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Book 16:

FATHOM

M.M. Crumley

For my husband.

No truer friend was ever had.

And for Masaru Emoto.

Who knew all about water.
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Harbinger of Doom

My Dear & Fantastic Readers,

Perhaps you remember my previous Harbinger of Doom. It regarded the Legend of Andrew Rufus Series. It bears noting that The Legend of Andrew Rufus and The House of Graves can be read at any time during Doc's series. However, for maximum effect, oh yeah, the complete five-book House of Graves Series should be read before you read Doc Book 16. (That's this book; the book you're currently holding in your hands).

I'm not saying you can't read this book and then go read Graves. You can totally do that, and you won't ruin a thing. However, as your author, and you really should trust your author, I would put down this book, back away slowly, read The House of Graves Series, and then come back to this truly epic Doc book. Why? Because it will be so much more delicious. 

Chronologically, Doc Book 16 lines up with the conclusion of the House of Graves, and this is important for the same reason that it's important to eat your steak before your ice cream. Yes, you can eat the ice cream first. But then you'll be left with the taste of steak in your mouth. A wonderful flavor to be sure, but you'll be wishing you had some ice cream to follow it up with. As far as analogies go, that one probably wasn't my best, so let's move on.

Trust your author. Read the House of Graves Series. You will not regret it. It is an incredible series, and you'll get to see a side of Thomas Jury you've never seen before…  

Best Regards,

M.M. Crumley


Chapter 1
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"What exactly seems to be the problem?" Doc Holliday asked with a heavy sigh.

"It is the box!" Veda exclaimed crossly. "It is too small!"

"It's not the size of the box…" Doc said before trailing off with another sigh.

He had explained to her a hundred times over the past week that it was not the size of the box that mattered. The box was merely a symbol or a vehicle for controlling her emotions; but no matter how he explained it, she just couldn't seem to understand or follow his instructions. Maybe he was doing it wrong.

He lounged on one side of their picnic blanket and studied her. She wasn't quite as young as she had been a week ago. Her face was less rounded, and she was at least an inch taller. It was disconcerting. He was used to children growing at the regular rate.

But Veda Alice Holliday was not a child. She was an ancient and immortal being who had simply taken on the form of a child. And now she was leaving it behind.

"I am telling you, it is too small!" she grumbled angrily as she hurled the box away from her.

Doc rolled his eyes. An ancient immortal being with the temper and control of a baby.

"Try again," he said wearily.

"I will not!" she spat, golden eyebrows furrowing. "I do not see how you do it! It is just another cage. If I have emotions, I should feel them."

He deigned not to point out that the flowers all around her were wilting from the force of her anger.

He was definitely doing it wrong. He must have forgotten something Francisco had said. Some vital point. Some minute detail that pulled it all together.

Doc sat up a little straighter, grin tugging at his lips. Of course he was doing it wrong. He wasn't Francisco. Francisco was Francisco.

"Francisco!" he said loudly.

He was past the point of caring about whether or not he was in his throne room. He was still in the dreaming, and the dead existed in the dreaming. If he could call them to his throne room, he could call them to him no matter where he was.

He hoped. 

"What are you doing?" Veda asked curiously.

"Waiting for Francisco."

"Francisco?!" she exclaimed. "I am going to meet Francisco? What is he like? Is he like you?"

"Not even a little," Doc insisted. "He's much better than me."

"By whose accounting, pup?"

"Mine," Doc said, smiling broadly up at Francisco.

"You never were very good at math," Francisco shrugged. He winked at Doc before turning to Veda and saying, "And who is your lovely companion?"

"I am Veda," Veda said proudly. "Veda Alice Holliday."

"Veda Alice Holliday," Francisco replied with a solemn bow. "That is an excellent name."

"Doc chose it," she said, joy pulsing off of her.

"The world is certainly richer if there is another Holliday in it," Francisco replied easily.

Veda smiled happily, and Doc gestured for Francisco to sit with them.

"Whiskey?" Doc offered, extending the goblet that had appeared in his hand with a mere thought.

"Thank you. Odd fare for a picnic," Francisco added with a wink.

"I need it," Doc muttered.

"And why's that?"

"Because I'm not as patient as you. I'm trying to teach Veda to use the box, but—"

"It is too small," Veda interjected. She crossed her arms and with pouting lips said, "I do not like it."

"Liking it is not the point," Francisco said. "Do you understand it?"

"Doc says that I have to be able to control my emotions or I will not be able to think when I need to."

"I've always found that emotions get in the way of thinking," Francisco agreed.

"But then I will be just like them!" Veda exclaimed. "Flat and boring and stuck on a continent that no one goes to and where nothing happens."

Francisco raised an eyebrow and said, "Them?"

"There are, perhaps, a few things you don't know about the world," Doc said carefully.

"Such as?"

"Well, for one, Tlahuelpuchi are, in fact, real."

Francisco stared at him for a long moment before saying, "There are blood-thirsty monsters roaming the countryside and drinking children's blood?"

"Alright, maybe not the version of Tlahuelpuchi you grew up hearing tales about, but as a species they do exist. In fact, there are fifty or more reasoning species besides humans."

"There were once one hundred and eighty different species," Veda said a little dreamily. "So many dead; so many gone."  

Doc could feel her sadness as if it was his, and he struggled to bring it under control. His efforts were for nothing though because the blue sky suddenly fled, retreating behind heavy grey thunderclouds. The clouds immediately began to weep, pouring down cold and slicing rain.

"Hush," Doc murmured as he pulled Veda onto his lap and tried to soothe her. It was difficult though when everything she felt, he felt; but the box was plenty large enough for him.

"I can still hear their wails," she sobbed.

And because she could, he could.

Maybe the box wasn't big enough. Maybe that really was the problem.

More rain pounded down on them, and thunder cracked, but even the thunder wasn't enough to drown out Francisco's soft voice.

Doc closed his eyes as Francisco's words flowed over him, soothing him just as they had when he was a boy. He hadn't understood the song when he was very little, but now he knew it perfectly well.

It was a song of the beginning. Of the earth turning fertile and birthing life into existence. It was a song of hope.

The rain began to slow; and before long, it petered away, and the sun returned.

"Veda," Doc said firmly, "I'm sick of getting wet. You have to use the box."

"Where did you learn that song?" Veda asked, completely ignoring Doc's statement.

"My grandmother taught it to me," Francisco said. "Why don't you like the box?"

"It is not big enough," she insisted.

"That's not true," Francisco replied. "And you surely know it. The box is infinite. Why don't you like the box?"

Francisco had always been able to cut straight to the heart of things.

"If I do not cry for them," Veda said softly, "who will? If I do not remember them, who will? If I do not feel joy at the sight of a flower, who will?"

She paused, but before Francisco could respond, she said, "Nearly everyone I see through Doc's eyes is dead. Walking around as if they are alive, but they are blind; they see nothing; they are deaf; they hear nothing; they feel nothing. It is a betrayal of life. One must feel to be alive!"

Doc felt her conviction, and he even understood it. He always understood what she was saying. But she was dragging him down into hell with her.

"Can you not just cry a single tear?" Francisco asked.

Veda shimmied her way off of Doc's lap and sat cross-legged right in front of Francisco.

"One tear?" she asked.

"Is not one tear just as valuable as a thousand?"

"Is it?" she returned, tone a little suspicious.

"I only have one brother," Francisco said. "But I value him as much as if he were seven brothers. And I have not told him a million times how much I love him, but the few times I have told him, I am sure he valued it just as much."

Doc grinned as he watched Francisco speak. It was inevitable now. If Francisco took the time and effort to launch an argument, he always won.

"If I have one horse, I can promise you that I will value that one horse more than the man who has fifteen horses values all of his. And if I have one golden coin, I will guard it more vigilantly than a man who has a thousand golden coins."

"Those are all physical objects," Veda argued. "It is not the same."

"I can remember all of the times I have cried and why," Francisco said. "Can you?"

"What?"

"Can you tell me all the times you've cried?"

"No," Veda said, tilting her head slightly.

Here it comes, Doc thought. The win.

"I cried when my parents were killed; I cried when I left my homeland; and I cried when our mother died," Francisco said softly. "I also cried when the pup left home because I thought I wouldn't see him again. That is all."

Francisco paused here. His face was thoughtful, but Doc knew that he had already played out the entire conversation.

"There were other times, perhaps, that could have warranted tears," Francisco said after a moment. "I surely felt pain and sorrow more than four times. Do you feel as though I have lived less than you? Do you think that I feel less than you? If I put a hundred of my tears inside the box and only shed one, am I less?"

Veda glared at Francisco and said irritably, "You have set a trap."

Francisco grinned and replied, "You are wise to see it. We will return to the subject of the box after a while. First things first. What exactly do you mean when you say there are one hundred and eighty species besides man?"

"No," Veda said. "There were one hundred and eighty species including man. Now there are fewer. Although some are merely in hiding, like the fae."

"I think I'm going to need more whiskey," Francisco said as he held out his goblet to Doc.

Doc imagined it full, and it suddenly was.

"You really are a dreamwalker," Francisco stated, voice full of awe.

Doc shrugged.

"Have you always been?" Francisco asked.

Doc closed his eyes and tried to remember being mortal. He could feel the thickness of the cards between his fingers. He could feel the smoke in his lungs. He could feel the weakness of his limbs and the weary weight that seemed to constantly pull at him.

A cough tickled his throat, but he didn't allow it to come. He refused to cough. He just wanted to remember his dreams. Had he dreamed?

He remembered stumbling drunk up the stairs and collapsing onto Kate's bed. She had tried to rouse him for something, but he had ignored her. She was always wanting something, and it wasn't always him. And then…

He had dreamed. But his dream had been full of darkness and chaos. He had dreamed about the end of the world.

Doc opened his eyes, smiled slightly, and said, "No."

"It's the immortality then?" Francisco asked.

"Or perhaps my connection to a shaman," Doc shrugged. "Shamans are always dreamwalkers."

Veda was casting him a look, and he knew that she knew he was lying. She loved him though, so she would never call him out on it, not in front of Francisco. Doc winked at her before returning his attention to Francisco.

"Species," Doc drawled. "Now that's a long story."

It was a long story. So long that they ate an entire basket of Georgia peaches before Doc finally said, "So that's it in a nutshell."

Francisco had a look on his face that Doc had never seen there before. A look of absolute and total confusion.

"You're saying that all of this was going on when I was alive?" he demanded.

"Yes."

"Just right there?"

"Yes."

"There was one of these Hiddens inside of Savannah?"

Doc searched his memory. "Maybe not," he admitted. "But certainly Atlanta."

"More whiskey," Francisco said.

It was no sooner said than done. Francisco drained his goblet, and Doc refilled it once more, but it sat forgotten in Francisco's hand.

"And you," Francisco said, gesturing towards Veda, "are a fae?"

"Yes," she said happily.

"And that is?" Francisco prodded.

Veda smiled and shook her head. "You are smart," she said. "And Doc already explained it once."

"I thought maybe I misheard."

"You did not."

"But…"

Veda raised an eyebrow, and her purple eyes twinkled with humor.

"So you are a being of infinite power, and you are inside Doc, but you can't get out?"

"Sounds a little ridiculous when you put it that way," Doc grumbled.

"Alright, a being of finite power," Francisco corrected.

"Infinite is more accurate," Veda said. "Infinite simply means my power cannot be measured. It does not mean that I possess every power there is. For instance, I cannot make myself a body, nor can I leave Doc."

"Which is why you need to learn to use the box," Francisco surmised.

"In part," Doc said. "But also because I'm going to find a way to free her, and I can't release her on the general populace when she cries rain and weeps hail."

"Points," Francisco nodded. "The box."

"The box," Doc agreed.

"The box," Veda sighed. "As you wish."

Francisco smiled at her, and Doc was pleased to see that it was already a smile of affection.

"I loaned Doc my box," Francisco said. "And he loaned it to you. But perhaps it's a little plain for you. Why don't you make your own box?"

"I can do that?" Veda asked breathlessly.

"You can do that," Francisco replied.

Veda closed her eyes and said, "I am going to use snake wood."

A beautiful box of red wood with scale-like patterns suddenly appeared in her hand.

"And I am going to put a sigil on it," she murmured. "A sigil of protection."

Doc watched with interest as a burned pattern began to appear on the top of the box, but his interest quickly turned to concern when he recognized it as his tattoo.

"Veda," he hissed.

"Trust me," she murmured. "I am older than you."

"You don't understand—"

"I understand precisely," she replied, eyes still closed. "And for the lock," she said softly. "I think a magical lock will do quite nicely."

She paused, frowned, and said, "I cannot. Why?"

"We're in the dreaming," Doc explained. "Jury says there isn't any magic here."

"That is ridiculous. This is the dreaming," she insisted. "The topmost layers are merely the flip side of the waking world. Like a reflection in a pool of water. If there is magic in one, there is magic in the other."

"I'm just telling you what Jury said," Doc shrugged.

"He is wrong."

"Then cast magic," Doc drawled.

"I cannot."

"Then he is not wrong."

"He is!" Veda spat. "There is magic in the dreaming. There has always been magic in the dreaming. That would be like saying you have no eyes in the dreaming! There is magic in the material world; there is magic in the dreaming. Why is there not any magic?"

She was so upset that a trickle of unease made its way down Doc's spine.

"I don't know," he said.

"There should be magic," she whispered, tone strangely fearful.

Doc cast a glance around them. The green valley they were sitting in extended out past them, but at the very fringes of his vision, he could see the blurred edges of it fading to grey.

The dreaming itself was a sort of magic, and he couldn't imagine it with actual magic as well. It would be a very dangerous place. Or was it more dangerous without?

A cold breeze was whipping through the valley now, and Doc suddenly realized that Veda was afraid.

"It's alright," he told her. "Everything's alright."

"But it is not," she insisted. "It is wrong."

"Veda," Francisco said, "do you feel the breeze?"

"Yes."

"You are doing that. Your fear is doing that. Open the box, focus on your fear, and place it inside. You keep your understanding of the fear. You keep your reasoning. You just remove the emotion. Can you do that for me?"

"There is no lock!" Veda wailed. "It will just get right back out!"

"Put a lock on the box," Francisco instructed. "It doesn't have to be magic. Mine wasn't," he added with humor.

An ornate golden lock suddenly appeared on the box in Veda's hands. She touched the lock with one finger, and the box popped open.

"Good," Francisco said. "Now focus on that feeling of fear. Grab onto it. And put it in the box."

Veda's eyes popped open, and they were wide with concern.

"Does it change me?" she whispered.

"Does it make you less?" Francisco asked. "No."

The wind was ripping around them now, pelting them with small stones.

"It puts you in control," Francisco added. "What's five seven times?"

"What?" Veda stuttered.

"What's five seven times?"

"I do not know!"

"But you do," Francisco said. "You just can't think past the fear. Catch the fear and put it in the box."

Veda squeezed her eyes closed once more, and Doc struggled not to close his eyes as well. He was afraid that with every passing day, they became more and more linked, more and more one. They were still two distinct persons. She was very much Veda, and he was very much Doc. But there was a space in the middle where they had begun to blur together.

"Put it in the box, pup," Francisco advised softly.

Doc shot him a grateful look before doing just as he had been told. It was slightly more difficult to contain his emotions when he was with Veda, but he finally managed; and when he looked up, she was smiling at him, box closed on her lap.

"The wind died down," she said softly.

"Good job," Doc praised her. "How do you feel?"

"Like the wind, I feel less tumultuous. It is not too bad," she shrugged.  

"But do you remember why you were afraid?" Francisco prodded.

"Yes. There is no magic here. There should be magic here."

Doc felt a fresh wave of fear roll off of her; but then she closed her eyes, and a moment later, the fear was simply less.

He couldn't quite contain his sigh of relief.

If Veda could learn to control her emotions maybe he could actually focus for once. He had made a promise to help Tessa Graves, and it was a promise he had been struggling to keep. There was the narrow loophole that he had only made the promise to himself, not Tessa; but he was still feeling honor bound to uphold it.

His initial meetings with Tessa's business partner Curtis Nash hadn't been too bad. He had been able to feel Curtis's worry and stress, but Curtis had been coping well. Together, he, Doc, and the LaRoches had brainstormed a dozen ideas for helping Tessa, and they had chased them all down.

Curtis's stress had increased with each failed plan; but after Tessa had disappeared, the subsequent maelstrom of emotions had nearly sent Doc running for the hills. The only thing that had stopped him from running was the knowledge that he was partially responsible for Tessa's state.

Francisco had told him a thousand times that good and honorable men might still make a mess of things. The difference was that they cleaned it up. And so Doc was doing his best to clean up his mess.

Tessa was no longer missing, no thanks to Doc, but nothing was better. Julian LaRoche and Curtis were more tense than ever; Jury was furious, and Ollie was seething. And their emotions were so strong that anytime Doc was near one of them, he had to keep reminding himself that he was outside of it.

If Veda could learn to use the box, Doc might be able to once more shield himself from the emotions pulsing off of them. He would still know and understand every single nuance of what they were feeling. He could hardly stop it. After all, Veda was a god. And in spite of his best efforts to fight it, if Veda was a god, Doc was also a god.


Chapter 2
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I understand the box much better now. And you were right; you are not Francisco.

Doc was trying to decide exactly what Veda meant by that when she said, I love Francisco because you love Francisco, but you and he are very different. You are most certainly my favorite brother.

Doc couldn't help his wide grin at her statement.

What are we doing? she asked before he could reply.

You have to learn to breathe between sentences, Doc chastised.

She ignored that and said, I hope we are not interrogating any more collectors. I do not enjoy that.

We already talked to everyone on the list, Doc replied.

Everyone?

Yes.

That is too bad, she murmured.

She didn't say why because he knew why. It was too bad because not a single one of the collectors had anything that would be useful to Tessa in any way. The only thing that would help Tessa was killing the witch who was controlling her, but for some reason finding said witch had turned into an impossible task.

Of all people, Doc knew exactly how long it could take to hunt down a mostly immortal being who didn't want to be found. It had taken Jervis and him over a hundred years to find Solomon; and in the end, Doc was certain that Lady Luck had played a hand. Tessa didn't have a hundred years though.

Doc hadn't been fae when he had looked for Solomon; and for a moment, he had hoped that being fae would make it easier to find the witch whom Tessa called the patron. But if it was within the realm of Veda's powers to find someone whom neither of them had ever seen, he hadn't yet discovered how to access it. Not that he was trying.

In fact, he was trying very hard not to be fae. It just wasn't working.

How will we help her? Veda asked sadly.

I don't know.

And he didn't. He had no leads on artifacts that would help Tessa defend against the patron's magic. He had no way of finding the patron. And when Jury had sent out Boudica looking for the patron, she had roamed half of the country and come back with her tail between her legs.

Things were not looking good.

As if Doc's thoughts had somehow summoned her, at that very moment, Jervis texted Doc and said, "Tessa Graves is on her way up."

Doc fought his immediate urge to run. He had already run away from Tessa once, and he refused to do it again. Even if being in her presence was unbearably painful.

Veda, he said sternly.

Yes?

I need you to hide.

She sighed and said, How?

You sort of hid when I met with Tozi, he pointed out.

Yes, but… I am finding it more difficult to separate myself from you, she murmured. It is not like it was in the beginning.

A tremor of worry tried to overtake him, but he shoved it in the box.

Then I need you to use the box, he stated. Just stuff everything into it. I simply cannot handle both you and her at the same time.

I will try, she promised.

Just then, there was a knock on the door.

Doc tried to steel himself by shoring up all the barriers he had perfected during the fifty years he had spent with Pazach. And then he did something he loathed to do, but that he felt was absolutely necessary. He took one step backward in his mind, removing himself just ever so slightly from the present, from humanity, from his heart. And he embraced the apathy of the fae.

Only then did he open the door.

In spite of his barriers, pain immediately bowled into Doc, crashing against him like a riptide; and he struggled to push it away and maintain his faelike composure.

"Tessa," he said with what he hoped was a genuine grin. "It's good to see you."

"Yeah," Tessa murmured. "I just want to say that I'm sorry I ever blamed you. Virgil had a way about him. He seemed somehow innocent," she said with a shrug. "Like this angelic paragon. And I think he actually liked you," she added. "He said something in one of his journals about blaming me for losing your friendship. He thought your attachment to me made you soft."

"He obviously didn't know me very well," Doc drawled. "Just like I didn't know him very well. Would you come in and sit down?"

No, Veda whispered. Send her away.

I can't, Doc replied. Now hush.

"Only if you'll share your whiskey," Tessa said.

"Certainly."

He definitely needed it. And judging by the crushing sensation of pain that kept slamming against his shields, so did she.

Once they both had a glass of whiskey, Doc said, "It's hard for me not to take on responsibility for people. There have been a few times when I took on responsibility that I shouldn't have, and there were times when I did exactly the opposite."

Tessa shook her head and said, "You didn't do anything wrong. I had Gisele, Ollie, and Mom."

"But you didn't," he said, regret filling him.

They had all left her. Her mother had died, but he, Ollie, and Gisele had just walked away and never looked back. 

"Here's what I think," Tessa stated. "I think it was a good thing because now I'm going to stop him."

The iron will behind her words momentarily overrode her pain, and he studied her with awe, hardly able to believe that this was the same girl he had once had tea parties with.

"I am sorry though," he insisted. "I could have spent every summer with you without seeing Virgil at all."

He paused here, partially in an attempt to repair his cracking shields but also in an attempt to find the right words. He didn't know why it was so important that she understand why he had left, but he didn't want her to think it had been because of her. She had been perfect, and he had treasured every moment he had spent with her.

"I ran away," he finally said. "I don't mean to get attached to mortals, but I do. And I don't like watching them age and die. For a while, I'm really with them, but with every year that passes, I become more and more of an observer and less of a participant. I stay exactly the same, and they grow older or sicker until one day, they're gone, and I'm looking down at their grave."

A whole series of graves passed in front of his mind's eye. His mother's, Lena's, Janey's, Andrew's, Bill's, all of the cowboys, their children, on and on and on. He had hardly seen any of their actual graves, but he knew what a grave looked like. He knew what one felt like. He could still feel its cold grip, and he hated thinking about someone he loved being lowered into the darkness of the earth.

"Your mother was sick," Doc stated. "She was dying, and to be honest, I didn't want to watch her waste away. It's one of my failings," he muttered. "And you paid for it."

"It's okay," Tessa said with a shrug. "I get it."

And she truly did. There was no anger in her expression, just barely-masked pain.

Make her go, Veda pleaded. The pain… It… How can anyone…

Use the box, he ordered. He was struggling enough, and he wasn't sure what would happen if Veda fell to pieces. 

"I have a question for you," Tessa suddenly said.

"Ask away."

"What did you mean when you said there's no such thing as death?"

"Just what I said," Doc drawled.

"So what happens when we die?"

"I'm not completely sure; no one will tell me," he admitted. "But I think it goes something like this. We die, and our spirits or our essence goes to the mother or our ancestors. Not necessarily the people we came from, but the people we belong to. I believe that we continue to exist endlessly in the dreaming, but I haven't died yet, so you probably shouldn't take my word for it. All I know is that we don't end."

"That's a little disappointing," she muttered.

"What is?"

"That Virgil's not burning in the fiery depths of hell. He's really out there somewhere? Still existing?"

"Yes."

"Do you think I could find him and kill him?" she asked hopefully.

"No," Doc said with a grin. "You can't kill a soul. Only I can kill a soul."

Tessa raised an eyebrow, but he didn't explain his statement, just smiled at her; and thankfully, she didn't press.

"But when I die," Tessa asked, tone worried, "I won't go to be with Virgil?"

"Is he your family?"

"God, no!"

"Then no."

"So you're saying I'll be with Ollie and Gisele, maybe even Curtis?" she asked hopefully.

"Exactly."

At least that was what Janey had always believed, and she seemed perfectly content in death.

"I can't believe Gisele was actually right," Tessa snorted.

"About what?"

"Meeting even in death," she murmured. "Maybe we should make a pact. Thank you," she said with a slight smile. "For everything. I had better go. I have a patron to hunt down."

"If you need anything..." he said as he stood.

"I'll call you," she replied with a grin.

She was lying. She wasn't angry with him, not anymore, but she didn't want to be here with him anymore than he wanted her here.

Another time he might have been annoyed, but today all he felt was relief. He couldn't open the door fast enough, and he didn't bother with any pleasantries as he shut the door behind her.

Her pain had been hammering at him this entire time, and it didn't immediately fade. Not until the elevator doors closed behind her.

Doc exhaled with relief as soon as the pain left him. It had nearly broken him, and he simply could not conceive of how Tessa was still pushing through it.

It was worse, Veda whimpered.

Doc didn't respond, just downed the rest of the whiskey before going into the kitchen to get another bottle.

Why?

Doc wasn't entirely sure so he texted Jury to ask, saying, "Why is Tessa so much worse?"

Doc's phone rang.

He stared at it, trying to think past Veda's soft sobs of distress, but he waited so long that it stopped ringing and beeped instead.

Jury's text read, "Answer the goddamn phone!"

Doc didn't want to. The pain and emotion had made him careless, and Jury was incredibly perceptive when he wanted to be.

Doc's phone rang again, and this time he reluctantly answered it.

"Yes?"

"How do you know she's worse?" Jury demanded.

"She came by."

"Answer the question, Doc."

"I just told you."

"No. Tessa's so goddamn good at hiding the pain that even you would be hard-pressed to read her. So how do you know?"

Doc tried to think of a clever way to get around Jury's question without actually lying, but he wasn't quick enough because Jury suddenly snapped, "I'm coming over! Don't you dare go anywhere!"

"Hell and damnation," Doc muttered, borrowing the phrase from Janey since Veda was preventing him from cursing like he wanted to.

Jury's coming, Doc thought.

So? Veda sniffled. You like Jury.

I was hoping to hide you from him.

Why?

He worries.

About what?

Losing me, Doc said softly.

I begin to understand the fae, she whispered. It is so much easier not to feel.

Doc couldn't argue with that. He didn't even want to argue. It was easier.

We could run, Doc suggested. If I grab the Occultatum out of the safe, Jury will never be able to find us.

He could feel her shuffling about in his memories, and he drank more whiskey to keep himself from trying to stop her.

You love him very much, she finally said. Why would you run from him?

He didn't answer, but when she gasped faintly, he knew that he hadn't hidden the answer deep enough.

You are afraid, she said. Why?

"We need more whiskey," Doc said out loud.

Why are you afraid?

She refused to be an easy companion.

"If you're ordering whiskey, why not get some brandy as well?" Thaddeus said sleepily. "It's been absolutely Puritan lately. I actually considered asking Winslow to take me home."

"Do it," Doc said.

If Thaddeus left, Doc wouldn't have to avoid looking at him when he was inside his suite. Thaddeus was a constant reminder that he was no longer himself. He was something else. He was fae. Again. And he didn't want to be.

He quickly contained his burst of rage, but not before Veda noticed. She didn't pepper him with questions as he had expected though. Instead he felt her withdraw slightly, and he sighed. He was pushing them all away, and he didn't know how to stop.

"Do you really want me to go?" Thaddeus inquired softly.

"Of course not, Thaddy, old boy," Doc said, forcing his tone to be jocular. "I was only teasing."

"Oh. You sounded so… I just… Perhaps I should continue to rest."

"I'll put in an order for brandy," Doc said.

"Only if it suits you," Thaddeus replied, tone gloomy.

"It most certainly suits me."

He was still holding his phone, and with one hand he texted Jervis to order more whiskey and brandy.

"Are you doing alright?" Jervis texted back.

"Why wouldn't I be?"

"I had thought that it might wear on you to share your head with an equally strong-willed individual, but I would hardly know."

Doc rubbed his head and wondered if he still had time to run. He had that cabin in Alaska, and he was certain Jervis would never think to look there.

He felt a burst of sorrow from Veda, and he swallowed a sigh.

I'm not serious, he told her. There's really no point in running, he added. Jury and I are blood brothers; he can apparently find me anywhere.

He derived an odd measure of comfort from that thought, and he wished that he could always be assured of finding Jervis and Jury.

You could, a voice whispered. No matter what, no matter where.

And he could. All he had to do was take the power Veda had offered him. All he had to do was accept it. 

He had just closed his eyes to look at the power when his door flew open and Jury strode into the room.

"Sit!" Jury commanded.

Doc rolled his eyes. Witch Jury was pretty evenly matched with regular Doc, but he wouldn't stand a chance against fae Doc. But he sat anyway.

"What is going on?" Jury demanded, glaring down at Doc.

"Nothing."

"You promised to tell me!"

"After we went clubbing and camping, remember?"

"I don't have fucking time to go camping!" Jury exclaimed. "I'm too busy dealing with this goddamn mortal you saddled me with. Do you have any idea how pissed I am?"

"Pretty pissed?" Doc guessed.

"So extraordinarily pissed that I'm actually considering returning to the Jury fold," Jury snarled.

"You would never," Doc drawled.

His heart had clenched at Jury's statement, but he had to assume Jury was just making idle threats. The idea of Jury being an actual Jury was horrific.

"I might," Jury countered. "If you continue to keep secrets."

"You've been busy," Doc hedged.

"Just tell me what the fuck is wrong!"

"One night of clubbing—"

"Goddamn it, Doc! Stop fucking around!"

"Fine," Doc said. "But stop cussing. It's terribly crass."

"WHAT?!" Jury roared.

"Just sit!" Doc ordered.

Jury stared at him, fury and fear rolling off of him in such large waves that the emotions nearly breached Doc's walls. Doc briefly closed his eyes and added a few feet to the height; and when he opened his eyes again, Jury was sitting across from him, expression guarded.

"I've been possessed by the fae," Doc muttered.

Jury's eyes narrowed. And then he focused on the one part of Doc's statement that was most telling.

"The?"

"The," Doc said, making a circular motion with his hands.

"The," Jury repeated.

Doc nodded.

"I don't understand," Thaddeus spoke up. "Outside of being rather implausible, why are you so focused on the 'the'?"

"Shut up, Thaddeus," Jury snarled. "This is between Doc and I."

"I was just… Oh, never mind. Nobody wants me. I'll just close my nonexistent eyes and sleep."

"Move him," Jury ordered.

Doc didn't want to touch Thaddeus. Or even look at him. When he looked at him, he could see his eyes, and he knew that Thaddeus's eyes were blue. He knew exactly what Thaddeus looked like. He knew that he wore a slim pair of glasses on his nose, and he knew that his hair was a little disheveled from a constant hand running through it.

"Now!" Jury snapped.

With a sigh, Doc stood and lifted Thaddeus from his stand.

"Sorry, old boy," he muttered as he carried him to the bedroom. "He's in a mood today."

"You kept repeating 'the'," Thaddeus grumbled. "And I just wanted to know why."

"You're a scientist," Doc pointed out. "You surely are aware of the difference between a and the."

"Well, obviously, but… Oh."

"Exactly," Doc murmured.

He placed Thaddeus on a stand beside the bedroom window and reached out to pat a leaf. His hand passed through the essence of Thaddeus's face as he did, and Doc quickly turned away.

Seeing the true essence of things was turning out to be a real pain in his ass. He could barely talk to Curtis in his man form because his troll form was so much bigger that it was downright distracting.

Feeling other people's emotions was distracting too, so in the vain hope of numbing all the extra sensations, Doc detoured into the kitchen for the last two bottles of whiskey before returning to the sitting room.

He handed one of the bottles to Jury, and Jury grumbled, "I need it. Between you and Tessa, I really might join the Jurys again. Their number one unspoken rule is to avoid mortals."

"I'm not a mortal," Doc pointed out.

"Technically, you are."

Doc grinned slightly and said, "I'm sorry."

Jury paled and whispered, "You aren't actually dying, are you?"

Doc wasn't sure how to answer that. Physically, no. But after having already spent fifty years as a fae, he had a very keen sense that being both fae and Doc was not an option.

"As I said," Doc murmured, "I've been possessed by the fae. At first it was just the essence of the fae, but then she started taking on a form. She's a separate entity," he tried to explain. "But she's also… not."

"What do you mean?" Jury demanded.

"Do you remember when I was fae before?"

Jury raised an eyebrow.

"Of course you do," Doc muttered. "That time it was borrowed from Mattasavi, and so I took on his memories and some of his thoughts. I didn't really become Mattasavi; Mattasavi and I weren't really linked. I was Doc fae. Or more appropriately, Fae Doc."

"Would you get to the actual point?" Jury snapped.

"I have a suspicion that it's not quite as simple with Veda. She was not a fae; she is the fae. There is no body for her essence to return to. I am the body."

Jury made a frustrated noise and said, "So it's different than last time, but I still don't know what you're saying."

"This is all rather new to me," Doc said.

He had a vague hope that if he dragged on the explanation long enough, Jury would storm off in anger.    

"Doc," Jury growled.

No such luck, Doc thought.

When Doc still didn't speak, Jury snapped, "Doc!" 

"Sorry," Doc sighed. He held up his empty whiskey bottle and said, "What will happen if I fill this with water?"

"It'll be filled with water," Jury ground out.

"Exactly. It will be a whiskey-shaped bottle of water. It's kind of like that. Veda's expanding inside of me, and before long, I'm afraid we're just going to be a Doc-shaped fae."

He felt two simultaneous pulses of fear, one from Jury and one from Veda.

What do you mean? Veda demanded at the same time Jury did.

"I'm not really sure," Doc admitted. "It's just this feeling I have."

And since it was a feeling, he put it in the box and tried to look at the situation without it.

"It's like mixing water and whiskey together," he said. "Once it's done, it's impossible to tell which part was water and which part was whiskey."

"So stop mixing!" Jury snapped.

"I'm trying," Doc muttered.

"Don't try," Jury growled. "Just do! Isn't that what Andrew always said? Trying is the same as failing. You either do or you don't."

Doc sighed, not sure how to explain that he couldn't stop his eyes from seeing things they shouldn't see and he couldn't stop his mind from feeling things it shouldn't feel. He shouldn't know the full depth of Jury's fear right now; he should have only been able to suspect it.

"I'm sorry," he said once more.

"Stop saying that!"

"I don't want to hurt you," Doc said.

"Then don't!"

Doc wasn't sure that such a thing was within his power. He could restore Thaddeus to his form in an instant. He could cast a glamour over his body or a scutum over the entire building.

He knew magic because Veda knew magic, and he could also sense the ether tying everything together. He could see the strings that held everything in place. He knew that with just a thought he could go anywhere. He could snap his fingers, purely for emphasis, and be standing in front of Pazach. But he was scared to touch it.

Why? Veda asked.

How to explain it to her? She was already fae. She couldn't possibly understand what it felt like to have your humanity peeled from you one layer at a time.

"Do you have a plan?" Jury suddenly demanded.

"Sort of," Doc replied.

"And that plan is?"

"I'm going to free her, but first I have to teach her to reason."

"You have to teach her to reason?" Jury snorted. "Why?"

"Because I can't simply release her in her current state. It would be like releasing a hurricane."

"That's not your problem," Jury insisted.

"It really is," Doc replied.

Jury's face twisted with irritation, but he said, "Fine. And once you've taught her to reason, you're going to release her?"

"Yes?" Doc offered.

"Yes?!" Jury shot back.

"Assuming I can figure out how. I was wondering…" Doc trailed off and glanced down at the whiskey bottle in Jury's hand. He hadn't drunk anything yet. "You should really drink that," Doc suggested.

"Oh, fuck," Jury muttered. "What is it?"

"Language," Doc chastised. "She's just a child."

"She's the fucking fae," Jury snapped. "She is not a child."

Doc couldn't really argue with that, so he didn't, but he did say, "But she is a lady."

"Whatever," Jury sighed. "Just tell me."

"You know the spell you used to make Boudica?"

"No!" Jury snapped. "We are not doing that again."

"Why not? It should be exactly the same."

"It is not exactly the same!" Jury yelled. "The first time, I was making a witch hound, which I did; and I really don't have any idea how Boudica's human spirit managed to grab hold and claw her way inside. That's not a thing. And the second time, I was using the artifact of the undead to raise a spirit from the dead. Two totally different spells; neither of which are applicable here!"

"But it's kind of the same," Doc pressed. "If we could build a body for Veda, she could just sort of step over."

"There are a lot of ifs there!" Jury exclaimed. "And furthermore, you're asking me to create a completely new spell."

"But could you?"

"I don't fucking know!" Jury spat. "Sorry," he quickly added. "I can't see her so… Fuck," he muttered. "Sorry," he said again. "This is… God, Doc, why can't you just be normal?"

Doc tilted his head slightly and considered the question. After a moment, he said carefully, "In what context?"

"I'm a goddamn Jury," Jury muttered. "How the hell should I know?"

Doc felt the corners of his lips start to twitch.

"Don't you dare laugh!" Jury ground out. "This is not a laughing situation!"

Doc pretended to frown.

"If you start laughing, I'm leaving," Jury threatened.

Doc swallowed a snort.

"I'm not kidding," Jury growled.

It felt good to laugh though; Doc hadn't laughed in days. So in spite of Jury's threat, he let the laughter roll out.

"Goddamn you, Doc," Jury muttered. "It's not funny."

"It's a little funny," Doc chuckled. "Because I was wondering if you meant normal for the Jurys."

"Hell no!" Jury exclaimed. "In that case you'd be vying for world domination."

"I'd have it too," Doc stated.

"That's absolutely horrifying."

"You wouldn't like me if I just sat here and drank whiskey," Doc said.

"I would!" Jury insisted.

"Nah. You'd be bored out of your mind. I push you to try new things. For instance, maybe you can figure out how to make the body without a blood sacrifice. I don't think Veda would like that."

"Who cares what Veda would like?" Jury grumbled.

"I do," Doc said evenly.

He really is very grumpy, Veda sighed. It is a good thing we love him so much, otherwise we might be tempted to give him some unsightly boils.

Hush, Doc thought, trying not to laugh.

"What did you just do?" Jury demanded.

"What do you mean?"

"You just did something. What was it?"

"I was talking to Veda," Doc admitted.

"The fae?"

"Yes."

"Don't," Jury insisted.

"That's not really how it works," Doc said softly, confused by Jury's fresh wave of fear.

"Don't talk to it, don't look at it, don't anything with it. I'll figure out the spell."

The words were falling out of Jury now, quicker than they should have been.

"I'm not sure how, but maybe if I… There might be something in one of the books I managed to smuggle out of Drustan's library before you burned everything. There has to be a way."

"Stop," Doc said firmly.

Jury's frantic eyes met his.

"What is going on?" Doc asked.

"You can't talk to it!"

"Veda. Her name is Veda."

"I don't care what its name is!" Jury spat. "Don't talk to it!"

"Jury—"

"No, goddamn it, Doc! You swore that it'd be you, me, and Jervis at the end of the world! You swore it!"

Jury's fear was starting to infect Doc now because his words sent a strange shiver over Doc's skin.

"What's wrong?" Doc asked.

"When you talked to it," Jury whispered, "your eyes shifted hues."

Doc tried to process that statement. So did Veda.

Surely he means shades?

I don't know, Doc replied.

"Stop it!" Jury snapped.

"I can't," Doc insisted.

"You have to!"

"What do you mean shifted hues?"

"They turn purple," Jury hissed.

"Oh."

That was not good. Not good at all.

"Just don't talk to it, and I'll try to come up with a spell. There's going to have to be ritual to it. You can't do something like this without ritual. I'm working on something for Tessa, but I'll try—"

"Stop," Doc said softly.

"What?"

"Stop. I know you'll do what you can, but Tessa comes first. I can't stop talking to Veda. She's… She's mine," Doc said gently, ignoring Veda's surge of happiness. "She's important to me," he went on, trying to explain it. "She's…"

"Just spit it out!" Jury snapped.

"When I named her—"

"I should have known," Jury grumbled. "Only you would name an invading fae 'the source'. It's like you wanted to lose."

"She's the source of the fae," Doc explained. "And anyway, that's not her full name."

Jury finally drank the whiskey. When he had drained the entire bottle, he said, "Lay it on me."

"Her full name is Veda Alice Holliday."

"How did I not see that coming?" Jury spat. "She invades your body and is slowly eating you, but you named her and have accepted her as your, what, sister?"

Doc shrugged.

"I hate you so much right now that there are not even words to describe it."

Jury was lying. There was not any hate coming from him. Just frustration and fear.

"I'm sorry," Doc said for the third time.

"Stop saying you're sorry!" Jury snapped. "I hate it. This has got to be the second-worst week of my entire life," he muttered. "Why do you do this to me?"

Doc stopped himself from saying that it wasn't really about Jury. After all, Jury wasn't the one losing himself.

You are not losing yourself, Veda insisted. You are not.

Doc glanced towards the kitchen and said, I am, but only in some ways. I'm changing, Veda. And so are you.

Change is not always bad. We are not bad.

"I'm not stupid," Jury hissed. "Just because I can't see your goddamn eyes, I still know you're doing it. Don't you have any sense of fucking self-preservation?!"

"Language," Doc sighed.

"Ancient Fucking Fae!" Jury shot back.

"Damn it, Jury."

"Goddamn it!" Jury retorted.

Doc glared at him, and Jury glared back, but then Jury's eyes shifted to absolute despair, and he whispered, "Please don't do this to me. Not right now. I can't… I'm… Tessa's dying, Doc. You asked me to help her, and I can't. She's dying."

Jury suddenly looked like a scared, lost boy, and Doc wanted to comfort him, but he didn't know how. Jury might look like a child, but he wasn't.

"She broke through the compulsion," Jury went on. "But it's still there. She has to break through it every single day; no, every single moment. It's enforced with body magic; and when she pushes past the compulsion, the body magic punishes her."

Jury's face was green now, and he glanced down at the empty whiskey bottle in his hand.

"I don't know how she does it; I don't know how she can stand the pain. Most people would just…"

Jury rubbed a hand over his eyes, and Doc didn't need to see the trail of moisture that was left behind to know that Jury was grieving; he could feel it. It was not a casual or passing grief either. Jury's grief was sharp and deep, and Doc felt it all the more intensely because it was Jury. 

He hadn't expected Jury to get attached to Tessa. Jury was so careful with mortals that Doc had just expected him to take a quick look and do what he could. If he had known this was where it would lead, he would have never even suggested that Jury help Tessa.

"I'm sorry," Doc said regretfully.

"You didn't know," Jury shrugged. "I didn't… I shouldn't have… She's really rather likeable."

"Tessa?" Doc asked in surprise.

Jury shrugged and said, "When you watch someone fight like she does…" He shook his head vehemently and said, "I don't know what to do. I can't… I can't do this."

"There has to be a way to help her."

"There's not," Jury insisted, tone flat.

"But if we find the bastard and kill him—"

"You don't understand. Even if you kill him, the spells will still be inside Tessa's head. If she's late, if she isn't always working, if her hair's not in a goddamn ponytail, if she's not providing the patron with information, she is punished. She is constantly fighting him, so she is in constant pain. And that pain is turning her brain into a bowl of pudding. I'm pretty sure that most people would already be drooling mindlessly, but she's… she's pushing forward."

In spite of Jury's seemingly calm words, his grief crashed into Doc with the force of a tidal wave.

What is this? Veda whispered, tone broken.

Grief, Doc replied.

I do not like it.

No one does.

"You once said that spells can be untied," Doc pointed out.

"Not these spells," Jury replied. "They're so tangled that if I try, I'll probably be the one to kill her."

"Oh," Doc muttered.

Futility was nagging at him, and with it something else. Something that was always at the core of him. Fear.

"We could go find some mermaids," Doc offered.

"Don't think I haven't thought it."

"But?"

"I can't leave her," Jury whispered, tone bleak.

Doc studied him, pride and sorrow warring within him. This was certainly not the Jury of fifty years ago. That Jury would have dropped Tessa like a hot rock and run for the hills. Jury had changed. But Doc hadn't. He still wanted to run.

But you are not running, Veda spoke up.

But I want to, he replied. If Jury had agreed to it, we would be out the door.

I do not believe you. You said yourself that you could not abandon her again.

That was before I knew she was dying.

You are lying. We both knew. You just refused to accept it.

"Will you please stop?" Jury whispered. "I can't… Not right now."

Jury's depression was so thick that Doc was surprised when he stood and said, "I have to go. Don't… Just don't. Can you do that for me?"

Doc opened his mouth, but Jury cut him off, "Don't bother lying. Just remember what you promised me. End of the world, Doc. End of the fucking world. Not fae Doc, not Veda-Doc, just Doc."

With that angry word, Jury turned on his heels and stomped from the room, slamming the door behind him when he left.

"Well, hell," Doc muttered. "Now we have three problems."

Three? Veda asked.

How to free you, how to help Tessa, and how to help Jury.

Four.

What's the fourth one? Doc replied.

We must free me, help Tessa, help Jury, and save you. I do not want to lose you.

Doc barely managed to contain his sigh. If ever there was a list of hopeless tasks, this was it.


Chapter 3
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What are you doing?

Playing solitaire.

Why?

Because I don't know what else to do, Doc admitted.

He had been playing solitaire ever since Jury had stormed from the suite several hours ago, and it shocked him that it had taken Veda this long to ask what he was doing.

Is this somehow helping you know what to do? she asked curiously. Are you scrying?

No.

Then why—

Because I don't know what to do! Doc snapped.

You said that. Do you always know what to do?

No.

Then perhaps we should just do something, and see what happens. What shall we start with? Tessa, Jury, you, or me?

Since Tessa and Jury are really one problem, we'll start there, Doc reasoned. If we save Tessa, Jury will have fewer reasons to be angry.  

And sad. And full of that other emotion. The one I hate.

Grief.

Veda's shudder shook Doc's own shoulders slightly.

"John Henry Holliday," he whispered under his breath, pulling to mind a picture Lena had taken of him in the park one day. He had been lounging on the grass, smiling up at her. She had yelled at him for moving too much, but it had been a laughing yell.

You look happy, Veda said.

I was.

Are you not happy now?

I am happy, Doc said. I live the life I want.

And you want to keep it that way, she sighed. Perhaps Jury is right. Perhaps you should stop talking to me.

That won't make any difference, and you know it.

She was quiet for a while, but then she said softly, I really am sorry I chose you.

I'm not, Doc replied. Now let's think outside of the box.

Mine or yours? she asked.

Neither, he replied, swallowing a chuckle. It's just a saying, and it means we need to think outside of the normal.

I did not know we were thinking inside of the normal. After all, we are both very singular. There is only one of you, and only one of me.

Doc gave up trying to explain it to her and simply said, We've looked for artifacts to help Tessa, and we know we can't heal her, but maybe someone else can.

It is not within the fae's ability to heal, Veda said. We can affect plants, but not the other species.

There are healers though, Doc pressed.

Limited, at best, Veda said, her shrug becoming his shrug.

There is one healer.

Yes?

Aylen.

By now the sensation of Veda shuffling through his memories was almost commonplace.

We do not know her well.

No, Doc agreed. But Andrew did.

Andrew, Veda murmured. His name alone fills you with equal measures of happiness and grief. It is normal for most species to die. Humans are meant to die. You are the aberration, not them. Why are you so angry with them for letting go?

They didn't have to, Doc insisted.

I think no one should live forever, Veda said thoughtfully. Look at the fae. They are bored. What is the difference between the fake life they lead and death? Everything was meant to cycle. Not even trees live forever.

Rocks do, Doc shot back.

It is not the same, she said. As you very well know.

Perhaps we should focus on Tessa, Doc grumbled. Aylen is a powerful healer; she might be able to heal Tessa.

He was a little irritated that he hadn't thought of Aylen sooner. His only excuse was that dealing with Veda day-in and day-out took up most of his ability to reason.

Really? Veda muttered, using the tone all women used when they felt they had been insulted.

Really, Doc chuckled.

She sniffed irritably and withdrew, but he knew it wasn't because she was actually mad at him. She was trying to protect him.

What neither she nor Jury seemed to understand was that if you poured water into whiskey, it didn't matter if you mixed it or not, it would eventually mix all on its own.

After making a deliberate effort to push that depressing thought from his mind, Doc pulled out his phone and texted Jervis. "I'm going to Texas. Would you set up the plane and a car at the airport?"

As soon as he sent it, he remembered himself and said, "A truck at the airport."

"I was going to let you suffer," Jervis texted back.

"You're so kind."

"Jury left in rather a huff."

"He's upset," Doc replied.

"About what?"

"Things."

"Veda things?"

"Veda, Tessa, you know how it is."

After a moment Jervis texted and said, "I've alerted the pilot; you may head out anytime."

Doc hated it when they were mad at him. It wasn't as if he had asked for this. He had fought it the first time, and after he had finished his task, he had given the power back. He had fought this time as well, and he was going to give back the power the moment he figured out how.

Assuming he could figure out how.

He rolled his eyes, annoyed at himself. He couldn't just wallow in depression. He had to keep moving, had to keep thinking, had to keep believing he would figure it out.

This moment wasn't about him though. It was about Tessa. So instead of wallowing, he needed to get ready to leave.  

As a precaution, since he didn't know what he might get up to between here and there, he went into his bedroom to pack a light bag to take with him.

"I'm going to Texas, old boy," Doc said as he carefully hung a spare vest inside the bag. "Do you want to come?"

He didn't really want to take Thaddeus with him, but he was feeling a little more sympathetic than usual. He rather thought that being stuck in a pot was a little like being stuck in a coffin. Either way, you couldn't move.

"Texas?" Thaddeus inquired thoughtfully. "Isn't it terribly dry?"

"Depends on the season."

"Terribly hot?"

"Also depends on the season."

"Are there ninjas?"

"Not that I know of," Doc drawled.  

"Are you planning on killing anyone along the way?"

"I hardly ever plan to kill anyone," Doc pointed out.

"Perhaps… It might be… Are there birds?"

"Birds?" Doc asked.

"Other than pigeons, I mean."

"There are ravens," Doc replied. "And some hawks."

"That might be interesting," Thaddeus murmured. "I would like to see a buzzard. I have a list of birds I've never seen, and if I saw a buzzard I could mark that one off."

"There is a very good chance you could see a buzzard," Doc said.

"Then I will go," Thaddeus said carefully. "Thank you."

Doc carefully picked up Thaddeus's pot and his garment bag before heading towards the door. When he reached his parking garage, he picked out one of his least favorite cars, just in case Thaddeus was a jinx; and after settling Thaddeus on the front seat, he texted Jervis that he was taking Thaddeus with him.

Doc had just reached the airport when Jervis responded.

"Are you quite alright?"

"He needs some fresh air," Doc said.

"Winslow will be devastated."

"Thaddeus will be so pleased to hear that," Doc replied.

As he boarded the plane, there was a little voice in the back of his head, and it whispered that they didn't have to do it this way. They didn't have to bother with the plane and the flying. All he had to do was snap his fingers, and they would be there.

Doc knew that was true. The power was right there, just beyond his fingertips. Swimming all around him. All he had to do was reach out and take it.

He wouldn't though. He refused. Because there was a big damn difference between waiting for things to mix on their own and picking up the bottle and shaking it.

No one spoke during the entire plane ride, not Thaddeus, not Veda, and not Doc. Instead of trying to work out any of his problems, Doc just played mindless card games and tried not to pay attention to whether or not he won.

He did win though. Every single time. And it made him want to throw the cards out the window because it wasn't the same as winning because luck had chosen to favor him. He had won because it was the only way things could be. Gods did not lose.

He was already feeling the lack of Lady Luck, and he felt it even more keenly when he stepped off of the plane and saw the ancient truck waiting for him.

He snapped a quick picture and sent it to Jervis. "Are you certain it runs? It looks like it died fifty years ago."

"It's nostalgic," Jervis replied. "Don't you remember that time we hauled all those bodies over the border?"

"Of course I remember, but I still don't understand why we had to go through the trouble," Doc retorted.

"Winslow is calling," Jervis texted. "Enjoy."

"I won't enjoy it," Doc grumbled. "It probably only goes ten miles an hour. It's going to take me a year to get out there."

Why drive at all? the voice whispered.

It wasn't another entity; he knew that much. There wasn't room inside Doc's mind for anyone else. There was something he and Veda shared though. The power. The power to zap, the power to change things, the power to shift the world. Just like Veda, it was sick of lying dormant and it wanted to be used. Doc couldn't use it though; not without grasping a hold of it.

"John Henry Holliday," Doc muttered as he secured Thaddeus in the passenger side of the truck.

"You are aware, of course," Thaddeus said stiffly, "that I cannot see a thing?"

"No," Doc said.

"Well, I cannot."

"Is there something you would like me to do about it?" Doc ground out.

"You should do as you see fit."

Doc was already regretting his decision to bring Thaddeus, but there was no going back. And since he couldn't leave Thaddeus on the plane, not without hearing about it for the next hundred years, he had better find something tall and sturdy for Thaddeus to sit on.

He could feel Veda's frustration, and he bet himself ten merlins that she would say something within the minute.

She did.

I do not understand why you brought him. He complains. And why are we doing this? Could you not have used your little black box to call this Aylen? Why waste all this time just to talk to someone?

Pecos and Aylen are old school, Doc thought.

I do not know what that means.

They don't have phones.

The familiar riffling around occurred, and Doc could feel it when Veda found the answer she was looking for.

I see, she murmured. Why not?

They're from a different time, Doc tried to explain. A time before phones. And they liked it.

He wasn't having much luck finding anything for Thaddeus to sit on, and he was just about to give up when he spotted an old apple crate in a pile by one of the plane hangers. All he needed now was some glue.

I am sorry I keep talking to you, Veda said. I am trying not to.

It's fine, Doc replied.

It is not. I do not want your eyes to turn purple. I like them the way they are.

Thanks, Doc drawled with a grin. I like you just the way you are too.

So do I, Veda whispered. I am scared.

Don't be, Doc replied. We're clever, and I'm pretty certain we can figure this out.

She didn't respond, and he returned his attention to trying to secure Thaddeus to the crate.

"What exactly are you trying to accomplish?" someone asked from behind him.

With a sheepish grin, Doc turned to acknowledge his pilot. He was glad Tonie was a witch, and he could explain himself without Tonie running away from him and calling the nearest insane asylum.

"The plant would like a better view," he said frankly, gesturing towards Thaddeus's pot.

Tonie raised a curved eyebrow before saying, "You can't just put it on the box like that; it'll fall."

"He, he, he," Thaddeus muttered.

Doc swallowed a laugh, and Tonie grinned widely.

"He would be safer on the floorboard," she pointed out.

"He hasn't been out of the house in years," Thaddeus grumbled. "He would like a view."

"He seems to have forgotten all the times he's gone to visit the Bakers," Doc said pointedly.

"Jervis puts me in the pet carrier," Thaddeus said. "It's degrading. As if I am nothing but a beast."

Doc opted not to comment.

"I might have something on the plane," Tonie said, voice full of laughter. "I'll be right back."

"It's not a very interesting drive," Doc said once Tonie was gone.

"Pigeons are not very interesting birds, but I still watch them," Thaddeus retorted.

I think we should leave him with the pretty lady, Veda said. I do not think she would kill him.

Tonie's done nothing to deserve that, Doc replied.

Neither have I. This is my first trip to Texas as well, and he is so grumpy that I am afraid he is going to spoil it.

You get used to him, Doc shrugged.

Just then, Tonie returned, long strap in hand.

"It's still a risk," she said as she settled Thaddeus up on top of the crate and began to strap him in. "But since he's so insistent. Just try not to hit any bumps."

Doc sighed. It was going to be a very long drive.

"The landscape is very… broad."

"Yep," Doc said noncommittally.

Thaddeus had been making comments along this line for the last hour or so, and Doc was reconsidering Veda's suggestion of hurling him out the window.

They were actually making good time because at some point in the truck's dubious past someone had replaced its engine with an engine that had the capacity to go more than twenty miles an hour; but they hadn't turned down the ranch road yet.

"Do you think that's a buzzard?" Thaddeus asked.

"Could be," Doc replied without bothering to look.

It was only the seventh time Thaddeus had asked.

"Am I boring you?"

"Not at all," Doc lied.

"Is there something you would like to talk about?"

"Do you know anything about compulsion?" Doc asked.

"Well, um, that's… The thing is…"

"So you do," Doc stated when Thaddeus didn't go on.

"I'm a scientist, of course, not a witch, so anything I know would be purely theoretical. Perhaps you should talk to Mr. Jury?" he added hopefully.

"What did you do?"

"Me?! I didn't do anything."

"Thaddeus."

"What?"

"How would you like to see a buzzard from up close?"

"As if you have never done anything you regretted," Thaddeus grumbled.

"I've done plenty of things I've regretted," Doc said. "But it was never with intent to hurt anyone."

"It wasn't my intent to hurt anyone," Thaddeus retorted, emphasizing the word intent. "I was just… helping track progress."

"What kind of progress?"

"Jefferson and Phillip Jury wanted to know how effective compulsion could be in a political situation," Thaddeus murmured.

