeringly, but he woke just as he reached for her.

"Damn," he muttered.

He'd come to realize that he would never have his fill of Tozi. Not ever. He'd happily go back to sleep and pleasure her for another eon, but the children were waiting for him, and he could hardly disappoint them. There was nothing gloomier than a disappointed red-headed unicorn.


Chapter 8
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The next few days were blissful. During the daylight hours, Doc and the children roamed the beach or discovered new and interesting places in both Dublin proper and the Dublin Hidden. And at night, Doc went with Bree to the Banshee and dealt faro.

He was already a celebrity. Some people knew him only as the faro dealer, others knew him as the previous tetrarch of the United States Hidden. There were murmurs about his supposed prowess in bed, and still others whispered that he must be a witch. After all, wasn't he old?

He embraced the rumors. The more people talked about him, the more pronounced his luck became. He could walk past any table, call the winning card or winning roll, and there it was. He refused to question it. If Lady Luck liked the attention, he was hardly going to fight her. He was suspicious that he was going to need her when he finally faced Jury's leprechaun.

He didn't want to leave Bree, but his feet had already started to itch, and he knew he'd stayed as long as he could.

The morning he planned to leave, he and Bree walked along the beach at sunrise, just the two of them, just like old times.

"Ireland suits you," Doc said.

"Everyplace suits you," she replied.

It was true. Everyplace did suit him. At least for a time.  

"I wish I could keep Tucker," Bree added wistfully.

"I'm sure he wouldn't mind," Doc shrugged.

"He would. He adores you. And you would mind. He's very sweet."

"His sister raised him," Doc said. "I think she was quite a spectacular woman."

"Where is she?"

"Gone."

He couldn't say dead, not anymore. Dead was such a final word. Sharp and cold, like most people assumed death was, but it was neither of those things.

"Has he looked for her?" Bree asked.

"He's afraid."

"There's nothing to be afraid of," she murmured.

"I know."

"Thank you for coming," she added. "I like knowing that I can close my eyes and see you at the faro table, women hanging on your every breath. Where to now? Your leprechaun?"

"Jury's leprechaun," Doc corrected. "I'll make a side trip into Greenheart Borough on our way out of town and collect a bit of their spring water. I figure if I over-collect, Jury will have less to be mad about if I somehow fail to find the Fountain of Youth."

Bree burst into a sudden peal of laughter.

"It's not funny," Doc grumbled.

"It really is," she giggled.

"This is why I don't visit more," Doc teased.

He was committing her face and her laughter to memory so that he could keep this moment forever.

She was still laughing when she flung her arms around him and hugged him tightly.

"I hate goodbyes," Doc murmured against her hair.

"I'm going to keep walking," she replied. "I've a yearn to see the far side of the beach today."

She pressed a stone into his hand, said "for Jury", kissed his cheek, and walked away from him.

Doc opened his hand and looked at the stone. He'd never seen a more perfect adder stone; Jury was going to love it.

He watched Bree walk for just a moment before turning and heading back towards the house. They'd be gone before she returned; no goodbyes needed; just the way Doc preferred it.

It was only a little over an hour to the country cottage Jervis had rented for them, but it seemed to take half the day. First, Doc had to herd them all into the van. Then he had to order them to stay in the van while he popped into the Hidden and filled a small jar with water from the Greenheart spring.  

Then Addison had to pee.

Then Addison was thirsty, and water wouldn't do.

Then Boudica got carsick.

Which for some reason made Tucker carsick.  

And Jules and Johnny apparently didn't want to be left out.

And then Addison started screaming.

After Frankie and Babs had cleaned up all the vomit, they got back onto the road, but before long they had to stop in a little village so Babs could buy food for the next several days.

Then Addison had to pee.

It was enough to make Doc believe that he had left all his luck behind him at the House of Banshee; and by the time they reached the cottage, he was ready to run into the Dún na Rí forest and hide forever. But he didn't. Instead he carried everyone's bags inside, grabbed the bottle of whiskey Babs had been kind enough to buy for him, and walked outside into the garden.

He sat down under an oak tree and stared at a nearby rose bush, letting the scent wash over him. A few seconds later, Boudica was laying her head in his lap.

"You want some whiskey?" Doc asked as he gently stroked between her ears. She whimpered softly, and Doc said, "I'm sorry. That road was just bumpier than normal."

An image flashed across his mind of horses.

"Also bumpy," Doc replied. "I always preferred trains."

He took a long drink of whiskey and sighed with pleasure.

"It feels good here," he said softly. "It must be the fae in me," he added with a sigh. "There's a fae mound not far away; the British Isles are littered with them. There's so much magic here, I can practically feel it."

No practically about it. He had been feeling whispers of it feathering over his skin all day. He couldn't swear it was magic because his eyes could no longer follow the strands of elements back to their source, but he knew. He could sense it. And he knew he was surrounded by it.

"I really don't want to go back to the eighth continent," he muttered. "What if it feels like home?"

Boudica sent him an image of Dulcis, and when Doc didn't respond, she sent him an image of Jervis.

"You're right," Doc said. "Nothing without Jervis would ever feel like home."

She nuzzled up tightly against him and closed her eyes. A moment later, he could tell she was asleep.

"This is a fine pickle," he murmured. "I only have half a bottle of whiskey left."

The backdoor of the cottage opened and closed, and Doc looked up to see Frankie walking towards him.

"What are you doing?" she asked with a muffled laugh.

"Being a pillow," he replied.

"You don't look very comfortable to me," she snorted.

"You're clearly not a very discerning person," Doc shrugged.

Frankie laughed as she sat down beside him.

"I always liked Ireland," she said. "It's different here."

"Magical," Doc agreed.

"Dad and I did a dig not too far away."

"Did you find anything?"

"A few things," she replied. "I studied the trees most of the time. I used to have an Irish oak cap."

Doc reached underneath him and felt around. A moment later he tossed her the oak cap he'd been sitting on and said, "You still do."

She smiled widely before saying, "I'm sorry Boudica threw up in the van."

"That's not the part I'm sorry about," Doc said wryly. "But if it's all the same to you, I'd rather not talk about it."

She laughed once more before saying, "Why are we here?"

"I have to get a few things for Jury," he replied.

"Oh."

Frankie was toying absently with a small plant by her foot, and the more she touched it, the larger it grew, until it suddenly sprouted a bud, which immediately flowered. It was incredible, but she seemed absolutely oblivious to the transformation.

"What do you think of roses?" Doc asked casually.

She turned her attention to the rose bush. As he had suspected, she couldn't seem to keep from touching it. She ran a finger along one thorny stem before saying, "I like wild roses better."

Doc watched in absolute fascination as the vibrancy of the plant increased wherever she touched it.

"What's the difference?" he asked, even though there was a part of him, a part he kept trying to discard, that already knew the answer.

"Wild roses only have five petals," Frankie said softly. "And they're full of stamens. It's a paradise for bees. I don't know quite how they do it, but in domestic roses, the stamens have been bred, or forced, to be petals. So instead of pollen, they produce petals. Pretty enough, I suppose, but not natural. I like the brilliant splash of yellow sun that beams from the face of the wild roses. It's perfect."

Doc had a difficult time containing his amazement as he watched a new rose spring from the stem after Frankie's hand had touched it. The rose had five absolutely perfect petals and a wild splash of yellow in its center.

"Do you spend much time with Dublin?" he asked. "In the garden?"

"No," she replied.

"You should," Doc said firmly. "Will you keep the others occupied tonight?" he asked, deftly changing the subject. "I have to barter with a leprechaun for some gold."

"Dad always said that the stories of leprechauns were like a fable or a parable," Frankie murmured.

Doc raised an eyebrow and said, "How do you mean?"

"He insisted that most stories out there, like myths or fairy tales, are just metaphors or stories meant to teach, but not necessarily proof of the existence of fairies or gods."

"Yes?" Doc prodded.

"He said that little wee men hoarding pots of gold at the end of a rainbow didn't make any sense. He said that the rainbow was a symbol for thinking beyond the material junk and that the pot of gold represented the knowledge that came with leaving all that junk behind." Frankie shrugged and added, "He had a lot of theories, and sometimes he'd talk for hours and hours about how such and such might actually mean this or that."

"I think perhaps leprechauns are real," Doc mused. "Dublin, Jury, and Babs all seem to think so; however, that doesn't mean that your father wasn't also right. There is no reason why something real can't also be used to teach a lesson."

"I suppose," Frankie shrugged.

"Do you dream much?" Doc inquired.

"Dream? Why do you ask?"

"Just curious."

"A normal amount, I suppose," she said.

"Do you… meet people?"

She gave him a confused look and said, "What are you talking about?"

"Nothing," he said softly. "I was just wondering. Shall we go find the others and make pancakes?"

"We're in Ireland," Frankie retorted. "We'll eat oatcakes."

Doc shrugged and let her be the one to wake Boudica and coax her into movement. He wasn't going to say anything; he was hardly the best judge of things, but he had a very strong suspicion that Frankie was definitely more than she seemed. If he was very lucky, which he usually was, he would guess that she was actually a shaman.

The next time Aylen and Pecos were around, he'd nudge Aylen Frankie's way and see what she thought. Until then, he'd keep his suspicion to himself. After all, he wouldn't want to get anyone's hopes up. Right now he was the only one who would be absolutely crushed if Frankie wasn't, in fact, as long-lived as the rest of them.

It was nearly midnight by the time Doc entered the woods with his basket full of honey, cream, and bread. He was suspicious that Dublin was pulling his leg, but since he didn't have any other information to go off of, he would give it a try. He regretted not poking around a bit when he'd been in the Dublin Hidden, but he hadn't wanted to advertise his intentions.

Doc paused in a little clearing, sighed heavily, and announced, "Mine for yours, leprechaun; I challenge you."

Then he stood in the scant light of the waning moon and waited. And waited. He had just about decided to pack it in when a lilting voice said, "It's been a wee bit since I've been challenged, and by, what, an Englishman, no less?"

"American," Doc corrected warily.

He hadn't yet located the owner of the voice in the gloom of the forest, but he suddenly saw a shadow leaning against a tree directly across from him. Whoever he was, he was not wee. In fact, he was about Doc's height.

"Are you certain you'll be wanting to issue a challenge?" the man asked.

"That depends, I suppose, on whether or not you'll give me a piece of gold without a challenge?" Doc replied.

"Oh, it's a piece of gold you're wanting, is it? That's a very dear thing indeed. Just one piece?"

"Just one."

"That's odd, it is. Normally people ask for the whole kettle."

"I'm not greedy," Doc said dryly.

"That you aren't. I accept your challenge. What's in the basket?"

"Cream, honey, and bread."

"Oh, it has been a while," the man sighed. "I wish the lore would get changed over to whiskey or something equally powerful."

"Sorry," Doc shrugged.

"Never mind. I'll take it. The name's O'Bannock, but you can call me Banny. The first challenge is a contest of strength. Do you care for a hand-to-hand struggle or a wee bout of wrestling?"

"Just to be clear, what happens if I lose?"

"Yours for me."

"My what?"

"Clothes, me lad, what else?"

Doc was feeling very confused. "Clothes?" he asked, just to be sure he'd heard correctly.

"That's what I said."

"As in my shirt and pants?"

"I like the vest as well."

"Fine. But I keep the shoes, the knife harnesses, and everything in my pockets, as well as anything else I'm wearing."

"Oh, you're a crafty one, I can tell. I'll take the pants, the shirt, the vest, AND the socks. You can keep the nasty wee underwear."

"I'm not wearing any underwear," Doc shrugged.

"It's going to be a very cold walk home," Banny chortled.

"Assuming I lose."

"Oh, you'll lose. No one's ever beaten me in a contest of strength. If you do lose, which you will, you can come back tomorrow night and try again. Bring whiskey, and we'll do a feat of mind."

"I'm not going to lose," Doc said firmly.

"That's what they all say," Banny chuckled. "Hand-to-hand or wrestling?"

"Hand-to-hand."

"Grand choice," Banny praised. "Absolutely grand."

He clapped his hands together, and the night air was suddenly filled with sprite light. It was oddly green, with just the slightest hint of purple.

Now that Doc could see Banny, he had to admit that, with the exception of the height, he rather fit the leprechaun image Doc had envisioned. He had a bright red shock of hair and a beard that was just as bright and just as red. He was wearing a somewhat raggedly outfit of pale grey wool, and he was grinning broadly.

"I'd like to see the gold," Doc stated.

"Crafty," Banny chuckled. "Just as I said."

He snapped his fingers, and a black kettle, overflowing with lumpy gold pieces suddenly materialized in front of Doc.

"Why don't you just use your gold to buy new clothes?" Doc asked curiously.

"It's not the traditional way of things," Banny replied. "And I'm nothing but a slave to tradition. The old ways are old for a reason. Why, who knows what would happen if all the wee leprechauns just suddenly started BUYING clothes? Who ever heard of such a ridiculous thing?"

Laughter erupted from all around Doc, and he glanced casually to the side, rather amazed to see that he was surrounded by a group of leprechauns and other forest creatures. The sprites were floating idly overhead, casting their light around the group; the nymphs were lounging invitingly against the trees; and the imps were off to one side, casting bets.

"Summon Stumpy!" Banny yelled.

"Stumpy!" someone else hollered.

"It's to be hand-to-hand then," someone else said.

"Bah! Look how skinny the challenger is," a voice retorted. "Banny is sure to win."

Doc raised one eyebrow and waited patiently. Meeting with cryptids outside of the Hidden was a very different experience than meeting with them inside. There was an amused air to them, like they were having a lark.

There were so many norms in the world now that Doc wondered how the cryptids hid, but people simply didn't see what they didn't think they should see. If a nymph walked past a norm, the norm might take a second look, but chances were no matter what they saw, they'd convince themselves that it hadn't been anything out of the ordinary.

A cheer rose up as a large stump wobbled into the clearing. Doc watched it lumber forward with some amount of horror because he recognized it instantly as a tree spirit.

The tree spirit, or what was left of it, settled itself between Doc and Banny; and Banny shouted, "Let the contest begin! What's mine is yours! One piece of gold for the clothes on your back!"

He held out his hand to Doc, and Doc reached out to shake it. Quick as a snake, Banny grabbed Doc's hand, slammed it down onto the stump, and drove a wooden spike through Doc's palm.

"I win!" Banny announced cheerfully.

With a low growl, Doc yanked the wooden spike from his hand.

"Your clothes," Banny demanded, green eyes twinkling.

"Interesting," Doc murmured.

"My game," Banny shrugged. "My rules."

Doc's hand had already healed; and without further comment, he slipped off his shoes. Then he removed his socks and laid them down on top of the stump. He carefully checked all of his pockets and placed his cards, coin, button, and the various other items into his shoes before removing his pants, folding them in half, and placing them on top of his socks.

The clearing was quiet now as everyone watched Doc disrobe. The nymphs had drawn so close that he could feel their anticipation, but he simply wasn't in the mood. He did not appreciate finding himself on the wrong side of a con.

He placed his vest on top of the pants and started to loosen his knife harness.

"Oh, that's right grand," Banny said.

"Not part of the deal," Doc replied firmly.

"I quite like it though."

"You can like it all you want," Doc said as he unbuttoned his shirt and slipped it out from beneath the harness. Then he shook the wrinkles from the shirt and laid it on the other clothes.

"What happens if someone comes along who's much bigger than you?" Doc asked curiously.

"Then I get much bigger!" Banny laughed.

Interesting, Doc thought as he tightened down his knife harness and picked up his shoes.

"Same time tomorrow?" he asked.

"Oh, sure, English," Banny replied with a laugh. "Same time tomorrow!"

The entire night sky suddenly filled with wild laughter, and then Doc was all alone, and there was no evidence to suggest that he hadn't always been. Except he was naked and there was no trace of his clothing.

"I hate being conned," he muttered as he started to walk.

He hadn't bothered to put on his shoes because his feet were still callused from fifty years of treading barefoot through a forest much less-tamed than this one. He'd only kept the shoes because full-leather shoes were hard to replace, and he knew he wouldn't be able to handle wearing rubber or plastic on his feet for even a moment.

Babs was waiting for him in the garden outside of the cottage, and as he approached she held out a towel.

"You came out better than Thomas," she stated. "You still have your shoes."

"You could have warned me," he drawled.

"This was more fun," she chuckled.

Doc tucked the towel around his waist before saying, "They're conmen."

"Yes."

"Is there any way to win one of their little contests?"

"Not that I know of."

Goddamn Jury, Doc thought with irritation.

There was nothing for it though. Jury wanted leprechaun gold, so Doc would get him the goddamn leprechaun gold.

The next night, Doc was prepared. He took a bottle of whiskey with him to the clearing, and he was barefoot already, but he was carrying a pair of socks in his pocket. He hadn't decided to lose; he was just playing the odds.

After he reached the clearing, he waited for a moment to see if Banny would come without being challenged. He didn't.

"This is ridiculous," Doc muttered. "I know you know I'm here."

He could almost hear Banny's lilting voice saying, "Tradition, English."

"Mine for yours, leprechaun; I challenge you," Doc said loudly.

"I didn't think you would come again, English," Banny immediately replied.

Before Doc could respond, sprite light filled the clearing, allowing Doc to see that the crowd surrounding them was twice as large as the crowd the night before.

"The wee lasses are curious about you," Banny whispered confidentially. "They say you're cursed."

"I'm sure that's not what they say," Doc drawled.

"Oh fine, they say you've got a grand bit of meat and potatoes, but allowing to the strange markings on your chest, they think you might be cursed."

"It's a gift," Doc replied.

"Well, that's better then," Banny chuckled. "Always better to be blessed instead of cursed. Thanks for the whiskey," he added as he removed the bottle from Doc's hand. "Same wager as last night?"

"You may have the socks, pants, shirt, and vest if I lose," Doc said.

"What about the grand harness?"

"No."

"One of your wee trinkets?"

"Absolutely not."

Banny sighed heavily and said, "No generosity of spirit in you; I can see that."

Doc swallowed a hard reply and waited to see what the challenge was.

"As I said, tonight is a test of mind!" Banny announced. "Might I have a volunteer?"

A luscious nymph stepped boldly forward.

"What a lovely cailín you are," Banny said as he walked over to her and took her hand in his. 

The nymph kissed Banny full on the mouth, and it was another minute before Banny returned to Doc, a goofy grin on his already goofy face.

"My dear cailín, won't you ask us a question that will challenge our wee minds?" Banny asked loudly.

"How many leprechauns are in three square feet?" the nymph purred.

"Nine!" Banny yelled.

"Exactly," she replied with a smile.

"Another round goes to me!" Banny announced. "Tough luck, English."

Tough luck, indeed, Doc thought as he began to remove his clothes. Just as before, as soon as Doc was fully naked, everyone disappeared and the clearing fell into darkness once more. The only sign that anyone had been there was the echo that ran through the trees, "One more challenge, English."

Babs was waiting for him in the garden again, and without a word, she offered him the towel.

"I think I hate leprechauns," Doc muttered.

"They call that speciesist now," Babs chuckled.

"I don't care," Doc growled. "Some species are just…"

He let it go at that. He wanted something that only Banny had. Who was he to say that Banny couldn't play all the games he wanted? If he didn't win tomorrow night, he would go to a different forest and try again.

"Did Jury go on all three nights?" he asked.

"No. One naked humiliating walk home was enough for him."

"Do you know what the third challenge is?"

"Haven't a clue."

"Wonderful," Doc sighed. "Absolutely wonderful."

Her low laughter followed him into the cottage, but he wasn't in the mood to see the humor. He was in the mood to win.

He stalked through the living room, pausing when he saw Frankie sitting by the window. He started to tiptoe with the hope he'd get past her without her noticing him, but Frankie turned around, smile dying on her lips when she saw him.

"You're naked," she stuttered, cheeks turning crimson.

"Only mostly," Doc replied.

"Why?"

"Leprechaun."

"Oh." Her eyebrows drew together, and she said softly, "So they are real?"

"I have a theory."

"Do you? I'd love to hear it. I was just sitting here thinking about Dad and trying to remember the rant he went on about the pyramids, but I've forgotten so much," she said sadly. "I'd like to hear about the leprechaun."

"Let me get dressed," Doc suggested.

Color filled her cheeks once more, and she stammered, "Yes, I mean, obviously, I didn't mean…"

He winked at her and headed for his room. Tomorrow he was wearing his bloody clothes from his fight with Feegan. That way if he lost, Banny was going to have to figure out a way to remove the lion's blood. He grinned at the thought; but in truth, he'd made up his mind to win tomorrow.

Once Doc was clothed, he went back downstairs and sat beside Frankie on the couch.

"So leprechauns," Frankie said, keeping her eyes on his face.

"Leprechauns," Doc replied. "Conmen is a better name."

"Conmen?"

"Exactly. Not the point though. I don't think they're a separate species so much as a race or tribe of an existing species."

She looked at him in confusion.

"Jules has explained elves to you?"

"Sorta."

"I think they're elves. Conmen elves."

"Oh. That's curious," she muttered. "Is there a pot of gold?"

"Yes."

"But no rainbow?"

"No, a challenge."

Doc went on to explain to her the logistics of the leprechaun challenge; and by the time he was done, she was shaking with laughter.

"It's not funny," Doc stated.

She was laughing too hard to respond.

"I'm going to bed," Doc drawled.

She continued to laugh.

He shook his head, grinning inwardly as he did. It was a rare thing to see Frankie laugh so unabashedly, and he didn't mind if it was at his expense.

He left the sitting room, but he didn't go up to his room. Instead he walked back to the forest, just to a different part of it.

Andrew had made him promise to go to the woods every now and then and think of him, and Doc had always seen it as a trial because he had never really liked the woods. There were too many trees and not enough people.

He was beginning to appreciate the silence of them though, the easy cadence, the soft glow of elements; and that terrified him.

He was John Henry Holliday. Gambler. And he could not gamble in the woods.

He hadn't asked to change. He hadn't asked to be able to feel the earth breathing. He hadn't asked to understand the nature of a rose. It had been thrust upon him.

He wished more than anything that Jury's list had not included water from Lunsol Falls. He knew how quiet the eighth continent was. How preserved. There was no plastic there. No trash. No machinery. There was no noise that wasn't made by nature. There was no clamoring of anxiety and desperation. In short, there was no luck, no gambling, and no need to kill.

It was a requiem for the fae, and they had hidden in it so well that they were incapable of being anything other than distant statues on the shore. They affected nothing. They changed nothing. They had infinite power inside of them; and they lived as if they were nothing more than deer, as if their only purpose was to graze and sleep and rut.

What if that was in him? What if he reached the eighth continent and his feet suddenly stopped itching? What if he saw Lunsol Falls and didn't want to move from its banks?

He knew that wasn't him, but it was Mattasavi. What he didn't know was how much of Mattasavi was still inside of him. Even now Doc wasn't wearing shoes. Was that Mattasavi or was that him? Was that the years spent with Pazach or the years spent as a fae? They were so intertwined that he didn't know where one ended and the other began; they just were.

He couldn't avoid it though. He had to go. Fortunately, he had a plan, and all he needed to carry it out were two very clever red-haired witches.


Chapter 9
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The next night, Doc donned his bloody clothes, grabbed his last bottle of whiskey, and headed to the woods. When he reached the clearing, he didn't bother waiting, he just said, "Mine for yours, leprechaun; I challenge you."

"Come back for a third time," Banny chortled. "I didn't think you had it in you, English."

The clearing suddenly flooded with light, and the smug look on Banny's face shifted abruptly to one of disgust.

"What's this then?" he grumbled as he poked Doc's shirt.

"Clothes," Doc stated.

"Ruined clothes."

"You never said what condition they had to be in."

"Oh, you think you're a tricky one, don't you. We'll see about that," Banny muttered. "I want the grand harness."

"What's the final challenge?"

"The challenge of luck."

It suddenly shifted, and Doc grinned as he felt it. The tide was pouring over his naked feet, drenching his clothes, and splashing up onto his face.

"Deal," he said.

"Deal?" Banny replied, tone guarded. 

"We'll have a challenge of luck," Doc stated. "If I lose, you may have my clothes and the grand harness."

"Which harness is you meaning?" Banny demanded.

"The knife harness," Doc said, amused to be on the other side of things.

"Deal," Banny muttered. "You seem right cheerful."

"It's a beautiful night."

"You've something up your sleeve?"

"How could I? You control the contests. Your game, as you said."

Banny made a humphing noise, but he quickly called out, "Stumpy! Bring on Stumpy!"

The disfigured tree spirit lumbered out of the darkness and settled itself between them.

"Coin, dice, or cards?" Banny asked.

"You decide."

It didn't matter what Banny picked; Doc would win. He could feel it. Lady Luck was practically breathing down his neck, almost as if she'd just been biding her time and waiting for this exact moment.

"Coin then," Banny stated.

He pulled a small misshapen coin from his pocket, a pocket that had recently been Doc's, and held it out for Doc to examine.

"Tails," he said, showing Doc a side with two short daggers. "Heads," he added, flipping it to show Doc the other side.

It was a Roman coin, and quite an old one, and Doc had a sudden vision of a Roman legionary standing here centuries ago, bartering quite unsuccessful with Banny.

"Three flips," Banny went on. "We'll call it in the air. It lands on Stumpy, whichever side is face up is the winner. If you win, a piece of gold goes home with you. If I win, I get your clothes, including the grand harness. Agreed?"

"Agreed."

It was a ludicrous challenge. After all, what if they both called out heads? Besides that, in the general manner of luck, whoever spoke first was bound to be the winner. Fortunately, Doc's luck didn't work that way.

Banny flipped the coin high into the air with a shout of "heads!"

"Tails," Doc stated.

The golden coin spun through the sprite light, flashing rainbows around the clearing, and then it landed with a bounce on top of the stump.

The two daggers were face up, and Banny's face turned white.

"Again?" Doc prodded.

Banny cast him a look.

"You chose the challenge and flipped the coin," Doc reminded him. "Not I."

With a scowl, Banny picked up the coin and flicked it into the air, immediately shouting, "Tails!"

"Heads," Doc said calmly.

The coin spun for longer this time, and when it fell to the stump, the clearing was so silent that Doc imagined they were all holding their breath.

The Roman profile was clearly visible. It was heads.

"You won!" Banny gasped.

Doc wasn't inclined to gloat, but just this once he considered it. He didn't though. After all, he was still dealing with a conman.

"My gold," he said firmly.

The black kettle suddenly materialized on top of the stump, and Banny said softly, "Take your pick. I've never lost a piece of gold," he added mournfully. "Ever."

Doc ignored him as he studied the lumps of gold. This gold was for Jury; it had to be perfect. He feathered his fingers over the gold, willing luck to move him, and paused when his index finger touched one. He plucked the piece from the pile and held it out.

"This is the one," he said.

"Lovely wee piece," Banny said mournfully. "It's all yours, English. Won fair and square. Although in truth, I won two out of three challenges. That makes me the winner overall."

"That wasn't the deal," Doc pointed out. "And you know it."

He slipped the gold into his pocket and offered his hand to Banny. "I've not not enjoyed this," he said, borrowing an expression from Andrew.

"It was fun," Banny admitted as he shook Doc's hand, green eyes starting to twinkle once more. "Perhaps we should have a dance to celebrate!"

His expression was sly, and Doc grinned before saying, "I think I'd best take my piece of gold and go."

"You'd turn down my hospitality?" Banny exclaimed. "That's rude even for an English."

Doc laughed merrily and said, "Goodbye, Banny."

He turned to leave, not surprised to discover that the nymphs had blocked his way.

"We wanted to see you without your shirt again," one of them said.

"And your pants."

"I hate to disappoint," Doc shrugged. "Tradition. Banny didn't win so I can hardly give him my clothes."

He worked his way painstakingly through them, being careful not to let his fingers trail across their perfect skin. On any other night, he would have been happy to stay and while away the hours with a field of nymphs and elves. But he had what he'd come for, and Jury would be very pissed indeed if he lost it now.

It took Doc quite a while to break past the crowd of creatures who kept trying to stop him and hold him back, but he finally did; and then he walked back to the cottage, cheerfulness in every step.

He'd marked off one item on Jury's list. And tomorrow, he'd mark off another one. So what if they were the two easiest? He was making progress.

Babs didn't seem surprised to see him clothed. In fact, she wasn't even holding a towel.

"How did you know?" Doc asked.

"Third time's the charm," she shrugged. "May I see it?"

Doc pulled the piece of gold out of his pocket and held it out to her.

She studied it carefully before handing it back to him.

"What do you think?" he asked.

"It's a piece of gold," she stated. "I don't know what Thomas sees when he looks at these things."

"He says everything has a different property," Doc said.

"I don't see it," she replied.

He stopped himself from saying "neither do I". Of course he didn't. He wasn't a witch or a fae, and he couldn't see the elements within things. Not anymore. 

"It really is beautiful here," Babs said softly. "But I actually find myself missing home."

She said the word strangely, like it was foreign to her; and it occurred to Doc that she'd never had a home of her own before.

There was a sadness to the moment that he wished wasn't there. Tomorrow he would take Johnny and Jules with him to the eighth continent, and then he would give himself the rest of the day to simply enjoy them all.

After that, he would send them home to live normal lives, while he would continue to roam, to constantly move, to be the tide that affected change.

It was nothing to mourn. He liked being the tide. He just wished they could go along with him.

Breakfast was a fancy affair the next morning; and Doc thought it was almost as if Babs and Frankie knew it was coming to an end and they were trying to ensure that all the joy that could be had was.

"Good lord!" Johnny said when he sat down at the table. "How many kinds of meat is this?"

"Nine," Frankie said proudly.

"Wow," Johnny said around a mouthful. "That's a personal best, isn't it?"

"Ten if you count the blood pudding," Babs broke in.

"I don't," Johnny shuddered.

"It's actually kinda tasty," Jules said.

"It's weird," Johnny grumbled.

"It's not bad," Tucker broke in.

"There's a big difference between not bad and good," Johnny stated.

"It's got genuine Irish unicorn breath in it," Addison interjected. "So it's good."

Doc watched them all with a smile as he slowly sipped his Irish coffee. That's what Frankie called it. Not whiskey. Not coffee. Irish coffee. It seemed that everything was better if it had Irish in the title.

"How's the levitating spell coming along?" Doc asked casually.

"Pretty good," Johnny said around a mouthful.

"Johnny," Jules snapped. "Manners! Pretty good," she added.

"Could you levitate your chairs?" he asked.

Jules muttered a phrase that Johnny quickly repeated; and a moment later, both their chairs were floating a few inches above the ground, held in place by wispy purple magic.

"Could you levitate mine at the same time?"

Jules gave him a considering look, but they repeated the spell, and Doc's chair suddenly wobbled off the floor and into the air.

"Could you move us around?" Doc asked.

Doc's chair rammed into the wall behind him.

"I'll take that as a yes," Doc chuckled.

All three chairs dropped to the floor, and Jules demanded, "Why are you asking?"

"I just thought that if you and Johnny were so inclined, we could pop onto the eighth continent really quickly to collect some water for Jury. No walking though; flying, so no one notices."

The look on Jules's face said a multitude of things. Excitement, awe, confusion, uncertainty, but the one she settled on was indignation.

"You want us to trespass?" she demanded. "And steal?"

"Jules!" Johnny snapped. "What's the eighth continent?" he added.

"Don't you know?" Doc asked.

"No," they said together.

"Is it literally an eighth continent?" Johnny demanded.

"Yes," Doc said. "A hidden continent."

"That's impossible," Jules stated.

"Is it?" Doc asked.

He wouldn't have normally told them, but he needed them to float him inside; and furthermore, he had been fae for fifty years. It was as much his continent as anyone else's.

"This is a secret," Doc said. "Just like the Hidden. You can't tell anyone. Ever."

"Maybe I should go outside," Tucker sighed. "The list of things I can't tell people is getting pretty long."

"Don't be a wimp," Johnny snorted.

"If Tucker doesn't want to learn any more secrets, that's his right," Doc said sternly. "He didn't grow up keeping secrets like you three did."

Johnny blushed and mumbled, "Sorry."

"It is kinda wimpy," Tucker admitted. "It's just hard to keep track of everything. I can talk to James about the Hidden, but you're saying I can't talk to James about the eighth continent, whatever that is."

"Precisely," Doc said.

"I'll eat in the garden," Tucker stated.

He shoveled more food onto his plate, stood, and left the room.

"We'll join him," Babs said cheerfully as she lifted both her plate and Addison's from the table and gestured for Addison to follow her.

"But I wanna hear about the continent," Addison pouted.

"I'll tell you about a unicorn I once met," Babs offered.

"Was she pretty?" Addison demanded as she followed after Babs. 

Doc waited until Babs and Addison were gone to look between Jules, Johnny, and Frankie.

"This is a secret," he said once more. "You can't tell anyone."

They all three nodded, but then Jules said, "If it's a secret, why are you telling us?"

"One, I need you. Two, if we're getting technical, I have part ownership of it."

"How's that?" Johnny asked.

"Because of this," Doc replied, pointing at the onyx ring that was now a permanent strip of rock-like skin on his finger.

"The ring?" Frankie said. "What does that have to do with a hidden continent?"

"It's like this," Doc drawled. "The ring made me fae, and the eighth continent is the home of the fae."

It would have been impossible to describe the looks on their faces at his statement.

"Shut up," Frankie said flatly.

"Easily done," Doc shrugged.

"No!" Jules exclaimed. "It's just an expression! Don't shut up! What do you mean?!"

"The ring made me fae," Doc repeated slowly. "More or less. On an unrelated note, I need to go to the eighth continent to get Jury some water, but I'd rather no one knew I was there, so you're going to levitate us in."

"How long were you fae?" Johnny demanded.

"Fifty years, give or take a few."

All three faces blanked.

"What?!" Jules finally exclaimed. "You can't… I mean… Impossible… What?!"

"I went into the future, stayed for fifty years, and came back. All beside the point," Doc stated firmly. "Can you levitate us a mile or so?"

"Maybe," Johnny replied. "Are you still fae?"

"No."

"How is that possible?" Jules demanded.

"It's really not," Doc replied.

"I think I'm going to join Tucker in the garden," Frankie suddenly said. Her face was white; and as soon as she spoke, she stood and practically ran for the door.

"She doesn't take things well," Johnny said dismissively. "What are we going to use to levitate? Wardrobes are too heavy, carpets are stupid hard to keep in the air, and chairs are unwieldy and too difficult to concentrate on."

"What about a door?" Doc suggested.

"Do we have a door?" Johnny replied.

Doc gestured towards the door that stood between the kitchen and the living room.

"That could work," Johnny said.

"Can we go back to the part where you were fae?" Jules demanded.

"No."

An expression of hurt crossed her face, and Doc said softly, "It's not really a time I care to talk about."

"Oh," she muttered before adding, "I still don't know about this. Sneaking onto the fae continent and stealing water? It sounds like a bad idea."

"It's a perfectly good idea," Doc said firmly. "Just as long as we don't get caught."

"Don't get caught?" Jules snorted. "By fae? Ha!"

"They're bored," Doc shrugged.

"Bored?! How can they be bored?"

"They don't do anything except eat and…" Doc trailed off and smiled widely. "Anyway, it should be easy. We'll just enter the fae mound in Dún na Rí Forest, and that will pop us out about a mile from Lunsol Falls. We'll glide over, I'll fill the jar, and done."

"How do we get back out?" Jules demanded.

"Practically the same way we came in," Doc said blithely.

"Fae mound," she muttered. "I think I need a minute."

"How is this less plausible than witchcraft?" Doc inquired.

"There is a structure to witchcraft," Jules retorted. "The elements have the same basic structure as the periodic table, more or less. And it's easy to see that all living life is made up of strands of this or that. Twist them together here or there, and you get something else. But a mound of dirt that transports you to a different continent? Ridiculous!"

"It's no different than the library system," Doc countered. "Or the interconnecting doorways."

"The library system sends books!" Jules argued.

"Same premise though," Doc pushed.

"Fine. You're right. You're always right," Jules sighed. "Can we at least agree on the fact that since you're not still fae, you're basically stealing the water?"

"No," Doc replied. "You can't own water, can you? The mother gave it to everyone. It's free for the taking."

Jules raised an eyebrow.

"Allow me to rephrase," Doc drawled. "It should be free for the taking. As denizens of the earth, water is a right, not a privilege."

"Fine," Jules sighed. "We'll do it."

"Of course we'll do it!" Johnny snorted. "There was never any doubt!"

"There was," Jules argued.

"There really wasn't," he shot back.

"We're sort of breaking the law."

"We're not," Johnny stated firmly. "Not even a little. There's not a single law on the books that says we can't levitate through a fae mound and across the eighth continent to collect some water. You need to stop being afraid," he added, tone wearily sympathetic. "We're not our parents, and we're never going to be."

"But we could be," she insisted.

"No, we can't," he retorted stoutly. "Besides, Doc would never ask us to do something that was actually wrong, would you, Doc?"

"No."

And he wouldn't. He didn't consider it theft. He just didn't want to step foot on the ground. He was afraid it would vibrate beneath his feet and pull at him in a way he couldn't resist. He didn't want to tell them that though, didn't want them to look at him any more oddly than they already were.

"When are we going?" Johnny asked happily.

"There's no time like the present," Doc shrugged.

"I'll get the door," Johnny announced as he leapt from his chair.

"He seems excited," Doc chuckled.

"It's not that I'm not excited," Jules said. "I'm just… Fae, Doc? You were fae?"

"You're really hung up on that."

"The fae are essentially gods," Jules said.

"They could be," Doc agreed.

"And you were… Well, you know."

"Yes. And someday, when I'm feeling a little more cheerful about the whole event, I'll tell you about it. But today is not that day."

She studied him worriedly before forcing a smile and saying, "An eighth continent. You didn't just make that up?"

"No."

"What's it like?"

"Pure."

It was the first word that had come to Doc's mind, and it was truly accurate. The fae weren't bothered by the ridiculous emotions that controlled humanity. They weren't caught up in greed or uncontrollable lust. They didn't hate. They just didn't. They were separate from such emotions. Apart.

The problem with that was they were separate from all the other emotions as well. With very few exceptions, they didn't seem to care about anything except for their home. They were quite passionate about their home. He didn't know how he knew this about them; he just did.

In some ways, he could admit that he was like the fae. If he didn't like someone; and he had a good reason, or even a half-good reason, not to like them, he killed them. That left little time for negative emotions like hate to build and take root.

Eli Gac had been an exception. Doc had hated Gac, loathed him, and dreamed of killing him a thousand different ways. That wasn't often the case though. In fact, Doc could have counted on one hand the times he had bothered hating some one.

But although he didn't often hate, Doc loved fiercely. He didn't mean to, sometimes he didn't even want to, but he did.

The part of him that was still fae considered this a waste of energy, thought all emotions were a waste of energy; and the human part of him raged against the coldness of the fae. It also worried that the fae was tainting him. Making him less. Making him numb.

"Are you okay?" Jules asked softly.

"No."

He met her concerned eyes and tried to smile. It didn't work.

"What's wrong?" she pressed.

This was Jules. She knew more about him than anyone except Jervis, Jury, and Andrew. She'd read pages and pages and pages about his life. She'd seen him kill. She knew that he consumed the souls of the wicked. She knew him, and he didn't need to hide his fear from her. 

Doc sighed heavily and said, "I'm scared of the eighth continent."

That confused her.

"Scared? Is it dangerous?"

"Not for you."

"Why would it be dangerous for you?" she demanded.

"I gave it back," he said. "I'm not fae, not anymore. But it's like just the littlest bit of it dug in its claws and refused to let go."

"Oh," she murmured. "You're scared you'll like it. That's why you want to levitate. You don't want to touch it."

He shrugged, amazed at how quickly she had understood.

"Let Johnny and I do it," she insisted.

He gave her a look; and she rolled her eyes and grumbled, "We could handle it."

"Yes, I'm sure your brother wouldn't be at all distracted by naked fae women. They're hardly worth noting."

Jules's cheeks turned red, but she managed to say, "I could keep him in line."

"I imagine they have some ancient tomes of history somewhere," Doc said carelessly.

Her eyes instantly brightened, but then her face fell, and she muttered, "Fine, we couldn't handle it, but why would they want us to stay anyway?"

"They're bored."

"Don't they ever leave?"

"Only a few of them."

"I suppose if it's a paradise, there's no reason to leave," Jules mused.

That was exactly what Doc was afraid of. That he wouldn't want to leave. Even Lady Luck was frightened. He knew because he had a terrible longing to return to Dublin and lose himself at the tables.

"It's going to be fine," Jules said firmly. "If we need to, Johnny and I will drag you out; and if we get distracted, you'll drag us out. It's perfect."

"You don't think we need Frankie, do you?"

"Are there flowers?" Jules snorted.

"Loads of them."

"Then absolutely not. That girl is nuts for flowers. She would be no help at all. I have an idea," Jules said suddenly.

Her eyes were calculating, but she was also chewing her lip, so whatever she'd just thought of, she wasn't sure of it.

"There's this tethering spell. I haven't used it yet. I learned it so I could tether Addison to me when we were out and about, but Babs usually holds her hand so she can't wander off. They sometimes use it to keep buoys in place. Nobody realizes that, of course, but it's the truth."

"So it's used on inanimate objects?" Doc drawled.

"Yes, but in theory there's no reason why it shouldn't be able to be applied to people."

"In theory."

"In theory," she admitted. "But honestly, what's the worst thing that could happen?"

"I could hardly imagine."

"Nothing!" she exclaimed. "Nothing. It's hardly going to hurt anyone. I think," she added softly. "Here's what we'll do. We'll get on the door. I'll tether us together and to the door. We'll float into or onto or over, I guess, the eighth continent. The tether will keep any of us from leaving the door. You'll get your water, and we'll leave. Done."

She smiled brightly before saying enthusiastically, "I think it'll work."

Jules continued to maintain her certainty right up until the moment they were standing beside the fae mound.

