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Character List

 
Doc Holliday: our intrepid hero

Thomas Jury (witch): Doc's friend

Jervis (vampire): Doc's friend & Dulcis's manager

Señora Teodora / Tozi (shaman): who "turned" Doc

Thaddeus or Thaddy Whythe: Doc's talking plant

Simon Redgrove (Takaheni): Hidden businessman & Doc's advisor

Sagena Redgrove (Takaheni): Simon's sister

Bree (banshee): Doc's adopted daughter

Aine (banshee): Bree's daughter & owner of the House of Banshee

Frankie (norm) Baker children's babysitter

Baker Children—Johnny, Jules, Addison (witches)

Boudica (witch hound)

Adrian Gionta (witch): painter who imprisoned women in paintings

Bennie (Worm): go-to guy

Robert (Worm): owner of the Mortuary

Sydney LaRoche (Romani): Doc's new go-to guy

Julian LaRoche (Romani): Sydney's son

Selina LaRoche (norm): Sydney's adopted daughter

Edgar Achaean (norm): Appointed One, Doc killed in book 3

Dublin O'Connell (wolf shifter): Doc's friend, current head of Magistratus, owner of Wolf Club

Kaylee, Kylie, Kinsey (witches): triplets

Ana & Ina Zaitsev (vampires): sisters from Russia

Fernsby (witch): hypnotist

Bluegrass Goodhunt (shaman): Doc's friend, died in book 6

Apollo: Bluegrass's sentient house

Sami Caruso (norm): Jury's manager & Jervis's squeeze

Nevin Tucker (ghost): Ghost Guy

Phillip and Abigail Jury (witches): Jury's parents

Edward, William, Charles, & Edmund Jury (witches): 4 of Jury's 7 brothers

Margaret Jury (witch): Jury's sister, head of the Jury family, American branch



Gwenna Jury (witch): Jury's niece, Edward's daughter



Drustan Jury (witch): Phillip's father & Duke of Darkness

Cynric Jury (witch): Drustan's brother, was just a head in book 3

Thulan (witch): ancient witch Tetrarch Mitcham had locked away



Emily (Myhanava): works for Dulcis



James (vampire): works for Dulcis



Pierre (norm): chef at Dulcis

Enoshi (shadow phantom): Doc's extraction team leader

Callisto (imp): whiskey loving imp who watched the Bakers in book 7
August Naese (witch): head of the Northwestern witches

Isabel Naese (witch): August's daughter

Ingrim Naese (witch): August's son

Fain (witch/Crazasum): one of the Northwestern witches

Alex (?): a mysterious man who met regularly with Tetrarch Mitcham

Lena Danser (norm): Doc's lady love who killed herself

Graven Birch (Takaheni): leader of the United States Council

Nick (Takaheni): stood guard over Tetrarch Mitcham in book 5

Francisco (norm): Doc's real-life adopted brother

Kate (norm): Doc's real-life main squeeze

Andrew Rufus (norm): Doc's friend from the past

Janey Falke (norm): Doc's friend from the past, also Andrew's wife

Doyle (norm): Andrew's friend

Meli/Black Shaman (shaman): Doc brought her back to life in book 6, Andrew's nemesis

Ahanu/Grey Shaman (shaman): Meli's brother, Doc owed him a favor

Tetrarch Mitcham (Zeniu): tetrarch of the Hidden until Doc killed him in book 5

Akashii: keepers of the Akashic record

Solomon (norm): leader of an ancient order called Sons of Solomon; Doc killed in book 7

Eldwin (vampire): Jervis's brother, Jervis killed in book 7

Winks (gargoyle): tiny gargoyle of Jury's  

Rot mites (insect): creatures that feed off of witches' power
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Tetrarch Doc Holliday grinned slowly as he took in Thomas Jury's astonished face. 
"Did you just ask me to call my mother?" Jury asked.
"Yes," Doc replied, winking at Jervis and Simon.
"And why should I call my mother?" Jury demanded.
"So she can show us how to access Blackwater Prison," Doc said patiently.
Jury just stared at Doc, eyebrows raised, mouth poised to say something but nothing came out.
"I'm glad it's not just me Doc turns speechless," Simon muttered irritably.
"It happens to be a particular talent of his," Jervis shrugged.
Jury made a broad gesture and said, "Let me see if I've got this straight. The witches are making a play for power; and meanwhile, instead of dealing with them, you're going to go behind their backs and close down Blackwater, which happens to be one of their favorite toys."
"That sounds—"
"I wasn't done!" Jury snapped. "And to do this, you want to solicit the help of my mother, who happens to be married to one the most notorious Doc-haters around. And if I know Father, he's likely the person leading the charge against you."
"That's—"
"Still not done," Jury ground out. "In order to close Blackwater, you plan to bring in August Naese and all the Northwestern witches; and if you knew anything about witches, which you don't, you'd know that the Northwestern witches and the Eastern witches don't get along."
"I didn't—"
"Still not fucking done!" Jury exclaimed. "Do you have any idea what you're doing? You're going to start a fucking war! Do you realize that?"
"I had thought—"
"Oh!" Jury mocked. "You had thought! You had thought you might start a war?"
"The thought—"
"Do you realize what would happen if the witches went to war? Do you have any idea?!"
"Actually—"
"It would be a goddamn mess!" Jury snapped.
"I realize—"
Doc sighed as Jury interrupted him once more.
"And all you'll have on your side are a few kitchen pantry witches from the hills and a bunch of anti-moderns. Meanwhile, Father will have the Jurys on his side. ALL of them! Not to mention all the Jury adjacents. Do you have any idea how many Jurys there are in Britain? Do you?!"
"Enough!" Doc snapped.
"But—"
"No," Doc said firmly. "One, you're getting ahead of yourself. I haven't started a war yet."
"But—"
"No," Doc said again, cutting off Jury's next rant. "I haven't, and I will avoid it, if at all possible. But I will shut down Blackwater, witches be damned."
"That's the part that starts the war!" Jury broke in.
"Maybe," Doc allowed. "But you're forgetting a few things."
"Such as?"
"Such as, nobody likes the witches."
"What does that have to do with anything?" Jury demanded.
"It means everyone else will be on my side."
"That's actually true," Simon interjected.
"Thank you, Simon," Doc said with a quick grin. "Besides that, I have a couple of witches on my side who are smarter and more talented than all the Jury witches put together."
"Who?" Jury demanded.
"You, for one," Doc muttered, shaking his head. "Jules and Johnny—"
"They're just kids," Jury pointed out.
"But they're clever," Doc said. "Which is something most witches lack."
"What's your point?" Jury grouched.
"My point is even if I do start a war, we can handle it."
"You're wrong," Jury said emphatically.
Doc shrugged carelessly. "Maybe I am. But are you with me?"
Several emotions crossed Jury's face before he said, "Whatever; just don't blame me when Mother spits in your face and runs to tell Father what you're up to."
With that Jury stood and stomped towards the door, face thunderous.
"Don't forget to send one of those birds to August!" Doc called out just as Jury opened the door.
"Go to war with me; bring your mother. Oh, and don't forget to send one of those birds to August. Is there anything else you'd like, Tetrarch Holliday?" Jury sneered.
"Actually, now that you mention it, I need Gwenna."
"Gwenna?! Why?"
"She's the only Jury who was ever smart enough to learn how to cover her tracks," Doc replied.