"Explain," Doc ground out.

"I don't know why you're using that tone. I was only doing what I was asked to do. What was I supposed to do, tell Jefferson no?"

"Yes."

"I might have," Thaddeus said softly. "If it had ever occurred to me. I was just always so interested to see where things would lead that I never really thought about… Well, anyway."

Doc allowed Thaddeus a moment before saying, "What was the experiment?"

"There are not all that many witches who can accomplish compulsion," Thaddeus said, tone growing rather excited. "For reasons I don't entirely understand, compulsion requires a witch who's very strong in earth. But in addition, the witch has to have a very strong personality, a natural-born leader, if you understand what I mean. So there are really three things a witch needs to be good at compulsion. If the power scale goes to ten, they would have to be at least an eight on the power scale, an eight on the terra scale, and an eight on the personality scale, if that were a thing."

Thaddeus was in full scientist mode, and Doc prepared himself for the inevitable lecture. Not that he minded. He always learned at least something from Thaddeus's misguided experiments.

"These three things together are not a common occurrence, and so Jefferson wanted to know if a less powerful witch could compulse to any worthwhile degree. To this end, we gathered some volunteers," Thaddeus said carefully. "For the greater good of the country," he added rather weakly.

I begin to understand why we would have to kill him.

Doc shrugged mentally and tried to ignore Veda's persistent use of "we" when "you" would have been more accurate. It wasn't as if she would be the one killing Thaddeus if he was a man. She would, however, feel it just as much as if it was.

"The results were rather varied, but I believe we eventually came to the conclusion that compulsion was unlikely to work on a long-term basis."

"You believe?" Doc pressed.

"Phillip Jury shut down the experiment fairly abruptly, which was odd because we were right in the middle of some promising trials. I'm having trouble remembering exactly what we were doing differently," Thaddeus said thoughtfully. "And, as I recall, all the notes we had taken went missing the next day. They weren't stolen," he murmured, tone a little off. "They were just misplaced."

Something in the way he said it triggered Doc's suspicion, and he glanced over at Thaddeus, trying to see inside of him. Unlike Tessa though, Thaddeus didn't have a physical brain. He did have the shadow of a brain, but it wasn't visible enough for Doc to tell if it had been twisted like Tessa's had.

You think he has been compulsed, Veda stated.

Perhaps. He remembers absolutely everything so I highly doubt he would just up and forget the parameters of an experiment.

Who would have compulsed him?

Whoever had the most to gain from no one else knowing the results of the experiment, Doc replied. It could have easily been Phillip Jury.

"I really cannot recall what parameter we changed for that last experiment," Thaddeus remarked. "Isn't that odd? I keep thinking it's not odd, but I really think it is. I remember almost every experiment I've ever embarked on."

"Maybe Phillip compulsed you to forget," Doc suggested.

"He wouldn't have…" Thaddeus trailed off. "Would he have?" he asked worriedly.

"We are talking about Phillip Jury," Doc stated. "He didn't have a lot of scruples."

"Well, no, but we worked together, and…" Thaddeus paused, and after a long moment he said, "It begins to occur to me that perhaps witches were the ones we should have had our eyes on. I don't know why we had such built-in trust for them. It seems rather strange now, looking back."

Doc didn't comment, and it was quite some time before Thaddeus exclaimed, "My god, you don't suppose they compulsed all of us, do you? Only Phillip and perhaps two others would have been strong enough to do anything so long lasting, but do you think… The creation of the Hidden… Everything…"

He trailed off again, and Doc cast him another glance. The shadow of Thaddeus's face was twisted into a rather horrified scowl.

"We trusted them," Thaddeus said softly.

Doc didn't quite manage to swallow his laugh.

"Why is that amusing?" Thaddeus demanded.

"The US government, which has broken so many promises and contracts that nobody even notices anymore, trusted a group of power-mad witches? And a team of scientists who captured and experimented on any type of creature and human who crossed their paths trusted those same witches? You don't see the irony there?"

"I suppose it does seem rather naïve when one looks back on it," Thaddeus murmured. "At the time… I don't know what we were thinking."

"You were each thinking that your power would be increased by the power of the others," Doc stated. "Hold on tight," he added. "We're about to turn onto the ranch road, and it's going to get bumpy."

"That was a rather cruel thing to say," Thaddeus grumbled. "You know I don't have arms."

"The thing is, old boy, you do have arms," Doc drawled. "And when I said 'hold on tight', they did just that."

"What?"

"It's hard to explain," Doc said.

He turned the wheel hard to the right to try to avoid a bump, but it didn't work, and Thaddeus squealed as the truck bounced up and down.

"Sorry," Doc murmured. "It's going to be like this for a while."

"How long is a while?" Thaddeus demanded.

"Um… Well, longer than you'd like," Doc admitted.

"I no longer want to see a buzzard."

"Little late," Doc chuckled.

"This is awful!" Thaddeus exclaimed, voice rising and falling with each dip in the road.

"It discourages visitors."

"Then why are we going?!" Thaddeus wailed.

"To help Tessa," Doc said, eyes scanning the familiar terrain of the ranch.

He could still see Andrew riding towards him on Widow Maker, wide grin slashing across his sun-darkened face; and for a moment he blocked out Thaddeus's complaints and let himself remember.

"Doc!" Andrew shouted. "The ravens said you were on your way!"

Doc pulled his horse to a halt and waited for Andrew to reach him before saying, "Quite the network of spies you have."

"Ha!" Andrew exclaimed. "They never tell me when Janey's up to something."

"Smart," Doc drawled.

"Not very loyal though," Andrew complained. "How's it feel to be back on a horse?"

"Bumpy."

"You're never happy," Andrew laughed. "Come on. Janey's waiting for you."

"Scarier words were never spoken," Doc said. "Maybe you and I should pop over to Amarillo instead. I heard a rumor about a missing child."

"You're lying," Andrew stated. "And even if you weren't, Janey would be insulted if we didn't invite her."

"What on earth possessed you to marry her?" Doc asked.

Andrew grinned a rather goofy smile and said, "I had this notion that if I didn't convince her to marry me, I'd always regret it. There are just some people you instantly know you can't live without. Like you," he added good-naturedly.

"You do without me just fine," Doc retorted.

"We do," Andrew shrugged. "But we miss you all the same."

Thaddeus's shriek pulled Doc back to the present.

"What?" Doc snapped.

"The strap!" Thaddeus screamed. "It's come undone!"

Doc quickly slapped his hand against Thaddeus's pot, holding it in place, and then he pulled off the road and killed the engine.

"I'm never taking you outside again," Doc muttered as he finagled the strap back into place.

"I don't want you to," Thaddeus moaned. "I love pigeons. They're so regal. And their song is like music to my ears."

"You'll love buzzards," Doc assured him.

"Rosa said they're ugly."

"They have a certain look about them," Doc admitted.

He tightened the strap as much as it would go, glanced around, and said, "It's only a little longer. Shall I tell you about the time Andrew and I killed a demon?"

"A demon," Thaddeus stated, tone rife with disbelief.

"The people who summoned it called it a demon," Doc said.

"What was it really?"

"Given what I know now, I would guess it was an underbeing."

"Was it large?"

"Quite. So what happened was…"

When Doc was finished with that story, he told Thaddeus about the dwarves of Babin Zub. After that, he launched into a tale about a tribe of African vampires he had spent some time with after wandering aimlessly around a savannah. And by the time he finished that story, they were pulling into the ranch yard.

"See?" Doc said as he parked the truck and began to work on releasing Thaddeus. "That wasn't so bad."

"Are those horses?" Thaddeus exclaimed. "I haven't seen a horse in… two hundred years or so. I had forgotten how beautiful they are."

"They are beautiful," Doc agreed.

He scooped up Thaddeus's pot, stepped from the truck, and since no one had come out to greet him yet, headed for the main ranch house.

He had always considered Andrew's house the main ranch house, but Pecos's house was the house in the middle of it all. Andrew's house was up on the ridge behind the barn, and Doc deliberately didn't look that way. He knew Andrew wasn't there anymore, but he still felt like he should be.

I do not like this place, Veda suddenly said.

Why not? Doc asked in surprise.

It makes you very sad. And that makes me very sad. I keep crying, and I do not understand why.

I'm sorry, Doc replied, irritated that he had let his emotions be so obvious.

He focused briefly on capturing all of his feelings about Andrew, and then he carefully stuffed them into the box where they belonged. Only then did he knock on the door.

It was a few moments before the door swung open, and then Aylen stared at him in mild surprise. Apparently, she didn't talk to the ravens.

"Doc," she said softly. "I didn't realize you were…"

She trailed off as her eyes dropped to the plant in Doc's hands.

"You," she breathed.

"You!" Thaddeus gasped.

"Oh," Doc muttered.

What? Veda demanded.

But before Doc could answer, Aylen's eyes snapped back up to his, and she said sharply, "You are very much altered." She stepped closer to him, eyes searching his, but then she paled and whispered, "What in the world have you done?"


Chapter 4
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It took Doc a while to settle everyone down, and to do so he actually had to yell at Thaddeus and use a stern tone with Aylen. Veda was the only one whom Doc didn't have to reprimand, but only because she was hiding.

He could still feel her, and he could tell that she was unhappy, but since she wasn't contributing to the current madness he ignored her while he quickly explained to Aylen how Thaddeus had come into his possession, and then explained to Thaddeus that unless he wanted to die, no, Aylen could not change him back, and then explained to Aylen why Thaddeus had to remain in his plant form.

"I have been doing better," Thaddeus grumbled when Doc paused to take a breath.

Doc rolled his eyes and said, "Just the other day you told me that you would happily lock Curtis in a cage and force him to shift until you understood the mechanics of the change."

"Theoretically," Thaddeus said loftily. "He goes from being a two-ton troll to a man with a fraction of the weight. You cannot tell me that you're not curious how such a change can occur. And those were not my exact words."

"True, you used a much more scientific phrase, but it translated to 'lock in a cage'."

"Debatable," Thaddeus muttered. "Are you really telling me that although the shaman who cursed me is sitting right here, I will continue to remain a plant?"

"It's up to you," Doc sighed. "Stay a plant and live. Or choose to return to your proper form and die."

"Perhaps a compromise?" Thaddeus said hopefully.

"And what would that be?"

"We are in the middle of nowhere, correct?"

"Yes."

"It would be difficult for me to do anything… untoward out here," Thaddeus continued.

Doc already knew where this was going, and he wasn't sure he liked it.

"Could I… Would it be… Just one day," Thaddeus pleaded. "I would so like to run my hands over one of the horses. I would like to feel the earth beneath my actual feet. I accept my punishment," he said, and somehow Doc knew that he was speaking directly to Aylen now. "It is a just and wise punishment, and I will stay in this form forever if I must. Deep down, I know I have not changed. I still long to know why you are so much more powerful than the others. I long to know why Doc is so lucky. I long to understand the powers of the banshee. I am a wretched man, and I do not deserve even one day, but please. Just one day."

Doc met Aylen's questioning eyes, and he shrugged and said, "One day?"

It was a terrible idea, but he had yet to decide if it was more cruel to keep Thaddeus contained or to simply release him and kill him.

"There are many people here under my protection," Aylen said sternly.

The rush of power that accompanied her words hit Doc like a boulder, and he studied her thoughtfully. Andrew had always theorized that Aylen was the most powerful of the three siblings; but after having met all three of them, Doc had been inclined to disagree. He had thought that Meli was certainly the most powerful, but he had been wrong.

There was simply no mistaking the absolute power that had burst out from Aylen when she had spoken, and Doc suddenly knew why she seemed more subdued than her siblings. She had a box. And she used it to contain not only her emotions, but also her power.

Do you think we could put our faeness in the box? Doc asked Veda.

I do not know, she whispered. She is very powerful.

Doc suddenly grinned and said, Powerful enough to heal Tessa?

I do not know.

"One day, Thaddeus Whythe," Aylen said. "You may be free for one day, but during that time, you will behave with honor. If not…"

"I will kill you," Doc interjected when Aylen trailed off.

Aylen sent him a grateful look, and he fully understood why. She was all that was good. All that was light. All that was love and joy and purity. She could have no more killed Thaddeus than she could have blotted out the sun. Both were within her power, yes, but completely outside of her nature.

"You have my word," Thaddeus said, voice trembling. "I will be good. I just want to feel again. To taste again. I just… want to live," he whispered.

"One day," Aylen repeated.

Doc was watching Thaddeus, and he could see the anticipation on the ghost of his face, and he worried. Just as it was Aylen's nature to heal, it was Thaddeus's nature to destroy, and he wasn't convinced that Thaddeus could keep his nature contained for even one day.

You like him, Veda stated.

Parts of him, Doc admitted.

He is bad.

Yes.

How can you like someone who is bad?

He has accepted his punishment, and he is willing to live as a plant forever. Anything to keep living. And I can understand that.

I see.

She did too. He could feel her understanding and something else. Her pity. She pitied his desire to keep living. He was only a human, after all. But she was fae. She would live forever. She didn't understand dying, and she didn't understand his need to run from it. She accepted his fate easily, but he would never.

He resented her pity, and she understood that too. It caused her sorrow.

In an effort to protect Veda from his unwieldy emotions, Doc shoved everything in the box, but it left him feeling flat. So flat that when Aylen reached out her hand and touched one of Thaddeus's leaves, Doc felt nothing more than mild interest.

Power poured off of Aylen. Pure, white, brilliant power. And it flowed into Thaddeus, changing him as it went.

And then suddenly, the plant was gone, and a man was standing there, hunched over awkwardly.

Doc studied him curiously. He was taller than Doc had expected, thinner than Doc had expected, and wearing a style of clothing that Doc had never seen on another living being.

Thaddeus was currently staring down at his legs with wonder, and he whispered, "I have feet."

"You always did, old boy." 

"But I can see them!" Thaddeus exclaimed.

It was disorientating as hell to hear Thaddeus's voice coming from a man instead of a plant. The voice fit him though. It seemed right.

"I'm… I'm… a man!" Thaddeus said happily.

Aylen was watching Thaddeus pat his body, and she had a slightly amused look on her face.

"Doc," Thaddeus said happily. "Look at me!"

"I'm looking," Doc replied.

Thaddeus was suddenly grasping Doc's hand and shaking it vigorously.

"I'm sorry for all the horrid things I've said over the years. I don't mean to be so grumpy. My roots itch sometimes, and I can't scratch them. Look at the horses!"

With that exclamation, Thaddeus practically ran from the porch towards the corral, coattails flapping behind him.

"I am uncertain of the wisdom of this," Aylen said softly. "He will not want to return when the day is done."

"Thaddeus is no fool," Doc stated. "He will not want to, but he will."

"Are you certain he has not yet learned his lesson?"

"Did you really think he ever would?"

"No," she admitted. "It was intended to be permanent. Although… I really did not expect him to live past his normal number of days."

"Interesting," Doc said.

"Why do you suppose…"

"I don't think he wants to die," Doc replied softly.

"How very strange."

"Do you really want to die?" Doc couldn't help asking.

"I would rather die than stand by and watch Pecos die," Aylen said.

There was much grief in her tone, and it was grief Doc understood only too well.

"I already thought he died once," she whispered. "I thought I had lost him. And I hadn't said any of the things…"

She trailed off; but again, Doc understood her, knew what she had been going to say.

"I lived for more than a hundred years without him," she said softly. "And for years, all I wanted was to die. But then… Do you know, I thought I would hate Andrew, which is really rather silly because I have never hated anyone but I thought I would hate him. I only intended to watch over him because Pecos loved him, and it was something I could do for him."

"But?" Doc prodded when she didn't go on.

"How could I help bring a child into the world only to hate him?" she shrugged. Her eyes had a faraway look, and her lips were curved in a soft grin. "Pecos misses the man," she stated. "But I miss the boy. I don't… I am… Pecos and I have not quite found our footing yet," she admitted, voice full of regret.

"Pecos chose me, but he mourns them, and I feel… as if I will never be enough, could never be enough. I feel as if… He made the wrong choice," she whispered wretchedly.

It took some effort, but Doc managed to block the wave of emotion that spun out from her. She was full of grief and guilt, but he refused to let it touch him.

"He loves you," Doc stated.

He really believed it was that simple too, but Aylen didn't because she said, "Yes, but he also loves them. And he loved his time, his life."

"He'll find his place," Doc insisted.

"There is no place in this world for a man like him. I should have known that. I should have insisted he return. I should have—"

This time Doc cut her off with a sharp, "No. You are not responsible for Pecos's choice. He chose to stay with you, and he'll find his way."

Aylen nodded tightly, and they both fell silent.

It wasn't an awkward silence. It was just the silence of two people pondering the same problem from different angles.

Thaddeus's exclamation of glee broke through Doc's thoughts, and Doc grinned as he watched Thaddeus clamber onto the first rail of the corral fence.

"I had forgotten how rough wood is! I've got a splinter now!" Thaddeus giggled. "Isn't that amazing?"

"Look how happy he is," Aylen observed, smiling gently.

Thaddeus was now hanging over the railing in an effort to pet one of the horses.

"Yes," Doc admitted. "But in an hour, he will have concocted an experiment to determine which ones have the thickest coats. Or something equally useless. The uselessness isn't the problem though. It will be his method of carrying out the experiment."

Aylen sighed heavily and said, "I do not understand them."

"Them?"

"Scientists, farmers, ranchers, even," she added with a shrug. "Those who cannot just accept nature for what it is. They must always interfere."

"Modernity leaves little room for anything else," Doc pointed out.

"I know," she said, tone grieved. "What is wrong with you?"

"Why do you assume it's wrong?" Doc asked carefully.

"I do not know you well," Aylen said, tone gentle, "but I have lived long and seen much. When I first met you, I could feel the mark of someone else upon you, and I could feel power within you. It was contained, and you seemed content. As content as a man like you can ever seem. The power I sense in you now is different, almost like when you were a fae before. But this power is so much more, and it is not contained. It is in the process of imploding. You owe me no explanations; but for Andrew's sake, I would help you if I could."

"Bees!" Thaddeus squealed happily. "Doc, there are bees! Oh, and what's that?" And he ran off towards the barn, spindly legs moving awkwardly beneath him.

"This is a whole different side of him," Doc chuckled. "I would go so far as to say he's downright gleeful."

Aylen laughed before saying, "He has changed, you know."

"He has," Doc admitted. "But not enough."

He briefly considered Aylen's offer, but he had come here because of Tessa, not himself.

"I did come to solicit your help," he admitted. "But not for myself. I'm hopeful you can heal a friend of mine."

"What is wrong with them?"

"It would be difficult to explain. I had thought you could come see for yourself."

"I do not interfere lightly," she replied. "Is their illness self-induced?"

"No. Someone forced it upon her. She's only thirty-three, and she's… dying," Doc managed to say.

"I will look at her."

"Thank you."

"We will go tomorrow, after Mr. Whythe has had his allotted time."

They were silent for another moment as they listened to Thaddeus's wild shrieks of delight as he ran from one thing to the next.

By this point, his exclamations had drawn quite a crowd, but Thaddeus didn't seem to mind. In fact, he even pinched young Doyle's cheeks.

Doyle did mind, and he shared his irritation with Thaddeus by kicking him in the shin.

As Thaddeus howled in pain, Doc laughed softly and said, "That's the Janey in him."

"Pecos says there is a lot of Janey in young Doyle," Aylen agreed. "I would have liked to have known her," she added sadly. "I regret that I missed out on all those years with them."

"You can't regret it," Doc said. "You can't know if you would have made the same decisions if anything was different. Things were the way they had to be. It was the only way for Andrew to win."

"That is what I tell myself," she agreed.

"Is Pecos around?"

"He's out riding. He rides a lot," Aylen said, tone grieved.

"Just give him time," Doc advised.

"You can ride out," she suggested.

"I'd likely never find him," Doc replied.

He was lying though. He knew he could find Pecos. He couldn't find Tessa's witch because he had never seen him, but he was certain he could find someone he already knew. But only if he touched it.

"You are welcome to come in," Aylen said. "Or ride. You may do as you please. I will keep an eye on Mr. Whythe."

"It's hard to believe he needs an eye kept on him," Doc drawled.

Thaddeus had just twirled his fingers through the water in one of the stock tanks and was now bending down to watch the ripples.

How can someone with so much wonder be so cruel? Veda inquired.

I don't know.

And he truly didn't. Thaddeus confused the hell out of him.

By accident, Doc's eyes slid beyond the barn to Andrew's house beyond; and he struggled momentarily against the grief that always seemed to grip him when he was at the ranch.

"I will ride," he said decisively. Anything to get away from the memories. "Is there a particular horse I should take?"

"Doyle will help you if you ask him," Aylen replied. "I am happy to see you," she added.

"Likewise," Doc said with a grin before heading off towards the barn and the hayloft he was certain Doyle would be hiding in.

Memories swamped him once he was inside the barn, but he pushed them all away and focused on his task of finding the boy.

Have you never grieved for him? Veda suddenly asked.

For whom? Doc replied.

You know whom.

You could mean any number of people I've seen die, Doc retorted.

Fine, all of them. Have you grieved for any of them?

I grieved Pazach, he said.

Pazach is not dead.

He is to me.

Not if you don't want him to be. For that matter, we could go visit Andrew right this minute. Pick a time, any time, and we will go.

It was tempting. Like glistening skin just beyond his reach; only it wasn't beyond his reach at all. It was right there. He possessed the power to never lose anyone ever again. He could visit Bree when she was twelve. He could show up for all the times he had missed.  He never changed, never aged, so no one would ever know the difference.

He could visit Tessa, and it would be as if he had never left her. Better yet, he could visit Tessa and kill Virgil before he had ever gotten his filthy hands on her.

That one death would change everything. Tessa would be free, but who knew what else it would change? And who could say how far the ripples would travel?

It was too much power. Certainly too much power for someone as selfish as he was.

No, he thought emphatically. We're… I'm not doing that.

Then grieve them, she said gently. And let them go.

I can't.

He threw up a careless wall between them, one that he knew would do nothing to keep her out, and yelled, "Doyle!"

"I'm not coming down if that weird guy's with you," a muffled voice shouted back.

"Thaddeus is outside."

"He's weird."

"He's been a plant for two hundred years. We have to expect weird from him," Doc replied.

"Two hundred years! That's like forever!"

"It is," Doc agreed. "Would you help me with a horse?"

"You're going out? Can I come?"

"No," Doc said automatically.

He wasn't interested in getting attached to another mortal by the name of Doyle. One had been enough.

"I'm sorry," he added, trying to take the sting out of his abruptness.

"That's alright," Doyle said as he scrambled down the ladder. "I'm in trouble anyway. Mom says I shouldn't have kicked that man in the shin even if he did pinch my cheeks. She said it's just something people do sometimes, but I disagree. These are my cheeks," Doyle said stubbornly.

"I agree with you," Doc said. "But don't tell your mother I said so."

"You scared of her?" the boy asked. "'Cause I am," he admitted.

"I'm scared of all mothers," Doc said seriously. "There has never been a more ferocious beast."

"Are you sure about that?"

"Pretty sure," Doc replied.

Doyle made a noise of disbelief before leading Doc out into the corral.

"Pick one," the boy said.

"I'm not Pecos," Doc replied. "Give me a nice one."

Doyle laughed loudly before dashing out into the pen and coaxing a soft brown horse to return with him.

"I'll saddle Damnation for you," he said.

"No," Doc said emphatically. "I said nice."

"Damnation is nice!" Doyle laughed, and he flashed Doc a grin that was so much like Andrew's that it was startling.

"Demon spawn of a demon horse," Doc muttered.

"Not all of Widow Maker's offspring are feisty," Doyle insisted. "Trust me."

Doc shrugged. After all, what did it matter if the boy was trying to kill him? There was no doubt in Doc's mind that he could survive any horse short of Widow Maker himself.

"Has Pecos found him yet?" Doc asked.

"Widow Maker?" Doyle replied. "Nah. He doesn't believe me," he added with a shrug. "Thinks I've seen a ghost. Like I don't know the difference."

"Do you know the difference?" Doc asked.

"Have I ever seen a ghost, no," Doyle snorted. "But I know a horse when I see a horse."

"I believe you," Doc said.

Doyle shot him a grateful look and said, "You're the only one. Damnation's ready. Only thing is, she likes to be told thank you. Remember that, and you'll be just fine."

"This is why I prefer cars," Doc muttered.

"Cars don't have soul," Doyle stated.

"Exactly," Doc said under his breath.

He didn't do dogs, horses, birds, fish, or normal plants. Mortals were bad enough. He didn't need to go falling in love with a thousand other short-lived things as well.


Chapter 5
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Where are we going? Veda asked after they had ridden for over an hour.

Nowhere, Doc replied.

Nowhere. Why?

Because this is the ranch. We could ride for days and not go anywhere.

I do not understand.

Just look for the ranch, he told her.

He could feel her distaste at the mere mention of the ranch, and he knew it was because of him. He hated the ranch. He hated it so much that it hurt to be here. He hated it because Andrew wasn't here anymore, none of them were, and he suspected that Pecos felt exactly the same way.

Damnation crested a small hill, and Doc suddenly realized where they were headed. And he also knew who he would find there.

He considered picking up the reins and turning Damnation the other way, but he didn't. He had promised Andrew he would take care of Pecos, and he was doing a lousy job of it.

Without Doc leading her in any way, Damnation made her way steadily towards Andrew's funeral tree; and without a single touch of the reins, she stopped just beneath it.

With a sigh, Doc dismounted.

"Thank you," he whispered to Damnation as he patted her flank.

She nickered softly and rubbed her head against his before wandering off to join the other riderless horse.

I do not like this place, Veda whimpered. Please leave.

I can't, Doc replied. Just close your eyes, and use the box.

He felt her pull away, and he was glad for it because Pecos didn't have a box, and his emotions were just like the rest of him. Large and imposing.

Swallowing a sigh, Doc climbed the tree and sat on the wooden plank beside Pecos.

Neither of them spoke for a long time, but eventually Pecos said, "It just ain't the same."

"I know," Doc replied. "It's empty."

"And maybe that would be alright," Pecos said, "but there's nothing to do. It's just… It's not just the ranch that's empty," he muttered.

Doc didn't know how to respond to that. It was ridiculous that a man with such power should feel so limited, and he wondered if maybe Aylen really was holding Pecos back. He dismissed that idea almost immediately because Aylen was every bit as powerful as Pecos, and together they could do things that Doc had never even dreamed of. With Aylen's ability to zap and heal and Pecos's ability to do pretty much everything else, there was nothing they couldn't do. So what were they doing out here? Rotting away at the ranch?

"You need to get out," Doc stated. "The ranch is a requiem. Always here, waiting for you when you need a rest, but Andrew didn't mean for you to just sit here all day. You were always more than a rancher. Be more than a rancher now."

"How?" Pecos demanded.

"You should be able to figure out something," Doc drawled. "After all, your wife can zap you places and heal you while you fight. That gives you a lot of wiggle room."

"That's not the way we did things," Pecos muttered.

"It's a different time," Doc pointed out. "You have to adapt."

"But how?" Pecos replied, tone bleak.

Doc didn't know. He had certainly adapted, but he had done it year by year and month by month, change by change, not all at once.

The grief and helplessness that was radiating off of Pecos made Doc want to run. It was too much, and his shields weren't holding up.

The man needed a reason to keep going. To keep being. He needed a reason to be Pecos, not just some rancher in Texas.

"I miss them," Pecos said.

His tone was so soft that Doc almost didn't hear him, but the wave of sadness that accompanied his words hit Doc like a tidal wave.

"They should be here. I almost think it would be easier if… if the ranch was gone, and I just had to start from scratch. These people don't need me. Nobody needs me. I'm… I'm a relic."

Pecos was right, but he was also wrong. Maybe nobody needed him here, but there were people out there who did need someone like Pecos. Someone to campaign for their freedom, their happiness, their lives. They needed a knight in shining armor, and Pecos and his lady were just that.

But right now Pecos was too stuck in the mire of depression to see a way out. Doc understood that. He had been there, and he could still hear the chant of his name on their lips.

"Desolare! Desolare!"

The chants had rolled over him, but he had felt no happiness, no inspiration. He had felt only black grief.

Because Andrew was gone. Only he wasn't. Not really. Andrew was never gone. 

A thought suddenly occurred to Doc, and he cursed himself for not thinking of it sooner.

"I have an idea," he said. "Go to sleep."

"What?"

"Go to sleep," Doc said again, struggling not to grin.

"You lost your damn mind?"

"No. Cowboys can go to sleep at the drop of a hat. Andrew taught me that. So go to sleep."

"City boys and heat," Pecos snorted.

"Just do it," Doc ordered.

Pecos was studying him through narrowed eyes, but he finally shrugged and said, "Still not sure 'bout your state of mind."

Doc laughed a little wildly, leaned against the tree, and closed his eyes.

What are you doing? Veda demanded.

Like you said, what's the point of having the power of a god if you can't help them?

I still don't—

Hush, Veda. I'm trying to sleep.

But—

Hush!

Doc took a deep breath. He didn't normally fall asleep sitting next to another man, but he could. He had before. Besides, this was important. He had to fall asleep. All he had to do was let go.

A second later he opened his eyes to find Veda staring at him, purple eyes full of aggravation.

"I do not like this Texas," she said. "I do not like Pecos or Aylen, and do not try to tell me we love them. We do not. We feel for them, but we do not love them."

"Come on," Doc said as he leapt from his throne and grabbed her hand.

"Come on where?" she demanded.

"It doesn't matter," he laughed.

"I do not understand you," she grumbled. "A moment ago you were so sad and depressed that it was making me ill, and now you are laughing."

"I'm the lord of the dreaming," Doc chortled.

He truly felt a bit insane. What he was about to try was absurd. But why not? Why not do it? They were going forward now so it was outside of Andrew's timeline. Doc might be changing the future, but he wasn't changing the past, and that was all that mattered.

He stepped off the onyx floor and closed his eyes.

"Pecos Bill," he whispered. "I want to see Pecos Bill, cowboy, legend of the west."

"Pecos Bill," the shadows whispered back. "Legend."

Doc pulled up Pecos's face and pushed it outward. He felt the dreaming pick up the image and carry it, and when he opened his eyes, Pecos was glaring down at him, ice blue eyes sparking dangerously.

"It worked," Doc grinned.

"What worked?" Pecos demanded. "What the hell're you doing?"

"Just wait," Doc advised cheerfully. "That was just the prelude."

He wasn't sure how he knew that this Pecos was the Pecos he was sitting beside in the material realm, but he was certain it was. The dreaming probably contained a thousand versions of Pecos, but it had known exactly which Pecos Doc had wanted.

After winking at Pecos, Doc closed his eyes and thought of Andrew. "Andrew Rufus," he whispered. "Come."

"That's a little heavy-handed, don't you…"

Andrew trailed off; and Doc opened his eyes, grinning widely when he saw the dumbfounded look on Andrew's face.

"Pecos?" Andrew gasped. "Is that really you? But you're not…"

"He's fine. I just thought a reunion was in order," Doc said quickly.

"I can't believe it," Andrew breathed. His eyes were huge; and after a moment of just standing there with his mouth open, he rushed forward and threw his arms around Pecos. "I never thought… Shit, it's really you!"

Pecos hadn't said a word yet, but as Andrew stepped away from him, he said softly, "Boy?"

"I grew up," Andrew laughed.

"You did," Pecos whispered. "You look good."

"How the hell are you?" Andrew demanded. "And how the hell are you here? Oh, who am I kidding? Doc's hand is all over this. I missed you!" Andrew exclaimed, grinning crookedly. "We all missed you. Holy shit! We're gonna go on a campout! Janey!" he shouted. "Pecos is here! Doyle! Charlie! Joe!"

Andrew's voice echoed through the dreaming like a gong, and Doc watched with amusement as the rest of the gang suddenly stepped out of the shadowy darkness. There were more exclamations of surprise, more hugs, and so much joy and laughter that it actually caused Doc pain. There wasn't a wall tall enough to block out all of their radiant feelings.

"We need woods!" Andrew shouted.

Doc closed his eyes and imagined the aspen and pine-filled forests of Colorado. The woods where he had first met Andrew.

When he opened his eyes again, they were there; and somebody had already started a fire.

"Damn cowboys," he laughed softly as he began to back away from them.

"Why do you not join them?" Veda asked.

"This is for them," Doc replied.

"You are part of them."

"Not really," Doc murmured.

Doyle had already made coffee, and Doc's heart ached as he watched them pass around the cups. They were so happy, and he had done that. He had made them happy.

He felt the air shift beside him, and he was not the least bit surprised when Ahanu said, "That was very kind of you. Unprecedented, but kind."

"What's the point of being us if we can never do anything kind?" Doc replied.

"A question I have often asked myself," Ahanu murmured. "Your power is curious. I cannot call the dead. That is something quite unique."

"Who is he?" Veda demanded.

She was gripping Doc's hand tightly, and he could feel a mixture of emotions spiraling out from her. Most of them were his emotions though, emotions she was picking up from him; and so for her sake, he tried to put them all in the box.

"Doc," Veda pressed.

Veda was staring at Ahanu with irritation. Ahanu, on the other hand, was completely ignoring her.

"It's Ahanu," Doc said.

"I do not know Ahanu."

"You can look for him later," Doc replied.

"We do not love him, do we?"

"We like him," Doc chuckled.

"How much?"

"Enough."

Ahanu had finished lighting his pipe, and after sending a few rings of smoke into the air, he said, "Your companion is just as curious as you are. Why are you standing out here looking in? Usually I stand out here all on my own."

Doc ignored that and instead asked, "How do you know when it's right to meddle in time?"

"It is a difficult choice," Ahanu murmured. "Not one to be taken lightly. I look at the currents of time, and I decide on the most beneficial course. I am not always right."

"Can one learn to scry?"

"Tsk, tsk; you are wading into the deep now. No longer fae, but more fae than ever."

"I'm not fae," Doc insisted. "Veda is."

"Then let go of her hand," Ahanu suggested.

A terrible sense of foreboding gripped Doc as he glanced down at his and Veda's entwined hands.

A pulse of fear burst from Veda, and Doc met her fear-widened eyes and said softly, "Use the box."

With a whimper, she closed her eyes; and a moment later, the fear lessened.

"Now let go of my hand," Doc said.

Veda's childlike face shifted, suddenly seeming older, more mature, a year or two advanced; and she breathed, "I cannot. I am sorry, Doc. I am so sorry."

"As I said, more fae than ever. This one is not on loan," Ahanu stated. "There is no one to give it back to."

"How do you know that?" Doc demanded.

"I was bored this morning, and I was trailing my fingers through time, wondering if there was anything I could do without completely wrecking things, and I saw you. Before you ask, no, there is nothing I can do."

Doc hadn't been going to ask, but he did ask something.

"What did you see?"

"A current, that is all. Nothing is yet set. You still have a choice, although not much of one. I enjoy seeing them happy," he added softly. "I rather miss popping up beside their campfire and hearing their exclamations of disgust. In fact, I think I'll go visit them now."

"If you visit them in the past, how do you know you're not going to unhinge everything?"

"Because I've already seen myself do it," Ahanu said mysteriously. "It is difficult to keep track, but I manage." With that, he winked and disappeared.

"I do not like him," Veda declared.

"He's an acquired taste."

"Why am I unable to release your hand?"

He had his suspicions, but he was unwilling to voice them. Whiskey and water would always eventually mix. It was simply inevitable.

When he didn't say anything, she said, "If we return to the eighth continent perhaps I can leave you and go back into the well."

"And lose Veda Alice Holliday?" Doc said. "No."

"But Doc—"

"We'll find a way," Doc assured her.

They both fell into silence. After all, what more was there to say? He was losing the war; and when he did, Veda would gain a body. They both knew it, but neither one of them wanted to admit it.

Doc pushed such thoughts from his mind and focused on the reason he was here. Pecos.

It was the first time he had seen Pecos's face fully relaxed, and he seemed like an entirely different man. Doyle said something, and Pecos barked with laughter, sound echoing out into the dreaming like thunder.

He could see now why Andrew loved Pecos. They were birds of a feather. Both larger than life, and they both took up more space than everyone else, but no one minded.

Doc hoped this moment was enough to change things for Pecos. He hoped that just knowing they were out there, continuing on, would be enough to pull Pecos from the mire and get him moving forward. 

"Can we go home?" Veda suddenly asked, tone a tad petulant.

"No."

"Why not?"

He knew the answer to that, even if he didn't know how he knew the answer. He was the link, the one holding it all together. To give them this moment, he had to be here, he had to hold it in place. He served as a bridge between the living and the dead.

"We may as well sit though," Doc said, and he imagined them a settee just like his mother's. But since that seemed very formal, he imagined a footstool as well.

They both sat and propped up their feet, and Doc imagined whiskey and hot cocoa. As always, it materialized in his tacky golden goblets. They were beginning to grow on him though. If only because they were so utterly ridiculous.  

"Who are they all?" Veda asked.

"Joe is the good-looking one," Doc said, pointing.

"I suppose he is better looking than the others. If you like a mustache on a man," Veda said dismissively.

"Doyle is the mean one."

"Mean or mean-looking?" Veda asked.

"Both," Doc drawled. "And that leaves Andrew, the tall one with the laugh, and Charlie. Charlie can find anything, and he is the best damn poker player I've ever met."

"And the woman?"

"Janey. Andrew's wife."

"She does not get a little description like the others?" Veda asked.

"The scary one?" Doc offered.

At that exact moment, Janey turned and looked at him. He waved at her. Her sharp eyes narrowed in response, and she started walking his way.

"Look what you've done," Doc chastised. "And we can't even run."

"You are not really scared of her," Veda pointed out. "You love her. You love all of them."

"I don't," Doc argued. "I only sort of like Andrew."

"You are lying. Why do you lie?"

Doc was saved from responding by the arrival of Janey.

"Janey," he stated.

"Doc," Janey replied as she kicked his feet off the footstool before sitting on it herself. "Why are you sitting out here?" she demanded.

"This reunion doesn't really include me," Doc shrugged.

"You belong with us," Janey stated.

"This is for Pecos," Doc replied.

"You're being dodgy," Janey accused. "I hate it when you're dodgy. Who's the girl?"

"Janey, this is Veda. Veda, Janey."

"Veda Alice Holliday," Veda said proudly. "Nice to meet you, Janey."

Janey smiled slightly and said, "Janey Falke. Nice to meet you, Veda Alice Holliday."

Doc felt a burst of pleasure spiral out from Veda, and he knew without even looking that she was beaming at Janey.

"Doc lied," Veda stated. "He said you were the scary one."

Janey's smile widened, and she said, "Not a lie."

"But you are so kind," Veda said.

"You haven't been with Doc long, have you?" Janey said with amusement. "It's really not that difficult to be both kind and scary."

"I see," Veda murmured. "Just like Doc."

"Just like Doc," Janey agreed.

"Janey Falke," Veda suddenly said, voice ancient. "I remember you."

Janey's eyebrows shot up, but she didn't say a word.

"A young man promised you that we would protect you," Veda said. "And his voice, the voice of the motherland, called us to you. It opened a doorway, and we came. We sang to you and held you, but then our doorway was hewn in two. We meant to come again, but time means little to us, and by the time we arrived, you were gone. I am sorry," Veda added, her voice the voice of a thousand fae. "We are sorry."

Regret washed out from Veda, and complete and utter astonishment rolled out from Janey. Both hit Doc with force, and he mentally took one more step backward, trying to distance himself from everything.

"You're a… fairy?" Janey questioned, a look of shock on her face.

"We prefer the term fae," Doc said, hoping to lighten the tension. "Sounds more impressive."

"We?" Janey demanded.

"Veda and I are a little… entwined at the moment."

"So you're saying you're a fairy?"

"Fae," Doc muttered.

"Who the hell cares?" Janey spat. "And what the hell is going on?"

"Nothing," Doc shrugged.

"You brought it up!"

"I really didn't."

"Fine, we'll talk about my thing then," Janey shrugged. "The fairies came back?"

"Yes," Veda said, tone normal once more. "But I cannot remember anything else. It comes and goes. I am having trouble holding on to it all."

"Why are you and Doc linked?"

"Because I needed a vessel, and I chose him."

"I can't imagine he much cares for that," Janey stated.

"He does not," Veda said. "But I cannot leave."

"I see."

Janey cast Doc a sympathetic look before saying cheerfully, "Better you than me."

"Thanks," Doc drawled.

Janey shrugged and said, "I would make a horrible vessel."

"You would," Doc agreed.

She smiled widely before saying, "Thank you."

"For what?"

"Bringing us Pecos. You've no idea what it means to them."

"I do," Doc said. "I can feel it."

"So you can," Janey said thoughtfully. "Come down with me."

"No."

He didn't know why he was being so insistent on this point, but as much as he wanted to walk down and join them, he wasn't fully John Henry Holliday, and he didn't want to ruin their moment. Not with the presence of a stranger.

"We will miss you," Janey murmured.

His eyes darted up to meet hers, unsure of what she was saying.

"Right now," she said when she caught the look in his eyes. "What the hell did you think I meant?"

"Nothing," Doc said, trying to ignore the pounding of his heart. "I didn't think anything."

"You're lying again," she sighed. "Come down. Everything is better with Doyle's coffee."

Longing filled him, but he lifted his golden goblet and said, "I have whiskey."

"Doc."

He grinned at her.

"You'll make me mad if you do something stupid."

"You must have been so mad at me over the years," Doc drawled.

"No more than at anyone else," Janey said with a laugh. "Keep him out of trouble, Veda," she added as she stood. She cast Doc a sharp grin, then returned to the others.

"She is very nice," Veda said censoriously.

"She does seem that way, doesn't she?" Doc murmured.

"Why did you say she is scary?"

"I'll have to show you later," Doc replied. "In the meantime, since we're stuck here, I'll teach you to play poker."

The footstool suddenly disappeared, replaced with a short, but long, coffee table.

Doc started to reach for his cards, but then he stopped and laughed softly.

"What is wrong?" Veda asked.

"We can't play poker," Doc chuckled. "We each only have one hand."

"Why is that funny?" Veda demanded.

"It just seems funny," Doc snorted.

His laughter was mostly real, but it had the slightest note of panic to it.

It wasn't that they couldn't play with only one hand. They could, but this moment just served to illustrate that Doc was losing himself. He had two minds, two inclinations, but only one hand.

"Tell me about Andrew," Veda said firmly, cutting off his laughter before it could turn manic. "I want to know why you love him so much."

Doc stared down at the blazing fire and the people around it. Even now, his eyes were drawn to Andrew, to the humor in his face, to the crooked tilt of his grin.

"It's his laugh," Doc replied as with a thought he refilled both of their goblets. "It's more than that obviously, but it's his laugh."

As if to illustrate Doc's point, Andrew suddenly burst out laughing, and just hearing it made Doc grin.

"I always felt a little sorry for myself when I was alive," Doc admitted. "My mother was sick and died. My father didn't really understand me. Francisco was sick, and I knew he was going to die as well. And, if that wasn't enough, the disease caught a hold of me too. I knew I was dying, and it infuriated me."

Doc paused here to drain his goblet. "I wanted to live, Veda. Not just to live, but to live well. I wanted my time. I didn't want to gasp for air or cough up blood, and I was so jealous of all those people who just took it for granted. I was drunk and bitter most of the time.

"When Tozi saved me, I finally had everything I ever wanted. I was overflowing with health, but I didn't have a clue what to do with it."

He could still remember those days of ecstasy, and how they had slowly faded into mild confusion and apathy. He finally had health and strength, but he was doing all the same things he had done before. Surely that wasn't all there was to life. It couldn't be.

"Then I met Andrew," he said softly.

Andrew laughed again, and Doc grinned widely.

"That laugh," Doc said. "I thought that anyone who could laugh like that surely knew how to live. It took me a long time to realize that Andrew had learned to laugh. He went through hell and back, and when he reached the other side there just wasn't much to laugh about. He had gained nearly everything and lost nearly everything in the process."

"I do not understand," Veda said.

"It's a rare occurrence to fight a battle and not lose anything," Doc said softly. "Andrew lost everything."

"But he gained everything as well?"

"Yeah," Doc murmured.

"That makes no sense," she said with frustration.

"It doesn't matter," Doc chuckled. "The point is that he learned to laugh. He learned to live. And I learned from him."

"I see," Veda said.

But for once she really didn't, and he didn't know how to explain it to her. It wasn't really possible to explain how to live. Everyone had to learn for themselves.

"What did you mean when you said the fae held Janey?" Doc asked.

"We protected her as a baby, but only for a short time. We failed in our task. The memory is vague, but it is there. There were three of us who went to her. Three who heeded the call. Three who sang. But then we didn't. I feel… What is that one you feel when you see Tessa?"

"Guilt," Doc offered.

"That is it. I feel guilt. We abandoned her. We did not mean to. The doorway closed, and we were slow in coming around the other way."

"She turned out just fine," Doc assured her.

"No thanks to us."

"No thanks to us," Doc repeated, thinking of Tessa.

"Do you really think Aylen can save Tessa?" Veda asked, knowing his mind as well as he did.

"She can turn a man into a plant."

"We could have done that too," Veda pointed out.

"But we can't heal."

"That is true," she admitted.

"Tessa's a lot like me," Doc said softly. "She's too young to die. She knows she's dying, but she doesn't want to. She's fighting it tooth and nail. She's incredible."

"She is," Veda murmured. "I understand why you want to save her. If we save her, it will also help the guilt. I do not like guilt."

"There is a reason why the fae have hidden themselves away," Doc said. "Love and guilt go hand in hand. Joy and sadness. Happiness and grief. You can't just pick and choose."

"I wish we could," she whispered.

"Me too."

And he did. Because he hated grief, and he hated guilt. But he had a suspicion that Andrew's laugh was only as rich as it was because Andrew had suffered so much to find it. If Andrew had never suffered, then there would be nothing very special about his laugh at all.


Chapter 6
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While the cowboys laughed and drank coffee, Veda and Doc quietly chatted about Doc's adventures. He told her in greater detail how he had met Andrew. He told her how he had met Jervis and Jury as well, even though she already knew about Jervis.

At one point or another, every single one of the cowboys except Pecos came up to talk to them and invite them down. Doc always declined, always introduced Veda, and always wondered why it was so important that he stay where he was.

Andrew was the last to come.

"Playing Ahanu today?" he inquired as he sat on the footstool.

"He was here," Doc replied. "He said he missed bothering you and was going to go see you in the real world."

Andrew shuddered, then grinned and said, "So that's what it feels like when someone walks over your grave. I don't hate it."

"I'm Veda," Veda announced.

She was vibrating with intensity, and Doc could feel her need for Andrew to like her. She needn't have worried. Andrew liked everyone.

"Veda," Andrew replied with a grin. "Very nice to meet you."

"You're Andrew," she rushed on. "We…" She stopped herself and tried to change it, but couldn't. With a shrug, she said, "We love you very much."

One of Andrew's eyebrows rose, and his eyes dropped to where Doc's and Veda's hands were linked together.

"I see," he murmured.

And amazingly, he really did.

"Is this a forever thing?" he asked softly.

"Not if I can help it," Doc replied.

"You just can't stay out of trouble, can you?"

"I get that from you."

Andrew grinned and said, "Thank you for this. I've missed him. At least you always came back." He paused for a moment, eyes becoming shadowed before saying softly, "He's not okay, is he?"

"No," Doc admitted. "But I think I have a solution. What did we always do? We found out about someone who was doing something evil, and we killed them. So here's my idea, Pecos, Fred, and Aylen should team up."

"Be still my beating heart," Andrew laughed. "You just said 'team up'. And you said it seriously. Go on."

"Think about it," Doc insisted. "Fred could find them people, Aylen could zap Pecos right to where he needed to go, Pecos could clean house, Aylen zaps him back out, done. And Fred could even wipe the footage, right? If not, I have guys for that."

"I love this side of you," Andrew said with a grin. "It's so diabolical."

"It's what we do," Doc insisted. "We kill people who taint the earth."

"If you think about it," Andrew said, "it's an office."

"It is," Doc agreed, ignoring the chill that went down his spine.

"It probably goes back to the very beginning," Andrew went on. "One guy decides to be evil, and then someone else steps up to balance the scales. The ancient battle between good and evil."

They grinned at each other; and Doc knew without a doubt that if there really was such an office, all the people gathered here, except for Veda, belonged to it.

"I understand why you're out here," Andrew said. "But I want you to know you still belong with us. It doesn't matter how powerful you are. It doesn't matter if you can give Ahanu a run for his money. It doesn't matter if you're half and half. You belong with us. Always. Doc does, fae Doc does, Doc-Veda does. It doesn't matter what form you take or how you change, you always belong with us."

Before Doc could respond, Veda leapt forward and hugged Andrew as tightly as she could with one and a half arms.

Doc closed his eyes and pushed away the wave of frantic emotions pouring off of her.

"It's alright," Andrew murmured against her golden hair. "It's really alright."

Veda was weeping now, and Doc cringed slightly before saying, "Use the box, Veda."

"I cannot!" she wept. "He is so kind, and I love him, but I can feel you, and I know. I am so sorry! It is my fault! I am ruining you!"

"You're not ruining me," Doc said softly. "Just changing."

"But you are perfect!" Veda wailed.

Thunder rolled across the sky with her words, and rain began to pour. Within seconds, Doc was soaked to the skin.

"It's alright," Andrew continued to murmur as he rocked Veda back and forth. "You know Doc. He's got the devil's own luck, and when things look their absolute worst, something will happen or the hand of a god will literally drop down from the sky to save him. It's inevitable."

"We are the god," Veda sobbed.

Doc had moved to sit beside Andrew on the footstool, and now his arm was wrapped partially around Andrew with Veda's hand. Doc tried to think of something, anything to say, but he couldn't think past the grief and the fear. It was his grief now. His fear. And he wanted to weep.

"Doc," Andrew said softly.

Doc raised his head and met Andrew's eyes.

"It's alright," Andrew said.

But it wasn't all right. It couldn't be all right. He wanted to be John Henry Holliday. He hadn't had enough time; he would never have enough time. He didn't want to die. Not yet.

A torrent of hail joined the rain, cutting through the surface of Doc's skin, and he instinctively shifted his body to shield Veda as much as he could.

A shadow suddenly fell over them, blocking the wind, the rain, and the hail; and Doc glanced up, eyes widening in surprise when he realized that the cowboys had moved to shelter them.

"It's alright, Doc," Andrew said once more. "We're here."

There was another clap of thunder, and it was so loud and so terrible that it jolted Doc awake.

"Veda!" he said worriedly.

I am here, she whimpered.

Are you alright?

She didn't respond right away, but she finally whispered, We will be fine. Just as Andrew said. I promise you. We will be fine.

I'm comforting you, Doc drawled. Not the other way around. 

She didn't respond. Her emotions were still swimming around inside of him, but now that they weren't in the dreaming, Doc no longer felt as if he was drowning in them. 

There was a movement beside him, and he turned to look at Pecos, lips curving up in amusement when he saw the look of disgust on Pecos's face.

"Even the insides of my boots are wet," Pecos grumbled.

"You'll be dry by the time we get back," Doc chuckled.

"That was some rainstorm. Never seen such purple lightning."

Before Doc could comment, Pecos looked over and said earnestly, "Thank you. I really… That was just what I needed." He grinned widely and added, "And seeing the boy and Janey together… That was just fun."

"He's mad about her," Doc said.

"A man like Andrew can't love halfheartedly," Pecos stated.   

"You should know," Doc shrugged. "Even trade."

"Hardly," Pecos snorted. "He's more than I'll ever be."

"I don't think that's true. Just different," Doc said. "I was thinking about Fred," he went on.

"Fred?"

"Yeah. I think Fred, Aylen, and you would make a pretty good team."

"Fred?" Pecos said once more.

Doc wiped the rain off of his forehead and ran his hand through his soaking hair. He was still worried about Veda, but it wasn't as if she was going anywhere. And right now, Pecos needed him.

"Andrew always called him the guy in the chair. Fred can tell you where to go, you go, you kill, move on. Although I do think you'll have to revisit Andrew's no-cell-phone rule."

"Never really did things that way," Pecos mused. "Trouble always kinda found me."

"New times," Doc shrugged. "You should try it. Pecos Bill, trouble hunter."

"No," Pecos said flatly.

"Trouble finder?"

"You really did spend too much time with Andrew," Pecos snorted.

"Trinder?" Doc suggested, trying to blend the words together like Andrew always had.

"Absolutely not."

"How about this? Pecos Bill, trouble eliminator?"

"This isn't you," Pecos stated as he climbed down from the tree.

Doc laughed as he moved to follow Pecos, pausing when he saw that Pecos had carved his name right next to Doc's in the wooden planking. He brushed his fingers over the trio of names before smiling and continuing his descent.

Pecos was already mounted and waiting for him, and even though it was nearly dusk, Doc could see that Pecos's face still looked relaxed and carefree.

"Why are you riding that vanilla horse?" Doc demanded.

"Vanilla?" Pecos inquired.

"Commonplace," Doc clarified.

"None of my horses are commonplace," Pecos ground out.

"Yeah, but they aren't Widow Maker," Doc stated.

Pecos's face hardened, and he snapped, "I'm sick of hearin' 'bout Widow Maker. He was a good horse, but it's been a hundred and fifty years. He ain't still alive!"

"You might want to tell him that," Doc laughed. "I'm not sure he knows."

"Damn it, Doc! What the hell're you goin' on about?"

Doc rolled his eyes and pointed behind Pecos. "He looks pissed. Of course, it is Widow Maker. He always looks pissed."

Pecos glared at Doc for a full minute before slowly turning to look over his shoulder, and his gasp of surprise made Doc grin.

"Maybe I ought to leave you two alone to catch up," Doc drawled.

"He can't… How…" Pecos stuttered.

"I think he's a bit more than just a horse," Doc mused. "You might try talking to him. He seems to like that. Andrew would think in images," he added. "I've tried it, and it works, just so you know."

With that, Doc headed over towards Damnation. To the best of his knowledge, Widow Maker hadn't accepted a rider since Andrew. Maybe he wouldn't accept Pecos as a rider either. Maybe he would. They certainly had a lot in common. They were more than just a horse or just a man, and they both missed Andrew.

It was fully dark by the time Doc made it back to the ranch. He didn't bother lighting a lamp; he just removed Damnation's tack by feel alone. And with his fairly phenomenal night vision, but he wasn't thinking about that.

After Doc had removed all the tack, he brushed Damnation thoroughly, and then he scooped out a handful of grain for her.

"Thank you," he said as she ate the grain from his hand. "You're a good horse."

Damnation nickered softly, and when she was done eating, he led her out into the corral.

He knew Aylen was expecting him, so he entered the ranch house through the back door, and when he stepped into the kitchen he found two plates covered with cloths on the table. He wasn't hungry, but since Aylen had gone through the trouble he sat down and uncovered one of the plates.

Doc knew Thaddeus was coming several moments before Thaddeus arrived in the kitchen. Not only had he heard the slight scrape of Thaddeus's shoe, but he had also felt Thaddeus's uncertainty.

"Did you enjoy your day?" Doc asked when Thaddeus paused in the kitchen doorway.

"Immensely," Thaddeus replied.

"Do you want my food?" Doc asked. "I'm not really hungry."

"You never are," Thaddeus said as he sat across from Doc.

Doc pushed the plate over towards him and watched with amusement as Thaddeus studied every spoonful.

"I never knew food could taste so delightful," Thaddeus said after a moment. "When I was… a man, I never really paid that much attention. I didn't appreciate my senses at all. I guess this proves the adage that you don't really appreciate anything until it's gone."

He didn't say anything else as he continued to slowly and meticulously eat the contents of the plate. When he was done, he sat back with a sigh and said dreamily, "This has been the best day of my life. And isn't that sad?" he added.

"Maybe not," Doc shrugged. "This is the first day you've ever really appreciated."

"So true," Thaddeus murmured. "I would really enjoy…" He trailed off, and a fresh surge of uncertainty rushed from him. "Would you sit with me by the fireplace?" he finally managed to ask. "Mrs. Haveland calls that room the den. Like a bear's den, I suppose. Or a wolf's."

"A coyote's," Doc offered.

"Why coyote?" Thaddeus asked.

"Pecos was raised by coyotes," Doc explained.

"You can't be serious," Thaddeus stated.

"I am."

"But that's…" Thaddeus hummed softly and said, "I suppose that might explain the large amount of coyote prints I saw inside the ranch yard. I was wondering why a rancher would let coyotes run free like that, but if he feels a kinship with them… You're not just teasing me?"

"No," Doc said, working to keep his voice serious. "Pecos was raised by coyotes."

"How very strange," Thaddeus said. "I will have to consider that some more. If you wouldn't mind… Could we go into the den and pontificate for a while? I can't waste a minute of this day sleeping, and I do so enjoy our discussions. It seems the perfect way to end the day."