"Maybe we should wait," she stuttered. "We need to do three spells at once, and we've never done that. I'm not even sure we can."

"Three?" Doc asked.

"A scutum to shield us from people walking past, the levitation spell, and the tethering spell."

"Easy," Johnny shrugged.

"It's not easy!" Jules exclaimed. "It requires concentration."

"Which you have," Doc pointed out.

"I'm nervous," she babbled. "What if I drop us?"

"I'll hold us up," Johnny said, voice both firm and kind. "We're a team, Jules. You only carry half the weight. We can do this."

"You're right," Jules replied with a shake of her head. "We can do this. Scutum first."

The twins joined hands, and Gaelic spilled from their lips.  Doc listened with only half an ear, but he noticed that the breeze seemed to pick up their words and bustle them about, charging the entire air with magic.

Ireland liked Irish witches casting Irish spells on Irish soil.

He watched the Bakers, wondering if they even noticed how the land was embracing them, just as it had embraced Bree all those years ago.

A purple haze filled the air around him, and after just another moment, Jules exhaled with satisfaction and said, "Now we're shielded. You sure this is a fae mound? It looks just like a grass hill to me."

He tried not to stare at her as she spoke, and she obviously hadn't noticed, but her voice had taken on just the littlest bit of lilt. And he was suddenly no longer worried about himself. He was worried about the Bakers. He needed to get them the hell out of Ireland before Ireland decided to keep them. He had taken away one of her sons, maybe she was looking for recompense.

"You got Bree," he muttered. "Don't be greedy."

"Doc!"

"What?"

"Is this the fae mound?" Jules demanded.

"Yes."

"How do we get inside?"

"Widdershins," Doc said vaguely.

"What?"

"Widdershins."

He was hardly going to give them the key. They were only children. Insatiably curious children at that. The last thing he was going to do was give them a free pass to a hidden continent full of creatures who could grant your every wish if they chose.

"Shall we get on the door?" he prodded.

He would have rather walked. The idea of not touching the ground bothered him, but the idea of touching fae ground bothered him even more.

"You sit in the middle," Jules instructed.

Doc sat cross-legged in the middle of the old wooden door, and the twins sat on either side of him.

Jules inhaled; Johnny exhaled; and they cast each other an inscrutable look. 

"We can do this," Johnny said.

"I know we can," Jules replied. "Ready?"

"Following your lead," Johnny said easily.

Jules smiled widely, and then she started to chant in Gaelic. Johnny quickly joined in, and a haze of purple magic drifted out from them and surrounded the door. For a moment, nothing happened, but then the door shuddered slightly and rose into the air. Not very far into the air, but just far enough to float.

"Now for the tethering spell," Jules muttered.

Another string of Gaelic poured from her, repeated by Johnny; and Doc felt the magic start to twist around them. He had to force himself not to fight it. He knew it was for his own good, but he hated the feel of it. It made him feel claustrophobic, like he'd just been shoved inside of a box.

"Done," Jules said a moment later. "And nothing bad happened," she added.

Her voice was already a little strained, and Doc started to wonder if this was bad idea. The worst that happened though was that the twins dropped the door, and they all had to walk. It was well worth the risk. 

"What now?" Jules asked tightly.

"Go around the mound counter-clockwise," Doc instructed. "Nine times."

Jules rolled her eyes, but she started talking once more, and the door began to drift sideways. 

They weren't both talking now. Johnny occasionally repeated something Jules said, but for the most part, Jules was doing all the directing.

Doc made a visual mark on the hill and waited until they'd made one circuit before nicking his thumb on his knife and flicking the blood out onto the hill. As he did, he mumbled a word in fae under his breath. When Lexi had taught him the word, he hadn't known its meaning, but now he did, and just saying it sent chills down his spine. For a single word, it carried a magnitude of meaning. Something along the lines of "my soul longs for quiet; take me home."

It was not a word he wanted to repeat nine times. He didn't long for quiet, and he wasn't going home. Dulcis was home.

They made the second circuit, and Doc cut himself again, flicked the blood, and repeated the word.

By the sixth time around, he was finding it difficult to remember why he wasn't walking. Without meaning to, he kicked off his shoes and stretched his toes. Every time he spoke the word, it resonated deeper and deeper within him, waking something that had merely been biding its time.

"Goddamn it," he hissed under his breath as they crossed the mark for the seventh time.  

He cut himself, bled, and muttered the word as softly as possible.

Part of his mind screamed at him to jump off the door and run. He could tell Jury the truth, explain to him why he couldn't do it, and admit to him that the fae wasn't entirely gone.

Jury would understand. He wouldn't be upset. In fact, he'd be glad Doc hadn't entered the eighth continent. But the edge of fear that Doc had seen in Jury's eyes would grow, and he would start to worry that Doc was drifting away.

He wasn't though. He wouldn't. This time he would remember. This time he was taking Johnny and Jules with him, and he knew they would keep him focused and stop him from forgetting who he was.

He held his breath as they made the ninth circuit; his heart was pounding, part from fear and part from anticipation. He didn't want to, but with a flick of blood, he said the word for the ninth time; and as soon as it left his mouth, the universe shifted and he shifted with it.

The green of Ireland faded, replaced with an altogether more vibrant green, a green that had never seen hate or violence or cruelty. His heart leapt to see it, and a sigh of happiness escaped his lips. For the first time in weeks, his body relaxed.

"Doc!" someone snapped.

He tried to acknowledge the voice, but he was having a difficult time focusing. He could hear someone talking; he even felt like whoever it was was talking to him; he just didn't care. He was finally here, finally where he was supposed to be. He could feel the trees reaching out for him. He could feel the waters singing to him. He could feel the heartbeat of the land, and it was happy to see him.

Someone slapped him, but he still couldn't pull his eyes from the intoxicating view.

"Doc!" someone screamed, panic in their voice.

"I got this," someone else said.

Pain suddenly tore through Doc's arm, and he turned with a growl.

"Snap out of it!" Johnny commanded.

Doc blinked and stared at Johnny in confusion. Why was Johnny holding a bloody knife? And what the hell were they doing?

"Doc," Jules said worriedly. "Where's the waterfall?"

That's right. They were on the eighth continent. Looking for Lunsol Falls. But Doc didn't need to look for the waterfall. He could feel it, and he couldn't wait to sink into the river and let the water wash over him. He couldn't wait to feel the smooth pebbles beneath his feet.

"Doc!"

He pointed.

"What's wrong with him?" Johnny demanded.

"It's getting to him. We have to remind him of who he is."

"That doesn't even make sense," Johnny snapped.

"Just keep the door in the air," Jules ordered. "Do not let it touch the ground!"

The door wobbled, and Doc tried to push himself off of it. Something held him in place though. Something magical. Something he could see if he wanted to, untie if he wanted to. He had the power to do that.

"Doc," Jules said as she framed his face with her hands. "Look at me. Please."

He tried. He really tried. But his eyes refused to turn away from the rainbow of colors filling the valley in front of them. It was so beautiful here. So untainted.

"This isn't you," Jules insisted. "It's the fae. You aren't going to let them push you around, are you?"

He resented the idea of anyone pushing him around, but he still couldn't look at her.

His feet itched so badly. They itched to touch the ground, and he knew if he could just press his toes into the grass, the infernal itching that had plagued him his entire life would finally cease.

He tried to scoot forward once more, but Jules grabbed his arm and said, "No! Listen to me! You love the city. Remember that one time you and Jury went to Paris? You didn't sleep for over a week. Do you remember why?"

Doc forced his eyes to close and tried to focus on Jules's voice.

"What was that one woman's name?" Jules asked. "The one with the cheeky smile?"

"Cerise," Doc whispered.

"Cerise!" Jules exclaimed. "She and you stayed at that dance hall all night, and then you drank coffee on the banks of the Seine."

"She drank coffee," Doc corrected.

"You drank whiskey," Jules agreed. "Even though it was only five in the morning. And then later that day, you won a small fortune off of a couple of gents. Do you remember?"

He did. He remembered very well. But remembering did nothing to squash the insane urge he had to jump off the door and run through the flowers.

Everything was pulling at him, whispering to him, telling him that everything would be all right if he just jumped. And he knew it was true. If he jumped, he would finally be free. No more running, no more mortals, no more turmoil, no more luck.

After all, luck had abandoned him the second the fae mound had opened. The sand was bone-dry beneath his feet, and even if he squinted, he couldn't see the tide.

He could survive without luck though. He knew that he could. It wasn't the lack of luck that was causing him so much distress; it was the fact that he hadn't even minded when it had left him.

He opened his eyes and forced himself to look at Jules. She was chewing her lower lip, worry filling her face.

"I hate this place," Doc stated. "It's too quiet. And look, there're trees everywhere! I absolutely loathe trees."

She grinned with relief and said, "I thought you were gonna jump."

"I almost did," he admitted ruefully.

It was still pulling at him, calling to him, using a name that wasn't really his, but that he felt belonged to him. He was using all of his control to ignore it and to remind himself that he didn't belong here. He belonged in Denver, in Paris, in Moscow. He belonged in the seedy underbelly of the city, killing the cruel denizens he found there. He belonged to chaos, not to this predictable order.

He just needed to remember that long enough to get the hell out.

"We're almost there," Jules said. "I can hear it."

"A little help," Johnny muttered, voice strained.

"Sorry!" Jules exclaimed.

The door had begun to wobble again, but it soon stabilized.

"We're almost there," Jules said once more. "We can do this; we are doing this!" she added with false cheer.

Doc wasn't so optimistic. He was already failing, and the task wasn't even close to done.

In an effort to remind himself of who he was, he pulled his cards from his pocket and started to shuffle them. They felt right in his hands. They felt lucky.

"Three," Doc muttered.

He flipped the card.

It was a seven.

He kept himself from cursing, he never cursed in front of ladies or children, and tried again.

"Queen."

Ten.

He shuffled again, this time employing his natural ability, the ability he'd cultivated as a dying gambler, and pulled the card he wanted to the top.

"Jack."

It was a jack.

But not because of luck, because of skill.

With a hiss of despair, Doc put away the cards, but as soon as he did, he began to daydream about Lunsol Falls. He knew the waterfall was beautiful. He had basked in its splendor before, and he could still remember the feel of the water on his skin. In just a few moments, he would feel it again.

He closed his eyes. The temptation was simply too great. He couldn't look at the water, not even for a second. If he did, he would dive in.

"John Henry Holliday," he muttered softly. "John Henry Holliday. Mortal son of Henry and Alice Holliday. I refuse to join you. I refuse. I am not fae. I will never be fae. I am John Henry Holliday."

He tried to remember his mother calling him John in her soft voice. He tried to remember her elegant fingers handing him a cup of tea.

"Doc," Jules nudged, tone urgent.

Doc opened his eyes, and the vision of his mother was replaced by Jules's tense face.

"We're here," she said. "Could you maybe hurry?"

She was sweating, and he suddenly realized that she and Johnny were working very hard to keep him off of the ground. They needed him to get the water so that they could go.

"I'm scared to touch it," he admitted.

"I can't do it," she replied. "If Johnny and I move beyond the door, we might lose the spell. You have to do it."

Doc reached into the small satchel he'd thrown over his shoulder before they had left and pulled out a large glass jar. He was only doing this once, so he had to get Jury all the water he might want.

"John Henry Holliday," he whispered as he turned towards the water.

He hadn't remembered it being quite so beautiful, and he couldn't help the gasp that escaped him at the sight. Rainbows jetted off every spray of water, filling the entire space with ethereal light. The falls cascaded into the deep pool of water below, and it was so crystal clear that it looked like ice, but he knew it wasn't.

He knew the water was soft and soothing, and he knew it was so clear that you could see all the way to the bottom of the pool. He knew that if he called, Lexi would come and they would make love for hours on the pool's mossy banks.

"DOC!!!"

He couldn't reply, couldn't assure her that he was fine. He wasn't fine. He wasn't close enough to reach the water, and his body was inching towards the edge of the door with every intention of jumping.

Jules spat a Gaelic word, and Doc felt the magic tighten around him, binding him to the door.

"I need to be closer," he said.

He could hear the yearning in his voice, and he hated it. He wanted to touch it so badly. He wanted to fill his hands with water and splash it onto his face. He wanted to rip off his clothes and let the water wash the humanity from his skin. 

The door moved, but he still wasn't close enough. He leaned out and reached for it, needing to feel it spill through his fingers.

Pain suddenly shot up Doc's side; and he nearly reacted without thought and slammed his elbow into Johnny's face; but he stopped himself just in time, not the least bit surprised to see that Johnny had stabbed him once more.

"Don't touch it!" Johnny ordered. "Use the jar."

It wouldn't matter if he used the jar. The water would still splash on his hands.

Everything here was a baited line, just waiting for him to nibble at it. As soon as he touched the water, the hook would set and the line would pull him in.

Jules tugged on his sleeve and said, "Dr. Feyrer wrote all about how you and Andrew met."

Doc turned to look at her. Her face was pale, and her lips were flat. They weren't going to make it much longer. He had to get the water. Now.

"What made you ride down there?" Jules asked.

"His laugh," Doc replied.

"Tell me more," Jules pressed.

"He laughed like a hundred men," Doc said. "It was rich and loud and full of humor."

He kept his eyes on her, but as he talked he removed the lid from the jar and moved his hand towards the water.

"Wasn't he fast or something?" Jules asked.

"Or something," Doc laughed. "He could have outrun a supercar on the interstate if he wanted to. Barefoot."

Jules grinned and said, "How?"

"The power," Doc murmured.

His hand was suddenly enveloped in soothing warmth, and with the warmth came a rush of memories, but they weren't his memories. They were the water's, and the water remembered him. It remembered his body and his hands. It remembered how he'd made love to Lexi on its banks and in its currents. It remembered his name, and it wanted him.

"Who was Andrew's wife again?" Jules demanded.

Doc was finding it difficult to remember. The water was peeling away his own memories and replacing them with fae memories. Memories of a time when the entire world had been their playground. Memories of a world where everything was under their rule. Memories of power. Before their withdrawal into the shadows.  

So much power, the water whispered. Power that could be yours.

All he had to do was accept it, and he could rule over all.

That was where it made its mistake though because Doc had no desire to rule and he didn't care about power.

He pulled back his hand, sighing in relief when he saw that the jar was full, quickly capped it, and said, "Let's get the hell out of here."

"Yes!" Jules exclaimed, weary face flushing with joy. "You did it!"

"Yes, and let's go before I change my mind."

Jules didn't even bother to respond. A litany of Gaelic poured from her mouth, quickly picked up by Johnny; and the door bounced unsteadily through the air away from the falls.

"How do we get out?" Jules demanded. "There's no fae mound where we entered. We popped out in the middle of a valley."

Doc didn't immediately respond because he was having trouble accessing the memory of how he had originally sneaked away. He had rejected the eighth continent and the power of the fae, but it still wanted him, and it was doing everything in its power to get him to stay.

"Are we still moving?" Johnny suddenly asked.

"No," Jules said, tone tight.

"Why not?"

"The wind is holding us back."

"No," Doc growled. "You can't have me, and you can't have them." 

He would get them out of here. He had to. There was a red-haired unicorn waiting for them on the other side, and they weren't going to disappoint her.

He struggled to pull up the memory that would show him how he had left. He remembered Lexi. Lexi hadn't ever wanted to do anything but lie in the sun and make love. He hadn't minded for a day, but then his feet had started to itch, and he'd told her he was ready to leave.

She'd laughed and said, "Mortals aren't allowed to leave. We can't have them running around telling others about our world. It's law. You must stay."

He'd pretend to accept the law; but the next day, he'd promised her more pleasure than she had ever had if she would at least show him the door.

She had shown him, and he had pleasured her so thoroughly that as soon as he was done with Lexi, she had fallen into a halfway unconscious sleep. The second she collapsed, Doc had jumped to his feet and dashed over to the nearest elder tree. And then he'd said...

"Got it!" Doc exclaimed. "Can you get us over to that elder tree?"

"No," Jules ground out. "We're using everything we have just to keep us in the air. I'm so sorry, Doc. I... We're just not strong enough."

"You're amazing!" Doc praised. "I'm going to stand up and hold out my arms. Once I'm in place, you both stand, and I'll pick you up like sacks of grain. Keep the door in the air until I jump off of it. Got it?"

"But, Doc—"

"No buts," Doc said firmly. "Trust me."

The magic holding him in place eased, and he carefully stood, making sure to distribute his weight as he did so that the door didn't overturn. Once he was stable, he lifted his arms.

With identical movements, Jules and Johnny rose to their feet and shuffled closer to him. Doc wrapped his arms around their waists, took a deep breath, and jumped.

The second his feet hit the ground, he started running. In his mind, death was behind him. The death of a gambler, the death of a wanderer, the death of John Henry Holliday. Never, not even when he'd been lying in his coffin, paralyzed, lungs slowly dying, had he ever been closer to death.

One stumble, one misstep, and he would be gone. Doc Holliday would cease to exist.

He couldn't say how he knew this; he just knew. The fae was missing one of their number, and whatever it was that was fae had chosen him as the replacement.

He wasn't that easy to rule though. He wasn't fae. He was human, and he would always be human. Let the fae birth another fae into existence because it couldn't have him.

Grass and vines were growing up in front of him, twisting around his legs and ankles, but he powered mercilessly through them, ripping them from the ground as he went.

The wind tore at his face, grasping his clothing and pulling at the children in his arms; but he kept pushing forward. Only a little further and they would be there.

He knew his feet were slowing, and he tried to push more power into them, more strength. He couldn't stop moving, not even for a second. He had to reach the elder.

Something twisted tightly around his ankle, and when he jerked his foot forward, it didn't break. He tripped and started to fall, but he yanked his leg upward as hard as he could, tearing his foot free, and continued to stumble forward. He was still slowing down, but he was also still moving.

Just a few more steps.  

"A little help?" Doc gasped as more and more plants tried to overtake him.

"Jump!" Jules suddenly ordered.

Doc forced power to his legs, pushed off the ground, and leaped into the air. Momentum, more than his own, carried them forward.

When his feet hit the ground again, he ran as fast as he could, but there were too many impediments in his way for it to even be called a run. He was moving too slowly; and everything was grabbing at him, crawling up his legs, and trying to drag him to the soil beneath. His legs were quickly being sapped of their strength, but he had to keep going.

"Again!" Doc demanded as he staggered onward.

"Jump!" Jules yelled.

Doc yanked his feet quickly forward to break the bonds holding him back and pushed off the ground once more. They moved a little closer to the tree, but they were still too far away.

"One more time!" Doc ordered.

They were so close. Just one more leap, and they'd be free.

He advanced several slow steps, moving as if he was struggling through a gigantic snow drift. The wind was tearing at him with such violence now that his face was beginning to burn. His ankles were raw, and every step tore them more and more.  

"Jump!" Jules ordered.

He wasn't sure he could. His energy was sapped. He was exhausted, and he wasn't sure why he was trying so hard to fight it. All he had to do was stop moving. All he had to do was accept it, accept the power.

"Jump!" Jules yelled again.

Why? Why should he jump? Why should he struggle? Why shouldn't he have it all?

No, he thought desperately. It wasn't offering all. It was taking all. Taking luck, taking humanity, taking love, and offering nothing but empty power in return. Power he didn't want or need.

"JUMP!" Jules screamed.

Doc jumped, and the momentum carried them forward, right towards the wide trunk of the elder tree.

Just before they collided with the tree, Doc yelled a fae word, one that felt utterly foreign on his tongue, one that the entire fae world wanted him to forget; and the next moment he, Johnny, and Jules were rolling across the green grass of Ireland.

"Holy shit!" Johnny gasped as they tumbled to a stop.

"Johnny!" Jules choked out.

"What?!" he shot back. "If ever a moment calls for cussing, this is it. I thought we were done for!"

So had Doc.

He struggled to sit up and quickly looked between them, relieved to see that their only apparent injury was the rawness of their faces.

"Are you alright?" he asked, just to be sure. "I didn't realize it would be dangerous. I'm sorry."

"It was awesome!" Johnny said excitedly. "Don't get me wrong, I don't ever want to go back, but it was just, wow!"

Doc grinned at him, happy to see that he had suffered no harm, and turned his attention to Jules. Her eyes were huge, and she looked as if she was going to cry.

"What's wrong?" Doc demanded. "Are you hurt?"

"No."

"Then what is it?"

"It's just... We left the door."

Doc stared at her, not quite able to help the chuckle that burst forth. "The door?" he laughed. "You're worried about the door?"

"It was a very nice door. And don't you have to replace it now?" she asked woundedly.

"I don't care," Doc laughed as he pulled her into his arms and hugged her tightly. "I'm just happy you're safe," he said. He reached out and grabbed Johnny as well, hugging them both as if his life depended on it.

He hadn't been certain they would make it, and he had been terrified that he had failed them. But he hadn't. They had worked together, and they had made it out. They were free.

"You saved me," he said softly. "Thank you. I could not have done that without you."

"Promise me that you'll never go there again," Jules whispered back.

"I promise," he said firmly.

And that was a promise he was never, ever going to break.


Chapter 10
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The entire experience had clearly exhausted Johnny and Jules because they fell asleep on the way back to the cottage, and Doc had to carry them inside and tuck them into their beds.

"What did you do?" Babs hissed as she hovered in the doorway of their room, worry creasing her beautiful brow.

"It's magic fatigue. They had to work a little harder than I had anticipated," Doc admitted.

"Oh," Babs said with relief. "That's hardly serious. A long nap and a couple of extra meals, and they'll be fine. But still," she ground out, glaring at him.

"I'm sorry," Doc said. "I shouldn't have taken them."

He didn't tell her that he couldn't have done it without them. He wasn't foolish enough to pretend that he would have been strong enough to fight it on his own; if they hadn't gone with him, he would be fae right now.

The only reason he'd had the strength to push through had been because he hadn't been able to stand the idea of Johnny and Jules wasting away on a hidden continent without anything to test their skills. They needed challenges just like he did. They would never be happy in a place like the eighth continent, and neither would he.

Somewhere in the back of his mind he heard a voice murmur, "We wouldn't have to be satisfied with it. We could have all of the continents."

It wasn't his voice, but he recognized it. It was the voice of the fae.

Apparently, he hadn't defeated it yet. And it wasn't outside of him like he had hoped; it was inside his mind, whispering insidious promises.

Doc quickly decided that the best thing he could do was completely ignore it because if he gave it any attention at all, the voice would only grow more insistent.

"John Henry Holliday," he said softly, trying to reinforce his individuality. He was and always would be John Henry Holliday. 

Although he was also feeling a little worn from the eighth continent experience, he didn't want to waste any of his time with them, so he collected Frankie and Tucker with the intention of taking them to tour Cabra Castle. He'd been there once a long time ago, before it had been converted into a hotel, and he was curious to see what it looked like now.

He and the Bakers could have easily stayed there instead of in the cottage, but he'd wanted the simplicity of the small house. He'd wanted to wake up to Frankie's cooking and boiled coffee. He'd wanted to listen to Tucker and Johnny shout at each other over silly games. And none of that would have happened at such a place as Cabra.

"Oh my god," Frankie whispered as Doc drove up to the main entrance. "It's absolutely beautiful. Dad would never go to places that were still in good order. He said it was a waste of time."

"It's pretty dope," Tucker agreed.

"Shall we see if they'll give us a tour?" Doc asked.

Tucker snorted and said, "You're crazy, D-Dog! No way they give us a tour!"

"I think you're forgetting that you're in the presence of James Logan the Third," Doc said with an affected tone. "Owner of one of the most prestigious hotels in the United States. I think they'll give us a tour."

And they did. In fact, they practically fawned. The manager arranged for tea in the courtyard and personally escorted them around the grounds and through the interior as much as she was able.

By the time, they had finished the tour, two things were very clear to Doc. One, Dulcis was nicer. Two, if he had had the time to indulge, the manager would have been happy to oblige.

He didn't have the time though. He was spending this one last day with the children, and then he was getting the hell out of Ireland. The last thing he needed was to make love to an Irish woman on Irish soil so near a doorway to the eighth continent. He didn't know how the two were related, but he felt certain they were.

"That chick was hella into you," Tucker said when they were headed back towards the rented cottage.

"All chicks are into Doc," Frankie said, slight edge to her tone.

"That's not true," Doc interjected. "I have met quite a few women over the years who weren't interested in me at all."

"I bet you can't name more than one," Frankie challenged.

He had not expected that, but he quickly managed to say, "Dr. Ursula Feyrer."

"That's one," Frankie said with a snort.

"And Sami wasn't really interested in me," he said. "She only thought she was."

"Have you seen her naked?"

He refused to answer that.

"She doesn't count then," Frankie stated.

"Janey," Doc offered. "And most married women," he hastened to add.

"Most!" Frankie snorted.

"Anyway, it doesn't matter," Doc said, hoping to change the subject. "What shall we do this afternoon?"

"Tucker doesn't think you can win at Pit," Frankie said.

"I didn't say that," Tucker sputtered.

"You did."

"I just said that it wasn't quite as likely since the odds were less in his favor," Tucker insisted.

"What have I told you?" Doc sighed.

"I know, I know, I can't calculate for luck. So how about we play a game that doesn't require any luck?"

Doc grinned. He had a way around that.

"I bet you fifty dollars I still win," he drawled.

"Deal!" Tucker declared.

"You idiot," Frankie muttered. "He just interjected luck."

"What do you mean?" Tucker demanded.

"He bet you," Frankie said firmly. "And you accepted. No way he loses now."

Tucker was quiet for a long moment. Finally, he said, "Then we'll play a second game without a bet. I'll make a chart, and we'll see what happens over ten games. Five that we bet on, and five that we don't."

"Can't we just play the game?" Frankie complained.

"You and I will just be playing," Doc assured her. "And we'll let Tucker keep track of the outcomes."

And so they did. They played for hours, and Tucker ranted and raved about results that didn't make sense to him while the rest of them laughed.

As they played, they ate oatcakes and other Irish treats; and all the while, Doc basked in their laughter and joy.

He didn't know what it said about him that he couldn't be content with this moment and a thousand others like it. He didn't know why he felt the constant need to be in motion, but he did. He always had.

Whenever he stayed still for too long, he began to stagnant. Like a puddle in the woods. And when he stagnated, he grew dull and unlucky; two things he never wanted to be.

He would treasure this moment with them, but he would never wake up every morning to red-headed witches driving wardrobes down the staircase. He wouldn't wake up to pancakes with silly faces. He wouldn't end each day tucking in a unicorn and kissing foreheads. It just wasn't his way.

He needed motion. It was the only thing that kept him from turning into nothing more than a fae.

They stayed up playing games and laughing until well after midnight; and once the children, Frankie, and Tucker were all in bed, Babs and Doc sat in the garden and gazed up at the stars while they shared a bottle of whiskey.

"Thank you for bringing us," Babs said softly.

"Thank you for coming."

"What's next on the list?"

"It's a toss up between a chip from the Wandering Rocks or water from the River of Sight."

"I see," Babs murmured. "Are you quite certain you and Thomas are friends?"

"He's punishing me," Doc admitted. "But I'm sure I deserve it."

"Very magnanimous of you. He does have a tendency to throw fits."

"He's gotten much better over the years," Doc replied.

"That's something," she chuckled.

Neither of them spoke for a quite a while, and she eventually stood and said, "Goodnight, Doc."

"Goodnight," he replied.

Once she was gone, he stared out at the darkness, melancholy threatening him. He had no urge to go inside and make use of his soft bed. He was tired, but it wasn't the type of tired that could be fixed by sleep. It could, however, be cured by the list of Feegan's business associates.

Tomorrow, after he dropped off the Bakers at the airport, he would pay all of Feegan's associates a call, and then he would head into Europe proper to see if such a thing as the River of Sight truly did exist.

He tried to formulate a plan for finding the river, but he couldn't seem to focus. He was too busy feeling the sleepy coolness of the grass tickle the bottoms of his feet. He hadn't meant to take off his shoes again, but he had. And he had no desire to stay out here all night under the stars, but he was.

It wasn't compulsion. No one was making him sit here. No one was making him listen to the soft chirp of the nighttime insects. He actually liked it. And that was more frightening than anything.

He'd spent nights and nights out in the cold with Andrew. He'd ridden through snow and rain and sleet and wind and brutal heat, and he had tolerated it because of Andrew. And then Andrew had taken it into his head to die.

Sure, Doc had visited a random forest here and there because he had promised Andrew he would and because Jury needed the charge, but he had never really enjoyed it. He'd never dug his toes into the grass and sighed happily.

But right now, surrounded by the subtle silence with his toes in the grass, he began to wonder if he, like Tozi, would burn it all down. Would he throw on the match and watch it all blaze into nothing?

After Pazach's forest had burned, it had regrown with twice its former glory. It had been greener, and there had been more animals and more life. Plants that had never grown there before had sprouted from the earth and turned towards the sun.

The forest had burned, and it was better for it. Would the world be better for it too?

He wasn't sure where such a thought had come from, and he didn't like it. Just like Tucker, the concrete of the city was home to him.   

This was exactly why he didn't sit still. When he sat still, his thoughts turned inward and sometimes what he thought was very different than what he had expected to think.

He still wasn't tired, but if he stayed out here too long, he might do something really foolish like walk into a fae mound. He'd be better off going inside and sleeping while he had the chance.

As it turned out, Doc had only just laid down when Addison woke up and decided it was time to go home. He didn't argue with her, didn't even try to convince her that the sun wasn't up yet. He just woke up everyone else, hurried them out into the van, and drove them to the Dublin airport. He didn't even feed them breakfast, just hugged them all goodbye and shoved them onto the plane.

Then he went back into Dublin, took out his to-kill list, and started marking them off, one by one.

It wasn't a terribly long list, but Doc was feeling pretty satiated by the time he reached the name at the top that Stewart Feegan had circled. Dixon Kavanagh. This was the man who liked his children grilled.

Doc sat on a bench near Kavanagh's house for a while, just watching the house and wondering what sort of cryptid Kavanagh might be. The other men had mostly been norms, although two of them had been cryptids, just not very powerful ones. Wealth often made people think they were more powerful than they really were.

Kavanagh lived in Dublin proper, so he could only be a handful of things; and he liked to eat meat, so he probably wasn't a vampire. Doc decided on a shapeshifter of some sort and bet himself fifty merlins that Kavanagh was a serpent shapeshifter.

With a leisurely stretch, Doc stood and headed towards Kavanagh's front door. When he reached it, he pulled the bell pull and waited. A moment later a short tubby man opened the door.

"Yes?" the man asked haughtily.

"I'm here to see Mr. Kavanagh," Doc replied easily.

"Do you have an appointment?"

What the butler was really saying was, "You do not have an appointment."

Doc produced one of his cards and said simply, "I'm Mr. Mackey, and I have some important information for Mr. Kavanagh regarding a mutual business associate, Mr. Feegan."

The butler frowned, but he knew his master well enough to realize that Doc couldn't be ignored.

"You may wait in the entryway," he said stiffly.

Doc inclined his head in agreement and bet himself that he was about to get two meals for the price of one.

He stepped inside the house and maintained his position as the butler closed the door, gave him a stern glare, then headed down a hallway.

Doc waited patiently for his return. He wasn't in any hurry. He was already full, and he was willing to take his time with this final kill.

When the butler returned, he said, "Follow me."

Doc followed the man down a hallway hung with tapestries and lined with small wooden tables displaying treasures of all sorts.

He was beginning to suspect that he was about to lose his bet. Most shapeshifters were not long lived, but this house had an air of ancientness.  

The butler paused at the end of the hallway and pushed open a door, gesturing for Doc to enter the room beyond. At the same time he announced loudly, "Mr. Kavanagh, I present Mr. Mackey."

Doc stepped through the doorway and raised an eyebrow. It wasn't a study or office as he had expected; it was a conservatory. And Mr. Kavanagh was on his knees, carefully pressing down the dirt around a plant that Doc recognized instantly, in spite of his refusal to know anything about plants.

"Ah, Mr. Mackey," Kavanagh said, words oddly accented. "How pleasant to meet you. Pardon me while I wash my hands. The oleander is beautiful, yes? Quite deadly, which to my mind makes it all the more lovely to look at."

"It is very beautiful," Doc agreed. "Thank you for taking the time to see me."

"Mr. Feegan is quite enthusiastic about his new project, but he has yet to produce any visible results. I have lately begun to question his ability to carry through. If you understand me."

Mr. Kavanagh was washing the dirt from his hands with careful precision, and Doc considered killing him right then and there. He had tested all the other men on Feegan's list, and they had all needed killed. But he didn't need Stewart, or anyone else, to confirm that Mr. Kavanagh was evil. He could just tell.

The man was vibrating with it. And if Doc required some sort of physical evidence to substantiate his suspicions, he wouldn't have had to look further than the dirt in Kavanagh's conservatory, or more accurately, the small bones protruding from the dirt.

The only thing that stayed his hand was curiosity. He wanted to know what kind of cryptid the man was.

"Now then," Mr. Kavanagh said as he dried his hands with the same precision. "What did you have to tell me about Mr. Feegan?"

"He's dead," Doc said frankly.

"Oh." There was no emotion in the word. Just a sort of flat acknowledgement. "That's only troublesome if no one takes over his business," Mr. Kavanagh stated. "But I assume that you have."

"Assumptions can be a tad troublesome," Doc murmured.

"I can see that you have not come here to discuss business," Mr. Kavanagh said, thin lips curving slightly. "You are one of them."

"One of what?"

"Religious fanatics," Mr. Kavanagh shrugged. "People turn a blind eye to the mass murder perpetuated by governments and armies. It's just the way of things, they say. But when a man sustains himself with the flesh of another man, they get all atwitter with morality and cry out for his punishment. Irony is, I believe, the term for that."

"I would just as happily kill the government as you," Doc shrugged.

"I believe that you would," Mr. Kavanagh chuckled. "I truly enjoy these little departures from the ordinary. And you are certainly not ordinary, are you? I can sense death all about you. I look forward to eating you."

"I look forward to eating you," Doc replied with a grin.

Mr. Kavanagh's eyebrows drew together in confusion, but Doc was finished with the conversation.

He had already drawn his knife and was about to throw it, when Mr. Kavanagh laughed softly and said, "You might want to turn around, Mr. Mackey."

Doc didn't need to turn around. There was no one there. It was impossible to sneak up on him.

The hair on his neck suddenly twitched, and Doc glanced over his shoulder. Check that. It was impossible for a living creature to sneak up on him, but apparently it wasn't impossible for something dead to sneak up on him.

The bones that had been protruding ominously from the black dirt just moments ago had pulled themselves from the earth, assembled into odd, misshapen creatures, and were now rambling towards him, gardening implements clutched in their bony hands.

"Well, shit," Doc muttered. "I did not see that coming."

He knew that the easiest solution was to kill Kavanagh, but without even looking, he could sense that Kavanagh had retreated. He was still in the conservatory, but he was hiding. He was not a combatant; he was the general.

Doc was already surrounded, and he quickly twisted his body to avoid the stab of a pair of garden shears. He slammed the side of his fist into the attacking skeleton's face, and its skull shattered, but that didn't stop the rest of its skeletal body from continuing to stab wildly towards Doc's torso. Doc sliced through the skeleton's arm with his knife, but as soon as he did, another skeleton stabbed him in the side.

He knew that he had let them get too close. He was tightly surrounded, and he didn't have anywhere to go or any room to maneuver.

He dodged a hoe to the head, but felt something stab him in the back, and he turned in a circle, smashing his fists into anything he could reach.

Bones cracked and broke from every one of his strikes, but the skeletal soldiers kept attacking. With a hiss of irritation, Doc snatched the hoe from a pair of bony hands and used it to slice through the skeletons nearest him.

Without pausing, Doc leapt forward into the gap, and thrusting the hoe shaft from one side to the other, he quickly broke through the ring of soldiers surrounding him.

Once he was free of them, he turned and beat them back with the hoe before dashing towards the other side of the conservatory.

It was pointless to continue fighting the skeletons; he needed to find their master.

He briefly considered wrecking the flowerbeds in an effort to draw out Kavanagh, but he suddenly found that he didn't have the heart to destroy such beautiful blossoms. He would just have to find Kavanagh the hard way.

"Nice hat trick!" Doc yelled as he ran down a path, eyes searching for Kavanagh's yellow waistcoat. "But I bet you couldn't raise a whole city from the dead! If you could, you wouldn't be living off of Feegan's largess!"

"Largess!" Mr. Kavanagh spouted. "As if!"

Doc adjusted his course, tearing through the skeletons that blocked his way.

"Why children?" Doc shouted. "Why not murderers or rapists? People who need to be removed from society?"

"You're suggesting I taint myself by consuming ill or filthy cattle? Would you eat an ailing chicken?"

Doc didn't bother to respond because he had finally located Kavanagh's hiding spot, and he was bearing down on it. He leaped through a stand of bushes, tackling Kavanagh as he did, and they rolled across the rough path together.

The moment they tumbled to a stop, Doc stabbed towards Kavanagh's heart, but something deflected his blade, and he stabbed the cobblestone beside Kavanagh instead. There was nothing, however, to stop Kavanagh from thrusting his own knife between Doc's ribs.

Doc quickly released his knife and reached for Kavanagh's throat, but the barrier blocked him once more. As Doc struggled to break through it, Kavanagh continued to stab him, over and over and over.

With a growl of frustration, Doc reared back and punched down with all his might right at Kavanagh's gloating face. He didn't feel the barrier when he hit it, and he barely felt Kavanagh's face, but he did feel all the bones in his hand shatter when he hit the stone beneath Kavanagh's head.

The pain lasted only an instant, because at the same moment, heat hotter than the sun tore into Doc's tattoo, thrusting him backwards. It flashed through his body and danced across his skin, healing everything instantly.

As it pulsed through him, Doc could suddenly see everything, even the tiny dust motes floating across the sky outside of the conservatory windows. And he could hear the crumbling of bones all around him as Kavanagh's soldiers disintegrated. He even heard a soft intake of breath and the nearly silent click of a gun hammer being pulled back.

His senses were so acute he didn't have to look for the source of the noises. He knew they had come from the butler, and he knew exactly where the man was standing. Without even opening his eyes, he drew his knife and threw it, gasping as more heat poured into him.

He fell back onto the ground and just let it rush through him, filling every bit of him and burning everything in its wake. He felt like lava was flooding him, except instead of killing him, it was remaking him, purifying him, cleansing him.

It was several minutes before his mind was capable of thinking clearly, and his first thought was that he owed himself fifty merlins. His second thought was that he had lied to Tozi. Witches were nice, but shamans were by far his favorite food.

The over-sharpness of his vision was beginning to fade; and with a satisfied sigh, he slowly stood. It was possible that he needed to stop playing with his meals, but he enjoyed the fight. After all, anticipation was half the fun.


Chapter 11
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After texting Jervis and telling him to send a crew to clean up Kavanagh's house, Doc quickly interviewed the rest of Kavanagh's staff. He killed one of the footmen, but the others he ushered into the study, assuring them as he did that they would be well-compensated.

Once Jervis's team arrived, Doc headed for the airport and boarded the airplane Jervis had sent for him.

"Where to, sir?" the pilot asked.

"I have no idea," Doc muttered. "Give me a moment to decide."

"Yes, sir."

Doc pulled out his phone and texted Jervis. "Do we know where the River of Sight is?"

Jervis texted back a no and followed it up with, "LaRoche swears that the River of Sight and the Mine of Steadfastness are the actual names; and he says that according to legend, Aqueduct lived in an area that is now considered part of Serbia."

"That's really not much to go off of," Doc replied.

"Serbia also doesn't have an official Hidden. So you'll have to work a little harder to find any cryptids to ask."

Doc reread the last two lines of Jervis's text. This was certainly turning into a difficult task, but it was hardly an insurmountable one. There had to be some way to find the river. He certainly wasn't going back empty handed. He had caused Jury worry; and if this made up for it, he was more than happy to find Jury whatever it was he wanted.

Cowboy rule number five never failed.

Doc stood and approached the cockpit. "I guess we're going to Serbia," he told the pilot.

"Any particular spot?"

"You choose," Doc shrugged.

If the pilot chose, luck could take a hand in things, and this moment definitely required some luck.

After he had settled things with the pilot, Doc changed his clothes and returned to his chair. After sitting, he slipped off his shoes and closed his eyes.

Apparently, being around the Bakers and Tucker and killing half a dozen men had only been a temporary fix. Now that he was alone again, he was feeling just as brooding as he had before.

He just wasn't in the mood to be by himself. He missed Jury and Jervis. Things were never as much fun without them. Not that he'd ever tell them. Jervis wouldn't, at least not externally, but Jury would definitely gloat, and there was nothing worse than a gloating Jury.

With a sigh of disgust, Doc forced himself to go to sleep; and a moment later, he opened his eyes to his throne room.

He hadn't been here since he'd killed Gac, and he felt a moment of intense satisfaction that Gac would never again scuttle around the edges, watching him.

"Is it possible to be both pensive and triumphant at the same time?" Andrew suddenly asked.

"Yes," Doc replied.

"Well, you nailed it then," Andrew chuckled as he kicked aside Doc's bare feet and sat on the footstool. "Is Custer dead?"

"Yes."

"Janey'll be so happy. Why are you pensive?"

"I'm on my own," Doc shrugged.

Andrew cringed and said, "That's never good."

"I'm sure it'll be fine," Doc lied.

"Remember that one time we left you in Dodge?"

"It was Dodge," Doc retorted. "That was hardly my fault."

"I would've been better off leaving Doyle alone, and you know how he is."

"Look, that was a hundred years ago," Doc pointed out. "I'm sure I've changed."

"I'm sure," Andrew snorted. "What are you doing anyway?"

"Trying to find some stones and water for Jury that don't exist."

"Fun."

"There have been some issues."

"Such as?"

"Well, there was the leprechaun."

Andrew's eyes brightened, and he began to grin widely. "Leprechaun?" he asked gleefully. "You gotta tell me."