"This is a bad idea," Jury insisted.
"I know," Doc grinned.
"I hate you."
"But you can't," Doc said. "You ate the best friends forever cake."
"I'll give it back."
"It's too late."
Jury's eyes narrowed. "You owe me."
"Whatever you want," Doc promised.
Jury grinned widely and said, "An open favor?"
"Exactly."
"Deal."
As soon as the door closed behind Jury, Doc turned to Simon and said, "Have you made up your mind?"
"About what?"
"What you're going to do?"
"I don't see how I can help with Blackwater, so I'll go down to the council and try to stall the proceedings as long as possible," Simon said wearily.
"Do you know what their argument is?" Doc asked.
"Not yet," Simon replied. "I assume it will start with your normness, since it is technically against the law for a norm to be tetrarch."
"Interesting," Doc murmured. "Has there ever been a witch tetrarch?"
"Once, early on."
"Then a precedent has been set."
"What do you mean?" Simon demanded.
"There are scholars among the Northwestern witches who argue that witches are merely norms with abilities, not actually a cryptid species. And based on my own experience, I'm pretty sure it's a solid theory."
"That's a stab in the dark," Simon said. "And there's no way I could prove it." 
"It's enough to bring it into question," Doc pointed out. "Can they truly prove I'm a norm?"
"What do you mean?"
"I'm over a hundred and twenty years old, and I still look like I'm thirty. I'm fairly certain that's not common for norms," Doc said with a wink.
"I see what you mean," Simon said thoughtfully. "All I have to do is muddy the waters."
"Exactly. And you should bring in witnesses," Doc suggested.
"To what end?"
"To ramble on endlessly," Doc explained.
"Are you sure you weren't a lawyer?"
"I've picked up a few tricks over the years," Doc replied.
"I'll see what I can do," Simon promised. "And I'll keep you updated."
"Likewise," Doc said.
Simon left, and Doc turned to Jervis and said, "Do you remember when I wasn't the tetrarch?"
"I do," Jervis said slowly. "But, to be honest, I think you're kind of enjoying yourself."
"What makes you say that?"
"I know you like your cards, women, and whiskey, but it's never been enough for you."
Doc raised an eyebrow and waited for Jervis to continue.
"Remember when we opened Dulcis?"
"Obviously."
"You told me to only hire people no one else would."
"Desperate people make better workers," Doc pointed out.
"So you said. That doesn't explain why you paid them twice the normal wage."
"I was buying loyalty," Doc shrugged.
"So you said. And remember when you first assembled the extraction team?"
"I needed to get Gloria out of that laboratory, and that was the only way I could do it without killing everyone," Doc said as he opened another bottle of whiskey. "If you recall, she had information I needed."
"I do recall, but it was a little out of your way to scrub her and set her up in that villa in France."
"I couldn't be sure I wouldn't need her help again," Doc countered.
"If you're going to be difficult," Jervis muttered. "Remember when you infiltrated a church's catacombs, killed the men there, released me, and nearly died trying to save me?"
"I knew you'd be a superb manager someday," Doc said evenly.
Jervis raised an eyebrow.
"Fine!" Doc snapped. "I'd already grown rather attached to your taciturn and grumpy ways, and I would have missed you. Is that what you wanted to hear?"
"You can't help but help people," Jervis said.
"I don't... That's not..."
Doc trailed off. He knew Jervis was right; he just didn't want to admit it. He worked really hard not to care about people, and if he admitted he did care about people, who knew what would happen.
"And as tetrarch," Jervis went on, "you've spent all your time trying to right the wrongs of previous tetrarchs, including Blackwater."
"I hate Blackwater," Doc ground out.
"Unlike most of the Jurys or other ageless cryptids, you've lived many lives," Jervis said. "You've been locked away without cause. You've lived from win to win. You've been destitute. You've been filthy rich. You've been loved. You've had no one. You've treated others unjustly. You've been treated unjustly. But most importantly, you've learned from your experiences, and you've changed. You've evolved."
"So have you," Doc argued.
"Not so much," Jervis said, voice soft. "I've clung to your shadow for the last hundred years because..." He sighed heavily, and for a second his face almost looked old. "Because through you I... I can feel something other than hate and despair. Through you... I can care. Without you..." He shrugged and said, "Without you I'm just a wraith wandering the countryside taking out my hatred on anyone I can."
Doc stared at Jervis, emotion clogging his throat.
"You're so much more than that," Doc finally managed to say. "And without you I'd drown in sorrow."
"I know," Jervis replied.
Neither of them spoke as Doc finished off the bottle of whiskey, then Doc said, "I'm really sorry about your brother. I'm glad... I'm glad we ended it."
"I feel strangely empty now," Jervis murmured. "Eldwin is no longer there to hate, and that was all that I had."
"You keep saying that, but it's not true at all," Doc snorted. "Case in point, you were more of a father to Bree than I ever was."
Jervis shook his head and said, "We were two different kinds of fathers, and she needed us both. You for levity and hope."
"You for stability and perspective," Doc countered.
"That's certainly true. You advised her to kill Billy when he asked her to marry him."
"He looked at her with... with..."
"Love?" Jervis supplied.
"Not at first!" Doc argued.
Jervis rolled his eyes and said, "They were happy together."
"I know," Doc muttered. "That's why she has you. To advise her not to kill people."
"As fun as this is," Jervis said, "we're getting a little off-track. You're going to close down Blackwater. What do you need from me?"
"I need you to keep the Bakers safe," Doc replied. "I don't trust the witches not to come after them if they think they can use them."
"They were already scrubbed by their parents so it should be a simple matter to move them to another location," Jervis stated.
"But I want you to stay with them," Doc said.
"Winslow would like that," Jervis grumbled.
"He can't be that bad," Doc pointed out.
"He smiles perpetually."
"Do you want me to fire him?" Doc offered.
"Are you insane? He has a photographic memory and perfect recall!" Jervis exclaimed. "He's the only person alive I would trust to run the hotel in my absence."
"So he's not really that bad," Doc grinned.
"He's terrible," Jervis growled. "I could tell him the entire hotel burned down, and he'd just grin at me and say, 'We can rebuild, sir'."
"In that case, don't tell him we're about to start a war with the witches," Doc laughed.
"I thought you said you weren't starting a war," Jervis countered.
"I just said that to calm down Jury. You and I both know I'm starting a war." Doc grinned widely and added, "I wonder how many rot mites I can scrounge up."
"Shall I send a request to Mr. LaRoche, sir?"
Doc considered it before saying, "Yes, please do." He held Jervis's eyes for a moment, grinned even wider and added, "As many as he can find."