"I would like that," Doc agreed.

Thaddeus smiled happily, and Doc couldn't help but grin back. The man was absolutely childlike in his enthusiasm.

After they had settled in a pair of chairs, carefully leaving Pecos's chair for Pecos, they each sipped their respective drinks in silence.

"What would you like to pontificate about?" Doc asked when his cup was empty.

"Anything," Thaddeus stated. "Compulsion, dogs, magic, plants…" He trailed off with an odd grunt before saying, "Maybe not plants."

"Did you see everything you wanted to see today?" Doc asked.

"Yes! Mrs. Haveland is very kind. This is a beautiful place. They have hundreds of horses although I'm not certain why. I did a few calculations based on the people I saw, and even if they each rode a different horse every day, the horses would only get ridden once or twice a year."

"Interesting," Doc said, not bothering to hide his smile.

"May I ask you a question?"

"You may certainly ask," Doc replied.

Thaddeus hummed softly before saying, "Why do you keep me?"

"Because I like you."

Doc felt the surprise that wafted out from Thaddeus and knew that Thaddeus had not expected such an answer.

"You like me?" Thaddeus muttered.

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Like now," Doc said easily. "We're enjoying ourselves, yes?"

"Yes."

"Exactly."

"But I annoy you."

"Everyone does at some point or another," Doc shrugged.

"I see." Thaddeus was quiet for a mere moment before he said, "I spent the first several hours running around touching things and breathing. I had forgotten what it feels like to breathe. It's really rather astounding. The way the lungs move, and all on their own! Absolutely fascinating.

"Everything is so beautiful," Thaddeus sighed. "For a while I felt that I would never see enough, feel enough, taste enough. Water through the mouth tastes so pure, so different, than water through the roots."

Thaddeus took a sip of brandy and scowled dismally at the small but cheerful fire.

"After that, I spent a while crafting arguments to convince you that you should leave me this way, in my human form. I picked the most rational one and recited it to the horses. They were a kind audience. Then I got distracted by some bees near a patch of clover," he said, tone growing softer by the moment.

"It was a very nice patch of clover. And I watched as the bees flew in and out. It was fascinating to observe them, but I quickly took notice that they didn't all seem to collect the same amount of pollen, and I began to wonder why.

"As soon as I realized that I was crafting an experimental procedure, I walked away. But then I noticed the ravens on the barn roof. Quite a lot of them too. I had always thought that ravens stayed away from flatter areas, and I was curious to know why they were here. I began to wonder if there wasn't some way to figure out where they went every day. I would start by capturing them all, of course, and tagging them with magic trackers. Perhaps they've developed a different method by now, but that's the method I would have used back in the day."

Thaddeus paused here, sighed heavily, and said, "I made it six hours, Doc. I don't know why I'm this way. I don't set out to intentionally hurt anything, but I will. My curiosity is too great. At least now I know. I know that I haven't changed, that I cannot be free, that I must accept my plant form."

"You have changed," Doc told him. "The Thaddeus of two hundred years ago would have neither recognized nor cared. You are willing to remain a plant just so you don't hurt anyone. That is good, Thaddy, old boy. That is very good."

"Yes, but I will never be a man."

"Perhaps not," Doc agreed. "Can you live with that?"

Thaddeus drank the rest of his brandy before saying, "I have given this much thought; and in spite of the obvious drawbacks of plant life, I would rather live as a plant than die as a man."

"Very well then," Doc said, refusing to acknowledge the relief that filled him at Thaddeus's statement. "Maybe we should sit outside," Doc added. "So we can see the stars."

"What a capital idea," Thaddeus said. "I do love the stars. I could never really wrap my mind around the modern concept of them being nothing but burning masses. It's an interesting theory, but if you consider the actual logistics…"

Thaddeus's words trailed off as they stepped outside the house.

"Look at them!" he gasped. "They're so brilliant. Even brighter out here than they were at the beach. So beautiful. So full of life. Thank you, Doc. Thank you for this. I don't know how I see as a plant, but it's not the same. I missed my eyes."

Doc said nothing as he headed towards a patch of grass that he knew was behind the ranch house. When they reached it, he lay down, stretched out, and tucked his hands behind his head.

"The grass is so cool," Thaddeus murmured as he lay down beside Doc. "How can it shed the heat of the day so quickly?"

"You have a million questions in that mind of yours," Doc chuckled.

"It's a curse," Thaddeus sighed.

Doc didn't think so. A million questions kept the mind active and thinking. It was Thaddeus's way of trying to answer the questions that he had a problem with.

"It's a perfect night," Doc said.

"It is."

But Doc knew it wasn't quite perfect yet. It could be though.

With a wide grin, he said very slowly, "Did I ever tell you about the time I went inside the Akashic Record?"

Thaddeus was quiet for several minutes, but he finally said, "What do you mean inside?"

"Just what I said."

"You can't go inside the Akashic Record. It's a record."

"Maybe you can't," Doc shrugged.

"Of course I can't! And neither can you!"

"Not without help," Doc admitted.

"Help?" Thaddeus made a frustrated noise before saying, "Fine, I believe you. Tell me all."

"Maybe not all," Doc laughed. "But I will tell you how it happened."

Now the night was perfect.

Dawn was tinting the sky pink when Doc finished telling Thaddeus everything he was in the mood to tell him about the Akashic Record, Yiska, ley lines, and what it was like to see things from the mother's point of view.

He omitted any mention of Solomon and how he had trapped the Akashii simply because Thaddeus was still a scientist.

At some point during the night, Pecos had joined them on the grass, and now they were all three staring up at the brightening sky.

"This has been the most resplendent day of my life," Thaddeus said softly. "Maybe we can do it again someday."

"I would like that," Doc said. "Do you want to eat first?"

"No. That's rather too much like a last meal. I like this moment right now. The sunrise is so expansive, so huge. I've never seen one like it."

I wish he could stay with us, Veda said sadly. I quite like him.

I know, Doc replied. But you heard him. The Akashic Record would never be safe.

She actually laughed, and Doc relished the sound of it. She laughed so little, and her laugh sounded like silver bells tolling on a summer day.

"Would you find her for me?" Thaddeus asked. "I'm ready."

"I'll do it if it's all the same to you, old boy," Doc said gently.

Thaddeus was his responsibility, and it seemed wrong to ask anyone else to change him, even if Aylen had been the one to change Thaddeus in the first place.

Doc imagined plant Thaddeus; he saw the elements that came together to make it so; he saw the ether; he saw it all; and then he touched Thaddeus lightly on the hand.

He felt the power leave him, and he watched in awe as Thaddeus's form shifted and twisted. He slowly shrank, slowly turned green, and his limbs slowly morphed into leaves and roots. A moment later, and he was a plant once more, yellow pot holding him in place.

"A little warning next time," Thaddeus grumbled.

"Sorry. I thought it would be better that way."

"Are you really fae again?" Thaddeus inquired.

"No," Doc muttered.

They hadn't quite mixed enough yet for that. He was still John Henry Holliday, even if he was just hanging on by a thread.

"Not sure I would keep doing that if you don't wanna be," Pecos said softly.

Doc looked up and met Pecos's level stare.

With a mental acuity Doc hadn't realized Pecos possessed, Pecos surmised it all pretty quickly by saying, "I just realized what was so odd 'bout that lightnin'. It was the same color as the girl's eyes. And your eyes, just now were that color. Still are a bit. Just so you know."

"I know," Doc said.

"Your choice," Pecos shrugged.

It wasn't. Not really. Veda had chosen him, not the other way around. And it didn't really matter how little he used the power; it would eventually catch up to him in the end.


Chapter 7
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Although Pecos invited Doc to stay longer, Doc refused. He had been hoping that Aylen would zap them just to save time; and as soon as he said he was ready to go, she immediately offered to move them.

"You can keep the truck," Doc told Pecos just before Aylen put her hand on his shoulder.

"If only I knew how to thank you," he heard Pecos mutter, and then Doc and Aylen were stepping out into Doc's suite.

Doc quickly settled Thaddeus on his stand and soothed Thaddeus's jangled nerves with half a bottle of brandy.

"Thank you," Thaddeus murmured. "I'm just saying that if someone is going to move about like that, a little warning would be appropriate."

"Sorry, old boy," Doc said soothingly. "It won't happen again."

"I'm sure it won't," Thaddeus said, words already elongating. "I don't want to go anywhere ever again. Not without a bee."

Doc grinned and turned to Aylen.

She was watching him with a guarded expression, but when he raised his eyebrow inquiringly, all she said was, "Where is this friend of yours?"

"Not sure," Doc admitted. "We'll have to sneak up on her."

"Sneak up?"

"I don't want to get her hopes up," Doc explained.

"I see."

He pulled out his phone and, after a moment's thought, texted Jury instead of Julian. "Do you know where Tessa is?"

"Here," Jury replied. "Why?"

"Keep her there until I text you," Doc ordered.

"Why?"

"Just do it," Doc texted.

He turned to Aylen and said, "She's at Jury's. Shall we drive or zap?"

"If I do not have an anchor, it is not altogether easy for me to shift to a place I do not know," she replied.

"We'll drive then," Doc said cheerfully. "Come on."

He quickly exited his suite and walked quickly up the stairs to the parking garage.

"We'd better take the ugly one," he said with regret. "Tessa would notice any of the others."

"Why are we really hiding from her?" Aylen asked.

"She doesn't like me."

"What did you do?"

Doc laughed softly before saying, "I stopped visiting her when she was a child so that I didn't have to watch her mother die; and since I wasn't around, her father turned Tessa over to an evil witch who compulsed her to do his dirty work."

"Oh," Aylen murmured. "I see."

He didn't bother to explain himself further or make excuses, although he found he wanted to. Instead, he opened her door for her; and once he had closed it behind her, he quickly ran around to the driver's side and jumped in.

They didn't speak as Doc drove the few blocks to Jury's apartment building. He liked Aylen, but she wasn't someone who spoke easily. Much like the fae, she had decided long ago not to interfere with the world, and he figured it was probably pretty difficult to break a five-hundred-year-old habit. 

Once he had parked, Doc texted Jury and said, "Now she can leave."

"I'm coming over tonight, and we're having a discussion," Jury texted back.

It was just a text, but Doc could hear Jury's tone of voice. He was very, very irritated.

It was a few more minutes before Tessa exited out the lobby door, and Doc said softly, "That's her."

Tessa paused just outside of the door, as if she was a little uncertain of what to do next. They were far enough away from her that Doc had rather hoped he wouldn't be able to feel her pain, but he still could, and so could Aylen because he could feel Aylen's reaction. Complete and utter horror.

"What has been done to her?" she asked, voice hardly audible. 

"Magic," Doc said.

"It is… wrong. So wrong. She is… She is… I cannot help her," Aylen whispered.

At her statement, Veda started crying.

"Are you certain?" Doc pressed. "Surely she can be healed."

"You do not understand," Aylen insisted. "I cannot see a way to heal her. She is already… She is already… I do not know how she is still moving about," Aylen finally managed.

Her voice was soft with sympathy, and Doc knew what she wasn't saying. He knew because he could see it too. Tessa was already dead.

Without a word, they watched Tessa disappear around a corner; and then Doc said softly, "Thank you for looking."

"I am sorry," Aylen murmured.

"Me too."

Aylen put her hand on his shoulder, and soft warmth pulsed out into him. He wasn't in need of healing, not the kind she could give, but the energy she gave him calmed his soul.

"You are welcome anytime," she said.

"And you," he replied. "Tell Pecos to do what I said. Pecos Bill, trouble ender."

"What?" she asked with confusion.

"He'll understand," Doc chuckled. "Thank you."

"I did nothing," she replied. And then she was gone.

So there is really nothing we can do? Veda asked.

I don't accept that, Doc stated.

But what—

I don't accept it, he repeated. Now hush, he said as he shifted into first gear and pulled out into the street. I'm trying to think.

Only he couldn't think. Because the city was too loud and it was filled with too many emotions. Everyone everywhere was feeling something. Hatred, pain, self-loathing. There was a bit of happiness and love here and there, but it was hard to feel those emotions when the others were yelling so loudly.

It was enough to drive Doc insane.

He focused on his barrier, and when he finally reached Dulcis, he quickly parked, then rode the elevator down to the lobby.

Jervis wasn't behind the front desk, so Doc strode towards his office, completely ignoring the happy wave Winslow sent his way.

He had always wondered if Winslow's cheerful demeanor hid a dark interior or a savage soul, but now he could say without a shadow of doubt that it did not. Winslow really was as cheerful as he seemed to be, and that was somehow more frightening than if he hadn't been.

Doc pushed open Jervis's office door, growling in frustration when he saw that the room was empty.

As he walked back to the elevator, he texted Jervis, saying, "Meet me in the sub-subbasement."

"Momentarily," Jervis replied.

When Doc reached the basement, he tried to sit down, but he couldn't seem to stay still, so he got up and paced. Except for the first fourteen or so years of his life and a very brief moment about fifty years ago, he was very skilled at keeping his emotions exactly where they needed to be.

He felt Veda's snort of incredulity, and he rolled his eyes. It was true that he occasionally struggled when someone he loved died, but on the whole, he did all right.

Right now though, no matter how high he built the walls, no matter how much he put in the box, he was being hammered with emotions. They weren't all his though. They were Veda's; they were the man's up on the third floor; they were a woman's passing through the lobby. But they felt like Doc's. And it was too much, especially when he was already struggling to contain his guilt over Tessa.

In an effort to calm his mind, he took a deep breath and imagined that he was in Pazach's forest. He could feel the cool breeze on his face. He could feel the grass under his toes.

He had forgotten he could zap.

"Dulcis," Doc hissed, immediately opening his eyes.

"What are you doing?" Jervis demanded.

"Trying to quiet the storm," Doc replied.

"You wanted to see me?"

"Do we have anyone who needs killing?"

"That bad?"

"I've been better," Doc admitted.

Jervis was studying him carefully, and Doc could tell that he didn't like what he saw.

"How's my scent?" Doc drawled.

"Not ideal," Jervis said flatly.

"I'm sorry."

Jervis shrugged one thin shoulder and said, "It's not as if you asked for it."

Does he hate me? Veda asked worriedly.

No, Doc replied.

"How is Veda?" Jervis asked.

"She's changing, growing," Doc said. "Francisco explained the box to her," he added with a fleeting grin. "So that's good."

Jervis raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

"Can we play chess?" Doc asked.

Jervis didn't reply, just moved over to the chess table and sat down. After Doc had sat as well, Jervis moved one of his white pawns; then Doc moved a pawn. They played for a long time in silence, but finally Jervis said "Checkmate."

"So it is," Doc murmured.

Not that he was surprised. He had realized the ultimate outcome of the game fifteen moves back. He just hadn't bothered to change it.

"I'm having difficulties making a decision," Doc murmured as he moved his pieces back into place.

"Explain."

"Tessa's dying."

"Yes," Jervis said.

"Aylen looked at her and said she couldn't help her. She said…"

"She's too far gone," Jervis guessed.

"Exactly. So there's no saving her," Doc said carefully.

"Except?"

"I'm not fae," Doc muttered. "But I could go back in time and kill Virgil before he turns Tessa over to the patron."

"Could," Jervis agreed.

"But I can't scry, and I've no idea what all it would change."

"You don't," Jervis stated. "No Virgil means that you potentially don't hide out in your suite for five years while he searches for Sofia, which means who knows what. You don't ever make Jury mad, so you don't go looking for baubles to please him, and you don't ever meet the Bakers."

A pang struck Doc at Jervis's words, but he shoved it into the box. He needed to be clearheaded about this. He needed to be empirical.

"There's really no way to fathom what sort of ripples might roll out from such a decision," Jervis said softly. "Change your timeline, and you potentially change Andrew's."

That was not acceptable. He could not do anything to risk Andrew's timeline. Andrew's timeline needed to remain exactly as it was.

"So no," Doc muttered.

"Tessa's life or the entire world," Jervis shrugged.

"You have to see the one to see the world," Doc countered.

"Also true."

"So what if I go back to just six months ago? Or even a little further. Right after I wake up and talk to her. What if I kill Virgil then? That won't affect my timeline at all. Probably," he added uncertainly.

"Yes, but it also won't save Tessa," Jervis stated.

"Why not?" Doc demanded. "She'll be alive."

"Yes, but for how long? Virgil was not the one who compulsed her. The patron is."

"What you're saying is I need to find the patron. If I find the patron, I can go back in time and kill him, thereby saving Tessa."

"Possibly," Jervis admitted. "Are you going to discuss this with her?"

"Hell, no!" Doc exclaimed. "Do you have any idea how stubborn she is?"

"I have an inkling," Jervis murmured. "How are you going to find the patron?"

"I don't know," Doc sighed. "Any ideas?"

"We've pooled all of our ideas together already," Jervis pointed out.

"It's just one witch," Doc grumbled. "And we're…"

Gods, Veda said.

Basically, Doc shrugged. And since we are gods, we already know the answer. We need to find someone, and who do we know who can find anyone?

"Thulan," Doc and Jervis said at the same time.

"Great minds," Doc chuckled. "Do you know where he is?"

"No," Jervis admitted.

"I see," Doc muttered. "And our chances of finding Thulan if he doesn't want to be found are just about as good as our chances of finding the patron."

"I'll try once more," Jervis stated. "I have some new contacts in Africa. Maybe someone…" He shrugged and said, "I'll see what I can find."

"Thank you," Doc said.

He felt marginally better now that he had a plan. It was a terrible plan, but theoretically, even if Tessa died before he found the patron, he should still be able to go back and save her.

I am not entirely sure that is how things work, Veda murmured.

Of course it is, Doc replied, certain such a path would work. After all, hadn't that been the whole of Gac's plan?

I feel as if there are moments that will not change no matter how hard we work to do so, Veda said, tone thoughtful.

Fine, I'll save her before she dies.

That would probably be best.

"What did Veda say?" Jervis asked.

"She said I have to save Tessa before she dies."

"Why?"

"She's not entirely sure."

"Interesting."

"Now about my earlier question…" Doc prodded.

"I have a list. How many do you want?"

"All of them?"

Jervis tilted his head slightly, and after a moment he said, "How about if we keep you close at hand and focus on the two in Denver?"

Doc wasn't sure if two would be enough. He wanted an entire warehouse full of people just begging him to kill them.

He sighed mentally when he realized just how much like Janey he was sounding and stated, "Two will be fine."

"Very good."

Jervis pulled a small pad of paper and a short pencil from one of his pockets and penciled something on the paper. After a moment of writing, he tore off the top page and handed it to Doc.

"Names and addresses," he said.

"Crimes?" Doc asked. "I like to know who I'm killing."

"Listed," Jervis said. "I'll let you know if I find out anything about Thulan, and in the meantime, try to remember yourself."

"What does that mean?" Doc demanded.

"I know that you are feeling much guilt over Tessa, and I understand. But I also think that you're expending all of your energy on Tessa because you're frightened to look at yourself. If you think about it, the parallel is somewhat startling."

"Explain."

"Tessa is losing herself to death, and there is nothing anyone can do about it. You're losing yourself to Veda, and you're afraid that there's nothing you can do about it."

Veda whimpered softly, and Doc felt his own lips quiver. He was terrified, but he had been terrified before, and his lips had never quivered. They simply kept mixing, and he didn't know how to stop it.

"Perhaps we should have kept Solomon's books after all," Jervis stated as he stood.

"Ill-gotten gains," Doc muttered. "They would have been like poison to our souls."

"I know," Jervis said. He paused behind Doc's chair and placed his hand on Doc's shoulder. "I am with you, Hans. I am always with you."

At that, Veda started crying in earnest. Her unrest spiraled through Doc, adding to his own; and by the time Doc had recovered his voice, Jervis was gone.

I am so sorry, Veda whimpered.

Hush, Doc told her. You haven't done anything wrong.

I did! I was selfish! I thought only of myself. It never once occurred to me that I would hurt you with my actions.

And now you know better, Doc replied. You have learned. That's all anyone can ask.

But that does not help you.

No, it doesn't, Doc agreed. So let's go kill someone.

I do not understand how that will help anything. How does taking a life make things better?

We only take lives that taint the earth, Doc said. And it makes everything better.

He glanced down at the paper in his hand and read Jervis's thin writing.

Jacob Rubens. Rapist. Released on parole.

What is parole? Veda asked.

When the government decides that someone has broken a law, they imprison them for a number of years, and if they decide that they have done well enough, they release them with the contingency that they continue to behave, Doc explained.

I do not understand.

They put them in a box, keep them there, then decide that they're fixed, and release them back into society.

I still do not understand. Why would putting them in a box improve them? A rapist cannot be improved.

Exactly.

Are you being truthful? You are not teasing me?

No.

Explain the box.

It is a box full of other rapists and murderers and people who committed "crimes" against the government.

All together?

Yes.

And this makes them better?

Hardly ever.

Then why do they do it?

Funny thing about the government, Doc said thoughtfully. Whatever they're doing, you can almost be certain it benefits them in some way.

He was thinking now of a conversation he and Thaddeus had once had about the Colosseum and how a collection of energy in one place could feed a spirit of some type. Just like the people inside Abandon fed Unique. And he was wondering if prisons were the same.

Why else would anyone bother to put a bunch of bad people all together in the same place? If the saying "bad company corrupts good character" was true, which it was, how could bad company improve worse character? It made almost no sense.

That was a discussion for a different day though; one with whiskey and Thaddeus. Today, Doc would simply clean up the mess.

It didn't take Doc long to locate Jacob Rubens's apartment. It was in a rundown neighborhood, but the people there were still trying. The lawns were tidy, and there were a few patches of flowers struggling to stay in bloom through the late summer heat.

Do not interfere, Doc told Veda sternly as he studied the building from his car.

How on earth could I interfere?

I have no idea, Doc replied. But I'm doing this old school. No knives, no magic, no fae. Just me and him.

I have seen you kill before.

Yes, but you haven't really been with me.

I do not see what difference it will make.

Doc didn't reply, but he had his suspicions.

He exited his car and walked leisurely towards the apartment's entrance. Rubens lived on the fifth floor, and Doc opted to walk up the stairs instead of taking the elevator. All the better to draw out the anticipation.

When he reached Rubens's floor, Doc walked down the hallway, stopped in front of the correct door, and built up his barriers as best he could. Only when he was certain that he wouldn't immediately be able to assess Rubens's guilt did he raise his hand and knock loudly.

Nothing happened for a minute, but then an eye covered the peephole, and Doc knocked again.

"Who is it?" a muffled voice called out.

"Tom Mackey, sir. I'm looking for Mr. Jacob Rubens. He's the winner of this week's sweepstakes."

"What did I win?" Rubens demanded.

"An all-expenses-paid trip to Hell," Doc replied cheerfully.

"What?!"

"Hell, Norway, sir. It's a lovely village. Fascinating train station."

"For real?"

"For real."

"Is the ticket transferrable?" Rubens demanded.

"Certainly, sir."

Doc grinned when he heard the lock slide back. Some people were just so easy.

The door cracked open, revealing the pale face of a man in his mid-thirties.

"What do I need to do?" he asked.

"I just have a few questions for you regarding the contest, and then all I need is a signature," Doc replied, smiling genially.

"Alright," Rubens said as he opened the door the rest of the way and gestured for Doc to come in.

The apartment was on the spartan side, but there were two chairs and a table in the general area of the dining room, and Rubens gestured for Doc to sit at the table.

"Thank you," Doc said, trying to channel Winslow at his most annoying.

"Yeah, so what are the questions?" Rubens asked as he sat across from Doc.

Doc noted the lone fork on the table with interest before turning his complete attention to Rubens.

"Three questions, sir. Number one, do you prefer younger women or older women?"

"What's that got to do with a damn thing?"

"I don't write up the questions, sir. I'm only the messenger."

"This is stupid," Rubens grumbled.

"If you wish to decline, the sweepstakes will go to the next name pulled," Doc shrugged.

"Hell, no. This is my payday," Rubens said. "I like 'em on the older side actually."

"Excellent. Redheads or blondes?"

"Black hair."

"Noted," Doc said thoughtfully. "Almost done. Just one last question. Do you like it when they fight back?"

"What?" Rubens exclaimed. 

Doc raised an eyebrow, and Rubens said, "What the hell kinda question is that?"

"As I said, I don't write the questions."

"This is weird. Maybe you should go."

"No skin off my back," Doc shrugged. "The trip is worth five thousand large."

"Five thousand!" Rubens gasped. "I'll answer, but I don't understand the question."

"Do you like it when an older woman with black hair fights back?" Doc said, being careful to keep his tone cheerful.

"Well, yeah," Rubens replied. "Otherwise what's the point?"

"Indeed," Doc drawled. "What is the point. Now let me just find my pen, and we'll get this finished up. I did forget to mention one thing," Doc said as he pretended to pat down his pockets. "The ticket is only one way."

With that, Doc picked up the fork and drove it through Rubens's hand.

Rubens howled with pain and grabbed at the fork, trying to yank it free.

"What the fuck?!" he screamed.

"And hell was really just a euphemism," Doc added cheerfully. "What I really meant to say was kill you painfully."

"I didn't rape those women!" Rubens exclaimed angrily. He'd finally gotten the fork free, and he was brandishing it like a knife. "They wanted it!"

"Then why did they fight back?" Doc asked.

"Buyer's remorse," Rubens spat. "Get the hell out of here before I call the cops."

Doc began to laugh.

"You're crazy!" Rubens exclaimed. "Get out!"

"Answer me one question. If I say Rubens wanted to be killed and that's why he fought back, does that make any sense?"

The man's face turned green, and he bolted for the door. Doc stood and tossed the table towards him, grinning in satisfaction when the table slammed into Rubens's back and knocked him to the floor.

"I said I wouldn't do it anymore," Rubens blubbered as he tried to roll out from under the table. "Isn't that enough?"

"Not really," Doc said as he placed his foot onto the underside of the table and pressed downward, pinning Rubens to the floor. "When you said they wanted it, there was no remorse, no guilt, no regret or grief. You honestly believe you were in the right. Did they say no?"

"Yes!" Rubens screamed. Panic filled his face, and he started trying to push the table off of him. "I can't breathe," he gasped. 

"Did they beg you to stop?"

"Yes!"

"Tell me to stop," Doc ordered.

"Stop!"

"Nah," Doc shrugged. "You want it."

"But… I…" Rubens gurgled out something more, but it was too muddled for Doc to understand. And it didn't matter anyway. Rubens wasn't reformed. He was a rapist, and if he had the opportunity, he would do it again.

Doc increased the pressure and watched curiously as Rubens's eyes widened. Rubens's breath was coming out in short gasps now, and his face was turning blue.

"This is what it feels like not to have a no," Doc said conversationally.

Rubens made one more wild attempt to escape, but his efforts were useless, and his breaths grew shorter and shorter until he wasn't making them at all.

His mouth opened wider; his face turned bluer; and then he wheezed, and his eyes rolled up into his head.

Is he dead? Veda asked.

Not yet, Doc replied.

How do you know? He looks dead. I did not like him. I am glad you killed him. He felt happiness when you asked if he liked it when they fought back.

I know.

How could they release a man like this?

Because they want the world to be a scary place, full of rapists and murderers. Full of selfish people who don't care about anyone's no. Just like them.

Is he dead now?

No.

When will he die?

Patience, Doc chuckled.

And then he felt it. The burst of heat. He tried to block his vision of it, but he couldn't; and he watched in morbid fascination as what made Rubens Rubens split into two separate parts. Both parts went into Doc's chest, but the soul went down into the depths of hell, and the life potential went out into Doc's body, filling him with energy and vitality.

The heat was mild, but he could feel it so much more than usual. It was vibrant, intense, palatable, and Doc closed his eyes as it wafted out through his limbs, filling every bit of him.

The heat didn't last long, and as it began to fade, Veda said softly, I see. You literally eat them. And that is why you are never hungry, even when you are not fae.

Pretty much.

He cast one more glance down at Rubens's dead body, smiled slightly, and headed for the door.

He could feel the crowd of people whispering frantically just outside of it, and he composed his face into a concerned mask before throwing open the door and saying hurriedly, "Quick! Call an ambulance! He fell, and I think he might be dead!"

The residents in the hallway scrambled away from him, and he said, "Hurry!"

Someone pulled out a phone, and the others edged around Doc to look inside the apartment. As soon as their attention was diverted, Doc headed for the stairs. He was several blocks away when he heard the sirens.

That was easy.

Yes.

Is it always that easy?

For the most part.

I see.

You see what?

I see why people choose to die.

Why?

Life becomes too easy.

Doc considered that, then said, No. People die because they don't have the will to live. There is nothing easy about life. It's easy enough to kill someone who has it coming. It's easy to win a small fortune playing cards. It's easy to drive from one end of the country to another. But that's about it.

Everything else requires iron will and strength of heart. You have to want to keep going. You have to want to live, and you have to fight your way through a thousand hurdles every day. To live is to fight. You have to fight for it. Otherwise, you'll just shrivel up and die.    


Chapter 8
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The other name on the list was Madeleine MaDan. Jervis had written that she targeted well-off couples trying to adopt. She facilitated the adoptions, but Jervis had noted that they were by no means legal. He didn't go into further detail, but if she was on Jervis's list, she deserved to be on Jervis's list.

We are killing a woman? Veda asked after Doc had read the note. 

I am killing a woman, and why not?

I do not know. Women are mothers. They are soft and kind, are they not?

They can be, Doc replied. My mother was. But women can be every bit as cruel as men, maybe more so since you don't expect it from them.

But… They should be nurturing, Veda insisted. They are an expression of the mother. They give life; they nurture life; they preserve life.

Only when they choose to.

That is horrible. I do not believe this woman could be as awful as a rapist.

Let's find out, Doc suggested.

Will you kill her just because Jervis said so?

I always like to verify my kills, Doc replied. Although I do trust Jervis to never lead me astray.

Have you ever killed someone you should not have?

Not intentionally, but yes.

That is bad.

I've learned to adapt. Now hush. I have a role to play.

Doc had just driven up to the gate outside of Ms. MaDan's mansion. He stopped his car at the call box and pressed the button. A moment later a heavily accented female voice said, "Yes?"

"My name is Eric Young. I'm here to see Ms. MaDan. I don't have an appointment, but please tell her I'm desperate, and I have plenty of available funds."

"One moment please, Mr. Young."

Doc trained his face into one of furrowed worry and waited. He imagined that Ms. MaDan was even now looking out one of her windows, maybe with a pair of binoculars, scoping out her prey.

He was glad he had driven his purple McLaren. It was flashy. And like waving a stack of hundred dollar bills under someone's nose.

The call box crackled, and the voice said, "Please drive on up, Mr. Young."

Doc controlled his grin, and once the gate had opened, he drove up to the house's front entrance and parked. He exited the car in a hurried fashion, as a man seeking an immediate solution, and approached the door quickly.

He knocked on the door, and a short woman dressed in a black and white maid's uniform opened it immediately.

"Follow me please," she said.

Having staff in the house was going to make this a little more difficult, but Doc enjoyed a challenge.

"Here, please," the woman said, gesturing towards an open double door.

Doc stepped into a well-lit parlor and sketched a quick bow to the woman sitting on the couch. She was quite lovely and there was a pleasant smile on her face, but Doc immediately noted the calculated appraisal she gave him. She was assessing him as a mark, and he had not been found wanting.

"Ms. MaDan, I really appreciate you seeing me without an appointment. My wife and I just received some bad news, and she's quite desperate, you see."

Ms. MaDan stood and approached him, hand outstretched. "Madeleine, please, Mr. Young."

"Then you must call me Eric," he said.

"Of course, Eric. So lovely to meet you," she said as she took his hand in hers. "I completely understand. The system can be so cruel to prospective parents. That's why I'm here."

She was good; he would give her that. She was so sincere, he almost believed her. 

But she is lying, Veda said.

I know, Doc growled. Now hush.

"Please sit," Madeleine urged. "And tell me why you're here."

Doc sat before saying, "You'll excuse me if I get right to the point?"

"The quicker the better," she agreed.

"My wife and I can't conceive."

"Many couples can't," Madeleine said soothingly.

"We've been on the list to adopt. We want a baby, of course. We want the whole experience. We're not prepared to just jump into things with a child, you understand."

"That's perfectly natural, and many couples feel the same way."

"Things keep coming up, getting in the way. This is the third time now that we thought we were going to get a baby. This time the biological mother…" He trailed off and shook his head in frustration. "My wife is heartbroken, and I can't keep doing this; watching her cry is just too much."

"I completely understand."

"I heard from a colleague that for a fee, you can make adoptions happen fast."

"That is why I'm here," Madeleine said with a beatific smile. "To help you. It brings me such joy to connect a baby with loving parents."

"Yes, but I do have some concerns," Doc said worriedly.

"Of course. Tell me them, and I'll allay your fears."

"We've tried all the proper channels," Doc stated.

"And you fear that I am not completely aboveboard," she surmised.

"It's just… Where do these babies come from?"

"Third world countries," Madeleine said.

Her eyes were so expressive that had Doc been anyone else, she might have fooled him.

"Women there often have babies they can't afford to feed, and I have agents in place to reach out to these women and facilitate the adoptions. That's why it's so expensive, of course. Between the agents and the travel, it does take a bit of funds."

"The money isn't the issue," Doc said offhandedly. "My wife wants a baby. It's the legality I'm concerned with. I'm a partner in my father's corporation, and I can't be connected with anything shady."

"My business is completely legal," Madeleine said easily. "I've been facilitating adoptions for over thirty years now, and I want to assure you that my clients are always satisfied."

Doc frowned and said, "What about the baby? Do we get to pick?"

"How do you mean?"

"My wife would like a baby that matches us as a family, if you understand what I mean."

"You simply need to tell me what color hair and what color eyes, and I'll do my best to find them," Madeleine said with assurance. "This is a full-service agency. If you want a blond baby, I will find you a blond baby."

"That's a relief," Doc said. "But still, I would like to see your paperwork."

"Certainly, Eric. You're a savvy businessman, and savvy businessmen always need to see the paperwork. Follow me to my office. While we're there, we can discuss the fees."

Doc had already made up his mind, but for the pure enjoyment of the game, he played it out to the fullest. He looked at her very legal-looking papers. He agreed to her absolutely outrageous fee. He even went so far as to read through the contract she presented him.

If Jervis hadn't given him a head's up, he might not have noticed any of the tiny details. There was, of course, the calculating gleam in her eyes. That and the patronizing way she kept redirecting his questions were a dead giveaway. Other signs were in the paperwork. The babies she "acquired" were often the same weight at birth, and the majority of the mothers were named Anna.

"I just have one last question," Doc said easily when he had finished reading the contract.

"Yes?"

"Who provides you with the information?"

"What information?"

"The information on the babies you're going to kidnap?"

Her face went totally blank for a minute, but then she smiled sweetly and said, "I've no idea what you're talking about. As I said, everything we do is completely legal."

She was lying. He knew she was lying because of the way her eyes had shifted and her tone had changed. And if that wasn't enough, her heart rate had increased.

"I'm sure you never give a passing thought to the parents you've left in ruins. Not when you have a nice mansion like this," Doc drawled.

Madeleine's face hardened, and she said, "I think it's time for you to leave, Mr. Young."

"I'm afraid I can't do that," Doc said. "Not until I know who's working with you. I just can't tolerate people who steal children."

"I do not steal children," she snapped. "The mothers give them up willingly."

Doc leaned forward slightly and said, "I can see into your soul, and I know you're lying."

Madeleine's hand twitched, and he knew she was thinking about reaching for her phone.

"No," he said.

"No what?"

"There's only one way out of this. Two ways, actually. In one version, you keep your fingers. In the second version, you lose them."

He saw her readying herself to scream, and he quickly leaped over the desk and clamped his hand around her mouth, silencing her.

"Tell me who you work with, and you'll die painlessly," he promised.

He began to release her mouth, but when he felt her take a breath to scream, he covered it again.

"I don't want to do it this way," he said softly. "I know you kidnap the children. Tell me who you're working with."

She tapped his hand frantically, and he released her once more.

"I do not—"

"Do not lie to me," Doc ground out. "Ten of the twelve babies you told me about had the exact same birth weight, and nine of the mothers were named Anna. You should have employed a little more imagination. If I follow your paper trail, where will it lead me? To a hundred dead ends."

"Who are you?" she demanded.

"Someone who doesn't appreciate kidnappers. You prey on desperate couples, squeeze them for money, and steal the nearest available child."

"What information do you want?" she asked.

"Tell me who kidnaps them and who provides you with the information about the children."

"The children do come from overseas," she said haltingly. "No one really cares about them, you know."

"Except for their parents," Doc ground out.

"Maybe. Maybe they don't. You can't tell me that when you can barely feed yourself, you're really all that interested in feeding a child as well."

"So you justify what you do by only stealing poor children," Doc drawled.

"I don't need to justify it," she stated, tone hard. "I find children and give them to couples who will appreciate them."

It was really no different than what Doc did except for two small details. One, he was very selective about it. He only took children whose parents had suddenly met a bad end, usually by his hand; and two, he didn't charge anyone for taking them. In some cases, he actually paid them.

"Give me your list of contacts," Doc said.

"You cannot possibly hope to kill me and get away with it."

"It's easy," Doc said. "I simply choke you to death, and then I yell 'Help! She's collapsed at her desk'. During the chaos, I walk out the door."

She tried to take another breath, and Doc closed his hand over her mouth once more.

He had no sympathy for her. For thirty years, she had stolen children and given them to desperate couples who had accepted them in good faith, believing that the children had been given up willingly. He could hear thirty years' worth of mothers weeping over their empty cradles. He could hear the useless pacing of fathers. And he could feel their endless grief. It was a hole inside them that was always empty, always waiting to be filled.

"Give me their names," Doc said.

She made no movement, so Doc pinched her nose closed and tightened his grip on her mouth. He much preferred cutting off pieces, but since her house was fully staffed, he thought that this was probably the better way to do things.

She began to wiggle frantically. She kicked at the floor and clawed at his arm, but he held his grip until her struggles lessened. Then he released her nose, allowing her to take a few distraught breaths.

"Give me their names," he said once more.

He could feel her absolute fear now. She had finally realized that he had her in his power and that he was capable of killing her. She hadn't realized that she was certainly going to die, but she knew it was a possibility.

She tried to lean forward, and he let her. She grabbed a piece of paper and a pen, and she quickly wrote, "I'm providing a service!"

"Those children are still linked to their biological parents," Doc hissed in her ear. "They can feel their sadness, and they don't know why. They know they should be happy, but deep down, they feel afraid. Because of you."

She pulled at his hand, and he moved it away from her mouth just a fraction of an inch.

"They can have more children!" she spat.

"A child is nothing like a car," Doc said softly. "You can't just replace it. A child is a piece of your soul. A child belongs to you in a way nothing else on this earth can. Their loss will always be felt. Did you kidnap those children?"

"I didn't," she said desperately.

He could feel the twist to her words, and he sighed before saying, "Did you pay people to kidnap those children?"

"Fine! Yes! Is that what you want to hear! I'll shut down my business! Is that what you want?"

"No," Doc murmured. "I want your soul. Write down the names."

"I…"

She took a deep breath, and Doc closed his hand over her mouth once more.

He saw Madeleine gauge the distance to her phone, she didn't bother going for it though. Instead she lifted the pen as if she was going to write something, but he felt her muscles tighten and so he wasn't surprised when she stabbed the pen into his hand.

He didn't move, just tightened his grip and pinched off her nose. She kept stabbing at him, sometimes hitting her own face instead of his hand, but then her lungs began to fail, and she dropped her hands to her desk in defeat. He immediately released her nose, allowing her to breathe once more.

His hand was wet now, both with blood and Madeleine's tears.

I do not like this, Veda whispered. You killed the other one so quickly.

He didn't have information I needed, Doc replied.

Once she gives you this information, you will kill her?

Yes.

I was wrong. She is evil. If hearts were capable of changing color, hers would be black. What will we do about the children?

Nothing.

Nothing?! They have been stolen!

Yes, and I grieve for them. But ripping them away yet again will only deepen their scars. They will be strong. They will live, and they will live well.

He had said the words in his mind, but they still seemed heavy when he spoke them, as if they carried more weight than his words typically did.

Yes, Veda said. They will be strong. They will live, and they will live well.

Her voice was layered, and it sent chills down his spine. Those children were protected now. They had the blessing of a god.

Madeleine was scribbling on her paper pad again, and Doc read what she wrote.

"All of the information is in my safe."

Doc stepped backward, and without removing his hand from Madeleine's mouth, lifted her from the chair with his other hand and set her on her feet.

"Which way?" he asked.

She pointed, and he walked her that way. When they reached the wall, Madeleine pressed a hidden button, and a panel opened, revealing a large wall safe. With trembling fingers, she dialed in the code and opened it.

There were stacks of cash, and she pointed towards them.

"I'm not interested in your filthy money," Doc spat. "Where are the names?"

She leaned forward, picked up a leather-bound ledger, and handed it to him. With his free hand, Doc flipped it open and scanned the first page.

There were several names listed, along with phone numbers, countries, and which areas of the country. He flipped through a few pages, and he saw that Madeleine had contacts everywhere. France, Ghana, Japan, Jordan, Norway, Russia, Brazil. The list went on and on, and Doc's heart ached for all the parents she had stolen from.

"You're a very cruel woman," he said softly. "The mother has no use for cruel women, and that leaves you for me."

He tightened his hand once more and pinched her nose as he did. The fear that waved out from her made it clear that this time she knew she was going to die, and she struggled accordingly. She slammed her heel into his legs and clawed at his hand. He stood as still as a statue and let her whale against him. It didn't take long for her struggles to cease, but Doc continued to hold her, waiting for the moment.

His only regret was that he could do nothing to heal all the people she had hurt. He could, however, keep her from hurting anyone ever again.

It took a few minutes for his tattoo to start heating up, and he felt it in a way he never had. He felt it reach out and grab a hold of Madeleine's essence. And he watched as everything that was her gave into the inexorable pull of his tattoo and exited her body. Her essence split in two, and one portion dived down into the depths of his prison while the other portion slid into the tattoo's ring, spun around it a few times, then burst out into Doc's body.

Madeleine was a different type of criminal, and her force was so much more vital than Rubens had been. It waved down Doc's limbs with subtle force, and he closed his eyes and just enjoyed the sensation.

As soon as the heat began to fade, Doc released Madeleine and let her fall to the floor. Then he stepped over her body, removed the rest of the papers from her safe, and closed it up.

That done, he tucked all the papers under his arm before running to the study door, yanking it open, and yelling, "Come quick! Madeleine collapsed! I don't know what's wrong with her!"

It was a few seconds before he heard the patter of feet, and when he did, he schooled his face into a look a panic.

"You have to help her!" he exclaimed when the woman from earlier reached him. "She started shaking, and then she clawed at her face… Oh, god, I hope she's alright!"

The woman ran past him into the office, and Doc quickly left the house. He didn't run. He didn't need to run because everything always worked out just fine. There was no one here to stop him from leaving; and if there was camera footage of him, it would mysteriously disappear.

The gate opened automatically when he reached it, and he was long gone before anyone knew what was happening.

Once he was on the interstate, he rolled down his windows and let the air rush past him. The world was so bright that it should have been painful, but he didn't mind it. He gazed out at the clouds with interest, body and mind automatically handling the task of driving.

He could smell the hot grass along the roadside. He could taste the asphalt. He could feel all the other drivers. He could sense their heartbeats and their breaths, but it didn't make him want to scream. Right now, he was outside of it. Floating along like a piece of driftwood, taking it all in, but not really affected by any of it.

He had nearly reached Dulcis when Veda finally spoke.

You enjoy killing.

Yes.

It makes you happy.

Yes.

And this is… not bad?

Tricky question, Doc replied as he parked his car.

For a moment he just sat there, trying to figure out how to articulate it.

Finally he said, Rubens was evil, yes?

Yes.

You could feel it.

Yes.

He found pleasure in raping women, violating them, hurting them, stealing their choice, stealing their health, stealing their peace of mind. Does he have any place in this world?

No.

The mother has no use for him; he contributes nothing beneficial, and he is a poison whose continued presence will taint the waters. If he lives out his days, he will potentially hurt more people. But even if he doesn't hurt more people, when he dies, his taint will return to the earth, and it will poison the mother just a little. He will be like a thorn in her side that festers and creates illness. And that hurts the entire world. Does that make sense?

I think so.

I am the dragon, he said softly. I eat the souls so they do not hurt the mother. And yes, I gain joy from my task.

Veda was quiet, and he could feel her weighing his words. She had not rejected them; she was verifying them. He could feel her sorting through his memories; he could feel her reliving his moments, and he let her.

She needed to understand the difference. When he released her, she would have all the power of a god. It was his duty, his mission, to make sure she was a good god, a kind one, a just one, and one who knew how and when to kill.


Chapter 9
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Jury was waiting in Doc's suite; and when Doc walked in, Jury snapped, "Where have you been? I texted you ten times!"

"Did you?" Doc asked. "Sorry," he shrugged.

"I told you I was coming over," Jury spat. "Why do you look drugged?"

"Just got done killing someone."

Doc collapsed onto the couch, limbs falling out to the sides.

"Did you kill a witch?" Jury demanded. "You have that after-witch look."

"No."

"Then why…" Jury trailed off. Then he said softly, "It's different, isn't it?"

Doc knew exactly what Jury was asking.

"Being fae-like does enhance things a little," he said carefully.

"I'm not going to tell you how much I hate you right now," Jury ground out. "I'm going to send you a letter. Better yet, a singing telegram."

"That's a lot of work," Doc drawled. "It sounds to me like you don't hate me at all."

"I do," Jury said. "And you know why. Tell me why you wanted to see Tessa."

"I wanted Aylen to look at her."

Jury's eyes brightened, but Doc shook his head and said, "She can't."

"Oh."

"If we can find the patron though," Doc said, "I can go back in time and kill him before Tessa gets this bad."

"Using your fae powers?" Jury demanded.

"Obviously."

"No! You can't do that!"

"I really can."

"No! Don't you understand? Your eyes aren't even shifting anymore. They're just a little bit purple. Every time you talk to it, every time you use its power, you become more it!" Jury exclaimed.

"I can't choose me over Tessa," Doc stated.

"But I can! And if you don't, I'll never speak to you again!"

The sheer terror that was volleying off of Jury was making it a little difficult to think.

"Jury," Doc said softly. "Come on."

"No! I am so sick of this shit! You're always sacrificing yourself for someone else. Running into burning buildings for someone else. Fighting ridiculously powerful witches to save someone else! Enough is enough, Doc! Just stop!"

Jury shook his head violently and said, "I know it's selfish, but Tessa is gone. I've lost. There's nothing I can do to save her, nothing anyone else can do. I went and got attached, and now she's going to die, and you cannot say for certain that killing the patron a year ago will change a damn thing. I still won't be able to untie the spells in her head."

"Yes, but—"

"But nothing!" Jury yelled. "No matter what she'll always be fucked to hell! Her brain is fried! Toast! Done! Even if you go back a year, she'll still have all that inside of her, and every time she breaks through the basic compulsion and starts to search for answers, she'll start killing herself all over again. It's who she is."

The last part was so soft that Doc almost didn't hear it, but he could feel Jury's warring emotions.

"You can't save her, Doc. You just can't. And I don't want to lose you because you're trying to save someone who can't be saved. Can't you understand that?"

"I can," Doc admitted. "I will try to keep my hands to myself."

It was the best he could do. He wasn't going to promise not to try. If he saw an opening, he was going to take it.

"You exhaust me," Jury said as he dropped his head onto the back of the couch.

"I don't think it's me exhausting you," Doc pointed out.

"I've been practically living at the library," Jury said. "Reading every book on anything I think might have something useful. I can't find anything about the Amos the Betrayer amulet. Which doesn't really surprise me. Witches hate to share their secrets. They love to brag though, and if they're careless you can usually glean something useful. The witches who made the Amos the Betrayer amulet were not careless," he sighed.

"It really wouldn't be so bad," Jury continued, "except for that child of Mother's spends most of her days at the library too, and she sits beside me and just watches me like I'm some sort of rare creature she's never seen."

"Maybe you are," Doc shrugged.

"Maybe," Jury grumbled. "She won't say what my shadow is. Not that I've asked, but no one else has to ask. She told all of the librarians what their shadows are. She even told a man on the street. She talks too much."

"Perhaps she's making up for all the years she didn't have anyone to talk to," Doc guessed.

"You should see Mother with her," Jury went on as if Doc hadn't said anything. "She's practically indulgent. Who knew she had it in her?"

Jury sighed heavily and said, "Order me food, and wake me when it gets here."

Doc waited until he was certain Jury was asleep before he called down to the kitchen.

"Mr. Young here," Doc said easily. "Can I get one of everything delivered to my suite?"

"Yes, sir," the young woman on the other line said.

"And two of whatever the dessert is."

"Tout de suite!" she said cheerfully.

"Thank you."

Doc disconnected and studied Jury's face. It was pale, and there were dark circles under his eyes. Doc had never seen him like this, never seen him try so hard for anyone else. In some ways he was glad to see it. In other ways, he deeply regretted asking Jury to ever look at Tessa.

He is trying to help her. Is that not good? Is that not what we are doing?

Jury is fragile, Doc replied. He doesn't do well with people. Or death.

Worse than you? she asked, tone incredulous.

Worse than me. And he worries that without me… He'll slide into the dark, Doc said softly.

Would he?

I don't think so.

But Doc didn't really know. The grief he had suffered when Andrew had died had been so shattering that he had run from it and hidden behind the mantel of a cult leader. He had closed himself off so completely that he had been totally numb. When the Acolytes had attacked, he had shifted his attention to them, slaughtering them with a single-minded purpose. The only thing that had pulled him out of it had been Bree's frightened sobs.

Jury was different. From the get-go, Jury had been a little more closed off than Doc, a little more removed. Jury was an elite witch. He was basically immortal, and he didn't get attached to mortals. He didn't bother with mortal issues. If mortals wanted to hurt each other, what was it to him?

He had started caring though. Started seeing people as people. But then Benito and Mrs. Fiore had died, and now it was as if Jury's heart was encased inside a glacier. It was there, but it was impossible to get to. The only person in the entire world that he admitted caring about was Doc.

Jury certainly cared about Bree, although he rarely admitted it; and he cared about Jervis as well, but he wasn't free with his affection or his attention. He treated everyone the same. As toys or beneath his notice.

In a ridiculously short amount of time, Tessa had somehow slipped inside that glacier and besieged Jury's heart. Jury cared for Tessa with an intensity that truly surprised Doc, and if Jury lost both Doc and Tessa simultaneously, Doc was afraid it would break him.

What that actually meant, he wasn't sure. He would do nearly anything in his power to protect Jury, and he always had. He didn't like being in the position of having to choose between them. He didn't love Tessa the way he loved Jury. He had loved her as a child, and he admired her as a woman, but she wasn't part of his family. Not like Jury was.

He hadn't believed Jury when he had said that the only thing keeping him good was Doc. Jury wasn't evil. Look at how hard he was fighting for Tessa. But still… Doc worried.

And he didn't just worry about Jury. He worried about what Jury would do if he lost his mind to grief for even a moment. He worried that Jury would, in fact, do something that he would always regret. 

He must not lose you then, Veda said.

That would be ideal, Doc drawled.

Do you really think it is possible for him to build me a body?

It took Doc's mind a second to shift gears, and he questioned Veda's timing, but he answered her easily enough.

If anyone could do it, it would be him.

Would it look like me, do you think? When you showed me myself in the mirror, I thought I looked very nice.

You're absolutely gorgeous.

Why am I growing bigger?

I suspect your form is reflecting your state of mind. You're maturing.

And that is what you want, yes?

Yes.

Then why are you sad?

The same reason a mother is sad to see her child all grown up, I suspect, Doc replied. I'm proud of you, but I will miss holding you on my lap.

I see. I am sorry.

Stop being sorry, Doc chastised.

I will try, she promised.

She didn't say anything more, and Doc deliberately didn't turn his thoughts towards her. It was the most he could do to give her privacy.

After sitting for just a few minutes and watching Jury sleep, Doc stood and walked into his bathroom. He turned on all the lights first, and then, only slightly dreading what he would see, he looked into the mirror.

He looked just the same as always. He was overdue for a shave, but other than that, he looked just like John Henry Holliday.

He did too, except for one little thing. His eyes were his. He could see his mother in them, but he could also see Veda in the faint purple cast. It wasn't much, and without the lights, he might not have noticed it. But it was there nonetheless.

Doc leaned on the sink counter and stared sightlessly into the sink. It was becoming more and more frequent that he simply didn't know what to do. He had thought that with age, wisdom would come, but he seemed to be out of clever ideas. He was a fighter and a killer. Figuring out how to release the trapped spirit of the fae while simultaneously saving someone else from a death state was really not his forte.  

With a sigh of resignation, he pulled out his phone and dialed Babs's number.

She answered on the fourth ring.

"Doc."

"Babs."

"You want to talk to Jules, I suppose?"

"I'm not that obvious," Doc stated.

"You actually are that obvious."

"Fine. May I speak to Jules, please?"

"Only if you tell me I was right," Babs said.

"You were right."

"I like that," she chuckled. "Here she is."

"Doc!" Jules said happily. "How are you?"

"Good," he lied. "And the Bakers plus Frankie?"

"Wonderful! We just got back from a horse ride around the property. Would you believe I jumped a hedge?!"

"Well done," Doc praised.

"I guess Starlight jumped the hedge," Jules amended. "I just went along for the ride."

"It sometimes takes great courage to go along," Doc said.

Jules laughed softly before saying, "What do you need?"

He hated that he had only called to ask for help.

"You wouldn't happen to know anything about fae, would you?" Doc asked.

"I know a lot about the fae, or at least what other people think they know about the fae. Are you looking for anything specific?"

"There are a finite number," Doc said.

"Yes, eighteen hundred."

Correct, Veda murmured.

I know, Doc thought.

"There's not much information about the fae really," Jules went on. "But there is one man, Professor Trimmer, who claimed to have spent time with the fae; and he wrote a series of books called The Missing Guardians. Professor Trimmer claimed that after the one hundred and eighty species were birthed, the mother realized the disparities between them and birthed one final species."

That is not true, Veda grumbled.

Hush, Doc told her.

"This species was the fae. They had the best of all the other species; and they were meant to represent them, to counsel them, to uphold them, help them, and guard them. That's the reason for their number. One thousand eight hundred; ten fae for each of the species."

Jules paused to take a breath before saying, "Professor Trimmer quoted some fascinating sources. I can normally get a sense if someone is making something up, but I never got that feeling from his writings. He said that the fae failed in their task, and that they were punished for it, but he disappeared before he was able to write the final installment so I can't tell you exactly where he was going with his hypothesis."

Lies! Veda snapped.

But Doc wasn't sure if he believed her, and he suddenly had more questions than ever, but he needed to stay focused on the problem at hand.

"Did he mention what happens if one of the fae dies?" he asked aloud.

"All the legends agree that the fae magic births a new one," Jules said.

"Yes, but what if the fae, as it were, had already gone into someone else? A non-fae. Could a new fae form still be birthed?"

"Doc."

"Yes?"

"Please tell me you're joking."

"We're just talking theoretically," Doc said.

"Are we?" Jules demanded.

"Theoretically."

"Doc!"

"What?" he snapped.

"What do you really want to know?" she snapped back.

"How to get the fae out of me and into a blank vessel," he growled.

"Oh, god. That's what I thought you meant, but I was hoping I was wrong. How?!"

"It's really difficult to explain," Doc said carefully. "I am currently me, and I am currently holding inside of me the total essence of the fae. Jury's looking into a spell similar to the witch hound spell to see if we can make her a body."

"Did you say total essence of the fae," Jules whispered.

"Did I?"

"Doc, you can't… It's not possible… I don't think… That's a little different than just a fae."

"I know," he said wearily.

"Oh."

Neither of them spoke for a minute, but then she said, "I'll see what I can find. It's a totally unprecedented event, so I doubt there will be much there, but I'll try."

"Thank you," Doc said. "I don't like to keep putting all of this on you, but you're a phenomenal researcher. If someone's written about it, I know you'll find it."

He could almost hear her blush, and she stuttered, "Well, I… I do alright."

"You're amazing," Doc told her. "Tell the others hi from me."

"Please be careful," she whispered.

Gamblers were never careful; it was all right there in the name, but he said softly, "I'll do what I can. Thank you, Jules."

Just as he was disconnecting, there was a knock on his door. By the time Doc returned to the sitting room, Jury had already opened the door and taken possession of the food cart.

"I'm not bothering with the table today," Jury said as he parked the cart by the couch.

"Your mother would be horrified," Doc drawled.

"Good."