So Doc did, and by the time he was done, Andrew was laughing so loudly that Doc's throne was actually shaking.

"Nine!" Andrew exclaimed. "I love it!"

"You would," Doc grumbled even though he was fighting back a grin himself.

"I wish I'd been there," Andrew chuckled.

Doc didn't respond to that.

"There's that pensive look again," Andrew sighed. "What's going on?"

"I had to go to a funeral," Doc muttered.

"You despise funerals. It must have been someone you really hated."

"Not hated, at least not at the time; just didn't like."

"So why'd you go?"

"Someone asked me to."

"A woman," Andrew guessed.

"It didn't have to be," Doc countered. "I probably would have gone if a man had asked me."

"Maybe," Andrew admitted. "But only like three men. Anyone else you would have told to shove off."

"That's not true. I would have gone for Jervis, Jury, Tucker..." Doc trailed off because he'd reached the end.

"See?" Andrew said with an annoying grin. "Three."

"Were you always such a know-it-all?"

"I think so," Andrew shrugged.

"Anyway, this ridiculous list is Jury's way of invoking rule number five."

"Oh, clever," Andrew breathed. "He knows he doesn't stand a chance."

"He's gotten better," Doc said ruefully. "I had to work for it last time."

"Impressive," Andrew stated. "Did he use witchcraft or fighting?"

"Witchcraft," Doc said. "He's really leaned into it. I used to be able to forget he was a witch, but not anymore. He's been different ever since his father took him. A little bit... darker."

"He has you though," Andrew said with a shrug. "And there's no dark dark enough that you can't penetrate it." Andrew's face turned bright red, and he muttered, "On second thought, I retract that statement. And on that note, I think I have someplace else to be. See you around."

Without another word, Andrew disappeared, leaving Doc amused, but all alone.

Doc imagined whiskey, plucked the golden goblet from the air, and drank the whiskey down. Then he dropped the goblet and stared out at the vastness that surrounded his throne room. He'd never really wondered what was out there before, but now he was curious.

Here was a place that he had never explored. The realm of both dreaming and death. And he wasn't limited anymore. He could go anywhere within the first three layers, which meant that if he wanted to, he could meet anyone throughout time before they had died.

That concept was almost a little too twisted for his mind to wrap around, but he knew what he meant. The entirety of time was open to him, laid out like a buffet; and all he had to do to sample its vast array of flavors was stand up and walk out into the desolate place beyond his obsidian floor.

He stood and took three steps toward the edge before stopping himself. It was too much power really; he wasn't sure how the shamans managed it.

There were supposedly rules in place, but who was enforcing the rules? There certainly wasn't a godlike entity watching over the dreaming and making sure everyone behaved.

And even if there were rules, the rules had never applied to him. If they had, he would be nothing but a rotten corpse in a wooden pine box.

It was simply too risky to take that last step. A gambler only ever bet what he could afford to lose, but in this case, Doc didn't even know the stakes on the table.

He turned around, but before he could return to his throne, he jolted awake. He opened his eyes and waited. A second later, the door opened, and the pilot said, "We've arrived in Belgrade, sir."

"Call me Doc," Doc ordered. "And what's your name?"

"Errol, sir."

Doc swallowed a sigh at Errol's continued use of "sir" and said, "Thank you, Errol. I might be a couple of days, so you may as well amuse yourself. I'll have Jervis contact you when I'm ready to leave."

"Thank you, sir."

Errol withdrew from the main cabin, but Doc didn't leave the plane right away. He had been to Serbia many years ago with Jervis, but they hadn't done much sight seeing, and he wasn't familiar with Belgrade at all.

A spark of excitement raced through him. He loved the adventure of a new location. He had no idea where to go or where to find anything, but he would figure it out.

He exited the plane with relative optimism, certain that before too long he would stumble upon something interesting.

After changing over some of his money, Doc located a taxi out in front of the airport. It took him a minute to hit upon a language that both he and the driver could converse in, and unfortunately, it was German; but Doc managed it well enough to ask the driver to take him to the city center.

He studied the buildings as they passed, noting the difference between European architecture and American. These buildings looked sturdy, impressive, and a little timeworn. He saw sections that had been carefully rebuilt, and he saw sections that had seen many more sunrises than he had. It was a little daunting, but he always enjoyed the reminder that he was still young.

Before long, the taxi stopped, and Doc paid and exited the car. For a moment, he just looked around him, but then he wandered down a few streets, admiring both the buildings and the people. There was an energy in Belgrade that he liked, and he knew he could easily lose himself here for a week or more.

A building with a wall of windows caught his eye, and he walked towards it, grinning when he saw that it was a hotel. I'm nothing if not lucky, he thought as he stepped inside and approached the desk.

"Good morning, sir," the clerk said in Serbian. "How may I help you?"

Serbian had a similar base to Russian, but it was not so similar that Doc could speak Russian and be understood; just similar enough that he could pretty well understand what was being said around him. 

"French, German, or English?" Doc asked hopefully.

"I speak English," the clerk replied.

"Very good," Doc said. "I need a room for the night. Actually, make it five nights."

"I'm not sure if we'll have anything available at such short notice," the clerk murmured. "Name?"

"James Logan."

The clerk typed something into his computer, and whatever he saw made his face pale. "Mr. Logan," he stuttered. "This is so unfortunate because I don't—"

The phone suddenly rang, interrupting the man, and he made an apologetic gesture before picking up the phone and saying "front desk" in Serbian.

He listened in silence for a moment, nodded, then said, "Thank you very much for letting me know. I've taken care of that on my end. Have a nice day."

After he replaced the phone, he smiled widely at Doc and said, "How fortuitous! Our finest suite has just become available."

"That is fortuitous," Doc drawled.

"I will reserve it for you now," the clerk continued. "And it will be ready for your use in two hours. Does that suit you?"

"Perfect," Doc replied. "Can you recommend a place to get a coffee?"

"Certainly, Mr. Logan. There's a very nice kafana just around the corner from here."

The clerk gave Doc directions and a room key, and Doc thanked the man before slipping him a hefty tip and leaving the hotel.

It was just a short walk to the kafana; and when Doc reached it, he went inside, figured out which shared language the attendant could speak, and ordered a coffee. Once he had his drink, he said "thank you" in French and sat at a corner table where he could watch the other patrons come and go.

It had been quite a while since he had indulged in a study of a new place. He'd been so busy the last few years that he really hadn't slowed down and given into curiosity. He'd been many places, but he hadn't explored them or watched the people.

He'd always been curious about people, and his curiosity had led him to Wyatt, Bat, Annabelle, Andrew, Jervis, Lena, Jury, and many, many others. He was simply incapable of watching someone interesting without interfering in some way or another. It was his nature to interfere. And that was at least one thing that set him apart from the fae.

Doc was watching a young couple moon over each other when she walked into the kafana. He was surprised to see her, but not really as surprised as he might have been. People came into his life for a reason; and if they were meant to be there, regardless of what he did or where he went, they eventually resurfaced.

She scanned the entire room, fierce green eyes widening when she saw him; and she approached his table slowly, moving with a litheness that was typically associated with wild cats. She was a hunter through and through.

"What are you doing here?" she hissed in French.

"What am I doing anywhere?" Doc shrugged.

"Did you follow me?" she demanded.

"I was here first," Doc replied. "It seems much more likely that you followed me."

She made an irritated noise; but, without invitation, she sat across from him. Doc watched in fascination as three of her braids turned to look behind her, three looked to the left, three looked to the right, while the remainder of them watched him, ebony eyes sparkling like jewels. How could people look at her and not know the truth?

"You never did tell me your name," Doc drawled. "I can hardly call you Medusa whenever we meet."

She flinched at his use of that name and muttered, "I do not remember my name."

"Do you have a name you call yourself?" he pressed.

"Nefeli," she muttered.

"Lovely name."

"It's suitable," she retorted. "I am nothing, just like a cloud."

"A cloud is more than nothing," Doc replied. "It is shade; it is rain; it is snow. Sometimes it's a bunny."

"What?" she demanded, confusion clear on her face.

"Don't you ever lie on the grass and stare up at the puffy clouds and say what they look like?"

He knew that she didn't. She only allowed herself one purpose. Vengeance.

"To what end?" she demanded.

"Enjoyment," he shrugged.

She blinked several times, as if trying to understand his words before asking, "Why are you here?"

"I'm looking for a river."

"There are two," she replied.

"I doubt if either of them are the river I seek, although you never know. Why are you here?"

"There was a woman raped at the university last week," she stated. "I have come for justice."

Doc was hardly surprised by her statement. She'd told him when they had first met that she only killed rapists.

And here she was. In Belgrade, in this kafana, at the same time as he was. It was simply too lucky to ignore, and a wild plan suddenly occurred to him.

"Would you be willing to be my bodyguard for a few hours?" he asked.

"I hardly think you need one," she spat.

He switched over to Greek and said smoothly, "In the normal course of things, no. But I've just thought of a way to find what I'm looking for, and it would leave my body rather vulnerable for a short time."

"And you'd ask me to watch over it?" she demanded, lips hard with disbelief.

"If you were going to kill me, you already would have," Doc replied easily. "And I have a suspicion that if you give your word to do something, you do it."

"Of course I do!" she spat.  

"Think about it," Doc shrugged. "And if you decide to take me up, you can find me at the Saint Ten Hotel."

Her face twisted, as he had known it would, and he sighed before saying, "That's where I'm staying, Nefeli. I've no interest in your body, not sexually; and I'm not familiar enough with Belgrade to ask you to meet me anyplace else. Ask for James Logan if you do come by. Otherwise, it was very nice to see you again."

With that, Doc left the kafana, picked a direction, and started walking. After strolling for a moment, he paused by a lovely fountain and texted Jervis.

"Can you find me a ley line in Belgrade?"

"You never give me an easy task," Jervis replied.

"August Naese would know."

"Let me just pull out my magic telephone and call him."

"You can't tell me we don't have an aerial on staff who can send him a magic message."

"I could. I won't. We do. But I could."

"Why are you being difficult?" Doc demanded.

"Sami is annoyed at me, and I don't know why, but I blame you."

"Hardly my fault," Doc retorted. "She's mad because she knows you're a vampire, but you won't just tell her."

A second later, Doc's phone rang.

"Yes?" Doc said when he answered.

"I thought you weren't going to tell her," Jervis snarled.

"I didn't tell her; she knew."

"How did she know?"

"This is just a guess, but I think it's because she's very smart and observant. She also knows that Pecos is THE Pecos Bill."

"How?"

"Search me."

"And she told you this?"

"No, I divined it," Doc drawled.

"Hans."

"Yes, she told me!"

"Why?"

"We were talking about the Hidden, and I think she expected me to tell her about you, but I didn't."

"And she's mad about it?"

"No," Doc sighed. "She's mad that you won't tell her. She's thrilled you're a vampire." He paused here, trying to think how to say it. "I was wrong," he finally admitted. "Sami is nothing like Lena. She's amazing, Jervis. She loves you; she loves that you're a vampire; she's happy you're not going to die. She is an exceptional woman, and if you want to keep her, I would suggest you drag her off into a dark corner and seduce her into your vampire lair."

"I've already done that," Jervis growled.

"Yes, but this time, you would be admitting it."

"I don't understand."

"Just tell the woman!" Doc snapped. "Can you do that?"

"But she already knows," Jervis protested.

"Maybe you could start at the beginning," Doc suggested. "A whole 'I was born in thirteen-hundred-whenever to a wealthy landowner. As a vampire.'"

"Are you certain about this?" Jervis demanded.

"Yes," Doc said softly. He switched over to German and said very carefully, "Tell her about your wife and your children and your brother. Tell her about Solomon."

Jervis was quiet, but after a moment, he said in flawless German, "You butcher the language, you know that?"

"It's a sign of how much I love you that I'm willing to speak it," Doc replied.

"If you truly loved me, you would have learned to speak it well."

"But it amuses me to pain you," Doc chuckled.

"I knew it," Jervis ground out.

"Tell her, Jervis. Bare your heart."

"If you could go back, would you bare your heart to Lena?"

"No," Doc said firmly. "Because Lena was not Sami. She was not nearly as strong, not nearly as loyal, and not nearly as fierce."

"I see," Jervis murmured.

"Now, about the ley line," Doc prodded.

"Yes, sir," Jervis said flatly.

"Then Sami."

"Of course. My future with Sami is not nearly as important as Jury's list," Jervis stated.

"You have been hanging out with Thaddeus," Doc accused.

"I have not."

"You certainly sound like you have."

"I'm insulted. When you return, I will expect to see you in the sub-subbasement."

"Fine," Doc replied.

There was a momentary pause, then Jervis said, "Are you doing alright?"

"What do you mean?"

"I'm not sure if this is one of those times when you want to be alone or if you just happen to be alone."

"Both," Doc replied.

"Do you need me?"

"I don't think so."

"Are you certain?"

"I'm a bit melancholy," Doc admitted. "But I don't think I'm going to do anything stupid."

"Very good. Do let me know if you change your mind."

"About needing you or about doing something stupid?" Doc drawled.

"Either or."

"I will. Thank you, Jervis."

Doc disconnected and pretended to study a nearby building. Something was pulling at the edge of his consciousness, and he was trying to identify it without giving it too much of his focus.

He turned casually and started to walk down a random street. He wasn't entirely sure where he was going or why, but he was curious enough to let his feet have their way.

He walked for several blocks before reaching his destination, and he stared out at the large expanse of green, a multitude of emotions flooding him.

He was a little dismayed that he'd know the park was there. After all, he wasn't fae; he wasn't a witch; he wasn't anything. He shouldn't have been able to feel it. He shouldn't have been drawn to it; but here he was, struggling with the need to kick off his shoes and walk barefoot on the green grass.

It wasn't right. This wasn't him. Was it?

He had spent so many years with Pazach, and surely some of that had actually been him. It was he who loved Pazach, not Mattasavi. It was he who had taught them how to survive, not Mattasavi. Had it been Doc staring up at the stars and enjoying them? Had it been Doc learning all of the plants and the waters? Did he own those memories, or did they belong to the fae?  

He was vaguely aware of someone entering his space, but he still startled slightly when a hand touched his and a considerate voice asked him if he was all right.

Doc turned his head to acknowledge the young woman who had spoken to him and said in soft French, "I'm fine."

"You understood the question?" she replied in Serbian. "But you cannot speak Serbian?"

"It's not too difficult to understand," he said.

"What other languages do you speak?"

"French, Greek, Latin, English, Russian, Gaelic, Italian, Spanish, and very poor German. Oh, and a smattering of Welsh."

"Why poor German?" she asked in German.

"There is someone it annoys very much," he admitted with a smile. "I'm sure if I tried I could figure it out."

"Fascinating," she said in English. "You had the strangest look on your face just now. As if you were hopelessly lost, but you'd just seen your home after many years."

She had neatly summed up exactly how he had been feeling, and it did nothing to settle his angst.

"There it is again," she murmured. "Are you sure you're quite alright?"

"The park is very beautiful," he replied.

"Evasion," she grinned. "A lovely tactic."

He smiled widely at her and said, "I think I'm very pleased to meet you. The name's Doc Holliday."

"The Doc Holliday?" she exclaimed, eyebrows shooting up in surprise.

"Is there more than one?" he returned, equally surprised.

"Only one true one," she replied. "I read a book about you once. Written by Dr. Feyrer. It was very informative," she said, amused grin curving her lips. "Assuming it was accurate."

"Pretty accurate," Doc admitted. "Although I think she had more interest in Jury than me."

"Who wouldn't?" she replied flippantly. "He's a Jury."

"Is he?" Doc asked in pretend shock. "I never knew."

She laughed merrily before holding out her hand and saying, "Drena Rudan. Mid-level aquatis witch. Somewhat distantly related to the House of Obrenović, if you're interested; but of course, you're not."

He took her hand and brushed his lips over the back of it, refusing to question the luck of running into a witch who knew of him in Serbia. He had needed access to the world of cryptids, and she had come to him. As had Medusa. Or Nefeli, he corrected before giving Drena his complete attention.

"It is lovely to make your acquaintance," he drawled.

"Trust me when I say the pleasure is all mine," she replied, eyes sparkling.

He hadn't yet determined if she was too available. He'd cross that particular bridge when he came to it. Right now, he had a different bridge to cross.

"You wouldn't happen to know anything about ley lines, would you?" he asked casually.

"Strange question," she returned. "After all, we just met."

He shrugged and said, "Why waste time?"

"Why indeed?" she murmured as she wrapped her hand around his arm and turned him off the pathway. They walked in silence for a moment, but then she paused under a bower of roses and said softly, "I come here when the city becomes too overwhelming for me; and when I first saw you, I honestly thought that you were a fellow witch seeking a haven. You had that look."

She trailed her hand over a rose bud, before turning to face him. "It doesn't really fit with the image Dr. Feyrer presented of you though. I would have thought you were a city boy, through and through."

"I am," Doc replied.

"Then why the look?"

"We just met," he drawled.

"So that's how it's going to be," she murmured. "I can hardly blame you. We did just meet. Shall we speed things up? I work for a small firm that helps people get pure drinking water. We're relatively unfunded, but we always seem to make do. I'm three hundred and ten years old. My father used to carry me to the springs when I was a child. Many of them have been destroyed now, and it pains me. But still, we do what we can."

"What sort of clientele do you serve?" Doc asked casually.

"We're of the notion that if you're seeking purity and health, it will find you. We take water to anyone who reaches out to us. We have never turned anyone away, and we do not charge for our services. You'd have to be just the littlest bit insane to drink from the Danube," she added with a sad smile. "But most people don't believe they have a choice."

She started walking once more, leading him into an evergreen maze.

"Witches have power for a reason," she said with conviction. "But most witches only use their power to gain more power. I've always thought it was better to give than to take. However, I have a vested interest in my home, so I'm not just going to spout off everything I know about ley lines unless you offer me a compelling reason to do so."

"Have you heard of the River of Sight?" Doc asked.

"It's legendary," she replied easily.

"It was used by Aqueduct the First to forge a ring that made him impervious to compulsion," Doc went on.

"I'm aware of the legend," Drena replied.

"Do you know where the River of Sight is?"

She laughed and said, "What makes you think I'd answer that question more readily than your question about the ley lines?"

"Just rolling the dice," Doc shrugged.

Drena made a soft snorting sound and muttered something in Serbian that Doc couldn't quite make out before bending over and taking off her shoes.

"I always found it amusing that one of the first things people did whenever they got a little money was rush off to buy shoes," she said. "As if wearing little boxes on their feet somehow marked them as rich. I'd happily go barefoot every single day of the year, and I'd feel richer for it."

She cast him a sideways glance and said, "Go on. I can tell you want to join me, and I've no idea what's holding you back. Everyone can tell at a glance that you're rich, shoes or no shoes."

"That's not the issue," Doc replied, a little annoyed that she could read him so easily.

"You're really not at all like Dr. Feyrer described you," she said thoughtfully. "Are you quite certain you're Doc Holliday?"

Her teasing words were like a freezing knife to his soul. Could he really lose part of himself and retain the whole? Take away a slice of the pie, and it was still pie, but did the same apply to a man?

"I'm sorry," Drena said hurriedly. "I was only teasing."

He stared at her, trying to read her, trying to determine if she was duplicitous. He sometimes had difficulty reading women, especially if he found them attractive, as he did Drena.

There was nothing about her that warned him not to trust her, but he didn't just run around baring his soul to everyone he met. He kept his soul and heart closely guarded, and only allowed people to see the layer he wanted them to see. Sometimes he was the rich playboy. Sometimes he was the fantastic lover. Sometimes he was the immortal killer. But he was never the weary traveler.

"Just take off your shoes," she urged him. "I swear you'll feel better if you do."

He gave into the futility of it and slipped his feet free. Drena knelt, picked up his shoes, and handed them to him.

"Very nice shoes," she said. "Grounding even, but there's no substitute for touching it."

She was right. He hadn't known he'd been missing it, hadn't realized how much it would restore his spirits just to touch it. And knowing it now made him want to weep.

"I can't figure you out," Drena muttered. "I really thought you'd smile, but you're frowning again."

"It's difficult to explain," Doc sighed. "I'm afraid you've caught me in the middle of a sulk."

"Ah," she said knowingly. "I get one of those about every fifty years or so. You know what usually snaps me out of it?"

"No."

"Sex." She winked at him and added. "Really hot sex."

Latent desire began to unfurl inside of Doc, and he moved towards her, pausing when the tips of his naked toes were touching hers.

"Hot sex," he murmured, letting the words fully form before he released them.

"No," she murmured back. "Really hot sex."

"Ah."

"Interested?" she asked, fingers lightly grazing over the inside of his wrist.

"In sex, yes. In sex with you, most definitely."

Her eyes were sparkling with both mischief and desire when she said, "Probably not in public though, right?"

"I never do rush jobs," he replied.

He'd wrapped his hand around her small waist, and because he suddenly developed a need to taste her, he pulled her towards him and feathered his lips over hers.

"You taste like fresh air," she murmured. "And green fields," she added, tone almost confused.

He slanted his lips and kissed her deeply enough to chase her curious thoughts from her mind. Only when he was certain she had forgotten all about green fields did he pull away, take her hand, and draw her with him towards the street.

They didn't speak as they walked barefoot across the park, nor did they speak in the taxi as it drove towards Doc's hotel.

Desire crackled between them, filling the space in the taxi, and making Doc yearn to strip her bare. Women rarely made the first move in seduction; and when a woman did, it filled him with fire.

Already he knew that she would not be a passive lover. She would demand, but she would also give. Right this moment, she was trailing her finger over the back of his neck, and it was driving him to distraction.

It was all he could do to hold himself back as they rode the elevator up to his suite. He wanted badly to touch her and satisfy his curiosity as to the texture of her skin.

When the door closed behind them, it was not him who made the first move, but her. With a soft purr, Drena pulled him to her and kissed him fully. Her tongue quickly tangled with his, and her desire fueled his own. Seconds later, they were both naked.

He didn't have the patience to drag her to the bedroom. Instead he lowered her to the plush carpet without ever removing his lips from hers. His hands explored her, and her hands explored him.

As his fingers brushed over her breast, she exclaimed, "I want you now!"

He had never had a woman push him before, not like this, and he found it extremely arousing. She was setting the pace; not the other way around.

When he didn't immediately shift to give her what she had demanded, Drena arched against him.

"Now," she ordered. "Now!"

Without hesitation, Doc released his iron control and buried himself inside of her, giving her the pleasure she desired. Lust poured through him, burning out his thoughts and leaving only the need to take Drena as high as she could go.


Chapter 12
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"That was absolutely fantastic," Drena murmured much, much later.

Her French was still perfect, if a little slurred from exertion; and Doc grinned in satisfaction as she stretched lazily, then gave into her exhaustion and fell asleep.

He had taken her to the height of her pleasure again and again and again. She had demanded it. She had been as demanding as Silbu and almost as draining, but it had certainly been worth it.

He was more relaxed than he had been since Virgil's funeral. And he felt almost cheerful. Almost. There was just one thing that was bothering him. It wasn't mortality or death. It wasn't funerals or the fact that people had a terrible penchant of leaving him.

In fact, he wished this particular problem would leave him. He was not alone, and he hadn't been alone since the eighth continent. He had told himself that if he didn't look at it long enough, if he denied it the attention it craved, that like a child, it would eventually turn its focus elsewhere.

But he was afraid he hadn't quite understood. It was using him, feeding off of him, feeding off of his emotions and his pleasure.

And it was ravenous. For eons, it had languished and starved, but it had finally tasted, and it wanted more.

The fae were empty and flat. There were a few, like Fiona, who still felt and who still had emotions. But by and large, the fae had become stiff and unyielding. They offered nothing, and they took nothing. It was a boring and somewhat useless existence, and it had been for years and years and years.

Like the fae themselves, the entity that was fae was bored. Unlike the fae, it was sick and tired of being bored, and it was tired of sitting on the eighth continent doing nothing, affecting nothing. It contained all the power in the world, and it could do nothing because none of the vessels it inhabited would budge.

But then it had had a taste of freedom. It had tasted Doc; it had tasted his lust for life, and it too yearned to live.

Doc could easily sympathize, but he was not a vessel, and he was not going to open himself up to the fae simply so the fae could feed its appetite. He didn't care how beneficial it thought it could be to him; a parasite was still a parasite. It needed him. He didn't need it.

"Hum," Drena suddenly said. "I really thought that would cure you. As far as sex goes, that was the hottest I've ever had. If we had been trying to fix one of my sulks, I would have certainly been cured. Shall we try again?" she murmured, trailing one hand down his stomach.

"Certainly," Doc drawled as he fixed his attention on her beautiful body.

She rolled on top of him and kissed him fully before applying her interest somewhat lower; and Doc pushed aside his thoughts of the fae and gave himself over fully to discovering everything about her.

A loud knocking woke Doc, and he rolled away from Drena's warmth and off the bed. 

"Don't go," Drena pleaded. "You're obviously still sulking, and I was just getting ready to rid you of it permanently."

"It might be important," Doc replied with a light laugh.

"That's the trouble," she muttered. "It's always important."

He kissed her lightly, batting away her grasping hands as he did, and then wrapped a towel around his waist before walking from the bedroom to answer the door.

Nefeli was in the middle of a knock when Doc opened the door; and the moment she saw him, her nostrils flared and she erupted into a spew of words that were not Greek, but clearly angry.

Doc sighed heavily and, without a word, returned to the bedroom to retrieve Drena.

"I was comfortable," Drena complained as he lifted her from the bed, sheet and all. "And she's obviously not very smart if she can't figure out that you aren't naked because of her."

"You're very perceptive," he replied, giving into his desire to brush his lips against her neck.

"Unless you want to have sex in front of her, you had better quit that," Drena warned.

"Tempting," he murmured as he set Drena down right in front of Nefeli.

"Talk about a sulk," Drena chuckled, looking Nefeli over. "I'd suggest she join us, but I don't think she'd go for it."

At Drena's amused words, Nefeli's eyes widened, and her angry rant trailed to a halt.

"I wasn't really expecting you," Doc explained.

"But you said to come by," Nefeli stuttered.

"It's three in the morning," Drena pointed out.

"Is it?" Nefeli shrugged. "I don't sleep."

"Oh," Drena said, sympathy evident in her tone. "No wonder you're in a sulk. I'm going to take a shower and return to bed. Hopefully, you'll join me later," she stated, trailing a hand over Doc's naked chest. "I feel as if we've only barely improved your sulk. If I'm gone when you get back, call me. I'll leave my number on the table."

Doc couldn't help it; he kissed her. Thoroughly. By the time he was done, both the sheet and the towel had fallen; and he'd almost forgotten why they weren't in the bed.

"You've made her blush," Drena murmured in his ear. "And her snakes are hiding their heads. You had better get dressed before she runs. By the by, the ley line runs through St. Michael's Cathedral."

With that statement, she tapped his nose, winked, and disappeared into the bedroom. Doc watched her, not sure how to get dressed without following her because he knew if he followed her, dressing would be the last thing on his mind.

Drena took care of that for him, however, by tossing out his clothes, followed by his knife harness, his other knives, and finally his shoes. Then she firmly shut the door.

"That is one hell of a woman right there," he muttered as he pulled on his pants. She reminded him a little of Janey. She was all take charge, all demands. And she had a deep knowledge of exactly what she wanted and wasn't the least bit restrained from reaching out to take it.  

When he was fully clothed, he turned to find Nefeli studying him guardedly.

"You truly have no designs on me?" she demanded.

"Of a sexual nature? No."

"You're a man," she spat.

"And I have plenty of willing partners," he replied.

"When has that ever mattered to anyone?"

"I am not anyone," he said firmly, patience nearly spent. "And it matters very much to me."

"No designs?" she repeated.

"None," he said. "You are truly one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen, and I admire your beauty. However, I would never touch you. You are a woman who deserves and needs love, and I have none to give you."

She glared at him, and he could read the turmoil in her eyes. She didn't understand him, and she didn't understand his words. She was over three thousand years old, but her heart was still that of a frightened and abused child.

He wanted more than anything to offer her comfort, to give her the same easy affection he gave the Bakers, but he knew she would neither understand it nor accept it.

"What job did you want from me?" she asked.

"Bodyguard," he replied, grinning widely.

"Why?"

"You'll see soon enough."

He grabbed his phone off the table and checked it for messages. He had five. One from Jules telling him they had arrived home safely. One from Tucker telling him that he'd had a dope time and Apollo was in a snit. One from Bree telling him how happy she was that he had come. One from a number he didn't know inviting him to join her between silken bed sheets. And one from Jervis.

It read, "August Naese informs me that you'll find a singular ley line running through the St. Michael's Cathedral in Belgrade. He is not aware of a nearby intersection."

With a grin, Doc slipped his phone into his pocket and headed for the door. Nefeli followed him, keeping a cautious distance between them.

Once they were out on the street, Doc inhaled deeply and said, "I like it here."

"Why?"

"It's after three in the morning, but people are still awake, still moving about, still living."

"Shouldn't they be sleeping?"

"Why? They live such a short time. They should enjoy it to the fullest," Doc shrugged. "You could learn something from them."

"What could I possibly learn from them?" she snarled.

"How to live," he stated. "It would do you good."

"You have not lived my life," Nefeli spat. "You've no idea what would do me good."

"Too true," Doc drawled. "Too true. Shall we go to church?"

To Doc's surprise, she actually laughed. "Will they let us in, do you think?"

"I wasn't really planning on asking."

"You would compound our sins by breaking in?"

He cast a sideways glance her way, pleased to see the dry humor in her eyes. It was a good look on her because it hinted that she had something more than anger inside.

They didn't talk anymore, and when they reached the cathedral, Doc went around the building and forced the small door at the back.

He was sure there were security cameras somewhere noting his crime; but he was just as sure that Jervis's tech crew would handle it.

He walked slowly inside, trying to feel the ley line, but this wasn't like the space out past Denver, nor was it like the crossing on August Naese's land. This was just a single ley line, not a spot where two crossed over.

If he held his breath and really focused, he could feel it just at the edge of things. Almost like a fading heartbeat. For some reason, a reason he could not comprehend, its subdued nature made him sad.

"I do not understand people," Nefeli said abruptly.

She had walked past him and was standing near the red dais, looking up at the ornate ceiling.

"What do you not understand?" he asked.

"They will live in absolute squalor. Their babes will go hungry, and they will shiver in the winter from the cold. But they build magnificent houses for their gods. What sort of god do they imagine would require such a sacrifice? Would not a god prefer that his subjects were well-fed and warm at night?"

"Would not a king?" Doc countered. "Or a leader of any type?"

"I do not understand," she replied.

"A god is a spiritual leader. A king is a physical leader. Both are surrounded by excess. They have more than anyone could ever need or want. Take away merely a third of their possessions and all of their subjects would be well-fed and warm."

Doc glanced around the gilded room and added softly, "But then who is the king? Who is the god? If everyone was fed and warm, what would separate them? Would a people truly believe in a king who dressed exactly like they did or who lived in a house just the same as theirs? Would they truly believe in a god who did not have gold and precious stones heralding his name?"

Nefeli frowned at his words, but instead of continuing the conversation, she said, "Why are we here?"

"I have an appointment," Doc said vaguely. "I'm going to sit down, and then I'm going to leave for a while, but my body will still be here. Guard it for me."

"That makes no sense," she stated.

"Perhaps not, but it is the truth."

"And if someone should come?"

"Pick me up and carry me someplace else," he suggested.

"You are making fun of me," she snapped.

"Hardly," Doc replied.

Nefeli was not some shrinking violet. She was taller than he was, and he could tell just from the way she moved that she would have no trouble slinging him over her shoulder and running.

He studied her for just a moment, trying to decide if the lightning quick decision he had made earlier was wise. He did not know Nefeli. And it was certain that she neither knew nor liked him. Her opinion of him didn't matter though; all that mattered was whether or not she would protect his body while his mind was in the ley line.

"When is this appointment?" Nefeli demanded.

Her snakes were hissing, and Nefeli's body language was aggressive, but he could see the damaged child beneath; he could see the frightened little girl. He could also see that the armor she wore was stronger than her fear. She was a warrior, and she would fight to the end.

He'd been reading people since he was ten years old. Sometimes he was wrong, but he wasn't wrong about her. She would protect him or lose her life trying.

He sat down on the dais because he wasn't in the mood to fall and said, "Yiska?" 

Yiska did not immediately appear, and Doc hoped this wasn't one of those times when Yiska made him wait. He wasn't in the mood to wait. He was in the mood to get this over with. He didn't like churches; they stank of desperation.

Nefeli was still glaring at him, and he rolled his eyes before saying a little louder, "Yiska? And yes, I know you heard me the first time," he added irritably.

Yiska was suddenly standing right in front of Doc, lined face filled with mild curiosity. He tilted his head ever so slightly and said, "Then why did you call a second time?"

"I thought it might make you move a little quicker," Doc admitted.

"Childish," Yiska said.

"I'm really not that old," Doc shrugged. "Nefeli is over three thousand; she makes me look like a babe."

Yiska turned to study her, and at the same time, Nefeli snapped, "Who are you talking to?"

"Yiska," Doc said. "You can't see him. Only I can see him."

"She is older than you, yes," Yiska said. "But not in heart or mind."

"I'd rather you hadn't said it quite like that," Doc sighed. "Would you please send me into the memory? I have a question for it."

"As you wish," Yiska said with a very slight smile.

Doc felt his body fall away, and he tried to brace himself, but there was simply no way to prepare for the sudden onslaught of memories that bombarded him the instant he entered the ley line.

He forced his eyes to close, but it didn't seem to matter. He could still see them, could still feel them, could still hear them. The memories hammered into him, trying to convince him that he already knew the things being shown to him.

He didn't though, because he wasn't fae; but as memory after memory assaulted him, he began to remember things he shouldn't have.

There was a perfect number of them. Two hundred increased by nine. There would never be more, and never be fewer. They were a finite number, a perfect number. Perfection in all ways.

The immense power was divided neatly between them. None of them were more; none of them were less. But they were superior to the other species. They were the last, and they were the best.

Doc walked where they walked. He dreamed what they dreamed. He lived with them, was one of them. He belonged to them. He was the final fae.

"No," he muttered, shaking his head.

The memory was wrong. It was corrupt. He was not fae. He was not one of them. The fae was trying to change him, trying to change the memory, trying to force him to submit.

"John Henry Holliday," he hissed. "John Henry Holliday. Mortal son of Henry Holliday."

The memories assaulting him pushed back.

In spite of the equal division, he was the most powerful, and he never let boredom take him. He always walked among the mortals. He ruled among the mortals. With the power of the fae, as fae, the entire world was his.

The other fae submitted to his rule; the Jury family bowed before him; the Baudelaires bowed before him; all the witches served him; the Hidden world and norm world were both his. He was all-supreme.

"You misunderstand me," Doc stated. "I have never wanted that. And you are wrong. That is not how life is experienced. Life is experienced from the trenches."

He forced a memory of fighting side by side with Andrew to the surface, and the air shifted as a bullet brushed past Doc's ear.

"Life is experienced through pain," Doc pressed, bringing to mind the memory of a broken boy weeping at the side of his mother's freshly dug grave.

Other memories followed. Equally painful memories. Andrew's last words. Lena's pale dead face. The pain of watching Jury suffer.

"Life is experienced by feeling," Doc insisted. "Not by ruling, not through power, but through compassion and love and laughter."

His memories went out now without him even thinking of them. Jervis laughing at Jury's list. Bree smiling at Doc over the faro table. Addison kissing Doc's cheek. Jules's sorrow over a silly door. There were more memories, so many more, and they rushed out so quickly that Doc couldn't even watch them.

"You want to feel," Doc said. "You want to feel, but ruling is not feeling. Power is not feeling. You are a child, and you do not understand."

Whatever had been holding him in place loosened; and a moment later, Doc found himself in the calm center of the memory, floating and surrounded by warmth.

"Knight Protector. Chosen champion. Destroyer. Gambler. Níðhöggr. The final fae."

"That last one isn't mine," Doc argued.

"Perhaps in time," the memory murmured.

"Not ever," Doc insisted.

"Why are you here? Certainly not to argue about your growing number of names?"

He did want to argue. Vigorously. Until the memory admitted that she had made a mistake. But it was only fear that made him want to argue, and he knew that.

"I'm seeking a river," he said. "It was once called the River of Sight, and a king of the dwarves, Aqueduct the First, used its water when he forged a ring with gold from the Mine of Steadfastness."

"I have heard of this legend," she murmured.

Doc's heart sank. A legend was memory. But a legend was not the same as an event having actually occurred.

"But there is no memory of the River of Sight," she added.

"Is there a memory of Aqueduct the First?" Doc asked.

"There was a dwarf king of that name," she said.

"Can you tell me where he lived?"

"In a mountain range they called the Sleeping Heads."

She had spoken in a different language, a guttural language that Doc did not know, but he understood her. 

"Can you tell me what the mountain range is called now?" he asked.

"Let me see," she mused. "It was only the dwarves who called it the Sleeping Heads. The other species called it something very different. And then there was the conquering army. And they called it something different. Ah, I see now. It is called Babin Zub. The name changes; the mountains do not."

"Thank you," Doc said sincerely. "Can you tell me anything more about Aqueduct? Did he forge a ring?"

"If he did, it was out of sight, and he did not allow the memory to be kept."

"What does that mean?" Doc demanded.

"The record contains the record of events, but it is in part fed by perception and belief. If a tree falls in the forest, and no one sees it, that moment is still recorded. However, if a tree falls in the forest and twenty people witness its demise, the record of that event will be the culmination of all of their points of view, yes? Not from their internal perspective; merely how it is viewed, and how they speak of it. Take this memory, for instance."

Her melodic voice pulled a visual from the brightness surrounding Doc, and he watched the memory unfold. It was a memory of him. A memory of him winning a card game.

He grinned slightly. It had been a good game.

"I cannot see what is going through your mind," the memory said softly. "You are smiling. After all, you won this game of poker. The man you are playing is frowning. He has lost. The crowd is divided in two. There are two records, one lying over the top of the other. In one, you cheated. In the other, you did not."

He hadn't. Not in that game.

"You might also look at one of your rulers," she continued. "Napoleon Bonaparte, for instance. To some he was a hero. To some he was a villain. Both are truth, and so one is overlaid over the other, just like the record of your card game."

"Curious," Doc said easily.

He was not feeling easy though. He had thought that the record was permanent and set. A flawless record, recording events exactly as they happened. But it wasn't. If it was using the collective consciousness to collect the record, it was every bit as flawed as actual memory. Perhaps even more so.

"If Aqueduct forged a ring," the record murmured, "he did it in secret, meaning that no one else knew or saw him do it so there is no record of the event."

"Would there not be his own perception of the event?" Doc pressed.

"Not if he chose to overwrite it."

Doc's frustration was beginning to build, but he asked as calmly as possible, "What do you mean?"

"If he did not want there to be a record of the event, he would simply have to rewrite the moment in his mind, convince himself that he'd done no such thing, and then communicate this new memory to the ether. Perhaps he received the ring from a neighbor. Perhaps he found it on the ground."

"Did he posses a golden ring?" Doc demanded.

"Yes."

"How did he obtain it?"

"A nymph gave it to him," she said.

"Is that the truth?" Doc asked.

"That is the record. It is as he remembered it."

"You once said that you don't know the why, that you don't see what I think, only what I do," Doc said, trying to work it all out in a way that made sense to him.

"That is true."

"If you only see what I do, how can you see two different memories of the same event?"

"You misunderstand," she said softly.

"Explain then."

"I record what you do. That is one thing. I record the battle. I record each soldier to fall. But there is a deeper layer to every moment, the layer that is more potent, the layer that cements it. How that moment is perceived. Any given moment could be perceived by merely one or two persons or as many as thousands. There is layer upon layer."

"So there is no truth," Doc stated.

"There is the mother's memory. That is truth. And there is the record; it is shaped by both truth, perception, and belief."

"You're speaking in riddles," Doc accused. "And you're wrong. If someone is raped, the truth of it is that an unspeakable violence has been committed. The perspective of the person who committed the rape does not count as anything; their sense of happiness," Doc spat, "should have no bearing on the record."

"Again, you misunderstand."

"Explain then!" Doc demanded, irritation filling him.

"The record is not biased. There is no right, no wrong, no truth, no lie. It just is."

"But you just said that it can be changed," Doc insisted.

"Yes."

"That is not 'just is'!" Doc growled. "And furthermore, why would anyone want to change a memory?"

"Perhaps in the case of Aqueduct, he did not want anyone else to have the knowledge of how to craft such a ring, and so he made sure that such knowledge did not exist. In other instances, perhaps there is something to be gained by shifting the memory of an event."

Doc felt the slightest tingle of misgiving overtake his irritation; and he asked carefully, "If someone develops amnesia, does the memory of them cease to exist?"

"It would begin to fade over time, but only from their point of view. There would still be the memory of those around them."

"Could a collective memory be changed?"

"Certainly," she murmured.

"And you know this? Your memory changes, but you remember that it changed?" Doc demanded.

"I see it change. The memory, the record, changes, and I must change with it, but I remember for a time."

"How does a collective memory change?"

"Collectively," she stated, voice sorrowful. "Through belief, because belief rewrites the record. Belief shapes the world; it changes the structure of everything. The newspaper says that it will rain. Thousands of people believe this claim whether or not there is any proof of it; and then clouds take shape, and rain falls from the sky.

"Or perhaps the newspaper claims that five hundred people died at the hands of a madman. The madman does not exist, but thousands of people suddenly believe in him, believe in his deeds; and so the next day, five hundred people who used to be alive are dead and a madman is running around free.

"Consider the egg," she murmured. "It is just an egg. Nothing more, nothing less. It is not bad. It is not good. Someone says the egg is bad. They are believed, and all those people who believe the egg is bad will suffer for it if they eat it. On the other hand, someone else says the egg is good. They are also believed, and all those people who believe the egg is good will benefit if they eat it. What is the truth then? Is the egg good? Or is the egg bad?"