Chapter 2
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"I need you to go with Jervis," Doc told the Baker children after he'd woken them all.
"Why?" Jules asked sleepily.
"The witches are making a play for power, and I wouldn't put it past them to try to use you as leverage," Doc explained.
"Oh," Jules whispered, suddenly more alert. "That's really... not good."
"I have a special task for you, Jules, if you're up to it," Doc said.
She straightened and nodded, eyes bright with curiosity.
"There were a lot of papers at Mitcham's that I haven't had time to sort through yet, and I'd like you to start on them."
"Me?" she asked. "But... Me?"
"Yes. You've got a brilliant mind, and I trust you to know if something's important."
Her face turned bright red, and she stuttered, "But what if I miss something?"
Doc shrugged and countered, "What if you find something?" 
"I... Well, I..."
"It would be a huge help," Doc added.
"Okay," she said uncertainly.
"And if he promises to be good, I'll send Thaddeus with you to assist," Doc said.
"Good?" Thaddeus sputtered. "How could I be anything but good?"
"I'm sure you could think of something, old boy."
"You're the libertine!"
"It's true," Doc said cheerfully. "Do you want to go with Jules or not?"
"Only if she desires my company," Thaddeus grumbled. "I weary of spending time with people who want nothing to do with me."
"I've come to appreciate your rambling," Doc chuckled. "And you have a keen insight that I think Jules will find helpful."
"A keen..." Thaddeus trailed off then cleared his throat awkwardly. "I suppose if you put it that way... Just make sure to send some brandy."
"I'll have Jervis take an entire case," Doc promised.
He turned to study the children again, all of whom were looking a tad concerned.
"I'm sorry to move you when you were just settling in," he said. "I just need to know you're safe. Otherwise I won't be able to focus, and you know what happens when a gambler loses his focus, don't you?" They shook their heads, and Doc said, "He loses the game as well."
"Are you really going to fight the witches?" Johnny asked.
"I'm sure it won't come to that," Doc said dismissively. "They're more bark than bite."
Johnny and Jules' signature purple bubble popped up, enveloping all four of the children. Frankie cast Doc a startled look before turning to listen to what Jules was saying. When the bubble dropped, they faced Doc, expressions grave.
"Use my hair," Addison said, small voice solemn.
Doc watched curiously and quietly as Johnny plucked several long strands of Addison's red hair. Johnny handed the hair to Jules, then pulled a shiny black rock from his pocket. He placed one finger against the rock, muttered something, and purple magic spiraled from his fingertip through the rock, making a small hole.
"Done," Johnny said, grinning at Jules.
"Your turn," Jules said to Frankie.
Frankie nodded and slipped the thin gold band she always wore from her finger. She stared at it for a second, smiled at Doc, then handed it to Jules.
Jules reached inside her own pocket and pulled out a handful of small wooden rectangles with runes carved into them. She passed them over to Johnny, and Johnny magically drilled a hole into each rune before giving them back to Jules.
The strands of hair in Jules's hand suddenly floated into the air in front of her and twisted together tightly. Jules was speaking softly, and Doc listened carefully, quickly realizing she wasn't speaking Latin but Gaelic.
The runes floated out of her hand and strung themselves onto the hair, followed by Johnny's rock and Frankie's ring. Purple magic pulsed down the newly formed necklace in waves; and all four children joined hands, even though Jules was the only one speaking.
The necklace lifted slowly and closed around Doc's neck. He could feel the magic tingling along his skin, and he held perfectly still and watched the children.
"Done," Jules said just as the necklace settled onto Doc's chest. She grinned at him and added, "For protection."
"I'd rather have the four of you on my side than a thousand Jurys," Doc said earnestly.
Thaddeus cleared his throat.
Doc grinned and said, "The five of you."
"Be careful," Frankie said earnestly.
"Remember to watch your stance," Johnny added.
"Don't get cocky," Jules advised. "As a rule witches are diabolical, and these witches already don't like you. They'll use anything they can to defeat you, and they already know you and how you operate; you don't know them at all."
Doc considered her words and nodded. "I'll remember that," he said.
Addison threw her arms around Doc and hugged him tightly. "Johnny says Lady Luck rides on your shoulder," she said, voice muffled. "Make sure you kiss her and tell her thank you."
Doc dropped to his knees and wrapped his arms around Addison's small form. "I will," he promised.
The other three children enveloped him in hugs, and Doc held them all for a minute. "Jervis will keep you safe," he assured them.
"We're not worried about us," Jules muttered.
"I'll be fine," Doc said, grinning at them. "Thanks to you."
Just then someone knocked on the door.
"That's Jervis," Doc said. "I'll see you soon."
They nodded forlornly, grabbed their bags, and filed towards the door. Boudica gave Doc a searching look, licked his hand, then followed after the children.
"Don't forget Thaddy," Doc said, picking up Thaddeus's pot.
"In the spirit of the moment," Thaddeus said stiffly, "you might want to know that Phillip Jury is quite nearsighted."
"I'm sorry?" Doc said.
"He's nearsighted," Thaddeus repeated. "I discovered it quite by accident back when we worked together for a brief time. He doesn't know I know. Well, I mean, he doesn't know I'm me, so... But you understand."
"I've never seen him wear glasses," Doc argued, remembering their long ago first meeting.
"Of course not," Thaddeus snorted. "As if a Jury would do something as vulgar as admit to a weakness. He makes glasses out of the air; you can't even see them. Actually you can if the light is right, but... I digress."
"Thank you, Thaddy," Doc said. "I appreciate it. I know you hold Phillip in high regard."
"Perhaps my regard is better served elsewhere," Thaddeus mumbled.
"That was perhaps the nicest thing you've ever said to me," Doc noted.
"Don't get used to it, you reprobate," Thaddeus retorted.
Doc laughed and said, "Thank you for going with them. I'll feel better knowing all of you are safe."
"Well, I..." Thaddeus cleared his throat and mumbled, "Don't forget the brandy."
"Make sure Thaddeus has plenty of brandy," Doc said as he handed Thaddeus's pot to Jervis. "And maybe some hot chocolate."
"I will," Jervis promised.
"Keep them safe for me," Doc added.
"Always," Jervis replied, silver eyes glinting.
"Thank you, Jervis."
The door closed, and Doc was all alone. His suite felt deserted without the Bakers, and he found he didn't like it. He paced the room for a moment before walking over to the window and throwing it open.
A gust of warm air rushed over his face, and he wondered if spring was coming. Spring had been his mother's favorite season. He stared up at the sky, allowing himself to get sucked into a memory of her.
"Look! There's an iris coming back to life," Mother whispered to young John as she pointed towards a bright shoot of green coming out of the ground. "When it finally blooms, we'll put it in the center of the table."
She took his hand and dragged him through the garden towards the apple tree. "The apple tree is budding too," she exclaimed. "It won't be long now."
John glanced over his shoulder towards the gate. The garden was all right, but he'd rather be down at the river skipping stones or at Francisco's learning to fight.   
"Oh, John," Mother laughed. "Isn't it glorious?"
She spun in a circle, and John watched her with a small smile. He could go down to the river any day. Today was one of her good days, and he was staying right here to watch her laugh.
A sudden knock on the door jarred Doc from his memory. He walked across the room and opened the door, bowing slightly when he saw Abigail Jury standing in the hallway. He hadn't seen her since Jury's wedding day, and he was surprised to notice that she actually looked a little haggard.
"Mrs. Jury," he said, motioning for her to come inside.
"I thought we had settled on Abigail," she murmured as she walked past him and sat on his couch.
"I wasn't sure we were still on friendly terms," he replied, sitting across from her.
"You only made my entire family seem weak and helpless," she stated. "Why wouldn't we be on friendly terms?"
"It was the only way to save Jury," Doc said unapologetically.
"How is it possible that you love him more than I do?" she demanded.
"I never said I did," Doc stated.
"But you do," she whispered. "You really do." Her face was full of grief, but she forced it away and said, "What do you want?"
He wanted to say something more about Jury, to comfort her in some way, but he didn't know how. She wasn't anything like his own mother, and he wasn't certain if Jury even knew Abigail loved him in her own strange way.
So instead of following up on her comment, he said, "I'm sure you're aware that the witch's council is trying to depose me, but I want to make sure I shut down Blackwater first."
"Blackwater?!" she exclaimed.
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Because the prisoners there have been consigned to death but not been given the dignity of death," he said, voice hard.
"I don't understand."
"They are lying in their caskets, fully aware that they've been buried alive."
Her eyes narrowed, but then his words pierced her mind and her face paled. "I see," she said softly. "But I'm afraid I can't help you."
Frustration lanced through him, and he demanded, "Can't or won't?"
"Can't," she said flatly. "Only Phillip, Edward, and a few of the older male witches know where Blackwater is or how to use it."
He should have seen that coming.
"I'm sorry," she added. "I would if I could."
This was going to complicate things. He had bet the entire purse on Abigail knowing where Blackwater was, but losing the purse had never stopped him before; he'd find another way.
"May I ask you a question?" she said, voice soft.
Doc nodded, trying to read her. She was a shell of the high and mighty Mrs. Jury he used to know, and he found he missed the old her.
"When you... extricated Thomas from his impending marriage, not only did you put yourself in danger to do it, you also sacrificed something of yourself. Your reputation, your anonymity. You did the same thing when you revealed Mr. Bosch's villainy, and again when you defeated Tetrarch Mitcham."
Doc didn't say anything, just waited for the question.
"Why?" she finally asked.
"Why what?" he responded.
"Why lose something of yourself for the sake of others? Isn't it better to remain strong?"
"Who said anything about not remaining strong?" Doc laughed. "It's like making love. If I put the wants and desires of my partner above my own, my pleasure is heightened simply because her needs have been met."  
"I see," Abigail murmured, brow furrowed in concentration. "And what's that like?" she asked.
"What is what like?" Doc replied, not sure what they were talking about anymore.
"Having heightened pleasure?" she whispered.
So that's what they were talking about. Curious. He wasn't sure he had time for this conversation, but on the other hand...
"What are you really asking, Abigail?"
"I don't know what it's like to have a partner who puts my needs first," she managed to say.
Her cheeks were crimson, and Doc could tell she was mortified, but he needed her to stop hedging and get to the point.  
"You're going to have to be more straightforward than that," he said.
"Do you want me to beg?" she hissed.
"Not at all. I just want you to tell me what you want. What Abigail wants. Not Abigail Jury. Not Mrs. Jury. Just Abigail."
"You once said I was one of the loveliest women you had ever met and if you honestly thought I was available you would have taken what I offered," Abigail replied softly. She exhaled, then stood, held his eyes with her own, and said firmly, "I'm available."
And she was too. Whatever she'd felt before, whatever she'd been hanging onto was gone. Abigail was here, and she wasn't thinking about Phillip at all.
Doc grinned slowly. "I'm about to start a war, you know," he said as he rose. "So I can't commit to days, but I'm sure I can manage two or three hours."
"Hours?" she gasped, eyes wide.
"Hours," he whispered, taking her hand and drawing her towards him. "And every single one will be spent pleasing you, Abigail."
Her hand trembled in his, and she gasped as he pressed his lips to the side of her neck. He feathered his other hand over her hip and up her back, pulling the pin from her hair and letting loose her ebony waves. She sighed and leaned into him, releasing his hand and wrapping her arms around his neck.
Heat sparked between them, and Doc kissed her fiercely and passionately. She met his passion with her own, and he struggled to control himself. She deserved a slow seduction.
He pulled away from her enough to say, "I want to see you in my bed."
"I want to see you in your bed," she replied, slipping into French.
"You're beautiful," he replied in French. "And I'm going to show you just how beautiful."
Jury was going to kill him, but it would be worth it. There was an ember of fierce passion inside Abagail that was just waiting for someone to set it alight, and Doc was going to be that someone.