Jury selected a plate, sat down, and started shoveling the food into his mouth. He ate with the speed and focus of someone who was absolutely ravenous, and Doc wondered what exactly he was doing that was draining him so.

"I replicated the ring of Aqueduct the First," Jury said around a mouthful. "I didn't have the right water," he added irritably, "so it didn't work quite as well, but it does the trick."

"Excellent," Doc said. "You gave it to Tessa obviously."

"For all the good it will do her," Jury shrugged. "It's not the compulsion she really has a problem with. It's the body magic."

"I see," Doc said.

"And without the Amos the Betrayer amulet, I can't help her with that. Are you certain no one has it?"

"No one I talked to," Doc said. "And I was very persuasive."

"I'm sure you were," Jury muttered. "Even if we found it though, I'm not sure how much it would matter. I don't think it would override all the built-in directives she already has, but I'd just have to see it."

He finished off another plate and started on a new one. When he was finished with that one, he paused and stared at the remaining plates with apathy.

"I know I'm wasting my time," he whispered. "But I can't seem to stop."

"I'm sorry I ever asked you to look at her," Doc stated.

"You didn't know," Jury sighed. "And I wanted a chance to study compulsion. She was the perfect opportunity. She's… Watching her fight it… She's incredible. When I compulsed her not to drink whiskey, she actually got a drink down before she passed out," Jury said proudly.

"That is impressive."

"I just wish… I wish there was a way… She's too young."

"I know."

Jury pushed the cart away with his foot, and Doc frowned. There were still three plates full of food on the tray, and he had never seen Jury walk away from food before.

"There's no saving her, Doc. Promise me that you won't destroy yourself trying to."

That was asking too much, and Jury knew it, which is why he said, "That's my favor. You owe me, and that's what I want."

"You can't—"

"It's an open favor, Doc. You can't set limits on it. I want you to promise me that you won't destroy yourself trying to save her."

"You know that's not how favors work," Doc hedged.

"It's exactly how favors work," Jury retorted. 

Doc didn't immediately respond because he always honored his favors. It was simply who he was. He had never once not carried through on a favor. Not once. So if he promised Jury this, he was bound by it.

"I promise," Doc finally said.

"You promise what?" Jury demanded.

"I promise not to destroy myself trying to save Tessa."

Doc could feel Jury's immense relief, and he wished that Jury had been just a tiny bit more specific.

Doc had no illusions about himself. He knew how incredibly selfish he was. He had run away from emotions, from aging, and from death time and time again. He didn't like to feel pain or grief. He didn't like to watch others suffer. If he couldn't somehow fix it or stop it, he ran away. 

That was John Henry Holliday to the core.

But if he could change it, if there was hope, no matter how slim, if there was a possibility that he really could affect change, he couldn't turn away. He just couldn't.

So he wasn't giving up on Tessa. Not yet.

Aylen could say she was done. Jury could say she was done. All seven of Doc's senses could say she was done, but he wasn't done. The hand was still in play; there were still cards to be drawn.

He had promised Jury that he wouldn't destroy himself trying to save Tessa, but he hadn't said a damn thing about destroying himself in order to succeed in saving Tessa.


Chapter 10
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Jury only stayed long enough to finish eating the rest of his food. When he stood to leave, he said wearily, "I have a few more leads to track down for Tessa, and then I'll start working on the body spell. You figure a fae is totally different than a human; and therefore, should technically require a sacrifice of fae blood, but maybe I'm wrong."

He ran his hand through his hair, shook his head, and said, "I don't know. I'll just… Well, whatever."

With those encouraging words still ringing in the air, Jury strode to the door, threw it open, and left.

He makes me very sad, Veda said after the door slammed shut behind him.

I know.

You lied to him.

I didn't lie, Doc stated. Jury didn't set the parameters of his favor clearly enough.

You knew what he meant. I can feel the darkness inside of him. If he loses you…

He won't, Doc said firmly.

As you say.

He did say. Like Veda, he could feel the darkness. It wasn't evil; it was darkness. Like there was a little patch of Jury that simply couldn't be bothered to see the light. And without Doc to show him the light, that darkness would spread. Jury needed him, and so he wouldn't fail. Not this time. He would find a way to save both Tessa and himself.

To that end, he texted Jervis and said, "Have we found Thulan?"

"No," Jervis texted back. "WE have not."

Doc grinned at Jervis's capitalization of "we". He was clearly having a snit.

"There has to be a way to find him," Doc murmured softly. He raised one eyebrow as a thought occurred to him.

"Well, why not?" he shrugged, and then he closed his eyes and forced himself to fall asleep.

"What are we doing?" Veda asked as soon as Doc opened his eyes again.

She was sitting cross-legged on his footstool, a full inch taller than she had been yesterday.

"Testing our power," Doc said mildly.

"You promised Jury," she chastised.

"Testing my power," Doc corrected.

"I do not know if the fae dreamwalk," she said thoughtfully. "You would think I would have the memories of it if they did," she added.

"You can find out someday," Doc said.

"Yes, I think I will," she murmured. "So what are we doing?"

"First, whiskey."

"Why?"

"It tastes better here," Doc shrugged.

"Why?"

"Because it's the best glass of whiskey I ever had," Doc said as he imagined the whiskey in his hand.

"Did you drink it from a goblet?" she asked, laughter coloring her voice.

"No."

"I think, deep down, you are just a little bit pretentious."

"Cocoa for you," Doc said flatly.

She laughed loudly as she took the cocoa he offered her, and he rolled his eyes just to further amuse her.

"I like cocoa," she said happily. "Does it taste just as good in real life?"

"No," Doc said. "Maybe," he added. "I don't know. Some say that this is the real world."

"Do they? How curious. What do you think?"

"I don't know," Doc sighed. "I suppose if you have a corporeal form, then the corporeal world would be supreme; but if you didn't, the dreaming world would probably be the most important.

"We spend much of our time in the dreaming," she pointed out.

"We do, don't we?" he said thoughtfully.

"And you said the whiskey tastes better."

"True."

"And we can visit anyone with just a thought."

"Can we though?" Doc asked with a grin. "That is, in fact, why we're here."

"Why?"

"We can't find Thulan in the material world, but what's to stop us from finding him here?"

She grinned widely and said, "You are very clever."

"Sometimes," he chuckled.

"What are we waiting for?"

"Nothing," Doc said. He made no move to stand, instead he said, "I have a question."

"Yes?"

"Jervis once told me that the fae have no blood."

Veda shrugged a little arrogantly and said, "We really have no equal, but of all the species, the vampires would be the only ones to really challenge us. Without blood though, we are of no interest to them."

"So you do have blood?"

"Of a sort. But it is certainly far superior than the other species'," she stated. "And it is of no use to the vampires."

He frowned, not sure he liked this side of her, and said, "Blood is blood."

"If you say so," she allowed.

There was a forceful arrogance to her that he had never noticed before, and he wondered if it had always been there or if Veda had just arrived at adolescence and was acting out as all children seemed to do.

She suddenly smiled and said, "Are we going?"

"Yes," he said, returning her grin.

Even if he had wanted to, he didn't think he would have been able to stop himself from reaching for Veda's hand when he stood. She took a hold of his with a wide and happy smile, and together they walked to the edge of the throne room floor.

"Can I say it this time?" she asked.

"Go ahead," Doc replied.

As one being, they stepped off the floor onto the cracked earth that lay beyond; and as soon as their feet were settled, Veda said loudly, "I am looking for Thulan."

Nothing happened, and she said, "What now?"

"You should picture him or describe him."

"Show him to me."

Doc pulled up one of his memories of Thulan.

Thulan had been sitting in a chair in Mitcham's house, sightless eyes staring up at Doc as he said, "All rulers have a mythos. They must. What will yours be?"

"What? No," Doc had laughed. "I'm only doing this until I clear out the summit."

"You are a good man, John Holliday," Thulan had said, tone thoughtful. "Not too many men can say that."

Doc chuckled lightly and replied, "I think you've probably got that wrong. At best, I'm neutral."

Doc allowed the memory to fade.

"You are the one who is wrong," Veda said. "You are a good man."

Doc wasn't so sure. Could a coward be a good man?

He hadn't spoken out loud, but Veda must have simply heard his thought because she stamped her foot angrily and said, "You are not a coward!"

"I run," Doc shrugged.

"From one thing! Death!" she spat. "And you are entitled to it! You are not a coward, and I will not allow you to vilify yourself that way."

He smiled down at her, loving her all the more for her fierce loyalty, and said, "As you wish."

She glared at him, then looked back out at the waste in front of them and said, "I am looking for Thulan."

There was no reply.

"Humph," she grumbled. "You try."

Doc closed his eyes and pulled the image of Thulan to his mind. "Thulan," he whispered. "I seek the counsel of Thulan, wise witch, oldest of the old."

"Thulan," the ground whispered. "The witch of old."

"Yes," Doc confirmed.

"Thulan, Thulan, Thulan."

The capricious grey shadows around them carried the echo out into the dreaming.

"Thulan, Thulan, Thulan."

The name whispered across the emptiness until it seemed almost a roar.

"Thulan!"

And then everything shifted, and Doc found himself standing right in front of an ancient and bowed tree. The limbs were so gigantic that no matter where they came off of the trunk, they were kissing the ground.

And beneath the tree sat Thulan.

"John Holliday," Thulan murmured, vibrant eyes smiling up at Doc. His eyes moved, first to Doc's and Veda's hands, and then to Veda's face. "And Miss Veda Holliday," he said. "What a pleasant interlude this promises to be."

"How do you know my name?" Veda demanded.

"I know many things," Thulan shrugged. "Your name is one of them. Sit with me. It has been so long since I have spoken to a fae, although you are more than a fae, aren't you?"

Doc could feel Veda's confusion, but he felt absolutely nothing from Thulan.

"Sit," Thulan urged again.

Doc tugged Veda forward, and they sat on one of the protruding roots across from Thulan.

"Your mythos grows," Thulan stated.

"I no longer rule the Hidden," Doc replied.

"You no longer rule the Hidden," Thulan agreed.

"I do not like you," Veda suddenly said. "You should not know my name."

"Your name told itself to me," Thulan said gently. "It is one of my many powers. I know everything's name. Tell me, why are you here?"

"I'm looking for someone," Doc said. "A witch who doesn't want to be found."

Thulan raised a hand and said, "I cannot help you. Not here."

"Why not?" Veda demanded.

"This is the dreaming," Thulan shrugged, as if that single statement made everything clear.

"Why is there no magic in the dreaming?" Veda asked. "There should be magic."

"Yes," Thulan said. "There once was."

"Magic cannot simply disappear," she insisted. "This is a reflection of the material plane. There should be magic."

"Should be, yes."

Veda's confusion was shifting rapidly to anger, and Doc said softly, "Use the box."

"No! I will not! He is being deliberately vague! There is no reason not to answer my question."

Her eyes were flashing with anger, and Doc could see dark purple clouds gathering on the horizon. 

"Why is there no magic?" she demanded once more.

"Some questions are not mine to answer," Thulan replied.

A flash of blinding lightning struck the tree overhead, and a thunderclap followed right on its heels, so loud that it shook the ground.

"You hardly need magic," Thulan pointed out calmly.

"I want to know!" Veda demanded.

"It is not your place to know," Thulan replied.

"Veda!" Doc snapped.

"Tell me!" she screamed.

There was fear underlying her anger, and Doc reached out with his free hand and forced her to look at him.

"Veda," he said firmly. "Use the box."

"Why will he not just tell me?" she asked, lips quivering.

"Because he can't," Doc replied.

"He will not!" she cried out.

Lightning struck the ground all around, turning everything a brilliant purple-white.

"He can't," Doc said once more.

"Why not?!" she screamed.

"Because he's dead!"

Veda's eyes narrowed, and she turned to look at Thulan.

"How can you tell?" she demanded.

"I don't know," Doc admitted. "But he is."

"He can still talk though," Veda said, lips pursing. "He can still tell me why."

"Not if the dreaming doesn't want him to," Doc tried to explain.

"Your cleverness has always impressed me," Thulan said.

"I do not understand," Veda whispered. "What does one have to do with the other?"

"I don't know," Doc said. "But please, use the box before we get jolted."

Veda's shoulders slumped, and she closed her eyes. A moment later the sky cleared.

"Any path you choose," Thulan said, "is a journey. It must be traveled one step at a time, and sometimes that means you must wait for the answers you seek because those answers are twenty steps ahead of you or a thousand. The answer to your question is not yet in front of you. You must continue on your path, and when the time is right, you will arrive at the cairn that will point the way to your answer."

"That makes no sense," Veda grumbled.

Her irritation, anger, and fear were still all very evident to Doc, but at least she was keeping the bulk of them in the box.

She turned to look at him, and demanded, "How did you know he is dead?"

Doc shrugged and said, "The dreaming is different. I mean to say that where we are right now is different. I'm not holding this in place," he said with a gesture around them at the tree and the small turtle-shaped hut. "He is."

Veda still didn't understand, so Doc said, "He's a witch, not a shaman, but he's not merely dreaming; he's living."

He didn't know how he knew, and he didn't know how they were even here. Yiska had said that the uppermost layers were for the living and the middle layers were for the dead. Charlie had taken Doc down into the middle layers when they were hunting for Gac, but Doc had not realized he could access them on his own. In truth, he was every bit as confused as Veda was.

"I returned to the place of my birth," Thulan said calmly. "And my ancestors called me home. This time, I listened. I am sorry that I cannot help you. I have no power here."

Doc didn't need Veda's sharp tug on his hand to know that Thulan was lying. There was nothing obvious to suggest it, but once again, Doc just knew.

Thulan's eyes dropped to their bound hands, and he said softly, "There is a path that only one of you can take. A journey that is only meant for one. Will you take it?"

His eyes had moved back to Doc's, and they were like orbs of power, piercing into Doc's inner being, searching for an answer that only he knew.

"Will you take the journey, John Holliday?"

"I can't leave her," Doc replied with regret.

"You have made yourself her keeper. You stand in the gap, protecting the world from her unrestrained power. Instead of lashing out into the world, her power flows into the dam that is you. You stop it from leaking, but only by taking it into yourself."

Veda whimpered softly.

"I will keep her safe. I will shield both her and the world while you go on your journey," Thulan said solemnly. "If you are willing."

"What journey?" Doc asked.

Thulan smiled and said, "You determine the journey. Not I."

"Don't leave me," Veda whispered.

Thulan turned his brilliant eyes to Veda and said, "You would hold him to you even now? Even when you know you are slowly stripping away his humanity, chipping away at his resolve, forcing him to become what he abhors?"

Veda gasped and said, "No!"

"Then let him go."

"I cannot!" Veda exclaimed.

"You are not even trying. You are an ancient being. Older than anything except for the mother. Can you say with all honesty that you do not possess the power to release him?"

Doc could feel Veda's building horror. Horror and guilt.

"I am frightened," she whispered.

"Of what?" Thulan asked gently. "I have promised to keep you safe. And in spite of your childish form, you have the ability to keep yourself safe as well. What is there to fear that you cannot face?"

"Bears?" Veda tried. "They eat fae children."

"They do not," Doc snorted.

"How would you know?" she retorted.

"I know," he said, rolling his eyes. "If you are afraid, I will stay with you."

Veda's eyes brightened, but after seeing the look on Thulan's face, her shoulders slumped and she whispered, "No. I am sorry."

And then she released his hand.

Doc felt it like a shock to his system. She hadn't just dropped his hand, she had dropped him. For the first time in what felt like ages, he was just him. Just Doc.

"I don't understand," he said softly.

"I am helping," Thulan stated. "This is not a permanent state. You are linked in such a fashion that it would take nothing short of a simultaneous miracle and a glorious stroke of good fortune to sever the ties between you. Your journey awaits," he added, gesturing towards the turtle-shaped hut.

Doc looked at Veda. Her lips were trembling, but she was trying to smile.

"I'll be right back," Doc told her.

"I know," she said. "I am not afraid," she added.

Doc leaned over and pressed his forehead against hers.

"I love you," she whispered softly. "And I will miss you."

"But only for a moment," he promised her.

Doc pressed a kiss to her head, stood, and glanced down at Thulan. Thulan nodded encouragingly.

The walk to the hut seemed interminable; and with every step, he had to fight the urge to look back. He knew Veda would be fine; he was the one going on an unknown journey.

When he reached the front of the hut, he studied the entrance curiously. It was nothing but a round hole covered with a large piece of leather, and he was going to have to crawl to go through it. It felt oddly ceremonial, but he didn't know why.

He took one step towards it, pausing when he saw the earth moving in front of him. The grains of dirt shifted as if they were dancing, and when they settled Doc realized that they had formed words.

You must enter as you entered.

Doc frowned in confusion. He must enter as he entered what?

He stepped back from the entrance and stared at the hut. He had never entered a hut like this before, he knew that much. What had he entered?

As he examined the mound coming out of the earth, it shifted in his mind, no longer just a turtle's back, but a mother's stomach, her womb, the source of all life.

"I must enter as I entered," Doc murmured.

With a thought he removed his clothes, and then he lowered himself to the ground and crawled through the entrance.

It didn't occur to him to question Thulan or Thulan's motivations. He didn't question Thulan for the same reason he didn't question Yiska or Ahanu. Their motivations might not always line up with Doc's. He didn't expect them to be truthful or upfront, but they were certainly not devious; they were not harmful. They were cairns along his pathway.

Doc reached the end of the short tunnel and crawled out into the interior of the hut. There was a bed of coals in the center with a basin of water and a dipper beside it.

Doc settled himself beside the basin and gazed at the fluctuating colors of the coals. He could surmise that this was a sweat lodge although he had never been inside of one. He wasn't entirely certain how this was a journey, but since he was here, all alone, he was going to appreciate having his mind to himself for a while before he crawled back out.

The dipper lifted on its own and poured water over the coals. The water sizzled and spat before turning into steam and drifting out into the hut, filling it with a white fog.

The fog drifted around Doc, swirling and swirling.

He was free. Drifting above nothingness. It wasn't dark. It wasn't light. It was nothing.

Could nothing shift?

It did. It took on potential. Suddenly had potential, suddenly was potential, and then just was.

There was a seed; all of life was contained inside of it; and it glowed like the full moon breaching the horizon.

The seed swelled, growing larger and larger until it could no longer contain all that potential; then it wobbled and burst open, birthing life, birthing the world, birthing the tree.

The roots of life grew down, holding the tree of life in place. The branches stretched; the roots stretched to match; and everything grew. Blossoms bloomed and transformed into new seeds. Seeds dropped from the tree, and life spread. The tree was the canopy, the roots were the bed, and the world lived between the two.

"I am the tree," a voice said.

And he knew it was the mother.

"Everything comes through me."

A plant beside the tree grew weary with age and went to sleep. The mushrooms ate it, the ground ate it, and the life of the plant seeped deep into the earth where the roots of the tree took hold of it and pulled it into her womb once more. Another seed fell to the earth.

"In the beginning, there was no lack. Everything was provided. It is impossible to say where the first hint of dissatisfaction came from," the mother murmured. "Perhaps it truly was Admetos. Perhaps his actions, like a ripple in a pond, began it all. Once Admetos felt lack, it spread like poison, infecting all those who did not stand against it. Infecting me."

The tree branches began to gnarl, like a hand riddled with rheumatism.

"I cannot heal them," she murmured. "And so I cannot heal myself."

Another seed dropped from the tree, but this time it birthed a dragon. A huge beast with golden, black scales, and eyes the color of the sun. The dragon gazed up at the tree with wonder and sorrow, and then it dived into the earth, growing as it did, becoming so large that the span of it stretched from one side of the tree's roots to the other.

And the dragon became a wall, a wall of protection.

Now every soul, every bit of life, every slice of returning potential had to pass through the dragon to reach the mother, and the dragon was very particular. The souls that could not pass through were consumed by the dragon's heat, burnt into nothing, purified by extinction.

"A champion is born," the mother said.

Her voice was pleased.

Doc's vision of the tree wavered and dissipated, turning into steam and drifting away, and Doc found himself lying on a rough wooden floor just inches from the man he was supposed to kill.

He didn't have the strength to lift his knife; he couldn't do it, and he could feel the cough clawing its way up his throat. He was going to die, and all because he was weak.

No, he refused to die when salvation was so near at hand.

He forced his body to roll, forced his arm to move; and with everything he had left, he thrust the knife through the man's throat.

Salvation was not immediate. He did not surge to his feet in victory. Instead he fell to the floor, drowning in the blood that was slowly filling his lungs.

Señora Teodora had lied. This was the end. He was going to die. And what had he done? Nothing. He had wasted every last bit of his potential.

It was amusing that it had come down to killing a man and he had failed. Killing was the only thing he was really good at.

A laugh gurgled its way up his throat, and he allowed it to come. If he was going to die, he would rather die laughing than coughing. He laughed and laughed, waiting for the coughing to follow, but it didn't. And that's when he realized his chest was glowing.

"A champion is born," the mother whispered softly.

White fog blurred out the cabin and wiped Señora Teodora's face from view.

He was alone. Just him standing on the edge of the world, looking down from the branches of the tree at the burning wasteland beneath.

Fear clutched him, and he looked to both sides. He was all alone.

It was wrong. All wrong. He refused to be the only one at the end of the world. Jervis and Jury were supposed to be here. They were supposed to help him light the match.

The tree shuddered beneath him as the hungry raging fire reached for it.

He had done this. He had ended the world. He didn't know how, but he knew it was him. His responsibility. His actions. He had killed the mother.

He tried to hurl himself from the branches into the fire, but the tree caught a hold of him and cradled him to its trunk like a mother cradles a baby. She shielded him. She protected him. She folded around him like a cocoon.

And the fire continued to rage.

Inside of his shelter, Doc screamed and wept. He was supposed to protect the mother, not burn her to the ground.

But no matter how hard he fought, he could not break free.

He was exhausted and spent when he felt the heat begin to fade.

He pounded his fists weakly against the side of his sanctuary, and this time it broke open, crumbling around him into ash. He stepped from the remains and fell to his knees. Everything was gone. The tree was gone; the mother was gone.

He had been her knight protector, and he had failed her.

Tears he hadn't even known he had left dropped from his eyes onto the ash beneath his hands. He wept and wept, mourning his failure, mourning the loss of the mother, mourning the world. The sorrow filling him was so great that he thought his chest might split from it.

Beneath his hand, in a puddle of his tears, the ash stirred. Doc moved his hand, confusion filling him as he watched the ash lift up ever so slowly. A moment later, it bent back and stretched upward, but it wasn't the ash moving at all; it was the tiny green sapling beneath it.

Joy burst through Doc's heart, replacing his sorrow. The tree lived. She was here, reborn from the ashes of her old form. She lived, and she held all of life, all potential, inside of her.

He wasted not a single moment, didn't wait to see the first seedling drop. Instead he stretched upright, leaving behind his frail body in exchange for a new one. A powerful one with black and gold scales, and without a moment's delay, he dived into the earth and wrapped himself around her roots, sheltering her as she had sheltered him.

"A champion is born," she whispered.

The mist swirled around him, completely clouding his vision; and then he awoke, blinking blearily up at the earthen roof above him.

He didn't immediately remember where he was or even who he was, but then his mind cleared, and he sat up and stared at the coals in front of him.

They were practically lifeless now. No color, no heat, no spark of life. Except for one coal. One coal was still thriving, gazing at him like a golden eye from within its bed of black.

He peered at it, entranced; and his mind tried to make sense of everything he had seen. Only he couldn't. Whether it had been a vision or a dream, he did not know.

Something suddenly tugged at him, like a thread in the back of his throat. There, but not really there, trying to garner his attention. And Doc suddenly knew that it was imperative he wake up.

He hurriedly crawled through the hut's door, feeling the rush of cool air as he did. The landscape had vastly changed in the time he had been gone. It was night, and the stars were so bright overhead that it nearly hurt to look at them. But even in the darkness, he could sense trees and plants all around him. Things that had not been there moments ago.

With a quick thought, he clothed himself; and then he stood and dashed towards the tree, eyes searching for Veda.

"Doc!" Veda shrieked as she hurled herself at him. "I missed you!"

He hugged her tightly, absently noting that she had grown yet again. She was quickly becoming more than a child.

"We have to go," he told her. He cast a quick look at Thulan and said, "Thank you. For what, I do not yet know."

Thulan smiled widely and said, "You are very welcome, John Henry Holliday."

Doc liked hearing his name coming from someone else's lips. And he felt that if everyone just continued to call him by his name, he might not lose himself in the end.

"We will meet again, I am sure," Thulan said.

Doc nodded and forced himself to wake up.

"Goddamn you, Doc!" Jury snapped, tone furious.

Doc sat upright, cringing slightly when the sunlight hit his eyes.

"What did I do?" he asked.

"How the hell should I know?" Jury growled. "I've been doing my thing, trying to save the mortal you gave me, and then Jervis calls me to tell me you've been Rip Van Winkling again! Why can't you do anything normal?"

"Rip Van Winkling?" Doc asked with a yawn.

"Goddamn it, Doc. You've been asleep for six goddamn days!"

"Are you certain?" Doc demanded.

"Ha!" Jury snorted as he stood and walked into the kitchen. He returned with two bottles of whiskey and said, "Are you calling Jervis a liar?"

"No," Doc stated emphatically. He took the bottle Jury handed him and studied Jury carefully before saying, "Are you alright?"

"Why wouldn't I be?"

"That doesn't answer the question."

"I'm fine," Jury said, but he was lying.

Doc's phone rang, and Jury looked at it, then picked it up and tossed it to Doc.

"It's Tessa," Jury said. "Answer it."

Doc immediately did so with an easy, "Tessa?" 

"Yeah," she replied, tone short.

She didn't say anything else, so Doc prodded gently, "Did you want something?"

"No."

He sighed and said, "You called."

"Oh fine, Curtis wants your help."

"Curtis wants my help," Doc repeated.

"Yep."

"And you?"

"I don't suppose it would hurt to have another point of view," Tessa said.

"You sound very enthusiastic," Doc drawled.

"Just please come," Tessa grumbled. "Jury's coming over tonight. You can come too."

"Why is Jury coming?" Doc asked, casting Jury an inquisitive look.

Tessa didn't answer right away, but she finally said, "Jury's checking the others to make sure they haven't been compulsed."

"Smart," Doc admitted.

"Will you come?" she asked.

"Yes."

"Thank you," Tessa said. "Um… See you then."

She disconnected, and Doc shook his head in disgust before saying, "I can't believe we didn't think of that a little sooner."

"It's not like it's ever come up," Jury grumbled. "We all just walk around assuming we haven't been compulsed. Before I started working with Tessa, I didn't even realize that I could look at someone and see the compulsion spells. Why were you asleep for so long?"

Doc considered redirecting the conversation, but he had no real reason to, so he said, "I went to see Thulan."

"In the dreaming? Thulan's a witch; why would he be in the dreaming."

"Everyone does sleep," Doc pointed out.

"Incentive not to," Jury said with a shudder.

"And Thulan's actually dead."

"Oh," Jury murmured. A strange burst of emotion rolled out from him, one Doc couldn't quite identify. "That seems strange," Jury said softly.

"It does," Doc agreed.

"So he can't help us."

"No."

And Doc had wasted six days sleeping when he should have been helping Tessa. Did Thulan know what he had done? Did he know that he had sent Doc left when he was trying to go right? And did it matter? Maybe Doc was just a cairn along the side of Tessa's path. Maybe he really couldn't help her.

He pushed that thought aside; there was no such thing as couldn't.

"I got Tessa a vial of that stuff that blocked me from the elements," Jury said. "They call it Corpus libertas," he added with a cringe.

"What does it do to a normal person?" Doc asked.

"Liberates them, I suppose," Jury grumbled. "I had to handle it carefully because I don't think they realize what it does to witches, and I'm not going to be the one to tell them."

"What's it made from?"

"A really rare Icelandic flower. I could only get a little, but if Tessa can get close enough to use it, she won't have to worry about magic at all."

"That's even better than Amos's amulet," Doc pointed out.

"I suppose. Assuming she can…"

"She can," Doc assured him.

"I should go," Jury muttered. "I'll see you tonight."

He said it as a statement, not a question. Jury would be there, and so would Doc.

As soon as Jury was gone, Doc glanced at the clock. He had a few hours before he would have to go to Tessa's, and he wasn't sure how to fill them.

There was a sharp rap on the door, and Doc grinned. Jury had clearly passed on the message that he was awake.

"Come in!" he called out.

Jervis stepped into the room, face unreadable, eyes dark.

"You're awake," he stated.

"Yes."

"That was no normal sleep," Jervis said as he sat.

"No. I went to see Thulan. You can stop looking for him. He's dead."

"Ah. I doubt we could have found him anyway," Jervis said impassively. "What happened?"

"I entered a sweat lodge and went on a journey," Doc shrugged.

"Why?"

"Because it was there?" Doc offered.

"Does it ever occur to you not to do something?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"It's part of my charm," Doc shrugged.

Jervis made a slight noise but said nothing.

Doc struggled for a moment, but he needed to tell Jervis so he said softly, "I'm afraid this is probably the one."

"It's not," Jervis said firmly.

"Thulan said I'm standing in the gap, blocking the world from Veda, taking in everything she sends out, basically soaking her up. I can't release her without a body for her to go into, but even if she had a body, I can't release her into it until she's capable of controlling her emotions."

"You would choose to burn up with her rather than set her free," Jervis stated.

"Yes."

"I understand."

Of all people, Jervis would. He knew how to calculate the risks and make the wisest choice.

"I'm scared though," Doc admitted. "I'm scared for Jury. He's not handling this well. Between Tessa and… He needs me," Doc stated.

"We both do, Hans. So it would be better if you didn't walk into the furnace just yet. However, I give you my word that I will do all within my power to save him, if it comes to it."

"Thank you," Doc said.

"I'd rather you didn't," Jervis stated. "I believe it was Mr. Rufus who said that you have to plan to win, so what is your plan?"

"I've asked Jury about building a body for Veda. He wasn't thrilled, but he said he would do his best to find something. I called Jules and asked her to research it. And I think…" He sighed and said, "I think as soon as I can I had better reach out to Rachelle Nesbit or Fiona. Since they're fae maybe they'll know something. I probably should have done that right away, I just didn't want to…"

"Solicit help?" Jervis offered, tone flat. 

"Not from the fae," Doc growled.

He didn't know why he was so resistant to dealing with them. He simply didn't trust them.

"I'd rather solicit help from witches," he added.

"You already did that."

"Then shamans."

"Have you done that?"

"Ahanu said he couldn't help me, not that I was asking," Doc hedged.

"And Aylen?"

"I went to her for Tessa."

"I'm sure she couldn't have possibly made time for you as well," Jervis said, tone rife with sarcasm.

"I know," Doc sighed. "It's just…"

"We're not interested in losing you," Jervis said firmly. "So solicit help from any available source. That's an order, Hans."

"Fine," Doc grumbled. "But I have to deal with Tessa tonight."

Jervis raised one thin eyebrow.

"You want me to do something right this minute?" Doc demanded.

"Yes."

"Then go so I can think of something."

Jervis made that noise again, but he stood and left the room.

He is mad, Veda said.

Doc was relieved to hear the even level of her tone. She wasn't crying, although he could feel a heavy grief from her; and she had not whimpered or said a word this entire time. She was learning; she was gaining more control over herself; she just wasn't finished yet.

He is often mad at me, Doc shrugged. Let's go see a shaman, shall we?

He leaned back his head onto the couch and closed his eyes. He didn't want to go back into the dreaming already. What he wanted to do was go to a club with Jury. He wanted to visit the Bakers. He wanted to lose himself at the Banshee for hours on end. But he knew he couldn't, knew those were all different strategies for running.

He was scared of death, and he wanted to run away from it. He was running away from it. But if he kept doing that, he would never find the answers he needed to escape it.

When he opened his eyes to his throne room and Veda's inquisitive face, he said, "Who shall we consult first? We have Bluegrass, Ahanu, Aylen, and Tozi."

"I like Tozi," Veda said happily.

"You've never met Tozi," he pointed out.

"I like her because she makes you happy. And a little… What is the word? Fluttery?"

Doc raised an eyebrow.

"Not the right word?" Veda asked. "Maybe restless?" When he didn't respond, she said, "Hungry?"

"Hungry I'll accept," he drawled.

"Hungry and fluttery," she stated, lips curving into a smile.

Doc felt a flash of grief as he looked at her mischievous grin. She was already half a woman, and he missed the little girl with the curls.

"Will you tell me where you went?" she asked. "You were gone for many moonrises. Thulan and I talked the entire time; it was quite interesting. We remembered the other species. We talked about the war between the humans and the elves. We talked about the human pestilence. He was very understanding for a human," Veda said thoughtfully.

"And because he has never been there, I told him all about the eighth continent. He was very interested in the mountain, and he said that he would have liked to have seen it. I liked him in the end," she admitted. "But he would not tell me where you went."

"I didn't go anywhere," Doc said. "I just… I think I had a vision. Or a memory? I really don't know."

"What was it about?"

"The mother," Doc replied.

"What about her?" Veda asked.

"It was… her beginning perhaps," Doc mused. "I haven't really had the time to think it over. And it doesn't particularly relate to anything we're doing at the moment."

"I see," Veda murmured.

And he knew that she did. He could hide nothing from her, not even his fluttery feelings.

"So Tozi?" she asked.

"I suppose," he replied.

"I will look the other way," she said firmly.

He smiled at her and shook his head.

She rolled her eyes and said, "Whatever pleases you, but if you like, I will tuck myself away right here."

"I didn't think you could," he replied.

She concealed it so quickly that he nearly missed the guilty look that crossed her face before she said innocently, "I will try."

She was not being entirely honest with him, and he was beginning to suspect that she never had been. He loved her regardless. That was the horrible thing about love. Once given, it was terribly difficult to retract. 

"I think I would rather you came," Doc replied.

"Why?"

"I want you to meet her."

Veda's face grew bright with joy, and she leaped from his footstool and grabbed his hand.

"Let us go then!" she exclaimed happily.

With a laugh, Doc pulled Veda onto his lap, held her tight, and thought of Tozi. Not Tozi in his arms or Tozi kissing him until he lost his breath, just Tozi. The woman who liked playing Mexican Poker and drinking hot cocoa.

And when he opened his eyes again, there she was.

He smiled at her, pleased to see her and pleased to see that she was still wearing his gift. The silver moon necklace looked perfect against her glorious skin.

He stopped that train of thought and lowered Veda to the ground, trying to ignore the fact that she was nearly as tall as his shoulder now.

Tozi was watching them, a shuttered look on her beautiful face, and even though they were well-hidden, he could still feel her emotions. She was afraid.

"Tozi," Doc said softly. "I'd like to introduce you to Veda."

"Veda Alice Holliday," Veda murmured.

She was trying to hide behind Doc, and it suddenly occurred to him that she was feeling bashful.

"She has to love you," Doc whispered in Veda's ear. "You're too wonderful not to love."

Veda smiled at him a tad regretfully before whispering back, "Like Jury, I do not think she will."

"What does that mean?" Doc asked.

"It means that I am the source of your trouble," Veda said, eyes suddenly fathomless. "It means that I am killing the man she loves."

"Not yet you aren't," Doc told her. He couldn't help hugging her head to his chest for a moment before stepping closer to Tozi.

Tozi was studying Doc carefully, and when he was close enough, he reached out his free hand and brushed his finger down her cheek.

"Don't be afraid," he whispered.

Tozi clasped his hand in hers and whispered back, "How can I not be?"

"I'm still me."

She gazed at him for a long moment before closing the gap between them, wrapping her arms around his waist, and laying her head on his shoulder.

For a second, Doc just stood there, uncertainty making him immobile. Tozi had held him to comfort him, and she had embraced him during their love making, but she had never touched him this way. As if she needed to feel him just for comfort's sake.

When she didn't release him, he wrapped his free arm around her and held onto her tightly.  

"I can feel you changing," Tozi whispered. "It hurts."

He couldn't immediately respond because he was being absolutely overwhelmed by the two women and their raging emotions, but then Veda gripped his hand slightly tighter and her emotions abruptly lessened.

"I'm still here," Doc managed to say.

Sorrow poured from Tozi into him, and Doc's own words replayed through his head. He was still here, but for how much longer? When he was awake, it was becoming more and more difficult not to see things like a fae. And it was becoming harder to move like a human, with the inherent clumsiness that humans had. At least in comparison to the fae.

What if this really was it? What if this was the end? He had lived more than a century longer than he had expected to. Wasn't that good enough?

It wasn't, and he knew it.

But if this really was the end, if he was going to lose himself, he would do it well and with no regrets.

He quieted his mind and put everything into the box. All of it. His fear, his helplessness, his desire to run. Then he slowly built up the walls in his mind, the ones protecting him from the full weight of Tozi's sorrow. When he was finished, it still wasn't enough, he could still feel her, so he reinforced the walls with the strongest substance on earth, the scales of a dragon.

Once that was done, he carefully opened the box and removed one emotion. He had never allowed himself to do such a thing, but today he was doing it. No regrets.

He let the emotion fill him, let himself truly feel it for the first time ever. He let it overwhelm him, and he accepted it.

He felt Veda tear her hand from his and step away from him, and he thanked her silently before turning all of his attention to the woman in his arms.

He wasn't going to take the coward's way out today.

He moved his hands to her face and stepped back just a bit before tilting her face towards his. Her glorious eyes met his, and they were swimming with emotions, but he could no longer feel them. Right now he was just a man. Just John Henry Holliday.

The simple sentence seemed too trite, too mundane. He had said it to other women, although only Kate and Lena, and he wanted something different for Tozi, something as special as she was.

"My heart belongs to you," he whispered. "It always will. Even if I fail and I lose myself, John Henry Holliday's heart will always be yours."

Tozi's eyes widened, and her mouth opened, but words seemed to fail her because a second later, she pulled down his head and kissed him.

It was a different kiss than any they had shared before. This kiss was not a prelude to making love. It was part desperation and part worship. It was a statement, an entire conversation; it was a promise, a covenant. It was everything, and there was nothing in the world except for Tozi.

It seemed hours before she feathered her lips across his and stepped away.

"I accept your gift," she whispered. "And I give you mine in return."

Something changed in that moment. Shifted. He could feel it. He and Tozi had always been linked, but they had been linked by blood and by power, and now they were linked by spirit.

"Te amo," she said, eyes shining.

He grinned at her. Perhaps the simple words weren't trite after all.

"Te amo," he replied.

He had never seen her look more beautiful, and he told her so.

"Your eyes are blind," she replied, laughter coloring her words. "Ask me what you came to ask."

He had forgotten that he was going to ask her anything. He had forgotten about everything. He had even forgotten about Veda.

He quickly turned, relieved to see Veda standing just beyond them, back to them as she looked out resolutely into the shifting world beyond.

"Veda," he said.

She turned, and he was startled to see the change in her. She was right on the edge of womanhood now. There was still a child's softness to her face and form, but she was nearly there, nearly grown. And he suddenly felt as if his time had shortened with her change.

She smiled gently at him, purple eyes holding more emotions than a mere mortal's ever could.

"I am here," she said. She turned her gaze to Tozi and said, "He came to ask if you could help him."

"This," Tozi said, gesturing between him and Veda, "is beyond my power. I have given it much thought since we last spoke, and if I were you, I would seek the counsel of the fae."

"That's next on my list," Doc said with a sigh.

"He does not like the fae," Veda said before Tozi could ask.

"It's not that I don't like them," Doc muttered. "It's just…"

He trailed off because he was lying. He knew it, and they knew it as well.

He didn't like the fae. They had vast amounts of power, but did nothing with it. Although he had to admit that he would rather them molder away on their hidden continent than walk out into the world and destroy it with misguided or even wicked intentions.

There were questions there. Questions about why all the fae had chosen to remain in seclusion. And were they really all neutral? Was there really no bad or no good to them?

Those questions would have to wait though. He had tarried in the dreaming long enough. Tessa needed him, and this time he wasn't going to let her down.


Chapter 11
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Doc studied the façade of the Graves' home as he waited for Magnus to shuffle his way through the gigantic house and open the door.

Doc could have easily opened the door himself. The magic traps surrounding it would have been the work of a moment, but he ignored his sudden desire to touch the elements and focused his attention on the weathered wood of the door instead.

A moment later, the door swung open, revealing not Magnus but Tessa's grandmother, Gisele.

Doc grinned at her; and she returned his grin before saying affectionately, "Thank you so much for coming, dear."

Doc could see the stress lines around her eyes; and if he looked deeper, he would know exactly what emotions she was experiencing, but he didn't. He looked only at the surface of her, no further.

His walls were still holding quite nicely, blocking him from feeling anything at all from Gisele, and he hoped they would work with Tessa as well.

"Jury is looking at Magnus now," Gisele explained as she led Doc to the sitting room. "He's already checked everyone else."

"And?" Doc asked.

"All clear," she replied, a trace of regret in her tone.

Just then, they stepped into the sitting room, and Doc scanned the faces of those gathered there. Ollie and Curtis were sitting next to each other, but whereas Curtis's now-familiar human face was relaxed, Ollie's face was hard and her eyes were flashing. He easily recognized the look. She was seething with inactivity. If there was anything Ollie hated, it was sitting still.

He smiled at her, and she managed, just barely, to smile back.

Doc nodded towards Curtis, but since he couldn't look at Curtis without seeing both sides of him, the human side and the troll side, he sat down beside Julian and tried to look anywhere but at Curtis.

He had met with both the LaRoches and Curtis not very long ago, and he could tell just from glancing at them, using his gambler's instinct and nothing else, that Tessa had gotten worse. Much worse.

Which was difficult to understand, because how could someone who was basically dying get any worse? But then Doc felt her coming down the hallway.

There was nothing he could do to block her. His wall was already as high and as thick as it could be, but he could still feel her pain as if it was his own.

With a cry of distress, Veda retreated into some far corner of his mind, but Doc couldn't run away. Not this time.

When Tessa entered the room, Doc had to work not to flinch. The pain waving out from her was far worse than it had been even the other day, and her body was starting to show signs of wear. There were deep furrows around her eyes, and even though her hair was carefully pulled back, he could see where she had lost entire clumps of hair.

But in spite of her obvious decay, Tessa pinned him with a gaze that was just as sharp as always and said, "Move."

Doc raised an eyebrow and drawled, "Nice to see you too, Tessa."

Now that Tessa was ripping his wall to shreds, it was easy to feel Julian's tenseness, and Doc suddenly felt like an idiot. He hadn't seen Julian and Tessa together yet, and although he had questioned Julian's unrelenting efforts to help Tessa, he had been so caught up in his own mess that he hadn't realized the truth of it.

Julian loved Tessa. It wasn't a shallow feeling either, not puppy love or the like. Julian loved her deeply and fully, and watching Tessa struggle was wrecking him. 

It was difficult, but Doc managed to grin at Tessa before standing and moving all the way across the room in the hopes that distance would lessen her effect on him.

He propped himself up on the edge of Gisele's writing desk and winked at Jury when he sat beside him. Jury glared at him and mouthed, "What's wrong with you?"

"Nothing much," Doc mouthed back.

"Have you been playing with it?" Jury demanded.

"No," Doc replied.

And he hadn't. Sure, he had considered reviving a dying rose bush on the way here. He had also fought the urge to move a cloud a bit to the left so he could see the blue of the sky better. But he hadn't actually engaged with it. Not once. 

"I know how to find the patron," Tessa suddenly announced.

Doc felt the burst of pain that sliced through her head, and he felt it diminish slightly when she added "of the arts" in a whisper. 

"From this point forward he'll be referred to as Slappy," Tessa went on.

From the jolt of additional pain Tessa had experienced when she had said "the patron", Doc surmised that she had been compulsed to never mention the man's name or maybe to even think of him. Renaming him was her way of avoiding the issue. She really was very clever.

"I'll need your help, Pops," Tessa added, turning her attention to Sydney LaRoche. "I know I'm asking a lot; I know you have a reputation; I know you would never normally do this, but I need you to blab."

"Blab?" Sydney gasped. "About a client?"

Since this part of Tessa's plan didn't concern Doc, he studied her as the conversation flowed around him. If he just looked at the surface, the only evidence that Tessa was in agony was the tightness around her mouth and the slight pinching of her eyes. Sometimes her hands moved to touch her head, but she almost always managed to stop herself.

But if he looked past the surface, if he used Veda's eyes, he could see it all, and he knew why she couldn't be saved.

Her brain was a cluster of spells, so tightly woven together that if it hadn't been for the oily sheen of the magic, he might not have been able to distinguish the spells at all. It was all centered there, in her mind. The spells were constantly pulsing, pushing their will onto her, and the pain was steady. But every now and then, she either said something or thought something that caused the pain to intensify. And every time it intensified, her mind lost a little bit more of its structure.

Jervis was right. The parallel between them was unmistakable. With every moment that passed, Doc lost a little more of himself. And with every thought she had, Tessa lost a little bit of herself, killing herself just to exist, just to be Tessa. 

Doc had the strangest feeling that if he lost Tessa, he would most definitely lose himself. But he also knew that John Henry Holliday, the man, didn't have the power to save Tessa. John Henry Holliday really only had the power to kill. He was just a man, not a god. Veda was a god. And together, surely they could save Tessa. Surely.

As a fae, he had time-traveled and eaten a raging forest fire with a word. Even as a half-fae, he had turned a man into a plant. He simply had to have the ability to save her; he just had to.

The others were talking about how the patron might try to use an imp to steal the artifact Tessa was baiting him with, and Doc listened with half an ear as he continued to study her. But then Tessa said something about putting her hair inside the fake artifact so Jury could track it to which Jury replied, "It would be better to use my hair."

Doc cast Jury a dark look at the same moment Tessa said, "We're not doing that; Slappy already knows how to find me. We'll use mine."

Jury opened his mouth to argue, but Doc elbowed him in the ribs, and Jury slumped into silence.

The last thing they needed was for an evil witch to be able to track Jury. Using Tessa's hair didn't expose her to more danger than she was already in because the patron already knew how to find her.

"Once we know where he's hiding," Tessa continued, "it's just a matter of getting inside past whatever guards he has in place. I suppose that's where your point of view might be helpful, Doc," she said grudgingly.

Doc nodded. There was really nothing else he could say. He couldn't assess the patron's house yet, and if he had his way, he never would assess it. 

Tessa was staring at him strangely, and she started to say something but trailed off with a shrug.

"Even if we know where the artifact goes," Ollie said, "that won't give us eyes on the inside."

"I can take care of that," Jury said.

"How so?"

"I'll send in Winks."

Doc rolled his eyes, but refrained from commenting. After all, Winks was excellent at reconnaissance.

Although it wasn't really happening to him, Doc felt as if his mind was slowly deliquescing with every word Tessa forced from her mouth. He could see her struggling; and the longer she went on, the more it hurt and the more she had to fight to get out each and every word.

There were little moments when the pain ebbed, and Doc quickly realized that it was Julian's touch that kept pushing it away. But it always came back.

Doc took a gigantic step backwards, trying to remove himself as much as possible. It did little to help, although it did quiet the overall emotions of the room. At least now he was only feeling Tessa's pain, not the grief and worry pumping out from the rest of the room's occupants.

We must leave, Veda insisted.

We can't, Doc replied. I promised her I would be here. If she can stand it, so can we.

He vaguely heard someone say something about rot mites and how perhaps they might be useful. It took Doc a moment to open his mouth and speak, but he finally managed to say, "Won't work."

"What won't?" Tessa demanded.

"Rot mites," he clarified. "It takes them a while to drain the magic off of a witch. It would be one thing if you had him tied up in a plastic box or something, but mites wouldn't be useful in a frontal attack."

Jury snorted softly, and Doc knew he was thinking of the Jurys, all lined up in their plastic coffins, bloated rot mites eating away at their magic until they were absolutely powerless.

Doc had captured the entire Jury family as a man so there was no doubt in his mind that he could manage Tessa's witch. Managing the witch wasn't the problem though. He could manage a witch with his eyes closed. What he didn't know how to do was repair Tessa's mind.

The conversation was still going on, but Doc was paying less attention than before because the pain was spreading out into his body now, making him nauseous. He wouldn't be able to stay here much longer. Not without vomiting.

"I have some plastic weapons I can send over," he offered, hoping to hurry things along.

"Plastic?" Tessa asked, tone a little weary.

"Witches can't sense or manipulate plastic," Doc explained. "I'll send you a knife and a pistol to carry instead of what you've got now."

"That seems very pertinent," Ollie ground out.

"It's not something I like to spread around," Doc drawled.

He didn't care about the witches, but even the magic that sustained him didn't seem to like plastic, and he didn't enjoy having plastic bullets dug from his flesh.  

"Noted," Tessa stated. "We'll pretend we don't even know."

Just then, the sitting room door opened, and a man swept into the room, followed by two children. They brought with them a sense of calmness, and Doc knew instantly they were elves.

They were all three carrying trays, and the eldest of them popped out a folding table and set down his tray on top of it.

The tray held a plate with a towering sandwich, and the elf picked it up and handed it to Jury. Jury did little more than grunt before digging into the sandwich with gusto.

With a pleasant smile, the elf removed a bottle of whiskey from one of the children's trays and held it out towards Doc.

"Thank you," Doc said.

The man leaned a little closer and whispered, "It may taste a little odd. I put something in for the pain."

Doc raised an eyebrow, and the man said, "It will dull your senses for just a few minutes. And if you are patient, Tessa will go up to bed."

Doc nodded and watched the little man as he turned to give the second bottle of whiskey to Tessa.

I do not trust him, Veda stated.

Why not? Doc asked. I detected no deceit in him.

What could possibly dull our senses?

What indeed? Doc thought as he studied the bottle. Curious now, he took a sip. There was indeed a distinct flavor to it, but not one he could identify.

Do not drink it, Veda insisted.

Why?

Do not drink it, she responded.

Her tone was both frightened and demanding, but since she refused to explain herself, and since Doc knew without knowing that there was nothing truly harmful in the bottle, he drank the entire thing in one go.

Why did you not listen to me?! she exclaimed.

He couldn't for the life of him understand why she was so upset. It hadn't done a damn thing to…

His eyes narrowed as he realized that he suddenly felt as if he was inside a roll of wool. Not in an unpleasant way, not as if he was drunk and dulled. But as if his mind was safely cocooned. Everything was quiet and soft and almost relaxing, and he could actually breathe.

Veda? he murmured.

There was no response. Whatever it was the little elf had given him, it had momentarily insulated him from Veda.

He shut down his instinct to fight against it. Veda might not like to be alone, but she was fine. As Thulan had said, she was nearly as old as time. She could handle herself; she just had to believe that she could.

Doc wondered how long it would last, and he wondered if he could use it to help him hold out for a little while longer.

Just then, Tessa passed out.

Julian caught her before she hit the floor, and then he said gently, "I'll take her up. I'll see you in the morning, Pops."

"See that you do, boy," Sydney grumbled. "All that inventory ain't gonna sort itself."

"How bad is it?" Jury hissed in Greek.

"For me or for Tessa?" Doc replied.

"You!" Jury spat. "I know how bad it is for her."

"I don't exactly know what you want me to say," Doc sighed. "We've already been over this."

"When we go after him, I don't want you to come," Jury said.

"That's ridiculous, and you know it."

"I know you," Jury insisted, "and you won't be able to stop yourself from doing something stupid."

"I will help you as a man," Doc said firmly. "I am still capable of that."

"But—"

"No," Doc interrupted. "I will not sit this one out. I will go; I will help; and I will do it as a man. I promised you that I wouldn't destroy myself trying to save Tessa," Doc went on, being very careful with his phrasing. "And I meant it."

He stood and caught Ollie's eyes before saying, "I'll send over those weapons. Let me know when you've found him."

Ollie nodded, and Gisele said, "Thank you for coming."

"Always," Doc replied.

He cast Ollie an affectionate smile, nodded at Curtis, and left. He had an elf to talk to before Miss Veda Alice Holliday awoke from her nap.

It only took Doc a moment to locate the kitchen, and as he had suspected the elf was there, stirring a pot with a gigantic wooden ladle.

"Did it help?" the elf asked merrily.

"You knew that it would," Doc stated.

"She won't sleep for long," the elf said. "There are few things that can affect a fae, and that's usually in their physical form."

"How did you know?" Doc inquired.

"I know many things," the man shrugged.

"Doc Holliday," Doc said by way of introduction.

"I know," the man said, laughing cheerfully. "Badri."

"Badri," Doc repeated.

"I've no other way to help you," Badri went on, tone apologetic. "However, there's a flask on the table there for you. That's its concentrated form. A sip at a time will probably be all you need; although I suspect it will start to lose its effectiveness," he added.

"What is it?" Doc asked as he lifted the flask.

"When you know, you've gone too far," Badri said, tone gentle.

"I see," Doc murmured.

Badri's statement confirmed something he had suspected from the moment Veda had told him not to drink it. Veda had known precisely what it was.

He couldn't quite stop the sadness that filled him at the thought. There was no doubt in his mind that she loved him, but she loved him with the selfish love of a child, and he knew that she would always put herself first.

"Thank you," Doc said as he tucked the flask into his vest pocket. "I truly appreciate it."

Badri bowed his head slightly, and Doc mirrored him, showing the man what respect he could. Then he turned and left the kitchen, pausing when Magnus greeted him just outside the kitchen door.

"Mr. Holliday," Magnus sneered.

There was something different to his tone, almost as if he'd had to work to sneer, and Doc studied him frankly, noting the distinct straightening of his posture. Something about Magnus was definitely different.

It seemed as if everyone was changing, shifting slightly to the left; and it seemed very abrupt and sudden.

Jury had actually admitted to caring about someone. Ollie had fallen in love. Magnus was struggling to be rude, and Doc was standing his ground instead of running for the nearest set of vampire fangs. It was too much, too fast; and he could only hope that it wouldn't come back to bite them all in the ass.

"Evening, Magnus," he said cheerfully. "I'm just on my way out."

"Let me show you the door," Magnus stated.

"I know the way," Doc drawled.

"But please, allow me."

Doc swallowed a laugh as he followed Magnus down the hallway to the main entrance.

"Mr. Holliday," Magnus intoned as he opened the large wooden door.

"Thank you," Doc said as he strode past Magnus through the doorway.

"Have a fine evening," Magnus said.

Doc halted in surprise and turned to respond, but Magnus had already closed the door.

"Interesting," Doc murmured.

He turned back out towards the street and took a deep breath. There was a crispness to the night air that always came just before the leaves started to turn.

He wouldn't have used to notice such a thing. He wouldn't have noted the crispness of the air or the subtle shift in the scent of the breeze.

But being with Pazach and living in Pazach's forest had changed him. He had become one with the seasons, one with the earth. He had known which plants would bloom that day just by tasting the air. Just as he could tell now which seeds were full and ready to drop to the earth. They would sleep through the winter and awaken in the spring, full of potential.

He suddenly couldn't stand the concrete beneath his feet, and he turned to walk deeper into the city, towards the park.

Although Veda woke long before he reached it, she didn't speak. He was certain that she could sense his irritation; after all, he was making no effort to hide it.

When Doc reached the edge of the park, he walked through the patches of darkness to a spot he knew well. The statue of Burns was no longer there, but he could still see it in his mind's eye, towering over Lena as she read beneath it.

Often when he thought of Lena, it saddened him, but this time it didn't. He smiled as he remembered her grin and her laughing grey eyes, so full of mischief and secrets.

And when he lay down on the cool green grass, where they had often laid together, he could hear her voice whisper out to him.

"John Holliday my jo, John, We clamb the hill the gither; And mony a canty day, John, We’ve had wi’ ane anither: Now we maun totter down, John, And hand in hand we’ll go; And sleep the gither at the foot, John Holliday my Jo."

She had often read that poem to him, voice canting along. She had wanted them to grow old together, but instead they had both stayed young.

There was no rush of sorrow at the memory of her, and he didn't know if it was because he had put everything so tightly into the box or if it was because he had finally let her go. Released her, allowed her to be free, to be Lena. Beautiful, changeable Lena.

He kicked off his shoes, dug his toes into the grass, and stared up at the dim stars. It was a slightly different view, but he could still name them all. He had named them all.

Some had silly names like Pazach's Nose. The one straight to the left of Pazach's Nose was Bringer of Lights because its appearance over the forest heralded the arrival of millions of sparkling rot mites.  

He had lost himself then too, but not completely. He had retained the essence of himself, the essence of his beliefs.

This time was different though. He could feel the layers of himself peeling away ever so slowly. And he was making decisions now because he knew they were the decisions he would make, not because he was moved in any particular way.

Veda had latched on to him in an effort to feel and experience life; but her very presence was making it impossible for him to continue onward as he always had. With each and every step, he was becoming more withdrawn, more distant, more fae.

What is in the drink? he asked.

You are angry.