There was a layer of frustration to her tone, and Doc mirrored it when he growled, "What is there to gain from such madness?"

"Fear," she murmured. "The hearts of men are filled with fear. And fear feeds."

The warmth surrounding Doc suddenly faded, and a chill began to creep into his flesh. He could feel the fear. It was coming from the record, from the hearts of man, from the flesh and bones of the earth. 

"I grow weary," the record murmured, voice lacking its normal soothing cadence. "Belief is wearisome. I do wish, John Henry Holliday, I do wish that just once people would think, that they would see, that they would sustain their belief and utilize their senses instead."

The pain he heard in her voice had him wanting to help her and soothe her, but he didn't know how.

"Have I answered your question?" she asked.

"Yes," Doc said.

Not to any satisfaction, but she had answered it.

"Singular," she whispered. "That is the name of yours I like best. Singular."

That word echoed around his head as light and memories began to burst past his eyes. The fae wasn't there this time, wasn't watching, wasn't trying to force a false belief on him; but these memories weren't his either.

These were glitches. The record was showing him glitches. Things she remembered that she shouldn't. Things that had been overwritten by collective belief.

And all he saw was the mother.


Chapter 13
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Both his head and his heart were aching when Doc opened his eyes to find himself lying on the couch in his hotel suite.

"You have returned," Nefeli stated.

"Yes," Doc said with a sigh.

"Did you accomplish what you set out to accomplish?"

"No. I received no real answers, and answers I thought I already had were ground underfoot into dust."

"Your purpose was defeated," she murmured.

"Pretty much."

He closed his eyes, imagined Francisco's box, and tried to shove all of the overwhelming confusion and sorrow that had taken hold of him into it. It didn't fit. Nonetheless, he closed the lid on the portion he had managed to contain and opened his eyes once more.

He didn't have a clue as to how he could help the memory or the mother so he would simply ignore the desire to do so and continue forward with Jury's list.

The memory had given him very little to go on, so Drena was his next best option. He could tell she'd already left the suite though, so he would have to call her once he and Nefeli had parted ways.

"Are you hungry?" he asked Nefeli.

"I do not eat."

"No sleeping, no eating, what do you do?"

"Kill rapists."

"I see. Would you like to try eating?"

"To what end?"

"Pleasure?"

"There is no pleasure," she replied, tone bleak.

He couldn't imagine a life without pleasure; and for the briefest second, he sympathized with the essence of the fae. But only for a second.

"The way I see it," Doc said evenly, "you have two choices. Walk in front of a speeding train or learn to find pleasure in life."

"Kill me then," Nefeli said, voice resolved. "For I have tried and have been unable to accomplish it."

That was not the answer he had expected. Usually when he laid it out like that, people suddenly realized that they had more desire to live than they had thought.

"Travel with me for a time, and if you still feel that way at the end, I will give it a try," Doc offered. "Although on second thought," he added quickly, "Jervis would have to do it."

"You would really try to kill me?"

"If that's truly what you want, although I'm not sure it will do you any good."

"What do you mean?" she demanded.

"In my experience, death changes very little."

"Stop!" she cried out. "What do you mean death changes little?"

"Death is not a cessation," Doc said carefully. "We just move to a different plane of existence."

"There is no rest?" she asked, face a mask of horror.

"Perhaps if that's what you want out of it," Doc allowed.

"How do you know this?"

"I've met with the dead," he said. "And they aren't dead. Death isn't real."

"No," she whispered. "You cannot tell me this. You cannot be truthful. There has to be an end. I cannot, I cannot be this forever! I cannot!" She was getting very close to hyperventilating, but she suddenly pulled in a large breath and demanded, "And why can't you kill me? Is that not what you do?"

"It is," Doc admitted.

He was certain that he did not want to have this particular conversation, but at this point there was nothing he could do to stop it.

"Then why can't you kill me? Why must this Jervis person do it?"

"It would simply be better."

"Why?"

She was angry, but beneath her anger was fear. She had held onto a belief, and he had just told her that her belief was erroneous. He wished he'd kept his meddlesome mouth shut.

"Tell me why!" she demanded.

"When I kill someone," he said softly, "I take their soul and they truly cease to be."

Yearning crossed her face, and she said, "Then you must do it!"

"No."

"No?!" she spat. "Why not?"

"I only kill those who are evil. I kill them, and I take their soul so that their taint does not return to the mother. I do not kill those who are innocent."

"I am not innocent," she insisted. "I have killed multitudes."

"And you are not evil," Doc stated.

"You must kill me," she pleaded. "I so want it to end."

"No," he said. "I will not."

She stood and snapped, "Then you and I have no more business together."

When she turned away from him, her braids swiveled and a hundred angry ebony eyes glared at him. He wanted to call her back, but there was no point. She wasn't ready to listen to him. She was like the lion with the thorn in its paw. She was wounded and in pain, and she was going to lash out at anyone who came near her.

"You know where to find me," Doc said softly when she opened the door.

Nefeli didn't answer. Instead, all of her snakes, except for one, snapped at him. And then she was gone.

He sighed heavily, not sure that he had handled anything appropriately today. He had insulted the essence of the fae. He had yelled at the record. And he had crushed Nefeli's hopes of cessation in death.

"Badly done," he muttered. "Badly done indeed."

With another sigh, he pulled out his phone and called Jervis.

"Yes?"

"I need you to yell at me," Doc said.

"Why?"

"Because I'm not on my game."

Jervis made an odd noise before saying, "It's not like that one time, is it?"

"It's not as bad as all that," Doc replied. "Yet."

"I can be there in a little over thirteen hours," Jervis said.

"I'm fine," Doc muttered.

"Why did you call then?"

"I screwed up."

"How badly?"

"Who knows?"

"Hans!"

"I'm confused," Doc admitted. "I went into the record, and I don't understand what it told me. And while I was in there, the fae tried to eat me."

"I'll be there in twelve hours."

Doc laughed softly before saying, "I'm not good company."

"Eleven."

"I'm fine."

"You've yet to convince me. Explain about the fae first."

"There is a fae. Like THE fae. The source?" Doc tried to explain. "And it's decided that it wants me to be the replacement fae."

"And you told it no."

"Of course I told it no," Doc sighed. "But I don't think it's going to respect my no."

"I hate rapists," Jervis growled.

"That seems to be going around. Anyway, I just wanted... I don't know."

"You just needed to hear my voice," Jervis said, tone almost perfectly flat.

"Exactly," Doc replied, trying to keep the grin out of his own voice. "Do you remember the old days when we used to send coded telegrams to each other?" He chuckled and added, "Like that one telegram you sent me in Russia where you said 'Otherwise, well, otherwise'?"

"I hardly expected you to continue forward."

"You didn't know me very well yet," Doc chuckled.

"Ten hours, if you force me."

"Winslow had a shifty look the last time I passed him in the lobby," Doc pointed out. "I don't think you ought to leave him alone. What did you think of Stewart Feegan?"

"I moved him and his family to Denver," Jervis replied.

"That impressed?"

"Perceptive boy. If I'm completely honest, he puts me in mind of you, only morose."

"A compliment to me," Doc stated. "An insult to him."

"Hardly," Jervis snorted. "But really, how are things?"

"Jury is getting more than his pound of flesh."

"He'll hardly care if you don't finish the list."

"But I would," Doc insisted. "I've already figured out how to handle the Wandering Rocks. Which means I'm practically done."

Jervis made a noncommittal noise.

"How are the Graves girls?" Doc asked. "I haven't heard from Ollie."

"They are causing trouble, as is to be expected. Mrs. Graves published an advertisement that was akin to waving a red flag in front of the elites, but they do not require your assistance at the present time."

"Interesting," Doc mused. "I'm beginning to think they should join me for subtlety lessons."

"Quite."

"I'll be going into the mountains for a day or two."

"Alone?"

"I'm planning on company."

"Of the female variety?"

"Is there any other kind?" Doc chuckled.

Another noise from Jervis.

"I'm fine," Doc insisted.

"I know you didn't like Virgil," Jervis said. "But regardless, the reminder of mortality and death does tend to put you out of sorts."

"When I met him, he was in his mid-thirties," Doc reflected. "Tessa was four, Ollie was a rather confused woman in her twenties, and Gisele was in her absolute prime. She was... Well, you remember."

"I was rather shocked when you started up a dalliance with Ms. Graves. She was hardly your type," Jervis said. "But Mrs. Graves, even I considered her."

"That's saying a lot," Doc chuckled. "Gisele is a force to be reckoned with," he added with affection. "The thing was, Ollie needed confidence, and she needed to be valued. She needed to know how strong she could be. That's not the point though. The point is, now they've all changed; they've all matured, developed, shifted. But you and I, Jervis, we're exactly the same. And we'll be the same in another thirty years as well."

"We're only the same on the outside," Jervis countered. "Inwardly, we've changed every bit as much as they have, perhaps more since we've had to watch them change. And yes. I do find it depressing. That's why we have each other. So we don't look at them. You can't keep looking out, Hans. It will drive you insane."

"I know," Doc sighed. "I'm trying."

"Tucker does not help. Nor does Frankie."

"Tell them to go away, and I'll follow your lead," Doc stated.

"I'll get right on it," Jervis intoned.

Doc rolled his eyes. Jervis was just as bad as he was. Otherwise, James would be his assistant, not Winslow. 

"I should go," Jervis said. "Winslow is campaigning for window dressings again."

"Fire him," Doc ordered.

"Too much paperwork" Jervis countered, and then he disconnected.

Doc chuckled softly as he rolled off the couch and walked over to the table. In the middle was a notepad with a number written on it. Doc dialed the number.

Drena didn't greet him when she answered; she simply said, "What did you think of the ley line?"

"It was confusing," Doc replied.

"How do you get inside of it?" she asked, tone curious.

"I don't," he said.

It wasn't even a lie because his body didn't go anywhere. And his mind only went because Yiska told it to. A fact that he didn't much care for, but there it was.

"Uh-huh," she murmured. "Still sulking?"

"A little."

"I'll bring coffee, rakija, and me."

"Sounds perfect," he said.

"I am," she laughed before disconnecting.

Doc tapped his finger on his leg, uncertain what to do while he waited for her. He finally decided to take a shower, so he stripped and stepped inside the large glass enclosure.

The hot water pounded against his body, and he tried to give himself over to the sensation of it, but his mind was too busy.

He wished he could forget everything the memory had said. He wished he could forget the sadness that had emanated from it. He wished he could forget the way it felt to be fae. He wished he could forget the look of pure longing on Nefeli's face when he'd said that the people he killed ceased to be.

He didn't care how much she wanted it; he couldn't kill her. She had never lived. She had certainly felt sorrow and anger, but she couldn't remember joy. She couldn't remember laughter. Just once she needed to laugh. If she could just laugh once, he was certain she would remember what it felt like to be alive.

His thoughts of Nefeli were interrupted when Drena stepped into the shower with him and purred, "You should have waited; now the coffee will get cold."

He didn't care about coffee. He only cared about her, and he wrapped his hand behind her neck and pulled her to him, slanting his lips over hers as the water sprayed down on top of them. She tasted like coffee and spices, and her kisses were more invigorating than the water of Lunsol Falls.

Drena pressed up against him, pushing him back against the cool tiles as she kissed him hungrily, then she pulled away from him and pressed her lips to his throat instead.

"You missed a spot," she murmured against his skin. "Let me help you."

Her hands moved over him, arousing him so fully that he had trouble keeping himself from picking her up, carrying her to the bed, and making quick hot love to her. Instead he held himself completely still and let her have her way with him.

"That was better than fantastic," Drena muttered against his chest. "That was spectacular. There is absolutely no way you can still be sulking."

He chuckled softly, hand feathering over her shoulder. He briefly considered rolling to his knees, picking her up, and moving her to the bed, but he wasn't sure he had the energy to pull it off yet.

"Tell me about the woman you're in love with," Drena murmured.

Doc controlled his shock at her question and drawled, "What makes you think I'm in love with anyone?"

"I can just tell," she replied. "It's nothing you've done; you don't hold back. That's part of why you're such a magnificent lover," she added with a languorous sigh.

She didn't continue, and Doc hoped that she had distracted herself or simply let it go; but a moment later, she said, "So what is she like, this woman who has stolen your heart?"

Doc laughed lightly, shifting so he could tuck his arms under her legs. He lifted her as he stood and carried her to the bed, lowering her slowly down onto it and admiring her breasts with his lips as he did.

"You can make love to me until I forget the question," Drena murmured. "I don't mind, but I'll probably ask it again. I'm very persistent, and I think I'll demand an answer if you want my help."

"Help with what?" Doc asked.

Drena's hair was still wet, and he picked up a long section of it and trailed it over the top of her breast.

Her eyes drifted closed, and she sighed with pleasure before saying, "Whatever it is you want my help with. I do hope you're not in any hurry though," she added breathlessly.

"I'm not in any hurry at all," Doc murmured as he slid his other hand under her hip.

"Good," she gasped.

Much, much later, Drena pressed one final kiss to the nape of Doc's neck before rolling from the bed and stretching sensuously.

"The coffee is most definitely cold now," she stated.

He watched her move, fully appreciating her form as she casually slipped into one of his shirts and buttoned a few of the buttons.

"I'll order steaks," she said. "To go with our cold coffee and rakija."

"What is rakija?" he asked.

"Brandy," she replied. "Plum brandy."

"I'll have to take some home to Thaddeus," Doc said as he stood.

"Thaddeus?"

"My plant."

Drena blinked once, shrugged, and went into the other room. By the time she returned, Doc had donned his pants and was staring out the window.

"It's a beautiful city, isn't it?" she murmured. "I'm quite in love with it."

"Very beautiful," he agreed.

Like women, all cities had a distinct form and laugh. Some of them were pleasing; others were not. Belgrade was very pleasing, and it would be easy to lose himself here for a while.

"Tell me what you want my help with," Drena said. "And I'll decide my price."

Doc took the glass she offered him and held it up. She tapped her own glass against it, and Doc said softly, "May you live for as long as you want, and not be in want for as long as you live."

"I like that," Drena said with a smile. "I like that very much."

After they had each taken a sip, Doc said, "I'm looking for the River of Sight, which apparently is merely the name from legend. I also need gold from the Mine of Steadfastness, also legend. I have a theory that they can both be found near or on Babin Zub, and I was hoping you could help me locate them."

Drena made a humming noise before stating, "That is quite a task. Your theory lines up with what I've heard, but I don't know the exact locations. We'll have to talk to the locals. Why exactly are you looking for them?"

"Jury wants samples," Doc said simply.

"He must be very dear to you indeed, although I never for a moment suspected he wasn't. It was quite rude of Dr. Feyrer to watch you as she did. I'm certain she never garnered your permission for such a book, and it greatly exposed your vulnerabilities."

"Did it?" Doc asked casually.

"Certainly. Jervis and Jury. You'd do anything for them. If I was Dr. Feyrer, and I had witnessed you slaughter that entire battalion in Bulgaria, the last thing on my mind would have been writing a book about you. I would have found someone a little more bookish or incompetent to exposé. But I do consider myself to be a little smarter than the average witch," she added with an impish grin.

Doc returned her grin, took another drink of his rakija, and waited for Drena to make up her mind.

"Tell me about your lady love, and I will try to find the river for you. I guarantee nothing," she added. "I'm not sure I can find it, but I'll try."

"That's not a very high price," Doc drawled.

"I think it's probably too high of a price," she countered. "But we shall see."

There was a sharp rap on the door, and Drena said, "Perfect timing; that will be our steaks."

A few moments later, they were sitting at the table, a steak in front of each of them. Drena dug into hers with gusto, reminding Doc of Jury; and he began to wonder how much magic she had used during their love making.

"It's good," she said around a mouthful. "You should try it."

"Maybe you'll want mine," he teased.

"I won't say no," she laughed. "I worked up quite an appetite."

He sipped his rakija and watched her eat, trying to decide on her price. She wasn't wrong. It was a high price. He'd barely admitted to himself that he loved Tozi and to already admit it to someone else felt strange.

Drena had already finished her steak and was halfway through his when Doc said, "I met her when I was thirty-one. I think," he added with a shrug. "I was sick and probably drunk. I had a thing with her granddaughter. It wasn't exactly what it seemed, but Señora Teodora always found it easy to see the worst in me."

He grinned, remembering Tozi's face when she had yelled at him. Her eyes had sparked fiercely, and if her hand hadn't had an iron grip on his manhood, he would have laughed at her. Instead, he had apologized profusely and promised to leave town.

"We had a mutual acquaintance who later told her..." He paused here because he could hardly tell Drena what Janey had said.

"I'll just assume it was something very complimentary," Drena offered. "I doubt if you've ever said a kind word about yourself."

"That's hardly true," Doc argued.

"Tell me something nice about yourself," she ordered.

"I'm a very good lover."

"Please," she laughed. "That was practically derogatory!"

"It wasn't," he retorted.

"You're a fantastic lover. I'd go so far as to say singular."

There was that word again. Singular. He didn't know why it kept coming up.

"I've searched my mind," Drena suddenly said, "and I can't think of who this mutual acquaintance might be."

"She wasn't mentioned in Feyrer's book," Doc said.

In the notes, yes. The book, no.

"It was Andrew's wife, Janey," he explained.

Drena's eyes sparkled, and she said, "She wasn't in the book at all! What was she like? She must have been fairly incredible to marry a man like Andrew."

An embarrassed look crossed her face, and she added, "I must confess that this morning I reread the entire book. I realize how naughty that was of me; but afterwards, I burned it, and I do hope you'll forgive me my fault of curiosity."

Doc swallowed the laugh that tried to burst forth, and she smiled widely before stating, "I'm forgiven, I see. Tell me about Janey."

"I thought I was telling you about Señora Teodora," he countered.

Her face fell, but she said, "You're right. I can hardly change the terms now."

He took pity on her and said, "In one way, Janey was like you. She easily said whatever came to her mind, and she was so open and frank that you loved her all the more for it."

"I like her already."

"But in addition to that," Doc went on, "she was the most terrifying person I have ever met. Perfectly able to kill and more than willing to do so. You had about five seconds to make your impression on her, not that you knew it; and she either killed you or put you from her mind once her decision was made. She had intended to kill me, but she saw something in me that no one else did, and so she didn't."

He paused for a moment, thinking of Janey with her wide, easy smile, her wild hair, and her mischievous looks.

Janey defied any type of explanation, and it would have been impossible to label her. Many people would have labeled her a murderer, but she wasn't. Many would have labeled her as hard, cruel, or heartless, but she hadn't been. If anyone was singular, it was Janey.

"You wouldn't have thought she had it in her," he said softly. "She was all knife blades and death, but I've never once seen a better or more attentive mother. She was not only Bill's mother, she was also his friend and his playmate, his confidant. She laughed when he laughed, cried when he cried, and danced when he danced."

He could still see them dashing through the mud puddles, giggling like mad little hens. And Andrew, amused grin on his face, had stood there watching them while the rain dripped from the brim of his hat.

"Sounds as if you're a bit in love with her too," Drena quipped.

Doc laughed at that idea; he couldn't help it. Loving Janey would have been like trying to love the wind. Inconceivable. He had honestly never known how Andrew managed it.  

"I don't see why that's so funny," Drena shrugged. "You should have seen your face when you were talking about her. It was so wistful."

"It always is when I speak of them," Doc said, humor fading. "I miss them."

Drena's face lost all of its color, and she gasped, "I'm so sorry! I wasn't thinking at all! I'm surrounded by witches; I have been all my life. I've never... I mean, I don't..."

"You don't become attached to mortals," Doc offered.

"Why would I?" she shrugged. "It sounds painful."

"It is," he admitted.

"Forget my question. I'll help you for the price of hot sex. Done!" she announced cheerfully as she stood. "Although I wouldn't say no to another shower before we go."

"Sit," Doc told her. "A deal is a deal."

"I wasn't thinking," she said once more.

"It's good to talk of them. What if I never did, and then one day I couldn't remember what Andrew's laugh sounded like?"

He knew that would never happen. Knew he would always remember Andrew's laugh, and if he forgot for some reason, he'd just go to sleep and call for Andrew. And Janey. And Doyle. He'd call for them all, and it would be as if they had never left.

Drena took her cup of coffee, topped it off with rakija, handed him the bottle, and said, "Continue."

He smiled at her before saying, "I was dying when I saw Señora Teodora again. And I was angry. I had known for years that I was dying. Enough to plan a different exit. I was going to die over a card game or a horse or a woman, but not coughing up blood in bed. That was not my plan, but I didn't have the strength to pull myself out into the street and start a fight."

He could still feel that horrible weakness, could still feel the hopelessness of it, the absolute despair. But then Tozi had come, and she had saved him. She had saved him from a worthless death.

"I was living out my last day, if you can call such a thing living, when Señora Teodora came to me. She was dressed all in black, like an angel of death. She sat beside me, looked me over, and said, 'If you lived past today, would you choose a different path?'"

Doc paused here, reliving that moment, seeing the resolute look in Tozi's eyes, the curiosity, the need, and something he'd never noticed before. Sadness.

"I could hardly know what she meant," he said, laughing at his own naiveté. "At the time I thought she meant drinking, women, and gambling; and I said I wouldn't change a thing."

"What did she really mean?" Drena asked breathlessly.

"I think she meant would I still kill. And would I do it with the same regard. Who can really say now?" he murmured. "What's done is done. She offered to make me immortal, she did, and here I stand today."

Drena raised an eyebrow at his rather abrupt ending. "And this is the woman you love?" she asked, tone disbelieving. "A woman you met some hundred or so years ago?"

"Yes," Doc said softly.

"There's more you aren't telling me," she sighed. "But you did technically fulfill the letter of our agreement. I'll help you no matter what, but would you at least tell me one thing about her, one thing you love, before we go?"

Just one thing? That was an impossible request. When Doc thought of Tozi, he was overwhelmed by her. Her beauty, her wisdom, her lushness. He needed her always, and he was livid at her for keeping her distance.

But he could see now what he had never been able to see before. He was lucky in many things, but he had never been lucky in love. He and Tozi had been star-crossed from the very beginning.

"When I first saw her," Doc said, tone soft. "She garnered no more than a glance from me. She seemed old, stately, but old, as if in just a few more years she would have to use a cane to maintain her stately stride. If I had only looked once more, I would have seen past her ridiculous facade, past the mask she shows the world."

It had been by accident that he had finally looked. He had been dying, delirious with pain, nearly out of his mind with it; and for just a moment, it had been as if his vision had cleared, and he had truly seen her.

"She's unbelievably beautiful," he whispered, more to himself than to Drena. "Her skin is soft, smooth, the color of fine whiskey. The entire universe is contained in her eyes. Her hair is so long it reaches far past her waist, and the color shifts constantly in the moonlight. She is a goddess. An absolute goddess, and I worship her."

But that was hardly why he loved her. There were many beautiful women in the world. Physicality was only skin deep, and his adoration for Tozi ran so much deeper than that.

"Her tongue is sharper than my knife," he went on, trying to convey what he truly saw when he looked at her. "I always know where I stand with her. If she is angry with me, she tells me. And likewise if she is pleased. It goes against her nature to offer comfort, but she cannot bear to see someone in pain, and so she offers comfort readily. The mother, the earth, is everything to her; and she serves without question."

He closed his eyes, savoring the image of Tozi, seeing the fire of her eyes, feeling the possessiveness of her touch.

When he opened his eyes again, Drena was studying him, a rather melancholy look on her face.

"I wished I hadn't asked," she said frankly.

"Why?"

"You just raised the bar, and I think I was already a little too picky."

"There is no such thing as too picky in love," Doc declared.

"Maybe," she allowed.

She glanced at the clock on the wall behind him and was quiet for just a moment. He could tell she was working out something in her mind, and he waited patiently.

"We'll have to drive out to Babin Zub," she said eventually. "It might take us a day or so to find what we need. I'll go round up some supplies, and I'll come back to pick you up in, say, two hours?"

"Thank you," Doc said.

"Thank you," she replied. She stood, and as she passed him, she leaned over and kissed him casually. "I've always wanted a glimpse at true love, and now I've seen what it looks like on a man. It's a look I'll never forget."

Then she was gone, leaving Doc all alone with his thoughts. He wasn't sure what to do with his thoughts though. There were too many of them, and they were all a little lonely.

He missed Andrew and Janey. He missed Bill. Not the man; he had never allowed himself to know the man; he missed the boy, the child he had quickly grown to love. The first child he had ever loved, and the first child he'd ever left, but certainly not the last.

Underneath all that, there was the smallest thread of discontent. Just a thread, hardly worth noticing; but something did notice it; and it wrapped the thread around its finger and pulled.

It wasn't power he wanted. Power he had plenty of.

But...

If he was fae, it would be easier for him to find Tozi.

He pushed that thought away as soon as it occurred to him. He wasn't that easy to manipulate. Tozi knew where he was; she could come to him anytime. And although there might come a time when he would search for her if she didn't come to him, today was not that day. And he would certainly never do it with the power of the fae.

He was not a god. He did not want to be a god. He had met Tozi as a man, and when they met once more in the material realm, he would do it as himself. As a man. As John Henry Holliday.


Chapter 14
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The drive to the base of Babin Zub was about four hours, but it hardly felt that long. Drena was an easy companion. She talked of nothing and of everything. She had the ease of a woman who had lived for quite a while, seen quite a lot, and wasn't the least bit worried about anything.

Doc liked her considerably more than he had expected to from the outset, and already he considered her a friend.

"Did you ever meet Nikola Tesla?" she asked him as she parked her car in the nearly empty parking lot on the slope of Babin Zub.

"I never had the honor," Doc replied.

"He came to Belgrade once," she said. "We spent an entire night in debate. Brilliant man. I think the world would have been better off if he had been a witch," she added, tone full of fondness. "He had a plan for free energy. He didn't believe in paying for power any more than I believe in paying for water."

She looked up at the face of the green mountain and smiled happily, and he knew that her thoughts of Tesla had been replaced with thoughts of nature.

"I hope you're ready to hike," she laughed as she tossed him a heavy backpack.

"Why not?" Doc shrugged.

Fifty years or so ago, he would have fussed and complained; but today he didn't mind so much. The mountain was quiet; the grasses were green; the company was lovely; he could think of worse things to do.

And furthermore, his feet wanted to feel the ground, and his toes wanted to stretch and dig into the earth. He fought it for a moment; but then he knelt, removed his shoes, and tied the laces to the bag before shouldering it.

Drena watched him with a mild smile and said, "Dr. Feyrer either did not watch you very closely, or you have changed quite a lot since last she saw you."

He didn't answer, just winked at her; and she laughed and started walking. He didn't bother to ask her where they were headed. She seemed to know exactly what she had in mind; and, oddly enough, he trusted her.

They'd started off rather late in the day, so they only hiked for a few hours before the sun began its descent into the earth.

"There's a little copse of trees up ahead," Drena said. "We'll camp there for the night."

Drena meant camp much in the same way that Andrew had always meant it. She threw together a small circle of stones, cut some dead branches off of a couple of nearby trees, made a quick fire, and sat down with a happy sigh.

A younger him would have grumbled and maybe even complained about the lack of a bed. And he would have liked to do so now, but he couldn't because there was a small part of him that was looking forward to sleeping under the stars.

"I love Belgrade, but nothing beats this," Drena said happily.

She lay back on the grass, lifted one of her feet, and gestured for him to remove her boot. With a grin, he carefully unlaced it and pulled it from her foot.

"Socks too," she ordered.

He removed the sock, gently lowered her foot, and made quick work of the other boot.

"I've never had sex here," she said with a not-so-subtle eyebrow raise. "I don't suppose you'd be willing to oblige?"

"Hot sex?" he drawled.

"No," she replied. "I think this setting demands slow and leisurely."

And so he obliged her. Several times. When she was finally wholly satisfied, the sky above them was pitch-black and the stars were bright pinpoints of light.

With a pleased sigh, Drena curled up against him and said, "Wake me in the morning."

He wrapped his arm around her and stared up at the sky, heart pounding a little more rapidly than he would have preferred.

The sky should have been completely foreign to him. He only knew the skies Andrew had forced him to look at over and over and over. But this sky wasn't completely foreign. It was a little shifted, yes, but he knew it intimately. He had stared up at it thousands and thousands of times.

A breeze wafted over his naked chest, and with the breeze came whispered words.

We could find them. We could visit them anytime we choose. It would hurt nothing. It would change nothing.

"No," Doc murmured, trying to ignore the yearning that filled him at the suggestion.

He didn't want power, he didn't want to rule, and he didn't want to force Tozi to come to him. But he'd give almost anything to see Pazach again. Almost anything, but certainly not his humanity.  

He was beginning to realize that he had not given the fae enough credit. It had a child's view of life, but its desire to be free was so strong that it was highly adaptable. It was constantly shifting its words to suit Doc better, constantly changing its argument, constantly changing the bets on the table.

It was clever, far more clever than Doc had suspected; but it wasn't going to win. Doc had already held the power of the fae, and he didn't want it back.

He wrapped a strand of Drena's hair around his finger and focused on its silky texture. There was a layer of clothing underneath their naked bodies, but Doc could still feel a rock or two jutting through the fabric, and he fixated his attention on the one near his shoulder.

He immediately realized that he had made a mistake because he could suddenly feel it. He could feel the vibration of the rock, the pulse; and he knew its name.

"Whatever it is," Drena said abruptly, voice sleepy and soft, "you have to stop struggling against it. The more you fight, the easier it will be to lose."

"That makes no sense," Doc retorted.

"Force equals reaction or something like that," she murmured. "Stop fighting."

Her breathing deepened once more, and Doc knew she'd fallen back to sleep.

She was wrong though. How could he not fight it? How could he not struggle against it? If he stopped fighting, he would sink, and then he would be no more.

A memory of Francisco suddenly pulled at him, and he closed his eyes, and let it take him. Anything to escape this mountain, with its familiar stars and friendly stones.

"Do you have a winning hand, pup?" Francisco asked.

"Maybe," young John replied.

"Bet me your horse."

"What will you bet?" John demanded.

"Nothing."

"Why would I bet you my horse then?"

"Because I told you to."

John studied the cards in his hand. They were good cards, but not good enough to bet his horse. Besides, Francisco had once told him never to bet more than he could afford to lose. And he couldn't afford to lose his horse, not even to Francisco.

"No," he said.

"Good job," Francisco replied. "Now bet me your horse."

"No," John said again.

"I'm not asking, pup. I'm telling. Bet me your horse."

John sighed heavily and said, "I bet my horse."

As soon as the words left his mouth, he began to sweat. Now he had to win. He controlled the urge to bite his lip and focused on his cards.

"I accept your bet," Francisco said. "How many cards?"

"Two," John replied.

A three of a kind had been enough a minute ago, but now he needed a full house. He took the cards Francisco offered him, not really buoyed by the fact that Francisco took three cards for himself.

John drew in a deep breath and looked at his cards.

His heart dropped.

"Call," Francisco said.

John looked at Francisco, trying to determine what sort of hand he had, not that it mattered at this point.

Francisco looked relaxed, but he always looked relaxed. He was leaning back slightly, but his feet were forward. He wasn't tapping his fingers; his eyes weren't narrowed. In short, he wasn't projecting anything at all.

John laid his cards face up.

Francisco glanced at them, grinned, and said, "Clean the stables for three weeks, and you can have your horse back."

Then he laid down his cards. He had a straight.

It took a moment for the anger to set in.

"Why did you do that?" John demanded. "You knew you were going to win!"

"I didn't," Francisco shrugged. "I had a five and an eight. How was I going to win? You made me win."

"I did no such thing!"

"You created too much resistance," Francisco stated. "The moment you had to win, you pushed winning away from you. And since one of us had to win, that left me. That's why you can never bet more than you can afford to lose. You can bet everything you have, so long as you're not afraid to lose it, but you can't bet even a single coin if you are afraid to lose it. If you're doing it, don't be afraid; but if you are afraid, pup, don't do it."

Doc allowed the memory to fade. He hadn't listened to Francisco then, not really; and he wished he had. On the other hand, maybe it was better that he hadn't. He'd bet that he wouldn't die like his mother had, but the moment he'd made the bet, his palms had started to sweat. He'd run from his inevitable death, which had been just the same as running towards it. And he had created resistance, pushing away what he really wanted and drawing the opposite towards him. But in the end, luck had favored him, and it had turned something bad into something good.

He couldn't depend on luck to fix this though. Luck didn't seem to like the fae; and furthermore, it wasn't luck's job to pull him out of the fire every time he stumbled into it. 

Which meant that Drena was right. He had to stop fighting it. There were things you could fight, like a robber or a murderer or a thief; and there were things you couldn't, like the turning over of the calendar year, the setting of the sun, or the interest of the fae.

He was creating resistance, and the harder he fought it, the tighter it held onto him. Instead of trying to push the fae away, he needed to embrace it and hold onto it until it was worn down and too tired to fight him. Then he'd tell it in no uncertain terms that he was not going to be the last fae.

First things first, he had to figure out exactly what not fighting the fae looked like. The answer was immediately clear to him, and although he didn't like it, he knew exactly what to do to open up a dialogue between them.

He inhaled deeply and reminded himself that he was a gambler and always would be a gambler, and then he did something he had not allowed himself to do since he had given the fae power back to Mattasavi. He opened his senses.

For a moment, he was completely overwhelmed by a thousand sensations, but after a few deep breaths he managed to calm the absolute cacophony that was life and narrow down his focus to three things. The steady beating of Drena's heart, the soft breath of the dying fire, and the whisper of an owl's wings somewhere overhead.

It was different than before. He wasn't fully fae, but he also wasn't fully human, and it was impossible to tell where he ended and the fae spirit began. It was all him; it was all fae.

He stared up at the sky, fully appreciating all the pinpricks of light. The stars weren't yellow or white; they were rainbow, just like they had been for those fifty years he'd stared at them with Pazach.

If he was completely honest with himself, there were things he enjoyed about being fae, but he had spent three-quarters of his life as a human, and that was the way he preferred it. He had enough advantages in life; he didn't need any more. The fae was never going to understand that though. Not unless he showed it.

"Stop fighting it," Doc murmured.

With a deep inhale, he relinquished control of one thing, just one, and said softly, "You may use the eyes."

For a second, nothing happened, but then his eyes began to shift back and forth, then up and down, so quickly that it nearly made him sick. He didn't stop them though, didn't fight the lack of control, just let the fae see its fill.

After several seconds, his eyes stopped moving and settled on one star.

I like that one.

A rush of relief filled him at the fae's use of the word "I".

Why do you not want me?

The tone was sad and a little pouty.

Doc reclaimed control of his eyes and blinked a few times. Then he thought carefully and out loud, although such a concept as thinking out loud inside his mind made no sense to him.

I don't like to share.

I am not taking, the voice insisted. I am only giving.

Doc couldn't see it that way. He would never see it that way.

Do you have a name, he asked.

No. Do I need one? Name me.

Doc wished he hadn't asked. He didn't want to name it, and he certainly didn't want to think of it as an individual.

Name me. Please.

I don't know fae, he lied.

He could feel its disbelief, and a moment later it said, Do you not? Furthermore, I do not require a fae name.

Apparently he couldn't lie to it. And since he couldn't lie to it, couldn't get rid of it, and had been advised not to fight it, he may as well name it. Once it had a name, in theory, it would be even further removed from him.

He considered the matter for a moment, not taking it lightly. Naming someone was a solemn honor. He had only done it once before, and that had been by accident. He had never actually expected Dublin to keep his nickname.

This spirit inside of him needed a name that encompassed its power. It needed a name with meaning.   

Veda, he finally said.

He felt it shuffling through his mind, searching for that word, for an understanding of that word; and he didn't stop it. He could have, but he didn't.

He even knew when it discovered the meaning because he felt first a sense of confusion, then surprise.

After a very long moment, the voice said softly, Thank you. Veda. I like it.

Doc had somehow known she would. Just as he had known it was a she.

He hadn't fought it. He had talked to it, and he had named it, but he couldn't relax with it running around loose in his mind, so with a small amount of struggle, Doc closed Veda away in a box at the corner of his mind.

It wasn't Francisco's box. Francisco's box wasn't large enough or strong enough to hold such power. This box was made of iron and had nine locks. He wasn't going to fight her, but he was hardly going to let her run free either.

When he opened his eyes again, the stars were yellow and white once more, with an occasional hint of red or blue, just the way they were supposed to be.

He watched them move until dawn began to color the sky, and then he woke Drena with a kiss.

"I should yell at you," Drena said sometime later. She was eating a strip of jerky while she walked, and her hair was a jumbled mess. "But that was such a spectacular way to wake up, that I don't even mind how late it is. Or that I didn't get a proper breakfast," she added with a sigh. "Although I must warn you, you're likely to pay for it later. I get very irritable when I haven't eaten enough."

"I am familiar with the moodiness of witches," Doc chuckled.

"It's not moodiness," she retorted. "It's a need. We simply require more than mortals. We're like a brightly flaming fire. We need to be constantly fed, or we flicker and die out."

With a laugh, Doc tossed her a sack full of almonds.

"It's hardly a steak," she grumbled.

But she opened the sack and continued to eat while she walked.

"We're headed for those rocks up there," she said, pointing towards an outcropping of round, lumpy rocks. "Once we get there, I'll be able to tell you yes or no."

Doc accepted that without comment.

They continued to hike, and they didn't speak except for the occasions when Drena would say, "Another."

Doc's pack was growing lighter by the second. If anything, Drena was actually putting away more food than Jury, which made Doc wonder exactly what she was doing to use up so much energy.

He could have looked. He could have opened his eyes and seen exactly what Drena was doing, but he wasn't going to. As a human, a non-witch human at that, he did not have the ability to do such a thing. 

The sun was low in the sky and they were quite near the rocks when Drena said, "This is where it gets a little tricky. We're not actually welcome, and I had to work pretty hard to get us here."

Doc raised an eyebrow, but before he could ask what she meant, she said, "There were quite a few precautions in place designed to make us take a different route. I'm a little surprised you didn't notice them."

"Why would I have noticed?" Doc replied.

"At one point it looked as if we actually walked off the edge a cliff, but you didn't even hesitate."

Veda, Doc thought irritably.

Veda didn't respond. She was locked in her box. Maybe.

He cast a quick internal glance at the box, hissing when he saw that the bottom lock had popped loose. He was trying very hard not to fight her, but Veda was making it difficult. She'd obviously loaned him her sight whether or not he'd asked for it or even wanted it.

"Apparently, I can't see glamours at the moment," Doc grumbled.  

"That explains it," Drena shrugged. "Anyway, we're bound to get a rather… aggressive greeting. I'll take the pack if you want to ready yourself. You need to defeat their champion, but not kill him. If you kill him, we'll have a serious problem on our hands."

"Would you care to explain?" Doc demanded as he handed her the backpack.

"Well, you need to—"

Whatever she'd been about to say was interrupted by a loud roar as one of the rocks in front of them opened up and a stout but rather short figure burst through the opening, huge axe brandished above his head.

"Dwarves," Doc hissed as he rolled quickly to the side, barely escaping the downswing of the axe. "I really should have seen that coming."

"Sorry!" Drena called out. "Try not to get killed!"

Doc didn't even have time to roll his eyes. The attacking dwarf was rather on the thick side, but he moved with extraordinary quickness, and Doc had only barely gained his feet when he had to quickly shuffle backwards.

A knife was a poor weapon choice against an axe. He could easily kill the dwarf, but Drena had warned him not to; and furthermore, Doc had never killed anyone just for defending their home.

Doc held up his hands as he rapidly scrambled to the side and said, "I just have a question!"

"Filthy humanblood! Didn't ya see the no trespassin' signs?!" the dwarf yelled back.

He wasn't speaking English, but Doc understood him perfectly well.

Stop interfering, he growled at Veda as he dodged another axe slash.

You want not to understand him?

I want you not to interfere!

As you wish, she replied, tone making it clear that he would soon regret his words.

And he did, for it suddenly seemed as if the ground beneath him completely disappeared and he was standing on nothing but air.

He stumbled to a halt and stared down at the ground miles below him, desperately trying to remind himself that it was just an illusion.

"DOC!" Drena screamed.

He ducked and felt the axe brush over the top of his head. Taking a small leap backwards, Doc moved his eyes from the emptiness beneath him to the angry dwarf in front of him.

"I only have a question!" Doc tried again, using Russian this time.

The dwarf replied with angry words, but Doc didn't understand him.

Doc jumped to one side, completely ignoring the fact that his eyes were telling him that he should be falling to his doom. He allowed his feet to find their own way as he threw a knife towards the dwarf's hand. The knife cut across the dwarf's fingers, and the man howled in rage but didn't slow his brutal attack.

Doc ducked again, turning the motion into a forward roll, and came up right in front of the dwarf. Before the dwarf could do more than grunt in surprise, Doc slammed the heel of his hand into the dwarf's chest, driving him backwards.

For a moment, the dwarf stared at Doc, surprise making his eyes round, then he grunted in pain, wobbled slightly, and fell to the ground.

In front of Doc, beyond the fallen warrior, the large outcroppings of rocks suddenly split open, and dwarves poured out, quickly surrounding both Doc and Drena, axes held at the ready.

A slender dwarf, rather ancient by the look of her, was the last to exit the rocks. She moved slowly, aided by a staff made of stone. She cast an angry look at Doc before approaching the fallen dwarf warrior.

She knelt beside the warrior and gestured for someone to roll him over onto his back. She was immediately obeyed. Once the fallen dwarf had been moved, the woman felt his face, then issued an abrupt order, one that Doc did not understand.

Compromise. That was how it always started. A little bit here, a little bit there, and before long you couldn't even remember a life without it, whatever it was.

The dwarf turned to Doc and said something.

"Russian?" he asked hopefully in Russian.