Chapter 3
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"My god," Abigail breathed sometime later as she fell back onto the bed. "You are good."
Doc untangled his naked leg from hers and grinned as he propped himself up beside her.
"Just trying to please you," he murmured, running his fingertip over the top of her shoulder and tracing her delicate collarbone.
"Thank you," she sighed.
Already she looked younger. Younger and less stressed. She was beginning to look like the Mrs. Jury of his youth, only less disapproving.
"It was truly my pleasure," he drawled.
She opened her eyes and studied him, then said softly, "I'm sorry."
"For what?"
"For not ever giving you a chance. It wasn't... I didn't..." She cleared her throat and said, "What I'm trying to say is Phillip decided he didn't like you and that was that. You can't possibly understand what it's like to be married into the Jury family."
"So tell me," Doc said.
Her face twisted slightly, and she said thoughtfully, "I wasn't a member of the elite; they only chose me because my family line is exceeding strong."
"Jules Baker says you're the most powerful female witch in North America," Doc stated.
"I couldn't possibly say," Abigail shrugged.
"Jury must take after you."
"Perhaps. I haven't... He's been gone... A hundred years he's been gone."
"He thought that was all the time he had," Doc reminded her.
"It was," she agreed. "But it was more time than I had. The Jurys took me when I was ten and raised me as one of their own."
"I'm sorry."
She smiled sadly before saying, "I think that I am too. There were times when I quite envied Thomas. Are you really going to close Blackwater?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Because it's not right."
"Do you see things so clearly?" she asked.
"Yes."
"How can you when so many others do not?"
"I don't know," Doc admitted. He knew she wasn't really questioning him, just asking a question. "I just... Some things I just know."
"Hum," she murmured, tracing his tattoo with one finger. "Whoever put this on you must have loved you very much." He didn't quite manage to contain his shock because Abigail smiled and said, "You didn't know?"
"She wanted something from me," Doc managed to say.
"That's what she told you anyway," Abigail mused.
"Why would you say she loved me?" Doc demanded.
"There's an energy radiating out from it," Abigail said, pushing him back onto the bed so she could examine the tattoo more closely. "Some sort of protection spell, and something else; I can't quite say what. It wasn't made using the elements."
"She was a shaman," Doc said, feeling a little shaky inside.
"That explains it," she murmured. "Are you out of time?"
"Time?" Doc replied, thinking of Tozi and his own immortality.
Abigail grinned slyly. "I could stand to be pleasured once more."
"For that, I'll make time," Doc said with a wink.
By the time Doc escorted Abigail to the door, he was pleasantly sated and very tired; so when he swung open the door to find Jury standing there, hand poised to knock, Doc could do nothing but grin.
Jury looked between the two of them, jaw tightening with irritation before he said icily, "Seriously?"
"I'm a grown woman, Thomas," Abigail said, drawing back her shoulders and smiling regally. "And to be perfectly frank, the last four hours have been more pleasurable than the last three hundred years."
She frowned, and somehow Doc knew she was replaying her words and not liking the way they sounded.
"I mean the parts with your father, not the other parts," she said awkwardly. "I... I wasn't a very good mother, and I'm sorry. I hope you can forgive me." With that she smiled sadly and walked past Jury towards the elevator.
Only when the elevator doors had closed behind her did Jury say, "Did she just apologize to me?"
"Yes."
"Wow. You must've damaged her head."
"I'm not that good," Doc chuckled.
"She looked... better."
"I am good," Doc said as he walked to the kitchen to get a bottle of whiskey. "Just not good enough to cause brain damage."
"Maybe," Jury muttered. "She said she was sorry."
"I think she's regretting some of her decisions," Doc replied, handing Jury a glass full of whiskey.
"She's a Jury," Jury said firmly. "Jurys don't regret."
"Or change," Doc laughed. "But she is."
"Weird," Jury muttered.
"Did you know your father's nearsighted?" Doc asked, changing the subject.
"What?! No, he's not," Jury argued.
"Thaddeus said he is. He said he makes glasses out of the air."
"That's ridiculous! I mean..." Jury trailed off, and he was quiet for quite a while before he exclaimed, "I think you're actually right!"
"I'm always right," Doc drawled.
"Not true, but in this instance, you might be. I've seen... It's too hard to explain, but I think he is."
"Good to know," Doc said casually.
Jury studied him curiously and said, "What exactly are you doing? I thought we were shutting down Blackwater."
"We are."
"Then why are we sitting here?"
"Because I don't know where it is."
"Mother didn't know?"
"No."
"Oh," Jury muttered. "That's unfortunate. August will be here in about an hour. So will Gwenna," he added.
"So we have about an hour to figure it out," Doc said slowly. "Get to thinking."
"This is one of your worst plans yet," Jury grumbled, reaching for the whiskey bottle.
"No," Doc said, pulling it away from him. "You can't think drunk."
"I'm not drunk."
"But you will be if you keep drinking."
"I've developed a tolerance, remember?"
"No," Doc said firmly.
"Fine," Jury grumbled. "I'll just sit here and think."
"Good."
"I think you're an asshole."
"That's not productive."
"No, but it's true. Why did you sleep with her?"
"Because she asked me to," Doc said with a shrug. "She's a beautiful woman, and she needed to be reminded of that."
"Don't make it a habit," Jury grumbled. "After all, she's already old, and you'd probably outlive her."
"Just focus on the problem at hand," Doc sighed, not enjoying the subtle reminder that he was destined to outlive almost everyone he knew.
He took another drink and started thinking. He needed to close Blackwater, but he didn't know where it was. The only people who did know where it was weren't likely to tell him. Not unless he hypnotized them. He raised a thoughtful eyebrow. He didn't usually go for hypnotism, but they were in a bit of a pinch so he'd keep it in mind in case he couldn't come up with a better plan.
For a moment, his mind drifted as he wondered what type of people were locked away in Blackwater. It's not as if the witches had kept records of everyone they'd shoved in there. Actually, they probably had kept records, but again, they weren't likely to share the records with him. Which raised the question of what to do with the prisoners once he'd released them.
Doc tapped his fingers on the couch cushions. Break out the prisoners, but then what? He couldn't kill them all. Most of them probably didn't even deserve to be there. But how would he be able to tell? Unless... He grinned slowly. He had a solution to problem number two, but he still hadn't figured out problem number one.
"I've got it!" Jury suddenly exclaimed.
"Got what?"
"How to find Blackwater."
"You do?" Doc asked incredulously. "It's only been five minutes."
"I am a Jury," Jury said haughtily.
"Just tell me," Doc laughed.
"Thulan."
"Thulan? The old witch Mitcham was keeping prisoner?"
"Exactly! If he can identify remains, I don't see why he couldn't find a hidden prison," Jury said. "Maybe," he added. "I mean, it's a long shot, but that's your specialty."
"So let's go ask him," Doc said.
"You know where he is?" Jury queried.
"In the hotel."
"Really?"
"Really."
"Goddamn, you're lucky," Jury muttered. "It's almost a little nauseating."
"Which reminds me," Doc drawled. "Addison told me to kiss Lady Luck and tell her thank you."
"Kiss her?"
Doc turned towards his shoulder and looked at the empty space, wondering, as he sometimes did, whether luck truly was an entity. "Thank you," he said and kissed the air.
"That was one of the strangest things I've ever seen you do," Jury stated.
"But not the strangest?"
"Hell no! Remember when you joined that mime group?"
"That wasn't strange," Doc argued.
"Like hell it wasn't."
"See if you can figure this out," Doc said, getting up and stepping behind the couch. Face serious, he slowly eased down towards the floor. Once his head was hidden, he eased back up.
"You did not just do the elevator," Jury grumbled.
"But I did," Doc grinned.
"It was stupid."
"It was brilliant."
"Why don't you move your ass so we can take the normal elevator?" Jury snapped.
"You know you wanted to laugh," Doc insisted.
"I wanted to hurl myself out the window."
"Then why didn't you?"
"I wouldn't give you the satisfaction," Jury growled.
"You wouldn't know satisfaction if it bit you on the ass," Doc shot back.
"Joke's on you," Jury snapped. "I like getting bit on the ass!"
"Did you really just say..." Doc trailed off, and they looked at each other before bursting into laughter.
When Doc had finally quit laughing, he said, "Enough messing around; let's go see what Thulan can do."
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Doc knocked on Thulan's door, twitching in surprise when Thulan immediately called out, "Tetrarch Holliday, Mr. Jury, please come in."
"That's a little freaky," Jury muttered.
"Freaky's what we want," Doc reminded him. "Good morning, Thulan," Doc said as he entered the room.
"Sit," Thulan said, gesturing towards the other couch. He stared at Doc with empty eye sockets, but Doc knew Thulan could see him.
Doc sat and said, "I'm in a bit of a hurry so I'd like to get right to it."
"Please do," Thulan encouraged. "None of us are getting any younger."
"Indeed," Doc agreed. "I need your help to find Blackwater."
"What is Blackwater?" Thulan asked.
Doc cringed inwardly. This was not a good start.
"It's the witch prison inside the grey space," Jury said.
"Ah. The ager nihilo," Thulan said softly.
"You know of it?" Doc asked.
"Yes," Thulan said simply. "Those people trapped inside create an odd ripple that shouldn't be there. Unlike your evil spirit. She rips at it, tears at the very fabric."
Doc gazed at him sharply and demanded, "You can see Meli?"
"She is almost out," Thulan said absently. "Unlike the others. They have no fight."
"Back to the point," Jury said firmly. "You know where Blackwater is?"
"Yes," Thulan said.
"Can you take us there?"
"Yes."
"That was easy," Jury muttered. "Maybe a little too easy."
"Nothing is ever so easy," Thulan said ominously. "Would you like to go now?"