That wasn't true. He wasn't angry at all. Merely sad.

I'm going to ask you a question, he said. I'll know if you're lying. Do you have the answer?

To us?

Yes.

No.

She was telling the truth.

You told me once that I was impulsive, and that because of my impulsiveness, I had hurt you. I was not as impulsive as you thought, and I am sorry.

He said nothing. What could he say? She was stealing his life, and he wasn't going to absolve her of her guilt. He wouldn't rail against her either, but he was no longer going to soothe her.

There is no one like you, she whispered. Over the eons I have watched, and I have waited. The fae occasionally bring a human toy home with them, and I watch them, but whether or not the time had been right, the humans never were. Not one of them would have been capable of holding me. Only you, and only at that time. I am sorry. I just wanted to be free. I did not expect to love you.

Doc was not surprised by her confession. She was ancient. She still had a childmind, but she also possessed the knowledge and the cleverness of a creature who had watched ages come and go and rulers rise and fall.

Go to the eighth continent, and I will try to return myself to the well, she said. That is all I can think of to do.

Such an action would preserve him and destroy her. And just like he would never choose himself over Tessa, he would never choose himself over Veda.

She knew that though. She knew everything about him.

His sorrow suddenly seemed fathomless, and he carefully caught a hold of it and closed it away in the box. Sorrow would neither serve him nor help him.

There was only one way out, and it was forward. He simply had to stop fighting it. He had to give himself over to it. He had to let go.

The part of him that was still very much human balked at such a suggestion, but there was only one pathway now. He had to become the power; otherwise the power would destroy him; and if that happened, there would be nothing standing between Veda and the world.

Doc closed his eyes, exhaled deeply, and allowed himself to feel. He felt the pulse of humanity outside of him, but he deliberately turned his focus away from them, deeper.

People were overwhelming, their very hearts were frantic with emotions, and their emotions blinded them to all else. They couldn't feel the earth breathing beneath them. They couldn't feel the subtle shifting of the ground as the worms ate away at it and made it new. They couldn't hear the soft sounds of the birds tucking their heads under their wings for the night. They couldn't hear the trees sigh as they released the heat of the day.

But Doc could.

What are you doing? Veda demanded.

Getting out of the way, he murmured. You offered me power; I'm taking it.

There was a bright shining orb in his mind. Ultimate power. Godlike power. All he had to do was touch it, and it was his.

He reached for it, fingers pausing just inches from the surface. He could feel it reaching back for him, yearning for him, yearning to be free. His hand moved forward, but then he paused once more.

The thought of Jury was holding him back.

Jury hadn't covered nearly enough contingencies when he had garnered his promise. The phrasing had been much too specific which just went to show how exhausted Jury had been. He knew better.

For instance, he hadn't asked Doc not to sacrifice himself in order to stop Veda.

"One more day," Doc whispered. "One more day."

With a sigh, he released everything and stood. He had just a small window in which to save Tessa, and he wasn't going to waste it. They could look for the patron their way, and he would look for the patron his way.


Chapter 12
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When Doc entered his suite sometime later, he didn't bother to turn on the lights. There was no point. He could see perfectly well.

He kicked off his shoes and padded silently into the dark kitchen; and then, whiskey and brandy in hand, he walked back into his living room.

He sat on the couch beside Thaddeus's plant stand and said, "Did you have a good day, old boy?"

"Define good," Thaddeus grumbled.

"Did Rosa sing to you?"

"She always does."

"Did you see any birds?"

"A dozen pigeons, two doves, and a handful of sparrows," Thaddeus stated. "Rosa noted them for me in my ledger."

"I enjoyed shaking your hand," Doc said.

"What are you doing?" Thaddeus demanded.

"Making conversation."

"That's not… You're not… Something is wrong," Thaddeus said worriedly. "Is this because of the fae thing?"

"Nothing is wrong," Doc said easily. "I only have a few minutes to spare, but tell me about your last day as a human."

"Why that one?"

"You choose one then," Doc drawled.

"I wouldn't choose that one," Thaddeus muttered. "It's not a day I remember fondly. However, there was one day," he said softly. "Did I ever tell you about the time I went on a picnic?"

"No. As a child?"

"Never as a child," Thaddeus replied. "My parents were rather stiff, and they had little appreciation of nature. I was actually a student at Harvard at the time, and I had wandered into town in search of a sweet roll. I can't remember why. I didn't often leave Harvard," Thaddeus murmured, tone perplexed.

"I found myself in a section of town I had never explored before, and lo and behold, there was a bakery just in front of me. I couldn't quite decide what to buy, and the young woman suggested I try a Chelsea Bun. So I did. It was resplendent. In all my life I had never tasted anything so divine, and perhaps it took a hold of my tongue and my soul because the next thing I knew I was asking the young woman, Gretta was her name, if she would picnic with me that evening along the banks of the Charles River."

Thaddeus laughed softly and said, "I don't know what I was thinking. I had never asked a woman to do anything with me. I'd never even been on a picnic. I suspect the bun was enchanted."

"Maybe it was," Doc agreed.

"Nonetheless, the deed was done. I purchased some plain rolls and a small cake from her, arranged a meeting spot, and rushed around town securing meats and cheeses and a little bit of wine. I even bought a patterned quilt so we would have something to sit on."

Thaddeus was quiet for a very long time, but he eventually said, "It was the loveliest evening of my life. The river was sparkling; the clouds were puffy and white; the company was delightful. Gretta was simple and sweet, and she smiled often. When I walked her home, she tucked her arm through mine, and I felt… happy, I think might be the word."

He trailed off again, and Doc asked, "What happened next?"

"Nothing. I left her at her door, I walked back to Harvard, and the next day I theorized that water could hold information, and I set myself to proving it. I never did," he murmured softly.

"I'm sorry," Doc said.

"For what?"

"That you never had any more nights with Gretta."

"That night was perfect," Thaddeus stated emphatically. "Why ruin it? I had already run a calculation in my head, and I knew that by the third conversation, we would have nothing to talk about. I would invariably start to ramble on and on about my experiments and my thoughts, and her eyes would glaze over with disinterest just as my parents always had. In that one perfect evening, we reached our full capacity."

That wasn't something Doc would have ever understood before, but he was learning. Instead of striving for more, Thaddeus had treasured that one perfect moment. And because of that, it had remained untainted and perfect forever.

"Brandy, Thaddy, old boy?" he offered softly.

"Brandy," Thaddeus agreed. "Thank you for a perfect evening," he added.

Doc poured the entire contents of the brandy bottle into Thaddeus's pot before saying, "Likewise."

He took a sip of his own whiskey, but his mind was too unsettled to enjoy it, so he placed it on the coffee table, checked his vest pocket to make sure Badri's little flask was still there, closed his eyes, and went to sleep.

Veda flung herself at him the moment he opened his eyes.

"I am sorry!" she wailed. "I am sorry!"

"Hush," Doc told her, running his hand down her back.

He wanted to resent her, he wanted to hate her, but he just couldn't. She was his, and no matter what she did to him, no matter what wrongs she committed, he would always love her.

She was sobbing against his chest, and he stopped himself from murmuring "use the box". She didn't want to use the box. She wanted him to feel her emotions, her guilt, her sorrow. She wanted him to feel it and believe it. And he did.

He also knew exactly what she was doing, and he simply didn't have time for her games today. Tessa was dying, and she was hardly going to wait until after Veda's thunderstorm of emotions.

"Enough," Doc said, tone firm.

He had never used such a tone on her, and she abruptly ceased her crying.

"You are angry," she whimpered.

"I don't have time to be angry," Doc replied. "Now sit on the stool."

She pulled away from him, face confused and petulant all at once.

"I'm going hunting," he said. "And I want you to stay here."

"I can't stay here," she said.

But he knew it was a lie. She had stayed in the throne room at least twice before. She was fully capable; she just didn't want to.  

"Never forget that I love you," he said as he pulled the flask from his pocket and took a drink.

Veda's eyes widened, then narrowed with irritation. "I knew I did not like that little elf," she grumbled.

Her words were already sleepy and a little slurred, and a moment later she wobbled sideways. Doc caught her before she fell, and then he moved her to the throne. She looked so small in it, so helpless; but he knew better, and so he didn't waste any time, but quickly walked to the edge of the throne room.

He could feel her still, tethered to him like an anchor, pulling at him, but he pushed her from his thoughts and focused on his task. He didn't have an image to focus on, but Julian had told him the patron's name, and Doc knew it would be enough to find him.

He couldn't kill the patron in the dreaming because that wouldn't save Tessa. But if he could find the patron in the dreaming, perhaps he could find him in the material world. Then he could pull his fae card out of his sleeve, travel back in time just a bit, and kill him then.

He knew what Jury had said. He knew that Tessa would still be a powder keg just waiting to explode, but at least then they would have more time to save her.

He settled his mind and announced loudly, "I am looking for Aleister Graves, witch, patron and founder of Graves, Graves, and Graves, Hunc Quaesitorem. Ancestor of Tessa Graves."

His voice echoed out through the dreaming in waves, pulling at threads, and he felt reality shift around him.

"Aleister Graves, the grave of Aleister, Aleister Graves," the dreaming whispered.

Doc was moving forward without moving at all, and he let the waves of the dreaming carry him. A moment later he found himself standing beside a gigantic and heavy four-poster bed. There was a man lying exactly in the middle of it, eyes closed and arms crossed.

Doc knew instantly it was the patron and that this was how he spent his time in the dreaming. Sleeping.

"How very amateur," Doc drawled softly.

Even if he hadn't known who the man was, he would have killed him on sight. The lines of cruelty around his mouth were so well-developed that they were not only engraved on his face but also on his soul.

And he wanted to reap Aleister's soul right that instant. Such a soul should never be allowed to walk free, but Doc reminded himself of his purpose and turned to assess the room. The room beyond the bed was fading and shifting though because there was no one holding it in place.

"Be still," Doc ordered.

Everything pulsed, but then it settled, revealing the wood-paneled walls of a very old mansion. With one last frustrated glance at the slumbering witch, Doc headed for the door of the bedroom.

It swung open silently before he even reached it, and he strode through it and out into the darkened hallway beyond. He walked down the hallway towards the staircase, pausing at the top of it when he heard the soft sounds of weeping.

He warred with his indecision for less than a second before turning on his heels and going towards the upper floor instead.

He took the stairs two at a time and then walked slowly down the narrow hallway, searching for the source of the crying. Once he found the correct room, he pushed open the door and stepped inside.

The crying abruptly ceased.

Doc scanned the darkness, looking for the small figure he knew he would find. No one was in the bed or in the small chair by the writing desk in the corner. There was no closet, and that left…

Doc knelt down and looked under the bed, meeting the terrified eyes of the boy hiding beneath it.

"Hello," Doc said gently.

"Who are you?" the boy whispered.

Doc didn't know what possessed him, but with a grin, he said softly, "The boogeyman."

A whimper escaped the boy's lips, and he whispered, "I obey in all things."

"I never said you didn't," Doc replied as he lay down on the floor and shimmied under the bed beside the boy. "It's been a long time since I've crawled under a bed. How do you find it?"

"What do you mean?"

"When you dream, can it be whatever you want it to be?"

"No."

"What is it then?"

"The same as it is when I'm awake."

"That's too bad," Doc murmured.

"Father discourages dreaming," the boy whispered. "He says it's a waste of time."

"Some of the most spectacular things occur when I'm dreaming," Doc replied. "My name is Doc. What's yours?"

"Aaren."

"Do you know what your name means?" Doc asked.

"No."

"Mountain of strength."

Doc's words were heavy, and he felt them surround the boy, and he could only hope they filled the boy with enough strength to keep going. 

"I have to ask you to be strong, Aaren. I can't help you here, but I will come back for you. You will have to be patient. Can you do that for me?"

"I don't understand."

"You don't need to," Doc replied. "Just know, you are not alone, and I will come back."

He knew he needed to leave, knew he needed to crawl back out from under the bed, and leave the house so he could figure out where the hell it was in the material world, but the idea of leaving Aaren all alone to face his fears made him feel sick inside. He had never walked away from a child in need before, but he couldn't possibly save Aaren here. His real power lay in the material world.

"I have to go," Doc said softly. "I'm sorry I can't stay."

He slipped his hand into his pocket and felt the items inside. They were all part of him, but he felt the boy needed something to assure him that the dreaming was, in fact, real.

Doc closed his hand around the button Andrew had given him all those years ago and pulled it free. He looked at it for a moment before rolling onto his side and offering it to Aaren.

"What's that?" Aaren asked.

"A token of hope," Doc said. "Keep this with you, and know that I will return."

As soon as Aaren's trembling fingers took the button, Doc rolled out from under the bed and left the room. If he didn't leave now, he would stay with the boy until he woke up, and then another moment of Tessa's life would be lost.

This time he ran down the stairs and dashed through the house until he reached the front door. He pulled it open and ran out onto the stones just beyond the door, and then he looked straight up. At the stars. He committed the pattern to memory, noting the placement of each and every one of them.

When he had done that, he started walking down the avenue, mind mulling this new problem.

He hadn't really considered the idea that anyone else might be affected by his interference. He had just latched onto the one straw he had left and chased after it.

What if Jury was right though? What if this wasn't the answer?

If Doc went back in time to kill the patron, it wouldn't affect his timeline, but it would affect Tessa's and it would affect Aaren's. It would also affect Jury's, Julian's, Ollie's, and Curtis's. Even Gisele's and Magnus's, and maybe a hundred other people whom he simply couldn't account for.

Could he really accept that responsibility? Could he change reality without knowing the outcome? And if he did, would Tessa thank him for it?

He could still feel the affection that Tessa and Julian felt for each other. More than affection. Absolute devotion.

If he changed things, Tessa would lose that. She would lose Julian.

Would she rather live or have one perfect evening?

He didn't know.

He closed his eyes and whispered, "Ahanu."

The dreaming didn't need more clarification. It was beginning to understand him, to understand his intentions, so when Doc opened his eyes, he was standing right outside of Ahanu's cabin.

"I always find myself drawn here when you call," Ahanu said from his position on the porch. "It irritates me."

"Sorry," Doc said.

"The infamous Doc Holliday apology," Ahanu chuckled. "No apology intended."

Doc grinned widely and said, "I came to borrow your vision."

"If I had a chocolate bar for every time someone asked to borrow my vision," Ahanu snorted.

"You'd have one chocolate bar?" Doc guessed.

"Exactly."

Doc imagined a chocolate bar in his hand, all the way down to the light tinfoil wrapper that kept the little chocolate squares safe. As soon as it materialized, he offered it to Ahanu and said, "It tastes just like the real thing."

"That's because it is the real thing," Ahanu replied with a beleaguered sigh.

He took it anyway, opened it, and broke off one square. 

"Delightful," he sighed. "As a bribe it does not taste quite as lovely as the bar Andrew gave me as a gift, but delightful nonetheless. Sit," he added. "And tell me what you want."

"I was contemplating changing time. To save someone, but then I realized if I did that she might lose the man she loves. And I wasn't sure if…"

"If she will appreciate your interference?" Ahanu guessed.

"Pretty much," Doc admitted.

"Live but lose your love," Ahanu murmured. "Which would you choose?"

Once upon a time, the answer would have simply leapt from his tongue. Life. He would always choose life. But if choosing life meant that he lost Tozi, lost even the memory of Tozi, was it worth it?

He had already forgotten Tozi once. He had forgotten them all, and the knowledge that he had forgotten them still shook him to the core.

They had been stripped from him, peeled away from him, until all that he could remember was what was right in front of him.

Sorrow filled him at the thought because, unlike Tessa, he had no choice. He had been here before, and he knew without a doubt that he could not be both fae and Doc. Part of him, his base essence, had been retained, but he had lost everything else.

If he had the choice, he knew what he would pick. He would pick them. Every single time. Even if it did mean death.

"I can see the answer on your face," Ahanu stated. "So you did not need my vision after all. You have your own."

"I don't know what to do," Doc admitted, and he didn't know if he was talking about Tessa or himself.

"You must do as you have always done," Ahanu said. "Keep moving forward."

"I don't like the way it looks."

"Then look to your left," Ahanu said.

Doc was about to ask him what that meant when Veda woke up, pulling Doc instantly back to his throne room.

"You left me," she said petulantly.

Doc moved her off of his throne and sat down, sighing heavily as he did.

"You are not a child," he said.

He thought of whiskey, because he needed it; and once it was in his hand, he drained the entire goblet.

"I do not understand what is wrong," Veda said. "I offered to leave you. If you are sick of me, take me home and put me back into the well."

"You and I both know I'm not going to do that."

"Why not?!" she demanded, crossing her arms and tapping her foot angrily.

"Because it would kill you."

She couldn't quite contain her burst of relief at his words, and that saddened him. He understood the drive to live. He had always had it. But even when he was mostly drunk and mostly dead, he would have never used someone else to obtain life.

Excepting, of course, the wife beater he had killed to live. He didn't mind using a wife beater. Or any of the other wicked people he had killed over the years.  

He couldn't keep looking at Veda and wondering if everything she said was just a ploy to bend him to her will, so he forced his eyes to open and sat upright.

The sun was just now coming in his window, signaling the start of a new day. One more day had passed him by without answers.

That wasn't quite true though. He knew the answer to at least one problem. He just hadn't accepted it yet.

He passed a cursory glance around his suite. He had occupied this suite for over a hundred years. He had loved here and lost. He had comforted. He had found joy and rest. It was his requiem.

He stood slowly and walked over to his floor safe. He knelt, opened it, and took out the photographs inside. He flipped through them slowly, smiling as he did.

There was a photograph of Aine as a toddler dealing out a game of poker; and a very crinkled photograph of Andrew and Janey standing beside each other, Widow Maker in the background. There was a photograph of Jury sleeping. Doc had taken it after he and Jervis had drawn a gigantic mustache on Jury's upper lip. He chuckled softly as he remembered Jury's yell of rage when he had looked into the mirror. There was one of the Bakers, Frankie, Tucker, and Bree on the beach in Ireland. A frozen frame of a perfectly happy moment.  

He had lived a good life. And he regretted nothing.

With an almost distant care, he replaced the photographs and continued on into his bedroom. With absolute reverence, he removed each of his tokens from his pocket. They belonged to John Henry Holliday, not to the fae. And so he would leave them here. If he ever returned, if he was ever himself again, they would be here, waiting for him.

He trailed a hand over Charlie's cards, wishing they could have had just one last game, and then he removed his clothes and laid them over the back of his chair before stepping into the shower.

Whether the water was cold or hot, he hardly knew. He was just going through the motions, preparing himself for the moment he knew was coming.

He shaved with extra precision, clearing all the stubble from his face, and then he took out his best suit and put it on. He studied himself in the mirror as he buttoned his cuffs. He looked distant and cold. Which was precisely how he felt.

He could feel Veda pacing, aggravation rolling off of her in waves, but he had shifted his wall to shield himself from her and so although he knew what she was doing, knew what she was thinking, her thoughts did not become his.

He slipped Badri's flask into one pocket and before putting his phone into the other, he texted Jervis and said, "I'm going down to the basement."

"I will meet you there," Jervis replied.

Autopilot took Doc to the elevator and down into the sub-subbasement. He was too far back now to care, but he couldn't step forward, not without feeling a thousand different things that he didn't want to feel.

He fully understood now why the fae had hidden away. They had gone too far, adapted too well, evolved into creatures who could feel and see everything. They hadn't had Francisco, and so between the lot of them, they didn't have a single box.

While he waited for Jervis in the basement, Doc removed a dusty old star atlas from one of the many shelves. He found the section relating to North America and studied it for several minutes. He knew exactly what the night sky looked like above Denver, and given what he had seen in the dreaming, the patron lived somewhere both east and north of Colorado.

And that lined up perfectly with Tessa's hunch that the patron was near Philadelphia.

The door opened, and Doc said, "Have our people look for old mansions outside of Philadelphia. Old ones," he emphasized. "Stonework, wooden paneling, you know the type. There's a large wooded lot around it, and there is a pair of phoenix statues guarding the drive."

"I'll find it," Jervis said.

"And would you mind sending over one of our plastic pistols and a plastic knife for Tessa?"

"Done," Jervis replied. "Is that all?"

"No," Doc murmured. "Swords or fists?"

"Swords or fists?" Jervis repeated.

"Yes. Pick one."

"Swords."

"Very well," Doc said as he began to remove the jacket, vest, and shirt he had taken such care to put on.

When he turned, Jervis was already bare-chested, and he was standing just a few feet away, offering Doc a long, slender sword.

"Thank you," Doc said in flawless German.

"My pleasure," Jervis replied in equally flawless German.

"Everything I know about the sword, I learned from you," Doc said.

"I know."

"One moment," Doc murmured as he reached for the little flask.

If only Badri knew what a gift he had given him. This moment was for Doc alone, and he would take it.

He took a drink before grinning widely at Jervis and lifting his sword.

Jervis attacked with his usual swiftness, and Doc quickly blocked, retreating just as swiftly and waiting for the opportunity to turn the attack.

Doc blocked each of Jervis's attacks, but with every attack Jervis's speed increased; and eventually, in spite of Doc's swiftness, one of Jervis's thrusts slipped through and pierced Doc's chest. Doc grinned a little wider before stepping backwards and knocking Jervis's sword to the side.

Doc feinted to the left before leaping forward quickly, thrusting as he did; but Jervis deflected his thrust; and again they danced across the floor, blades singing in the half-light of the basement.

With a bold move forward, Doc managed to nick Jervis's shoulder, but it cost him a slash to the face.

"You're lucky I don't scar," Doc teased as he shuffled backwards once more.

"You're lucky you don't scar," Jervis retorted.

"I could work with it," Doc chuckled. "The ladies love a man with a little wear and tear."

Jervis made a noise of disgust before moving forward with such quickness that Doc barely managed to twist his body to the side. The tip of Jervis's sword clipped Doc's ear, and Doc ducked before diving forward and running his sword through Jervis's thigh.

Before he could pull back though, Jervis clamped one hand around Doc's sword, holding him in place, and brought the tip of his own sword up to the hollow of Doc's neck.

"Touché," Doc drawled.

"You did well," Jervis replied.

"You still won," Doc shrugged.

"I will always win in a sword fight. I would not win in a fight to the death."

"You hardly know that," Doc laughed.

"I do," Jervis replied. "Have you made your decision then?"

"Yes."

"I see."

Doc couldn't step back any further, not without falling off the cliff altogether; so he simply smiled and said, "You really are the best of me."

"I disagree," Jervis replied.

"You are the only reason I can do what needs to be done," Doc said. He couldn't stand here another moment though, fighting the grief, so he tilted his head and said thoughtfully, "Did you hear that?"

Jervis raised an eyebrow.

"Winslow just called for you," Doc lied.

"So he did," Jervis said softly. "He's probably trying to change the menu again."

"We can't have that," Doc murmured. "You should fire him. And while you're at it, give yourself a raise."

"I will," Jervis said.

Doc could tell that Jervis wanted to say something more, but whatever it was, he couldn't quite get it out because without another word, he grabbed his shirt, turned, and left the room.

Doc briefly contemplated hurling himself off the cliff just to end the pain, but he couldn't yet. He had one more thing to do. One last call to make.

Before Doc went to Jury's, he stopped by three different bakeries and bought enough cakes, cookies, and pastries to feed a small village.

He barely made it to the elevator with everything, and when the elevator door slid open outside of Jury's, Doc shoved his foot against it and yelled, "Jury! Come help me with this!"

He had no doubt that Jury was home, and he had no doubt that Jury would come. And he was right.

"What the hell are you doing?" Jury demanded as he opened the door and strode over to Doc.

"Pastries," Doc said cheerfully. "And cakes."

"Why?" Jury demanded. "What do you want?"

"Absolutely nothing."

"What have you done?"

"Absolutely nothing," Doc replied with a laugh.

Jury glared at him, and since Doc knew that Jury was trying to gauge the color of his eyes, he lifted his head and opened his eyes as wide as possible.

"Satisfied?" he asked after a moment.

"I suppose," Jury grumbled. "I still think you're up to something."

They split the packages between them, and as they walked down the hallway to Jury's, Doc said, "Do you remember that French bakery in New Orleans?"

"They had the best croissants in town," Jury sighed. "And the baker's daughter had the longest legs in that entire quarter."

"I liked her mother," Doc chuckled.

"Remember that one night when the baker came home early?" Jury asked.

"We ran naked all the way home," Doc laughed.

"It would have been easier to just knock him out," Jury snorted.

"Yes, but not as much fun."

It had been a good time. But all times with Jury were good.

Doc dropped his bags on top of the table before pulling out a random pastry and offering it to Jury.

"Did you get coffee?" Jury asked.

"Somewhere," Doc shrugged.

Jury peered at the bags, and a moment later a cup carrier drifted from one of them and settled itself on the table.

"Coffee has a different elemental composition than bread," Jury explained offhandedly. "Plate?" he asked.

"Sure."

Jury didn't bother to walk to the kitchen. Instead, he focused on the empty space in front of him until a wobbly grey hole appeared. He reached through the hole, and when his hand returned, it was holding two plates and a couple of napkins.

Doc watched him with a slight grin. There had been a time when Jury would have walked to the kitchen. So much power at his fingertips, and he used it to access food.

"It's been a while since we've gorged ourselves on pastries," Jury said around a mouthful. "It's good," he added. "Not as good as Badri's pastries; I don't think anything could be as good as Badri's. But still, good enough for norm work."

Doc chose a pastry that was dripping with chocolate and took a bite. It was good; he knew it was good, but it did nothing to satisfy him. He would eat though, and he would do it with gusto. For Jury.

Veda had woken a while ago, but up until this point she had been silent. Now, however, she said, What are you doing?

Eating.

Why?

Because it's what humans do, Doc replied before pulling out his little flask and taking a drink.

Veda muttered something under her breath, and Doc knew that it was as close as the fae had for a curse word.

"Why are you so dressed up?" Jury asked.

He had already consumed half a bag of treats, and he was currently dipping a cinnamon roll into his coffee.

"It was the only thing left in my closet," Doc lied.

Jury hummed noncommittally before shoving the entire roll into his mouth.

"Whath re ewe ing afer is?" Jury asked.

"Manners," Doc tsked.

"My mother's not here," Jury grumbled. "I can eat however I like. Besides, you know what I said. You speak mouth fullion"

"I do not speak mouth fullion," Doc countered. "I merely understand it."

Jury rolled his eyes and said, clearly and distinctly, "What are you doing after this?"

"Playing eight ball."

Jury's eyes brightened, and he said, "I bet you a hundred merlins I win."

"I'll see your bet," Doc stated. "And I'll raise you a glamour of your choice."

"I like that," Jury chuckled. "But what do you get if I lose?"

"What makes you think you're going to lose?"

"I just want to get the terms straight."

Doc pretended to give it some thought before saying, "You have to spend a weekend with the Bakers."

"No!" Jury exclaimed. "That is not equal."

"It is if I wear the glamour all weekend," Doc pointed out.

"You would just go inside and take a forty-eight hour nap," Jury countered.

"Forty-eight hour glamour, and I'll go to a club and stay there for no less than three hours."

Jury rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "I like that," he said at last. "Best out of fifteen games?"

"Best out of fifteen," Doc agreed.

Luck had abandoned him somewhere outside of Belgrade; and with the help of Badri's flask, he could still play as a man so he wasn't likely to win, not against Jury. But he was sure as hell going to try.

They were tied and in the middle of their third game of eight ball when Veda woke up.

Stop doing that! she yelled angrily.

No, Doc replied as he removed the flask yet again and took another sip.

Why are you doing this? she demanded.

Doc didn't answer, just waited for her to drift off, but it took her longer this time, just long enough to whimper, I am afraid of the dark.

He knew she was lying. The only thing Veda was afraid of was returning to the well.

"Are you alright?" Jury suddenly asked.

"Fine," Doc said as he returned his attention to the table.

"I already won that round," Jury said cockily.

Doc rolled his eyes and moved to rack the balls.

Veda woke up again during the eighth game and the twelfth.

Her anger was intense by now, but Doc was past caring. He was on the cusp of losing everything; she only stood to gain.

At the end of the fourteenth game, he and Jury were still tied.

"It's your break," Jury said easily. "You have a chance."

Doc cast him a sideways grin, and then, to make sure Veda didn't interrupt them, he took the last drink from his flask.

He stepped up to the head of the table and after exhaling deeply, lined up and took the shot. The balls scattered across the table, hitting the bumper and bouncing back across the field of blue felt. Three balls, one stripe and two solids dropped into pockets; and once everything stopped moving, Doc studied the table carefully.

It wasn't that he had to win; he wanted to win. When he stepped off the edge of the cliff, Jury was going to feel abandoned and all alone; and Doc knew that it was almost impossible to feel all alone when you were with the Bakers.

"Five ball," Doc said as he lined up for his shot.

He imagined the ball dropping into the side pocket and made the shot, grinning when it went exactly where he wanted it to.

"Seven," he said.

He double-checked the angle before taking his shot. The cue ball rolled easily across the table and clacked into the seven, propelling it forward into the corner pocket.

"Just three to go," he murmured as he checked the position of the balls. "One," he said.

The one ball bounced cheerfully into a pocket, and Doc lined up on the six ball next. He didn't have a clear shot, so he dipped down his cue tip and hit the cue ball in such a way that it jumped the striped ball in front of it and plopped down just behind the six ball. The six ball careened forward into a pocket, and Doc looked up and grinned at Jury.

"You still have two balls to pocket," Jury shrugged.

He was leaning on the back of his couch, holding his pool cue with one hand and a humongous cookie in the other.

"It's a wonder you can even bend over the table with as much as you ate," Doc pointed out.

"You're just jealous of my towering physique," Jury laughed.

He stood upright and flexed his chest which stretched his shirt rather impressively.  

"How well you know me," Doc drawled. "What I wouldn't give to have your muscles for a day."

"They are rather nice," Jury agreed. "Stop stalling and take your shot."

Doc laughed softly as he turned back to the table. He was lined up perfectly to pocket the four ball. So all he had to do was get the cue ball to move where he wanted it to after the shot. Cue ball control was not his long suit, but today, he was certain everything would play out just the way he wanted it to.

It was a universal law. You got to choose your last meal, and you got to win your last game.

"Four," Doc said.

He made the shot, grinning when the four ball dropped easily into the pocket. The cue ball didn't go exactly where he wanted it to, but he was pretty sure he could work with it.

"Eight ball," he said. "Top corner pocket, left."

He lined up carefully, exhaled slowly, and imagined the eight ball dropping into the top corner pocket on the left side.

He gave the cue ball just a little bit of English and held his breath as it rolled across the table towards the eight ball. It hit the eight ball with a satisfying smack, and a moment later the eight ball rolled into the top corner pocket on the left side.

"I'm impressed," Jury said.

"You owe me a hundred merlins," Doc said cheerfully. "Although I'll forgive your debt if you promise to visit the Bakers very soon."

"How about we double the bet and forget the Bakers altogether?"

"No," Doc said with a shake of his head.

"Then I'll pay you and procrastinate for as long as I can," Jury replied, grinning widely.

It was nice to see Jury smiling; if only he would stay that way.

Doc didn't know how to tell him goodbye. Jervis had understood his simple words, and he had known that Doc was only doing what he needed to. Jury wasn't that simple.

"I expect we'll be hearing from Tessa soon," Jury said as he set down his pool cue and picked up one of the last pastries. "I'm not really sure what to expect. I've never gone up against a witch on their own turf before."

"Whatever it is, it'll be easy for you," Doc said.

"I think you have an overinflated view of my abilities," Jury snorted. "Some things are easy, and some things aren't."

"I believe in you," Doc said firmly. "I always have."

Something in his tone must have given him away, because Jury looked over at him sharply and said, "What's going on?"

"Nothing," Doc replied.

He wanted to say more. He wanted to say that Jervis and Jury had made the last hundred years worth living, but he knew Jury, and he knew he couldn't handle it. It was better just to walk away without looking back, as if it was no different than any other day.

"I have an errand to run," Doc said casually. "We'll meet up when Tessa calls."

Jury was still glaring at him, but Doc pretended as if he didn't notice.

"Good game," he said. "Remember, you owe me."

With that he walked towards the door. Somewhere deep inside, his heart was breaking. But he was too far away to feel it, and for once he was glad. He was glad he couldn't feel it. He didn't want to keep going forward. He wanted to turn around and run, and he wanted Jervis and Jury to run with him.

But he knew better. He could hardly run from himself. Sooner or later, Veda would be too strong for him to contain, so if he wanted to have any hopes of keeping her from hurting others, he had to do it now, before it was too late.


Chapter 13
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By the time Doc reached his car, Veda was awake and fuming. That was completely unnecessary, she grumbled.

I'm going to spend the rest of my very long life with you, Doc replied. Are you really going to resent the few minutes I took for myself?

That shut her up. For a few seconds.

I'm sorry.

Her apology didn't move him, but her use of a contraction caught his notice.

Perhaps she didn't realize it, but they were already merging. They had been this entire time. The only difference was that Doc had finally realized that he had to be the one at the helm when it occurred.

We should visit the fae, she said softly. To see if it can be undone.

She was still trying to play him.

You know everything the fae know, he pointed out.

Maybe not, she argued. Even Tozi said you should consult the fae. And Jervis. You cannot just do nothing.

He wasn't. He was doing something; it just wasn't the something everyone wanted him to do.

His phone rang, and he answered it.

"We found it," Jervis said. "I texted you the address. Do you want a team?"

"No," Doc replied. "This is Tessa's battle. I'm not going to interfere."

Jervis was so quiet that Doc had to check the phone to make sure they hadn't been disconnected.

"You're not going to interfere," Jervis finally said.

"No. I'll go check out the house, but other than that, I will do what Tessa asks me to do. She deserves this. She's fought so hard to get here. What right do I have to strip this away from her?"

"Are you ill?" Jervis demanded.

Doc managed a laugh before saying, "Besides, I promised Jury that I wouldn't destroy myself trying to save Tessa, and I'm pretty sure I can't infiltrate the patron's house without destroying myself."

He could kill the patron in the dreaming; at least he assumed he could kill him in the dreaming, but he was suddenly unsure. He hadn't been able to interfere with Andrew's fight against Meli, and he wasn't certain he should interfere with Tessa's fight against her demon either. He was just a cairn along the way.

"Does Jury realize how much wiggle room he left you?" Jervis demanded.

"He was a little exhausted at the time."

"Sloppy," Jervis stated. "I expect better of him."

Jervis didn't try to pull any favors or extract any promises. It simply wasn't his way.

"I'll let you know how it goes," Doc said.

"I'm sure you will," Jervis replied.

Jervis disconnected before Doc could say anything more, and Doc stared at his phone for a moment before starting his car, pulling out into the street, and heading for the airport.

He knew he could just zap there. He knew it was time, but he wasn't quite ready. He was waiting. For what, he didn't know. He was afraid he was waiting for someone else to save him, but he knew without a doubt that no one could.

Once Doc was settled on the plane, he levered back his chair and closed his eyes. It was time to deal with Veda.

When he opened his eyes, Veda was sitting on his footstool, gazing at him adoringly.

"I am sorry I was so angry," she said. "I do not like being left alone. You know that. I just… It frightens me."

"I think we're past that, don't you?" Doc asked wearily.

"Past what?" she replied.

"You playing the frightened child so I'll protect you."

Her eyes narrowed, and he felt a burst of irritation from her.

"I took the form you would be most comfortable with," she said. "Are you saying you would prefer something else?"

"Not in the least."

"What do you want then?" she demanded.

"You to meet me halfway," Doc replied.

"I am using the box," she insisted. "I am not interfering. Is that not what you asked from me?"

"It is," Doc agreed.

"Then what do you want?"

He wanted a hundred things. He wanted to lie in Tozi's arms by a fireplace while a blizzard raged on beyond the house. He wanted to spend an entire day at the Banshee, testing his luck and seeing exactly how far it would go. He wanted to push Addison on a swing. He wanted to teach Johnny to fence. He wanted to go on a road trip with Tucker that didn't involve spirits or ghosts.

The list went on and on. He wanted to beat Jury in a wet t-shirt contest just once. He wanted to sneak up on Jervis. He wanted to make Winslow frown. He wanted to see Thaddeus again and talk about his water experiment.

But he wouldn't get to do any of those things. Not today, maybe not ever. As Thulan had said, the essence of the fae was nearly as old as the mother. So if Veda didn't know how to save them, they were both doomed.

Doomed to be neither Doc nor Veda, but a strange mix, a hybrid. Half human, half fae. Half man, half woman. Parts of both, but neither one a whole.

It was the most depressing thing he had ever considered.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

And this time she really meant it.

"You can still do all those things," she insisted.

"It would never be the same," Doc replied.

Even now he felt the distance, the gap between them. Not between him and Veda; there was no gap there. But the gap between him and Jervis, him and Jury. He had truly been there with Jury, but the flask was gone now, and the weight of everything he had to protect and would protect was pouring down on him once more, pushing him closer and closer towards the cliff's edge.

"I really do not think it is as bad as you think it is," she went on.

"One body, two minds, god power," Doc drawled. "You don't think that's bad?"

"Think of all the things we will be able to do. Think of everything we will see. Everything we can change. We could read the heart of every rapist and kill them on the spot. We could stop wars in their tracks."

She was saying all the right things, but they didn't seem right. They felt twisted somehow. Just a little off.

But was she right? Could he perform his office better if he was fae? Could he help the mother even more? Could he remove more filth than he would ever be capable of as a man?

He thought away his shirt and stared down at his tattoo. He could see far within its bottomless depths, and he could see the souls, all in various stages of wasting away.

He regretted nothing that he had done. He had reaped, and he had reaped well. He would not, however, stand up on the mountain like Zeus and simply cast down judgment from the skies. How accurate could his judgment be if he wasn't even looking at them?

Veda was up and pacing now. "Humans really are a pestilence," she said with passion. "They are the only species that multiplies endlessly and with no forethought. We could read a multitude of them, and remove the ones who don't belong, and then we would have room to regrow the forests of old. We could do that, Doc! We could give the mother back her trees!"

He had tried to teach her everything, and she had learned nothing.

"You really don't understand," Doc murmured softly. "How can that be? How can you be part of me and not understand?"

She paused her pacing and looked at him, purple eyes shining. "What did I do wrong?" she asked. "Is this not what you want? You like to kill. Let us kill."

He had created a monster.

No, it hadn't been him. He hadn't done this. She simply hadn't listened when he spoke. She hadn't heard his intention. She hadn't understood his motivation. She had been inside of him for weeks now, soaking up his essence, reading his memories, seeing what he saw, feeling what he felt, and living as him; and she had somehow taken it all and twisted it sideways.

There was no time to waste. She was dangerous.

She had started out childlike in her mind and her thoughts, and he had hoped to shape her as a parent shaped a child, with wisdom and by example; but she had rejected him. She had rejected him in favor of something else. Something dark and chaotic.

The sorrow he felt was endless. He had taken on a task, and he had failed. Even if there was a way, even if Jury did succeed in making Veda a body, Doc couldn't release her, just as he couldn't release Thaddeus.

He had the power to. He knew he did. But releasing a soul to return to the mother was a very different thing than releasing a soul out into the world. He wouldn't do it. Not unless he was absolutely certain that Veda could be trusted to be kind.

"You are blocking me," she suddenly said. "Why?"

"I'm not blocking me from you," Doc replied wearily. "I'm blocking you from me."

"Why?" she demanded again.

"Because it is necessary."

"I do not understand you," she said with frustration. "You do not want my power even though it will free you to do so much more than you already do. Why waste time asking questions when you can just feel their intent and their minds? Why waste time going through all that effort to kill someone when you can just send a burst of magic their way and kill them instantly?"

He liked doing those things. He liked the game. Life was the game.

And it was part of being human. Humans had to struggle. They had to fight. Not everything was easy for them. They couldn't just send out a burst of magic to fix their problems. Sometimes they had to pick up a bat and beat it to death.

He didn't want to lose that part of himself, but he already was. The tides had already shifted. Not the tides of luck. There was no luck where he was going. These were the tides of change.

He suddenly regretted not making the time to speak with Rachelle. She was the only fae he knew of who spent her time outside of the eighth continent, and he was suddenly wondering why. How did she manage it? How did she balance? How did she differ from the other fae? Did she care? Were the fae capable of caring?

Veda seemed to feel everything a hundred times more intensely than it actually needed to be felt, but that wasn't quite the same as caring. She had proved that she was selfish and would always choose to satisfy her own desires first and foremost. But were all the fae that way or only Veda?

There were suddenly all these questions swirling around his mind; questions that, for some reason or another, he should have sought the answers to, but he hadn't. He had been too busy hiding and too busy thinking that if he just kept going, things would eventually work themselves out.

He had been wrong.

Veda was sitting on the footstool again, and she was studying him with a sad expression.

"You do not want me," she said.

That wasn't true. He loved her. He truly, truly loved her. He wanted to hear her laugh again, and he wanted to see her happy expression when she discovered something new.

She was growing too fast, changing too fast, spreading her wings before she was ready to fly. She had ancient wisdom, she wept for the sake of others, but she was still selfish and careless.

He simply didn't trust her. He didn't trust her intentions. Her hunger was too great. Like the fire in Pazach's forest, she wanted too much and she was never satisfied.

The dichotomy of her nature was startling.

He wanted her to be free. He wanted to release her. And he would. When he was certain she had enough thoughtfulness not to wipe out half of the human race on a whim. 

"The plane just landed," Veda said.

"I know," Doc replied.

She smiled at him, and he couldn't help smiling back.

"You will find a way," she said. "If anyone can free me, it is you."

Doc winked at her before opening his eyes to the interior of the plane.

She was right. If anyone could free her, it would be him. But he wouldn't. And that was why he had shielded her from him. So she couldn't read his intention.

Doc had only just parked his car a mile or so from the patron's mansion when Ollie called and told him that they had a location.

"He's in Philadelphia," Ollie said. "We're flying out ASAP."

"Then I'll meet you at the airport in Philadelphia," Doc promised.

"Fine," Ollie replied.

Her voice was tense, but there was nothing Doc could say to assuage her worry. And even if there had been, Ollie wasn't the type of woman who appreciated soothing sentiments.

Ollie disconnected without another word, and Doc put away his phone before exiting his car and walking slowly up the road towards the mansion. It cast such a distinct silhouette that he had recognized it as the patron's house from quite a distance.

And even if he hadn't recognized it, he would have known it from the evil he felt emanating out from it. The entire property was infused with the patron's wickedness. He could feel the sorrow and oppression, and he felt as if he was walking towards hell.

Perhaps he had lied to Jervis. He couldn't save Tessa, but he could certainly save her from this particular struggle. Tessa wanted the patron dead, but there was really no reason why she had to be the one to do it. Surely it would be better if he did it.

He took a few steps forward, evaluating the house as he did. Even from here, he could see the well-laid traps, and he recognized them as the traps of an inferno witch. Not that it mattered. All he had to do was reach out and touch the power. Once he did that, not even fire could touch him.

I do not like this, Veda suddenly said.

Her statement didn't surprise him. With every step he took, the sense of suffering grew. If it had been suffocating to begin with, it was tortuous now. He could feel the suffering of everyone who had ever walked here, and he could hear the echoes of their screams.

Do not go any further! Veda exclaimed.

I have to, Doc said.

No!

We have to do this, he snapped. We have to kill him. There is a little boy inside that house, and we are not leaving him in there to suffer for even one more hour.

It is too much! she cried out, voice racked with pain. I can't take it.

Use the box, he ordered.

He was using the box right now, but it was doing him little good because the emotions and the pain weren't truly his own. They were outside of him.

Stop! she screamed when he took another step forward.

She was fighting him in earnest now, and he could feel it affecting him. She was becoming stronger. So strong that she was actually slowing him down.

He couldn't keep procrastinating. He had to accept it. He had to become it. It was either that or truly lose everything, including the control of his body.

He forced the suffocating weight of suffering to one side and pushed Veda's screams to the other. Then he stared at the power and reached for it once more. And once more, he stopped himself.

He wasn't ready. He could do this as a man. Hadn't he managed to capture the entire Jury family all on his own? Hadn't he killed half of the Hidden's most elite witches without even breaking a sweat? This was one witch. He could handle a few burns.

He took another step forward and suddenly felt as if he was drowning in sorrow. Veda was sobbing inside his head, and he could hear the reverberations of a hundred different voices, all crying out in pain.

STOP! Veda screamed. I beg you to stop! I cannot… It hurts, she cried. Please, Doc, please.

He hurt for her, but he also knew he could end it. He would climb the hill, kill the patron, take Aaren out from under his bed, and burn everything to the ground. By the time Tessa arrived, there would be nothing left but ash.

Doc took several steps forward, but every step was a struggle, a fight.

Stop fighting me! he snapped.

We cannot do this, she sobbed. It is too much.

It's not happening to you, Doc ground out. It's outside of you. People are suffering, and we can stop it.

I do not care.

He wished he hadn't wasted all of Badri's drink on Jury now, but it hadn't truly been wasted. He had needed that moment, but he also needed this one. He was going to kill the patron. And he was going to do it now.

No! she exclaimed.

The world abruptly shifted, and Doc found himself standing inside of his plane. Miles away from the patron's house.

Fear rolled through him.

She had taken control and moved them. She had zapped them away from the house which meant that she was already much stronger than he had realized.

I am so sorry, she whispered. I know I said I would not interfere, but I cannot go into that house. The pain is too much. Can you not understand that?

I thought you wanted to help Tessa?

We both know that she cannot be helped. Going into that house will help no one.

It will help Aaren, Doc stated.

I do not care. I will not do it.

How can you be part of me, and still be so completely selfish? Doc demanded. Have you truly learned nothing from me? You asked me once what the point of having this power was, and I am telling you now that this is it. This is the point. To help people, to save them, no matter the cost to ourselves.

I will not go back, she said, tone defiant. And if you try, I will stop you.

This was it then. The moment. He had come as far as he could as John Henry Holliday. It was time to step off the cliff.


Chapter 14
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He had wanted just a little longer, but he had come to realize that he always would. He would never be ready for death. Never.

"I'm sorry," Doc muttered softly, thinking of Jury. "I really am sorry."

Doc closed his eyes, and the orb of power swam in front of him. Without pausing to think, he reached for it. The heat of it, the pure potential rolled over him, but before he could grasp it, his body started to fall, and blackness took him.

Fury rolled through him, and he opened his eyes to behold Veda glaring at him.

"What are you doing?" she demanded, foot tapping angrily on the onyx floor of his throne room.

He stared at her, words failing to form, completely astounded by her transformation. She was glorious. A creature of absolute beauty. His sister, little Veda, was all grown up. And she would have been the most stunning and beautiful creature he had ever seen if it hadn't been for the sharp and irritated twist of her lips.

"What are you doing?" she repeated.

"Killing the patron," he said, avoiding her real question.

"We are not going back there."

"We are," Doc said firmly.

"You would force me?" she said, eyes widening with affected horror.

He wanted to hate her, but he just couldn't.

"I am not a child anymore," she insisted. "And yet you continue to ignore my wishes. How can you force me when you say you love me?"

A tear slipped from her eye at her words, but he wasn't as moved by her tears anymore. When she had been a child, she had cried without artifice. But this Veda, everything she did was calculated.

Doc stood and faced her.

"Will you come with me to stop the patron and save Aaren?" he asked.

"How could you ask that of me?" she exclaimed. "Did you not feel the pain? Do you not understand how much it hurt?"

"Will you come?" he asked again.

"No!" she spat.

"Very well then," Doc replied.

"Very well then what?" she demanded.

With a sigh of regret, Doc imagined an iron cage around her. It swiftly materialized, and the moment she realized what he had done, her face went pale with rage.

"You think to cage me?" she hissed as she flicked her hand to one side and utterly obliterated the bars of the cage.

"You've been trying to cage me this entire time," Doc replied.

"Hardly," she snorted. "I asked you to join me. It is a very different thing."

"Not if you want me to turn from what makes me me," Doc said. "Go kill the patron with me."

"No!" she screamed. "It hurts. I feel too much, and I hate it! I hate feeling pain; I hate suffering. I only want to feel joy!"

"That's not how life works."

"It's how life works for me!"

"No," Doc said.

This time he bound her feet with iron to the floor.

"You are such a fool," she spat. "I am the fae. What are you? A mere human. Nothing compared to me!"

The iron holding her crumbled to dust, but Doc hadn't actually expected it to bind her. The iron box hadn't held her at the beginning either. He was merely testing her. There was no magic in the dreaming, but like him, she clearly still had power. Everyone had a weakness though. Even the fae.

Veda's anger was reflected in the landscape. The sky turned pitch black, and huge chunks of hail began to pelt from the sky, breaking into thousands of pieces when they hit the throne room floor.

"I am through being a voice in your head," she stated angrily. "You will remain in the darkness, and I will make the decisions. I promise you that we will make things better, but we will do it on my terms."

She was ripping his heart in two. He would do anything to save her and protect her, but all she could see was herself.

Thunder clapped, shaking everything, and a bolt of lightning hit the edge of Doc's throne. He could feel the heat of it, and he felt the electric charge tickle across his skin.

"I never wanted to hurt you," she said. "But I see now that it is inevitable."

She sounded certain, but Doc could feel her uncertainty. She was trying to figure out what to do next. She was trying to figure out how to wake up and leave him here. And she was trying to decide exactly how much she had to hurt him to do it.

But he was the lord of the dreaming, and she was just a child playing fae.

"I'm very much afraid that you mistook my kindness for weakness," he said softly.

A new set of manacles clamped around her bare ankles. From the outside, they looked exactly like the other ones, but on the inside they were pure onyx.

Veda took a step towards him, hissing in irritation when the manacles held.

She yanked at her foot, and Doc heard the manacle crack.

"Your kindness is weakness," she spat. "You forget that I have watched you. I have spent days and days studying you, observing you, learning you. You will not hurt me. I must hurt you though," she added with a frown. "I am sorry. I never wanted to hurt you, but I must. You must accede to my greater power, my will."

She truly didn't know him at all.

Veda surged forward, and the manacles broke in two.

She was close enough to him now that he could have reached out and snapped her neck, but she was right in one respect. He would not hurt her.

She was Veda Alice Holliday. He had held her on his lap and comforted her when she cried. He had wiped away her tears and introduced her to hot chocolate. She may have rejected him and rejected his wisdom, but he would never reject her. All he was going to do was hobble her.

A bolt of lightning slammed into the floor right beside him, burning the edges of his clothing. She was working herself up to it, readying her mind to hurt him.

"I'm sorry, Veda," he said softly. "You give me no choice."

She glared at him in confusion, so certain that she was more powerful than he was, so certain that she was going to win this fight and be the one to return to his body. She was so arrogant and so foolish that she didn't even notice the floor morphing up around her feet. Not until it was too late.

"What are you doing?" she shrieked.

The hail turned into shards of ice, their edges as sharp as knife blades. Another lightning bolt, this time just at the tip of his shoes. He barely felt it. He was too full of sorrow. Too full of sadness. Too full of grief.

"Doc!" she screamed when the onyx reached her chest. "Stop this!"

She was too scared now to aim the bolts. They just raced around the throne room like frightened bunnies, always just missing him.

He knew now what had been in the flask. It wasn't iron. Iron couldn't hold the fae. But onyx could. Everyone had a weakness, even the gods. 

He nearly looked away when the glistening rock closed over her screaming face, but he forced himself to watch, and he burned the image of her frightened eyes into his soul.

There was no joy in his victory, only sadness.

He had done what needed to be done.

With a sigh of weariness, he settled himself on his throne. There was really no time to grieve, but he needed just a moment.

She wasn't dead, just contained, and she was so well contained that he couldn't even feel her. For all intents and purposes, he had put her back in the well.

He had freed himself, but only by imprisoning her.

He should have been ecstatic, but he wasn't. He knew it wasn't permanent. He knew he couldn't leave her like this. And since he couldn't leave her like this, and she had become too powerful for him to contain, there was still only one path. Badri had warned him after all. Hadn't he said that when Doc knew what was in the flask, he had gone too far? 

He wanted to stay here and sulk, but that would hardly help anyone, so he stood and walked over to the misshapen statue of onyx rising from his throne room floor and placed his hand on it. It was slightly warm.

"You're still not alone," he whispered.

Even if it took him a thousand years to reshape her mind, he would free her. Someday, somehow. He had promised; and Doc Holliday always honored his promises.

He forced himself to wake up, and once he had, he immediately rolled to his feet and headed for the staircase. He had just reached it when his phone beeped.

"Shit," he hissed.

He pulled it free and read the text from Ollie, "We're here."

So much for killing the patron on his own. It looked as if they were doing this the hard way.

He shoved his phone back into his pocket and jogged down the staircase and across the tarmac towards the plane that was slowly coming to a halt.

He settled himself at the bottom of the stairs and waited for them to exit. He was furious with Veda for everything, but most of all, he was furious that she had interfered and that he had lost out on his chance to finish this before Tessa or anyone else could get hurt by the patron. Hurt more, he added irritably.

Ollie suddenly appeared in the plane's doorway, and a look of relief crossed her face when she saw him. He tried to smile, but he wasn't certain it translated. Especially since he had just realized that in addition to Curtis and Jury, Ollie had brought along Gisele and Julian. This fight was for fighters. He didn't even want Tessa here, let alone Julian and Gisele.

His gaze moved to Tessa and he studied her warily. Veda was shut away, but the echo of the fae was still pulsing through him. He could still feel more than usual; he could still see the threads of elements holding everything together. And he could see, quite plainly, that Tessa was not Tessa.

"That's not Tessa," Doc said.

"What?!" Jury snapped as he turned to look at her. "Shit!" he immediately hissed.

Just then Tessa's form shrank and shifted, revealing Badri.

"Badri!" Gisele gasped. "What have you done?"

"She asked me to take her place," Badri said, tone apologetic, but firm.

"Why?" Ollie demanded.

"She did not say," Badri replied.

"Jury," Doc said, unspoken order in the word.

"I'm looking!" Jury retorted.

Doc tried to figure out Tessa's plan while he waited for Jury to find her. She obviously had a plan. In fact, he could see from the look on Curtis's face that Curtis had just realized what it was, and he didn't like it.

"She's still in Denver," Jury finally said, a note of relief in his tone. "Somewhere in the… Shit," he whispered, face turning white.

"What?" Doc demanded.

"She just moved," Jury stated.

"Where?"

"Here," Jury replied, voice barely audible. "She's here." His lips suddenly thinned, and his entire expression went blank. "With the patron," he stated.

"Goddamn it," Doc hissed under his breath.

Once again, he had failed to protect her, but he could zap there right now and rip her from the patron's arms. All he had to do was release Veda and take control.

"Doc," Jury hissed.

"What?"

"I don't know what you're thinking, but no," Jury said in precise Greek. "You promised me."

"He's torturing her as we speak," Doc ground out. "I could get there in a second and end everything."

"Tessa will still die," Jury spat.

"I have to try!"

"You promised me!" Jury exclaimed. "You swore! And I swear to you, Doc, that if you do this, if you leave me to suffer this alone, I will resurrect Phillip from the dead and take over the entire goddamn world just to spite you."

"You have to release me," Doc said.

"No."

"Are you really going to be that selfish?" Doc spat.

"Yes."

Jury's face was more pained than Doc had ever seen it, and there were actually tears in his eyes when he said, "You cannot save her, Doc. You can't."

"He's right," Curtis suddenly said.

Doc glanced over at Curtis, slightly surprised to hear him speaking flawless Greek as well.

"Tessa knows she's going to die," Curtis said. "She's planning on it."

"What?" Doc demanded.

"She wants us to kill the patron, and if she's dead, there will be nothing standing in our way. If you try to save her, and the patron escapes, she would… Everything she's done, everything she's been through, would be for nothing. We have to… let her go," Curtis said, voice breaking. "I promised her I would kill him, and if that means I have to pin you under a bus to keep you out of the way, I'll do it."

Doc glanced between Curtis and Jury. They were both telling him the same thing. That he had to let Tessa die. He wasn't sure if he could do that though. He wasn't sure if he could turn his back on her. He knew she couldn't be saved; he had seen inside her; he had seen the death that was already taking over her, eating her from the inside out; but shouldn't he at least try?

"She would hate you," Curtis said softly. "Please, let's just do as she asked."

"Are you coming?" Ollie yelled. "We have to hurry!"

With a sharp nod, Doc followed Curtis and Jury into the SUV that Ollie was currently revving the engine of.

It went against everything he believed in. It went against his very nature, but he was going to do as Jury and Curtis asked. He was going to let Tessa die. And then he was going to rip the patron limb from limb and toss his corpse to the Worms.