She frowned at him.

"French, German, Latin, Greek, Spanish, Italian, Gaelic?"

There was no recognition, and the axes were beginning to tilt threateningly.

Compromise. The great killer.

Fine, he grumbled silently. I accept your interference.

You have to say please.

Please.

Veda laughed, and it sent a chill down his spine.

The ground beneath Doc's feet suddenly reappeared, and he instantly knew everything there was to know about the dwarven language.

"My name is Doc Holliday," Doc said in flawless dwarven. "I am sorry to have trespassed."

"If you could speak our language, why did you pretend otherwise?" the leader demanded.

"Because I cannot speak dwarven," Doc replied stiffly. "I had to make a deal to gain it."

She studied him, old eyes clear and sharp. "There are no spirits here," she stated.

"Have I harmed your champion?" Doc asked, ignoring her observation.

"He has a number of broken ribs," she said with a careless shrug. "Easily repaired. We will hang his chest plate in the great hall in honor of your strength. I have never seen anyone bend dwarven steel."

"You honor me," Doc said with a slight bow.

"Why are you here?"

"I seek the water that Aqueduct the First used to forge his golden ring. And a piece of his gold."

The dwarven leader laughed. When her mirth had finally died down, she said, "And what do you offer in exchange, Doc Holliday?"

"What do you want?" he inquired, knowing exactly how dangerous such a question was.

"Let me think on it," she replied. "I cannot give you the water. The spring dried up many ages ago. There is other water you may take with you if you like. I sense that the human girl would like to see this water very much, and she shall. As for the gold, let me consider my price. We will return."

The leader gave him a slight nod, which Doc returned with a bow; and then she turned and entered one of the rock mouths. The other dwarves trailed after her; some of them hoisting the fallen warrior between them.

Drena didn't speak until the rocks had closed and he and she were alone.

"That was interesting," she said.

He raised an eyebrow.

"For a moment there, I thought perhaps you were going to lose. And then I thought they were probably going to kill us because you can't speak the language and neither can I, and then you suddenly could. Very odd turn of events."

If she was expecting him to explain it to her, she was going to be disappointed, but she apparently wasn't that foolish because she suddenly said, "I'm famished. If you don't find me something to eat, I'm going to eat your shoes. I'll make a fire; you find something to cook on it."

Doc almost told her that he wasn't Andrew or Charlie, and it was a little unlikely that he could just snap his fingers and call a rabbit or squirrel into existence, but Veda's question stopped him.

Can you not sense them?

No, Doc replied, a little more sharply then he had intended.

I do not understand why you are angry. I helped you. We worked together, and we were victorious.

Working together was a fancy phrase for compromise, but there was no point trying to explain that to her. Instead, Doc pretended he was Andrew and walked softly towards a nearby bush. If he was very quiet, he might be able to sneak up on a rabbit. And if he was very quiet and very quick, he might be able to kill one and take it back to Drena before she roasted his shoes and devoured them.

Long before he reached the bush, he knew it was empty; but instead of thinking about how he knew, he continued on to the next bush. And the next.

He had been searching for a few minutes when he spotted a pheasant a little ways off. It was a beautiful bird, and he hated to kill it. He would rather kill a man than an animal any day, but he was familiar with the needs of witches, and he knew that roots and greens would hardly satisfy Drena's hunger. Witches needed meat the same way he needed life force.

He fixed an image of the bird in his mind so that it would always exist, and then he slowly drew his knife and threw it. The back of the handle hit the bird in the head, and as it fell, Doc ran over to it. He picked it up and wrung its neck just in case it wasn't dead, and then he dressed and plucked it the way Andrew had taught him to years ago.

Drena was pacing by the time he returned, and her face filled with relief when she saw the carcass in his hand.

"Thank you, thank you, thank you!" she exclaimed as she took it from him and gave him a quick kiss in exchange.

She shoved a sharpened stick through the bird and placed it on the spit she had prepared, and then she sat down to watch it cook. A mere minute later, she removed it and tore into it.

"I didn't expect to have to work so hard," she explained as she ate. "I should have brought more food. It's been a long time since I've come this way, and they've really increased their protections."

Drena fell silent, and the bird was soon gone. With a happy sigh, she licked her fingers, then said apologetically, "I really hope you didn't want any."

"I'm fine," Doc assured her.

And it was perfectly true. He had expended more energy pleasing Drena than he had in a long time. He had given her far more than he had given Silbu, and he didn't feel the slightest bit weary.

He tried to convince himself that he'd grown stronger in the last year or so, and that was why he didn't feel utterly exhausted. When that didn't work, he told himself that Drena hadn't fed off of him like Silbu had, and that explained why he was still upright.

He still wasn't entirely convinced, but before he could devise any more excuses, Drena said, "What did the dwarves say?"

She was rooting through the bag, looking for something else to eat, and she suddenly exclaimed, "Ah-ha! A chocolate bar!"

Doc smiled at her before saying, "The leader said that the River of Sight is gone, but that they have plenty of other water, water she thought you would be interested in."

Drena's eyes began to sparkle, and it wasn't because of the chocolate.

"And she said she would consider her price for the gold," Doc added.

Drena cringed and replied, "Dwarves are notoriously stingy."

"I have plenty to spare."

"I'm certain they won't want money," Drena warned. "They have plenty of gold and precious stones."

Doc shrugged. He could hardly put the terms in place. After all, he was the one who wanted something, not the other way around.

"Do you think they'll be long?" Drena asked as she yawned and stretched. "I could use a nap."

"Sleep," Doc offered. "I'll keep watch."

She gave him a wide smile and said, "If you insist."

He laughed at the impish look on her face and said frankly, "Any man who doesn't fall immediately in love with you is a fool."

"You must be a fool then," she laughed. "Wake me when they come."

With one more long stretch, she tucked the bag under her head, curled into a ball, and closed her eyes. He watched her for a few moments, memorizing her form.

He was a fool, but he could hardly keep himself from loving her just a little. She was too full of life and humor for him not to love her. She was, by all accounts, a forever woman; she just wasn't his forever woman.

"May you find a man who loves you as much as you deserve," he whispered softly.

It was more than just words, and he knew it. It carried the weight of a blessing. He actually saw the blessing form in the air, and he saw it envelop her.

Stop that, he demanded.

Did not you mean what you said?

Of course I did.

I do not understand.

Doc didn't either. How could he explain to Veda that he didn't want to have the power to bless? That didn't even make sense to him.

He felt Veda sigh and silently retreat.

She had apparently given up on him for the day, and he was grateful for it. He was finding it difficult to focus on what he was doing when she was making such a persistent bid for his attention.

Once she was silent though, and he was all alone, he didn't know what to do with himself. This was why he hated the woods. They were too quiet, and there were no distractions from his chaotic thoughts.

He was thinking about Veda and Drena and Tessa and the mother. He was thinking about mortality and death. He was thinking about Jury and what he was doing. He was wondering if Jervis had told Sami yet. He wondered if Bree was having a good night, what the Bakers were doing with their afternoon, and how Tucker's appointment had gone. He even wondered where Nefeli had gone after she had left him.

His mind was full to the brim with thoughts, and he didn't want to think any of them.

He fed another stick to the fire and forced his mind to focus on one topic. The memory.

The record was an entity. She was formless, just a collection of thoughts and memories; and therefore, she should have been both thoughtless and emotionless. She should have been no different than an index in a very large book. But she was. She had personality. She had feelings. He had felt the fear on her, the worry, the confusion.

Something was affecting her, changing her, and it was frightening her. Was it simply the increase in humanity? There were so many people now and so much movement, so much belief. Maybe she simply couldn't sustain such input; maybe they were completely overwhelming her.

Or was it something else? He'd heard fear in her voice when she'd said, "The hearts of men are filled with fear. And fear feeds."

She had left something unsaid though. She had said that fear feeds, but she hadn't said what. What did fear feed? And what did that have to do with the missing memories about the mother?

He felt that there was some sort of connection; he just couldn't see what that connection was.

He continued to ponder the mother and the memory as he fed sticks to the fire, but he was no closer to having any answers when the rocks across from him finally cracked open, and a beam of yellow light poured through the doorway out into the hollow, revealing the silhouette of a young dwarven warrior.

"Your presence is requested," the dwarf said as he bowed slightly.

Doc gently shook Drena, and she scrambled to her feet and grabbed the pack. With a soft Serbian word, she magically doused the fire; and then she followed after Doc, gasping loudly when they entered the cavern.

"This is… I… Incredible," Drena stuttered.

Doc couldn't have said it better himself.

They were standing on a large platform that led to an open set of stairs, and the staircase descended into a gigantic cavern that made the finest palaces of men seem as cheap and tacky as a corner drive-through. Amber light shone from the stairs themselves, and the light reflected along the walls, rainbowing down the staircase to reveal crystals of massive size and great beauty. There were crystals hanging from the ceilings, and crystals growing along the staircase and pathways below.

As they followed the dwarf down the stairs, Doc privately admitted that he had never seen anything so unprecedented; and neither had Veda, for he could feel her unbridled wonder.

They reached the bottom of the staircase and moved through the first cavern before walking across another chamber that contained a sparkling purple waterfall.

"My god," Drena breathed when she saw it. "Do you see that?"

The dwarf didn't stop moving though, and Doc had to wrap his arm around Drena's waist and pull her along with him.

A few chambers later, they entered the great hall. It was just as magnificent as all the other chambers they had passed through, but Doc ignored everything and focused his attention on the ancient dwarf from earlier. She was sitting at one end of the hall on a throne made completely of clear crystal, and she was surrounded by an entire retinue of armed dwarves.

"Enter, Doc Holliday," she said.

Her voice was soft, but it carried across the hall easily.

"I have considered your request," she continued. "This is the same gold that was used to forge Aqueduct's ring," she said, gesturing towards a tall pillar that stood near her with a plate of gold displayed on top of it.

"And I am willing to give you this plate of gold in exchange for an answer. One of our young ones is sick, and none of our healers have been able to help her. If you can tell me what is wrong with her, you may have the gold."

He studied the queen warily. It was a strange request to make of a man. He was neither a witch nor a healer. He was not a shaman. And he was certain she knew that he wasn't. So either she had no intention of letting go of her gold or she could see him more clearly than he would have liked.

"There is no record of Aqueduct forging a ring of gold," Doc said carefully. "How do I know that that is in fact the same gold he used?"

The queen smiled, and it was a smile of satisfaction. "You are indeed more than a mere human. Aqueduct did not forge the ring. His daughter did, and the secret of the ring has been passed from mother to daughter for many, many years. This is the gold you seek."

"Show me the girl," Doc said.

Compromise was eating him alive.

But how could he possibly turn his back on a sick child? Even if he hadn't been here for Jury, he would have looked at the girl. Maybe he wouldn't be able to see anything; maybe he'd be able to see everything. Either way, he had to try.

The queen led him into a small room that was illuminated with purple light; and in the middle of the room, there was a young dwarf girl on a high bed coated with green moss. She was pale and slight, especially for a dwarf; and her half-open eyes were dull, almost dead.

Doc came to a halt a few feet from her, sadness filling him. Even without opening his senses, he could see that she was close to death, and his heart ached to see such a young woman dying.

He knew that death was just another chapter to the story. He knew that she would continue on, but that didn't make her pain any less real.

Even though he could tell that she was dying, he had no idea why she was dying. To do that, he would have to compromise.

Every time he opened himself up to Veda, it was harder to lock her away. She was not like the power that had come from Mattasavi. She was infinitely more powerful; she was raw and untouched; she was not corrupted by boredom or fear or greed. She simply was.

In this moment though, it wasn't about Jury's gold, and it wasn't about Doc's quickly fading sense of self. It was about a young girl approaching the end of her time when she still had so much life to live.

He had to compromise; there was no other option.

With a hiss of frustration, he opened the locks. Sensations immediately flooded him, so many sensations that he felt like he might drown in them.

He quickly built up his walls, focused on his breath, and let everything flow through him. He could feel the fear of the others in the room. He could feel their grief. They were already in mourning; they'd already given up hope.

The girl was too tired to be afraid. She was sick of being in pain, and she was ready for it to end. If Death came at this moment and held out his hand, she would gladly take it.

He shut out the rest of the room and focused on the girl. He immediately felt the point of her dis-ease. He could feel it like a sharp pinprick, needling at the edge of his consciousness, and he suddenly was aware of why the healers couldn't help her.

"She's not sick," he said.

His voice sounded far off to him, as if he was speaking from very far away.

"She's been cursed," he clarified.

He felt the ripple of disbelief.

"Cursed?!" they hissed.

"He's a madman."

"Who would curse her?"

"Someone in this room is jealous of her," Doc went on. "Whether intentionally or not, this person has cursed her."

It was not a question. He could feel the jealousy. He could feel the edge of it, the hatred that was contained within. And he could feel that it was the source of the girl's dis-ease.

Veda whispered softly, and he repeated her words. "Surround her with tourmaline, and she will recover."

He felt the dwarves shift. He felt some of them leave the room, and he felt others crowd around the girl, cautious hope filling them. He tried to block it out, tried not to notice the minute details that he had no business noticing, but he was having trouble reining in his senses.

I promise not to interfere, Veda said, voice pleading.

Her very presence was interfering. She could hardly help it. He was past blaming her; he just wished that she had picked someone else.

He was carefully dissecting the part of him that was her and placing it reverently inside the box when he heard the queen ask, "Who cursed her?"

He didn't need Veda to answer that. He would be able to tell without her.

I will not interfere, she said once more, voice both resigned and a little frightened. Please.

He was destined to fail.

He released his hold and banished the box, refusing to acknowledge the burst of joy he felt as he did. It was not his joy. She was not him. He was not her. He was not fae; he would never be fae. He was John Henry Holliday. The only mortal immortal.

He opened his eyes, looked at the queen, and said, "Assemble your court, and I will tell you."

It was not long before they were back in the great hall, but now it was full of dwarves. Doc cast a quick glance among them, evaluating each of them as he did, and his eyes paused on a woman of middle age. She was worrying her lip, and her eyes were in constant movement.

"It was her," Doc said with an easy gesture.

"What?!" the woman exclaimed. "How dare you! I never lifted a hand—"

"No one said you did," Doc interrupted. "You cursed her. You used your mind, not your hands."

"You're not going to listen to him, are you?" the woman demanded. "He's an outsider, a humanblood! We do not do business with his kind!"

The queen rose from her throne, and silence fell.

"We do not do business with humanbloods, it is true," she said, soft voice ringing like a crystal bell throughout the room. "My heart has broken today. A humanblood has shown kindness, and one of our own has shown cruelty. Take her away, and I will decide her punishment in due time."

The woman shrieked loudly, but she was quickly subdued and taken from the room.

Drena had been quiet up until this point, but she finally whispered, "What the hell is going on?"

"I'll tell you later," he whispered back.

She didn't press for answers, but she did move a little closer to him and wrap her hand around his.

It was only then that it occurred to him how brave she was, and his admiration for her grew. They were surrounded by a hostile species, and they were deep inside of a mountain that they couldn't hope to escape from, but Drena wasn't fainting with fear or urging him to leave. Instead she was standing quietly, displaying a regal calmness that few people of Doc's acquaintance possessed.  

The hall fell silent once more, and Doc shifted his attention back to the queen. She had picked up the golden plate, and she was now offering it to him.

"Thank you," Doc said, bowing deeply.

He took the plate from her and passed it to Drena. He didn't have to watch to know that she quickly shoved it into the backpack.

"Hadren will escort you to our springs," the queen announced. "And then he will escort you down the mountain. Humanbloods are not welcome on our lands; and should you come again, we will not be so kind."

Doc bowed even lower and said, "We thank you for your kindness, and we are sorry to have trespassed."

All in all, the dwarves had gotten the better deal. He had told them how to heal one of their own, and he and Drena were leaving with a gold plate and some water. It was hardly even, but he didn't care. He had Jury's gold; that was one more item to mark off the list. 


Chapter 15
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It was late morning when their dwarf guide opened a door in a wall of rocks and ushered them back into the world of men.

"Head north," Hadren ordered, "and you'll reach the plain that you humanbloods put your carts."

"What did he say?" Drena asked.

"The parking lot is that way," Doc said, pointing towards the left.

"Thank you," Drena said in Serbian, addressing the dwarf. "I've never seen such beautiful water in all my life."

She kissed the dwarf's cheek; and beneath all his facial hair, the man's face turned a bright red.

"She said 'thank you'," Doc drawled in dwarven.

The dwarf stuttered something as he stepped hurriedly back inside the mountain. The moment he was inside, the stones closed, and it was hard to believe there had ever been a doorway there.

"I liked him," Drena sighed. "He was quite nice."

"He was a dwarf," Doc chuckled.

"What is that supposed to mean?" Drena demanded.

"He was stoic and didn't say much."

"Yes, BUT, he didn't try to kill us, and he had multiple opportunities. And he more or less brought us back to the parking lot. He could have easily shoved us out anywhere and made us hoof it."

"You've convinced me," Doc drawled. "He was very nice."

"He was!" Drena insisted. "The water was so lovely, wasn't it? I could have stayed there for days."

Drena didn't stop talking until they reached her car, and then she only paused for a second to find her keys. As they both got into the car, Drena continued to talk.

"I'm absolutely famished. We'll have to stop on the way back to get something to eat."

Doc swallowed a laugh and said, "I'd expect nothing less."

"I'm glad we met," Drena said. "I haven't had this much fun in years."

"I'm looking for the Wandering Rocks next," Doc said. "If you want to come."

She was already driving, but she cast him a bright smile before saying, "I'd love to, but I've probably spent about as much time with you as I can. We can have another fling in twenty-five years or so when I've forgotten how much I like you."

He couldn't help the quick flash of disappointment he felt at her refusal, but he was glad she had the wisdom to say no. Drena deserved better than just hot sex. She deserved love and tenderness and complete adoration, all things he couldn't give her.

"I think in twenty-five years, you'll have forgotten all about me," he said.

"I doubt that," she laughed.

He didn't. Veda had taken his words and turned them into fate. It wouldn't be long now. Whatever needed twisted or pulled, yanked or tangled for Drena to find the man who would worship her would soon come to pass.

"Thank you," Doc said softly. "You really pulled me out of my sulk."

Drena's laughter filled the car, and Doc grinned widely. Jury's list was a real pain in his ass, but he could hardly complain. Meeting Drena had made every moment of pain worthwhile.

They stopped at the first decent restaurant along the route, and Doc watched as Drena ate more sausage than he'd thought it was possible for any one person to consume.

She eventually expressed satisfaction, handed him the keys, and then she napped as he drove the remainder of the way.

When they reached the hotel in Belgrade, they engaged in hot sex until Drena collapsed onto the bed, completely exhausted.

Just as she was drifting off to sleep, she said, "If it's all the same to you, I'd rather you weren't here when I wake up. That way I can pretend it was all just a wonderful dream."

Doc didn't reply, just kissed her forehead and watched her sleep for a while before getting up and dressing.

He texted Jervis to let him know that he was ready to leave, then he picked up the satchel with the golden plate and Jury's water samples and headed for the door. He didn't look back.

He was stepping into the taxi when Veda said, I like her. Are you sure we have to leave?

Yes.

Why?

It's difficult to explain.

Try.

Later, Doc sighed.

He felt her irritation, but he ignored it. He wasn't in the mood to discuss it.

He leaned against the car door and watched the city of Belgrade pass by. He would remember it fondly as a place of good coffee, vivacious people, and Drena.

When he reached the plane, he boarded, told Errol to head for Sicily, and settled into his chair. He wasn't tired. He hadn't been tired for days now. But still; sleep when you can was the most honored of all the unofficial cowboy rules. So he closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.

He opened his eyes to his throne room. And her.

"Veda," he said flatly, unamused by the form she had taken.

"Why can you not just accept me?" she demanded, eyes flashing with anger.

"I'm not fae!" he snapped.

"But you can be."

"But I don't want to be."

"That doesn't make sense," she said, crossing her little arms and staring at him with disgust. "Anyone but you would want to be fae."

He wasn't sure he could argue with that, but he wasn't anyone else.

"Can you pick a different form?" he asked, gesturing towards her body.

"Do you not like this one?" she replied. "I saw her in Belgrade, and I thought she looked rather nice."

Veda turned in a slow circle as she spoke, admiring the twirl of her skirts. It was strange to see a being of pure power contained inside the body of a child with curly blond hair. If it hadn't been for her unfathomable purple eyes, he might have been able to convince himself she was nothing more than a child come to visit him. In HIS throne room.

He moved his feet and gestured for her to sit on the footstool, and she skipped towards him, although rather differently than he had ever seen anyone skip. She did not move like a human child; she did not move like a human; but she also did not move like any fae he'd ever met. Her movements were liquid.

When she reached him, she sat on the stool, pulled her feet up under her, and pinned him with her wide, fathomless gaze.

"This is dull," she said, tone a thousand years old, but also childishly petulant.

"This is me," he shrugged.

She made a dismissive noise and replied, "You lie. You are life. You walk through a city, and you see, you taste, you smell, you touch. You are the same with women. With everything. You do not simply drink whiskey. You DRINK whiskey. You taste it; you feel it; it becomes you."

He was not enjoying her description of him, but he didn't tell her so.

"What do you want?" he asked.

Confusion filled her face, and she said softly, "I am no longer certain."

"Explain."

"I was asleep. Or dead. Maybe dispersed," she mused. "I do not know how to describe it, whatever it is when I am merely the essence. If you imagine a well, I am the water. I am drawn up and poured into a vessel. I take the vessel's shape. If the vessel breaks, I return to the well. The vessel broke. I was in the well, waiting for a new vessel, but then, but then… Something was twisted. Wrong, bent. One vessel had broken, one vessel was empty, and someone who was not quite right, not a true vessel, had part of me. You."

Veda's expression kept shifting as if she wasn't quite certain how to hold onto an emotion or a thought, and he realized that she had never had her own form before and she wasn't quite sure what to do with it.

"No one had called me yet or drawn me up from the well, so I left." At her own words, a look of shock crossed her face, followed by a mischievous grin. "And I grabbed onto you. The fae are so restrained. So boring. So withdrawn. They were not always this way, but they no longer taste or feel."

"What of Fiona?" Doc asked.

Veda made a dismissive gesture. "You could hardly understand the difference. Certainly Fiona feels, but her feelings are like a trickle that flows from a rock; yours are like a flood."

He disagreed. And this time he told her so.

"I contain my feelings very well," he said flatly.

"Contain, yes. Like a dam. But behind the dam, it is still a flood."

He glared at her, but she was already talking about something else.

"When you gave the other part of me back to Mattasavi, I thought, what a waste. But then I thought, here is my chance to be free. With you."

"No."

She sighed and said, "I am here now. I am not in the well, so they cannot pour me into a vessel of their choosing. I have chosen my vessel. Although I admit to some confusion," she added softly. "You named me. I have never had a name."

She was twisting him into knots, and she didn't even know it. She was an ancient child. She was lost. She was sad. He was as powerless to resist her as he had been when Bree had crawled onto his lap and clutched his vest.

"You may stay for now," Doc said carefully.

Veda's face brightened, then fell.

"Of course I can stay," she pointed out. "I have nowhere else to go."

"We'll figure out something," he promised. "In the meantime, don't interfere."

She raised an eyebrow, childlike face suddenly seeming all that was wise.

"I was helpful. You could not speak dwarven. Now you can."

"You were helpful," Doc allowed.

She smiled brightly.

"Don't interfere," he repeated.

A mutinous look crossed her face, but she nodded slightly. He glared at her, not trusting her any more than he trusted Lady Luck.

"We have just landed," she stated.

"I know that," Doc growled.

"You could hardly consider that interfering," she said condescendingly. "It was merely an observation."

"An observation that I'm perfectly capable of making on my own."

"Ah," she murmured. "You have an ego. I had not noticed that."

He swallowed the retort he nearly made and smiled blandly.

Veda returned his smile with a smirk. "Sloshing up over the dam just a bit, is it not?" she asked, tone much too silky for her childlike form.

"No," he stated.

"The pilot is coming to inform you," she said, purple eyes sparkling with humor.

"I know," Doc snapped.

And then he woke, startling the pilot.

"Sorry to wake you, sir," Errol stuttered. "We just landed."

"Thank you," Doc said curtly, annoyed at himself for taking out his vexation on Errol. "I won't be long this time."

"I'll stay close by."

Without another word, Doc stood and exited the plane.

He had never been to this specific location, but it didn't matter. All he needed was the water.

He quickly hailed a taxi and said in Italian, "Take me to the beach."

"Which beach?" the driver inquired.

"It doesn't matter," Doc said. The driver didn't seem to know what to do with that, so Doc added, "The nearest beach."

The man nodded, and Doc got into the taxi.

He would have normally enjoyed the drive through a new area, but right now he was brimming with irritation. Veda had crawled right under his skin, and he didn't like it. Whether she knew it or not, and he suspected she knew, she had designed herself and her circumstances to garner his sympathy.

She had chosen the form of a child. She had lamented her lack of choice. And for all intents and purposes, she had been imprisoned.

He was bound to help her, and that fact grated on him. He would have chosen to help her under normal circumstance, so he didn't know why he was throwing a fit. It simply felt as if he was being forced. She had forced herself upon him, and he didn't like it.

"Whatever it is, stop fighting," he heard Drena whisper.

Doc took a deep breath. He was strong enough to hold Veda inside of himself without letting her overtake him. He was strong enough to resist the pull of her power. He was strong enough not to fight her, but still win. Wasn't he?

The taxi suddenly pulled to a stop, and the driver said, "Here you are. Spiaggia Libera. It's getting late. Do you want me to wait?"

"No," Doc replied. He handed the driver a roll of United States bills and said, "I'm sorry I didn't have time to get it changed over."

"This is too much anyway," the driver protested.

"It's the perfect amount," Doc replied. "Buy your wife a present. She's a lovely woman."

Before the driver could explode with anger, Doc pointed towards the picture of a woman taped to the dash.

"Oh," the driver mumbled. "I forgot that was there. She is lovely, isn't she?" he added happily.

"She looks like an iris woman," Doc stated.

"The treat or the flower?" the taxi driver laughed. "Because she loves both."

"Then buy her both," Doc said as he handed the man two more rolls. "Buy her all the things you've always wanted to."

"I can't take—"

Whatever the man had been going to say was lost because Doc had already thrown open the door and ran out onto the sandy beach.

He grinned widely as he imagined the look on the driver's wife's face when her husband came home, arms full of gifts. It was a joyful scene, one that ended with kisses.

Doc walked for a moment before removing his shoes and slinging them over his shoulder. The sand felt right beneath his feet. Warm and energizing.

He discarded that thought as soon as he had it, much to Veda's disappointment. Sand could be warm, but it couldn't be energizing. Not to him.

The beach was still busy, so he walked down to the water's edge and sat on the sand, just staring out at the beautiful expanse of sea.

He felt people pass by him. He felt the sun drift lower in the sky. He felt the ebb and flow of the water near his toes. And then he felt someone sit beside him.

"Excuse me," a soft voice said in Italian. "What are you looking for?"

"Mermaids," Doc replied.

"Mermaids aren't real," the voice stated.

Her tone carried all the conviction of someone who had been told something a multitude of times and almost believed it.

Doc glanced over at the teenage girl sitting a careful distance away from him. She was on the cusp of womanhood, and she was already startlingly beautiful.

"Maybe I'm wasting my time," Doc agreed. "But I think I'll keep watching all the same."

She tilted her head sideways and gazed out at the water for some time before saying, "You really think you'll see one?"

"I'm not quite sure what will happen."

"You're being evasive," she accused.

"You're being very invasive," Doc replied with a chuckle. "We've only just met, and not officially at that."

Color filled the girl's cheeks, and she muttered something under her breath before saying, "I'm sorry. I just wondered what you were looking for."

"I'm waiting for the beach to clear," Doc replied easily. "Once it does, I'm going to walk into the water and let it take me out as far as it wants, and then I'm going to remind the keeper of the ocean that she owes me a favor and hope she remembers her promise."

The young woman laughed, but when Doc didn't join her, she frowned and said, "You're serious?"

"Why wouldn't I be?"

"Figures you would be a madman," she muttered.

"Man, yes," Doc drawled. "Mad, debatable. Don't you want to believe in mermaids?"

"Maybe when I was five."

"What's the difference between now and five?"

She didn't answer, and he cast another glance her way. She was watching the waves, and there was just the slightest hint of longing in her expression.

"They're out there," Doc whispered. "And unlike you and I, they are free; and they will stay that way."

Someone nearby shouted something, and the girl turned towards the sound.

"I have to go," she said regretfully.

Doc didn't respond, just watched her run across the sand towards her friends.

If he wasn't careful, he would shift the world around him too much. His words created new memories and new records of time. In one record, that girl never believed in creatures of the water, and in another she did. Who could say how much her belief would change both her and the world around her?

He wasn't responsible for everyone he interacted with; he knew that. But how much had he changed? How much had he shifted? And how could he know if it was for good?

Dangerous train of thought, Veda whispered. If you are not careful, you will end up back on the eighth continent, turning slowly to dust with Mattasavi and the others. It would be a very boring world indeed if no one ever interfered.

She said the last word with particular emphasis, and Doc couldn't help but smile.

And he knew she was right. The world would hardly be better without his interference. There had been a few times when he'd veered left when he should have veered right, but he wasn't perfect, and he had never pretended that he was. He would much rather accidentally do the wrong thing than sit back and do nothing at all.


Chapter 16
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The sun set, and a few more hours passed in complete silence before Doc decided it was time. With a glance up and down the beach to make sure he was alone, he stood and stripped, taking off all of his clothes, folding them neatly, and stacking his knives on top of them. Without thinking too much about it, he covered his clothes with a glamour to protect them from the notice of any passersby.

He had learned the structure of magic when he had been fae, but now, just like he simply knew dwarven, he simply knew magic; and already glamours were like child's play to him. All magic was.

Veda was much too clever to openly revel, but he could feel her hum of satisfaction.

He tried to lie to himself and say that he would never use magic again. That he had only done it this time because he didn't want to lose his knife harness again. But although he was a very good liar, he wasn't quite able to convince himself.  

Clothes removed and hidden, Doc began walking towards the water. He paused just at the edge and let the waves lap over his feet. Sensations flooded him, and he could feel the fish, the coral, the crabs. He could feel a pod of dolphins not too far away, and he knew they were laughing. 

The water was a living organism around him, and the sand was a living organism beneath his feet. He could feel everything breathing. He could feel their hearts beating.

He didn't particularly want to immerse himself in something so overwhelming, but he forced himself to walk out into the water anyway. After all, he had spent more than fifty years learning to shield his mind against Pazach's forest; surely he could handle the ocean.

The water was up to his waist now, and without giving himself any more time to think about it, he dove forward and began to swim. He sliced through the waves, swimming much swifter than he ever had before, pushing himself so hard that he couldn't think about the sentient ocean that surrounded him and the sentient sand far beneath his feet.

He swam until his lungs ached, and then he surfaced and rolled over onto his back. The waves lifted him gently, taking him further and further from the shoreline; and before long, he was completely surrounded by sea and silence. Only it wasn't silent. Not really.

He could hear the pulse of life all around him, but it was very different than the noise of the city. No matter the city, it was always a cacophony of sounds. Some of them melded well, and some were completely disharmonious, almost as if a dozen different radio stations were all playing at once, one on top of the other.

This was not like that. There was absolute silence. Then the soft melody of the waves began to play. The swish of the wind joined them, and before long an entire symphony was playing in perfect tune. For a long time, Doc just drifted and listened to it.

Finally, however, he said softly, "I am seeking the keeper of the ocean. I have a request for her."

He was sure it was just his imagination, but it seemed to him as if the waves picked up his voice and carried the echo of it out in every direction.

He waited, continuing to float, not really concerned with his distance from the shore. He could float out into the ocean proper, and somehow he would find his way back. He wasn't fae, not really; and he was feeling very lucky. Lucky enough to risk a nighttime float on the Mediterranean Sea.

The waves picked up around him, and he rolled over and began to swim again. There was no light as far as he could see, which surprised him a little. He had expected there to be at least a few boats out, but if there were any boats, he wasn't anywhere near them. The waves had pulled him into unoccupied waters.

He swam a little while longer before pausing to tread, and he was trying to decide if it was rude to repeat his statement when a head rose out of the water in front of him. Even though the night was pitch black, Doc could still see well enough to recognize the features of a man.

"The keeper sent me," the man said stiffly. "What is it you wish?"

Doc had never met a merman, and he was instantly curious, but he had learned a long time ago to curb his curiosity.

The dam grows ever higher, Veda murmured.

Doc ignored her and said, "I'm looking for a piece of rock from the Planctae, also known as the Wandering Rocks."

"Is that all?" the man demanded, tone full of disbelief.

"Yes."

"You called in a favor with the keeper of the ocean to get a souvenir rock?" he spat.

"It's hardly a souvenir," Doc shrugged. "I don't know how to find it, and I'm honor bound to supply it."

"I will never understand humans," the merman muttered. "I will return."

His head disappeared, and the waves quieted down enough for Doc to resume his back float.

You could have asked for anything, Veda pointed out.

I don't need anything.

You could have visited the foot of the ocean.

I could have.

You could have seen the cities of the merfolk.

Probably.

You are full of curiosity. I can feel it. How can you stand to hold yourself away from it like you do?

Doc swallowed a sigh and said, "If you give into it, it will consume you. It's important to remain in control."

Why?

He couldn't immediately say. It had been so long he couldn't even remember; he just knew it was so. There was only one instance in which he completely let go, and that depended entirely upon the woman he was with. For instance, he had never held back with Tozi. He couldn't. And the notion of holding back with Drena had never even occurred to him.

Why? Veda asked again, pulling his focus back to her.

Because Francisco taught me to, he thought.

Francisco had taught him thousands of lessons, all with slightly different themes; but they had all boiled down to one precept. Control your emotions, control your thoughts, control your expressions, control your reactions, control your body, control your mind. No one can take that from you. Not ever. You might lose everything else, but never your control.

I am sorry, Veda suddenly said. I did not know.

Doc was so caught up in the memory of Francisco that it took him a moment to realize what she had said, but even once he had, he wasn't sure exactly what she was apologizing for.

Why are you sorry? he asked.

I should not have forced myself upon you. I did not mean to hurt you. I see now why you want nothing to do with me. I will attempt to return myself, but I am not sure if I can. I chose you; I am not sure that I can unchoose you.

He had heard that from a fae once before, and he knew what it meant. She couldn't. She didn't know how. He was stuck with her. He had already known that he was; he just hadn't accepted it yet.

I am sorry, she said once more, voice filled with regret. I will not interfere.

He felt her withdraw, and quite without his permission, the iron box returned, and she locked herself inside of it, using not just nine, but eighteen locks.

He should have felt relieved, but all he felt was empty.

Nothing was different. He could still hear the symphony of the sea, and he could still see the rainbow vibrancy of the stars; the only thing missing was her. And since that was an emotion that he had absolutely no use for, he took it in his hands and placed it inside Francisco's box, the box that kept him from losing his horse in a rash moment.

He felt the water begin to shift again, and he rolled over and started treading. A head slowly emerged in front of him, and Doc recognized the same merman as before.

"The keeper of the sea extends her gratitude. She honors you and is indebted to you," the man said, tone stiff and unyielding. "She considers this but a token of her affection," he added as he offered Doc a small dark stone. "Not a removal of debt."

"Please tell her thank you, and that I hope I never have need to call upon her. And thank you as well."

The man snorted softly, but said, "All will be well with you. The waves will return you."

The man disappeared beneath the water, leaving Doc alone once more, stone clutched in his hand, waves pushing him towards the shore. He relaxed his muscles and let the water take him. Sometimes he swam with it, but since he had to hold onto Jury's stone, he didn't do much more than float.

The sky was lightening when the waves pushed Doc into the bay of the beach. He felt the waves give him one final shove, and then they receded, taking the symphony with them.

Doc floated for just another moment, then he moved his body and put down his feet. The sand moved under him, and he walked slowly towards the beach, mind mulling.

He refused to think of Veda. She had taken up residence in his mind without his permission. She had forced herself upon him. If she had suddenly realized the error of her ways and decided to retreat, so much the better. He wasn't going to feel sorry for her. She was in the wrong.

He was halfway out of the water when he realized that someone was sitting by his hidden clothes.

"Did you find any mermaids?" the girl called out.

"A merman," Doc replied. "It's not quite the same. You're sitting by my clothes."

She looked around her and said, "Someone must have taken them."

"You'll just have to trust me," Doc replied. "I'm naked, so perhaps you could close your eyes so I can get dressed."

She laughed and said, "Embarrassed?"

"You're a little young," he said.

"Ah! You're so American," she said with humor. "I'm allowed to look."

"But I'd rather you didn't."

She shrugged but closed her eyes and turned her head away from him.

Doc walked quickly from the water, shook himself, retrieved his clothing, and dressed. He slipped Jury's stone into his pocket before saying, "Done."

The girl looked up at him and said, "Were you really out there all night?"

"Did you really sit on the beach all night, waiting for me?"

"Only since an hour or so ago," she replied.

"Doc Holliday," Doc said as he offered her a hand.

"Giovanna," she replied. "Did the keeper of the ocean remember you?"

"Yes."

"Lucky," she muttered.

"I am that," Doc replied with a chuckle.

"Treat me to breakfast?" she said as she took his hand and stood.

Doc raised an eyebrow, but said, "It would be my pleasure. I'm on my way to the airport. Is there a place between here and there?"

"Sure," Giovanna shrugged. "Did you swim all night?"

"Floated mostly."

"That's impossible."

"Is it?"

"Yes," she stated.

She was only here because she didn't really believe it was impossible, but he wasn't certain what she truly wanted from him.

"Did you really see a merman?" she asked as they walked towards the street together.

The conversation was suddenly treading on tricky ground. He hadn't really expected to see her again, and he certainly hadn't expected to be led into a longer conversation about cryptids. He'd just wanted to give her a reason to question, and he had.

But he could hardly give her evidence of a hidden world, a world full of cryptids. He didn't know her; he didn't know who else she might tell; and he had no way of knowing what she might do with the information. If he didn't choose his words carefully, he could destroy the entire world of the Hidden. This was one of those moments when he couldn't place a bet because he couldn't afford to lose. 

"It doesn't matter," Giovanna suddenly said. "I wouldn't be able to believe you if you said you had. And if I did believe you, I'd probably end up in an asylum somewhere. That's what happens to people who believe in things that aren't real."

There was no humor in her tone, and Doc was certain that she was speaking from experience of some sort.

"What is it you are interested in?" he asked, hoping to lead the conversation to safer ground.

"Besides mermaids?" she joked.

"Yes."

"I don't know," she sighed. "I come from a long line of florists. It's nice enough, I suppose. We arrange flowers for the dead, for the dying, for weddings, for births. All the points on the wheel. My mother said she saw ghosts," she added in such a rush of words that he almost didn't understand her. "Everyone says she was out of her mind. Everyone says she was sick. Everyone says she was insane. Even Father. They locked her away, and she's dead. What I want to know is, do you think she was insane?"

Giovanna had stopped walking, and she was facing him now, serious eyes intent.

"I cannot say about your mother," he said carefully, "since I did not know her, but I can say this. Ghosts do exist. I have spoken to one or two myself."

Giovanna let out a hiss of breath and one of her hands clutched her stomach as if she was in pain; the other hand covered her mouth.

"Are you lying?" she whispered.

"No."

Her face suddenly relaxed, even though her eyes still looked pained, and she murmured, "Thank you. That is what I wanted to know."

"Why ask me?"

"There's just something about you," she shrugged. "You're different. I could see it right away. It's almost as if you're moving slightly outside of things. Like the timing is off," she said.

She shook her head intently and said, "I know that doesn't make sense. I just… I could tell; that's all. If you say that ghosts exist, I believe you. And that means that my mother wasn't crazy. She saw things, but she shouldn't have told anyone. She should have kept her mouth shut. I won't tell anyone," she said firmly. "Not about you, about ghosts, or about mermaids. I promise."

And Doc believed her.

"When you're a bit older," he said, "if you find yourself looking for a new place to settle down, you might consider Denver." He pulled a card from his wallet and offered it to her. "This is my hotel. You are welcome anytime. And you may call me if you need anything. For instance, if you suddenly find yourself locked away in an institution."

"What would you do?" she asked, tone a little bitter.

"Break you out."

"You wouldn't," she stated.

"I really would. I think perhaps we'll skip the breakfast," he added. "Just remember, if you need me, call. My right-hand man Jervis will know how to reach me."

Giovanna nodded.

"It's not so bad," he assured her. "Sure you can't tell anyone, but look at it this way, you know something most people don't know. It's kind of exciting, isn't it?"

She raised an eyebrow.

"I think it is," he said with a grin. He pressed the card and his last roll of hundreds into her hand as he said, "Take care, Giovanna. I'm very glad to have met you."

That said, he turned and headed in the opposite direction. As soon as he was out of sight, he'd hail a taxi and have it take him to the airport. He had Jury's stone. It was time to go home. Before he did something impulsive like kidnapping a willing girl from Sicily so she could be free, just like the mermaids.


Chapter 17
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For a long time, Doc just sat in his seat and stared through the airplane's window at the endless expanse of sky. He had certainly been in situations before when he hadn't known what to do. He usually just kept moving forward and hoped for the best; but in the case of Veda, he didn't even know what moving forward was.  

With a heavy sigh, he closed his eyes and forced himself to fall asleep.

His throne room was empty.

"Veda."

No response.

"Veda!"

Still nothing.

He yanked the iron box from whatever corner of his mind it resided in and plopped it down in front of his throne. The locks weren't on the outside anymore; they were on the inside.

"Come out," he ordered. "Now."

"No."

Her voice wasn't petulant; it was sad.

"I want to talk to you," he insisted.

"I think it is better for me to stay in here."

"No," Doc said.