Doc glanced at Jury, and Jury shrugged.
"If we're at the airport when August and the others come in, we can head straight out," Doc reasoned. "Are they flying into the cryptid airport? The one Mitcham built?"
"Yes," Jury replied. "August is apparently bringing quite a number of cryptids with him so they had to."
"I have something I need to pick up, but I'll meet you there," Doc said. "And you should probably fill an ice chest or two."
"Semper paratus!" he and Jury said together.
"Where exactly is Blackwater?" Doc asked Thulan.
"Philadelphia."
"Obviously," Doc muttered. "Where else would it be?"
"Literally anywhere," Jury snorted.
"Shut up and go get your food," Doc retorted. "And make sure you're at the airport in under an hour."
"Yes, sir," Jury said solemnly. "Anything else you need, Mr. Tetrarch, sir?"
"You to wear a gag," Doc suggested.
"I'll see to it, sir!" Jury exclaimed as he marched out the door.
Doc rolled his eyes and turned back to Thulan. "Will you be able to tell when Meli breaks out?" Doc asked.
"Yes."
"Will you tell me?"
"If I am here to tell."
"What else can you find?" Doc inquired, curiosity overriding his sense of urgency. "If I ask you where the six trapped Akashii are, can you tell me?"
"There is one in the Great Pyramid, there is one in Machu Picchu, there is one in Petra, one beneath the ancient city of Babylon, one near..." Thulan paused to consider, then said, "the base of Mount Everest, and one near Godafoss Waterfall."
Doc studied Thulan with awe. "How do you do that?" he asked after committing the places to memory.
"I can just see things," Thulan said.
"Do you have access to the record?" Doc asked.
"The record?" Thulan inquired.
"The Akashic record."
"I do not know what that is."
"The mother's memories," Doc clarified.
"Fascinating," Thulan murmured. "I can't say I ever considered such a thing. I will think on it."
"How did you know about the Akashi if you don't know what the record is?" Doc asked.
"When you asked, the answer simply came to mind," Thulan replied. "I could just see it. I'm very good at finding lost or out of place things, and I assume the record is neither."
"Interesting," Doc said. "I'll have one of my people drive you to the airport."
Thulan nodded; and Doc left, calling Emily as he did and asking her to chauffeur Thulan to the airport.
Once that was done, Doc set out to find Bennie.
Oddly enough, Bennie hadn't moved since the last time he and Doc had had a conversation. Even more oddly, he actually opened the door when Doc knocked.
"You feeling alright?" Doc asked skeptically.
"Fine," Bennie huffed, gesturing for Doc to come inside.
"Do you have a trap set up or something?" Doc demanded, eyeing the room suspiciously.
"Trapping the tetrarch wouldn't be good form," Bennie muttered.
"Didn't you hear?" Doc drawled. "I might not be tetrarch much longer."
"I heard," Bennie said flatly.
"I thought you'd be ecstatic."
"Oh sure. I love witches," Bennie sneered. "More than half the taxes levied on me go into witch pockets, but one of the first things you did was cut the taxes in half."
Doc did remember Simon saying something about reducing taxes, and he always signed the papers Simon placed in front of him because he trusted Simon to do what was best for the Hidden. It wasn't in Simon's nature to do anything less.  
"So what do you want?" Bennie demanded.
"Fernsby."
Bennie's eyebrow shot up in surprise. "Fernsby? You know he can only hypnotize one person at a time," Bennie pointed out.
"That's all I need," Doc replied.
"You're not gonna try to hypnotize the council?"
"No," Doc laughed. "I don't care about the council."
"You're just gonna let the witches oust you?"
"Of course not. Simon is arguing on my behalf."
"I see," Bennie said.
Doc could practically see the gears spinning inside Bennie's clever mind.
"Fernsby's a witch," Bennie stated.
"Yes."
"And given your unfortunate history with his father, he's not likely to go with you willingly."
"I'm sure you have a solution for that."
"Perhaps," Bennie murmured. "Perhaps."
"I don't have all day, Bennie. Just tell me what you want," Doc ordered.
"I want the Law of 1957 repealed."
"The Law of 1957?" Doc asked. "Which one's that?"
"It states that all Hidden businesses are relinquished to the Hidden government upon the owner's death."
"That's a law?" Doc demanded.
"Yep."
"Done. In fact..." Doc pulled out his phone and texted Simon. "Have your people draw up papers to repeal the Law of 1957, the one regarding businesses being transferred to the government upon the owner's death."
Simon texted him back immediately. "I've already done that; you just haven't signed it yet. It's at my office."
"I'll swing by on the way out of town," Doc said. "Will someone be there?"
"Sagena."
"I also need blank official pardons. Several hundred of them." Doc paused, trying to calculate how many people could be in Blackwater. "Better make it a couple thousand," he said.
"I'll let her know."
"Thanks. It's been fun."
"It's not over yet."
"I know," Doc texted back.
He looked up at Bennie and said, "I'll sign the repeal before I leave town."
"Then Fernsby'll meet you at the airport," Bennie replied.
"If he's not there..." Doc said, tone dangerously quiet.
"I know, I know. But he'll be there." Bennie grinned his strange little grin and added, "It's always a pleasure doing business with you."
Doc rolled his eyes and left.
When Doc arrived at Simon's office, Sagena greeted him with a harried smile. "I actually have a bunch of papers for you to sign," she said apologetically.
"I don't have time to read them," Doc said.
"Simon drew them up," Sagena replied.
Doc studied her face carefully. Takaheni were difficult to read at the best of times, but he didn't detect any deception in her.
"Which one is the Law of 1957?" Doc asked.
"The one on top."
Doc quickly read through it, signed it, snapped a photograph and sent it to Bennie. Then he swiftly signed the rest of them after scanning the first paragraph of each paper. It was hard for him to put so much faith and trust into someone else, especially when his signature could affect the entire Hidden. But he might be running out of time, and he wanted to repair as much damage as possible in the time he had left.
"Done," he said finally. "Where're my pardons?"
"Here." She handed him a box full of papers. "Just enter their name here; sign and date here," she instructed, indicating the correct lines. "This is Mrs. Naese's pardon," she added, placing a filled-out sheet on top. "Don't forget to sign and date it."
"Thank you," Doc said.
"Be careful," she replied.
"I'd rather be lucky," he laughed.
When Doc reached the hidden cryptid airport, everyone else was already there and settled in Mitcham's private plane, which was now Doc's private plane.
Doc surveyed them quickly to make sure Jury, Thulan, Gwenna, and Fernsby were all there because he needed them specifically. Fernsby looked rather put out so Doc winked at him before casting a quick glance over the others. August had brought more than thirty witches with him, but the only ones Doc recognized were Isabel, Fain, and Ingrim.
"Thank you for coming, especially on such short notice," Doc said, pausing to greet the Naeses on his way to instruct the pilot. "Are you doing alright?"
He wouldn't have asked except both Ingrim and August were sweating heavily and their eyes were a little glazed.
"We'll be fine," August said firmly.
"I'm sure we can do it without you," Doc offered. After all, what was the difference between thirty-two witches and thirty-four witches?
"We want to be there," August replied.
"Very well," Doc said.
He walked past the remaining witches, through his private cabin, and knocked on the door for the flight deck.
"Sir?" the pilot replied.
"We're ready," Doc said.
"Yes, sir."
Doc returned to the private cabin, sat in one of the large cushy chairs, and quickly ran through his mental check list. Everyone he needed was on the plane. He had signed all of Simon's papers, and he had the pardons. Jervis had arranged for a fleet of vans to meet them in Philadelphia. And Simon was handling the council.
As far as Doc could tell, all the basic contingencies were covered. There were a ton of little things he hadn't worked through, like what to do with the prisoners once they were free, but he could deal with that when it mattered.  
They had lost six hours getting ready, but if Simon was clever, which he was, he could drag out the debate for days. Doc also had a sneaking suspicion that the United States cryptid council was in no hurry to replace him. They'd just gotten rid of one tyrant, and they didn't need another. Time and luck were both on his side.
"I still say this is your worst plan yet," Jury grumbled as he sat in the chair across from Doc.
"You always say that," Doc chuckled. "And this time, I have you, Gwenna, Thulan, August and all his witches. It's a full house."
"I refuse to laugh at your obvious word play," Jury said flatly.
"But it was funny," Doc pointed out.
"If you're not very sophisticated."
"Which you aren't."
"I'm a Jury. We're born sophisticated."
"You keep saying that," Doc pointed out. "Are you trying to remind yourself?"
"A little," Jury admitted.
"Why?"
"I don't know," Jury said. "I've never been in this position before, and there's a small part of me that feels like I'm betraying my family."
"You're not betraying them," Doc said firmly. "That would be like saying you betrayed your family because you stopped your father from raping someone."
"I get it," Jury sighed. "But still."
"You don't have to come."
"It's a little late now."
"Not really. You can go off in Philadelphia and find a whole group of long-legged dancing girls."
"I could," Jury agreed.
Neither of them spoke for a long time. Finally Jury said softly, "Remember when you taught me how to shoot?"
"Why would you bring that up?" Doc laughed. "I've never seen anyone with such terrible aim. And you were such a spoiled brat," Doc said with a cringe. "You destroyed at least four of my revolvers when they didn't do what you wanted them to do."
Jury laughed softly. "It was the first thing I wasn't good at."
"That's because it was one of the first things you tried to do without magic," Doc pointed out. "Although let's not forget that you're a terrible gambler."
"Why didn't you just ghost me in New Orleans?" Jury asked.
"Ghost you?"
"Leave me behind; disappear without a trace; never talk to me again."
"Why would I have done that?"
"Because I was a spoiled brat."
"Don't forget petulant and entitled," Doc said.