The drive out to the mansion barely registered to Doc. This was Andrew all over again, and he hated it. Curtis couldn't know that the patron would escape if Doc interfered, but Doc didn't know that he wouldn't. He could just as easily escape before they got there, and then what was the point? But every time he geared himself up to just zap there and save her, he caught Jury staring at him, eyes so filled with angst that Doc could barely stand it.

Jury was being just as selfish as Veda, but his reasoning was entirely different. There was something fragile in Jury, so breakable that it could hardly withstand the merest shudder, and that was why Jury was so diligent not to develop any relationships with mortals.

Doc could still see the absolute fury and devastation in Jury's eyes after Mrs. Fiore and Benito had been murdered. He could still see the line of bodies that Jury had left in his wake. It had been the first time Jury had truly embraced killing, and he had killed with such passion and such fury that it had awed Doc to see it.

Jury had only known the Fiores for a week. By contrast, he had known Tessa for over a month, and their relationship went well beneath the surface. Jury truly and deeply cared for Tessa. And he was going to be absolutely destroyed when she died.

How could Doc add to that? He had given Jury his word. He had promised not to destroy himself in a futile effort to save a woman who was already dead. And as much as it hurt him, as much as it twisted his insides, he would honor his promise. For Jury, for Curtis, and for Tessa.

He had only just made his decision when Ollie parked alongside his car outside of the patron's property.

Jury cast him an irritated look, but he didn't say anything as they all exited the van and headed towards the high stone wall that marked the boundary.

Doc could feel Veda struggling against her confines, but he knew without a doubt that the onyx would hold her.

Nonetheless, noticing her was a distraction, and he needed to focus, so he shifted his mental wall to shield himself from her more fully.

He only vaguely noticed when Ollie conked Julian over the head and ordered Gisele to watch him. He would have done the same if he had thought of it; he just hadn't thought of it.

"What is going on?" Jury hissed as they dashed through the sparse wood grove between them and the mansion.

"Nothing," Doc replied.

But it was Jury, not him, who killed the patrolling guard.

"Whatever it is, snap out of it!" Jury ordered. "If you're going to be here, be here!"

Jury exploded another guard's head, and they continued to run.

"The house is one huge inferno trap," Doc said in Greek.

"I knew it!" Jury growled. "How did you find him?"

"The dreaming," Doc replied. "It won't be easy to get in, but I might be able to—"

"Absolutely not!" Jury interrupted. "You're here as a human, and if you even think about doing anything even remotely fae-like, I'll tell Curtis to drop a tree on you."

Jury killed three more guards in quick succession before saying, "You're really not on your game today. I've already killed five."

"I'll catch up," Doc stated. "I always do."

"Except that one time," Jury shot back.

"Except that one time," Doc agreed.

They had just reached the edge of the garden, and Ollie surged forward towards the front door, but Doc quickly stopped her by grabbing her shoulder.

"You can't do her any good if you're dead," he said gently. "Let Jury look around first."

Ollie nodded stiffly, but he could tell she wasn't in the mood to listen to reason.

After a few seconds, Jury said, "The entire place is lined with combustion traps. It would take me a year to untie everything. The only weak point is the back door, although when I say weak, I don't really mean it."

"What are you saying?" Doc asked.

"I'm saying it's going take a minute."

"Tessa doesn't have a minute!" Ollie snapped.

"Even the attic windows are blocked," Jury said with frustration. "And that's just the outside. I managed to wiggle Winks in through a crack, and the entire house is full of cryptids. He's got a goddamn army camped out in there."

Ollie turned to Curtis and said, "Can't you just break down the door?"

Curtis's eyes shifted to Jury, and Jury shook his head.

"No," Curtis rumbled.

"Why the fuck not?!" Ollie hissed.

"The entire house is reinforced with magic," Jury said. "It would be like trying to break through a mountain."

"Where's Tessa?" Ollie demanded.

"In the middle," Jury replied, face tense. "In part of the house Winks can't access."

Ollie began to pace, and Doc watched her carefully, just in case she did something stupid.

"He's obviously not planning on killing her," Doc pointed out.

He made such a ridiculous statement for Ollie's sake. To calm her. He didn't believe the patron had any intention of killing Tessa, but he also realized that the patron wasn't intuitive enough to realize that he was killing her anyway.

"So we have a minute to figure this out," Doc added.

"You don't understand," Jury said flatly. "We really don't."

Doc cast him an irritated look. If the point was to let Tessa die, they really did have a minute.

"How long do you think she'll last?" Ollie asked.

Jury shrugged rather helplessly, and Ollie glanced at her watch. They were both spiraling. It was time for Doc to take charge.

"Let's just use the backdoor," he said firmly as he turned and headed that way.

It only took them a few seconds to get into place, and as soon as they were, Jury said, "There's a chance the patron will know as soon as I start messing with things."

"Then you had better work quickly," Doc replied.

"I can't work the spells and help you fight," Jury said, tone flat.

"Do you want me to help you with the spells?" Doc asked in Greek.

"Are you out of your goddamn mind?" Jury retorted. "No! You may not care about saving you, but I do. You're worth more than any one of us. You are more valuable and more useful, and I will not let you throw yourself away. If you even think about doing something fae-like, I'll knock you out myself." 

"Fine," Doc said. "We'll protect you."

Jury nodded stiffly, and his face hardened with concentration. Doc could see his magic feathering out towards the house and working the spells as intricately as a watchmaker might repair a watch.

It was rather fascinating. He had never been able to see Jury's magic quite like this; and now that he could, he saw just how skilled Jury was. He was working with a precision and grace that Doc would never have been able to duplicate.

He was so focused watching Jury work that he almost didn't register the faint pop. He had just realized what the pops meant when Ollie yelled, "Imps!"

Doc shifted his gaze to the landscape around them, eyebrow lifting in surprise when he saw an imp materialize right beside Ollie.

"Don't worry; we got this," the imp said carelessly.

Imps were raining from the sky now, and Doc drew a knife and moved to shield Jury, not entirely sure yet what was going on.

Several imps popped up right in front of him, and as a group they yelled, "For Ollie!" Then they disappeared and reappeared in the sky above.

Imps collided all around them, smashing into each other with loud squeals and yelps.

The only time an imp came anywhere near Doc, another imp streaked out of nowhere, tackled the first imp, and then they both disappeared.

It was a peculiar battle, and it only raged on for a few minutes before the lawn was filled with an empty silence. There was no evidence that a battle had just been waged, and that made it all the more strange.

A short pop broke the eerie quiet, and Doc turned to see the female imp from earlier grin up at Ollie and say, "This area is officially imp free. You're welcome."

She quickly disappeared, and Doc smiled slightly.

"Remind me to buy them another whiskey distillery," he drawled.

Ollie cast him an irritated glare, but before she could snap at him, Jury hissed sharply and said, "The army's coming out the back. Get ready."  

"Protect Jury!" Doc ordered.

Doc still had his knife in hand, so when the backdoor of the house flung open and a whole line of people rushed through it, he had already thrown five knives and killed three people before his knives started to bounce back towards him.

"Witches!" Ollie suddenly yelled. "No guns!" 

At her yell, Curtis surged forward, leaving a line of blood and body parts behind him. Ollie raced after him, using him as a shield so she could attack with precision.

"What part of protect Jury did you not understand?" Doc grumbled under his breath as he shifted his stance and threw another knife. This knife ripped through the witch's barrier with ease before tearing through a wolf shifter's head.

The wolf shifter dropped just a few inches from Ollie's back, and Doc threw another knife and killed the man who had been aiming a gun at Jury's head.

Doc continued to throw knife after knife, picking his targets carefully in an effort to protect both Jury and Ollie. Heat overtook him at random intervals when he killed a human, but even if there was no heat swirling into his tattoo, he could see the souls being swept inside of him.

He could also see the threads of compulsion pushing the army forward, and he knew he was probably taking souls that shouldn't be taken. There was no way to sort them right now though. He would just have to kill them all and sort them out later.

Ollie screamed in frustration and suddenly leapt forward, hurdling over bodies as she rushed towards someone near the house. Doc threw several knives in quick succession, killing all five of the cryptids who tried to engage with Ollie as she passed them.

By the time Ollie tackled her target, everyone else was dead. Or at least lying on the ground and doing an excellent impression of being dead.

Doc scanned the area, making sure there were no threats to Jury's safety, and then he moved forward to check the bodies. Curtis joined him, although his method was much faster than Doc's because he simply stepped on every head he passed. 

Ollie was standing by the time Doc reached her, and without a word, Doc braced his hand on her chest and yanked out the knife that was protruding from her shoulder.

"Thanks," Ollie muttered around a gasp of pain. "How's Jury doing?" she added.

"He says he won't be fast enough," Doc stated.

Jury hadn't said any such thing, but Doc knew he wouldn't be. He could see the spells on the door, and there were still a lot of them left. He could also see that these weren't the type of spells that one could simply ignore. He didn't know exactly what they were designed to do, but he knew it was bad. 

"I have to reach her," Ollie said desperately.

"I have an idea," Doc said. "But it's not a very good one."

"I'll do it."

"Jury sent Winks up the chimney, and he said it's clear."

Another lie, but he could excuse it. He knew the chimney was clear, and that was all that mattered.

"Which one?" Ollie demanded.

"That one," Doc said pointing towards a brick chimney jutting up from the back of the house. "I would do it, but I'm pretty sure I won't fit. I'm not even sure if you'll fit. And if you do make it, you'll be all on your own. Jury said there are both fire traps and guards inside the house."

He wasn't sure why he was helping her infiltrate the house, but he knew Ollie, and he knew there was a part of her that would never forgive herself if she didn't get inside. She needed this. He could feel her need, and he believed that she was capable of handling whatever she might face. 

Maybe she wouldn't get there in time, maybe she would. Either way, there would be someone at Tessa's side when she fell.

"There's one other thing," Doc said.

"What?"

"The traps on the roof are… very intense."

"Meaning?"

"You can't touch the roof. At all."

"I'll do it," Ollie stated. "Curtis can throw me."

"I can throw you where?" Curtis demanded.

"Up at the chimney," Ollie said, pointing. "Not the roof, just the chimney."

"What happens if you hit the roof?" Curtis asked.

"You would probably rather not know," Doc interjected.

"You do realize that it's three-stories?" Curtis said softly, troll face betraying nothing.

"So?" Ollie retorted.

"If I miss…"

"You won't," Ollie insisted. "Please."

Doc wasn't prepared for the wave of sorrow that pulsed out from Curtis as he wrapped his huge troll hand around Ollie and picked her up.

Doc suddenly wished that he had asked Ahanu to look into the future and tell him exactly what he needed to do to save everyone. It seemed that no matter what he did, someone was going to suffer for it, and that was a burden he didn't want to bear.

He had just opened his mouth to tell Ollie not to do it when Curtis slung back his arm and hurled Ollie at the chimney.

Doc knew instantly that she was going to miss it, and so did Curtis. She was going to clear the roof, but she would miss the chimney, and she would tumble down the other side.

With a quick motion of his hand, Doc gathered some air currents and thrust them Ollie's way, sighing in relief when Ollie slammed into the chimney and managed to grab a hold of it.

No one had said anything about him not using his power to save Ollie.

It had only been a little spell, but the moment he had done it, he had felt the onyx surrounding Veda crack. It wasn't a big crack, just enough to let out a bit of her fury, and Doc knew that if he kept touching the power, it would crack even more.

Curtis started pacing the moment Ollie disappeared inside the chimney, and Doc could feel the waves of despair coming off of him. Curtis was trying to be patient, trying to wait until the house was safe to enter, trying to preserve himself so that he could carry out Tessa's task, but it was killing him to do it, killing him to know that two women he loved were inside, fighting their battles without him.

"Ollie will be fine," Doc assured him.

And he truly believed that she would be. She had been a little sloppy out here on the lawn, but he trusted that her instincts would protect her once she was inside the house.

He glanced back at Jury, frowning when he saw that Jury had opened one of his little grey holes and had his hand inside of it so that he could draw energy from the lake on the other side.

"What's the problem?" Doc asked.

He had never seen Jury have to work so hard to untie a spell.

"He doesn't do anything right," Jury hissed. "Everything is backwards and upside down. He doesn't follow any of the goddamn rules."

Only an elite witch would expect another witch to make things easy on them, Doc thought as he studied the door.

He could see that the door and everything surrounding it was covered with a mass of sticky grey magic, but he didn't know what was different about it. To him it seemed simple, and he flicked loose one end of it.

"Goddamn it, Doc!" Jury spat. "I don't need your help."

"I'm not just going to keep standing out here," Doc ground out. "We don't have all the exits covered, and there aren't enough of us to cover all of them anyway. He could slip out at any time, and we wouldn't even know."

"That's not true," Jury replied, sweat beading on his forehead and upper lip. "I'm watching. He hasn't left."

Doc followed the trails of Jury's magic and saw that Jury had built a canopy over the house.

"For fuck's sake!" Jury suddenly exclaimed. "Who uses blood magic on a goddamn door?!"

Doc was beginning to suspect that they hadn't given the patron enough credit.

Doc had been shielding himself from both Veda and the oppressive atmosphere of the patron's realm this entire time. Both had still been there, just on the edge of his thinking, but not so imposing that he couldn't easily ignore them.

His shields completely failed though when a burst of pain and agony suddenly tidal waved through him, causing him to gasp. The pain was followed by a rush of pleasure and satisfaction. And between them both was absolute terror.

The feelings pounded into him, slipping right through his blocks because of their absolute intensity, and he immediately knew them for what they were. It was Tessa's pain and agony, the patron's pleasure, and Aaren's fear.

Enough was enough. He was going inside.

He studied the door, looking for the spell that was holding everything together, but there wasn't just one, there were hundreds. It was no wonder Jury was struggling.

Doc slipped a knot loose and watched as the spell unraveled before slipping another.

"I can do this," Jury grunted.

"And I can help," Doc retorted.

There were only a few cracks in Veda's prison. Not enough that she could break free yet.

Jury didn't argue anymore, and together they carefully deconstructed the magic that was making the door a certain death trap.

A movement behind them caught Doc's notice, and he glanced back to see Gisele and Julian running towards them.

"Where's Ollie?" Julian demanded.

"She's inside," Doc said, sparing Julian a half-grin.

"Ollie's inside?" Gisele whispered. "How?"

"She went down the chimney," Doc said proudly.

"But she's inside, on her own?" Gisele pressed.

"It's Ollie," Doc said. "She'll be fine."

Just then a scream of total anguish tore through the air; and the pain behind it tore through Doc with enough force to make him flinch. Even Veda felt it, through all the widening cracks in her prison.

"Tessa!" Julian gasped.

He suddenly pushed past Jury, but Doc grabbed a hold of his shoulders and held him back.

"Let me go!" Julian demanded.

"Not yet," Doc managed to ground out.

Tessa was already dead; he had felt her die, and she would hardly thank him if he allowed Julian to die with her.

"Now!" Jury snapped.

At his command, Curtis plowed forward and crashed through the thick wooden door. As soon as the door was down, Julian ripped free of Doc's hold and disappeared into the house.

Doc followed after him, but he didn't hurry. There was no need to hurry. Tessa had finished her task. She had killed the patron. He had felt that too. He had felt first the patron's fury and second his terror. He had not died easily, and Doc was glad for it.

He didn't know what to do now though. Tessa had succeeded, but she had left them all behind her, and they were breaking. He could feel Ollie breaking. Every sob that tore from her mouth was killing her, and it ripped at his being.

He knew the second that Julian stepped into the room with Ollie because a wave of absolute and total despair tore through him with so much force that he actually stumbled.

Jury grabbed his arm and yanked him forward, but Jury knew too. He knew Tessa was dead.

By the time they reached Ollie, Doc was drowning in it all. There was nothing but their grief. And it was raging through him with such force and such power that he could barely breathe.

He couldn't handle it; he couldn't stay here. He had to get away from them. He needed air; he felt himself gasping for breath, and it raised a terror in him that he hadn't felt in over a hundred years.

He stumbled blindly forward, trying to remember where the door was, but then he stopped and tried to calm his heart. The emotions he was feeling weren't his own. The pain was not his own. All he had to do was block it.

Taking shallow breaths he tried to build back up his walls, but then he paused. Someone in this room wasn't grieving or frightened or anything really. They just were.

He forced his eyes to open and quickly scanned the space. They were all mourning. Every single one of them. The only other person in the room was Aaren, and he was so frightened that he was trying to become one with the wall behind him.

But there was someone else here. He could feel them.

His eyes dropped to Tessa's body. It was utterly and completely destroyed. Her eyes were gone; her heart was mush; her brain was soup inside of her head. She was most certainly dead.

Only…

He allowed another crack to infiltrate the surface of Veda's prison so that he could see more fully, and what he saw made him grin slightly.

Tessa Graves. She was always fighting. Even in death she refused to let go because she didn't want to die. She wanted to live, and where there was a will there was a way.

In his mind, Doc brought down a hammer on Veda's prison. He could feel the onyx cracking, and then it began to slowly crumble.

He only had a moment now. He had to grasp the power before Veda was completely free.

"Tessa's not dead," he said.

"What do you mean?" Jury demanded.

"I can see it," Doc pressed. "Her body's still alive. Or her soul is clinging onto it. I don't know. Maybe Aylen really could—"

"I'll send a bird," Jury insisted.

"It won't be quick enough," Doc replied. "It's a long shot, but what do we have to lose?"

Jury cast a panicked look between Tessa and Doc before snapping, "Quite a lot actually."

Jury was right. Doc was going to lose everything, but it was of little importance. Tessa wanted to live.

He smiled and said, "It's worth it."

He stepped forward and removed Tessa's broken body from Ollie's arms, and at the exact same moment, he grasped the power and imagined Pecos's ranch.


Chapter 15
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Doc felt the floor shift beneath his feet; he felt a rush of hot air; and he felt relief to be free of all the emotions ricocheting around the patron's house.

But then Veda started screaming.

He was clutching the power with one hand, but he hadn't fully embraced it yet because Veda hadn't been entirely free. He was still just outside of it, just on the edge.

He was blind to everything else. The only two things he was truly aware of were the power and Veda. One was beckoning him closer. The other was screaming for him to stop.  

Doc was trying to regain his internal balance when an anxious voice calling his name cut into his awareness.

"Keep her alive," he ordered as he blindly held out Tessa's body.

"Doc—"

"Keep her alive!" he repeated, tone hard and full of demand.

The compulsion in Tessa's mind was gone, broken along with the rest of her. All that remained was to put everything back together. Aylen could do that; he was certain of it. And if she lacked the power, he would give her his.

Something yanked at his consciousness, and he allowed it to take hold. He felt his body fall; he felt his soul drift; and then he was facing Veda.

They weren't in the throne room this time. No, they were at the very edge of the world, and Doc was standing on the highest cliff he had ever seen in his entire life. It was so tall that when he looked down, he couldn't see where it ended.

The wind was buffeting him, tearing at his face and clothes. The sky was pitch black, lit only by the near constant flashes of purple lightning.

"Stop fighting me!" Veda screamed. "I am the fae! You are simply the vessel! Know your place!"

"I think you must have mistaken me for someone else," Doc drawled.

Her face was pure fury, and she said very calmly, "Step away from the edge."

"I'm sorry, Veda," he replied softly. "You're simply not worthy."

And then he leapt, fully embracing the power as he did.

Wind and water, foam and ice rushed up past him, stripping his clothes from his body.

He wasn't scared though. He was invigorated. Already he could feel the power flowing through him, filling him, melding to his soul. It had wanted him, yearned for him, and he had finally accepted it.

Veda was the fae. She was the essence of the fae. In theory, she was the power, but then she had separated herself by becoming Veda. She was still the fae, but now he was the final fae, not her. She was merely the source, and he was the well.

She could not leave him; she could not control him; she could not force him to her will. He had contained her so completely that she would never break free. No onyx needed.

Heat a thousand times more potent than the life force of a shaman filled him. He was no longer Doc. He was no longer the only mortal immortal. He was fae. Not just fae, he was The Fae. He contained the source of all their power. He could control them if he wanted to, force them to his will, manipulate their very minds. But he wouldn't.

He had chosen to be a god for two reasons. To save Tessa and to stop Veda.

He was still plummeting through the air, and he sent out a thought to stop himself. The ground rose swiftly to greet him, giving beneath his weight like a soft bed of moss.

The perfection of the moment was only ruined by one thing. Veda's screeching. 

"Enough," Doc said.

His voice was like thunder. At first it rumbled, and then it clapped, and Veda immediately fell silent.

Doc opened his eyes.

Pecos was staring down at him, and the moment Doc's eyes fully opened, Pecos took one step back, eyebrows furrowing with bewilderment.

"Tessa?" Doc asked.

"In the house with Aylen," Pecos replied.

Doc stood, although he couldn't say if he stood so much as merely moved into a standing position. It didn't matter how he got there; the point was that he had gotten there.

He found it difficult to run. It was almost as if his body wasn't quite right anymore; it wasn't quite fit for a fae. In spite of his awkwardness, Doc quickly reached the house and found the room Aylen and Tessa were in.

"What have you done?" Aylen demanded as soon as she saw him. "She is dead! Why is she not dead?"

"She wants to live," Doc insisted. "She's hanging on. The compulsion is gone. You can fix her now."

"Fix her!" Aylen exclaimed. "Her mind is melted, Doc! Her soul is just hanging on by a thread! You have to let her go!"

"No," Doc said as he reached out and grabbed the thread that Tessa was hanging on by.

He sent power into it. His own power, the power of the ranch, of the earth, of the mother, he sent them all until the thread was no longer a thread but a rope.

He felt his lips move into a grin, but Aylen was not amused.

"I will not do this," she said. "The dead should stay dead."

He knew she was speaking from experience, but this was different. He wasn't Meli, and Tessa wasn't really dead, not yet.

"Please, Aylen."

"No! Let her go!"

He refused, but he could see from the set of Aylen's face that she would not be moved.

"She doesn't want to die," he said once more. "And they don't want her to die."

With those words, he opened a window to that horrible oppressive house and its awful grieving so that Aylen could see them, could see who she was denying.

Ollie was screaming in rage and grief, and Gisele looked as if she couldn't form a single word. Their hearts were broken. Their souls were broken.

"Look at Julian," Doc urged, shifting the window so that only Julian was shown.

"If she dies, it will destroy him," Doc whispered. "The love he has for her is so pure, so selfless."

He let Aylen feel Julian's love, Julian's despair, Julian's broken heartedness.

"He is suffering," Doc said firmly "Are you not a healer? Is it not your office, your calling, to heal? Heal them!"

"You ask too much!" she spat.

"All I'm asking is that you heal her," he pressed. "Not bring her back from the dead."

She tried to murder him with her eyes, but when that failed, she sighed and said, "On one condition."

"Name it."

"Tessa has to come back on her own. She has to make the decision to fully return to life, to pain, to this. And then I will try, but I can promise you nothing."

"Agreed," Doc said. He glanced down at Tessa's bloody body, then back up at Aylen. "What now?" he asked.

"I do not know," she said with exasperation. "I have never done this before."

"You can turn a man into a plant; this can't be that much harder."

The look she sent his way was full of pique, but instead of yelling at him, she put her hand on Tessa's head and said, "Do you want to live?"

Tessa's soul didn't seem to notice Aylen's question, so Doc gave her rope line a little tug.

Tessa noticed that, and she didn't like it. She turned away, but didn't pull, didn't make any effort to fully leave.

"I am sorry it hurts," Aylen whispered.

Doc could see the power flowing from her hands into Tessa's body, but nothing was changing. Tessa still looked as if she had just been exploded from the inside out.

"You must not fight me," Aylen said softly. "Come to me now. Come to me."

Nothing changed. Tessa didn't leave. Tessa didn't come closer. She just hung there like a wisp of fog.

"Keep trying," Doc insisted.

"I am not convinced she wants to live," Aylen replied.

"She does," Doc said. "She's just sick of being in pain."

"I cannot help the pain," Aylen said, tone thick with emotion. "If she returns, it will hurt."

"We have to give her a reason to go through it," Doc decided. He grinned as inspiration suddenly struck and said, "Tell her that Ollie hit Julian over the head."

Aylen raised one slender eyebrow.

"Trust me," Doc said.

"I do not," she muttered under her breath before leaning closer to Tessa's ruined ears and saying gently, "Ollie hit Julian over the head."

For a moment, nothing changed. But then Tessa's soul wiggled, it moved, and it snapped back down into her body with such force that it surprised Doc.

Her body suddenly sat upright, and she exclaimed, "Ollie did what?!"

The words were garbled, and the moment they had been spoken, Tessa gasped; and such severe pain rolled out from her that Doc doubled over before he could block it.

He immediately shifted his barriers so that he could only just barely feel her, and then he moved to hold Tessa while she tossed from side to side and moaned horribly.

He knew she wanted to escape it, but she had made her choice. She was living now. And he would keep her that way.

"Shhh," Aylen whispered as more and more power flowed from her into Tessa. "Be still."

Aylen was glowing so brightly that Doc felt as if he was standing right in front of the sun, and he stared at her in awe. How could he have ever thought that her sister Meli surpassed her? It was clear to him now that Aylen held more power in the palm of her hand than he had ever conceived of.  

Tessa suddenly screamed, and he turned his attention back to her, trying to soothe her with his presence. He could see what was wrong; he knew everything that was broken inside of her; but there was nothing he could do to fix it, and even though Aylen's power was pulsing into Tessa, nothing was changing in its wake. 

"I cannot do it," Aylen exclaimed. "Her mind needs healing before I can heal her body. She believes she is dead. She believes that her body is lost to her. Her body will only follow if her mind is whole."

"Fix her mind first then," Doc ordered.

"I cannot," she said, tone full of frustration. "It is a mind. It is not the same as a bone or skin. It is… It is…"

She trailed off with a helpless shrug; but Doc refused to lose Tessa so he turned his attention to Tessa's mind, trying to see for himself. The moment he looked at it, he knew why Aylen couldn't fix it.

She knew how a bone worked, but she had no idea what Tessa's mind looked like. She didn't understand the pathways or the peculiarities. She didn't understand the nature of it.

Tessa was writhing in pain, and he whispered, "Just hold on. I've got you."

He lowered Tessa slowly to the bed and moved to stand by Aylen.

"Trust me," he said as he wrapped one arm around Aylen's waist. "Keep touching her," he added.

And then he thought of Tessa. Young, brilliant Tessa. The Tessa who was scared of horses, but inquisitive about everything else. Tessa before the patron had touched her.

He didn't want to go there, so he kept his feet firmly attached to the ranch house floor. He just wanted a window. A window to a unique and beautiful soul.

He heard Tessa laughing just before the window cleared, revealing a young girl with brown pigtails and a wide smile. She was running away from Ollie, but she was giggling too hard to run very fast.

"There she is," Doc said. "And that is her mind."

"I see," Aylen whispered. A moment later she said, "But I still… I am not powerful enough."

"You are," Doc said.

He contained the source of the fae, and he would give it to her. He closed his eyes and focused on the power inside of him, the living, breathing power. Then he tightened his grasp on Aylen, and he gave it all to her.

It didn't resist him, not even for a second. It was happy to do his bidding, happy to follow his every command. It was his.

He felt it pouring through him into Aylen, and he felt the air shift around them, shift to make room for the rush of absolute potential that was suddenly flowing into it.

And as the power flowed through him, Doc could suddenly see everything. He could see the blinding white form of Aylen beside him; he could see the slowly healing body of Tessa on the bed in front of him; he could see a mare giving birth out in the corral; he could see a dark-haired girl push Doyle into a pile of hay; he could see the edge of the ranch and the towns past the ranch. He could see everything, all at once, and he knew everything that the fae had ever known.

And they knew. He saw them turning their gazes his way, saw their disinterested eyes spark with interest, saw their mouths form expressions of surprise. They were no longer bored. They were no longer uninterested. They were no longer emotionless. 

He had woken the fae.

"It is done," Aylen suddenly said.

Her words broke the spell surrounding Doc, and his vision faded until all he could see was Tessa on the bed in front of him. Her clothes were still bloody and stained, but he could see her heart was pumping again, that her mind was whirling, and that her eyes were shifting beneath her eyelids.

"Thank you," Doc whispered, still holding Aylen tightly against him.

"For her sake," Aylen replied, "I truly hope you are right."

Doc had no concerns whatsoever. He had once stood where Tessa had been standing, just at the edge of death, and he had fought it just as much. He had recognized the fight in her, the unwillingness to let go. He had known that she wasn't done. Not yet. Tessa Graves wanted to live.

He released Aylen and knelt beside Tessa.

"Tessa," he said softly.

She showed no signs of hearing him, but he knew that she had. He was fae now. It was impossible to lie to him.

"Tessa," he said again, a little louder this time.

She still ignored him.

"Tessa!" he snapped. "Would you please wake up?!"

This time she wrinkled her nose and cracked open one eye.

"Shit," she muttered. "I'm not dead, am I?"

"Shit?" Doc repeated, almost laughing with relief. "Are you disappointed?"

He knew she wasn't. She wasn't disappointed; she was just scared, scared that there would be pain.

"I hate the patron," she said carefully.

He felt her cautious relief when no pain followed her words, and he knew she was testing to see if the compulsion that had been controlling her and causing her so much pain was still there.

"I hate Virgil," she said vehemently.

Again there was no pain, and hope burst out from her.  

"Oh, my god," she whispered. "Am I… Did you…"

"No," Doc said with a wide grin. "It was Aylen. She didn't think she could do it, but here you are."

"Yeah," Tessa said, struggling to sit upright. "Here I am."

She was full of disbelief and probably a little bit of shock, but she still managed to seek out Aylen and say, "Thank you. I can't… I mean… Thank you."

Aylen nodded and said, "You are very welcome."

Doc turned around and winked at Aylen before mouthing, "I told you so."

She raised a slender eyebrow, and part of him wondered if she was contemplating turning him into a plant. 

"The others?" Tessa suddenly asked.

"All fine," Doc assured her. "Although we should probably get back to them before… Well before."

He didn't have the clearest grasp on things, but he was certain quite a bit of time had passed. Tessa's family had been suffering, grieving, and weeping all this time, but he could fix that.

With just a slight pinch, he could take Tessa back to a moment not very long after they had left. After all, what was the point of being a god if you couldn't soothe the pains and aches of those you loved? 

"Doc," Tessa whispered, tone worried, "your eyes are violet."

"Are they?" he asked carelessly. "Imagine that." He smiled at her and said, "You're worth it."

He had no regrets.

Doc picked up Tessa, tucked her tightly against his chest, and thought of the patron's house. And then, just as things began to shift, he reached out his hand and pinched time together just a bit.

When everything settled into place, Doc stepped out into the moment just after he had left. Emotions immediately hammered into him, and he took a mental step back with an ease that frightened him.

"Ollie!" Tessa gasped as she struggled from Doc's arms and dashed across the room. She flung her arms around Ollie and cried out, "It's alright, Ollie! I'm here, look, I'm here! Please, please stop crying!"

Doc smiled slightly. He had done it. He had saved Tessa. And he hadn't even broken his promise to do it.

"I see you found a loophole," Jury snarled from beside him.

"She's not dead," Doc pointed out. "And technically, I'm still here."

"For how long?" Jury demanded.

Doc couldn't answer that. He didn't remember how long it had taken to lose himself last time. Maybe it had taken ten years or fifteen. Maybe even thirty.

But even then, even when he had lost himself so completely that he hadn't even remembered his name, Jervis and Jury had pulled him back. They had anchored him. They were his name.

"I'm right here," Doc promised. "And you'll keep me here."

The emotions pouring off of Jury were so discordant that Doc found it difficult to focus on them enough to know what Jury was really feeling. More than anything though, Jury was afraid.

Doc didn't know what else to say and didn't know how to ease Jury's fear. He couldn't make any promises because he didn't know if he would be able to keep them. Doc Holliday always kept his promises, but Doc Holliday was dead.

He had a new name now. A better name.

Finis.

He shook his head, trying to clear it. There was so much power and so many memories inside of him that it was flooding him, and his mind simply couldn't hold it all.

This time was different. This time it wasn't on loan. He hadn't simply borrowed Mattasavi's power; he had drunk the entire well.

"Doc?" Jury said worriedly.

"I have to go," Doc said.

He didn't know where, just someplace quiet where he could sort out his thoughts and deal with Veda. She was still inside of him, and she was crying, but he felt no sympathy for her anymore.

"Doc!" Jury snapped.

"Sorry," Doc said with a shake of his head. "See that boy over there?" he asked, pointing towards Aaren. "His name is Aaren; if Tessa doesn't keep him, take him to Jervis. I promised him I would come back; tell him I did," Doc said softly.

He could have told the boy himself, but now that the moment was over, he couldn't stand to be here any longer. Not around their happiness or Aaren's fear. Not around Jury's worry. He just needed a moment.

He closed his eyes and thought of the quietest place in the world. When he opened them again, he was standing in the middle of a desert.

"Good enough," he muttered as he walked slowly across the sand towards the shadow of a large dune.

It was midafternoon and hot as anything he had ever felt besides the power inside of him; but it was quiet, and right now that was exactly what he needed.


Chapter 16

[image: ]

Maybe hours passed, maybe only minutes. It was impossible to say. The sun moved, but Doc didn't feel it, didn't notice it, didn't care. He was too busy sorting through his mind and trying desperately to compartmentalize.

A human's mind wasn't meant to hold a millennia's worth of memories from an entire species. Veda had been holding them, but now they were his. They belonged to him.

The power and the memories both were changing him. They were changing his mind, making it capable; they were changing his body, adapting it to fae movements. With every second that passed, he was becoming less human and more fae.

And with every second that passed, another one of John Henry Holliday's memories got pushed to the side and replaced with memories of ultimate power.

He wasn't going to let it win though. He refused to lose himself. And so he sat, sun glaring down on what had once been a human but was no longer, and he sorted.

Memories rushed past him, but he ignored the ones that weren't his, he could still tell the difference, and grabbed onto the ones that were.

He hoarded them to himself, like a dragon hoards treasure, and only when he realized that he couldn't function this way, did he sit down, in his mind, and try to think logically.

The fae were the apex. In essence, they were bigger and stronger and more capable than anything else.

The part of him that was swiftly becoming his fae mind didn't look down on his humanity; it simply didn't see it as worth any notice. It would grind it into the dust without even realizing it. But his humanity was what had made him capable of taking the power in the first place.

He couldn't lose himself. He needed himself. Otherwise, he too would choose comfort over good, satisfaction over right, and himself over others.

Panic swelled within him, but he crushed it. Panic would not serve him. He needed to think of a way to store his memories, to keep them safe.

Already he was splitting in two. Thinking of himself in the third person. As a different being all together.

"No," he said softly. "I am Doc. I am John Henry Holliday. I know the answer. I always know the answer."

He calmed his mind and thought. And he remembered Solomon and how Solomon had used vests lined with quartz to store the memories of the mother. And he thought of Thaddeus and how Thaddeus had proposed that information could be stored in water.

He would do both.

He wasn't in the dreaming; he was in his mind, but his mind was so much more expansive than it had ever been before.

He would use the power of the fae to save the essence of the man.

With a deep exhale, Doc waved his hand out in front of him. There would be a lake of shining waters. Water from Goðafoss. Water that was charged with belief. Belief in what? Belief in the gods.

The lake would be lined with quartz stones. Crystal clear ones, ones that reflected the surface of the water with absolute clarity.

He opened his eyes, satisfaction filling him when he saw his lake before him. At the moment, it looked cold and empty, but it wouldn't stay that way.

He walked to the water's edge, and he knelt down beside it.

"This lake is John," he said softly.

Then he opened his arms and released his memories. He watched them slide into the water and color the surface of it, and he watched the quartz take hold of them.

By his foot, a green shoot pushed between the rocks and grew into a rose bush. The roses bloomed, pale pink petals bobbing in a wind that wasn't there.

It was a good start, but this was only part of him, only just a fraction. He meant to gather it all.

He stood, and with a voice full of thunder, full of absolute command, he said, "John Henry Holliday. Come to me."

A rustling sound greeted his words. As faint as paper blowing in the breeze. But then it grew and grew, and a thousands memories, a thousand moments, came pelting towards him.

They rushed through him, filling him to the brim with snippets of his life. Francisco laughing when young John first managed to tackle him successfully. Kate trailing her fingers down his face. Andrew's eyes flashing as he talked of the future. Jervis adjusting Doc's sword stance. Jury chortling when he won at poker. Tozi. The feel of her pressed against him. The feel of her breath on his chest. He loved her. And this time he would remember.

The memories went through him and out into the lake, filling it to the brim with the totality of a man, of John Henry Holliday. 

After the final memory zipped into the lake, all was quiet, even his mind. He felt empty, but he was full to the brim of fae. Fae thoughts, fae memories, fae arrogance. He was Finis; he was fae. But there was a lake in his mind that contained John. And he could visit it. He could trail his hand through the waters and remember. And that was good enough for now.

Doc opened his eyes.

Time had passed.

He knew this because his legs were covered with sand.

And someone was watching him.

He glanced up and met the curious gaze of a camel.

Doc stood, shaking the sand from his body, and patted the camel absently, automatically tempering his touch so as not to drain the life from the camel without intention.

Part of him realized that he was naked, that he had been naked ever since he had leapt from the cliff and taken what was his. He just couldn't quite remember why it mattered.

It did matter though. He knew that much. There were things he needed to do, but first he would dress.

He closed his eyes and trailed his fingers through the lake.

"Dulcis," it whispered. "Go to Dulcis."

He remembered Dulcis. It was a building with a soul.

His suite flashed past his remembrance; and he grabbed onto it, holding it tightly; and when he opened his eyes, he was there.

So was Jury.

He remembered Jury. He remembered Jury's expressions, and he knew that Jury was livid. With him.

"Where the hell have you been?" Jury demanded. "And why the hell are you still naked?"

"Desert," Doc replied. "No clothes there."

Words felt strange coming out of his mouth. This was different than last time, more complete. He didn't feel human anymore.

He wasn't human anymore. John was.

"You're telling me you've just been wandering the desert for the last fifteen days?" Jury growled.

"Wandering, no. Sitting in, yes."

"Goddamn it, Doc! Just tell me what the fuck is going on!"

"I took the power from Veda," Doc said carefully. "I am the final fae now."

"I don't accept that!" Jury spat.

"You do not need to accept it for it to be," Doc replied.

"Stop talking like that!"

Doc could feel Jury's absolute terror, but instead of it affecting him, it just waved through him. Like the toll of a bell waved through the air. There was motion, but it changed nothing.

"John is still here," Doc said. "Inside. But right now I am fae."

"John is still here?" Jury whispered. "Are you fucking serious? You're talking about yourself in the fucking third person?"

"No," Doc said. "I'm talking about John."

"I can't fucking do this," Jury hissed. "I'm working on the spell. I'll make you a body, and you'll put it into it. Do you hear me?"

Doc wasn't sure if that was possible anymore. He wasn't even sure what Veda was anymore. He hadn't seen her or heard her since he had gone into the desert.

He heard the door slam and knew that Jury had left. He also knew that if he had still been human, he would have been upset over Jury's abrupt departure, but he wasn't. John was though.

He closed his eyes and trailed his hand through the water.

"Why are you upset?" Doc asked.

The water rippled, and a memory rushed up Doc's fingers into his mind.

A memory of Jury. They were together. On a plane. Doc had just returned from Pazach's forest, but he wasn't fae anymore. He was John.

Jury had looked at him and said, "I thought you were gone. Forever gone. And I swear, Doc, I've never been so afraid in my entire life. I don't... I need you," he whispered. "There's a darkness that lives just outside of me, and when you're not around, it closes in. Every day it closes in.

"I'm afraid there's too much Jury inside me," Jury had admitted sadly. "What made Cynric and Drustan and Phillip who they were is inside me too. I can feel it. It's a lust for more. A lust for power. But when I'm with you, it falls away; and I can just be. Without you though, it's all I can see and it starts to consume me."

"I'm with you," Doc had said. "Always. No matter what happens, no matter where I go or what I do, I'm always with you. You're my family. You, me, and Jervis. Together there is no darkness we cannot fight."

Doc frowned as the memory faded away. He understood now why John was upset. He was upset because he had lied.

Doc was sitting cross-legged on his bed when Jervis walked in.

He cast a long glance Doc's way before pulling over one of the wingback chairs and sitting beside the bed.

"It's different this time," Jervis stated.

"Yes," Doc agreed.

"What happened?"

"Veda wasn't worthy. So I took the power for myself."

"I see," Jervis said. "And what are you doing now?"

"Learning what it means to be fae."

"Explain."

"All the memories are here," Doc said. "Inside my head. I'm not just a fae; I'm the fae. It is almost as if… I hold the fae record," he said carefully, working it out as he spoke. "I know them all, I see them all, and I am curious to know why they are hiding. They never used to hide."

"Is Hans still in there?" Jervis asked softly.

"Yes. I have preserved him."

Jervis's relief was somewhat tempered by his sadness, and he asked, voice barely audible, "Will he ever be free?"

"I do not know," Doc admitted.

He couldn't see how, but he was only just getting started.

"Is there anything you need from me?" Jervis asked.

"I don't know yet," Doc replied.

Jervis nodded a little stiffly, stood, and walked halfway to the door before pausing.

"Ms. Graves came by," he said. "She looked very well. And she was actually smiling. Tell Hans I'm proud of him."

Doc nodded and dipped his finger into the water, sharing the memory with John.

He heard the door shut behind Jervis, and he closed his eyes once more. It was probably time to check on Veda.

After all, she was the source; she was his mother. He did not feel for her the way that John did, but he had inherited John's sense of duty and his sense of right and wrong.

He didn't bother lying down; he just closed his eyes and fell asleep.

It was a strange sensation. There was truly no reason for a fae to sleep unless they were going to traverse the dreaming. He had no memory of a fae traversing the dreaming though, so perhaps they were content with inhabiting the material realm.

When he opened his eyes to the throne room, a sense of strangeness filled him, a sense of wariness. He didn't belong here. He wasn't welcome. But just now, he needed to be here because Veda was lying on the onyx floor just in front of him, vitality completely drained.

He knelt beside her, and she looked up at him and whispered, "What have you done?"

"Taken the power."

"How?"

"Just did."

The words felt familiar to him, like they meant something more, but he didn't bother to ask John why.

Veda's eyes were a pale shade of violet now, and her skin was white. She was clearly in distress, and he didn't know how to soothe her or make her better.

"Why?" she whimpered.

Why had he taken the power? It had wanted him; it had called to him, but he seemed to remember that John hadn't wanted it. He had rejected it several times, in fact. So why had he finally yielded?

That was a question he wanted the answer to, so he dipped his finger into the lake once more.

The mechanics of being in the dreaming and inside his mind all at once didn't faze him. He was fae. There was very little beyond his reach.

The water lapped up around his hand, and with it came a rush of memories. John had taken the power because Veda had been selfish and unwilling to help those in need. He had taken the power because Veda had underestimated him. She had assumed he was weak. She had assumed he was nothing more than a human. She had assumed wrong.

He could see all this because her memories were now his. She had formed him, brought him into existence. Her power had crafted him, twisted him into a fae form. She had birthed him, and it was costing her her life.

It looked as if she and John were both going to lose everything in the end.

It was an unsatisfactory conclusion, but one John should have seen coming.

"What is happening to me?" Veda whispered.

"You're dying," he said.

"Fae do not die," she whimpered. "I do not like it."

"No one does."

He didn't know how he knew that, but he was certain it was true.

He lifted her gently and thought of a large bed with white curtains, cushy pillows, and a soft white comforter. Everything shifted around them, and then he was standing beside the very bed he had imagined. He laid Veda gently on it and sat beside her. He had the strangest sensation that he had done this once before. Sat beside his mother while she had died.

John had promised Veda that he would find a way to save her, and that promise fell to him now. If he could save her, he would.

He gently brushed away the hair touching her face, and then he imagined a soft warm cloth to place upon her forehead.

"You're not Doc," Veda murmured.

"No."

"Where is he?"

"Safe."

She began to cry, and her tears moved him because they were real. She was crying for John.

"This is my fault," she wept. "If I had only been satisfied with watching. If I had never wanted to feel. Bring him back!"

"I can't," Doc said softly. "I am sorry."

"Kill me then!" she exclaimed through her tears. "Go back to the eighth continent and release the power to the well. Please!"

Veda wasn't playing games now. She would have honestly sacrificed herself to save John. But it was too late. She had finally attained a state of selflessness, but it had cost her the only person she loved.

He wanted to soothe her because John would have, but he didn't know how. There was nothing he could say, and he had learned from John not to make promises he couldn't keep.

"Why won't you say anything?" she demanded.

"There is nothing to say."

Her eyes widened, and more tears rained down. She was wasting what little life she had left crying for a man who was lost. That simply would not do.

"You should rest," he said as he reached out and cupped her cheek.

She fell instantly into a deep sleep, but he kept his hand on her for a moment, allowing energy to flow from him to her. Color returned to her cheeks, but he knew it wouldn't last. She was merely a thought that had taken form, and now that she had lost the power, she was fading. Dissipating. Coming to an end.

He closed his eyes and tried to access fae memories about the source. Memories came. But they were memories of a time before the eighth continent, and for some reason the source was not there.

Still the fae were a perfect number. They were always a perfect number. Armies were raised against them, but not a single fae ever fell. There were no memories of the origin of the source. All he knew was that it had not been there at the beginning.

He opened his eyes and studied Veda.  

He was full of questions now. Not just questions about the source, but questions about the home of the fae. Where had the eighth continent come from and why did they stay there?

He felt that if he could only understand them, if he could understand what the fae were, how they were formed, and why he was different, then maybe, just maybe he could put an end to this ridiculous masquerade. 


Chapter 17

[image: ]

John had made a promise not to return to the eighth continent, so Doc did not go there. Instead he went to the one fae who wasn't moldering away on a hidden continent. He went to Rachelle Nesbit. And she had known he was coming.

But he had known she would know, so no one was really surprised by anything in the end. The fae weren't big fans of surprises. They weren't big fans of anything.

They were rather flat. He could feel that flatness on him. It was what John had feared, it was what Veda had hated, but he couldn't help it.

His mind kept grasping at that flatness, trying to understand it. It seemed wrong to be so flat, but he couldn't see any other way to be. There was too much inside of him, and too much outside of him. If he didn't remove himself from it, it was completely overwhelming.

Doc had zapped himself right into Rachelle's office at August Naese's open-to-all witch academy, and with an unhurried air, Rachelle looked up from her desk and said, "It took you longer than I thought it would."

"I was thinking," Doc replied.

"Ah, yes, thinking. The fae's second-favorite sport."

"What is the first?"

"Pretending to enjoy the simple pleasures of life."

She smiled at him, the edges of it a little bitter, and said, "They are scared. And that is new."

"And you?" he asked.

"No," she replied. "If you kill us all, I would not care."

"Why would I kill you all?" Doc asked.

She raised an elegant shoulder, and he knew that was all the answer he was going to get.

"Where did the eighth continent come from?" he asked.

He wasn't sure how he knew that it hadn't always been there, but he did.

"Can you not see?" Rachelle replied.

"No."

"Ah, so not all-knowing."

"And not all-powerful," he drawled.

"That remains to be seen."

She stood and approached him, eyes gleaming with interest.

"It really is quite fascinating," she murmured as she trailed her fingers over his chest. "I didn't think you would be able to carry out Mattasavi's task. I was quite certain the power of the fae would burn you to a cinder, but it didn't. And now, you hold even more than before. What a fascinating human you are."

He didn't bother to correct her. She knew he wasn't human anymore. She was just trying to goad him.

"Tell me the origin of the eighth continent," Doc repeated.

"Is that an order?" she purred.

"No."

"Then I respectfully decline."

And this was where the difficulty lay. John had principles. He had rules. He had decency and honor.

The fae had none of these things.

Which would dictate his path forward? John or the fae?

"As you wish," Doc said carelessly.

It annoyed him to retreat, but for some reason Rachelle had no interest in helping him. So he would retreat, and he would work the problem from a different angle.

Rachelle's manner changed at his words, and she was now exuding a faint sense of confusion.

"Perhaps you should visit the others," she said casually. "They might be more willing to help you."

"Perhaps," he agreed.

Both of them were lying, and both of them knew it.

The other fae would be no more willing to help him than Rachelle was. Rachelle felt nothing towards him but mild apathy, curiosity, and a latent desire; but he could feel the other fae's resentment and anger. He could also feel their fear, and he wondered why they were so frightened of him.

But although he could feel them, he couldn't read their minds. So until he understood why they were so afraid of him, he would avoid them. 

And besides that, he was still trying to keep John's promises. It was the least he could do.

He inclined his head slightly towards Rachelle, because it was the polite thing to do, and then he thought of silence once more.

He was a little confused when he opened his eyes to a tree in the middle of an endless sweep of plain. Towards the top of the tree, there was a wooden platform, just sitting there, empty. It didn't particularly feel empty though.

He nearly just shifted himself up onto the platform, but it seemed the lazy way to do things, so he climbed the tree instead, marveling slightly at the feel of the bark beneath his fingers.

It seemed as if he was part of everything and part of nothing all at once. He could feel every breath of every creature within a mile; he could feel every wiggle, but he was outside of it. One quarter step to the right.

When he reached the platform, he looked at it curiously. Three names were carved into the wood. Andrew Rufus, Doc Holliday, and Pecos Bill.

John had been here before. That was why it was so familiar. And he believed it was quiet, which was why Doc had come here when he had thought of quiet.

John was right. It was quiet. Perhaps even a little quieter than the desert had been.

Doc sat, staring out at the vastness beyond him, and thought.

Veda was dying. He would save her if he could.

The fae were frightened of him. He would know why.

John wanted to live, and he would give him that. If he could.

The memories inside of him were so vast that it would take him centuries to sort through them all, centuries to find what he needed.

But there was another record. As flawed perhaps as his own, but more capable of pulling up what was needed in the moment.

The fae had knowledge of this record, but they eschewed it. It was beyond them, and anything that was beyond them was beneath their notice.

It was not beyond John, however.

Doc passed his hand through the lake and whispered, "I would visit the Akashic Record."

A memory rose to his mind, so vibrant that it impressed him. By comparison, it made the memories of the fae seem colorless and bland. John had certainly never experienced anything halfway.

"I see," Doc murmured after the memory had played itself out. "Yiska is the key."

He opened his eyes and said, "Yiska."

There was command to his tone. He would force no one, but he would make his position clear.

It was several minutes before he tried again.

"Yiska?"  

There was still command, but also request.

Still nothing.

Doc frowned in irritation. He knew what the problem was; he just didn't know how to get around it.

Yiska was not his guide; he was John's.

Doc visited the lake again, but this time he said, "Tell me about Yiska."

The memories came, and he watched them carefully until he saw what he needed.

With a thought, he sent himself to sleep.

He did not waken to the throne room, but to Veda's bedside. He glanced around, curious to know where he was, and he saw that he was home. The eighth continent.

Lunsol Falls was sparkling in the distance, and all around him flowers were waving in the breeze.

He passed a hand over Veda's head, sending her more energy and more life.

"Hold on," he whispered, knowing those words had passed over his lips before. "Just hold on."

He kissed her forehead, although he couldn't say why, and then he turned away from her and said loudly, "I seek Yiska. Member of the Akashii, keeper of the Akashic Record."

He was not John, but the dreaming didn't quite recognize the difference between them yet, and it carried out his words in little waves.

"Yiska, Yiska, Yiska."

"Yes," a soft voice said. "I heard on the first echo."

And a short old man was suddenly standing just in front of Doc. His face was lined with wisdom and laughter, but right now he was frowning as he studied Doc.

"You are not Doc," Yiska said.

"No. I am Finis. Last of the fae."

"I see. He has lost then?"

"That remains to be seen," Doc replied.

The sadness that rippled out from Yiska was very subtle, but also very sincere.

"Why did you call for me?" Yiska asked.

"You are not my guide. You are John's. I seek to do what John would do. I want to save Veda, and I want to save John. Will you grant me access to the record?"

It seemed that an entire age passed before Yiska said, "I will. But only if you give me proof of life. Meet me at the crossroads."

With that, he disappeared.

"I do love cleverness," Doc said with a soft chuckle.

He woke himself and opened his eyes to the vast greenness that existed beyond the tree.

In one day, he had already done more than most fae did in a century, and he was beginning to understand why they were bored. They were inactive, and with inactivity came boredom.

They were not bored now though. They were watching him, actively; and they were scared.

Why were they scared?

The need to know was beginning to gnaw at him.

In his mind, he sat by the lake that was John and cupped the water with his hands.

"Yiska told me to meet him at the crossroads. Where is the crossroads?"

John didn't immediately respond, and Doc knew he was being evaluated and weighed. Then the memory rushed into him. A field. Outside of Denver. Jury had been there. John had made Jury mad. John was always making Jury mad.

"Thank you," Doc said.

He opened his eyes and shifted himself there. Yiska was waiting.

"Very well," Yiska said.

He reached out and touched Doc's hand, and the next thing Doc knew, he had lost his body and he was falling. There was a sense of weightlessness, a sense of freedom, but then he hit the surface of the memory stream.

Light blinded him, and memories rushed past him, pelting him with snippets of life.

A woman gave birth; there was no crying. A train jumped the rails, and tumbled over a cliff, taking everyone inside with it. Two children tumbled down a hill into the water below, laughing as they went. The earth opened up its mouth and ate half of a city. A man on bended knee declared his undying love. A man hurt a child, and no one stopped him.

The snippets ripped past his eyes, giving and taking, alternately offering hope and denying it; and just when he thought that even he could take no more, the maelstrom settled and he found himself drifting in the calm. 

"If I had eyes I would weep," a voice said softly. "The entire world weeps. The mother weeps. The knight protector is gone. He is lying on his shield, slumber heavy on his eyes, and we weep for him."

"It's a little early to weep," Doc said.

He was not annoyed that they were weeping instead of rejoicing. The world had plenty of fae, but it had only one John Henry Holliday.

"What do you want?" the voice demanded.

"I want to know why the fae are scared of me. I want to know how to save Veda. I want to know how to save John."

"I cannot look into the future. I only see the present and the past. The fae are scared of you because they are scared of the knight protector. However, they hope to control you if they can and use your power as their own."

"Interesting," Doc mused.

"I cannot answer your other two questions."

Of course not. He needed to be more specific. He needed to phrase it just right.

"Where did the source of the fae come from?"

"It was built."

"Why?"

"To keep the fae contained."

"Why?"

"The truth of that is rather muddied."

"Who built it?"

"The fae."

Even to a fae mind that didn't make sense.

"The fae built the source to contain the fae?"

"Yes."

"Contain as in to imprison or contain as in to protect?" Doc asked.

"Imprison."

"When did this happen?"

"Years make little sense to me. It was sometime after the elven wars. After the Roman wars. But before the British crowned their first king."

He mulled this over silently. He wasn't sure if he would have this chance again, so he needed to make the best of it. He needed to glean all the answers he could before he returned.

"Where is the source now?" he asked.

"Inside of you."

"Is the source still Veda?"

"Veda was but the sheath surrounding the source. The source is in you now. The sheath is no longer needed."

That wasn't true. Perhaps Veda had only been the sheath to begin with, but she had changed. She had become more. At least that was what John believed.

"Do you see what happens in the dreaming?" Doc inquired.

He had no idea where that question had come from. It had just rolled from his lips, but he let it because now he was curious.

"I see all things. In all the layers of all the world. I only do not see inside the mind."

So she couldn't see John because John was hidden inside of Doc's mind. She truly believed John was gone. Was that important? He didn't know.

"What was the origin of the eighth continent?" he asked.

"It was built."

"Who built it?"

"The fae."

"Why?"

"To keep the fae contained."

He swallowed a sigh of frustration. He was fae, and fae did not get frustrated.

"Imprisoned, you mean," he stated.

"Yes."

"Were the continent and the source built at the same time?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"The source is what holds the eighth continent in place. Even now it is cracking. Much to their delight."

Doc frowned as concern filled him at her words. Even though he held the memories of the fae inside of him, there was apparently much that he did not understand. He just hoped he wasn't too late in figuring it out.

"Why are the fae so flat?" he inquired.

"I do not understand the question."

"They feel too much, and so they feel nothing at all," Doc tried to clarify. "Why?"

"The mother imbued them with extra senses so that they would have empathy with the other species."

"Were the fae meant to guard them?" Doc asked.

"Guard is perhaps the wrong word," the memory stated. "The fae were intended to be caretakers. Just as the sprites are caretakers of the woods; the fae were meant to be caretakers of the other species. They were to nurture them and help them grow. They thought this task was beneath them though, and so they did the opposite." 

"And they were punished for it?" Doc asked. "Is that why they were imprisoned?"

"Yes."

"By the fae?" he prodded, still confused by that detail.

"Yes."

He fell silent and tried to think of another way to ask the question that would reveal more information.