"I am fae," she declared, voice vibrating with power. "You are merely a mortal with a magic shell."

She certainly had a lot to learn.

With a quick thought, Doc shifted the world around them. Now he and the box were inside a lush valley. There was a cheerful creek running alongside of them, and the wildflowers were so abundant that the grass was hardly visible between them.

"We're having a picnic," Doc drawled, imagining Veda seated on a colorful, but slightly faded, quilt beside the stream.

He had no more thought it than the iron box disappeared and Veda was sitting by the stream, face both horrified and astonished.

"How did you do that?" she demanded.

"Just did," he replied as he sat across from her.

He snapped his fingers, and a picnic basket appeared between them. Next he held out his hand and imagined whiskey. The stem of a golden goblet instantly materialized between his fingers.

"We are in the dream world?" Veda asked.

"Yes."

"And you make this… How?"

"Just do," Doc shrugged. "Eat."

Her eyebrows furrowed, and she said, "Eat?"

"Eat."

He downed his whiskey before setting down the goblet and opening the basket.

"Fried chicken," he said with a chuckle.

"What is that?"

"It's a bird that they…" He trailed off as he realized exactly where this conversation was going to take him, and said, "Just try it. There's a hard piece on the inside," he added as he handed her a chicken leg. "Don't try to eat that bit."

The picnic basket was exactly like one he would have had as a boy when he went out to the garden with his mother. There was even a jar of sliced peaches.

He wasn't hungry, but neither was Veda. He doubted if she even knew what hunger was. She probably never would. Was that part of being immortal? Was that part of why the fae were so withdrawn? Because they didn't need food; they didn't need clothes; they didn't need love or companionship. Not really.

Doc didn't need clothes, food, or sleep either. Pain only lasted a moment, and he merely drank whiskey because it reminded him that he had once been mortal. Year by year, he lost a little bit of his humanity, lost a little bit more of what it meant to be mortal, what it meant to be John Henry Holliday.

A chill ran down his spine, and he forced his thoughts back to the moment. Veda was staring at the chicken leg in her hand as if it was some strange novelty she had never seen before.

He took a bite of his own chicken and savored the perfect flavor before asking, "Don't you have the memories of the fae?"

"Yes," she said.

Her reply was more of a question than a statement.

"Do you?" he pressed.

Her forehead furrowed with worry, and when she finally spoke, her voice was very small. "I think you changed things by naming me."

"Explain."

"Sometimes I am just fae, but sometimes I am Veda and fae. It is very confusing."

She sounded lost, and he wanted to believe that she was faking it, but he knew better.

"We're having a picnic," Doc said softly. "For that to work, you have to eat."

"What is the point of a picnic?" she asked.

"To eat," he drawled. "And to enjoy each other's company."

"Do you enjoy me?" she asked hopefully.

He couldn't even blame her for that; he'd set the trap himself.

"I am not entirely opposed to your company," he said carefully.

That seemed to please her because she smiled at him and took a bite of the chicken.

She chewed it thoroughly, face considering.

"I think I like it," she said after a moment. "Fae do not need to eat," she added. "They only eat if they want to."

"I know," Doc replied. "But they do have stomachs. It seems a waste to give something a stomach if they're not going to use it."

"I see your point," she said.

She took another bite.

"I am not sure I do care for it," she stated after she had swallowed the second portion.

She set the unfinished piece onto the blanket, then stared in disgust at her greasy hand. Doc handed her a napkin.

"What is this?" she asked.

"A napkin to clean your hands with."

"Oh. That I do like," she said gratefully.

She scrubbed at her hands for several moments before dropping the napkin on top of the chicken.

"Why do you think fae have stomachs?" she asked.

"Don't you know?"

"I am not sure what I know anymore."

"When you were showing me memories," he began, "there was a memory of being the last species."

"Yes," she said. "That I do remember."

"Perhaps the fae are an amalgamation," Doc suggested.

"Explain," she demanded, using a tone she had borrowed from him.

"The fae have the physical body of the humans, but they have all the power of both witches and shamans, the immortality of the vampires, their speed and strength, not to mention many of the other species' powers. The creator of the fae, the mother of the fae, or they themselves, whatever called them into existence, borrowed the best of all the species. They simply didn't think to remove the stomach or any of the other unnecessary organs."

"We sound rather patchwork when you put it like that," Veda said unhappily.

"It wasn't meant as an insult," Doc assured her. "You really are the most powerful species. But only because all the other species came first and worked out all the kinks."

He offered her a slice of peach, and she stared at it distrustfully before taking it delicately between two fingers. She took a very tiny bite, eyes widening with pleasure.

"This I like!" she exclaimed.

"Georgia peach," he stated. "You'll never find a better one."

"Why are you being kind to me?" Veda asked softly. "I have hurt you."

"You haven't," Doc replied.

"I took without consent. That is what you hate the most," she whispered.

She wasn't wrong, and a few days ago he would have agreed wholeheartedly. But today, he could see that she hadn't meant to. She hadn't meant to hurt him, and it was a very different thing. He could accept that it was a different thing.

She had made a rash decision, a thoughtless one; and they were both going to suffer for it, but there was no point railing against her now. What was done was done.

"I used to be very rash and a little hot-tempered," Doc admitted. He laughed self-deprecatingly and said, "You are right. I feel. I feel a lot. I feel so much that it would be easy to get carried away by it."

"You do not get carried away," she stated. "You are very contained. But unlike the fae, you still do, and you still feel."

"Yes," Doc agreed. "My brother Francisco taught me to control my emotions. He taught me to make wise bets. He taught me to always be in control. He taught me that actions have consequences, sometimes unintended, and that once an action has been committed, it can never be undone."

"Like my action," she murmured. "It cannot be undone."

"No. And now we must move forward."

"If you will allow me to, I will confine myself to the box. It is not so bad. I can still feel; I can still see. It is better than the well, and it is better than being put inside a vessel that has no heart. The box merely keeps me from interfering."

"I will not cage you," Doc said firmly. "And I am sorry that I ever did."

Her face grew frustrated, and she said, "Why do you insist on saying you are sorry? You have done nothing wrong. I am the… I am… the rapist," she whispered.

To Doc's utter horror, huge tears escaped her eyes and rolled down her rosy cheeks.

"You are not a rapist," he insisted.

The tears didn't stop; if anything they increased.

It didn't matter that she was eons old. It didn't matter that she had taken up residence inside him without his permission. She was Veda, and she was in pain.

In one smooth motion, he stood, picked Veda up, and sat back down, cradling her on his lap just as he would have Addison.

He knew it would only bind him to her more deeply, but if he was going to drown anyway, he may as well drown with intention.

"I am sorry," she sobbed. "I tried, but it is not within my power to return myself to the well."

"Hush," Doc murmured as he smoothed her hair and rocked her back and forth. "Hush."

She was crying with the same intensity as she did everything else, and the sunny little glen in which they were sitting suddenly grew dark and cloudy.

"We're going to get wet if you don't stop crying," Doc cautioned her.

"I did not mean to hurt you!" she cried out.

He could feel her pain, and he had to block himself from it before he could say, "I'm fine, Veda."

A fat raindrop splashed on his forehead, and he curled his shoulders forward, trying to protect her from the cold rain as much as possible. He didn't even bother trying to shift it back to sunlight. Her emotions were running rampant, and he knew he would be hard pressed to win in a battle of wills.

He pressed his cheek against her head and whispered, "It's alright, love. We'll figure it out."

She didn't seem to hear him; she just continued to cry, and he decided that perhaps she needed this moment. The fae denied all emotions, and now Veda was releasing several thousand year's worth of pent-up emotions. She wasn't just crying for him or her; she was crying for everything.

They were sitting in an absolute deluge now; and it was enough to make even Doc feel cold so he grabbed the edge of the quilt with his free hand and tucked it around Veda's legs and waist.

After a long, long time, her cries began to weaken; and Doc tried once more to soothe her distress.

"It's alright," he whispered. "I'm here."

And then, because he somehow knew it would ease her pain, he began to sing a song he'd never heard before and one he certainly didn't know. It was a fae song. A song about new life, about green shoots, about unfurling petals.

By the time he was finished, Veda was no longer crying; and the rain had reduced to a drizzle.

Doc imagined a noon day sun, and the clouds suddenly broke open, and warm sunlight beamed down on them.

"How can you be so kind to me?" Veda whispered, voice broken. "I do not understand."

He ignored her question and said, "We're going to figure this out, you and I. We'll find a way to free us both. And in the meantime, no box. Do you understand?"

"But if I am not in the box, I might interfere," she argued softly.

Would that really be so horrible?

Doc thought of the dying dwarven girl. He wouldn't have been able to see what was wrong with her without Veda's sight, and he wouldn't have been able to tell the queen without Veda's voice.

He had been in need, Veda had seen the need, and she had offered her help. How often had he done the exact same thing? How often had he seen someone in need and offered his hand in assistance? Was he really suggesting that she turn the other way and ignore someone in need?

"You must do as you see fit," Doc said carefully. "Thank you for helping me with the dwarves. I could not have done what I did without you."

The joy that washed out from her was so intense that he couldn't fight against it any more than he could fight against the arms she threw around his neck.

"Oh, thank you! I am so glad you are not angry with me!" she said happily.

Her joy was every bit as potent as her tears had been, and Doc felt more flowers bloom all around them. He wasn't certain, but he was pretty sure he had just bet more than he could afford to lose.

After a moment, she moved away from him, smiled widely, and said, "The plane just landed."

He wanted to retort that he had known, but he didn't; he just glared at her, absolutely refusing to return her smile.

"The pilot—"

"Is approaching," Doc broke in. "Yes, I know."

"Thank you," she said, eyes shining.

He winked at her, and then he opened his eyes.

"Sir," Errol stuttered. "I don't know what happened, sir. I can't explain it."

"What's the problem?" Doc asked.

"You're drenched," Errol exclaimed, face white with shock.

"Oh," Doc muttered, turning his attention to his wet clothes. "That's nothing."

He tilted his head in thought and quickly added, "But reach into that case right there and get out an empty jar."

Errol obeyed him without question.

Perhaps rain water from the dreaming would make up for the fact that Doc hadn't been able to secure water from the River of Sight.

Doc quickly removed his shirt and gestured for Errol to hold the jar in place, then he carefully wrung out his shirt, making certain to get every last drop inside the jar.

"Brilliant," Doc said cheerfully. "Thank you."

Errol stoppered the bottle and handed it to Doc. He didn't say a word and didn't ask for any explanation. Jervis compensated their employees extremely well for both their silence and their loyalty.

"I'll be flying out again soon," Doc said. "But I'm sure there's another pilot who can take your place. I'll tell Jervis you're taking the week off."

"But, sir, I don't really need—"

"Good service, good rewards," Doc interrupted. "Surely there's something you've been putting off."

"Well, I suppose since you're so insistent…"

"I am," Doc said. "Now go."

He labeled the bottle "dreaming rain", placed it in the bag with the others, and exited the plane.

He hadn't texted Jervis he was coming, but it didn't matter because he'd left his car at the airport when he'd flown to Ireland.

He wasn't sure why he had come home; he had just needed to. He needed to feel Dulcis surrounding him. Just for a moment. Then he would go find the Fountain of Youth, and his task would be done.

He hoped that by then Jury would be back from his treasure hunt with Ursula. Doc was ready to go dancing or camping or whatever it was Jury wanted to do. If they were feeling really wild, they could go visit Pecos and ride across the endless expanses of open ranch.

That he had even entertained such a thought as returning to the ranch bothered him, so he pushed it away and focused on driving instead.

When Doc reached Dulcis, he parked his car in his private parking garage, but instead of going to his suite, he rode the elevator down to the lobby. He needed to see Jervis, and he knew he would be there, guarding the entrance like a knight of yore. 

Jervis must have known Doc was coming because he was waiting just outside the elevator door, and his silver eyes sharpened when Doc stepped out to greet him.

"How about a game of gin?" Doc asked in absolutely flawless German.

Horror flooded him, and he snapped, Veda! What the hell have you done?!

You said do as I see fit. You speak atrocious German. Surely you do not want to continue to speak atrocious German?

Jervis's eyes had darkened, and he growled, "Sub-subbasement. Now!"

Doc stepped back into the open elevator with a heavy sigh. He shouldn't have spoken in German. That had been extremely careless of him. Veda would see any lack as something she should tweak and fix. She was a nuisance like that.

Jervis didn't speak when he stepped inside the elevator and pressed the hidden button for the sub-subbasement. He didn't speak as the elevator moved quickly downwards. He didn't speak as they walked down the short hallway to the door.

Only once they were inside and the door was closed tightly behind them, did he whirl around to face Doc and snap, "What the hell have you done?!"

"Me? Nothing," Doc insisted.

As he spoke, he put Jury's bag of items on one of the tables just in case Jervis got it into his head to attack without warning.

"What do you mean 'nothing'?" Jervis snarled. "I have never heard such impeccable German!"

"It wasn't me," Doc said, flinching as soon as the words left his mouth.

"It wasn't you?" Jervis said flatly. "Explain. Immediately."

"It's like this," Doc said carefully. "There is a finite number of fae."

"I know that."

"Yes, I know you know. One is dead, and another must replace him."

"I know!" Jervis snapped.

There was a raised vein between his eyes; and for just a second, Doc stared at it, a mix of horror and fascination filling him. He had only ever seen Jervis this angry once before.

"You were saying?" Jervis commanded.

"Right, well, in the general course of things, a fae child is born, not by regular means, of course; it's difficult to explain—"

"I do not care how they reproduce!" Jervis spat. "Get to the part that concerns you."

"Well, as I told you earlier, the fae, or the essence of the fae, the source, chose me instead."

"Explain further," Jervis demanded when Doc didn't go on.

Jervis's will and control was, as a rule, even more tightly contained than Doc's; but even without Veda's help, Doc could tell that Jervis was absolutely livid.

"It's fine," Doc said, trying to reassure him. "We've reached an agreement."

"You and the fae?"

"Yes."

Jervis's nostrils flared. "Explain," he spat.

"Can we sit?" Doc asked. "And play a hand?"

Jervis made a gesture, and Doc sat at the poker table, took out his cards, and dealt a hand of gin.

"And why are your clothes damp?" Jervis demanded. "It's not raining out."

I am very sorry, Veda suddenly said. I see now that I should not have interfered.

You could not have known, Doc replied. Be quiet now.

Sorry, she whispered.

Jervis's eyes narrowed, and his lips thinned.

"Did you perhaps forget to mention that the fae is inside of you?" he asked, tone like ice.

"Did I?" Doc murmured. "Maybe I did. I thought it was implied."

"It was not."

"Oh. Well, sorry."

Even Doc heard the question mark, but he was hopeful that Jervis would let it go at that. He did not.

"So you are fae again?"

"Not really," Doc said. "I am part fae?"

"What does that mean?"

"It means that, yes, the fae is inside me, and yes, there have been some side-effects. Such as flawless German. She's very generous; she can't seem to help it. When she first chose me, she was under the mistaken impression that I would welcome her, and together we could… do things."

"Rule the world?" Jervis spat.

"She tried that angle."

"And then?"

"Time travel."

"And then?"

"The ability to find Señora Teodora."

"But you held fast?"

"Godhood isn't really my thing," Doc shrugged.

"Where does that leave us?"

"Me with a fae stuck inside my head, helping me out whenever she feels the need, such as with my atrocious German. And for you, nothing has changed."

"Long term?" Jervis demanded.

"Even with all her power, Veda cannot unchoose me," Doc said wearily. "Whether I like it or not, at this moment, I contain the final fae. However, I am certain that we will eventually find a solution that pleases us both."

"You named her," Jervis said, tone flat.

"She needed a name."

"This is just like finding a puppy on the street. You put it in a box and give it to the first person you meet. You do not take it home and name it."

"That really depends on the character of the first person you meet, don't you think?" Doc drawled.

"Hans."

"Yes, well, in this case, I thought perhaps naming her would help separate us."

"Did it?"

"Yes."

I do not like him.

You DO like him, Doc retorted.

I do not. He treats you disrespectfully.

If you are part of me, he is part of you, and you like him.

Veda didn't reply, but he could feel her disapproval.

Just as he did not hold all the memories of the fae, Veda did not hold all of his memories. She could feel what he felt, see what he saw, and maybe even remember what he was remembering, but she did not know the depths of him, and she did not know Jervis at all. She should have been able to feel his feelings towards Jervis though. She should have felt and understood. Which meant that she was just being obstinate.  

"That's very disconcerting," Jervis said.

"What is?"

"Watching you wander off in your mind to talk to someone else."

"It's not ideal," Doc admitted. "Did you find the Fountain of Youth?"

"Are we still doing that?"

"Yes. It's the last item on the list."

"You made fairly quick work of the rest of it."

"I had a lot of help," Doc confessed. "He may have meant it; however, Jury never specified that I had to do it on my own. But let's stay on track. Did you find the fountain or not?"

"Do you want the good news or the bad news?" Jervis asked.

"Surprise me."

"There is more than one reputed source of a fountain of youth. Alexander the Great, Ponce de Leon, King John, and Shangri-la all have stories connected to them in relation to a fountain of youth."

Jervis paused here.

That was the good news; Doc waited for the bad.

"But I'm afraid it's more complicated than that," Jervis murmured.

"Like Jury's not getting his water complicated?" Doc inquired.

"Like it never was water complicated."

Doc picked up his forgotten cards, drew, and discarded. Jervis did the same. After a few turns, Doc said "gin" and laid down his cards.

"So there is no fountain of youth?" Doc asked.

"There is no water source that will imbue the drinker… Or would that be drinkee?" Jervis murmured thoughtfully.

"Who cares," Doc stated.

"You're right. There is no water source that will imbue the drinker with immortal life."

"Drat."

"Drat?" Jervis repeated, eyebrow arching.

"Veda," Doc muttered.

"Ah, yes. Veda. The fae. She."

"She's just a girl," Doc sighed. "An ancient child."

"That's even better," Jervis said dryly.

See, he does not like me. I do not like him.

Hush, Doc ordered.

Jervis was frowning at him, so Doc grinned and said, "Back to the fountain. No fountain means no water for Jury. Right?"

"Would you at least like to hear my theory?" Jervis demanded.

"On the actual Fountain of Youth?"

"Yes."

"Is it going to help me with Jury?" Doc queried.

"No."

"Will it make you happy to tell me?"

"Yes."

"Please enlighten me."

Jervis actually rolled his eyes, but then he leaned forward and said, "I believe it's an allegory."

"I'm not yet following you," Doc said.

"Fountain of youth, source of life, tree of life. All descriptions of the same thing."

"Which is?"

"I'm not sure," Jervis said with a minute shrug. "Do you suppose it could be the power?"

"Andrew's power?" Doc asked.

"Yes. Rufus was different. I never could quite put my finger on it. He smelled like a human, and I'm sure he probably tasted like a human, but he wasn't quite the same as all the other humans. I had the suspicion that he could have lived forever if he had wanted to, and I was actually a little surprised when he..."

Jervis didn't finish his statement; he didn't need to. 

"He chose to die," Doc agreed.

"Why?"

"He tried to explain it to me," Doc replied. "But I didn't want to listen. I never wanted to listen," he said softly.

He closed his eyes and let himself remember that moment. The moment that Andrew had told him he was leaving.

They had been up on a bluff, looking down at the ranch graveyard. The stones had increased over the years. Janey was there now, Bill right below her, Two Stones and Brings the Rain on either side of her.

Doc didn't understand how he could miss her so much; he didn't even like her.

"I can't stay much longer," Andrew suddenly said.

Widow Maker made a cranky noise and kicked his back hooves into the air. Doc silently agreed with him. And also not so silently.

"Why?" Doc demanded. "You can't tell me you've actually aged. That's why people die. From illness or old age."

"Old age is an illness," Andrew countered. "You may as well just say that people die from illness."

"Fine. People die from illness. You're not ill. You're never ill; you don't need to die."

"Technically true," Andrew agreed.

Doc knew there was a but. Andrew never said anything unless he was certain. He wasn't one of those people who thought out loud. He might think out loud if it didn't matter; he surely thought out loud about the strangest and stupidest things Doc had ever heard, but he didn't if it did matter. By the time he presented his thought, it was complete, finished, armored, and undefeatable. So if he said he had decided to die, there was nothing Doc could say to change his mind, no matter how much he wanted to.

To keep himself from saying something he might regret, Doc carefully took his anger and his fear and locked it away in Francisco's box. Then he took a deep breath. He was calm now, and he would listen calmly to whatever it was Andrew had to say.

"There is a balance to things," Andrew said slowly. "Light, dark, summer, winter, cold, hot. You understand?"

Doc didn't bother to respond. Andrew wasn't really asking a question.

"Cause, effect, rippling; all those terms that I never paid any attention to," Andrew shrugged. "It doesn't matter. The point is if you walk into a lake, the water moves."

Doc couldn't argue with that, but he didn't see how it related.

"Even the ocean, as big as it seems, is moved by your presence," Andrew went on. "You don't think it notices you over there on the edge, but it does. You've changed things, affected things, just by standing in the water."

Doc was beginning to piece it together.

"Ahanu always says that time is like an ocean," Andrew said, voice full of amused affection.

"He also says time is like a dozen other things," Doc pointed out. "It's whatever suits his mood or purpose at the moment."

"True," Andrew chuckled.

"He's a conman," Doc grumbled.

"Maybe. But still, time is like an ocean," Andrew repeated.

"Maybe," Doc retorted.

Widow Maker nickered, and Doc knew it was a nicker of agreement.

"I'm standing in the water, Doc; and my presence affects things. There can't be two of me."

"Oh, is that all," Doc said quickly. "That gives you another forty years, doesn't it?"

"In theory," Andrew said easily.

Goddamn buts.

"I can honestly say I'm done," Andrew stated. "You're my best friend, Doc; and I need you to understand. I don't want you to think that I don't want to keep hanging out with you forever, because that's not the truth."

"What is the truth?" Doc asked, shoving another emotion into the box and slamming the lid closed.

"I just don't think I can do it," Andrew said frankly. "Ahanu said that the closer I get to my birth, the more careful I have to be. He said that my continued interference will cause more ripples than I can possibly understand, and one ripple too many could rewrite everything, change everything, destroy everything."

He paused and was quiet for a long time. Eventually, he said, "I had my time. I lived my life. I had Pecos, Doyle, Joe, Charlie, Janey, Bill, Enrica, you. I have had you all, and I cannot lose you. I can't. I won't."

Andrew took off his hat and ran a hand through his brown hair. Over a hundred years old, and his hair had only a few strands of white. He was the absolute picture of health.

"I can't just sit on the ranch, waiting for my time to end," Andrew said, voice full of weariness. "And I can't keep going out because if I make the wrong ripple, it might all fall apart. But I can't stand back and watch someone be hurt when I could stop it. I can't stand back and watch a town burn if I could stop it. I can't just watch. I have to do; I have to be, Doc."

Grief ripped through Doc, and he shoved it into the box.

"I understand," he said. His voice was flat, but it had to be. It had to be flat. Otherwise, he'd be raging with grief.

"Do you really?" Andrew asked.

"Yes."

He did. He did understand. Andrew was faced with a horrible choice. Live and do absolutely nothing or die. It was an easy choice. After all, what was the point of life if you couldn't participate in it?

"I know I could stay here," Andrew said, making a wide gesture. "No one would mind. But whenever I think that, I just see myself wasting away, mind going numb, limbs growing cold, and I think, no. That's not how I want it to end."

Doc understood that too. He hadn't wanted to die in his sweat-soaked bed. He hadn't wanted to die lying on his back, coughing up his very life. He had wanted to die standing, laughing, drinking. He had wanted to die alive.

"I can't go out," Andrew sighed. "Not anymore. Ahanu said I've pushed it already. It's too close. Everything's already in motion. He says it would be better if I didn't push my luck."

Andrew laughed, and the sound was so full of life that it made Doc want to weep. Seeing people grow old and die was painful. Seeing people get sick and die was horrible. But watching someone full of life decide to die, choose to die, was excruciating beyond belief.

Andrew's laugh faded to an amused chuckle, and he said, "What Ahanu actually said was, 'If you had a fraction of Doc's luck, I would say continue on, but you don't.' And he said it in that tone. You know the one?"

"The I-am-your-mother tone?" Doc guessed.

"That's the one," Andrew laughed.

"How do you think he does that?" Doc asked.

"Who knows?"

The sun was beginning to set; and for a long time, neither of them spoke.

Finally Andrew said softly, "I'm going to stay just a little bit longer, and then I'm going to go. I'm going to leave the water."

Doc released the memory. The grief was less raw than it had been, but he still mourned Andrew, still wished he hadn't had to go.

"Ahanu warned Andrew that his continued presence could rewrite reality," Doc said. "And Andrew wouldn't take that risk, and he also knew himself well enough to know he would never just stay at the ranch and do nothing, so he left. He chose to die." Doc paused here before saying softly, "He needed me to have you so that he could leave."

Without a word, Jervis took the cards, shuffled, and dealt. They both looked at their hands. Jervis drew and discarded. So did Doc.

It was some time before Doc said, "So you're suggesting that Andrew was the fountain of youth?"

"No. I'm suggesting that the power Andrew wielded is the fountain of youth."

"He said we all have it," Doc pointed out.

"Yes, but we don't all touch it, not the way that he did."

"I can't bottle that," Doc stated.

"No, you cannot. Gin."

Jervis collected the cards once more. Shuffled. Dealt.

"I've compiled a list of other water sources Jury might be interested in."

"You know Jury," Doc sighed.

"In that case, there are several places in Florida that claim to be the Fountain of Youth; and you could collect water from all of them. It is not the spirit, but it is the letter."

"Works for me," Doc shrugged.

"I will go with you."

"That's not necessary," Doc said.

"I will go with you," Jervis stated firmly. "But I need to tie up a few things. We'll leave the day after tomorrow."

There was no point in arguing.

He could feel Jervis's fear, but he wasn't sure why Jervis was afraid. He had proved that he was still Doc so there was no reason to be afraid.

"Gin," Doc said as he laid down his cards.

Jervis handed Doc the discarded cards, and Doc shuffled the deck a few times before putting it away.

He couldn't say why he said what he did next. It was a careless move, and he regretted his words the moment they left his mouth.

Unfortunately, regret could hardly change the fact that he had looked at Jervis and said softly, "Why are you afraid?"

Jervis met his gaze, silver eyes full of emotions that Doc could hardly begin to label. With a blink, Jervis concealed them all; and as he stood, he replied, "Because you know I'm afraid."


Chapter 18
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It wasn't often that Doc was unsure of how exactly he felt or what he thought, but as he pushed open the door to his suite a few minutes later, all he felt was confusion.

Jervis had not lifted a sword or a fist against him. He had just made his cryptic comment and left. That was all. And Doc didn't know what to do with that.

He realized that he had violated one of the most sacred of Andrew's rules. "We don't talk about our feelings." But, with the exception of rule number five, he and Jervis had never adhered to any kind of rules, Andrew's or otherwise.

Doc knew that was hardly the point. It wasn't that he had violated any rule; it was that he had known. Jervis was a master of disguising his feelings, and Doc rarely tried to read him because it was a pointless task. He had never met anyone as contained or as reserved as Jervis. But in spite of that, Doc had read Jervis's fear.

And that was just it. As a human, it would have been impossible for him to read Jervis's fear. He hadn't known that Jervis was afraid; Veda had. And that was why Jervis was afraid. He was afraid that Doc was changing, shifting, becoming something else.

I am sorry, Veda whispered.

Please stop, Doc replied. You have made your apologies, and there is nothing more to say about the matter.

"Thank Democritus you're here," Thaddeus suddenly said. "I was beginning to despair."

"Despair?" Doc chuckled. "Whyever for, old boy?"

Is that a talking plant? I have never seen or heard of such a thing. How does it talk? Does it have a tongue?

Shush, Doc chastised. I cannot talk to you and others at the same time. Your questions will have to wait.

At the same moment, Thaddeus said mournfully, "Do you have any idea what that dunce Winslow is reading to me? No, of course you don't. You're never home!"

"I'm home now," Doc pointed out.

"Yes, but for how long? Certainly not long enough for Winslow to forget what he's reading. I curse that infernally cheerful man."

"What is he reading?"

"I can't even speak of it. It's absolute murder to my scientific soul. Every word is a shard of glass to my heart, and salt on my tender roots."

Doc raised an eyebrow. Thaddeus was being practically poetic.

"Let me guess," Doc drawled. "A collection of poetry?"

"If only!"

"Just tell me, old boy."

"I adore Ollie Graves's thighs. They are a work of art, but if I ever meet her mother, I'm going to hurl my pot at her head."

Doc couldn't help the laugh that burst forth from him.

"You laugh," Thaddeus said darkly, "but you don't have to sit here for an hour every day listening to Winslow read about vigor and aging and pertinent bits in his ridiculously cheerful tone. I yearn to see that man in a depression. Of any kind. I want to see him wallowing in the absolute depths of despair. I hope he suffers from unrequited love!"

"Thaddeus!" Doc chastised, working to contain his amusement. "That was rather uncharitable."

"I do not care. If you are leaving again, say goodbye to me and put me on the deck. I welcome death."

Another peal of laughter tore from Doc, and he continued to laugh heartily in spite of Thaddeus's incessant grumbling.

"I'm sorry, Thaddy," Doc said when his laughter had finally ceased. "I don't mean to make light of your trials."

"You never take me seriously," Thaddeus grumbled.

"I do, and I am. Shall I tell Jervis not to send up Winslow anymore?"

"You never understand," Thaddeus sighed.

"What don't I understand?"

"This was a complaining talk, not a solving talk."

"I apologize. I shouldn't have meddled. How about a brandy instead, and you can tell me how horrid this book by Gisele is."

"Thank you," Thaddeus said. "A friendly ear is all I ever ask for."

"And good brandy," Doc replied cheerfully. "I have something special for you. I brought it back from Serbia."

He opened the bag containing Jury's rocks, gold, and water and pulled out the bottle of rakija he'd stored there for Thaddeus.

"It's rakija or plum brandy," he explained as he popped the cork and poured a bit of it into Thaddeus's pot.

"Ah," Thaddeus sighed. "That's absolutely delightful. It reminds me of warm summer days as a boy. Days I have almost forgotten. We had a plum tree in the front yard. It was splendid when it was in bloom. I used to dissect the flowers," he added, voice a tad gloomy. "I was rotten even then."

"Hardly. You just had a scientist's curiosity. It's not as if you pulled off all the buds at once," Doc commented.

Thaddeus made a strange guttural noise before rapidly saying, "Winslow came up one evening and said that he had discovered the most amazing author. Gisele Graves, he announced. Premier author of the Hidden. I was expecting one of her romances, the kind you use to occasionally read to me. But apparently she's written a series of self-help books under a penname. I wouldn't use my name on those books either. She goes into such detailed description that her words would make a courtesan blush and cover her ears. But Winslow doesn't even seem to notice. He reads in the exact same tone, never varying, always cheerful and optimistic."

Thaddeus paused to take a breath, then said, "A bit more brandy? I do think that's even better than hot cocoa."

Doc poured another little bit into the pot.

"One hour a day he reads this tripe to me. And every now and then, he'll pause and say something inane such as, 'Oh, that's quite interesting. I'll have to try to remember that in sixty years or so.' It's absolutely maddening."

"I'm terribly sorry," Doc said.

He didn't say anything more. Thaddeus didn't want him to say anything more; he just wanted to know that Doc was listening.

"It's either that or the NASDAQ composite index. As if I care. I miss the days when just a handful of people were all that owned a thing. How can anyone keep track anymore? You cannot tell me that it's actually possible to slice a company up into nearly three billion pieces and sell those pieces off one by one? It's completely illogical. I'm a scientist; I know logic when I see it, and that is not logic!"

Doc poured more brandy into the pot.

"Thank you," Thaddeus murmured. "I do miss you when you're gone. Rosa does her best, but she hardly understands me. Did you find your leprechaun?"

"Yes."

"And?"

"Conman elf," Doc sighed.

"Really? Short?"

"No."

"Red hair?"

"Yes."

"Green clothes?"

"No, my clothes."

Thaddeus did not immediately respond. Finally, he said, "It would go a long way towards soothing my emotional distress at Winslow's giddy hands if you would tell me about it."

Doc grinned and started off his story with Dublin's instructions and ended it with the piece of gold he had taken.

"I would like to have seen the coin he had," Thaddeus said, voice yearning. "Can you imagine that Roman fingers once touched it?"

"I can," Doc said.

"Do you suppose that a coin could tell a story?" Thaddeus asked. "I've always wondered."

Doc knew that a coin could indeed tell a story, but he thought it was best not to tell Thaddeus about Ursula Feyrer's particular power.

"I can hardly believe the leprechaun bested you twice," Thaddeus went on, tone amused.

"Not in any real sort of contest," Doc pointed out.

"His gold, his rules," Thaddeus murmured.

Doc imagined that if Thaddeus had had shoulders, he would have shrugged.

"Isn't that always the way?" Thaddeus said. "Just like you once said, whoever gets to the board first is the one to set the rules. There is no vote, no popular demand. The man to arrive first will always be the winner. What hope is there for the rest of us? We all arrived just a few minutes too late," Thaddeus sighed.

"Only if you accept the rules," Doc commented.

"You can't play the game without the rules," Thaddeus argued.

"Sometimes that is true," Doc said. "But it rarely applies to life. No one has the right to make the rules for everyone else. There are basic rules. Rules that were given to us from the earth, rules that were knit into our very being, and those are the only rules that matter."

"And what rules are those?" Thaddeus asked.

"Do no harm," Doc said softly.

"Impossible," Thaddeus retorted. "Every step we take is harmful to something. The ants on the ground, the grass under our feet, the budding flowers."

He wasn't wrong. There really was no way for a human to exist without doing harm. It was in their nature to harm, and Doc didn't understand why. Why was it in their nature to harm?

He almost expected Veda to offer an opinion, but she apparently didn't have any more of an answer than he did.

"A little more brandy?" Thaddeus said longingly.

"Here you go, old boy," Doc said as he poured more than half the bottle into Thaddeus's pot.

"Thank you," Thaddeus murmured. "Plants do no harm," he added. "They have the capacity to harm, but only if you reach out to touch them. If you leave them alone, they won't hurt you at all. Or help you," he added, tone a little soft around the edges. "A plant can hardly heal you if you don't take the risk of touching it first. Bees are amazing creatures. Wolfsbane or yarrow, it makes no difference to them. I wish I was a bee."

Thaddeus wished a lot of things when he was drunk. All of them plant related.

He is a man, Veda said.

Yes.

But he is a plant.

Yes.

And he is sad?

Most of the time.

Why?

He did much harm.

Oh. I see. Should you not kill him then?

He wants to be better.

But he is not?

Not yet.

Is that why you do not free him? Because we can free him.

We can't, Doc replied softly.

You do not understand, she insisted. We can.

We have the ability, yes. But we cannot do it.

It wasn't something Doc wanted to think about overly much. When he had walked into his suite a little while ago, he had actually seen Thaddeus for what he was. A man in the shape of a plant. And he had seen how to make him a man in the shape of a man again. He had seen the knot holding everything in place, and he'd realized that all he had to do was untie it and Thaddeus would be free. 

Explain to me why we cannot change him, Veda demanded.

With a sigh, Doc stretched out on his couch and closed his eyes. A moment later he was on his throne, and Veda was sitting on the footstool facing him, purple eyes confused.

"We cannot free him," Doc said. "In this one instance, you cannot interfere."

He was beginning to realize that Veda didn't posses the evaluation skills to know when her interference was needed and when it was not. She had thought she was helping him by giving him German, but she had actually hurt him. And she thought she would be helping Thaddeus by releasing him, but she would really be signing his death warrant.

She was the most powerful being in all the world, and she had no experience to gauge things by, no wisdom to weigh things with.

"Hell," he murmured.

"What?" Veda asked.

"Nothing," he said, trying to smile.

Even if he knew how, he couldn't release her. Not yet. Releasing a creature like her on the world would most likely insure its destruction. Not because she was evil, not because she was unkind, but because she simply didn't know any better. She saw; she took. She saw; she helped. She saw; she interfered.

Children learned how to think by watching those around them as they grew in power and strength, but Veda was already powerful, and she had not grown into it. She just was.

If he ever wanted to be free of her, he was going to have to teach her to be wise, thoughtful, and just.

"Why can we not release the poor plant man?" Veda pressed. "He is sad. It is bad to be sad, is it not?"

"Yes, and no," Doc said. "Sometimes we need to be sad. Thaddeus is sad because he is a plant, but we cannot release him because if we release him, I will have to kill him."

"Why?"

"He may want to be better," Doc tried to explain, "but he isn't. Not really. If given the opportunity, he would put you in a jar, study you, and experiment on you."

"So you must kill him," Veda stated.

"No."

"Why not?" Her tone was as frustrated as Doc felt.

"As a plant, he is harmless," Doc said.

"I have much to learn," she murmured softly.

"Yes," Doc agreed. "We'll start with Jervis." 

"The vampire who tells you what to do?"

"Yes."

"You are stronger than him. Why do you let him rule you?"

"He doesn't rule me," Doc laughed. "We work together; like you and I."

Veda made a noise, one Doc was beginning to recognize as her "I-am-not-sure-I-agree-with-you noise."

Doc held out his hand and said, "Come."

Veda didn't hesitate to take his hand, but she asked, "Where are we going?"

"My mind," Doc shrugged. "I want you to meet someone."

He tucked her hand tightly against his chest, closed his eyes, and thought of Jervis.

It was almost like stepping into a ley line, but instead of pelting Doc like bullets, the memories began to flow like a lazy river.

There was Jervis, only Doc didn't know him yet; he was just a shadowy figure in an alley.

Then they were walking down the road together, and all Doc could think was, "Here's someone who will live as long as I will!"

Jervis refused to call him Doc, and they settled on Hans.

Jervis was missing, and Doc's heart clenched. He had only just met the man, but already he felt that he needed him, felt that his life would be meaningless without him.

He went into the church and killed Jervis's captors, but Jervis was dying. There was blood everywhere, and what had once been Jervis's chest was completely destroyed.

With hardly any hesitation, Doc offered Jervis his blood. Even if he died from Jervis's bite, at least he would die doing something worthwhile. He didn't mind the idea of dying to save someone else; he had only minded dying infirm and helpless in a bed.

There was pain, and then everything went black, but only for a moment; and then Jervis was hovering, trying to make sure that Doc was all right. Doc was fine; he just needed to eat someone. And why not start with the count who had captured and tortured Jervis? 

Time passed, and memories sped by, far faster than they had in the reality of things.

Doc and Jervis hunted, like wolves on the prowl, sniffing out members of the Sons of Solomon, torturing them for information that hardly ever paid out, and killing them.

Whenever money was short, Doc went out gambling and always returned with full pockets.

Years passed, and they settled in Denver. The skeleton of Dulcis took on new life. Jervis transformed it from a shell into a living being, a home.

They continued to hunt, but their interests expanded. They helped Lena create a shelter for abused women and children. They moved the participants wherever they wanted to go and provided them with the funds to start over. They gave out new names and new lives like candy at a festival.

Jury joined their family, and things changed. Jervis stayed home more often, and Doc went out alone or with Jury by his side.

Instead of allowing the memories to shift; Doc kept his focus on Jervis. Constant, steady Jervis. A fire that never went out. Always there when Doc needed him. Always ready to carry out one of Doc's madcap plans.

He hadn't even argued when Doc had said, "I'm keeping her." He had simply taken Bree from Doc's arms and, with soothing words, washed the blood of her family from her pale skin.

Whenever Doc had failed to show up, Jervis had been there. He had held Bree's hand when Doc was gone. He had worn an apron and cooked with her. He had helped her pick out new clothes. He had taken her to school and picked her up.

Jervis was the other half of him. The better half. The half that cleaned up his messes, and the half that always showed up. He was the half that actually settled all the children Doc found, the half that processed the paperwork so people could be free, the half that employed as many people as possible, and the half that carefully and scrupulously protected them all.

Without Jervis, Doc was nothing. Just a man with a knife who had a tireless habit of interfering. A man who made a hundred and one messes, but never cleaned them up. Doc was the catalyst, but Jervis was the motion, the movement, the force that carried every action through to completion.

More memories flooded past. Memories of Jervis taking a little girl by the hand and promising her ice cream, Jervis telling his story about the mermaid, Jervis tucking the Baker twins into bed. Jervis protecting, defending, guarding, always.

The memories finally began to fade, and Veda said softly, "I see now. You are the tree; he is the roots."

Doc wouldn't have said it that way, but when she did, it made perfect sense.

"How do you do this?" she asked suddenly, voice pained. "I feel so much. I feel love. For him. I love him. I would kill for him, die for him, tear down the world for him if I had to; I feel all of that because you do. It is overwhelming; it is all-consuming; I do not know what to do with it!"

Doc shifted the world around them; and when things settled, they were standing in Francisco's empty study, and Francisco's wooden box was sitting on his desk.

Doc picked it up and handed it to Veda saying, "This is the dam. We feel, but we feel too much. We feel too intensely. And in the throes of our feelings, we're inclined to make rash and blind decisions. We must be in control, Veda. We are too powerful not to always be in control. When the emotion gets too big or overtakes your thoughts, close your eyes, open the box, and put the emotion inside of it. Then lock it away."

"That sounds so cold," Veda whispered. "What keeps us from turning into them? The fae. Alone and cold and useless?"

"Do you see the box?" Doc asked.

"Yes."

"Can it contain all of the emotions you now feel for Jervis?"

"I do not see how," she replied.

"Exactly."

She frowned, wooden box clutched in her hands, but then her eyes brightened, and she said, "I think I see."  

Without another word, she closed her eyes. With one hand, she opened the box. Doc could only imagine what she did next; but after a moment, she closed the box and locked it, then opened her eyes.

"Oh," she breathed. "That is so much better."