"Alright; spoiled, petulant, entitled, and I couldn't hold my liquor."
"Still can't."
"Can!"
"Debatable."
"You didn't answer the question," Jury said.
"You were lost," Doc said with a shrug.
"I knew exactly where I was," Jury argued.
"Not like that," Doc chastised. "You had this look about you, this look that said, 'this is all the time I have and I'm going to make the best of it'; but you didn't know how. And I could relate to that."
Doc looked out the window for a minute before saying, "The Jurys bore you, you carry their name, but that's not what defines you. You learned how to shoot, how to fight, how to manipulate parking meters and send magic birds. Most importantly, you learned how to not be spoiled and petulant and entitled. You're Thomas Fucking Jury," Doc said emphatically. "The most powerful witch I've ever met and one hell of a solid friend."
"I hate it when you're nice to me," Jury grumbled.
"That's just because you grew up with Jurys. They never say nice things." Doc grinned widely and added, "That's not entirely true. Your mother said quite a few nice things to me this morning."
"Oh my god," Gwenna suddenly said from the doorway. "You had... You did... With Grandmother?!"
"Um... no?" Doc offered.
"You did! Grandfather's going to kill you!" Gwenna exclaimed.
"He's had over a hundred years now to try; hasn't managed it yet," Doc chuckled.
"You shouldn't underestimate him," Gwenna warned.
Doc sobered instantly. That was the second time he'd received that warning today, and he was smart enough to listen.
"That's why I have you two," he said seriously.
"Not that I've forgotten what you did with Grandmother," Gwenna said with a shudder. "But why do you need me?" she asked, sitting across from him.
"I want you to cover our tracks."
"All of our tracks?!" she gasped.
"Just Jury, you, and me," Doc replied. "They won't know to look for anyone else."
"Oh, well, that's easy. Should I start now?" she asked.
"Yes. Thank you."
"How do you do it?" Jury broke in.
"Cover my tracks?" she replied slyly.
"Yes."
"If you show me how you managed the self-replicating spell, I'll show you how to cover your tracks," Gwenna said with a grin.
"Hum..." Jury murmured. "Deal."
They left the cabin without another word, and Doc was all alone. Which was just as well. He needed some time to think. As so often happened, he'd barely finished with one thing before something else came up. He hadn't had nearly enough time to bask in the victory of destroying Solomon. If only Phillip had been polite enough to wait just a day or two.
Doc laughed softly as he made a list of what he would have done if Phillip had waited. He would've played a game or two of go fish with Addison, taken Johnny down to Dublin's gym, introduced Jules to Bluegrass's house Apollo, and taken Frankie and Boudica out to a nature area so Boudica could run free. And after that, he would have played a game of pool with Jury, a game of chess with Jervis, and then he would have taken a nap. A very long nap.
So yes, he wished the witches would have waited. But they hadn't.
Doc watched a cloud float past outside the window and thought about what Jury had just said. It had never occurred to him that Jury might wage an internal struggle if they went to war with Phillip. Jury had been free of the Jurys for far longer than he'd been with them, and it wasn't as if the Jurys were affectionate or familial in any way. Not like Doc's family had been.
Phillip treated his wife and his offspring like assets, not like individual people. He'd always hated Doc, but not because of who Doc was, but because Doc stood between him and one of his most valuable assets.
But back then, back when Doc and Jury had first met, Doc hadn't realized how important Jury was to Phillip. After Jury had told his parents he wasn't coming home, it was more than a year before Phillip had started harassing Jury again; and during that year, Doc had honestly thought Jury had ended it.
Looking back now, Doc realized that Jury had known it wasn't the end. He'd lived that year like a man given a new lease on life, one he knew was expiring sooner then he'd like.
After visiting Andrew and checking out the Hidden in Mexico, they'd gone to Turkey, Italy, Spain, and Austria. Jury had visited all the bakeries, pubs, and restaurants in every town they passed through, and he'd flirted with every woman he saw which had caused Doc no end of trouble. Finally, Doc had dragged him back to the States and introduced him to Denver.
Doc grinned, remembering Jury's reaction.
"I love it here!" Jury exclaimed as he and Doc walked down Colfax Avenue. "Everything's... newish! And the sky... It's so goddamn blue!"
Doc smiled at a passing woman who was casting Jury a curious look. "He's new to town," Doc explained, bowing slightly.
The woman paused, eyed Doc thoughtfully, smiled slowly, and said, "It's my home town, and I'd be happy to show you both around."
"We'd certainly benefit from your expertise," Doc drawled.
"You certainly would," she replied. "Just let me drop off my shopping bags and give my cousin a call."
They'd spent the next two days gallivanting around town with the gregarious cousins, not returning to Doc's hotel until the wee hours of the morning.
"That was fantastic!" Jury said drunkenly as he and Doc crossed the lobby.
"It was, wasn't it?" Doc laughed.
"I'm going to live here forever."
"Forever?"
"Forever."
"Pardon my interruption, sir," Jervis said flatly just before they reached the elevator, "but Mr. Jury has visitors in his suite."
"Witches?" Doc asked with a sigh.
"Three of them."
"Let me guess, imposing, gorgeous, and ugly as a goat's hind end?"
"That does about sum it up."
"Whaddid he say?" Jury mumbled.
"Your parents and Edward are waiting upstairs," Doc replied.
"Damn. I wanted to stay here forever," Jury said, face slumping into its old melancholy state.
"Let's sober him up," Doc said.
"Kitchen?" Jervis suggested.
"Perfect," Doc agreed, turning Jury towards the kitchen.
Once there, Doc stuck Jury's head under the faucet and sprayed him with cold water.
"What the hell're you doing?!" Jury howled, batting wildly at the air.
"Trying to sober your drunk ass up," Doc replied.
"I sober!" Jury protested.
"Count backwards from ten," Doc ordered.
"Ten," Jury said. "Ten, ten, seven? Nine, ten. That's right. Seven, nine, ten."
"Shit," Doc hissed. "Get out the pickle juice."
He dried Jury's hair with a kitchen towel while Jervis poured out a full cup of pickle juice and handed it to Jury.
"Drink it," Doc said.
"I'm a little drunk," Jury mumbled. "Shouldn't drink no more."
"Drink it," Doc ordered. "It'll help sober you up."
Jury took a cautious sip and sputtered, "Goddamn disgusting! I'm not drinkin' that!"
"Do it," Doc said, "or I'll make you watch The Pleasure Garden again."
"Why would you do that?" Jury whined.
"Drink the goddamn pickle juice!"
"I hate you," Jury muttered as he took another sip.
Fifteen minutes later, when Jury was reasonably sober, Doc said, "Your parents are in your suite."
"Oh. That's why you made me drink the pickle juice." Jury wrinkled his nose and added, "I suppose I should thank you, but I'm not going to. It was nasty." His shoulders slumped, and he said, "They're always going to keep coming."
"And you're always going to tell them to beat it," Doc said. "Unless you don't want to."
"I want to," Jury replied, tone plaintive. "But I mean, I'm a Jury. I belong with them; that's the way it works."
"Is it?" Doc mused.
"I have responsibilities and... things I'm supposed to be doing."
"Says who?"
"Says them."
"So they own you?" Doc asked.
"I..." Jury shrugged and dropped his head into his hands. "I... Don't they?" he whispered.
"No!" Doc exclaimed. "No one owns you! You belong to yourself, and you have every right to do what you want to do, not what they want you to do."
"They're just looking out for my best interests," Jury said halfheartedly.
"You're just repeating what they've told you over the years. Even if they were just looking out for your best interests, you have a right to screw up if you want to. You have a right to make a complete and total mess of your life. If that's what you want," Doc added, gripping Jury's shoulder and forcing him to look at him. "I'm not going to tell you what to do, but I will say this. Earlier today, you were happy. Now you're not."
"You're right," Jury said wearily. "I don't want to go home. I want... this, Denver, to be my home."
"I'm with you," Doc said.
"Good, 'cause I don't think I could do it without you."
"That's not true at all," Doc chuckled. "You know how to shoot now."
"I'm not going to shoot my parents!" Jury exclaimed.
"But what about Edward?"
"Mmm," Jury mused. "I could shoot Edward. Is he up there too?" Doc nodded, and Jury grinned widely before saying, "Give me your gun."
"Wake up," Jury said, pulling Doc back to the present. "We're here."
"I wasn't asleep," Doc replied, grinning at him and remembering the old Jury, the one without much of a spine.
"Your eyes were closed, and you were snoring," Jury retorted.
"Now I know you're lying," Doc drawled. "I don't snore."
"How would you know? You're asleep!"
"I just know," Doc said. "I'm sorry I put you in a position where you might have to fight against your family," he added. "And if you don't want to, I understand. You've always been free to do what you want."
"It's all good," Jury said with a shrug. "To be honest, I've just been looking for an excuse to shoot Edward again."
"But it's real this time," Doc pointed out. "It's not a game. Your father, Edward, the other three, whatever their names are, if it comes to it, I will kill them."
"I know," Jury said, eyes serious. "I've always known. I may share their name, I may share their power, but in the end, you're all the family I've ever had." Jury cleared his throat awkwardly and looked to the side. "But... But if you tell anyone I said that, I'll kill you myself," he threatened, face red with embarrassment. 
"I always wanted a little brother," Doc said solemnly.
"Don't you dare call me your little brother," Jury growled. "You're not even that much older."
"But I taught you all the important stuff, just like Francisco did for me," Doc pointed out.
"I don't want to hear it," Jury snapped. "Let's just go break open a prison and piss off a bunch of witches."
"I love it when you get on board," Doc drawled.
"I'll regret it," Jury grumbled. "I always regret it."     
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Within the hour, Doc was sitting in a van with Jury, Gwenna, and Thulan right outside a large estate on Chestnut Hill. August and the others were parked just behind them.