"Is that all?" the record suddenly asked.

It was ready to be done with him. After all, he wasn't John. It had no love for Finis, no affection.

"Yes," Doc said. "Thank you."

She didn't respond, just shoved him away, back into the storm of memories.

And this time the memories tore at him with such force that they took his breath away. Because they were all memories of John.


Chapter 18
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The desert had less of John in it, so that was where Doc went. Only this time, he went several thousand years in the past. Far enough back to watch more than a thousand years' worth of memories without losing any time.

The fae were afraid of the knight protector, and he needed to know why. They were trapped on a continent that they had built, and he needed to know why. The continent was breaking apart; the fae were ready to be free; and he needed to know if it was time. Should they be free? Had they learned to accept the office that the mother had bestowed upon them?

If he searched their memories, he could surely find the answers to these questions.

He tried to find the beginning of the fae so he could watch from there; but everything was scattered. There were one thousand eight hundred different points of view, and each view was colored by the individual fae's mindset.

There was no record keeper, and there was no John. Doc couldn't simply ask for the answer and have it appear.

He tried that. Several times.

A hundred years passed, and he learned nothing of use.

"The very definition of insanity," he muttered as he made himself go to sleep.

He had been visiting Veda regularly, keeping her alive with his touch, with his voice, with his willpower. But now he needed her. He needed her insight and her wisdom.

"Veda," he said as he sat on the bed beside her. "Wake up."

She murmured something in her sleep, the sleep he had put her in to protect her, and he cupped her cheek affectionately.

His action confused him, and he focused on it. Fae did nothing affectionately. They were not affectionate. They did not possess those finer emotions, and he couldn't tell if they ever had. The memories he had seen had been so confusing that he felt as if he knew less about the fae than ever before.

All he had really learned was what they thought of themselves. And they thought they were superior to all and that the other species should serve them. They thought nothing of the mother, nothing of the earth. All they cared about was feeding their appetite. There was no affection for anything or anyone. 

But Doc could feel a whisper of affection for Veda. It wasn't his affection though. It was someone else's. 

He closed his eyes and went to John's lake. He had been so focused on the fae that he hadn't visited the lake in over a hundred years. It had changed.

To begin with, it was bigger. Much bigger. And the greenery surrounding it took up as much space twice again.

Doc studied it curiously before walking slowly through the irises and mints to the water's edge. He trailed his hand through the water, surprised at its warmth. 

"What are you doing, John?"

There was no answer, no memory, just a sense of satisfaction.

Doc grinned slightly, then returned to Veda.

"I need you, Veda," he said gently as he touched her and sent energy flowing into her. "I need your wisdom."

Her purple eyes flickered open, and she stared at him, sadness tingeing her expression.

"You still aren't Doc," she whispered. "I was hoping I dreamed it."

"I'm sorry," he said.

"I'm sorry," she replied, eyes sad and wise and full of self-reproach. "Is he still safe?"

"Yes," Doc chuckled. "And thriving."

He could tell that she didn't know what he meant, but before she could question him, he said, "I need you to tell me about the fae."

"Tell you what?" she asked.

"I can't sort through the memories because I didn't live them. Tell me why the fae are scared of John."

"Because he's a good man," she said simply.

"Are the fae not good?" Doc asked.

"They can be," she shrugged.

"But?"

"They often choose not to be." She sighed heavily and said, "They are selfish, and I am afraid that selfish people tend to do bad things, things that hurt others. Like I did to Doc," she said with regret.

"The fae spare no thought for the other species," she went on. "They are fae. They are the last, the most perfect, the pinnacle. The other species serve no real purpose as far as they are concerned."

"That's ridiculous," Doc argued. "The boglets maintain the swamps and care for the creatures within. The sprites nurture the forests. The tree spirits provide protection for many of the smaller species. And the Takaheni are the warriors of the forest, ready to attack should anything or anyone invade."

"The fae can do all that as well," she stated.

"But they don't," Doc said.

"But they could."

"That's hardly the same as actually doing it," Doc insisted. "The fae are as much removed from the ecosystem as man is."

Veda smiled wistfully and said, "You sound like him, you know. All high-ground. It was always easy for him to see wrong from right. I was too busy looking at me."

Her regret was heavy, but he didn't have time for it. He needed to understand.

"Why did the fae build the eighth continent?" he asked.

"The fae, build the eighth continent?" she repeated. "Hardly."

The memory had told him that they had. Was the memory mistaken? Had something or someone overwritten the truth?

"Who did?" he asked.

"I do not know. We do not know. We were free, and then we were not."

"Explain."

"It's all a bit hazy," she admitted. "There was a division among us. Those who wanted to rule, and those who just wanted to live. We were all free back then. All wild. We took what we wanted, and there was no cost. Some of us chose different paths. Some of us lived multiple lives. A warlord in one life, a monk in another; the world was ours. It belonged to us, and we did as we pleased, and there was no one powerful enough to stand in our way. They certainly tried," she added with a shrug. "But they failed."

Doc could hear the arrogance in her words, and he considered a world with one thousand and eight hundred equally arrogant and powerful beings walking about in it.

Whether he truly didn't like the idea or if he only didn't like the idea because John didn't, he could not have said.

"Someone came though," she said softly. "A man or an army, I cannot recall. They came, and they laid low our numbers. Before long, there were only a handful of us, hiding like dogs in the woods, living in the shadows. But they were relentless. They hunted us down and imprisoned us on the eighth continent. Where we learned not to feel."

"That can't be true," Doc argued. "Rachelle isn't there; Fiona wasn't; and John met Lexi outside of it."

"The jailer said he was being kind. He said that each and every one of us could have one day per year to live amongst the other species."

Rachelle had taken far more than one day. So either she had slipped the cage or she knew something the others didn't.

"I should have told Doc all of this," Veda sighed. "I was using him from the beginning. I wanted so badly to be free, to feel once more. I didn't think… But I should have known that I would destroy him. I do not deserve his name."

"You can see where you went wrong, so I think that you do," Doc said.

The words were strange on his tongue, like he hadn't meant to say them.

"Why do you ask?" Veda inquired.

"No reason," Doc replied easily.

"The fae never ask anything without a reason."

"I am different," he shrugged. "Better."

"I see the fae arrogance is wholly intact," she murmured.

"It is not arrogance if it is true," Doc replied. "Thank you," he added. "Go back to sleep now."

With a gentle hand, he laid her down onto her bed of slumber. In the short time that they had talked, her eyes had grown paler, and he knew he couldn't wake her again. Not unless he had a way to save her.

He sent as much energy into her as her frail body could hold, and then he woke up.

Again, someone was staring at him.

This time it was an entire tribe of desert dwellers. And they weren't just staring, they were worshiping.

Doc stood and shook the sand from his naked body. His clothes were gone, rotted into dust from weather exposure years before.

The people encircling him backed away before bowing once more.

"As your god," Doc announced in their own tongue, "I command that you be kind to one another, that you protect each other, and that you seek balance. If you take, you must also give."

They promised to do so, and they offered to sacrifice a camel in his honor.

"I require no sacrifice," Doc said. "I do not take. I give."

He reached out his hand, felt for the elements of water, and pulled them to the surface. A moment later there was a spring bubbling through the sands by his feet.

"I call this spring John," he said. "May it always flow strong. May it always sate your thirst. May it always provide shade to you and yours."

He smiled, because he felt that a god should always smile, and then he thought of Jury's.

He didn't have to visit the lake and trail his hand through the water; he just knew.

The only thing he was unclear on was the time. How much time should have passed? He didn't know; so he just aimed for one day after the last time he had seen him.

"For fuck's sake!" Jury exclaimed when Doc stepped out into his living room. "You're still fucking naked! Please don't tell me this is your new thing?!"

Doc grinned. He loved it when Jury yelled at him.

He tilted his head thoughtfully and corrected himself. John loved it when Jury yelled at him. Why John loved it was a mystery.

"Why are you still naked?" Jury demanded.

"Desert," Doc said.

"Again? How long this time?"

"One hundred years."

Long enough for John to overfill the banks and spill out into the rest of Doc's mind. Long enough for the lines to blur just a bit. Not that he minded. It made sense that John should be the one to live. No one wanted to lose John, but no one cared about Finis.

"In the future, the past, or did you simply rewrite the present?" Jury snarled.

"The past," Doc said.

Jury rolled his eyes and said, "Why are you here?"

"To ask you about the spell."

Jury made a frustrated motion with his hand and said, "I haven't found a goddamn thing. I need… I don't know what I need. Drustan's goddamn library is what I need."

Doc put his hand on Jury's shoulder and thought of Drustan's library. Ten minutes before they had burned everything to the ground.

"Do not do that," Jury ground out. But then his mouth dropped open, and he said, "Is this what I think it is?"

"You have nine and a half minutes," Doc said.

"Holy shit! Hold out your arms!" Jury ordered as he ran up to a shelf and started throwing books Doc's way.

When Doc could hold no more, he went back to Jury's apartment, then back to the library, back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, over and over and over again, only taking Jury with him when the flames were starting to eat the first row of bookcases.

"No!" Jury exclaimed. "There are still more books. That last shelf had all the good ones!"

Doc rolled his eyes. Why, he didn't know. And then he went back on his own and transported thirteen more piles of books before the library was fully engulfed in flames.

When Doc returned the last time, Jury was sitting on the floor in the middle of the books, grinning like a boy who had just been given the keys to a toy store.

"This almost makes up for everything you've ever done to me," Jury said. "It's going to take me years to go through them though."

"I'll get you help," Doc said.

He started to think of Jules because that was who John had thought of, but he stopped himself. Rather John stopped him.

"Clothes," Doc agreed. "I can do that."

He went to Dulcis and dressed before picking up the plant that was not a plant. Jury needed all the help he could get.

"What are you doing?" the plant sputtered. "I was sleeping. And where are we…"

The plant's words trailed off in a shriek of terror as the world suddenly shifted around them.

Doc stepped out into Jury's living room, and the plant started stuttering.

"You said never again," it muttered. "You promised…"

Doc tried to remember the plant's name so he could tell it what he needed, but he couldn't quite grasp it.

"Thaddeus," a voice whispered in his mind.

"Thaddeus," Doc repeated. He had known that. He had just forgotten. "I need your help, Thaddeus," he added firmly, cutting off whatever rant Thaddeus had been about to launch into. "One more day of freedom. You can't leave the room."

"Yes," Thaddeus said, voice filled with excitement.

Doc touched one of Thaddeus's leaves, releasing the man inside.

"What the fuck?!" Jury exclaimed.

"Thaddeus will help you," Doc said.

"That's… But that's… It's…"

"Thaddeus," Doc said patiently.

"But he was… and now he's… What the fuck?!"

"You said that," Doc drawled. "No cussing in front of the Bakers."

He didn't know why that was a rule. It had something to do with John's sense of etiquette, and it was very important to John so it was important to him.

"No! I don't want the Bakers! I don't need help!" Jury shouted.

Doc ignored him and thought of Jules.

And there she was. Standing right it front of him. Or perhaps he was standing right in front of her.

"Doc!" she exclaimed, smiling widely. She took one step towards him before her smile faded into uncertainty.

"Doc?" she asked.

"No."

"Oh," she murmured. "You're the fae."

"Yes."

Tears welled in her eyes, and Doc suddenly wanted to wrap his arms around her and tell her that everything would be all right. He stopped himself though because fae didn't do such things.

"Why are you here?" she whispered.

"Jury is still researching the body spell," Doc said. "He's suddenly inherited a number of books, and he could use some help going through them all. John had thought that you, Frankie, and Johnny might be of some help."

"John?" she said.

"John."

"As in Doc?"

"Yes."

"He's still…"

"He is preserved," Doc said carefully.

It wasn't quite the same as being alive.

"Of course we'll help," Jules declared. "Babs will drive us."

"No need," Doc said. "I will take you."

Jules looked as if she wanted to argue. She clearly didn't trust him, and he didn't blame her. The fae were notoriously untrustworthy.

"Hurry," Doc urged.

That decided her.

She ran towards the house, but he stayed where he was. He didn't belong in the house with them. He wasn't John. He was just a stranger seeking aid.

Several minutes later, the entire Baker clan rushed out onto the lawn and surrounded him. Addison was crying. Frankie looked as if she was about to. Only Johnny and Babs seemed unaffected.

"How can you tell it's not Doc?" Johnny demanded. "It looks just like him."

"It's not," Jules insisted.

"I'm sorry," Doc said.

And he was. The emotion felt strange and misshapen. As if he was the first fae who had ever felt truly sorry before.

He shifted his gaze to Babs and said, "May I take them to Jury's?"

She didn't immediately answer because she didn't trust him either.

"John loves them," Doc said gently. "And because John loves them, I would never hurt them. I swear."

That was a promise he knew he could keep.

"Go," Babs said. "Call me, Jules, if you need me."

"Yes, Auntie Babs," Jules replied. Her tone was worried, and she looked up at Doc and said, "Now what?"

"Hold on," Doc said.

He stepped forward, wrapped his arms around the three of them, and thought of Jury's.

"Shit!" Jury exclaimed. "Watch out for the books!"

As soon as he saw the Bakers, Jury's cheeks turned a deep red, and he muttered, "Sorry for the language. Watch out for the books, please."

Frankie and Johnny nodded, but Jules wasn't listening. She was staring at the floor with absolute ardor.

"So many books," she whispered.

John was amused by her expression.

"Where are they from?"

"Drustan's library," Jury said shortly.

"Drustan? Drustan Jury? As in one of the original Dukes of Darkness?" Jules stuttered.

"You forgot evil maniac," Jury grumbled.

"But still, these are Drustan's books?"

Jury gave her an aggravated look and said, "Now they're mine. If you're going to be here, take a pile and get to work."

Jules beamed at him and said, "I would love to."

Jury rolled his eyes. "You too," he added, gesturing towards Frankie and Johnny.

"I hate books," Johnny sighed.

"But you can read," Jury snapped, "so get to it. We're looking for anything relating to spells for creating bodies, moving a consciousness into something or someone else, anything that could relate. Thaddeus is already working, so get a move on."

"Thaddeus?" Jules gasped as she quickly searched the room. "Thaddeus!" she shrieked. "Is that really you?!"

"Ms. Baker," Thaddeus replied, bowing slightly. "What a pleasure to meet you as a man."

"Thaddeus!" Jules exclaimed again as she hopped over several books and threw her arms around him.

Thaddeus clearly did not know what to do with Jules, but that didn't seem to bother her. She just began to go on about how she couldn't believe it and how had it happened and how long would it last until Jury snapped, "This isn't a jamboree! Get to work!"

Doc smiled widely and said, "I guess I'll leave you to it."

"See you in another hundred years," Jury grumbled.

Doc laughed lightly and thought of Dulcis once more.

He paced his suite for a moment, thinking. He had his objectives. He wanted to save Veda. And John if he could. And he felt as if he should probably do something about the fae; he just wasn't certain what.

He had the oddest sense that he was forgetting to do something. But that wasn't quite right. It was more as if he was trying to remember something that he hadn't done yet, but he needed to remember it before he could do it.

John felt that he should speak to Jervis, and since Doc didn't have any particular objections to it, he agreed.

For a moment, he looked around the room curiously, uncertain how to find Jervis. He knew that John normally used the little black box to summon Jervis, but he didn't have a little black box on him.

He started to visit the lake, but the memory was brought to him. The white box on the wall in the kitchen would also do. All he had to do was pick it up and press the zero button.

He did so, and a cheerful voice on the other end immediately said, "How may I assist you today, Mr. Young?"

"I need to speak with Jervis," Doc said.

"Certainly, sir."

Everything was suddenly dampened, but a moment later Jervis's voice said, "Doc?"

"No," Doc said. "More so perhaps than yesterday," he added. "May I speak to you?"

"Sub-subbasement?" Jervis asked.

"Yes," Doc replied.

He had known instantly what the sub-subbasement was because John was splashing all over the place now, soaking into all the little nooks and crannies in Doc's mind.

Doc replaced the phone and headed for the elevator. He didn't like elevators. That was something he and John both shared. He didn't like them because they were both a block and an amplifier. John didn't like them because they reminded him too much of a coffin. John had learned to live with them though, and so would he.

He would not be lazy and just zap himself everywhere he wanted to go. It would certainly be quicker, but it was inactive. And that was what had gotten the fae into trouble in the first place; they had trusted their power, and they had believed that their power made them superior. They had been blind to all else, and they hadn't seen that power came in many different forms and shapes. They hadn't realized that they were only part of a whole. 

Jervis was already there when Doc reached the basement, and he studied Doc carefully before saying, "What did you need?"

"Tell me about the fae."

"What about them?"

"When were they locked away? Why? Who locked them away? Are they good? Are they bad? The answers to these questions keep evading me, but I can feel that I'm running out of time. The fae must be dealt with and soon, or else they will all be running free."

Assuming the memory was correct.

He had many answers to the same questions, but he still didn't know which way the truth lay. And he didn't know what to do with the truth when he found it.

"I did not know they were locked away," Jervis said. "But as far back as my family remembered, the fae were always distant. You might hear a rumor about one, but they were always there and gone."

"Veda said they each have one day per year when they can leave the eighth continent."

"That would explain it," Jervis said.

"Are they good?"

"They are neither," Jervis replied. "There were at least two legends of actively evil ones; I remember one story of a kind one, but in most of the stories, they simply were. And because they simply were, they often left a path of destruction in their wake. Too selfish and too proud to even notice what they were doing."

"That's evil," Doc pointed out.

John's opinion. Not his. He didn't have an opinion about good and evil.

"In a fashion," Jervis agreed. "Other than that, I know little about them. Why is it important when they were locked away?"

"I don't know," Doc admitted. "I feel as though I'm forgetting something. Something I should know. Something that is vitally important."

"Winslow says if you need to remember something you should always write a note," Jervis said, tone wry.

"A note," Doc murmured. "That would have been clever. Only I don't know what it is, and I'm not sure if I ever did."

He wasn't making sense. Which was illogical. Fae always made sense. They were fae.

He tried not to sigh as he considered his options.

He felt a strong aversion to the eighth continent, so he would not be going there for answers. Veda had told him all that she could. The memory had given him the only answers it had. What did that leave?

Perhaps someone who could watch the currents of time?

"Have you thought of something?" Jervis asked.

"Maybe," Doc allowed.

"Have you further need of me?"

"No."

"Very well."

Jervis said nothing further, and a moment later the basement door closed with a loud clank.

Doc stared at the wall, trying to piece everything together. It turned out more like a patchwork quilt than a puzzle, revealing several pictures instead of just one; and he didn't know which picture to look at first.

John was aware that the record could be changed, but when the record had told Doc that the fae had built the eighth continent, it had rung true for him. It seemed right, correct.

So why had Veda been so insistent that the fae had done no such thing?

And really, why would the fae imprison themselves?

This was what he needed to understand. If he knew the answer to this, he would know the answer to everything.

If he wanted to keep the fae contained, according to the memory, he would need to return the source to the eighth continent. But he was the source now, and he didn't want to go.

He didn't think the fae realized that he was the source. Otherwise Rachelle wouldn't have tried to send him that way. She would have sent him the other way. As far away as possible.

For all of their supposed wisdom, the fae were like children. Selfish, short-sighted children.

Maybe. Or maybe just like Veda they were playing him. Showing him what they thought he wanted to see.

"Damn it," he muttered with frustration.

He frowned. He wasn't sure fae got frustrated.

With a shake of his head, he stretched out on the fainting couch and fell asleep.

As usual, he opened his eyes to Veda's bed. And as usual, he touched her forehead, giving her another boost of life. That done, he turned from her and walked leisurely towards Lunsol Falls.

As revolted as he was by the idea of going in person to the eighth continent, he found it startlingly beautiful in the dreaming. There were roses and flowers of all kinds, and there were trees that rivaled the trees of Pazach's forest. The water was crystal clear, with no impurities at all. There was no place on earth that was as preserved and as beautiful as the eighth continent. Like the ranch, it was a requiem. But for the fae, it was a prison.

He knelt by Lunsol Falls and swirled his finger through the water.

"Tell me who created the eighth continent," he murmured.

Water didn't talk. It wasn't alive the same way people were alive. Yet it lived. And Thaddeus was right. It did hold information. It held all the information.

At first it didn't answer him. Not because it didn't want to, but because it was searching for the answer. He could feel it searching.

Finally, after a very long moment, the water wrapped itself around his hand and showed him what he wanted to know.

The memory was right. And Veda was also right. It was The Fae, but it was not the fae. It was just one man, and it was an army.

He could see it all now. So clearly that he could hardly believe he hadn't remembered. He had not allowed himself to remember though. He had blocked this memory from the source because he was working from the end backwards. He was Finis. He was the end.

The fae were selfish. They had always been selfish. They cared for nothing and no one. Not even each other. He suspected that there were a few exceptions. For instance, he knew that Fiona cared deeply for Mattasavi, and Rachelle and Fiona cared for each other. But an exception was just that, an exception, not the rule.

They had denied their purpose. They had renounced their office and sought their own pleasures instead. If they were allowed to roam free, they would destroy the earth. They would destroy the mother.

He knew this because he had once seen it.

Memories were overlapping now. Memories of things he hadn't yet done. Memories of things he had done. Memories of things he would do. And he understood exactly what needed to be done.

There was still one answer he needed though. One that Lunsol Falls did not know.

He stood and said softly, "Ahanu. The grey shaman. The one who laughs. I seek Ahanu."

"We know him," the ground whispered back.

"Take me to him," Doc ordered.

"Yes, yes, yes."

And there it was. The little cabin out of time. The little man out of time. Sitting there always. Smoking his pipe, face creased with laughter lines although he was never laughing.

"Ahanu," Doc said.

"And what shall I call you?" Ahanu replied. "Finis or Doc?"

"Either will do."

"I saw this far," Ahanu said. "I knew you would come to me, but I did not allow myself to see what you would ask. I do not know that I want a favor from Finis."

"John will be happy to sign the slip," Doc said.

"What good does that do me?" Ahanu retorted.

"More than you might think."

Ahanu stood and walked towards him, face inquisitive.

"I see," he said after a long moment of study. "I accept John's word," he added.

Doc smiled slightly before saying, "When was the eighth continent formed?"

"Curious question."

"I can't see like you can see," Doc said. "When I look into the waters, all I see is a fraction of the past. You see all. Tell me when the eighth continent was formed."

"Would you rather know why the eighth continent was formed?"

"I know why," Doc replied.

"Why?"

"To protect the mother."

"I am surprised you would imprison someone before they have committed the crime."

"They have committed the crime," Doc replied. "They have injured her, gouged her, left her bleeding. And furthermore, if you look, you will see that many other crimes have stained their hands. They care for nothing."

"As you say," Ahanu allowed.

John was not entirely committed to the idea of locking the fae away. He had concerns, but it was what had been done. It was what needed to be done.

"What exactly are you looking for?" Ahanu asked.

"I want to know when I lock them away," Doc said.

"You play a dangerous game, fae."

"I already did it," Doc pointed out.

"One misstep…"

"Look and see what happens if I don't," Doc said firmly.

"The currents of time are not so easy to read," Ahanu hedged.

"You couldn't have lied to me when I was human; you hardly stand a chance of lying to me now."

"You are rather more pushy than Doc."

"I'm under a bit of a time constraint," Doc said. "The eighth continent is breaking. To fix it, I have to return. But the eighth continent is a prison. If I return, I will not be able to leave. And so I must first complete my task."

"So logical," Ahanu murmured.

"As if you are not," Doc replied. "Seventeen times."

Ahanu studied him curiously before saying, "I will look. If only because I enjoy the idea of Doc owing me yet another favor. Stay here," he commanded. "I will return."

And then he was gone.

Doc sat on the greying grass that surrounded the cabin and closed his eyes. It was time to visit the lake. As he had suspected, it was quite overgrown. There were roses everywhere, climbing up every surface, forcing their way into any little crack and cranny.

"You're quite persistent," Doc said. "I like that."

Or did he? Maybe John liked it. Did it really matter anymore which one of them liked what?

He was Finis. The final fae. He was the end. He was also John. The knight protector. The dragon with his head in the lap of the mother. He was both, and he was beginning to think that they were meant to be both all along.


Chapter 19
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Doc was testing the currents of the air when Ahanu returned.

"What are you doing?" Ahanu asked.

"Trying to see why there's no magic in the dreaming."

"Don't you think you have enough on your plate?"

"You were gone, and I had nothing else to do," Doc replied with a shrug.

"Well?" Ahanu asked.

"Well what?"

"Did you discover anything?"

"Yes."

Ahanu glared at him, and Doc smiled slightly. It seemed as if the shoe was on the other foot; for once he knew something that Ahanu didn't.

"I see what you are doing," Ahanu grumbled. "And I don't like it."

Doc only smiled wider.

"Would you please tell me what you found?" Ahanu ground out.

"You aren't a witch," Doc stated. "Why do you care?"

"Curiosity is a besetting sin."

Doc knew all about curiosity. John's thought, but by now they were practically indistinguishable.

"There is magic," Doc said simply.

"But you just said there wasn't."

"Everyone thinks there isn't," Doc shrugged.

"But?"

"There is. It's just being sucked up. With a straw."

"By whom?" Ahanu demanded.

"I have no idea."

"Curious," Ahanu murmured as he lit his pipe.

"And you?" Doc asked. "What did you discover?"

"A man without your face and without your form waged war against the fae. By modern accounting the year was AD six hundred and eighteen. For several years, all across Europe, the war waged, but it was centered in Éire, the birthplace of the fae. That is all I can tell you."

"You did not look and see what would happen if I do not wage war?" Doc drawled.

"I did."

"And?"

"I suggest you make war," Ahanu stated.

Doc grinned and said, "Thank you."

"Do not thank me," Ahanu said. "Just remember that you owe me a favor."

"Two, if I recall correctly," Doc drawled softly.

And then he winked and forced himself to wake up.

He didn't move from the fainting couch, but just stared at the ceiling and thought. He had a fairly good idea of what he needed to do now. And in theory, he had all the time in the world to do it.

There was only one part of him that was reluctant to do what needed to be done. And that part of him was the fae part. It was standing in the way.

All the power in the world. Shouldn't it be used?

Why should the fae be locked away? Hadn't they been punished enough?

A voice of treason whispered, "How is this different than Blackwater? If they have truly done wrong, kill them. If they have not, release them."

These were not John's thoughts, and they were not Finis's thoughts either. They were the others. He could feel them thinking, feel them plotting.

They were ready to be free. Some of them still remembered the days of old, the days when they had been gods; and they had filled the heads of the others with a vision of world domination. They would rule again. They would take again. They would again be the apex.

"And why shouldn't they be?" the voice of treason insisted.

They were the best. They were the strongest. The other species were nothing compared to them.

The treason spread, robbing Doc of his intentions. He knew what needed done. Why was he suddenly unwilling to do it?

But he knew the answer. He was of two minds, three really. And a house divided always fell.

He had to relinquish control. He was fae, and part of him would always care for the fae more than anything else. The selfish part of him. The part that believed they were better and deserved whatever they wanted to take.

John wasn't like that. John wasn't selfish. He cared more for the mother than himself. And he cared for those weaker than he was. He simply cared.

He needed John.

John was there, but he was still just silently directing the flow, and that wasn't good enough.

Doc closed his eyes and gazed at the lake that was John. Never had there been such a beautiful lake. The water was crystal clear, reflecting the bobbing roses with such absolute clarity that he would have thought there were double the amount.

The air was filled with the heady scent of roses, and had he been anyone else, he would have been completely overwhelmed by the gloriousness of it and forced to bask in it for a while.

But since he wasn't anyone else, he ignored the beauty completely, knelt by the water, and laid his hand on the surface.

"What am I to do?" he asked. "I am not standing in your way. What is holding you back?"

John didn't reply. Apparently it was a question neither one of them knew the answer to.

"I need you," Doc whispered. "Time is passing us by."

Still John said nothing.

Doc sighed heavily. This feeling was new to him, but he thought it was disappointment.

"Tozi," John suddenly whispered.

"Tozi?"

The name was unfamiliar to him.

Flashes of memory pulled at him. A woman, beautiful in the right light, unmistakably stern in the wrong light. Her flesh was soft. Her mouth was warm.

Emotions came with the memories, and even in his withdrawn state, Doc knew that John loved her.

"Go to Tozi."

Doc started to ask how, but he knew. All he had to do was think of her and go to sleep.

He didn't know how this was going to help though. It seemed at best a fool's errand, at worst a waste of precious time.

But it was not he who wanted to lock away the fae. It was John.

He withdrew his hand from the water and, without opening his eyes, he imaged this Tozi. This paragon of both beauty and strength, and he sent himself to sleep.

When he opened his eyes to the dreaming, he was not on the eighth continent beside Veda's bed. He was in a vale surrounded by tall pines, and the full moon was shining overhead, completely illuminating the woman standing just in front of him.

He felt a rush of emotion, John's emotion; and without meaning to, he stepped towards her.

"I'm sorry," he said, stopping himself. "I'm not… I'm not John."

He wished he was though. She had cupped his face with her hands, and he longed to lean closer to her.

She moved his face into the moonlight before stating, "You are not not John."

"But I am more me than him."

"Why are you here?" she demanded.

"Because I need to be him."

He was such a horrible fae. Why was he letting himself be bound to right and wrong by a mere man? The fae were above right and wrong.

Tozi was suddenly kissing him, driving such thoughts from his mind; and John or not, he kissed her back.

He had been so cold, so distant, but now he could feel. He could feel her; he could feel her touch, her fire. And he wanted.

He hardly knew what he was doing when he pulled her against him. He just wanted to feel her heat. And he did, but not enough.

"Clothes," she whispered against his lips.

He had no idea what she meant, but John did. John knew everything.

The next thing he knew, they were tumbling to the ground, naked flesh burning with desire wherever they touched.

Her fingers trailed through his hair and urged him closer. Her tongue swept inside his mouth, filling him with desire.

"Pleasure me," she demanded.

He didn't know how. But John did, and John obeyed.

John moved the hands, moved the lips, moved the body. John grasped the nape of Tozi's neck and kissed her so deeply, so passionately that it drove all thoughts from Doc's mind.

There was nothing left but Tozi.

One hand trailed up her side towards her breast, brushing softly and adoringly over one aroused nipple.

"Yes," Tozi moaned. "Don't stop."

Once more, John obeyed.

He plied his hands and his mouth, bringing Tozi so much pleasure that she cried out with it. Her scream of pleasure tore through him, shattering his bonds and setting John Henry Holliday free.

Hours later, when Doc finally collapsed beside Tozi, they were both panting softly.

"Mi amor," she said affectionately. "I knew you would come for me."

"Double entendre intended?" Doc drawled.

"Naturally," she laughed.

"Thank you," he said as he gently kissed the slope of her breast.

"No, thank you," she sighed.

He laughed and pulled her to him, kissing her once more. The passion of earlier was still there, but his kisses had softened. He was praising her, offering her his love, giving her his devotion.

With a sound of disappointment, she pulled away and said, "I did get the feeling that you were in the middle of something."

"The fae can wait," Doc stated. "It's been a hundred years since I've touched you."

She pretended to protest, but he overrode her arguments with kisses and long leisurely strokes of his hands.

He did need to leave her, and he needed to leave her soon. But before he left, he would mark her so thoroughly that no matter what happened, she would always have this one glorious moment. This one brilliant spark of memory; this one perfect evening.

Doc could not have said if hours passed or days, but eventually the both of them were so spent that they just lay on the moss beside each other, hands clasped, breath short and ragged.

"I missed you," she finally managed to say.

"I missed you," he replied.

"Is he gone?" she asked.

"No. I'm still fae. I have all the power and all the memories. Finis is just part of me now instead of me being part of him."

"I see," she murmured. "What now?"

"I have to do something I've already done. I'm not sure why I did it. It seems very unlike me," he said gravely. "Excessively cruel. But I must have had a reason," he insisted, more for his sake than hers.

"I trust you," she said softly.

He turned to look at her, and he could see that she did trust him. It was shining in her eyes.

One could easily love someone without trusting them. To both love and trust was a very high honor indeed.

"I love you," he whispered.

"Don't say it like it's a goodbye," she whispered back. "It's never a goodbye."

He kissed her once more. Desperately this time. Because he didn't know. Maybe it was goodbye.


Chapter 20
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When Doc woke, he knew there was no time to waste. He could feel it now. The eighth continent was shattering, and the fae could not be trusted.

One thousand seven hundred and ninety-nine infinitely powerful beings were about to break free of their prison. Beings who could twist time, control the elements, and manipulate the ether. Beings who cared for no one, not even the mother who bore them.

He had not seen it before. They had been lazy and indifferent in their prison. Perhaps for the first hundred years they had railed against it, but no longer. He had merely seen a species who were so bored with life that they had chosen to withdraw. He had not seen the truth of them.

They were not the apex; they were the waste. The worst of the species, not the best.

If Doc let them have their freedom, they would plunge the entire world into chaos and war. The humans would no longer bend their necks in supplication. When the fae tried to control them and tried to take what they thought was theirs, the humans would respond with violence of their own, and before long the entire world would be destroyed. 

Doc was still unsure of his chosen path though, and he wondered once more if it would be better if he just killed them all.

Would it truly change things if he didn't follow his predetermined course?

He knew that it would.

If the fae were all dead, Pazach would flounder. And Tessa would die. And furthermore, could Doc as a fae, kill all the fae, and render himself faeless? He thought not.

He refused to undo the good he had already done, and he refused to rewrite the timeline that already existed, so as much as it irked him, he would follow the plan and hope against hope that it was his plan and not someone else's.

He closed his eyes and imagined Dún na Rí forest.

"Ireland," he whispered, and then he was there.

The scent of rhododendron hung heavy in the air, and he could feel the whisper of magic all around him.

That was only half of the journey though. There was now the matter of the date.

He had never tried to hit a specific time before. Just the idea of a time. Or an event that was happening at a specific time. And he wasn't really sure if whatever strings controlled time travel would understand AD six hundred and eighteen. That was only one way of keeping time, after all; perhaps the time stream didn't know modern accounting.

"Enough dithering," he muttered. "AD six hundred and eighteen," he added.

In his mind he stretched out a line of time and made a mark at the current date. And then he moved his finger backwards, counting off years as he did. Regardless of the style of keeping it, time was dependent on the earth. A year was one cycle. One cycle of growth, one cycle of movement, one cycle of seasons. All he had to do was count backwards one thousand four hundred and six cycles.

Once he had, he said, "There, that time."

The world shifted around him. The dirt lowered beneath his feet. The air took on a different quality. A fresher quality. And the trills of the birds multiplied by a thousand. He could smell the mushrooms near his feet, and he could hear the happy trickle of the water.

Everything was more potent, more virile, than ever.

He had certainly traveled to the past, but how would he determine if it was the right moment?

He opened his eyes and surveyed the area. There was nothing to hint at the date. There were just birds, squirrels, rabbits, deer, and everything else that made a forest a forest.

For the first time in a long time, he removed one brick from his barrier. It would be so much easier to find someone to talk to if he could feel them.

For a moment there was nothing beyond what he had already noted. But then he found it. The echo of fear. He turned towards it, and the heart rate increased; the breathing grew even shallower. Someone was very frightened. And they were frightened of him.

He searched through the fae's memories for the language he should speak; and when he found it, he said, "I'll not hurt you."

The heart was racing now.

"I know where you are," Doc said easily. "You're hiding up in the tree to my left. All I have to do is stand here and wait."

"Then I'll never come down," a voice retorted.

"I once said that very thing," Doc chuckled.

He imagined himself in the tree, just one branch to the left of its current occupant, and there he was.

The young woman gasped with such force that she nearly fell, but Doc reached out a hand to steady her before saying, "Easy now."

"You're one of them," she whispered. "I knew you were."

"One of them?" Doc asked curiously.

She was dressed in animal skins, and that was the first positive sign that Doc had gotten his timeline at least a little bit right.

"Them!" she spat. "The host!"

Doc shuffled through the fae memories, looking for references to the host. Against all likelihood, he actually found one.

The humans had given the name to them, and the fae did not like it. They were gods, and they should be treated as such. Fear was their due; hatred was not.

The woman was clutching a small staff of boxwood, and she was considering using it, but Doc was not just fae; he was The Fae. What might cause discomfort to a normal fae would hardly bother him.

"Put away your stick," he said softly. "I offer you no harm."

"The promise of the host is worth nothing," she growled.

She was trembling with both fear and hatred, and he said, "What have they done to hurt you?"

Her eyes flashed with pure fury and absolute loathing. So much loathing that he expected her to raise her staff against him, but she didn't. Not for lack of ability or because of fear, but because of confusion.

She didn't understand him. No one ever did.

"Do you not know?" she demanded.

"No."

"I will show you," she spat.

With the litheness of a panther, she shimmied quickly down the tree, then stood at the bottom looking up at him expectantly.

He grinned, and then, to soothe her tattered nerves, he traversed the terrain between them as a man would, not as a god. It had been a while, but he still knew how to climb a tree. He doubted if any of the other fae had ever bothered.

When he was standing beside her, she headed off through the forest with the air of someone who was used to its secret pathways.

She didn't speak, and neither did he, even though they walked for several hours straight.

Eventually they reached the edge of a vale, and she paused, her breathing suddenly ragged. Sorrow was rolling off of her so intensely that Doc had to replace his brick.

He hadn't looked ahead yet, and he didn't know what he would see when he did. He could feel an air of death though.

"They wanted to dance," she finally managed to spew out. "And so we did."

She turned away from him and leaned against a nearby tree, sorrow and grief flowing from her like a river.

"The only reason I'm still alive," she whispered, "is because one of them took me to his bed. I would have rather died."

Doc pushed aside the bracken in front of him and stepped out into the remains of a small village. The huts were still ringing the common area, and somewhere a fire was still burning, but the villagers were lying on the grass, bodies contorted at strange angles, eyes glazed with pain and death.

"Where are they?" Doc asked.

His fury was cold. These fae would find no succor. They would die.

"You expect me to account for the host?" she retorted. "They are somewhere. Probably making another village dance to death, and all the boxwood in the world won't stop them."

She was trying not to weep, and Doc fought the urge to comfort her. She would not be comforted by him. Not when he was one of them.

"I am sorry," he said softly.

It occurred to him that he could go back in time just a few more days and stop this from happening. He could save the villagers from dying, and the woman from being raped. She need not suffer. He could save her from it all. But at what cost?

If he had learned anything from Andrew, it was that time was fragile. Too much yanking about, and everything unraveled.

He had arrived here at this moment, and here he would stay.

"Would you like me to burn them?" he asked.

She looked up at him, eyes shining, and said breathlessly, "Would you?"

"Yes."

"Do it!" she commanded.

She stepped backward as soon as the words had left her mouth, face fearful.

"Your will," Doc said, giving her a slight bow.

It certainly wouldn't have been right to leave them frozen in distress like this. He had seen a few white wisps out of the corner of his eye, and he was willing to wager that a few of their spirits had hung on. Maybe burning the bodies would release them.

Intention set, he strode out into the middle of the glen. He was not an inferno witch, but he had raised one, and he had picked up a few things in the process.

Fire wasn't obvious like the other elements. It liked to hide, and it was often difficult to coax out into the open. A true inferno witch knew how to talk to it. Pazach had treated fire like Andrew had treated Widow Maker, and Doc would do the same.

He found a strand hiding under a bush and tickled it lightly.

"Would you help me?" he asked. "I've a rite to perform."

The fire element crept out into the open, and Doc resisted the urge to grab it. Instead he said, "Thank you. Would you gather your friends?"

The potential fire zipped around the forest, zigzagging between trees and bushes, shooting up into the sky, and before long there was a collection of elements in front of Doc. They had taken the shape of a man, and already they were burning faintly, awaiting his orders.

"Let us honor these people," Doc said. "Let us give them a proper passing; let us light the way for them to go home!"

Without further prompting, the elements jumped into the air, then dove onto the ground. Doc twisted an element of air around his finger and feathered it through the open area, fanning the flames to life. And suddenly everything was ablaze. The bodies, the huts, the very ground.

Doc stood in the middle of it, feeling the heat and watching the smoke. If ever a moment required Brings the Rain, this was it.

"Spirits," Doc sang out. "The mother calls for you. She will hold you to her bosom and heal you. She will make you whole."

He watched with sorrow as the face of a young boy crumbled to ash, but then he raised his voice once more.

"Know this! I vow to you here and now that those who committed this crime will pay with their lives. My name is John Henry Holliday! And I always keep my word!"

The flames caught his promise and carried it up to the smoke, and before long his name was echoing throughout the woods.

Time passed around him as the entire clearing burned to the ground. Soon there was no evidence remaining of huts or life. The fire didn't keep going though, didn't leap into the forest and start burning the trees; instead it stopped just at the edge of the woods, died down to embers, flickered twice, then faded away.

Doc glanced around and when he was satisfied that the fire had done its job, he said softly, "Thank you. You have done well today."

Then he reached down and touched the ground, awakening a seed just beneath the blackened surface. He wasn't a sprite, but he had learned the ways of the sprites, and he knew how to whisper the ground awake after a fire.

"Grow," he breathed as he sent out energy and life force into the ground around him. "Grow and be plentiful. Be abundant."

The earth responded, sending up green shoots and the tiny beginnings of trees.

When Doc finally left the clearing, he walked across a carpet of soft green grass, and the coolness was refreshing to his bare toes after the heat of the fire.

His clothing had burned, leaving him nothing but the necklace the Bakers had gifted him and Jury's knife harness. He was free of all restraints now. Free to hunt.

"What are you?" the woman whispered as he joined her just outside of the clearing.

"The knight protector," he replied. "The dragon at the base of the roots. The end."

He was all of those things, but he was only one of those things right now. Right now he was the end. The end of the fae.

"I only need one thing from you," Doc said.

"What?" she asked guardedly.

"I need to borrow a memory."

She didn't understand his words, and he didn't explain, just said, "May I do so?"

He was asking, not demanding, and she nodded shakily.

He reached out his hand and touched her forehead with one finger. "Show me the host," he said.

There was resistance, but a moment later a memory surged into him. One of fear. He saw the party of fae arrive. He saw them laughing and making merry. And although the villagers attempted to put up a fight, they failed; and the fae imposed their will upon them, forcing them to dance. And dance and dance. He heard their careless laughter as the villagers began to die. He saw the fae who took the woman, and he studied him carefully, marking his visage and his essence. He studied him until he knew him.

"Thank you," Doc said as he released her. "I'm sorry that was painful. Be well," he told her, infusing his words with power. "Be well and prosper."

His words draped over her like a cloak, shielding her; and he gave her a low bow before shifting a mile further into the woods.

He had paid careful attention to the recountings of this event, and he knew without a doubt that certain elements should play out exactly as he had been told.

If the fae were to recognize him in the future, they would surely try to kill him on the spot. So he must fight them as someone else. He knew, however, that the fae could see through glamours so he would have to devise a different way to trick them.

He considered the problem for many minutes and finally reached the conclusion that he needed a witch. He couldn't leave this moment though, not with absolute certainty that he would return to the right moment. So what he really needed was the knowledge of a witch.

Jury was going to kill him.

Doc scanned the landscape, looking for a suitable place to sojourn while he took a quick nap. Spotting a bramble of bracken and blackberry bushes, he thought himself right into the middle of it. After he sat, he encouraged the grass to grow up beneath him, softening the hardness of the ground.

That done, he closed his eyes and fell asleep. The throne room called to him, but he ignored it. He didn't have time for whiskey today.

He forced himself into the plane of nothing and said loudly, "I seek Thomas Jury. Son of Phillip Jury. Witch."

Everyone had to sleep sometime. Even Jury. All Doc had to do was make sure he found a recent Jury, one who would have the answer he needed.

"Witch. The witch, Jury witch," the dreaming echoed.

The landscape shifted around him; and a moment later, Doc found himself standing beside a huge bed with blue velvet hanging all the way around it. Jury was lying in the middle, sprawled sideways, completely naked.

"Is this how all witches spend their time sleeping?" Doc muttered. "Actually sleeping?"

Maybe it wasn't just witches though. Maybe it was all people. Maybe it was only shamans and the odd fellow here and there who used the dreaming as a second life.

"Jury!" Doc said loudly.

"It's not morning," Jury mumbled. "Whatever it is, do it yourself."

"I need your help," Doc insisted.

"I don't care," Jury's sleepy voice replied. "Not unless you brought food."

"I can do that," Doc said as he imagined a plate full of steaming cinnamon buns.

The plate, buns and all, materialized in his hand; and he held it out in front of Jury's nose.

A second later, Jury sat bolt upright and reached for the plate.

"Why are you in my bedroom?" he demanded. "And why the hell are you naked? And, I probably should have started with this, but where the hell is the rest of my room?"

"We're in the dreaming," Doc said.

"I'm going back to sleep."

"No!" Doc exclaimed. "You took the cinnamon bun as payment, and you already took a bite; no backing out."

"This is a good cinnamon bun," Jury admitted, mouth full.

"It's Ilde's," Doc said. "She used to make them for me when my mother was doing poorly."

Jury cast Doc a sympathetic look before saying, "Why are you here instead of pounding on my door?"

"It's probably best if I don't tell you anything much," Doc said carefully. "Timey whimey and all that."

"You're fucking with time now? Is Ahanu involved?"

Doc held his finger to his lips and said, "Don't ask."

Jury rolled his eyes, finished off the bun, and said, "So why are you here?"

"Do you remember that wrist cuff the Zenius used to change shapes?"

"Yes."

"It changed their form and their essence, yes?"

"Yes."

"And you took one so you could study it."

Jury's look grew guarded, and he said, "So?"

"Did you figure it out?"

"Maybe."

"You are very clever," Doc praised.

"I am," Jury agreed. "But I still don't know what you're driving at."

"Tell me how to make one."

"What?! Why?"

"So I know."

"Goddamn it, Doc! You're not a fucking witch. Even if I told you, it wouldn't make any goddamn sense."

"Let's assume that it will."

"Are you fucking serious right now?"

"Yes."

Jury sighed heavily and said, "What if I say no?"

"Timey whimey," Doc said, with a subdued head shake.

"Fuck," Jury muttered. "I hate you. Will you at least put on some clothes?"

"Sure," Doc said obligingly.

And he thought of clothes for both of them.

"Thanks," Jury grumbled. "I don't mind hanging out naked, but hanging out naked in my bedroom in the dark with just you is not my idea of a good time."

Doc grinned widely before thinking of Jury's office. An instant later they had shifted.

"Goddamn it, Doc!" Jury hissed. "I don't like this."

"Tell me how to make the cuff," Doc ordered.

Jury rolled his eyes, but he sat down at his desk, pulled over a piece of paper, and began to explain.

He used a lot of ridiculous witch words. Words that only witches knew, but Doc was clever and he understood the gist of it.

"The ritual is important," Jury insisted for the fifteenth time. "If the donor isn't willing, it won't work as well, but if the donor is willing, and you do everything else right, not even a Jury would be able to sniff you out."

"What about a fae?" Doc asked.

Jury made a disgruntled noise before saying, "Or a fae."

"Are you certain?" Doc pressed, thinking of Curtis's troll ring.

"Alright, no. I'm not certain. I've never experimented with it, and it's not like I know any fae. If you wanted to be absolutely certain, you would add a layer to the second portion. This is how it would look."

Jury started drawing, talking as he did, and by the time he was done, Doc had a perfect mental blueprint for a transformation gauntlet.

"Thank you," Doc said. "For safety's sake, you shouldn't mention this to me unless I say something first."

"I still don't understand—"

Doc didn't let him finish. Instead he returned Jury to his bed before forcing himself to wake up.  

It was time to try his hand at forging magic.


Chapter 21
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Even though he had been surrounded by it his entire life, or perhaps because he had been surrounded by it, Doc had never given much thought to rituals.

That wasn't precisely true. He hated rituals because they reminded him of funerals. So if there was a ritual involved, he completely ignored it.

He preferred to make things up as he went along. He didn't always shuffle the cards the same. He didn't always make love the same. He didn't always take the same path. He was, and always had been, a wild card.

This time, however, he was bound by the ritual. He had to be. It was the only way he could be certain his spell would work.

First, he dowsed a vein of silver. It was but the work of a moment; and with a twist of his wrist, he brought the metal he needed to the surface.

He coaxed the fire elements to work with him once more, and between them, they began to shape the metal. He spoke the words Jury had told him. He included the appropriate rocks at the appropriate times. He spun in a circle once, then twice. It felt ridiculous, but he did it.

There was only one thing missing. The form of a man.

"I need a willing volunteer," Doc whispered to the wind. "Someone strong of heart; someone willing to be my face for this fight."

The wind took his request and spun it out through the forests. Eventually it returned to him and said, "Someone strong of heart."

It brought him the vision of a man, and Doc held out his hand and beckoned.

Fae were limited. The Fae was not.

The air in front of him split open, revealing a fire and a man crouching beside it.

Doc beckoned once more.

The man didn't question, just stood and walked through the doorway.

"Who are you?" he demanded once he was on the other side.

"I seek to end the host, but I need to borrow another's form. Do you volunteer?"

The man burst out laughing. "You?!" he snorted. "You seek to end the host! You'd have better luck digging through the ocean."

"You mistake me," Doc said evenly. "I will end the host; I have ended the host. Let me borrow your form."

"Touched in the head, are you?" the man muttered.

Doc frowned. The wind had brought him a dud. He needed someone else.

"Go," he muttered with a gesture towards the open doorway. "I will find another."

The man glanced at the rip in the air behind him and back at Doc, as if only now putting together the strangeness of the whole situation.

"Who are you?" he asked once more.

This time it was less of a demand and more of a heartfelt inquiry. 

"The dragon," Doc said.

The man's eyes widened, and he stumbled backwards.

"I'm sorry," he stuttered. "I shouldn't have questioned you. After all, you have the mark. I didn't mean to offend. Yes, you can borrow my form."

Doc raised an eyebrow.

"Anything you need," the man went on. "My clothes, my weapons, take them."

"Why?" Doc demanded.

"We revere the dragon," the man said solemnly. "You have the mark," he added, gesturing towards Doc's chest. "I just didn't… I lacked faith," he murmured.

"What's your name?" Doc asked.

"Cuinn."

"Well met, Cuinn," Doc said. "All I need is a hair and a drop of blood."

Cuinn nodded solemnly.

With a thought and a breeze, Doc lifted the silver gauntlet into the air. A snake of fire was wrapped around it, keeping it warm, and the metal was a faint red color.

Using the proper ceremony and a bit of sharpened rock, Doc cut a strand of hair from Cuinn's head. After placing the hair on the inside of the bracelet, he used the same sharpened rock to cut Cuinn's finger. Doc recited the words Jury had made him memorize while he shook the blood down onto the nearly molten metal.

Even though his focus was on the gauntlet, Doc said thank you to Cuinn before shaping the silver into its final form.

He said all the right words. He thanked the six directions. He thanked the five elements. He thanked the four winds. He thanked the fire, the silver, and the earth. He did every single thing Jury had told him to do, and when he was done, he held a silver gauntlet in his hands the likes of which he had never seen.

Beautiful was too pale of a word to describe it. It was breathtaking. It was glorious. Doc could only hope that its function matched its form.

"What does it do?" Cuinn asked.

Doc didn't startle. He had known Cuinn was still there. He just hadn't considered it.

With a grin, Doc said, "Hopefully, it turns me into you."

With the exception of just looking at himself, there was no way to test the fae part. Either they would see him for who he was or they wouldn't. He had done what he could to protect his future timeline, and right now, that was enough. He was through biding his time. He was ready to go to war.

He slipped the bracelet onto his wrist and muttered the word Jury had given him. There was a moment's pause, but then he felt everything shift. His arms swelled, his chest broadened, and he was suddenly looking right at Cuinn instead of up at him.

"By the gods," Cuinn gasped.

"No," Doc said. "Not by the gods. By me. Thank you," he added as he used a bit of wind to shove Cuinn back through the doorway to the place he had come from.

Now he was ready. The fae had thought they were untouchable, but they were about to meet their predator. There was nowhere they could run, nowhere they could hide.

The end was coming.

Doc smiled grimly. He was going to enjoy this.

He quickly considered his options. He knew the fae who had attacked the village were traveling in a group, and there were sixteen of them, which was hardly a problem. But they were fae, and he didn't want any of them to escape.

He had learned from watching Jury though. And he knew exactly how to pop a head. It was easy. Just like popping a grape. Only you did it with earth, air, and your mind instead of your fingers.

Such a death was too quick for his liking though. He wanted them to suffer for at least a minute. So perhaps something different was called for.

Doc grinned widely as the perfect punishment occurred to him, and then he closed his eyes and sorted through impressions until he found the woman's memory.

"I will save you from such tedious dancing," the fae had told her as he grabbed her hand and pulled her to him.

Doc focused on the man's unique signature. His special energy imprint. He felt it with his mind, and then he pushed the memory away and searched for the imprint.

He had never done such a thing, and at first he was completely overwhelmed by all the imprints there were. A billion of them, more. All the birds, all the humans, all the cryptids. They were everywhere. Swirling across his vision as he searched for the imprint he needed.

In his mind, he rose higher and higher above the ground, expanding his search, seeking his prey.

He circled through the sky like a dragon. His vision so sharp that he could see the mice in their holes underground. There was nothing hidden from him.

His eyesight sharpened, and the other signatures suddenly faded away, leaving just one lone signature, its color shimmering faintly.

"Found you," Doc said softly.

He marked the spot mentally, opened his eyes, and shifted.

They were surprised to see him. He didn't register as a fae, but as a man, and a man should not hold their powers.

He studied them with narrowed eyes. They were once more feeding their never-ending appetites. They were eating and drinking, but it was not theirs to eat. They had stolen it. The fae did nothing for themselves. They only took, and they never gave back.

"Come here," one of the females purred.

Doc turned her way, allowing his disgust to show on his face.

"No," he said.

"No?" she repeated, eyebrows rising with incredulity. "You clearly do not know who we are, boy. I said come here."

"No," Doc drawled, grinning slightly. "I'd rather you dance."

He was The Fae. He was the source. If he said dance, they would dance.

Their laughter turned quickly to exclamations of dismay as their feet began to move quite without their permission.

He felt the magic cast his way; he felt the evil intentions, but he had shielded himself before he had ever shifted, and there was nothing they could do to affect him. It was rather unfair really. It was almost as if they were the humans now.

"What have you done?" the woman shrieked.

"Played your own trick upon you," Doc shrugged. "You will dance, and then you will die."

He turned his gaze, seeking the man. When he found him, he said, "You, however, will lose your limbs before you die. Come here."

The man stopped dancing and headed towards Doc, fighting Doc's order the entire way. He struggled fiercely to break free, but he held a mere fraction of Doc's power, and he was like a babe struggling against a man.

"You were given strength and power," Doc said. "You were given an office. You were supposed to serve and protect. But instead of using your power with integrity and honor, you used it to hurt. And so you will be hurt. Kneel."

The fae growled angrily and spewed out curses, but he knelt.

"Beg me to stop," Doc said, voice deceptively soft.

The fae spat at him.

Doc shrugged and said, "I wouldn't have anyway. The rest of you, keep dancing; but while you dance, I want you to watch. I want you to see, and I want you to know. And because you know, the other fae will know. They will feel your fear, your terror, and they will know that I, Finis, am coming."

Doc drew his knife and stepped towards the man. He would start with his ears. No one liked to lose ears. And although the fae could heal easily enough, growing a new ear hardly removed the pain and fear of losing the first one.

"You should have been kind," Doc said.

And then he started cutting.

The glade was soon filled with screams and sobs of fear and pain. The fae had never known pain. They had never known fear. But they would learn.

Doc removed both of the man's ears, his nose, all of his fingers, half his toes, and because he always made it a point to strip rapists of their supposed power, he cut off the man's dick seven different times.

The fae's blood stained the ground. Only it wasn't red. It was purple. The color of Veda's eyes.

For hours, Doc peeled away parts of the man's skin while the other fae danced and screamed and cried. They were not human. They would not die. Not until he told them too.

The sky turned dark, and there was no moon. This was a moment of pure potential. Doc was about to change the balance of the world.

"Line up and hear your sentence," Doc finally said.

The fae dropped wearily to the ground, but they were compelled to struggle to their feet and obey his command. They couldn't zap; they couldn't run; they could only do as he told them to do.

Once they were lined up in front of him, Doc said loudly, "You have been weighed on the scales of justice, and you have been found wanting."

He indulged in a bit of ritual and snapped his fingers.    

Never before had a fae died. The number had always been perfect, complete. They were immortal, and they were nearly impossible to kill. Nearly being the key word.

Time seemed to slow as their heads folded in on themselves. Bits of skull touched bits of jaw, and as soon as the pieces touched, they sprung apart.