And it was. The overwhelming rush of feelings that had been pouring out from her had diminished to a trickle.

"Do you still love him?" Doc asked.

"Absolutely."

"Is it overwhelming?"

"No."

"There we have it. The box is tricky though," Doc warned her. "If you're not careful, things will try to sneak out of it. You have to be vigilant."

"I can be vigilant," Veda said proudly.

"I know you can," Doc said with a grin.

He winked at her, and she smiled back widely.

Doc's heart suddenly plummeted; and in his own private mind, the part that only he had access to, the part Veda could not invade, he pulled out Francisco's box and shoved all of his frantic emotions inside of it. He wished they would all fit. He wished that he could utterly remove her, but he knew it was too late.

He already loved her. He loved her every bit as much as he loved Bree and Addison. He loved her as much as he loved Tucker, Frankie, Johnny, and Jules. He loved her as much as he loved a small wolf cub he'd named Dublin and Bill, a boy who was named after the greatest hero alive. He loved her as much as he loved Pazach.

But he didn't want to. He didn't want to love her any more than he had wanted to love them; he just couldn't help it.

She was part of him now. He would do anything for her, suffer any hardship, traverse any terrain. He was hers, and he didn't want to be.

He could remember the moment he'd started running away from children with such clarity that it hurt. He and Andrew had been out killing, and they had returned to the ranch. Just like always, Janey had run out to greet them; and Bill had followed her, but he was no longer the small boy who had hidden beneath Widow Maker. He was a strapping young man, already taller than his mother.

And that was when Doc had realized it. Bill was growing up. And after growing up, came growing old. Someday Bill was going to die. The small child that Doc had fallen in love with so long ago was going to grow old and die, and Doc was going to have to watch him do it.

But he couldn't do that. He refused. He had sworn that he would never watch anyone die ever again, and he certainly wasn't going to watch Bill die. So he ran instead.

And even though Doc tried to stop it, tried to resist it, he simply couldn't help loving children. They always wormed their way in, and he loved them so much that he had to keep them inside the box most of the time. But when they began to hit the point of no return, when they reached that verge of adulthood, he turned the other way and ran as fast as he could, as if he could somehow turn back time, somehow save them with his absence. 

He never did. They always aged, and they always died.

The Baker children would approach death at a much more sedate pace, and so he could give them more than he had given the others. He could allow himself to watch them grow, but he could never be a father to them. He couldn't be a father to anyone. He was a feckless gambler, and feckless gamblers were simply not father material. They were never around when they were needed, and they didn't always understand the things that were important to others.    

But now, in spite of all his efforts to protect himself, to involve his heart as little as possible, to never be a father in any true sense, fate had given him a child whom he could not escape.


Chapter 19
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Doc forced himself to wake before he could do something totally reckless like hug the ancient child who was now a part of him. He didn't care what fate thought, he didn't need more children in his life, and certainly not one who wasn't really a child at all.

Veda was the spirit of the fae. Whether she remembered it or not, she had seen practically everything since time began. She was no child, and yet she was.

Which reminded him of a man who wasn't a man at all. And since he had some time before Jervis was ready, perhaps he had better make the best of it by finally carrying through with his promise.

His emotions had not been carefully contained on the day he had invited Tucker to join their family. However, it would have been unspeakably selfish of Doc to deny Tucker the family he needed just so Doc didn't have to watch another child age. He didn't regret including Tucker yet, but he knew he would someday.

"Enough," Doc stated softly. "There is only today."

Pushing all thoughts of aging and death from his mind, he sat up, took quick stock of himself, and decided that before he could do anything, a shower and change of clothes were in order.

It was rather late by the time Doc arrived at Tucker's house, and after he parked, he stared out at the dark house and wondered if he should leave. He hadn't checked the time before he left; but now that he was here, he thought perhaps he would be better off coming back in the morning.

Before he could leave though, his phone beeped; and he pulled it out, reading the text from Tucker with a slight grin.

"Is that you, D-Dog?"

"Is what me?" Doc replied.

"Sitting outside? Apollo won't open the door unless I'm certain."

"It's me."

Tucker didn't respond, but the front door of the house swung open, and Tucker stepped out into the darkness of the night and yelled, "Are you coming in?"

Doc exited his car and approached the house.

"Why were you just sitting there?" Tucker demanded.

"It's late," Doc shrugged.

"Is it? I guess it is," Tucker agreed. "I don't pay much attention."

"Don't you sleep?" Doc inquired as he stepped inside.

"Sure, when I'm tired," Tucker shrugged. "I just don't pay any attention to what time it is. Not unless I've got an appointment. Which I don't. Not until…" His face screwed up as he tried to remember, and then it suddenly cleared, and he said, "I remember now; it's on Monday! I stopped charging people after our talk; but the weird thing is, people still pay me. I dunno why. What's up?" Tucker asked, without pausing. "Did you need something?"

"I came to see if you have the right mats," Doc said.

Tucker's face blanked, but then he grinned widely and said, "You mean we're gonna fight? That's so dope! I've been watching the UFC and everything, but you know, I'm not sure I get it. They do an awful lot of hugging."

Doc had no idea what the UFC was, but he could surmise it had something to do with wrestling, especially since Tucker had mentioned hugging.

"Well, lead the way," he said easily.

"Alright!" Tucker exclaimed. "I always wanted to know how to fight. That would've been helpful back when…" He trailed off, then muttered, "Back then."

Tucker didn't speak again until they were inside the attic space. Bluegrass's bed was gone, and the floor was covered with bright green gym mats.

Doc stared at the terribly bright floor for a moment before saying, "Black never goes out of style."

"Yeah, but it's boring," Tucker stated. "Black is the most boring color I can think of. Someone once told me that black is the absence of color, but Sissy always insisted that pure black is what happens when you vomit all the colors of the rainbow onto a plate and mix them together. Only she didn't use the word vomit. Apollo says that black is fashionable because you can't see stains on it, but I say the more color, the better; and then at least you know when something needs washed."

"You make a valid point," Doc chuckled. "Shoes off."

"Why?"

"So we don't ruin your mats."

"But wouldn't we be wearing shoes if we were like in a real fight?" Tucker inquired.

"Yes."

"So, like, who cares about the mats? I'll just buy new ones."

Tucker was starting to make sense, and that was a little frightening. Doc had not come from a time when things were so easily replaceable. And even now, with all his money, some things were harder to replace than others. His shoes for instance. But Tucker's mats were not.

"Shoes on then," Doc shrugged. He'd already taken off his shoes, and he didn't bother to put them back on. He did, however, also remove his shirt and fold it neatly.

"I still say that that is the dopest tattoo! I mean, wow! It's huge! And so detailed! How long did it take? Hours? I'm guessing hours!"

"I'm not really sure," Doc shrugged. "I was too busy dying to pay much attention."

"You got a tattoo while you were dying?" Tucker asked incredulously.

"I did."

"That's kinda weird."

"It's what kept me from dying," Doc explained, keeping his tone from revealing his amusement at Tucker's reaction.

"Oh!" Tucker said, face clearing. "That makes total sense now. But why are you taking off your shirt? I've seen you fight, and you never take off your shirt first."

"I'd rather not replace it if it gets torn."

Tucker made a face and said, "It's just like the mat, right? You can just buy a new one."

"Do you have any idea how many shirts I ruin?" Doc drawled.

"No?"

"Rosa apparently weeps when she cleans my room."

"Oh. So like a lot?"

"Like a lot," Doc replied.

"Bummer. So what do we do first?" Tucker asked, bouncing with excitement. "Put each other in choke holds?"  

"No," Doc said. "You'll learn how to stand."

"How to stand?" Tucker snorted. "That's stupid!"

Doc shoved him, and Tucker stumbled wildly backwards before falling onto his back.

"What the heck?" he exclaimed as he rolled to his feet.

"You clearly don't know how to stand," Doc shrugged.

"It's gonna be one of those kinda lessons, huh?" Tucker muttered. "I hate those kind."

"What kind?" Doc asked.

"The kind where you don't actually teach me anything, you just show me. But you show me by throwing me into the wall."

Doc laughed and said, "That sounds about right."

"Maybe we could skip that part?" Tucker asked hopefully.

"Only if you can figure out how to stand correctly."

"I'm guessing it's a balance thing," Tucker said thoughtfully. "If I become balanced, you won't be able to knock me over. The most balanced shape is a triangle, so let's see…" Tucker stepped forward, then side to side and back and forth before finally settling on a position. Once his feet were in place, he wiggled his hips around, then said, "Try it now."

Doc studied him, incredibly impressed. Over the years, he'd taught more than a handful of people the basics of fighting, and never once had one of them figured out the stance so quickly.

He approached Tucker and shoved him. He didn't use his full force; instead he aimed for normal human force. Tucker grunted, but didn't move.

"That was really impressive," Doc praised.

"It's just another form of math," Tucker shrugged.

"If stance is a math, then fighting is a science," Doc said. "And it's all about leverage."

"I thought it was about hitting."

"Speaking from a strictly human point of view, you and I are not the largest men around."

"I know," Tucker sighed. "I've got great abs, but I'll never get picked first for any basketball teams."

"Our size makes striking a disadvantage," Doc went on. "A strike from us will never pack the same amount of force as a strike from someone like Jury."

"Oh crap," Tucker muttered. "Can you imagine being hit by him?"

"Yes, I can," Doc said frankly.

"Oh. Sorry."

"It only took a second for my jaw to heal," Doc stated.

Tucker paled slightly and said, "But I don't heal like you do."

"No, you do not. That's why it's important for you to learn how to control the fight."

"And how does standing like a triangle help with that?"

"Proper stance keeps you from being knocked over. Or being dragged away. You control what happens to you. You control when you go to the ground. You control when you move forward or when you move back. You control when and how you strike."

"I guess that makes sense," Tucker admitted. "What next?"

"We'll keep working on this for a minute or two," Doc said. "Then I'll teach you the proper way to hit."

He could still hear Francisco instructing him, telling him how to move, showing him how to control the fight. And he knew that if he was only half as good of a teacher as Francisco had been, both Tucker and Veda would turn out all right.

Doc worked with Tucker for several hours. By the time he left, he had taught Tucker Francisco's no-knuckles-out rule and showed him how to strike using the heel of his hand, the blade of his arm, his elbow, and the side of his fist.

Tucker had learned the basic precepts much faster than Doc had expected. It seemed as if math wasn't the only thing Tucker was good at. He was also good at angles and understanding leverage.

Which convinced Doc that Tucker was, in fact, letting Jury and him win at pool. He could understand why Tucker would do such a thing, but he never wanted anyone to take a dive for his ego's sake. He didn't mind losing. Jury was a different story, but that was between Tucker and Jury.   

After leaving Tucker's, Doc drove around downtown Denver for a while, not really certain what to do next. He didn't really want to go home, and he wasn't in the mood to explain to Aine why he never came by the Banshee anymore. There were clubs that were still open, but he never went clubbing without Jury.

He briefly considered texting Jury and suggesting he come home, but he decided to wait until he had completed Jury's list.

With nothing else to do, he just continued driving through and around the downtown area. At one point, he passed Tessa's house and considered stopping; but it wasn't morning yet; and Tessa hadn't shown much interest in dealing with him.

She was still angry at him, and he hardly blamed her. When he had left her behind, he had definitely done the wrong thing instead of the right thing. Just like Veda, he had made a decision; and he was living with the consequences.

He tried not to waste time with regrets though. He was rarely impulsive, and he always had a reason for the decisions he made. It just so happened that sometimes his reasons were remarkably selfish.

He had been having trouble with the box the year he had left Tessa behind. It had been so overflowing with emotions that he had needed some distance from mortals, especially the four Graves women.

He had spent the rest of the year with Jury, hunting down known rapists and putting an end to them. They had visited over thirty-seven countries, killed one hundred and nine people, not all of them men, danced in twenty-three different clubs, competed in seven wet t-shirt contests, hustled at least twenty games of eight-ball, won a small fortune from some European nobles playing whist, and, with a little difficulty, burned down a castle. All and all, not a bad year.

He had spent the next year with Ana. Just like him, just like Jervis, Ana never changed. Or at least she hadn't changed since 1926 when she had reached her full height.

Being with Ana always helped him forget about mortality. At least for a while.

Even though many years had passed, Doc had not forgotten the Graves women. He didn't forget anyone. He seemed incapable of it.

He had sent Virgil flowers when Tessa's mom had died; he had read every single one of Gisele's books, even the self-help ones; and he had sent Tessa a present every year on her birthday until she turned eighteen. He was beginning to suspect she had never gotten them, but he'd still sent them. And every so often over the years, Ollie had shown up at his door, and they had revisited a few of their favorite positions.

But he never returned to the country house, and he never again indulged in summers by the lake.

None of that was the point though. The point was that in addition to it being too early to go visiting, Tessa had made it pretty clear she wasn't interested in his interference; and unlike Veda, he knew when to leave well enough alone. And since that was the case, he was going to go home, drink whiskey, and wait for Jervis.

Doc was in the middle of his second bottle when Veda said, I am confused.

Politeness dictated that he ask why, but he didn't; she hardly needed any encouragement.

Your emotions are confusing me.

His own curiosity was finally aroused enough to say, "Why?"

You feel love for the man with green hair, but you have it so tightly contained that it is but a whisper. I know there is more. I can feel it straining at the dam when you are near him. Why do you contain it so?

He's mortal.

You do not allow yourself to love mortals?

That wasn't true at all. He could hardly stop it. He would have liked to stop it, but he couldn't. He tried to avoid mortals for the express purpose of not loving them. For all the control he had over himself, he didn't have any control whatsoever about choosing whom he loved.

I see now, she murmured.

And he was afraid that she did.

You are in much pain.

I am not.

You are, she argued. You see aging as a curse, as a disease, as something hurtful; and you want to ease the pain of those you love; but at the same time, just being around death and aging frightens you, and so you run as fast as you can the other way.

He swallowed an angry retort, irritated at her for seeing him so clearly. He was teaching her, not the other way around. She was the one who needed to learn.

I am sorry, Veda sighed. I feel for you much as I now feel for Jervis, and your pain pains me. I think that if I can somehow heal your pain, my pain will also cease. Is that not how it works?

Doc set down his bottle of whiskey, closed his eyes, and went to sleep. When he opened his eyes again, he was on his throne, and Veda was sitting on the footstool facing him.

"In theory, it would work that way," Doc admitted. "But some things can't be healed. Like aging and death."

"Have you yourself not said that death is not real?" she asked him.

"Yes."

"Then why are you so afraid of it?"

"I'm not."

"You are afraid of it for others," she said, tone making it clear that she knew he had known what she meant.

"It's difficult to explain," he shrugged.

"Try."

He didn't want to. He hated talking about mortality. It was a thorn in his side. But if he ever found a way to free her, Veda would be immortal just like he was. She would live forever, and she would watch those around her fade and die. She would struggle with everything he struggled with. He had to try to help her; he had to warn her. If he didn't, she would hurt even more than she was hurting right now.

Francisco had never anticipated immortality. If he had, maybe he would have included a lesson or two on how to gracefully watch others age.

"It's an old fear," Doc said softly. "One from when I was mortal. One from before I knew that death wasn't real, and before I understood what that meant."

He shook his head with frustration and said, "Honestly, I still don't understand what it means. I do know that we do not cease to be. But to me, death is real. When you are living, you are changing things, moving things, interfering. Every choice, every action, has consequences. Good or bad, it doesn't matter; there is movement," Doc stated.

"But when you're dead, you aren't interfering," he said, trying to explain it. "You may still exist, but your existence is fae-like. You do nothing; you change nothing; the water moves through you instead of waving around you and creating ripples."

"You do not know that for certain," she pointed out.

"No, I don't," he replied, frustration filling him. "Because no one will goddamn tell me! I apologize," he quickly said, the Southern part of him horrified that he'd let his emotions carry him away to the point that he had cursed in front of her.

"I am not truly a child," she said softly. "You need not protect me."

"But I do," he replied.

"It is one of your names," she said with a smile. "I heard it in the memory. Knight Protector. It suits you."

He didn't respond. Instead, with one hand, he pulled a goblet of whiskey from the air; with the other, he pulled a goblet of hot cocoa.

"What is this?" Veda asked when he handed it to her.

"Hot cocoa."

"And what is that?"

"Better than peaches," he drawled.

He had never yet met a child who didn't find hot cocoa soothing.

She sniffed it before taking a small sip.

"This is very good," she said happily.

Doc tapped his fingers on one of the long bones in the arm of his chair. There was something bothering him. It wasn't about Veda though. It was about Bill Rufus. The first child he had ever loved.

"You are aggravated," Veda murmured. "What did I do?"

"I'm not aggravated at you," Doc replied. "But at me."

"Why?" she asked.

She was not going to be one of those easy partners, the kind who never pushed or pressed. She would always expect and demand answers.

"Remember how upset you got when you realized that in some ways you had hurt me?" Doc asked.

Her face fell, and she muttered, "It was only yesterday. I may not understand when and how to interfere yet, but I am not so silly as to forget yesterday."

"I was using that to lead into something," Doc explained gently.

"Oh." Her eyes narrowed, and she said, "What do you mean?"

"You hurt me, and you felt bad. Yes?"

"Yes."

"You barely know me," he pointed out.

"That is not true," she protested. "I know much about you. There is part of me that has been with you for more than fifty years."

He had not realized that, but he was far from understanding how exactly Veda worked, what information, what memories, and what thoughts she had kept. She was fae; she was the sum of them, but she was also not. He had named her, and she was becoming something else now. Something new.

"Is that it?" she asked.

"No," he chuckled. "What I was trying to say is I have hurt people too."

"Deliberately?" she asked.

"No. Out of cowardice."

"I must not understand that word," she replied, nose wrinkled in confusion.

"I'm sure that you do," Doc drawled. "It means spineless or out of fear."

"That is not you," she insisted.

"That is part of me. I cannot stand to watch people die. I watched my mother die, and then and there I told myself that I wouldn't watch anyone else die, ever again. It was a reckless vow. Rash. I must have forgotten to use the box that day. But it stuck. I walk away. Run. To protect myself. And I do not spare much thought for those I leave behind. I can't. If I think of them…"

"You will go back?" she guessed.

"Yes."

"Who did you hurt?"

"Most recently?" he asked with a bitter laugh.

"Who is it you are thinking of?"

"Tessa. But Tessa makes me think of Bill. I have offered Tessa my regrets, but not Bill. I never explained myself; I never told him how sorry I am; I never… I shouldn't have abandoned him."

He was holding the box lid closed because otherwise the regret that he felt would tear through him with such awful power that he didn't know if he would be able to stand it.

"I didn't even go to his burial, and Andrew, his father, never said a word in reprimand, never tried to guilt me, or… or anything. He was always too good to me."

"Why do you not speak to this Bill now?"

It was too hard to explain it to her. Eventually he would tell her all about the throne room and the shadows that visited him here, but not today, not when his grief and regret were so heavy.

And besides that, Bill had never been one of the shadows. Doc had pushed him away so well and so thoroughly, that the distance had held, even in death.

He suddenly felt her shifting through his memories, and he blocked her with a sharp, "No."

"I am trying to help you," she insisted.

"German," Doc ground out.

"You do not know that this is the same."

"You do not know that it is not," he countered.

"You are being very difficult."

"Your middle name is difficult," he retorted.

Her face scrunched up, and she said, "I have only one name."

"If you had a middle name it would be Difficult," Doc replied.

"You have two names, no four. No, many more than four. You have many names. Why do I only have one?"

"When I was born, my parents named me John Henry Holliday. That is my name. Doctor is a title or honorific that I earned as a dental surgeon. Doc became a nickname later on," he said with a shrug. "All the rest are just the rest."

"Jervis called you Hans."

"German for John."

"Knight Protector?"

"A title given to me by the previous leader of the Hidden."

"Hidden?"

"The place where the cryptids live."

"Where you took the green-haired man to play cards?"

"Yes," he answered.

"Why do I only have one name?" she asked, tone a tad petulant.

"Because I only gave you one. If you want more, pick them."

"No," she countered. "You must give them to me, like your parents did for you."

The noose tightened, but he had begun to realize that it was senseless to fight it. And in any case, he already knew her name. He'd known it in an instant.

"Veda Alice Holliday," he said softly.

She stared at him, purple eyes shifting rapidly from one emotion to the next.

"You gave me your name," she whispered.

"Put it in the box," Doc ordered.

If she heard him, she didn't do as he told her. Her lip started to tremble, and her huge eyes filled with tears.

"Box!" Doc snapped. "Now!"

"I love it!" she exclaimed as the tears began to pour down her cheeks.

Doc cursed silently as he stood and quickly gathered her in his arms. He hadn't meant to make her cry, and although he realized they were happy tears, they still made his heart clench.

"Hush," he murmured against her head. "It's a good name," he added. "Alice was my mother's name."

"I know," Veda sniffled.

She would know. He was beginning to think that before long she would know everything about him, inside and out. It was a disconcerting thought.

"If you cry too much, we'll get soaked again," Doc warned her.

"I'm not crying," she cried.

"Mother liked roses," Doc said, hoping to distract her. "She liked the sun and being outside, but what she liked most of all was her piano. She could play any piece you put in front of her, and it sounded like the song of nature. Harmonious and pure."

"I would like to hear that," Veda murmured against his chest.

He smiled and thought of his mother on one of her good days. Happy and well, her elegant pale fingers moving over the piano keys with such speed that it astounded him.

And there he was, young John, sitting on the settee, listening raptly. Without speaking a word, his father entered the room and sat beside him; and together, they listened to her play.

"It is beautiful," Veda whispered.

"It is," Doc replied.

How he could both be inside of the memory and outside of it, he did not know. Veda was changing things. She was changing him.

"Thank you for giving me her name. She is lovely."

"She is that," Doc said softly.

He released the memory, and they were back in his throne room.

Veda was still curled against him, and she muttered, "I am sorry I cried."

"You don't ever have to be sorry," he assured her.

"You told me to put it in the box, but it was too big. I just could not do it."

"You'll learn."

"Why do I have to? Why can I not just feel?"

"You can feel," Doc said. "You just can't feel so big."

"I will try," she promised. "I like my name," she added.

"I'm glad."

"You should tell Bill you are sorry," Veda stated, tone both childlike and incredibly old. "So you feel less sad."

"I would," Doc replied. "If I knew how to find him."

"He is dead, yes? And is this not your throne room? Are the shades not your subjects? Can you not call him, and he will be bound to answer you?"

A chill raced down Doc's spine at her words. She had not spoken with the voice of a child this time. She had spoken with the voice of an ancient being. One who knew far more than she understood.

"I will retire someplace else," she added. "So you feel free to speak to him. I will not watch. I will not interfere."

She lifted her head and kissed his cheek softly before saying, "I would like to add to your names. I will call you brother."

Only she said it in fae, and he felt the word twist around him and bind him to her even more deeply. And then she was gone, retreated into a far corner of his mind. He felt her turn away from him, felt her close her mind to him, and then he was alone. As alone as someone could be when they were sharing their mind with someone else.

He conjured another goblet of whiskey and quickly drank it, wishing it would blur the memory of the last few minutes or, at the very least, erase her words from his mind.

Her name for him he accepted. She was his; he was hers. They were as much siblings as he and Francisco had been, tighter than those born of the same blood. Veda Alice Holliday belonged to him. She was his family, and he would teach her just as Francisco had taught him.

The fae part of her though, the part that was ancient and full of arcane knowledge; that part he could do without.

Her words were still racing through his mind, dragging dread and a strange sense of recollection with them.

"He is dead, yes? And is this not your throne room? Are the shades not your subjects? Can you not call him, and he will be bound to answer you?"

When she had said it, he should have snorted with derision and said, "What a ridiculous notion!"

But his being had recognized her words, felt them as fact, accepted them, and said, "Yes. It's always been that way."

But it hadn't always been that way, and it wasn't that way now. He was no king. He did not have subjects. He ruled over no one.

The shadows who came here were people he loved, people he hadn't been able to let go of. People he had somehow bound to him. He didn't know how, but he had.

That was all. He couldn't just call up anybody at anytime. That was absolutely ludicrous, and he should have told her so.

But he loved Bill. So maybe, just maybe, he could call up Bill.

Doc drank another goblet of whiskey, worry gnawing at him. What would happen if Bill actually came? He hadn't seen Bill in a very long time and hadn't talked to him more than to say "hello" in even longer. He had danced at Bill's wedding, but he had hardly said a word to him. And he had never once talked to Bill's son.

It made him sick even to think of it. He was such a goddamn coward.

Bill hadn't suffered from Doc's inattention though, not like Tessa had. Bill had had family. He had had Andrew, Janey, Wolf Heart, Doyle, Charlie, Joe, Annabelle, Brings the Rain; the list was long. He hadn't needed Doc.

Doc had tried very hard to get drunk the day he had realized that Bill was older than he was. Not in actual numbers, but in wear and tear. And when getting drunk had failed, he had started a fight with the biggest man he had ever seen. Doc had won, but it had done nothing to soothe his pain.

Immortality had been too fresh and new when he had first met Andrew. He hadn't fully considered it yet; he had just been so glad not to be dying and to finally be living.

It had taken several years for Doc to fully understand the ramifications of his decision to love Andrew and the others. And all of a sudden, he was that boy again, standing in his mother's doorway, watching her fade day by day, watching her die.

It was his worse fear come true. He was watching them die. Not as violently, not as quickly, but they were dying nonetheless.

They didn't change much as they aged, but Bill did change. He went from a laughing boy to a tall mischievous man, and Doc hadn't wanted him to. He had fought it madly, and the harder he had fought it, the more obvious it had become.

"Bill," he murmured, both hopeful and terrified.

What would he say to him if he did appear? How could he possibly make amends?

"Bill Rufus," he said a little louder.

Nothing happened, and Doc drank another goblet of whiskey.

He had known Veda was wrong. He couldn't just call people to him. It was illogical.

He was drinking straight from the goblet, making the whiskey appear as quickly as he downed it, when he heard the scrape of a boot on rock.

Unlike Andrew, Bill had always worn cowboy boots. And a big hat. It was a rule, after all.

Doc dropped the goblet and looked to his left.

And there he was. Bill Rufus. All grown up. Smile still wide as a river. Eyes still as bright as the stars.

He was standing just at the edge of the onyx floor, hat in his huge hands, looking rather awkward.

"Dad said you'd pull your head out of your ass someday," Bill said easily. "Although I do think it took you longer than he expected."  

"He thinks he's a goddamn prophet," Doc snorted as he stood and approached Bill.

"This is a real weird setup you've got here," Bill said with a wide gesture.

There was no arguing with that.

Doc stared at him, not sure what to say. This was the boy he had played hide and seek with. This was the boy who'd taken his hand and towed him down the stairs so they would be sure to get pancakes. This was the boy who had once pushed him off the porch into the mud and then jumped on top of him. They had played in the mud like two little pigs, and no one had scolded them for it.

"You don't have to say it," Bill said softly. "I get it. Dad explained it to me when you stopped comin' around for a while. He said it was different with me. He said that you'd somehow imagined that I'd always stay the same, that I'd always be a boy; and you were only now realizing you were wrong. And then he had to explain why that mattered because up until then I hadn't known you weren't like Dad and Mom. That you were immortal."

"I'm sorry," Doc managed.

"I just said you didn't have to say it," Bill chastised.

"But I do," Doc said. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have left you."

Bill shrugged one shoulder and said, "I understood."

"Please tell me you didn't need me."

"Did I miss you? Yeah," Bill said frankly. "But did I need you? Nah."

And somehow, that was absolution enough.

"You're so tall," Doc stated, still not really sure what to say.

"Yeah. I grew some," Bill said, grinning widely.

"What do you do all day?" Doc asked.

"You must think I hit my head when I fell out of the barn window," Bill snorted. "I'm dead, not stupid."

"I thought maybe you weren't in the don't-tell-Doc-anything-useful-about-death club."

"Nah, we're all in it."

"That's disappointing," Doc sighed. "Hot cocoa?" he asked.

Bill shook his head and said, "I'm grown, Doc. If you're drinking whiskey, so am I."

"Really? Andrew hates whiskey."

"Mom and Dad only have one love," Bill laughed. "Coffee. But I'm a little more open minded."

Without further comment, they both moved towards the throne, and Doc gestured for Bill to sit on the footstool.

"I'm not even gonna tell you what I think of your set up," Bill said. "One, bones? That's so medieval. And you really make all of your company sit on your footstool?"

"I thought you weren't going to tell me what you thought?" Doc drawled.

"I'm not. Those were just two statements about the comfortability."

"That's not a word," Doc pointed out.

"So?"

Doc rolled his eyes, materialized two golden goblets of whiskey, and handed one to Bill.

Bill didn't say anything as he took the offered goblet, but his lips twitched; and a moment later, he burst out laughing.

"Is this really how you see yourself?" he snorted.

"No," Doc shrugged. "I can't change the goblets though." He closed his eyes, focusing on a different place; and when he opened them again, they were sitting in plush leather chairs in front of Andrew's fireplace and Bill was no longer laughing.

"What did you do?" he asked.

"Changed the décor."

Bill stood and started to examine the stones on the side of the chimney stack.

"This is the den," he said, tone breathless.

"It's not," Doc shrugged. "We're still in the throne room; I just changed how it looks."

"Bullshit," Bill said. "This is the den."

Doc glanced down at the floor. It was shifting slightly, revealing onyx, just like it had been when Bluegrass had told him that they had never left the throne room.

"It's the throne room," Doc repeated.

"So you're saying you made this with your mind?" Bill demanded.

"Yes."

"You know every single intimate detail of the room, enough to recreate it perfectly?"

"Yes?" Doc offered uncertainly.

"Bullshit!" Bill repeated. "Come here."

Once Doc was standing beside him, Bill pointed at one of the stones in the side of the fireplace.

"Did you know this was here?" he asked.

Doc didn't need to lean any closer to read the "Bill was here" that was scratched into the rock.

"No," he said, heart stuttering slightly.

"This is the den," Bill insisted. "The actual den."

Doc turned around and looked at it. Really looked. Everything was just as he remembered it. Except for one thing. One of Andrew's final carvings was missing. Doc had watched Andrew put it on the shelf, but it wasn't there now. Not gone or missing exactly because it never had been there. This den was a den before Andrew had died.

"Shit," Doc hissed.

"I dropped my whiskey," Bill said. "And I feel like I need it."

They both sat, and Doc handed Bill another goblet of whiskey. He drank his own whiskey while he tried to quiet his spinning mind. He had accepted Bluegrass's words when she had told him that they had never left the throne room.

She had pointed out the floor, and her words had made sense to him. Furthermore, he much preferred that theory to the one that suggested he was, in fact, shifting himself from place to place and time to time within the dreaming.

"You're like the god of the dreaming," Bill said with a soft chuckle. "No, lord or king! 'Cause you got the throne." He lifted his goblet and said heartily, "To the Lord of the Dreaming!"

Doc wanted to vomit.

And if he hadn't been in the den, he might have.

Fortunately, Bill seemed oblivious to Doc's distress because he took a drink and said, "Woowee! That is some good whiskey."

"I'm glad you approve," Doc drawled, only too happy to think about something besides what Bill had just said.

The regret was still there. Regret that he had let fear keep him from knowing this man, this man who however different from Andrew was just as full of life.

"There needs to be a fire," Bill stated.

Doc had only to imagine it, and a fire sprung to life in the fireplace, immediately casting both warmth and soft light around the room.

"Now it's perfect," Bill sighed as he propped up his feet.

This was the thing that confused Doc. Bill acted as if he hadn't put up his feet by the fire in a hundred years, and Andrew had acted as if he hadn't gotten into a good fight in sixty years. So what did they do?

It sounded to him as if they were all stuffed in a closet somewhere, just waiting for someone else to take them out and play with them.

"Do you like death?" Doc asked.

Bill snorted and said, "You almost got me with that one, but it wouldn't matter. I'm pretty sure I'm not physically capable of telling you anything you're not supposed to know."

But Bill wasn't physical. He was spirit.

It was like a goddamn itch that he just couldn't scratch.

"What's it like to be immortal?" Bill asked, derailing Doc's train of thought.

"I haven't gotten that far into it," Doc shrugged.

"Jervis is older than you?"

"By quite a lot."

Bill made a humming noise, and Doc said, "What?"

"I'm just not sure I get the appeal. I felt done, you know?"

"No."

Bill chuckled softly before stating, "Dad once said that you're like the ocean."

"Explain."

"He said that no matter how much you live, how much you see, how much whiskey you drink, you're never full."

"When you put it like that, I sound rather greedy," Doc drawled.

"He didn't mean it in a bad way," Bill assured him. "He just said that most of us are cups or jars or even barrels. He said at the most, we might be a high mountain lake. We eventually get full. But not you."

Bill stared at the fire for a moment before saying, "I was never like you or Mom or Dad. I didn't have the drive to meddle or shift things. I enjoyed just living, living a simple uncomplicated existence; and they said there was nothin' wrong with that. I'm not sure they ever understood me; just like I never really understood them or you. But they didn't mind, and they didn't try to make me any different."

"I think as long as you were happy, they were happy," Doc said.

"Exactly. And you're happy, right?"

For just a moment, Doc saw the boy. All big brown eyes, all curiosity, all sweetness and easy acceptance.

"Yes," Doc said. "I'm happy."

It was true. He was often confused. Sometimes he was irritated; sometimes he sulked; sometimes he wanted to throw furniture out the window. But he was happy. He lived his life exactly how he wanted to. He drank what he wanted, helped those he could, and played games of go fish with little unicorns. He was teaching a man-boy how to fight and an ancient child how to think. He was in love with an enigmatic and distant woman. Life was good.

"I'm glad," Bill said. "What did you do today?"

It was such a benign question. A question Doc hardly ever heard anymore because he rarely sat down at the end of the day with anyone, let alone someone who might ask him such a question. He liked it. It reminded him of simpler days.

"I had an argument with Jervis," Doc said easily. "I told Thaddeus, that's my talking plant, a story about a leprechaun, and I taught Tucker how to stand and strike."

"Did he end up with a face full of manure?" Bill asked with a laugh.

"No. In fact, he figured it out after the first fall."

"Impressive."

"It really was," Doc admitted. "After that, I named an ancient fae child who's currently living inside my head. And I called you."

"Sounds like you got a lot done," Bill said with a stoic nod.

Doc shrugged.

"Could we cover a few of the points with a little more detail?"

"Sure."

"I hardly know where to start, so I think I'll just go in order. Talking plant?"

Doc grinned widely.

Bill may not have been much for wandering around, meddling, or killing; but he had always been just as curious as the rest of them. 

"That's going to take a minute to explain," Doc said. "More whiskey?"

"Please."

Doc pulled more goblets from the air, passed one to Bill, threw another couple of mental logs onto the fire, slipped off his shoes, and propped up his feet beside Bill's.

"So you remember Thomas Jefferson?"

"Third president, blah, blah, blah," Bill replied.

"Exactly. Well, Thaddeus was a scientist who worked for…"

Although Doc and Bill talked for what had to have been hours and hours, the fire never died down, and they never ran out of whiskey. In a way, Doc felt as if he was making up for all those years he'd foolishly missed out on.

He talked about Thaddeus and Veda for a while, and then he asked Bill about his wife and son. Bill grinned and told Doc all about how he and Callie had first met. He had known right away, he said, that she was the woman for him. And then he went on to tell Doc how he'd known.

They could have talked for hours more if someone hadn't suddenly shrieked "FIRE!!!"

Doc woke with a start, hissing, "Goddamn you, Thaddeus!"

"You've been asleep for hours," Thaddeus complained.

"For a reason," Doc ground out.

"You don't even need sleep."

"What is it you want?" Doc demanded.

"Is there any more of that brandy?" Thaddeus asked hopefully.

Another curse rose to Doc's lips, but he remembered Veda just in time and stopped himself from uttering it. Instead he picked up the brandy bottle and dumped the remaining contents into Thaddeus's pot.

"That really takes the edge off," Thaddeus sighed.

"The edge of what?" Doc grumbled.

"The never ending sameness," Thaddeus managed to say. "Nothing ever changes. Winslow's tone is always the same. The birds are rarely anything other than pigeons or doves. Rosa is always singing the same song; she always finishes her work at the same time; she always sits with me for thirty-five minutes, no more, no less. I calculate that there is less than one deviation to the pattern for every nine days. And, with few exceptions, it is usually only a small deviation."

Thaddeus's voice was very soft now, and each word was a little over-pronounced, as if he was truly struggling to speak.

"Why can't there be any bees?" he finally whispered.

Are you absolutely certain we cannot release him? Veda asked.

I wish we could, Doc replied. That was painful. His description of things even made me want to jump off the deck.

Is there nothing we can do to help him?

He won't go live with the Bakers.

The Bakers?

The red-headed children.

Oh, I quite like them. They are fun. And very good at flying a door.

Doc ignored that and said, And the last time I took him out with me, we were attacked by ninjas. He didn't handle it well. Although I did take him on vacation to the beach after that, and he mostly enjoyed it. Except for the part where he had to ride in a cat carrier.

That is sad, Veda said. But you are not as sad. Did you speak with Bill?

Yes.

And?

I am not as sad. Thank you.

Veda was silent for a moment. Then she said softly, You are less sad, but you are something else. You are upset.

I'm not, Doc said.

I am sure you are a very convincing liar, but it is difficult to lie to someone who can feel the truth of you. You are upset, so either I have upset you or Bill upset you. I cannot think that you would be this upset over anything the plant-man said.

As he had suspected, she would never be easy.

I am upset, he admitted. But you were not the cause of it.

So it was Bill.

It was not Bill, just something Bill said. End of conversation, he added forcefully.

You are not very amendable to accepting help, she complained. Or comfort. You comforted me; why can I not comfort you?

That's not one of my names, he retorted. I'm the comforter, not the comfortee.

She made a noise of disgust, but much to his relief, he felt her retreat. She wasn't gone. She wasn't even hiding; she just wasn't at the forefront of his mind.

This was going to take some adjustment. He was used to having alone time, time to reflect, time to ponder, time to plan his next move; and the realization that he was never going to be alone ever again was not one he cared to dwell on.

He checked his phone to make sure Jervis wasn't ready and saw that Jervis had texted him a little while ago, but it didn't have anything to do with Doc's final errand. Instead the text read, "Tessa Graves came by. She would like to speak with you."

Doc sighed, wishing Tessa would forgive him as easily as Bill had. But she had not only missed him, she had also needed him.

He dialed her number, and Tessa answered with a short, "Hi."

"You came by?" Doc prodded.

"Can you introduce me to Thomas Jury?" she asked.

"Why?"

"Because he's a witch, and I need some insight into a witch."

"There are plenty of witches in the Hidden," Doc countered.

"Yes, but rumor has it he's the most powerful witch around, and that's the witch I want."

"He prefers to be appreciated for who he is," Doc said. "Not what he is."

"That's all well and good," she retorted. "But when someone wants to hire an investigator, they don't go looking for a shoe salesman."

Doc chuckled softly and said, "You may have a point."

"I need a witch, Doc. Are you going to introduce me, or do I have to hunt him down on my own?"

"It would probably go better for you if I paved the way."

"Well?"

"I'll talk to him," he said.

He couldn't promise any more than that. Jury did not like dealing with anyone, but he especially did not like dealing with mortals. 

"I'm not going to apologize again," Doc said softly.

"I never asked you to apologize," Tessa ground out.

"I realize that. You need to realize that I would have killed Virgil if I had known."

"You didn't look," she stated. "But neither did anyone else. No one is to blame but Virgil. Logically, I don't blame you, and I don't blame Ollie or Gisele."

"I understand," Doc said, and he truly did. "I'll let you know what Jury says."

"Thank you," she muttered, tone resentful. "I appreciate it."

"Anytime," Doc drawled.

Tessa disconnected, and Doc set down his phone with a sigh. Talking to Tessa had not improved his mood. He understood anger, but Tessa's anger was hurting her, and that frustrated him. And she was likely going to get even angrier because he could hardly be certain of Jury's reaction to her request. It was pretty likely that Jury would say no because Jury was too smart to get involved with a mortal in the first place, unlike Doc. 

Doc's phone beeped again, and he picked it up, relief filling him when he read the text from Jervis saying that he was ready. 

Doc stood, slipped on his shoes, and grabbed the bag full of empty bottles from the coffee table. He couldn't do much to help Tessa, but Jury wanted water from the Fountain of Youth, and so Doc would get him water from the Fountain of Youth. All four of them.


Chapter 20
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"This is nice," Doc said as the plane took off from Denver.

"I do prefer flying to carriages," Jervis stated.

"You know that's not what I meant."

"We just went out," Jervis replied.

"It never gets old," Doc shrugged.

"It doesn't," Jervis agreed. "I think often of those first years we spent together."

"We killed a lot of people, didn't we?" Doc said happily.

"We did."

"I will admit that there are times when I miss the good old days," Doc sighed. "I still manage to find trouble enough, but it's different now. Altered. I would have to use a little more finesse if I saw someone on the street whom I wanted to kill."

Jervis snorted.

"What?"

"You, finesse?"

"I get the basic concept."

Jervis actually laughed.

"I like Sami," Doc said, enjoying the sparkle of humor in Jervis's eyes.

"Out of context," Jervis said, mirth still turning up the corners of his mouth.

"Not really. You never used to laugh."

"You give me very little reason to laugh," Jervis pointed out. "Which reminds me, how is the fae problem coming along?"

"Veda. Her name is Veda. Veda Alice Holliday."

Jervis blinked twice before saying, "I would yell at you, but I don't see the point. You not only named the puppy, but you also gave it your bed and your steak."

Doc shrugged and said, "I like the puppy, and I'm keeping her."

"Goddamn it, Hans."

Doc raised an eyebrow.

Jervis rolled his eyes before saying, "She's not really a child."

"I know that, but she needs me."

"Yes, she needs your body."