"Are you sure this is the place?" Doc asked Thulan.
"Yes."
"Thoughts?" Doc asked Jury.
"Not good ones," Jury muttered. "I've been here before. It's... I don't even want to say it."
"Then I will," Gwenna spoke up. "It's one of the Jury estates."
"Of course it is," Doc muttered. "Let's take a little business trip to Philadelphia," Doc said haughtily with a British accent. "I just have to pop a few bits of riff-raff into Blackwater to rot, but then we can have tea."
Gwenna swallowed a laugh and said, "Grandfather doesn't drink tea."
"Not bitter enough for him?" Doc drawled.
Jury cleared his throat and said, "Back to the issue at hand..."
"Yes?" Doc said.
"We should be able to just walk in. After all, Gwenna and I are Jurys."
"And then what?"
"Thulan shows us where the door is."
"Good enough for me," Doc said.
Jury drove up to the gate, keyed in a code, and, after the large cast-iron gate had opened, drove up the driveway towards the mansion dominating the hill. The other two vans followed them closely.
Jury parked in front of the house, exited the van with Gwenna, and strode up to the front door. A servant opened the door just as they reached it, and Doc heard Jury say, "Did you get my father's message?"
"I'm sorry, sir," the man stuttered. "What message?"
"To ready the house," Jury sneered. "Everyone will be here tomorrow morning. Don't tell me you haven't even started the preparations?"
All color left the man's face as he looked between Gwenna and Jury. "Everyone is coming?" he stammered.
"Yes! The whole family. Can't you hear?"
"I... I didn't know. There was no message."
"Are you suggesting that I'm lying?" Jury snarled.
"No, sir! Not at all, sir! We'll get started right away."
"See that you do," Jury snapped. "I can't imagine my father's reaction if he arrives and everything is in disarray. You know how much he likes order. And since you're clearly not ready for us," Jury went on, "we're going to go riding, but you had better make sure our rooms are ready when we return."
"Yes, sir," the servant said, bowing subserviently.
Jury turned on his heel and strode towards the stables, and once the servant had disappeared back inside, Doc started the van, followed Jury, and parked behind the stables.
He'd just have to hope no one noticed the three large vans or if they did notice, that they didn't question. Jury had sent the house into disarray, but his arrival hadn't affected the groundskeepers or the stable hands. However, if Doc's luck held, the entrance to Blackwater would be in an out of the way part of the estate.
He twiddled his thumbs impatiently on the steering wheel, wishing Jury would hurry up.
"Some people say that patience is a virtue," Thulan said.
"People say a lot of things," Doc retorted. "It doesn't make it true."
"You have me there," Thulan chuckled. "Have you finished building your mythos yet?"
"Mostly," Doc said. "I'm the tetrarch who kills people."
"Mitcham killed many people as well, so I do not think that is it," Thulan replied.
"Then what do you think it is?" Doc asked.
"I will have to see when you are done."
"Why did you stay with Mitcham?" Doc inquired.
"I am not a fighter, Tetrarch Holliday. I am merely a witch and perhaps somewhat of a philosopher. I was unable to escape, but I did use my skills to muddy Mitcham's plans as best I could. If I have never said so, thank you for my freedom," he added.
"You don't need to thank me," Doc said. "Your freedom was owed to you."
"So you say," Thulan murmured. "So you say."
Just then, Jury and Gwenna rode around the stables and gestured for Doc to join them.
"Let's get a move on," Jury said. "Between Gwenna and me, we should be able to hold up a camouflage to cover everyone while we walk."
"Sounds like a plan," Doc said as he helped Thulan from the van.
"It's this way," Thulan said before walking off with purpose.
"For a man with no eyes, he seems to know his way around," Fernsby stated.
"I'm pretty sure he can still see," Doc replied.
"Strange."
"Why don't you carry the ice chests?" Doc suggested flatly.
"No need to punish me," Fernsby grumbled. "You have to admit it's strange."
"Let's go," Doc said, grabbing his box of pardons and motioning for everyone to follow Thulan. As he looked over the assembled witches, Doc noticed that August was leaning heavily on Isabel.
"Are you alright?" Doc asked him once more.
"I'm fine," August replied stiffly.
Jury dismounted beside them, gesturing for Gwenna to do the same, and offered his horse to August.
"I'm fine," August repeated stubbornly.
"I'm sure you are," Jury replied. "But I need to stretch my legs after all that sitting, and the horses need someone to ride them."
"And I'm feeling a little... car sick?" Gwenna said awkwardly as she handed her reins to Ingrim. "I could use the walk as well."
"You're both very strange Jurys," August muttered as he mounted Jury's horse.
"We're from the American branch," Jury stated proudly. "We do things a little differently."
Doc laughed softly as he headed out after Thulan. They walked for a long time; and if Doc hadn't known how impressive Thulan's skill was, he might have been concerned because they seemed to be wandering quite vaguely. They walked past a swimming pool, around a carefully constructed lake, and through a very regulated wood before Thulan finally stopped at the base of a small hill with a large folly sitting on its peak.
"Ugh," Jury said. "It would be the folly."
"I hate the folly," Gwenna said at the same time.
They glanced at each other and grinned awkwardly.
"There are many... things out of place," Thulan broke in. "I would proceed with caution."
"Sounds like a job for witches," Doc suggested, suddenly realizing he was the only non-witch of the group.
"Scaredy cat," Jury taunted.
"Damn right," Doc retorted. "I've seen what your father can do with a shattered door, and I've no interest to see what he can do with traps."
August dismounted beside Doc and asked, "Is this Blackwater?"
"Apparently," Doc shrugged.
"Then what are we waiting for?" August demanded.
"Jury to disarm all the traps," Doc replied.
"We will help," August said, moving to Jury's side and speaking to him in an undertone.
There was nothing Doc could contribute to their efforts at this point so he turned away from them to survey the Jury estate. It had been ridiculously clever of Phillip to put the gate to Blackwater on his own land. It guaranteed that he had complete and total control over who went in and came out, assuming anyone ever came out.
All this time Doc had thought Phillip Jury was a man of the past, disconnected, far past his prime, and without further vision for the future. But Doc was beginning to suspect he had vastly underestimated Phillip. After all, witches could live for a very long time, long enough to pull off a long con, even if the con was two or three hundred years in the making.
"The witches are gonna slaughter me, you know," Fernsby said, jarring Doc from his thoughts. "A line's been drawn in the sand, and you're on the other side," he added.
"I think, in the long run," Doc said, "you'll be glad you sided with me."
"I didn't side with you," Fernsby grumped. "I was forced."
Doc tried to remind himself that he needed Fernsby and therefore could not kill him. He'd wanted to kill him just a little bit ever since they'd met and Fernsby had gone on and on about his mortal wife and how old she'd gotten.
Doc had been thinking about Lena a lot lately; and all those years ago, he had promised her that he would love her no matter what, no matter how grey her hair turned, no matter how many wrinkles she had. But Lena hadn't given him the chance to keep his promise, and he wished more than anything she had.
"Did you love your wife?" Doc asked softly.
"My wife?" Fernsby stuttered.
"The mortal one, the one who grew old."
"Why do you ask?"
"You said there was nothing more unattractive than being married to an old woman when you were still young and vital."
Fernsby flinched at Doc's words, and his shoulders dropped. Which told Doc that he didn't like hearing his own words.
"I loved Emma," Fernsby finally said, expression pained. "I loved Emma more than... than magic. I would've gladly sacrificed my long life to grow old with her, but I couldn't. Or maybe I could've, but I didn't know how. It's not as if any witch has ever tried to die before."
That wasn't true at all because August's family chose to die at a set time, not that Fernsby would have known that.
Fernsby sighed heavily and continued, "None of our three children were witches. I watched them all die, and I cursed myself as I did. I wished I'd never met Emma; I wished I'd never loved her at all; I wished I could die."
Doc understood exactly how Fernsby felt. It was the same way he felt every time he looked at Bree.
Fernsby's eyes were full of tears as he said, "But time has a way of soothing old pains, I suppose. I remarried; a witch this time. She's just a kitchen pantry witch, but she's a good woman and that's what matters."
Fernsby met Doc's eyes and said, "I'm not like my father, Tetrarch Holliday. For one, I can hypnotize better than he ever could. But more so, I swear to you that I have never misused my gift. I've only ever used it to help people, not hurt them. So when I hypnotized my wife, Emma, I did it because I loved her."
"I see," Doc said softly.
Fernsby shook his rather large form and said jovially, "But that's all rather droll talk, isn't it? I try not to look at the sad side of life. Which is good, because I probably haven't got much life left."
"You'll be alright," Doc said. "After all, Bennie would murder me if I got you killed."
"Ah, Bennie. He's something, isn't he?"
"He is that."
"Managing though. Just like a woman."
Doc rolled his eyes. This was the Fernsby he'd expected.
"You know, just this morning, my wife says to me, she says, 'How come you never tell me how pretty I am anymore?' You know what I say?"
Fernsby paused here, and Doc sighed and said, "What?"
"I said, 'Woman, I tell you you're pretty five times a day; you're just too deaf to hear it.'"
"How did that go over?" Doc asked, glancing behind him to see if Jury had made it up the hill yet.
"She says, 'What kitty, and you don't need a beer!'" Fernsby started chuckling, and soon he was rolling in laughter. "Get it? Pretty, kitty? Hear, beer?"