Sixteen heads popped all at once. And sixteen fae souls rushed into Doc.

He had known he would eat their souls, had expected it, but he had never considered that he might eat their life force as well. He had forgotten that he was fae and so were they, and as such their life force slammed into him with the force of a meteor.

Burning waves of heat rushed through his body, burning all thoughts from his mind. Lava sloshed through him, turning his limbs weak.

Power infused him. More power. So much power that he screamed from the intensity of it.

It was the most pleasurable pain he had ever felt, and he let it carry him to oblivion.

When Doc finally opened his eyes, the blue sky and the noonday sun was swimming above him.

"Fae," he muttered. "Who knew."

He had a new favorite meal.

A slight shudder ran down his body, carrying a little wave of heat with it; and he exhaled deeply, letting it pull at him. Eating someone was always a pleasure, but that had been gloriously resplendent. 

"Sixteen down," he said as he leisurely stood. "Only seventeen hundred and eighty-four left." And then, because he thought it was a little funny, he laughed.

The headless corpses of the fae were surrounding him like dominos that had toppled, and with a flick of his wrist he invited the fire elements to eat them.

"Leave the bones," he said as an afterthought.

The fire elements rushed to do his bidding, more than happy to burn; and when they were done, they left behind a pile of gleaming white bones.

"Leave yourself a note," Doc said. "That's just good advice."

He coaxed the wind into a small funnel and used it to pick up the bones, then he tied off the top of the funnel and draped the wind sack over his shoulder.

He didn't lie down, just closed his eyes and fell asleep. He opened his eyes to the throne room, and the moment he did, the wind elements fell apart and the bones scattered across the onyx floor.

He knew now whose bones formed his throne, and he knew when he had fashioned the throne room into existence.

This, however, was not the right time to build his throne room because it was already here. This moment was locked in place, had been locked in place for as long as he could remember. To build his throne room he needed to unlock this moment and return to a moment before the throne room had ever existed.

He imagined the same spot but before, before the onyx floor and before the throne of bones. At first nothing happened, but then a key turned somewhere, unlocking the moment, and time seemed to suddenly rewind. He saw himself sitting on the throne. He saw Andrew and Francisco, he saw Mother and Father. He saw a hundred shades pass through and speak to him.

And then the throne fell away, and the onyx floor slowly shrank until there wasn't even one shiny piece left.

He recognized the spot now. He was standing in Ireland. The beginning of the end. The spot where the fae had learned to fear.

And here, in this moment, there was magic in the dreaming, because this moment was in the past.

Doc grinned widely as he threaded the earth around his fingers and asked it to seek out the onyx for his floor. Eager to help, the strands of earth dove into the ground and began to search. Moments later the ground beneath Doc's feet began to push up. The dirt flowed like water out into the valley beyond, leaving behind his glorious onyx floor in all it's fae trapping beauty.

The onyx didn't hurt him. It couldn't even contain him. He was The Fae plus sixteen. Nothing hurt him.

Doc lifted one of the bones and recognized it as a part of the throne's armrest. He recognized them all now. He had spent years studying his throne, wondering about it, guessing where it had come from. Now he knew, and he knew that he was missing many of the pieces.

With a wide grin, he woke up.

He had allowed plenty of time for fear to infiltrate the remaining fae. They were infected with it now, and it was time to show them why they were afraid.

He tilted his head, searching for them, searching for that unique fae signature, and then he shifted.

A scream of terror greeted him on his arrival. This time there were twenty. Safety in numbers they had thought.

"Hold!" Doc ordered.

They froze.

One of them had actually been fast enough to zap away, but Doc would find her later.

He studied the nineteen who were left, looking for signs. And then he popped the heads on twelve of them.

He struggled to keep his focus as the power of the twelve rushed into him like a wave of pure fire. He could smell the ocean even though it was miles and miles away. He could see a cloud of gnats on the far western shore. He could hear the breathing of the remaining fae. He could hear the frantic pulses of their hearts. He could taste their fear, and it delighted him.

That thought shocked him so much that he turned from the rush of heat and considered his purpose. He had never been a man who found joy in the fear of others. He killed because it was necessary, not because he enjoyed it. He did enjoy it, but that wasn't why he did it. Had he finally crossed the line?

He remembered the woman, and her pain infused him. He remembered the broken bodies of her people.

The fae were indomitable, and they were careless and selfish and often cruel.

They needed to feel fear; it was important. And since it was, he would allow himself to enjoy it.

He studied the five remaining fae. They were so frightened they were trembling.

"You are not dead because you are not yet cruel," Doc said. "You are careless, and you are unkind. You will learn to be careful. You will learn to be kind. Or you will never be free."

He paused there, then said, "Stay here until I come for you."

At his words, liquid onyx rose from the ground and moved like spreading ice until the fae were encased up to their necks.

Even if his word failed to hold them, the onyx would not. And just to make sure that no one could stumble across the imprisoned fae, Doc weaved the air around them into a shield.

At Doc's whispered request, the fire ate the flesh of the dead fae, and Doc delivered the bones to the dreaming.

He studied the growing pile of bones thoughtfully. He couldn't keep killing them this way because he needed… He did a quick mental count. He needed exactly thirty-three skulls. He made a mental note to kill at least thirty-three of them in a way that would preserve the skull, and then he shifted.

He didn't even have to look now. He was so finely attuned to their unique signature that he could have zeroed in on a single fae surrounded by a million humans.

And some of them did try to hide in the burgeoning European cities, but he found them.

Many of them joined together and tried to fight him with magic. They failed.

Some tried to zap from place to place, but he caught them.

Others abandoned their powers and picked up swords instead. He turned their swords against them and cut off their heads.

He killed them in all manner of ways. He crushed skulls between his hands. He ripped out hearts with magic fingers. He stole eyes and crushed throats and severed spines. The fae were immortal and nearly invincible, but they stood not a chance against his wrath.

If they fought against him, he merely killed them. If they came to him in supplication, bowing and offering allegiance, he weighed their hearts and often killed them. The entire earth ran purple with fae blood.

With each and every death, Doc grew more and more powerful. His skin glowed; his eyes were like the sparks of Hephaestus's forge. Everywhere he went, plants bloomed, babies were conceived, and abundant rain fell.

And everywhere he went, the fae died.

When he was finished making war there were only four hundred fae left alive, frozen inside pillars of onyx. If he had seen hate in any of their eyes, he would have killed them, but he only saw fear.

Their only crime was selfishness and a complete and total disregard for those around them. They had hurt, but they had not been cruel. They had damaged, but they had not intended for damage.

Rachelle and Fiona were among them. And Mattasavi.

They were ancient. Nearly as old as time. They had everything. Power, health, and life. And they had squandered it, only dipping a toe into the waters of righteousness when it suited them.

He had his prisoners. Now he needed the prison.

He knew where the eighth continent would be, and he knew how it would be fashioned. He was The Fae plus one thousand and four hundred. There was nothing beyond his reach, not even the building of an entire landmass.

He had already lived this moment. The memories were his. Before he could build the eighth continent though, he needed to finish his throne room.

He closed his eyes and returned to the dreaming. The onyx floor was gleaming, and so was the pile of bones.

There was an air of waiting to it. It knew it wasn't finished yet. It knew it hadn't reached its full potential.

"Assemble," Doc said softly.

It was an order. His words carried magic. Air and earth. And the bones began to dance.

His memory knew how they all went together to make the throne and the footstool, and he sent that blueprint out into the ether. The bones obeyed him. And piece by piece, bone by bone, his throne began to take shape.

It was glorious when it was finished. It was massive and ridiculous, and he loved it.

With a sigh of absolute satisfaction, he lowered himself down upon it, then lifted his feet and placed them on his footstool.

He shimmied a little from side to side until he found just the right spot and sighed, "Perfect."

He was a king on his throne, and everything he surveyed belonged to him. He was fae, The Fae. He was the dragon. The knight protector. The end.

"Whiskey," he said.

A golden goblet materialized in his hand, and for once he didn't find it too gaudy. It fit the moment. This was the christening of his throne room.

He poured some of the whiskey out onto the floor, watching in fascination as it melted into the onyx, and then he took a drink.

Perfect. Everything about this moment was perfect.

And he had taken Winslow's advice. He had left himself a note. He wouldn't, of course, know where the throne had come from. But the memory would be there, itching at the back of his mind; and when the moment came, he wouldn't balk in the face of it. He had always done this. It had always been him.

It was time now to finish it.

He drank the rest of his whiskey and released the goblet. It fell, disappearing before it hit the floor. He stood, stretched, and with a wide grin of mischief, used a strand of earth and a chip of onyx to carve "Doc Holliday was here" underneath the seat of his throne.

He paused before awakening and turned to study the landscape beyond him. It was a shifting green as the hills and trees of Ireland grew and fell, only to grow again.

It was beautiful, but it wasn't right.

He couldn't conceive of a time in which Ireland was anything but green; however, the moment his throne room was tied to was as barren as a desert and just as dry.

And he suddenly knew, he just knew, when that moment was. It was the end. The end of the world. He was Finis, king of the end.

"So be it," Doc said as he pinched time to fit.

He had no idea how much time had passed or how far in the future he went, but when he lifted his hand, the green beyond his onyx floor was gone, replaced with dry, cracking earth. Earth that had been burned until there was nothing left.

This was it. This was where his throne room belonged. This was where he ruled.

Lord of the dreaming, lord of the shadows, king of the end.

It left him feeling strange, but he could hardly fight the tide. What was done was done.

He woke himself, grinning slightly when he saw four hundred fae staring at him in fear.

"It's important to know that there is always someone out there who can crush you under their heel," Doc said conversationally. "When you know that, you think before you act. You consider the ramifications. You ask yourself, 'Is this a good idea or is this just going to piss off my predator?'"

He allowed that a moment to sink in before saying, "You stay here. I've a prison to construct."

A thought moved him out over the endless ocean, and a little manipulation of the water and the air keep him hovering just above the surface.

He opened himself up to the fathomless power that was inside of him, and he used it to send out his request. Onyx. He needed an island with a base of onyx.

The elements scrambled to obey him. Not because he had forced them, but because they liked to please him, and before long the ocean was bubbling up beneath him.

When the waves broke, it revealed a solid and seamless plate of shining black onyx. The plate went on and on, for miles and miles and miles.

Doc cast a careful gaze over it. The fire elements had done well. There was not a single crack in all the surface. No weak spots, no holes which a tricky fae might attempt to increase. It was impregnable.

"Perfect," he said, voice infused with appreciation for their work. "Dirt now," he added.

Again the elements scattered.

Time passed, but Doc was patient.

After a while, at the very limit of his vision, hundreds of miles away, a water spout came into view. It seemed tiny, but Doc knew it was massive. Massive and moving straight towards him.

He could see the elements working together inside of it, and he watched with interest as it whirled closer and closer.

A sound like roaring thunder filled the air, and Doc could feel the force of it, the absolute power.

Without warning, the spout hit the edge of the onyx plate, but instead of continuing onward, the spout exploded, spewing dirt and soil out across the continent. 

"Nicely done," Doc praised.

All that was needed now were a few finishing touches.

With a thought, the water he was standing on lowered him to the ground. Beneath his feet, seeds that were embedded in the dirt sprang to life.

Doc walked the entire continent, shaping the landscape as he went. Rocks were added here and there. Trees were encouraged to grow together in areas that he knew would later be forests. Sand gathered along the beaches, and on one rocky edge, Lunsol Falls took form.

The source of water was a spring far beneath the floating continent, and the water flowed down the falls into the valley beneath before splitting into four rivers. The rivers fed the entire continent, and large trees and water loving plants sprung up along the rivers' banks.

The land was glorious now, but it still lacked something. It lacked a song.

There were no birds, no animals.

Doc held out his hand and opened doorways to other landmasses all around the world. And he sang, inviting the animals to come. Inviting them to make this their home.

They were drawn to him, not by compulsion but by his song. A few came from here, a few from there. Only animals though. The fae couldn't yet be trusted with other beings who could be twisted to their will.

After a time, Doc closed the doorways and surveyed his work. The eighth continent was nearly complete. There were only two things left to do. Protect it and power it.

The massive scutum he weaved to conceal the entire continent took but a moment; and at his whispered request the elements moved, forming ocean currents that would push ships the other way and air currents that would push planes to the side. There was no easy way in and absolutely no way out.

His prison was nearly complete. All it lacked now was the source.

He wouldn't have known it needed a source of power if the memory hadn't told him so. The eighth continent was built of magic and ether; and as such, it needed a constant source of both.

The source would play two roles. It would sustain the eighth continent, and it would replenish their numbers. There were meant to be one thousand eight hundred of them, and he would allow them that. He would allow them their number, and he would allow them a chance to learn.

As he walked towards the center of the island, he called quartz through a doorway in order to build a staircase into the sky. He walked up the staircase as it formed, and when it was high enough, he summoned even more quartz to build a mountain in front of the staircase.

The mountain grew, taking shape as more and more rocks tumbled through the doorway. Fire elements swam between the rocks, heating them and fusing them into place.

Doc stood at the very top, watching the rock as it slowly cooled. All was ready.

It was time to release the source.

A shudder of unease feathered through him. He had been this for so long now. The power he held inside of him had warmed him and infused him. With power like this, he could do anything. Anything at all. 

And anything was too much.

Without giving himself anymore time to consider it, Doc spread his arms wide and released the power of one thousand and four hundred fae.

It whooshed out from his chest, from his limbs, from the sinews of his body, and it crashed into the mountain with enough force to shake the entire continent.

Power drained from him; he could feel it leaving him, he could feel it infusing the mountain, infusing the continent, infusing the onyx beneath.

Some of the source would always remain. Some of it would always maintain the balance. The fae would be just a little bit less. Their power would be less. But when power was infinite, what was less?  

This was the question Doc asked himself as he fell forward onto the rock. He felt completely drained, as if his life force had nearly been extinguished. His limbs were shaking with exhaustion, and his breath was short.

He was still The Fae. Just The Fae minus one thousand and four hundred. He hadn't known how much their power had changed him.

When his arms refused to hold him any longer, he collapsed; and for a moment, he dreamed.

"What am I?" a voice whispered.

"You are the source," Doc replied.

"What does that mean?"

"You hold everything in place. You are the fount. Everything comes from you. You are life."

"I do not understand."

"No, but you will someday," Doc promised her. "You will."

He didn't tell her anything more, even though he wanted to caution her not to be bored, not to be greedy. He wanted to tell her her name. He wanted to tell her that he loved her. But he couldn't. This moment was too important. It was now the beginning, and he had to be careful not to affect the end.

With some regret, he opened his eyes.

He was almost done.

He regretted that too. Regretted that he must end to end it, but he understood it now. There had to be a source. Always. Take away the source, and the structure began to crumble.

Over fourteen hundred years had passed since he had built this prison for them, and in all that time, only two of them had learned. But, two of them had learned. So there was hope. Dim and flickering, but there.

He shifted himself down to the base of the mountain before opening a doorway back into the vale where the fae remained frozen in their terror.

Time had passed. The vines that had once been beneath them had grown up their frozen forms, and snow capped each of their motionless heads.

Doc pointed at the doorway and said, "Enter."

The onyx holding the fae in place retreated slowly into the earth, releasing them, and they stumbled forward, limbs lifeless.

There was a little hatred in their eyes now, but he could hardly blame them, and it was still overshadowed by their terror.

When the last of the fae had stepped over onto the eighth continent, Doc followed after them, closing the door behind him.

"This continent is your prison," he said. "You were given power and an office, and you used it to harm. I am giving you a chance to learn. This land is you. It reflects you. If it suffers, you will suffer. If it turns to ash, you will turn to ash. It is up to you to care for it, to nourish it, to provide what it needs. The animals here are under your care. If they fall ill, you will fall ill. You have power; you will learn to use it wisely. Should you ever learn what it means to be kind, what it means to be part of the earth, the land will release you, and you will be able to come and go as you please. Otherwise, you will remain here forever."

He paused. That was all he had planned to say, but it seemed as if he was forgetting something important. Something he had yet to do.

"If we care for the land because it is the only way to sustain ourselves, how shall we ever prove to you that we have learned kindness?" one of them asked.

He smiled at her, for it was Rachelle who had asked the question.

"Thank you for reminding me," he said.

"Reminding you of what?" she asked.

He didn't immediately answer because in his mind he was crafting doorways to other landmasses. The elder trees would take them out. The fae mounds would bring them back in. They would be compelled to return. The eighth continent would bring them home. Always.

"You may each have one day a year," he said. "One day a year you may leave this place. From midnight to midnight."

He grinned as he watched their minds begin to calculate.

"But," he said firmly. "To keep you from joining together as an army and laying waste, only five of you shall be allowed to leave each day, and your power shall be reduced."

"That's unfair!" one of the men complained.

"What about your treatment of the others has been fair?" Doc asked silkily.

The man who had spoken had the wisdom to pale and lower his head.

"As I thought," Doc said. "Hear me now. You will learn or you will die. Those are your only two options."

He was still The Fae, and his word was law. They were etched into the base of the mountain, and they permeated the air around him. His words, his law, would never falter. Not so long as the source remained intact to preserve it.

Which reminded him…

He grinned at them and remembered a time when the source was not intact. A time when the eighth continent was slowly splintering. A time when one thousand seven hundred and ninety-seven remorseless and bitter fae were about to be released into the world.


Chapter 22
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The moment Doc stepped through time into his suite, chaos enveloped him.

He hadn't really expected anyone to be there, so he had neglected to check first. He had also forgotten that he was wearing a gauntlet that transformed him into the very essence of Cuinn.

So he was totally unprepared for the fist of magic that slammed into him the moment he was through the doorway. Without thinking, he reacted in kind, only his fist was bigger.

"Shit," he hissed as he tried to rein it in before it could crush Jury, the Bakers, Frankie, and Thaddeus against the far wall.

More spells came hurtling at him, beautiful and impressive spells that he actually paused to consider. The Bakers were truly quite talented. But they were no Jury. No one was Jury. Jury's spells were like golden filigree. No one else could compare.

Doc would have been worried about Jury's filigree, except he had built a shield to protect himself from magic so long ago that he hardly remembered it was there.

"Stop!" Doc ordered.

But Jury wasn't a fae so he didn't stop. Magic was building so quickly around him that it was like watching a fireworks show.

"Jury!" Doc snapped. "It's me!"

"It's Doc!" Jules suddenly screamed.

Jury ignored her, and just as he was about to launch the magic, Jules shoved him to the side, breaking his concentration.

It was at that precise moment that Doc remembered his wrist cuff. He couldn't immediately remember the word Jury had given him though, and already Jury's magic was gathering again, preparing for a hit.

Doc hissed the word he thought it was and held his breath, exhaling with relief when he felt his body start to change.

The room and everything in it seemed to freeze the moment Doc's body shifted back into his proper form. Jury's magic just hung in the air. Johnny's mouth dropped open, but he didn't release his hold of Jules. Frankie's face turned beet red. And Thaddeus's eyes brightened like an ember that had just received a breath of air. Other than that, nothing changed.

"What the…" Jury stopped himself.

Then he switched over to Russian and hurled such a long list of expletives that Doc couldn't keep up with them. When he had run out of Russian curse words, he said, still in Russian, "Goddamn it, Doc! Of all the things! I swear that one of these days I'm going to kill you myself just to get a goddamn break. And why, for fuck's sake why, are you still fucking naked?!"

"I missed you too," Doc drawled.

"I never said…"

Jury trailed off, eyes widening.

"Is it… Are you really…"

"Don't get too excited," Doc warned him. "I have one last thing to do, and I'm pretty sure I don't come back from it."

Jury's look of relief quickly faded, and he snapped, "I hate you."

"I know."

"Go put on clothes," Jury ordered. "And then we'll talk."

Doc nodded, winked at Frankie, and headed for his bedroom.

He wasn't sure he had time for this. He could feel the fae's rising excitement, and he knew it wouldn't be long. He had killed them once; he could easily kill them again, but he did not believe that the fae would be content to hide in plain sight like the rest of the cryptids. If they left their prison, Doc was certain that their presence would quickly change the balance of the world. And not for the better.  

In spite of the seconds lost, he quickly showered and dressed. Shaving could wait though. Possibly forever.

When he returned to the sitting room, Jules launched herself at him and hugged him tightly.

"I knew it was you," she said happily. "I could just hear it in the way you said 'Jury'."

Doc hugged her tightly and made a motion for Johnny and Frankie to join them. He didn't have to gesture twice.

"We missed you," Johnny said, tone laced with just a hint of fear.

"I couldn't have been gone that long," Doc replied.

That wasn't the point, and he knew it wasn't the point. They had missed him. John Henry Holliday.

"Are you still fae?" Frankie asked.

"Don't be stupid," Johnny snorted. "Of course he's still fae! Didn't you see the way he deflected all of our spells? He's like a super witch!"

"Johnny," Doc chastised.

"Sorry, Frankie," Johnny muttered. "I forgot you can't see magic. I didn't mean to…"

Frankie elbowed him lightly and gave him a wide smile, which he returned happily.

There was something in Johnny's eyes, something hidden behind his smile. Admiration. He admired Frankie. And something more.

Doc tucked away that thought for later. If there was a later.

"I can't stay," he said. "I have to… something. I have to something."

"We need to talk," Jury insisted.

"I'm not sure there's time," Doc replied.

The fae were gathering together now. Waiting. And their anticipation was sharp.

Sorrow filled him. He had tried so hard to save them, to give them another chance, and they had squandered it. Wasted it on boredom. They didn't deserve to live, yet they had done nothing that would justify his killing of them.

"Listen to me," Jury snapped. "We figured it out."

"Figured what out?" Doc asked.

"I can make a body. I think," he added uncertainly.

"Good," Doc said. "I'm not sure that it will matter in the grand scheme of things, but at the very least we can save Veda."

"What the hell is going on?" Jury demanded.

"There's no time," Doc said. "Children, I love you. You have illuminated my life in ways I didn't know were possible. Thaddeus, always a pleasure to see you. I hope you enjoyed your sojourn, and I am sorry."

Doc reached out and touched Thaddeus's shoulder, noting Thaddeus's brief smile of sadness as his body began to morph.

There wasn't time for a longer goodbye, so as soon as he was certain Thaddeus was truly changing, Doc grabbed Jury's shoulder and shifted them both.

"What the fuck?!" Jury hissed.

The words barely made any impression on Doc because they had just stepped out onto the mountain, and he could feel the entire eighth continent. The onyx holding everything in place was cracking and shifting more by the second. The animals were frightened, as they should be because only a handful of the fae were doing anything to shepherd them and keep them safe.

The rest of the fae were standing on the edge of the shoreline, waiting expectantly for a moment that was never going to arrive.

He was here now, but the onyx was still cracking. He had only moments left. Just a few moments to heal Veda and save the world from chaos.

The fae had felt his arrival, but since he was ignoring them, they chose to ignore him. A mistake on their part, but one he appreciated. They had not learned their lesson. He would teach it to them once more.

"What do you need for the spell?" Doc asked.

"Blood," Jury replied.

Doc could tell that Jury wanted to demand answers, but Jury was smart. He knew the time and the place, and this was neither.

"I told you—"

"Fae blood," Jury interrupted. "It's very specific. It has to be fae blood."

That was easily obtained.

"What else?" Doc asked.

"Uh…"

"Anytime now," Doc prodded.

"I can't do magic in a hurry!" Jury exclaimed.

"Learn."

"Goddamn it, Doc! Why can't we just think this out?"

"Because the continent is breaking apart."

However, he was still The Fae, and his word was still law.

With a voice that spread over the continent like fire, Doc yelled out, "You have not yet learned to be kind!"

That got their attention. The majority of them turned from the ocean and looked up towards him, eyes sharp with irritation.

"And you have forgotten your fear," Doc announced.

"I need something from my office," Jury suddenly said.

Doc opened a window to Jury's office and said, "Get what you need. And hurry."

Jury leapt through the doorway, and while Doc waited for him to return, he kept his gaze on the fae who were moving stealthily towards him.

He wouldn't just kill them, not without provocation; but if they attacked him first, he would have his blood.

Jury scrambled back through the window, arms full of objects which he dumped onto the ground and started sorting into piles.

"I need that blood now," he said as he picked up an ancient tome and flipped hurriedly through it.

"Working on it," Doc replied, grinning when one of the fae finally sent out a magical shot.

Just for the fun of it, Doc snapped his fingers, and the fae's head popped. With a gust of wind, Doc caught the body and carried it up the mountain. The heat of the fae's life force was surging into his chest, but it wasn't so overpowering that he lost control of his focus.

"Here's your blood," Doc said as he lifted the body upright and let the purple blood drain out onto the rocks.

"If I fuck this up, I'm blaming you," Jury hissed.

He began to mutter under his breath, and blue magic poured into the blood at his feet.

"I'm going to need more than this," he said as an aside.

"Give them time," Doc replied.

The fae's enthusiasm had turned to something else now. Rage. They were angry. They were angry because he was standing here telling them that they had failed, that they should be more, and that they were less than they thought they were.

A group of a hundred split away from the others and shifted up the mountain. Doc could see their path, could tell where they would zap, and he fashioned a blade of air, honing the edge down to a fine line of ice.

They burst out into the open once more, magic spells pouring from their hands, but the spells died instantly as one hundred fae heads rolled across the mountaintop and began a bumpy descent down the mountain's slope.

Heat swept into Doc so quickly and with such force that he barely managed to catch the bodies as they fell. A yell of pain and delight tore from his throat as wave after wave of lava crashed down his limbs.

With half a mind and a flick of his wrist, he moved the bodies overhead so their blood could flow into the increasing pool of blue magic.

The fae should not have forgotten. Their boredom had made them careless.

They were arguing amongst themselves now. Should they bide their time and escape when the continent splintered apart? Should they join forces and attack? Should they kneel and offer supplication?

Experience told him they wouldn't pick the wise choice.

Experience was right.

They attacked more thoughtfully this time. Some of them raced up the steps, swords forged of magic in their hands. Some of them disappeared, soon to reappear right behind Doc if he had his guess. And some stayed down on the plain, casting magic curses at him as quickly as their little minds could conjure them.

With a snap of his fingers, the ones on the plains lost their heads. More power poured into him, making it very difficult to concentrate, but he managed to reinforce his protection shields and when the ones who had zapped tried to attack him from behind, the shield morphed into onyx and froze them in place.

The fae bounding up the staircase were met by a fist of air that pushed them backwards; and out of desperation, they threw their magic swords at him. He turned the swords in the air and decapitated them all.

The raging power was almost too much for him. Never had he killed so many fae in such rapid succession. It was so painful, so pleasurable, so overwhelming that he was holding onto his consciousness by a fingernail.

It took a massive amount of concentration to move the bodies into place overhead. His eyes refused to focus, and his body wanted to collapse from sheer overload, but he held onto to his wavering consciousness.

Blood splattered across his feet, and soon there was so much blood that it was pouring over the sides of the mountain.

Jury was chanting a string of Latin words, but Doc was so fried he couldn't even begin to understand them.

He waited for the heat to ebb before ripping out the hearts of the trapped fae behind him.

Fear and power rushed into him all at once.

They were remembering now. Remembering why they were here, why they had once been afraid, why they weren't the top of the food chain.

The remaining fae were already on their knees. They were bowing and begging for mercy, and their fear was so thick that they didn't even notice a section of the continent break free.

There was no point hurrying things now. The fae weren't going anywhere. They were prisoners to his will, and they would stay that way. If the continent broke to pieces, he would simply build it again.

Doc glanced down at the blood and saw that a body was already taking shape, and he saw what was lacking, even if Jury did not. With a whisper, he gathered up a strand of silver, a spring zephyr, the blue tip of fire, the tears of a mother, and the spirit of innocence, and he added them to the boiling blood.

And then, because he felt it was needed, he added a bright and shiny red rosehip. It held the future and the past; it held all the potential, all the life, everything. It was the source of all roses.

Now it was the perfect vessel for Veda.

Another chunk of the continent broke off, and this time the fae noticed it.

"Stay," Doc ordered, voice like the roar of an avalanche.

They obeyed. They were too terrified not to. Yes, they could zap now. They could leave and be anywhere in the blink of an eye. But he would find them. And deep down, they knew it.

Sweat was pouring down Jury's face, and he had one hand inside of a swirling grey hole. His brow was lined in concentration, and his other hand was gesturing wildly, casting a spell over and over and over that didn't seem to take no matter what he did.

"What do you need?" Doc asked.

"It's fighting me," Jury growled, voice weary and frustrated all at once. "I can't… It's fae blood, and it doesn't recognize me. It won't listen."

Doc studied the spell Jury was trying to cast. It seemed simple enough. A weaving together of air and earth, a blueprint of sorts.

"Allow me," he said as he copied it, added a few touches of his own, and thrust it down into the blood. As soon as his magic touched the blood, yellow fire burst from it, completely enveloping the form.

Jury cursed loudly, but the curse died on his lips as the body began to grow skin and hair. Golden skin, golden hair. Everything the color of the sun just at the dawn of morning.

The vessel was ready.

Closing his eyes, Doc forced himself to sleep. If the fae ran while he was distracted, they would regret it. But right now, he had a sister to wake.

He found her in her bower by the waterfall. She was slumbering peacefully, but her face was so pale and her breathing was so shallow that he knew it was almost too late. It had been years since he had visited her, and she was slipping away.

He brushed his hand over her face infusing her with power and whispered, "Veda. Veda Alice Holliday. It is time to wake up."

Her eyelids fluttered, and then she opened them, revealing eyes so pale that he shuddered to see them.

"Veda," he said softly. "It is time."

He leaned over and wrapped his arms under her slender form before lifting her and holding her against his chest.

"Time for what?" she whispered, voice fading.

"Time to be born."

He woke; and this time, Veda stayed with him, her soul clutched tightly against him. Wasting no time, he knelt beside the golden body and laid Veda on top of it.

Her spirit just shimmered there, flickering softly. She had never had a body before. She didn't recognize it, didn't know what to do with it, didn't realize it was for her.

"This body is yours, Veda. Yours and yours alone. Take possession of it and live."

She didn't seem to hear him, and her soul began to fade.

"Veda Alice Holliday!" he snapped. "For the first time in your life, you will obey me! Take possession of your body. Now!"

His voice was infused with so much power that it vibrated through Veda's soul and into the ground beneath her.

"You are so bossy," she whispered.

And then her soul faded completely, but only because it faded into the body that was waiting for her.

Doc's breath caught in his throat, and he stared at her, heart pounding.

Jury had collapsed onto the ground across from him, and he was watching as well, even though his face was a sickly green hue.

Doc reached out a hand into the kitchen of Dulcis. Someone screamed, but he paid them no mind, just grabbed the first plate his fingers touched and drew it out. Without even looking at it, he handed it to Jury.

"I hate this new you," Jury grumbled. But he took the plate and began to eat.

Doc's heart was starting to tighten with worry when Veda's chest finally moved and a breath passed over her lips.

"Veda!" he exclaimed.

Her hand fluttered, and then her eyelids opened, revealing the most purple eyes he had ever seen in all his life.

"Doc," she breathed. "You're you again," she whispered, eyes glowing with happiness. "I missed you, and I'm so sorry. I should never have hurt you."

"Hush," Doc said, smiling at her. "Do you like your body?"

Her brow furrowed with confusion, but then she touched her face with her hands and gasped with delight.

"You did it!" she exclaimed.   

She laughed happily as she sat upright and closed the distance between them, hugging him tightly as she cried out, "You did it! Thank you! I'm so sorry, but thank you!"

He wasn't finished yet. She was a blank spirit inside of a fae body. She needed something more to finish her off.

"You are the source," he said. "The source of the fae. You are their shepherd, their guide. You will show them the way."

"No," she replied, voice frightened. "I'm not good enough."

"Then you will learn alongside them," Doc said. "You are part of me now. You have my memories, my thoughts. You know how to be kind. You know how to be thoughtful. You have learned what it means to hurt someone and regret it. You, Veda, can and will teach the fae. With you as their leader, this will no longer be a prison, but a home."

"I'm scared," she whispered.

"You're not scared," he laughed. "You're an ancient being, nearly as ancient as time. You know how to live. You know how to protect yourself. You know right from wrong. All you have to do is remember."

He had been feeding her his memories and his thoughts for over a hundred years now. Each time he had visited her, each time he had passed his hand over her, he had sent a portion of himself to her. Infusing her with his essence.

He was still The Fae, but he was not forcing his will upon her; he was simply offering her a choice. She could finally live. She could finally choose her path. She could finally affect the world.

"Yes," she finally said. "I will do this. I will be the source, the guide, the light in the darkness. I will do it for you. I release you, John Henry Holliday. Be free."

She spoke with the voice of the ancients, and it rushed over him with absolute force.

He felt it pulling at him; he felt it splitting him in two. He was The Fae plus some, but the some suddenly ripped free and infused the mountain with power. The eighth continent shifted. The cracks healed, the floating islands returned and fused back to the coastline. And the entire earth beneath him heaved a heavy sigh of relief.

The source had been returned.

He and Veda stood at the edge of the mountain, surveying the eighth continent. It was beautiful. It was complete.

And yet… He was still The Fae.

Veda turned to him, eyes shining with love and said, "I am the final fae."

"Thank you," he whispered.

"You are the protector," she said, eyes full of wisdom. "For a moment you donned the armor of the destroyer, and you waged war. But that moment is past. It is time for you to return to your post. I thank you," she added, voice full of life. "You taught me how to live, and it wasn't anything like I thought it would be."

She reached out and twined her fingers through his, and she smiled up at him before touching his face with her other hand.

He could feel her pulling at him, pulling at the fae inside of him, but the essence of the fae waffled with indecision. It was being called home. Being called home to the source, but it didn't want to leave him. It had grown comfortable in his skin. But his was the body of a human. Cut him, and he bled red.

Veda was a fae spirit, inside of a fae body, and the essence of the fae recognized her as such. It ripped free of Doc's body, ripped free of his mind, ripped free of his skin, and poured itself into the vessel called Veda.

For a moment, everything was a mass of confusion. His body struggled to remember humanity. His mind struggled to remember godhood. He had held it in his hand. More power than one man should ever have. He had held the power, and he had been a god.

The connection snapped, and he was suddenly cold and weak. He was a god no more. He was simply a man.

He felt his lips curve upward as he fell. He was a man. Just a man. No more, no less. Just John Henry Holliday.


Chapter 23
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"Tonto de mi vida," Tozi whispered against his lips.

"Tozi," Doc sighed.

He pulled her to him, mindless of all else. It was only him, only her, just a man and his woman, a woman and her man. Nothing else mattered.

He kissed her slowly and leisurely. There was no rush. The world was not hanging in the balance, and no one was dying for the lack of his attention.

His hands moved over her form, discovering all of her secret pleasures once more. She sighed with delight at his touch, and he relished the sound of it.

He trailed a line of soft kisses down her collarbone, and she thrust her fingers through his hair and tried to tug him back to her, but he didn't return to her lips. Instead, he moved his attention to her gorgeous breasts. When his lips touched her there, her hands stilled and her body arched beneath him.

"I love you," he whispered.

It wasn't a goodbye this time; it was a promise.

The moon moved above them. It shifted through phases, and each phase changed the nature of their movements. He gave to her. She gave to him. They both took nothing, and then they took everything.

The moon was full once more when Tozi gasped in ecstasy and melted against his chest, her body like liquid.

For a long moment, their quick breaths and the soft music of the crickets were the only sounds. But after her breath had evened out, Tozi said, "You are free."

"Yes."

"And are you happy to be free?"

He couldn't help the grin that stole over his face. He knew what her real question was. Was he happy that he was a man once more? Was he happy that he no longer had the power of the fae?

"It's not the first time I've given up power," he said.

"That seems to be one of your unique characteristic traits," she replied.

He chuckled softly before saying, "Power makes men lazy. Careless. Power removes the simple pleasures. I killed more than two thousand fae, and I hardly had to work for it. Do you have any idea how disappointing that was?"

"You are a very singular man," she said, voice amused.

"You're a very singular woman," he replied.

"I hardly match you in stature," she stated easily.

"I disagree."

"You like to argue," she shrugged. "It's your nature."

"I disagree very much," he drawled.

She laughed, and he couldn't help it; he kissed her once more.

A violent earthquake woke Doc, pulling him from Tozi's arms. Only it wasn't really an earthquake; it was just Jury shaking the bed.

"For god's sake, wake up!" Jury demanded.

"I'm awake," Doc grumbled. "Thanks to you."

"Thanks to me! Everything is thanks to me! I built you a goddamn body. A goddamn fae body at that. You owe me!"

"Drustan's library paid my debts," Doc said as he stretched leisurely.

"Drustan's library paid off all your previous debts," Jury countered. "This is new debt."

"Fine," Doc shrugged.

He moved himself up into a sitting position and just breathed. Thaddeus was right. Breath was an amazing thing. Breathing as a human was a completely different experience than breathing as a fae.

It boggled his mind a little to realize that he had now lived just as long or longer as a fae than as a human. But he was human right now, and he was going to enjoy it.

Jury sat beside him on the bed, and for a moment, neither of them spoke. Doc was busy watching his toes wiggle. He doubted if that was what Jury was doing, but he knew Jury would eventually get to the point, whatever the point was.

"Are you… Is it…" Jury trailed off with a muttered noise, then said quickly, "Is it over? You're Doc again?"

"Yes," Doc said.

Toes really were fascinating.

"But are you really, because you're acting just the littlest bit strange," Jury pressed.

"I'm just looking at my toes."

"And you don't see how that's strange?"

"Not really."

"Doc!"

Doc chuckled softly and said, "I was fae for over a hundred years. I still have those memories; I still lived that life. I was The Fae. It would be ridiculous to think that it didn't change me at all."

"So you're not the same Doc you were a month ago," Jury stated.

"No."

"But you are Doc."

"Yes."

There was another long moment of silence, but then Jury said softly, "Jervis came to see me the other day. And do you know what he said?"

"No idea," Doc replied.

"He said to trust you. He said that if anyone could fight their way back from total oblivion, it would be you. And he said that you would do it for me." Jury paused once more before asking worriedly, "You didn't just do it for me, did you?"

"Do what?"

"Give it up?"

Doc laughed, easily blocking the elbow Jury sent his way.

"I'm trying to be serious!" Jury snapped.

"So am I," Doc chuckled.

"You're never serious," Jury grumbled. "Unless you're fae. And then you're too serious. I saw you, you know. When you were eating them. We were standing up on that mountain, and all I could think was, 'I'm standing with a god.' And then you went and gave it back. Did you really want to?" Jury pressed.

Doc imagined that if he was still fae he would feel a measure of guilt coming off of Jury. But he wasn't, so he didn't. He was just guessing.

"It's different for you," Doc shrugged. "I think you would like being a god, but I enjoy the struggle of being a man. When you can kill a thousand fae with little more than a thought, it just takes some of the zest out of life. I missed having to work for it. I missed not knowing what people are thinking. I missed the touch of luck. I just… Godhood is not for me," he said firmly. "I did what I had to do, and then as soon as an escape hatch materialized, I dove through it."

He tried to wiggle his big toe all on its own, but it didn't cooperate. He wondered why that was.

"What happened after I blacked out?" Doc asked as he tried to wiggle the other toes independently.

"Will you stop wiggling your goddamn toes?" Jury snapped. "It's very distracting."

Doc stilled his feet and looked Jury's way.

"You blacked out," Jury stated.

"And?"

"One of the fae tried to kill you."

"And?"

"Veda, your little fae goddess, burned him to a cinder."

"Really? She used fire?"

"Yep. And she looked really… really phenomenal doing it," Jury said, tone just the littlest bit dreamy.

Doc reminded himself that even though she had been a mere child a week ago that Veda was an ancient being and she was more than capable of dealing with Jury's advances. It was Jury he should be worried about. But he wasn't.

"Then she made an announcement about how they would follow your example and learn to be just, kind, and scary as hell."

Doc raised an eyebrow, but before he could ask, Jury said, "I'm adlibbing. Just imagine how Mother would have said it, and that would be about right. After that, she made a hole that opened up here and shoved us both through it. And she said, 'Tell my brother I expect him to visit. He knows the way.'"

Doc did too. Because he had put a fae mound just outside of Denver on Mount Blue Sky. In anticipation of this moment.

He hadn't been certain he could save Veda. And even if he had been certain, he hadn't known for sure that she would accept the task of leading the fae. He was glad that she had. He felt that with her leading them, the fae might actually learn to care. She was what they had needed this whole time.

She was a new beginning, a new chance.

And if the fae failed to come up to snuff once more, Doc would simply kill them again.

He grinned slightly at the thought.

"You're thinking about killing someone, aren't you?" Jury snorted. "You have that look."

Doc laughed softly and said, "You know me so well."

"You owe me clubbing and a camping trip."

"We should go someplace new," Doc said.

Someplace that glittered. Someplace with gambling.

"We should go to Australia," Doc added.

"I've always wanted to camp in the Outback," Jury said thoughtfully.

"Do you think we can get Jervis to come?" Doc asked.

"Maybe," Jury replied. "But I'm not taking Thaddeus."

Doc's laugher rolled through his suite, and just hearing it made him laugh all the harder. He felt as if he hadn't laughed in forever. And maybe he hadn't. Maybe he had forgotten how to laugh and had only just now remembered.

"I'm not kidding," Jury stated. "That man's a menace. I have to know though, did you really make the wrist cuff?"

"You weren't supposed to bring that up," Doc chastised.

"Yeah, but, we both knew," Jury pointed out. "It's been a few months since you asked me about the cuff, but I knew right away."

"Right away?" Doc drawled.

"Maybe not right away," Jury admitted. "It would have been stupid not to attack you," he said defensively. "After all, you just stepped out of nowhere into the living room. To be honest, you scared the shit out of me, but you wouldn't believe how goddamn quick on their feet the Bakers are," he said, a note of admiration to his tone. "By the way, I'm counting that as my weekend."

Doc could hardly argue with that.

"So did you?" Jury pressed.

Doc could feel Jury's curiosity, but only because he was paying attention to the tone of Jury's voice and the movements of his body. Not because he could actually feel it.

He grinned widely as he waited for Jury to speak again. He knew what Jury was going to say, but he didn't really know; it was just a guess based on what he knew of Jury.

The fae could keep their power. Doc preferred to rely on his instinct, observation, and skill.

"Did you really make the cuff?" Jury asked once more.

"Yes," Doc said. "I followed your instructions exactly." He let that statement sit for a moment before adding, "Would you like to try it on?"

"I thought you'd never ask."

With a laugh, Doc removed the gauntlet and handed it to Jury. Jury put it on his wrist, muttered the Latin word, and as Doc watched, Jury transformed. He grew a little shorter. He grew a little stouter, completely ripping his shirt, and his hair turned a bright orangish-red.

"Holy shit that is cool!" Jury exclaimed as he hopped off the bed and ran to the mirror. "Look at me! I'm a ginger!"

"A handsome one too," Doc laughed.

"Like I could be anything but handsome," Jury snorted. "The craftsmanship is incredible," he said frankly. "I can't believe you made it. I tried to make one once, but it didn't turn out quite right."

"What do you mean?" Doc asked.

Jury, although it wasn't Jury's face at all, made an odd expression before muttering, "I think a dog hair got mixed into the metal somehow. It was a very near thing since dogs can't talk, and to be honest, I've been a little leery of trying it again."

Doc couldn't help it. He laughed.

"Laugh all you want," Jury stated. "You wouldn't be laughing if I had been stuck as a dog forever because if I was still a dog, you'd still be a fae."

"Good point," Doc chuckled. "You know what we need?"

"What?"

"Food. Coffee. Whiskey. And cards."

"I'll call Jervis," Jury said. "If we bet favors or days, he won't even realize he's agreed to go to Australia until it's too late. You get dressed. And for fuck's sake, try to go a day or two without losing your clothes this time."

Doc laughed as he rolled off the bed and approached the mirror. He had some trepidation before looking into the glass, and he was relieved to see that his eyes looked perfectly normal. They didn't have even the faintest hint of purple.

He was back. He was John Henry Holliday. The only mortal immortal, feckless gambler, hopeless wanderer, superior lover. He was just a man, nothing more, nothing less.

He grinned widely. For the first time in weeks he could feel the sand beneath his feet. The tide was far, far out. He could hear the waves crashing, but he knew better than to chase after it. There was nothing Lady Luck hated more than being chased.

He would look the other way and pretend he didn't see her; and if he was very, very lucky, which he usually was, Lady Luck would come perch upon his shoulder once more.
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Excerpt from Book 3




Jury was waiting for Tessa when the limousine pulled up alongside the entrance to the Hidden's nine hundred block. 

Tessa stepped from the car and walked towards him, a lost sense of feminine pride rearing its head when she saw the look of surprise on his face. 

"You look... passable," he said. 

She raised an eyebrow. 

"Fine, you look gorgeous," he admitted before taking her arm. "But don't let it go to your head."

"I'd never dream of it," she replied with a grin.

"Do not leave my side," he ordered as they passed into the Hidden. "If you do, I'll be absolutely swarmed by hopeful Mrs. Jurys," he added with a shudder. 

"I hate going into the Hidden," he went on. "I'm someone here, but out there in the norm world, I'm no one. I can go anywhere and do anything, and nobody pays any attention to me."

"I hardly believe that," Tessa snorted. 

"It's not the same," he said. "I don't mind being appreciated for my looks; that has nothing to do with my name."

She understood that only too well. Her name overshadowed everything else about her. She was a Graves. And for reasons she was only just beginning to understand, her name inspired fear, not respect. 

"Oh, and one more thing," he said. "Try to be nice."

"I'll try," Tessa said. 

"I'm attaching the Jury name to you, and although I don't much care how they portray us in the Hidden Gazette tomorrow, I would like you to conduct yourself with a little decorum. Otherwise, Mother will be very annoyed, and I'll have to hear about it; and if that happens, you'll hear about it."

"Noted," Tessa said. 

She'd never been very adept at holding her tongue, but she would try because he'd asked her to. He didn't need to help her, but he was. The least she could do in return was not embarrass him in front of the Hidden elite. 

The closer they got to Lloyd's house, the more Tessa's throat tightened. 

"I've never gone to anything like this before," she whispered. 

"There's nothing to it," Jury said easily "You just imagine them all in their underwear."

"Isn't that for giving a speech?" 

"I find it works in almost any situation," he chuckled.

She wasn't so sure about that, but she was willing to try anything. She'd never been this nervous in her life, and she didn't want to accidentally babble something that she shouldn't and embarrass Jury. She had a suspicion that he was a bit temperamental, and she didn't want him to stop helping her. 

They had nearly reached the large group of people slowly filing inside the largest house on the block, and Tessa stared at the nearest couple, trying to imagine what kind of underwear they might wear. She gave up after a few seconds because it was too assumptive of an exercise; there was simply no way to know what they preferred. 

She could tell, however, that in spite of the woman's glittery dress, she spent long hours gardening and she usually wore sunglasses when she did. 

Tessa's nervousness started to fade as she reviewed each person she could see and catalogued their clothing, their posture, and their possible hobbies. She was so caught up with her study that she didn't even realize they had reached the door until Jury made an unhappy hiss. 

"Something wrong?" she asked. 

"Nothing leaving won't fix," he grumbled. "We just hit the anti-magic barrier."

"How does he do it?" Tessa asked. 

"I don't know," Jury replied. "But if you gave me a couple of minutes on the outside, I could figure it out. Here comes Mother," he added in an undertone.

Tessa scanned the people in front of them, instantly noting the woman who had to be Jury's mother. The woman was absolutely gorgeous and despite her small stature, she emanated with a sense of power, just like Jury. 

"Thomas," she said without even looking in Tessa's direction.

"Mother," he replied. 

They stared at each other for a moment, almost as if measuring each other, and then Mrs. Jury smiled slightly and said, "Are you going to introduce me to your companion?"

"I doubt that's necessary," Jury stated. "I'm sure you already know Ms. Tessa Graves."

"Only by reputation," Mrs. Jury said, finally turning her gaze towards Tessa. "And from what I've heard, I'm surprised that Thomas chose to bring you."  

Her gaze was just as sharp as her words, but Tessa returned Mrs. Jury's stare without flinching; although in truth, she was absolutely terrified of the woman. It wasn't hard to surmise where Jury had gotten his power and his bearing. And Mrs. Jury knew exactly how powerful she was. In addition to being the head of the North American Witches Council, Mrs. Jury was rumored to be the most powerful female witch in the United States.

"I do hope you'll be on your best behavior," Mrs. Jury said. 

It wasn't a request. It was an order. Not a compulsion. Simply an I'll-destroy-you-if-you-tarnish-my-name statement.

"Be sure to circulate," she added, and then she walked away, smiling as she greeted someone else. 

"She seems nice," Tessa said. 

"Compared to what?" Jury chuckled. "A rabid badger?"

"I would never say that about your mother," she replied with mock seriousness. 

"Of course not; you wouldn't want rabies."

They both laughed at that, but quickly sobered when they saw one of the other guests watching them. 

"I wish Doc were here," Jury sighed. "He'd find an excuse to kill someone, and before you know it, it would be an all-out brawl."

"I've been told to maintain my good behavior," Tessa said. "Otherwise, I'd be happy to start a fight for you."

"We'll keep that idea in reserve," Jury said. "We only have to stay for an hour. Surely we can manage."

Tessa wasn't convinced of that. Her mind was quickly being overloaded by everything she couldn't help but see from the corner of her eye.

The couple to her left were both cheating on each other. There was a man across the room who really hated someone in the middle of the room; she wasn't sure who, but she knew she could find out if she moved just a little to the right. There was a small girl upstairs, staring down through the gaps in the balusters. Three of the women were wearing nearly identical dresses, the only difference was the color of the trim, and two of the women were showcasing the exact same necklace. Seven of the men were already drunk, one was a pickpocket, and another was a lecher. 

Those were just a few of the things she had already seen. She couldn't stop noticing things. She was supposed to notice things, after all; it was her job. 

Jury tugged gently on her arm, and they started to move slowly through the crowd. He greeted people as he went, but he did it in the same way as Mrs. Jury did, superior and far above the rest. Tessa pasted a smile on her face and nodded at people when they looked at her, shook hands with the few people Jury bothered to introduce her to, and tried to look perfectly reputable. 

Things proceeded smoothly. But then, as always, the universe decided to punish her. 

"Why, Tessa Graves! Twice in one week. The sky must be falling."

Jury turned them, bringing Tessa face to face with Trish Owens. Tessa forced a smile, but Trish wasn't looking at her. She was looking up at Jury, her greedy, cruel eyes eating him up like one of Badri's pastries. But judging by the look on Jury's face, he wasn't interested; he was repulsed. 

He took a step sideways, but Trish moved to block them. 

"Aren't you going to introduce me to your handsome escort?" Trish purred, voice dripping with promises of seductive pleasure. 

"Sorry, but no," Tessa said.

Fury flashed across Trish's face, and she glared at Tessa as she ground out, "It's polite."  

"But I can't," Tessa replied, hoping that Jury would step in to save her before she said something really, really stupid. 

"Well, there's nothing to keep him from introducing himself," Trish said with a provocative roll of her shoulders.

"I'm afraid there is," Jury said flatly. 

"What's that?" Trish twittered. 

"My dignity," he responded. 

He dragged Tessa away before Trish could respond, and Tessa moaned, "I really wish you hadn't done that."

"She was going to continue hating you no matter what I did," he replied. "So there was no point in throwing myself under the bus."

"So you threw me under the bus instead?" she demanded. 

"Consider it motivation to tie up your Lexi case as quickly as possible," he said with a shrug. "The longer you give a woman like that to stew, the worse it will be in the end."

"Did you memorize my report?" she demanded. 

"It was a really compelling read."

"I think I hate you."

"Music to my ears," he stated. "Our hour is almost up. We'll pay our respects to Lloyd, and then we're done."

"Good," she grumbled. 

Jury's tone had grown harsher with each minute that had passed, and Tessa wasn't quite sure why. She didn't like being around people either, especially this many at once, but his aversion seemed almost physical.  

Ignoring everyone they passed, Jury continued to tow her across the room towards the raised dais at the back. Lloyd was standing on top, directly in the middle, surveying the party like a king surveys his subjects. There was a striking woman in a dark red dress hanging from his arm, and it took Tessa more than a second to realize it was Ollie. 

When they reached the top, Jury greeted Lloyd with a very polite, "Mr. McQueen."  

"Ah! Sir Thomas Jury!" Lloyd gushed. "I'm absolutely delighted to see you. You've made my party a slamming success. Not just one Jury, but two! And you've brought the lovely Ms. Graves with you. Why I think the last time I saw you, Ms. Graves, you were wearing your hair in pigtails."

Tessa smiled at him and said, "It's a lovely party, and you're looking very well, Mr. McQueen."

"Not as well as you, my dear. The Graves women are without doubt the loveliest to be found. You can't imagine my delight to see Ollie tonight."

He gazed down fondly at Ollie, and Tessa felt a tinge of guilt for manipulating his harmless adoration. Despite the fact that he'd known Virgil, she'd never disliked Lloyd. For an ogre, he was rather bumbling and sweet. Although rumor had it, he was only half ogre, and she supposed that might explain his short stature, if you were measuring in ogrements. 

"Thank you for the kind invitation," Jury said. 

"You're not leaving already?" Lloyd replied, face falling. "The entertainment hasn't even begun."

Lloyd's parties were famous for their entertainment. There'd even been an elephant one year. 

"I'm afraid I have a business meeting in Philadelphia in the morning," Jury said apologetically. "Otherwise, we would certainly stay." 

"Ah! Business! The only time you can leave it behind is at a Lloyd McQueen party!" Lloyd announced with a laugh. 

"Indeed," Jury said. "Goodnight."

Tessa grinned widely at Lloyd and started to say something, but Jury was already dragging her down the steps towards the door. 

"That was rude," she hissed as she struggled to keep up with him. 

He didn't respond, and she glared at him, but her glare quickly turned to confusion when she noted the signs of strain around his eyes. He was also sickly pale, and there was a sheen of sweat on his brow.  

"Are you alright?" she asked worriedly. 

"Fine," he growled. 

It took them another few seconds to reach the door, and Jury hauled her through it so fast that she almost lost a slipper. As soon as they were completely clear of the house, Jury sighed in relief. 

"I don't know how they stand it," he said. 

"Who?"

"The other witches," he replied as he loosened his collar. 

Realization struck her. Thomas Jury could not be without his magic. At least not for long. 

She played back the party in her mind, looking at the faces of the known witches as she did. None of them had looked distressed. They'd all been laughing and smirking and casting about subtle insults. 

And that was when it occurred to her that not all witches were the same. Placing Thomas Jury in the same category as one of the other witches was like putting a fish in the same category as a frog. They both used the water, but one lived in it and breathed it, and the other one just played in it every once and a while.
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She also writes psychological thrillers under the name M.M. Boulder.

Sign up for M.M. Crumley's VIP newsletter at www.mmcrumley.com to receive notifications of new releases and other fun stuff!

To connect on Facebook, just search for M.M. Crumley  





M.M. Crumley Book List

Urban Fantasy

THE IMMORTAL DOC HOLLIDAY SERIES

BOOK 1: HIDDEN

BOOK 2: COUP D'ÉTAT

BOOK 3: RUTHLESS

BOOK 4: INSTINCT

BOOK 5: ROGUES

BOOK 6: EMPIRE

BOOK 7: OMENS

BOOK 8: CHASM

BOOK 9: FERAL

BOOK 10: OBLIVION

BOOK 11: RELENTLESS

BOOK 12: REQUIEM

BOOK 13: HELLION

BOOK 14: SHADOWS

BOOK 15: INDEBTED

BOOK 16: FATHOM

BOOK 17: FEROCITY

JANEY FALKE SAINT KILLER SERIES

BOOK 1: BLOOD OATH

THE HOUSE OF GRAVES SERIES

BOOK 1: THREE LITTLE GRAVES & THE BIG BAD WOLF

BOOK 2: OVER THE RIVER & THROUGH THE WOOD

BOOK 3: FIRE BURN & CAULDRON BUBBLE

BOOK 4: A HUNTING, A HUNTING WE WILL GO

BOOK 5: AND HE WALKED A CROOKED MILE

THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS SERIES

BOOK 1: DARK AWAKENING

BOOK 2: BONE DEEP

BOOK 3: BLOOD STAINED

BOOK 4: BURIAL GROUND

BOOK 5: DEATH SONG

BOOK 6: FUNERAL MARCH

BOOK 7: WARPATH

Writing as M.M. Boulder

Psych Thrillers

THE LAST DOOR

MY BETTER HALF

THE HOUSE THAT JACK BUILT

MY ONE AND ONLY

WE ALL FALL DOWN

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

Visit my website at www.mmcrumley.com
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