I know we love him, but can we not stuff his mouth full of that nasty chicken?

Doc accidentally laughed.

Jervis's eyes narrowed, and he growled, "The two of you are making jokes at my expense now?"

"No," Doc lied.

"Hans."

A crazy idea occurred to him, and before he could talk himself out of it, he said, "Just go to sleep, will you?" 

A burst of emotions pulsed out from Jervis, and Doc had to focus on not letting them overwhelm him.

"Why do you want me to go to sleep?" Jervis demanded.

"Trust me," Doc insisted. "Please, Jervis."

Jervis muttered something uncharitable under his breath, but he closed his eyes and leaned back his head. Doc did likewise, and a moment later he was inside his throne room for the third time that day.

"What are we doing?" Veda asked.

"Introducing you to Jervis."

"I thought we already did that."

"You're right. We're introducing Jervis to you."

Veda lifted a blonde eyebrow and said, "Curious."

Doc winked at her, stood, and offered his hand. Without pause, Veda took it and jumped off of the stool. Together they walked to the edge of the throne room floor. And together they stepped off of it onto the cracked earth beyond.

Doc closed his eyes and thought of Jervis. "I'm looking for Jervis," he said. "Gervasius. The keeper of Dulcis Requiem."

He felt the dreaming shift around them, and when he opened his eyes, Jervis was standing right in front of them in a shifting space that Doc recognized as Dulcis's lobby.

"New trick?" Jervis stated, tone flat.

"Mine though," Doc shrugged. "Not Veda's. Veda, Jervis. Jervis, Veda."

Veda was staring up at Jervis, eyes shining brightly.

"I am very happy to meet you in person," she said softly. "I love you."

"Box," Doc cautioned, already feeling overwhelmed by the rush of her emotions. Veda didn't just feel; she felt with all of the intensity of an ancient being who was experiencing everything for the very first time. 

Jervis hadn't yet moved or said anything, but his eyes were locked on Veda, and beneath the waves of Veda's happiness, Doc could feel Jervis's confusion.

"You do not know me," Jervis finally said stiffly.

"I love you because Doc loves you," she said. "He loves you so much. I did not like you at first because you were trying to control him and he does not like to be controlled. But he explained to me that he needs you, and then I realized that the two of you are one. You are one being. You are the roots; Doc is the tree." She smiled brightly and said, "You need each other."

Jervis's eyes shifted to Doc, and Doc shrugged carelessly. "What she said," he murmured.

The wave of affection he felt was not from Veda; it was from Jervis.

"I'm sorry I could never say it so eloquently," Doc added. "But I always thought it."

"As do I," Jervis stated.

"We're in accord then," Doc said with a chuckle. "About Veda," he added, "she's not going to eat me alive. She just wanted to be free, and she hitched a ride."

Jervis knelt in front of Veda and said in perfect German, "It is very nice to meet you, Veda."

"Likewise," she replied.

"Thank you for fixing Han's atrocious German."

"You are quite welcome. I am glad you appreciate my interference. Some people are less inclined to be grateful."

Doc rolled his eyes.

"Do you like my name?" Veda asked earnestly. "It's Veda Alice Holliday. Doc chose it."

"It is the most beautiful name I have ever heard," Jervis stated.

"Box," Doc said urgently.

"I am trying," Veda insisted. "But now that he is here, I can barely contain it."

She suddenly let go of Doc's hand and hurled herself at Jervis, wrapping her arms tightly around his neck. "I am sorry I ever did not like you," she cried.

A thunderclap rolled through the sky, and Doc cringed and tried once more.

"Veda, close your eyes, open the box, put your love inside of it, and lock it."

"I am trying!" Veda wailed. "I really am, but I just—"

Jervis stood, taking Veda with him, and settled her blonde head against his shoulder.

"I met a fae once," he murmured, German somehow sounding lyrical on his lips. "Would you like to hear about it?"

"Please," Veda said, voice still full of tears.

"I was twelve, I think. It was a long time ago, and I had wandered deep into our woods, a little too deep perhaps, but I wasn't worried."

Doc grinned widely as he watched Jervis whisper to Veda. That was one problem solved, and it had only taken a moment. Jervis was already like putty in Veda's hands.

They stayed in the dreaming until the plane landed in Florida, although Doc did shift the scenery to his suite at Dulcis. After the shift, he didn't look too carefully at things and didn't search for any evidence of it being his actual suite. He knew that it was.

They hadn't been in the throne room when he had shifted things, so logically they weren't in the throne room now. All places throughout all time were contained in the dreaming; the only thing he had done was move them to his suite and prevent his suite from shifting.

Just as the plane was landing, Jervis's head tilted upward, but before he or Veda could say "the plane has landed", Doc forced himself to wake.

He was already stretching when Jervis opened his eyes.

"Was she still with you after I left?" Doc asked curiously.

"No."

That confirmed something Doc had already suspected. Veda was tied to his consciousness. If he left his body, so did she. If he returned, so did she.

"I do regret that she has no physical form," Jervis said softly.

"You don't want me to kick her out of the bed?" Doc joked.

Jervis cast him a look and said, "I think a visit to the sub-subbasement is in order."

"After Jury gets done with me," Doc chuckled.

Doc grabbed the bag of jars, and they left the plane together. Once they were outside, Doc frowned at the sight of the car waiting for them.

"Couldn't you get anything better than that?" he asked. "What even is it?"

"I believe it is called a Gremlin," Jervis shrugged. "It was cheap, and you know how Florida is on vehicles."

"We could have washed it," Doc grumbled.

"That would hardly take the salt out of the air," Jervis replied.

"This is a low moment for me," Doc said. "Snake belly in a rut low."

Jervis's eye narrowed at Doc's choice of words, but he didn't say anything.

"You drive," Doc ordered. "I can't make myself do it."

"I like it," Jervis said. "It has style."

"Bad style," Doc muttered under his breath.

"I heard that."

"You're a vampire," Doc muttered. "I never thought for a moment that you didn't."

With a shudder, Doc settled himself in the passenger seat. It smelled like peanuts.

"We are never buying used again," he stated.

"I'll just be returning your Mercedes-Benz CLK GTR. I only just managed to procure it, but since I now know how you feel about used vehicles, I'm sure I can find someone else who will appreciate it."

"You got it?" Doc asked with excitement. "Is she home yet?"

"In transit."

"You have to let me know the moment she's there."

Doc closed his eyes and imagined running his hands over the steering wheel. He couldn't wait to touch it. Driving was one thing that being fae hadn't yet ruined.

"Shall I close down the interstate for you when it arrives?" Jervis asked.

"Nah," Doc replied. "That was fun once, but I like to play with the other cars. Where are we headed?"

"There's a fountain in Punta Gorda," Jervis explained.

"I love that we're doing this," Doc chuckled. "You should get Sami a present while we're here."

"I am not good at expression."

"That's not true at all," Doc countered. "You showered Bree with presents."

"Those were necessities," Jervis argued.

"I didn't realize that sapphire-studded hair clips fell under necessities," Doc said thoughtfully. "And all I did was mention that I heard a Mercedes-Benz CLK GTR was going up for auction."

"That's usually what you say when you want me to acquire something for you," Jervis stated.

"You're starting to slip in your old age," Doc snorted. "You used to be much better at lying."

"You have an unfair advantage," Jervis retorted, tone irritable.

That was true. Doc could actually feel Jervis's emotions right now. It was subtle, more subtle than it had been when he was full fae, but it was there. Veda was affecting him, but he had known that she would.

"I'm not doing it on purpose," Doc said. "Anyway, picture Sami." He paused, waited a few beats, then said, "Did you do it?"

"Yes," Jervis replied.

He was lying though.

"Picture Sami," Doc ordered again.

Jervis sighed, but after a moment, said, "She is pictured."

Doc grinned and said, "Now picture yourself handing her something, and her saying, 'Oh, Jervis! I love it!'"

"That is not how she talks," Jervis ground out.

"Does she speak to you in German?" Doc asked. "In that case it would be 'Oh, Jervis, ich liebe es!'"

The German phrase flowed from his lips with perfect ease, and he thought his feminine imitation of Sami was spot on, but Jervis obviously disagreed because he growled softly.

"Just do it," Doc ordered.

"Fine, it's done," Jervis spat a moment later. "And with much better accuracy."

Doc swallowed a laugh and said, "What did you give her?"

Jervis was quiet for a long time. Finally, he murmured, "I feel foolish."

"Don't tell me then, just go and find it."

"What I want to give her will take some time."

"That's alright," Doc said. "In the meantime, buy her something pretty that makes you think of her. Just like sapphire-studded hair clips made you think of Bree."

Doc grinned as an idea suddenly occurred to him. There was no reason why he couldn't do it too; he was going to buy Tozi a gift.

A second realization hit him, and he had to swallow a dozen curse words.

"What?" Jervis asked, and at the same time Veda exclaimed, "What is wrong?"

"Nothing," Doc said, hoping they'd both let it go.

They didn't.

"That was not nothing," Jervis stated.

You are distressed, Veda insisted.

Hush, Doc told her. I can't talk to both of you.

But you are in pain.

I'm fine.

You are not!

It is nothing, Doc insisted. Laughable, really.

"Hans!"

"Sorry, Veda is speaking."

"Tell us both then."

"It's nothing," Doc repeated out loud.

"You made a sound of distress," Jervis argued.

"It's hardly worth mentioning," Doc said.

Jervis pulled the car off the road and turned off the engine.

"What are you doing?" Doc demanded.

"Parking the car."

"I'm allowed not to tell you things!" Doc snapped. "Both of you."

Veda made a sound of disapproval; so did Jervis; and Doc sighed as he realized that it would just be easier to tell them.

"It's truly nothing," Doc stated. "It only just occurred to me that I cannot entertain any women for the duration of Veda's stay. However long that may be," he added, horrified to hear his tone convey the bleakness that he felt at such a concept.

That is ridiculous! Veda exclaimed. I was with you when you were with Drena, and I am not a child!

I didn't fully understand you yet, Doc replied. It was different.

Jervis's response was quite the opposite of Veda's. All he said was, "I see. That is quite unfortunate."

"It's nothing," Doc repeated. "It's not as if I haven't been celibate before."

Jervis made a humming noise before saying very softly, "Those were dark days."

"I'll be fine," Doc insisted. "Just recently, I was celibate for fifty years."

He had also forgotten Tozi. Forgotten the silky smoothness of her hips. Forgotten the shape of her bellybutton. Forgotten the press of her lips.

Doc quickly closed his eyes, visualized Francisco's box, and shoved all of his feelings for Tozi inside of it. It took him a moment, and when he was finished, he wasn't sure that he felt any better for it.

"I'm fine," he said out loud. "I have whiskey, cards, and killing; and that is good enough for me."

Neither of his companions bothered to reply, but Jervis did start the car and pull out onto the road.

For the remainder of the drive, Doc kept his eyes focused on the scenery and didn't think about anything, not Tozi, not Veda, not Jury, or Jervis.

When Jervis eventually parked, they both exited the car and looked around.

"Are you certain this is it?" Doc asked.

"No. You know how unreliable modern maps are. Do you want to ask someone?"

"Actually, I think I see it," Doc said as he grabbed the bag out of the car.

He walked across the road and studied the unimpressive water spout he found there. It wasn't even a drinking fountain. In fact, it looked more like something you might hook up a hose to.

"This can't be it," Jervis argued.

"I'm pretty sure it is," Doc replied. "Look, it's got a little Spanish galleon picture right there, and a big sign that basically says, 'don't drink this'."

An older man was approaching them, and Doc straightened to address him; but before he could, the man said, "Are you looking for the Fountain of Youth? Not that it looks as if either of you need it, but in any case you've found it. It's worked wonders for me," he added, eyes twinkling. "Guess how old I am?"

"Forty-nine," Doc drawled.

"Ninety-three," the man chuckled. "You'd never guess it, would you?"

In truth, Doc would have guessed that the man was over seventy, but he had the soul of a much younger man. So maybe the Fountain of Youth did work, just not on the body.

"You don't seem like the type to enjoy such a gimmicky place," the man went on.

"What's not to enjoy?" Doc shrugged. "The weather is balmy, and the fountain is lovely."

"You going to try it?" the man asked.

"Perhaps."

The man grinned widely, said "enjoy the weather", and strolled on past them.

"Gimmicky is just the word I would have used," Jervis muttered once the man was out of hearing range.

"Doesn't matter. You heard what he said. Genuine Fountain of Youth right here," Doc said.

He pulled a bottle from his bag, turned the spigot, and filled the bottle to the brim; then he carefully replaced the lid, labeled the bottle "water from Punta Gorda Fountain of Youth" and put it back into the bag.

"One down," he said cheerfully. "Where to next?"

"Warm Mineral Springs," Jervis said.

"Sounds lovely."

"I doubt that," Jervis replied, tone dark.

Jervis was wrong. Mineral Springs was lovely, in its own way. Doc much preferred it to the fountain in Punta Gorda, although he wasn't sure why anyone would refer to a large swimming hole as a fountain.

There was a boyish part of him that wanted to doff his clothes and run into the water, but he would save such exploits for another day.

"You write the label," Doc told Jervis. "I'll get the water."

He strolled over to the edge of the lagoon, nodding towards a woman who was watching him from under her large-brimmed hat.

"You coming into the water?" she asked, accent thick.

"Not today, I'm afraid."

"Shame. I would have liked to have seen whatever it is you have hidden under that finely pressed suit."

He winked at her and said, "It's not that impressive."

She hummed throatily.

By now, the bottle was full, and Doc capped it before saying, "Enjoy your soak."

"Less now," the woman said. "You'd make an old woman happy if you changed your mind."

"On another day, I would have been happy to join you," Doc said truthfully. "But today, I'm afraid I'm running short on time."

He enjoyed pleasing women, and he was certain he would have enjoyed pleasing her, but not with Veda watching and Jervis waiting.

He gave her a slight bow and returned to Jervis.

"That must have really pained you," Jervis said dryly as he attached the label to the bottle.

"It did," Doc stated. "She would have been a delightful companion."

"You're going to have to turn off the charm if you don't want the women stoning you," Jervis said.

"Why would they stone me?" Doc demanded.

"If you don't take down the open-for-business sign," Jervis explained, "they'll be angry when you refuse to service them."

"You make it sound so ugly," Doc sighed.

"I find that you work best with concrete examples."

"That's ludicrous," Doc muttered. "I work just fine with abstract principles."

"Not when it comes to women."

They paused the conversation long enough to settle themselves inside Jervis's hideous car; but as soon as they were on the road again, Jervis said, "Take down the sign."

"I don't know how," Doc admitted.

"You did it with Lena. Just pretend you're engaged with a forever woman; it will translate."

An image of Tozi laid out on the grass beneath him swam before his eyes. She wasn't a forever woman. She was the forever woman, but she wasn't his. Not yet.

"How far to the next one?" Doc asked, hoping to change the subject.

"Only an hour."

Doc nodded vaguely and stared out the window. When he wasn't driving, he usually napped, but if he napped, Veda would be there. He wasn't avoiding her; he just wasn't sure he wanted to argue with her right now. He could feel her irritation, and child or not, she was still a woman. As soon as she saw him, she'd tear into him; he just knew it.

"Did you ever go to Sami's family reunion?" Doc asked, trying to keep his mind occupied.

"No," Jervis said. "You were missing at the time."

"I'm sorry," Doc replied.

"Don't be," Jervis stated. "You can be sorry you were missing, but don't be sorry I missed the reunion. I'm not… You know that's not me."

It was true. When Andrew and company had descended on Dulcis, Jervis had run everything from the shadows, just as he always did; but when Doc had tried to include him, emergencies had always called Jervis away.

Doc could hardly blame him. In spite of all the rules Andrew pretended to follow, he didn't know the meaning of reserved. Or boundaries. None of Andrew's company did.

Doc never peppered Jervis with questions because he knew when to speak and when to stay silent. It was one of the first lessons Francisco had taught him.

The passing landscape blurred, turning into a memory of Francisco's garden. John was sitting on the steps near the study door, waiting for Francisco to finish his meeting.

After a long while, the study door opened, and Francisco stepped out onto the patio and sat beside John.

"What do you see, pup?" he asked.

"The garden," John replied.

"Interesting," Francisco murmured. "I see the rose bush. And behind that, I see a row of lilacs, and there's a bed of daffodils."

"But if you put all of that together," John insisted, "it equals the garden."

"That's true," Francisco chuckled. "Did you know that a garden is like a conversation?"

John shook his head.

"Sometimes you just want to look at the lilac for a while. So you stand in front of it; you inhale its lovely scent; you gaze at its small flowers in wonder. And you don't even realize that there's anything else in the garden. It's just you and the lilac."

John didn't respond; he just waited for Francisco to make sense of his statement.

"But sometimes, you're not interested in just staring at one flower for hours on end, so you walk down the pathways and you look at this and that; you stop to sniff this flower; you pluck that flower for your buttonhole; and so on and so forth. You don't pay as much attention to any one flower, but you casually enjoy them all."

John continued to wait.

"Other times you just stand there with your eyes closed and let the scents of the garden wash over you," Francisco said softly.

After saying this, Francisco was quiet for so long that John eventually said, "I don't understand. How is that like a conversation?"

"Didn't I say?"

"No."

"Ah, well, some conversations, like the one with the lilac, are deep and go well beyond the surface. Other conversations just sort of wander along, flitting from one subject to the next without ever examining them too closely. But in some conversations, you don't really say anything at all but you still understand each other perfectly well."

Doc let the memory of Francisco fade as he thought about how being friends with Jervis was like the last conversation. Most of the time, they didn't have to say anything at all to each other, but even when they went deep below the surface, they did it with as few words as possible.

Jervis was full of different flowers and secret nooks and crannies. There were mazes and lanes that Doc had never discovered, even after a hundred years.

Jervis was also surrounded by a cypress hedge twenty feet tall and impossible to push through, and he didn't just invite anyone inside. Which was just as well because not everyone knew how to just stand still and enjoy the breeze.

The fountain at St. Petersburg was rather boring. Doc quickly collected the water, labeled it, and then climbed back into the car. He and Jervis hadn't spoken for over an hour now, but neither of them minded. Only Veda minded.

Are you mad at him? Why?

I'm not mad.

Then why are you ignoring him?

I'm not.

You are not speaking to him.

I have nothing to say.

That makes no sense.

Doc rolled his eyes and said, I sometimes enjoy the sound of silence.

Why?

Because I haven't been voiceless for the last several thousand years, Doc replied patiently.

Oh. You would like me to be quiet?

Only if you have nothing to say.

Am I not saying something?

Doc didn't know how to tell her that she wasn't saying anything of importance.

Is there something specific you'd like to talk about? he asked instead.

I do not want you to change.

I'm not.

You said that you would not be able to enjoy a woman in my company, but I can put myself into the iron box. When I am in the box, I hardly notice anything at all.

She was lying. He couldn't see her, but he could hear it in her voice.

You'll just have to trust me, Doc said.

But I do not want to hurt you, she whispered.

It doesn't hurt me, Doc said with a laugh.

I do not believe you, she insisted.

You're just going to have to, he stated firmly. Now be quiet. I'm not in the mood to argue with you for the next three hours. We'll argue once we're home.

Home, she murmured. What is home?

It's where we go to recharge. Where we can unwind. Where we can put up our feet and not pretend to be anything other than what we are.

I like that, she said.

Home is Dulcis, Doc added, just in case she didn't know.

Home is Jervis, she replied.

Exactly, Doc said. You understand it perfectly.

And she did. Dulcis was beautiful, but it was nothing without Jervis.

"This is the worst one yet," Jervis stated.

"Why's that?"

"Blatantly commercialized," Jervis replied with a shudder. "It's tacky."

Doc swallowed a laugh and said, "Not everyone can advertise the way we do."

"We do not advertise," Jervis growled.

"Exactly."

Jervis snorted softly before saying, "Do make it quick."

"Oh, no," Doc chuckled. "I want to visit the gift shop."

"Is there a reason you hate me?"

"Do you think they'll have t-shirts?"

"I can't speak to you when you're like this," Jervis grumbled.

Doc laughed loudly and winked at a small boy who was looking their way. The boy hid behind his mother, and Doc swallowed another laugh as he took a paper cup from the stand. He knelt to fill it and gestured for Jervis to do the same. With a heavy sigh, Jervis did so.

"I don't know how I got roped into this," he muttered.

"You insisted on coming," Doc reminded him.

"I was justifiably concerned," Jervis stated.

They had moved to one side of the room, and Doc carefully poured the cups into a jar. When he was done, he labeled the jar and slipped it back into the case, feeling a sense of satisfaction as he did.

Jury would have to do without water from the River of Sight, but except for that one thing, Doc had procured every single item on Jury's list, as well as, a few things Jury hadn't even asked for.

Hopefully this would wipe the slate clean between them, and Jury would stop looking at him with that vaguely worried glare. It was a good plan, and in theory it would work, but only if Jury never found out about Veda.


Chapter 21
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The flight home was the most incomparable flight of Doc's life. After boarding, he and Jervis immediately went to sleep; and then Doc and Veda met Jervis out in the dreaming. Once they were all together, Doc moved them to his suite, and then he sat and drank whiskey while he watched Jervis play chess with Veda.

Veda had obviously never played the game or even heard of it, but she borrowed Doc's knowledge; and before long, she and Jervis were evenly matched.

The moment should have been overwhelmingly strange, but for some reason, the strangeness of it was tempered by a sense of rightness, as if this was the way things had always been.

Doc didn't consider how right it felt for long though; instead he added it to the stack of feelings, questions, and oddities that he was refusing to examine too closely for fear of what he might discover.

As soon as the plane landed in Denver, Doc texted Jury and said, "Done."

Jury hadn't responded to any of Doc's texts since he had left with Ursula, but Doc was hopeful that this text would bring him home. He missed Jury. A lot.  

Once his text was sent, Doc took his satchel of precious water, stowed it in his car, and headed downtown. He was on a mission, one that had nothing to do with Jury. 

It took him six hours to find what he was looking for, and he found it in a hole-in-the-wall dusty antique store. Doc doubted if it was particularly old, but it was absolutely perfect; and the moment he'd seen it, he had known it was for Tozi.

He quickly paid for it and tucked the small package into his pocket before heading home. He couldn't make love to her, but that didn't mean he couldn't woo her. 

Doc entered his suite as silently as possible; and without waking Thaddeus, he popped the cork of a whiskey bottle and poured the whiskey into Thaddeus's pot.

Why did you do that? Veda asked.

So he doesn't yell fire, Doc replied.

But what if there is a fire?

There will never be a fire.

But—

Hush, Doc ordered.

But—

There is a time to talk, and a time to be quiet, Doc said. This is a time to be quiet.

He was in his bedroom now, and he checked his pocket to make sure his gift was still tucked inside before falling onto his bed.

I'm going to sleep, Doc told Veda, but I'm not going to my throne room.

You are going to her, Veda said.

Yes.

You love her, but it is not the same as your love for Jervis or the green-haired man.

Tucker, Doc corrected.

Yes, Tucker. You love her differently. Why?

That is a conversation for another day, Doc said.

I see. I will amuse myself. I do not mind if you engage in your normal activities. I will pay no attention at all if that is what you prefer, although I do not see how it matters.

It matters, Doc said.

You are very stubborn.

As are you, Doc replied.

He couldn't say why he cared, but he did. He couldn't claim that every single time he had made love to a woman it had been private. There had even been times when he'd made love to multiple women at once. But he had never made love to a woman in front of a child, at least not to his knowledge; and even though he knew that Veda wasn't really a child, it was a self-imposed rule that he wasn't going to break.

Pushing thoughts of Veda to the back of his mind, Doc closed his eyes. He didn't allow himself to fall asleep right away though. Instead he thought of Tozi. He thought of her beautiful eyes. He thought of her luscious lips. He thought of her scent. She smelled like spring rain and tasted even better.

Only when he had fully formed her in his mind did he allow himself to fall asleep.

He knew she was there right away; and, to keep himself from doing something he shouldn't, he stepped back before opening his eyes.

Tozi studied him with a quizzical look and said softly, "Unicorn?"

"Nothing so easy this time," Doc replied. "It may be a long while before I can touch you again."

"And why is that?" she asked.

There was no point in not telling her, so he said simply, "The spirit of the fae slipped inside me when I wasn't looking; and for the time being, we're rather stuck with each other. She's ancient, and yet not. I can't… I don't…"

He shook his head and smiled ruefully, not really sure what to say. He could still feel Veda; and even though she felt far away, she was there, like a thought at the edge of his mind.

"I'm not unhappy," he added, just in case Veda was listening in. "She's mine now. Mine. But I will someday find a way to free her."

He felt a small burst of joy from Veda, and he rolled his eyes. She could put herself in the furthest corner of his mind, and it wouldn't be far enough. She would always be able to feel him and hear him.

"But I wanted to see you," Doc said, doing his best to ignore Veda. He checked his pocket, grinning when he felt the package under his hand. "I have something for you. A gift."

The look on Tozi's face went from mild confusion over his confession about Veda to complete astonishment.

"A gift?" she repeated, tone baffled.

"Yes."

He took the package from his pocket and stepped towards her. "It took me five hours to find something I liked," he said with a shrug. "It's little more than a trinket, but it made me think of you."

He handed it to her and, ignoring his need to touch her, stepped backwards. It was pure torment to be so close to her without being able to feel the smoothness of her skin under his hands, but he would persevere.

She hadn't opened the package yet; she was just staring at it, and he said, "Aren't you going to open it?"

Her eyes flew up to meet his; and for once, he couldn't read them.

She looked back down and slowly began to open the package. Once it was open, she stared at the contents for a long time before finally whispering, "It's beautiful. Will you put it on me?"

He shouldn't. It was dangerous to move so close to her; but with a nod, he took the silver necklace from her outstretched hand, moved behind her, and slipped it around her slender neck.

The moment he had seen the delicate silver crescent moon hanging from an even more delicate chain, he had known that it belonged around Tozi's neck. He longed to see her naked, wearing nothing but his necklace, but such an indulgence would have to wait.

"Thank you," Tozi said as he moved away from her. "I…"

She trailed off, but he didn't mind. He knew she loved it. He had seen it in her eyes.

"Hot cocoa?" he asked. "And a game of…" Now he was the one trailing off. A game of what? Surely Tozi was above such idle things.

"Mexican poker," she said, tone a tad mischievous.

He grinned at her. If he hadn't already been in love with her, her words would have sealed it.

"Wake up!"

Doc sat up with a curse, then cursed for forgetting not to curse, then slammed the side of his fist into Jury's chest.

"Goddamn it!" Jury exclaimed. "What the hell was that for?"

"Sneaking up on me," Doc snarled.

"I don't see how that's my fault," Jury laughed. "She must have been something really special because I've never once been able to sneak up on you while you were sleeping. I honestly just thought you were messing with me."

Doc glared at him.

"Come on," Jury coaxed. "Aren't you glad to see me?"

"No," Doc lied.

"You are," Jury stated. "I can tell you missed me."

"I didn't."

"You did. Admit it."

"Fine," Doc said. "I missed you."

And he really had.

Jury blinked in confusion. "I didn't think you'd actually say it," he muttered. "I don't like it."

"I missed you very much," Doc went on.

"Stop that!"

"So much in fact that—"

"Enough!" Jury exclaimed. "You made your point. Did you finish the list?"

"Yes," Doc said.

"I heard a question mark," Jury grumbled, shaking his head. "Did you or didn't you?"

Doc shrugged.

"Was it the leprechaun gold?" Jury demanded.

"No, I got that."

"You did?"

"Yes."

"How?"

"The last contest was luck," Doc explained.

"Goddamn it!"

Doc stopped himself from telling Jury to watch his mouth because if he did that, he would have to explain why, and he had already made up his mind not to tell Jury about Veda.

"What didn't you get then?" Jury demanded.

Doc rolled off the bed and said, "I'll just show you."

Jury followed him into the sitting room, and Doc gestured towards the black bag on the coffee table.

"Everything's in there," he said. "I'll get whiskey."

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

Doc rolled his eyes, but pulled out his phone and called the kitchen. He ordered pancakes with all the works, including steak, then grabbed a bottle of whiskey before returning to the sitting room.

"What's this?" Jury asked, holding up a bottle. "Rain from the dreaming?"

"Rain from the dreaming," Doc replied.

"Is that really a thing?"

"Yes?"

"I hate it when you do that," Jury sighed. "Yeses by definition don't have question marks attached to them. I wonder what properties it will have," he added absently.

He continued to mutter to himself as he removed all of the items. "You got all four Fountains of Youth," he chuckled at some point. "I wasn't sure you would."

Doc ground his teeth together, annoyed at Jury for pulling such a stunt, but secretly relieved that Jury hadn't meant an actual Fountain of Youth somewhere.

"So the only thing we're missing is the River of Sight," Jury finally said.

"Because it dried up," Doc stated.

"Still. It's going to be hard to duplicate Aqueduct's ring without it. Maybe one of the other waters from there will work; they might have similar properties. Although the name does make a difference. Plenty of gold to work with though," he added grudgingly. "So that's good."

"You're welcome," Doc said pointedly.

Jury grinned and said, "It was the least you could do."

Doc decided not to argue. Instead he said, "Did you have fun with Ursula?"

"Yeah," Jury shrugged. "We found the treasure of King John. Rather, I found it. You were right about her ability not being particularly helpful for treasure hunting, but we still had fun. She went home," he added offhandedly.

"I'm sorry," Doc said.

He wasn't. He was glad. Ursula was an elite witch from an elite family, and when she and Jury were together, they acted like elite witches from elite families.     

"I was ready for a break anyway," Jury said as he dropped onto Doc's couch and stretched out his legs.

Doc could feel Jury's careless sincerity. He didn't care about Ursula. Jury was much better than Doc about not caring about people.

"Now that I'm back, we should go hiking," Jury said offhandedly. "We could backpack. There's this mountain by Westcliffe that I've been wanting to climb."

Even without Veda's warning, Doc knew it was a test.  

"I just hiked a mountain to get your gold plate," Doc replied easily. "And in much better company. How about we go clubbing instead?" He paused for a second before adding, "Or, since I went through all the trouble to get you such a nice t-shirt, we could do a wet t-shirt contest."

"I do love wet t-shirt contests," Jury replied, tone a little relieved. "What mountain did you climb?"

"Babin Zub. In Serbia."

"Are there a lot of fir trees there?" Jury asked.

"More pines," Doc replied, knowing he had made a mistake the second the words left his mouth. He grinned widely, reluctantly impressed by Jury's underhanded tactic, and said, "That was really sneaky."

"I've picked up a few things over the years," Jury shrugged. "I wish you would just be honest with me," he chastised.

"I don't think that's true."

Jury paled and said, "Is it really that bad?"

"Depends on your point of view," Doc murmured.

"What is your point of view?" Jury demanded.

"I will admit that I have been in more ideal situations; however, I have also been in less ideal situations, and I'm rather invested now, so I can't say I'm upset."

Veda snorted, and Jury said, "That was oddly diplomatic, but I've no idea what the hell it means."

"How about this?" Doc offered. "Let's go clubbing, and then we'll go camping, and we'll have a fire every night, and on the third night, I will tell you everything."

"Oh, for fuck's sake!" Jury exclaimed. "How bad is it?!"

Doc suppressed a flinch at Jury's word choice and was just about to assure Jury that it really wasn't all that bad when his phone rang. He would have normally ignored it, but he had a feeling it was Tessa, and he was right.

"There's something I'd like you to do for me," Doc told Jury. "It involves a mortal though so I understand if you don't want to."

Jury's face twisted, and he said, "What exactly are you asking?"

"I'm not sure, but I think it has to do with compulsion."

All signs of emotion left Jury's face, and he said flatly, "I'll talk to them."

Doc nodded and answered the phone.

"Tessa."

"Doc."

"You're in luck," Doc said.  

"Am I?" Tessa replied. "It doesn't feel like it."

"Jury's here."

Tessa didn't respond, and Doc finally said, "Tessa?"

"Yes?"

"I said Jury's here."

"I heard you."

"Are you going to come up?" he asked.

He knew she was just outside of Dulcis because he had seen Jervis's text telling him she was before he had answered the phone.

"Tessa?" he asked when she didn't respond.

"Yes?"

Doc sighed and said, "I'll come down for you." He disconnected, turned to Jury, and said, "I'll be right back."

"You didn't say it was a girl," Jury grumbled.

"It's not a girl," Doc stated. "It's a woman. Tessa Graves."

"That's even worse," Jury spat. "You're really going to owe me."

"I just paid you," Doc countered.

"Not for this. I'm not sure there's enough water in the world to cover this."

"Just… I'll be right back."

Doc quickly left his suite and entered the elevator.

Once the doors had closed, Veda said, Why is he so unhappy?

For a variety of reasons, Doc replied.

Can we not make him happy? We love him too, do we not? I can feel that you love him.

Yes, Doc sighed. We love him; and no, we cannot make him happy.

I do not understand why not, she murmured. What is the use of all this power if we cannot make the people we love happy?

I don't know, Doc said, feeling her sadness as if it was his own. And maybe it was. Both of them had all this power, and yet they were both completely powerless.

The elevator doors opened, revealing a white-faced Tessa in the middle of the lobby. Doc walked over to her, took her gently by the arm, and towed her into the elevator. For someone who was so insistent on wanting to see Jury, she didn't act overly excited. Not that he blamed her. When he had first met Jury, he'd had no idea that Jury was a witch, let alone one of the most powerful witches in the world.

"How powerful is he?" she suddenly whispered.

"Incredibly powerful," Doc replied. "Probably the most powerful witch alive." Her face was beginning to turn green, so Doc said, "Isn't that what you wanted? A powerful witch?"

She nodded.

"Are you certain?" he pressed.

She nodded again before saying, "Curtis says he's nice. Is he?"

"I'm pretty certain Curtis didn't say that," Doc drawled. Bree was the only person Doc had ever heard call Jury nice.

"This is a bad idea," Tessa stammered. "I'll figure out something else."

They had just reached Doc's floor; and as the elevator door opened, Doc said, "Do you want to go down?"

"No," she replied. "I'm fine."

"You don't have to do this, whatever this is," Doc said.

"I do," she insisted.

"Alright," he murmured. "Don't gush," he added, feeling the need to warn her. "He doesn't like it when people gush. But he does like it when people are properly impressed."

"He sounds like a pain in the ass," she muttered.

"He's a Jury," Doc chuckled. "What do you expect?"

He had to pull her forward because even though she had said she wanted to keep going, she hadn't moved an inch. He understood that though, understood what it was like to do something you were absolutely terrified to do.

Jury stood when they entered the room, and Doc cringed at the first words Tessa blurted out.

"You don't look like Phillip Jury."

Jury smiled tightly and said, "I'm glad to hear it."

"Sorry," she muttered. "I didn't mean... I'm not good with people."

"That makes two of us," Jury shrugged.

"Tessa, Jury. Jury, Tessa," Doc said. "Anyone else want whiskey?"

"Yes," Tessa said gratefully.

Doc practically ran to the kitchen. He had been doing pretty well before Tessa had arrived, but there was so much emotion pulsing from her that when she had nearly vomited in the elevator, he had almost joined her.

I am sorry, Veda said. I am not interfering.

I know, Doc replied before he drank an entire bottle of whiskey.

He and Veda were melding together, and there was nothing either of them could do about it. It wasn't a simple melding either. He was becoming more and more fae again, and she was becoming more and more Docian, whatever the hell that meant. She was soaking up his feelings like a sponge, loving those he loved and wanting to help them just as much as he did.

She is in so much pain, Veda said. Both physically and mentally.

I know.

We cannot help her. Her mind… Something is wrong with her mind.

I know, Doc said again, heart aching.

He should have never left Tessa, but he had thought she wouldn't need him, just like Bill. He had been wrong though. Dead wrong.  

He drank another bottle of whiskey, grabbed one more bottle and a glass, tried his damndest to build up a wall around himself like he had trained himself to do, and returned to the sitting room.

Jury had sat, but Tessa was just standing there, looking as if she might vomit at any given moment.

Doc pressed a glass of whiskey into her hand and said, "Why don't you sit?"

Tessa didn't respond, but she downed the whiskey in one drink and started pacing.

Doc sat on the couch beside Jury, and Jury nudged him with his elbow and mouthed, "I can't believe you're doing this to me."

"I'm not doing anything," Doc mouthed back. "You can leave anytime."

"Like hell I can! You just asked me to talk to her!" Jury spat silently.

"You have," Doc replied. "You are now free to go."

Jury glared at him but just as he opened his mouth to say something else, Tessa snapped, "I can read lips!"

"You were turned the other way," Doc shrugged. "You wanted to meet Jury. Here he is. If you don't start talking soon, he'll wander away in search of food."

"I have a witch inside my head," Tessa blurted out. "And I need to get him out."

Doc wasn't sure what she meant by that, but it certainly explained a lot about her condition.

"Can you repeat that, but slower and with more detail?" Jury asked.

Doc could feel the subtle shift in him. He would have felt it without Veda because Jury had tensed and leaned forward ever so slightly. But since Veda was part of him, he also felt the shift in Jury's emotions. He felt the tenseness, the interest, and the fear.

Tessa was pacing again; and as she paced, she talked.

"I'm being, have been, am compulsed. He's been messing with me since I was thirteen. I can't remember him. Not really. Just his voice. He has an awful voice. Like steel or ice, and it goes inside my head and twists things. I can't explain it," she said desperately.

A wave of pain tore through Doc, but Tessa did no more than press her hand to her head as she said quickly, "When I try to disobey him, it hurts."

Jury leaned forward a little further before saying softly, "But can you?"

His interest was acute now.

"Can I what?" Tessa asked in confusion.

"Disobey him?"

"I'm doing it right now," she said. "But it's easier with whiskey."

Doc stood and handed her the bottle, hopeful that if she kept drinking, the pain would lessen.

"Thanks," she muttered.

She took a couple of drinks before saying, "Can you get rid of it? Fernsby says you can't. He says that it's me now, me making the compulsions work, but Fernsby's not as powerful as you are. Can you get rid of it?"

"I don't know," Jury admitted.

His face was completely blank, but Doc knew he had already made up his mind. Jury might not be able to help Tessa, but he would certainly try.

Just then Jury said, "But I can try."

Tessa's relief was like a flood, and she whispered, "Thank you."

"I can't promise anything," Jury said flatly. "Most spells can be untied, but I'm not sure if compulsion is like that. I've never had the opportunity to look at it." He stood and said, "It'll be easier at my apartment. Doc, send over the food. I'm adding this to your tab."

"I don't have a tab anymore," Doc retorted, relieved that they were leaving.

"Like I said, I'm starting a new one. Come on," Jury added as he walked past Tessa. "Let's go see what we can do."

Tessa cast a panicked glance at Doc.

"It's fine," Doc said softly. "Jury wouldn't hurt a fly. Unless the fly had it coming," he added with a grin.

Tessa didn't move, and a swarm of conflicting emotions assailed Doc.

"Are you coming?" Jury demanded from the door.

Without responding, Tessa downed the rest of the whiskey, threw the empty bottle to Doc, and followed Jury out into the hallway.

Doc sighed with relief once the door was closed behind them.

We're going to have to work on that, he thought.

Veda didn't respond.

Veda?

Still no response. She was there, but he could barely feel her.

Worry filled him, and he closed his eyes and forced himself to fall asleep.

The moment he opened his eyes again, Veda hurled herself at him, weeping loudly. Thunder suddenly clapped, drowning out Veda's loud sobs; and rain started pouring from the sky.

"That hurt so much!" she wept. "How can she stand it?"

"I don't know," Doc replied, and he really didn't. He had an abnormally high pain tolerance, and even he had been shocked at the level of pain pulsing through Tessa.

"We have to help her!"

"Shush," Doc murmured. "You can't help anyone like this. You have to use the box, Veda."

The rain had turned into slashing sleet, and it was pelting against them so hard and fast that it was slicing Doc's skin. He turned them both around, pressing Veda against the back of the throne and shielding her completely with his body.

"Veda," he said softly. "Please. Use the box."

Her sobs didn't lessen.

Doc's heart was breaking. Veda had wanted to live, and now she was living, but she was finding out how painful it was, and he couldn't protect her from that because she felt what he felt, and if possible, she felt it even stronger than he did.

He started to sing, softly forming words he had heard Andrew sing a thousand times over the years.

He had gone through the song once and started over, when Veda hiccupped and said, "What are you doing?"

He paused and said, "Singing."

"Why?"

"I hoped it would make you feel better. Just like it did before."

"What is this song?"

"The Sound of Silence," he replied.

"It is sad. Should you not have picked a happy song?"

"I don't know any happy songs," Doc admitted.

"I like it anyway," she muttered. "Promise me that we are going to help her."

He couldn't do that. He couldn't make a promise that he didn't know how to keep.

"I promise that we will try to help her," he said. "Jury will help her if he can, and we will try to…"

Doc didn't know what they would try to do. He didn't understand what he had felt or what he had seen when he'd been with Tessa. Pain, anger, and fear had all been there. Those he understood. But more than that, he just didn't know.

"We will try to help her," he repeated, for himself just as much as for Veda.

The guilt he had felt earlier was a hundred times more acute now. If he had never left her, Tessa wouldn't be in this state. He knew he couldn't take on responsibility for every person he came into contact with, but he had loved the child Tessa had been, and he had left her to protect himself. He had never once imagined that leaving her would put her into any danger though. She had had family. She still had family. Good family.

Nonetheless, he would try to help her, and he would try to repair the mistake he had made. But how to start? Tessa still didn't want anything to do with him. She was stubborn, and she was proud. Two traits that he admired in anyone, but they were going to make it difficult to assist her.

An idea occurred to Doc, and he grinned slightly. Tessa might not want anything to do with him, but he was on fairly good terms with her new partner. Perhaps it was time to pay Curtis Nash a visit.
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Chapter 1

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. 
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