Doc shook his head. The fact that Fernsby had managed to get not just one but two women to marry him defied explanation. It defied reason. He was simply too robust and... something. In fact, if Doc had to spend another day with him, he'd have to work not to kill him, just because he grated on Doc's nerves.
"Kitty," Fernsby chuckled softly. "Kitty, she says."
"Are you coming?" Jury yelled from the top of the hill.
"Hell yes!" Doc exclaimed, running up the hill towards the folly.
He passed through the arched stone doorway, stopping abruptly when he saw the ring of witches standing around the center of the fake ruin.
"What're they doing?" he asked Jury.
"Trying to figure out how to open the door."
"Did you get all the traps disabled?"
"Maybe," Jury said doubtfully. "Thulan says we missed one, but I don't see anything."
"I hate to say this, but if Thulan said..."
"Yes, I know!" Jury snapped. "What do you want me to do? I've got thirty linked witches, strong in all four of the elements, and nobody sees anything."
"Then maybe the last trap wasn't laid by a witch," Doc said thoughtfully.
"But it can be unlocked by a witch?" Jury asked.
"I don't know," Doc said, regarding the ring of witches carefully. "Thulan, can you see if the last trap was laid by a shaman?"
"I cannot see who laid the trap," Thulan said. "I can only see that something is out of place. Something is left that should be right and right that should be left."
"Stop!" Doc yelled.
The chanting that filled the folly abruptly died down.
"What's wrong?" August asked.
"There's one final trap," Doc said.
"We know, but the only way to trip it is to open the doorway," August replied.
"I don't think that's a good idea," Doc said. "If you open the doorway, someone'll die."
He didn't know how he knew it; he just knew. He didn't like anything about this. He especially didn't like that Blackwater was on Phillip's land. And he was beginning to have serious doubts about Phillip's intentions, about the entire Jury family's intentions. Not the American branch, but the English one.
Doc stepped into the center of the folly and studied the floor. The rocks made a swirling pattern that he couldn't quite focus on.
"Are you sure this is the entrance?" he asked Thulan.
"Yes."
Doc looked up. There was no ceiling. The stones just reached up towards the sky awkwardly, like fingers reaching for the sun.
He looked down at the floor again. The pattern was all wrong. It kept moving when it shouldn't be. Twisting and turning.
"There's a key," he muttered.
"What?" Jury said.
"There's a key that unlocks the door. The floor is the door."
"The floor is the door?" Jury repeated. He stepped out onto the pattern next to Doc and looked down. "It's moving," he said.
"Exactly."
"It's... I know what it is," Jury breathed.
"What?"
"The floor. It's... It's the Jury family crest. I mean, not now, but it should be. That's what it is."
"Can you unlock it?"
Jury stared at the floor intently and long strips of blue magic twirled from his fingers and into the stone pattern. "There's a... I don't know. It's some kind of backwards spell. Something needs to be spoken, and then it will open. I think..." Jury trailed off.
"Can you see what Phillip Jury said the last time he opened it?" Doc asked Thulan.
"I'm sorry," Thulan said. "That moment is neither lost nor out of place."
"Jury, you and Gwenna know Phillip," Doc insisted. "What phrase would he use?"
"I don't know," Jury exclaimed, frustration filling his voice. "I haven't been... I mean, it was a hundred years ago, Doc. I barely remember him!"
"Gwenna?" Doc asked.
"I only ever saw him during dinner," Gwenna shrugged.
"So what does he talk about?"
"At dinner?"
"Yes!"
"He talked a lot about the Jury pride. How the Jurys are superior, how we reshaped the world in our image, how we live in the shadows," Gwenna said offhandedly. "He says that one day they'll no longer be the Dukes of Darkness, but the Kings of Darkness."
That was not good, but that was a problem for another day.
"Was there a phrase he used to say? More than once," Doc prodded. "Something he repeated over and over."
"I don't know," Gwenna hissed. "I didn't always pay attention. We never left the estate, and I always felt like he was just trying to relive the glory days."
"Focus," Doc ordered. "A motto, a daily statement, an adage?"
"No, I mean..."
She looked up and caught Jury's eyes, then they both said, "The weak fall so that the strong may rise."
The floor began to rumble, and Doc stepped backwards, watching as the stones twisted together to make an image. When the floor finally settled into place, he stared at it in surprise before exclaiming, "Goddamn! Is that really the Jury crest?"
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Jury tilted his head sideways to get a better look at the floor, then nodded and said, "It's not exact. Usually there are three heads on the pike, not just one."
"And the official crest has three additional pikes in the background," Gwenna pointed out.
"And you don't see anything wrong with that?" Doc asked.
"It's from the 1400s," Jury shrugged. "What do you expect?"
"But he's still using it," Doc snapped.
"Well, I... I got nothing," Jury sighed. "Are we doing this or not?"
"Do you have any idea what will happen when we open it?" Doc asked.
"Not really."
"It might be too late to save them," Doc said softly.
"I know, but one way or another, you're going to free them," Jury replied.
"But how will I know?" Doc asked, unease filling him. "I've never... I don't do mercy killings; I never have. I mean, look at me. If Kate had mercy killed me, I wouldn't be here."
"You'll know," Jury assured him. "You always do. Now get out of the way, and let the witches get to work."
Doc joined Fernsby and Thulan at the edge of the ruin and watched as the witches ringed the Jury crest once more. A female witch Doc didn't recognize started talking, spewing forth Latin phrases like it was her first language. And maybe it was.
The floor began to glow, the entire room began to glow, and then a spot above the floor simply split open, revealing a flat grey field. The ager nihilo.
Doc waited for something else to happen, but nothing did. Then Jury moved from the group and stepped through the doorway, disappearing inside.
Doc headed after him, but stopped when Thulan gripped his arm and said, "He'll be fine. He is the only one who will be fine. After all, he is his father's son."
Doc paced impatiently, trying to decide how long he would give Jury before he ignored Thulan's warning and went in after him.
Just as Doc was getting ready to charge in, Jury appeared at the doorway, carrying a woman. He sat her down gently onto the crest, then turned and disappeared back inside.
The woman looked around fearfully, eyes wide with confusion and madness; and Doc approached her slowly, sadness and anger filling him.
"What's your name?" he asked gently.
She opened her mouth, but words refused to come out, and she shook her head desperately.
"Water!" Doc ordered Fernsby.
Fernsby grabbed a bottle from one of Jury's ice chests and handed it to Doc. Doc removed the cap and pressed the bottle into the woman's hands. "Water," he said.
Her eyes were still wild with terror, and she took a step away from him.
"I'm not going to hurt you," Doc promised her. "I just want to know your name."
"Cora," she managed to whisper, voice rusty and tight.
"Cora what?" Doc asked.
"Cora Jones."
"Have some water, Ms. Jones," Doc said, gesturing towards the bottle. "When were you put in Blackwater?"
Given the style of her dress, he already had a pretty good guess, but he wanted to hear it from her.
She took a cautious sip of water before saying, "It was May."
"What year?"
"What year?" she replied, eyes growing worried. "What do you mean what year? What year is it now?"
"Please tell me what year," Doc said softly.
"1805," she breathed.
Doc almost could not contain the fury that rushed through him at her words. He had known. He had known, but it was so different than actually knowing. Cora had been locked inside the nothing space for over two hundred years. And why? Because Phillip Jury had decided she should be.
"Fernsby," Doc ground out. "You're up."
Cora's eyes widened even more, and she whispered, "What are you doing?"
"Finding out why you were locked away," Doc said gently. "I promise you it won't hurt a bit and it will all be over soon."
Cora tried to back away once more, but it was already too late. Fernsby's chain was out, swinging in front of her eyes, and his strange lilted chant was already flowing over her.
"Nothing to fear; nothing to fear," Fernsby soothed. "You're safe here; you're safe here. Tell me why you were locked away, and you can rest a day."
Doc cringed as Fernsby's orange magic burst into Cora's eyes. He hated doing it this way, but it was the only way to know the actual truth instead of just Cora's version of the truth.
"I work for the Jurys," Cora said vacantly. "I'm a maid, but sometimes Mr. Jury..." Her lips twisted, but Fernsby's magic was compelling her so she whispered, "He asks for other things."
"Is that why you were locked away?" Fernsby cooed.
"No," she whimpered. "Last night..." She stopped here and whispered, "It wasn't last night, was it?"
"Go on, go on," Fernsby prodded.
"I... I saw a letter on his desk while I was... getting dressed," Cora said brokenly. "The letter was from England. I didn't read it, I swear I didn't read it, but he didn't believe me. He dragged me outside and threw me into the... the hole." She began to cry. "It's so cold, and I've been so alone." She wrapped her arms around her chest and rocked back and forth. "So alone," she cried.
"Enough," Doc said. "Put her to sleep."
"Go to sleep now," Fernsby whispered. "And when you wake, know that you are safe."
Doc caught Cora as she fell and laid her to the side of the ruin. He was beginning to realize that he had made a miscalculation; he needed people to help with the prisoners. Cora was frightened and in shock; he couldn't just set her to the side and be done with her.  
He looked up and saw that Jury was already leading another prisoner out into the folly. Doc needed to pick up his pace, or before long the folly would be overrun with prisoners.
"Help the boy over," Doc told Fernsby. "I'll be right back."
He ran across the folly to get his box of pardons and quickly filled out one for Cora. When he was finished, he placed it on the bottom of the stack and carried the whole box over by Fernsby.
"One more second," Doc said, pulling out his phone and calling Jervis. It was a risky move using his phone, but he needed more people, and hopefully the Jurys didn't even realize he was gone yet.
"Sir?"
"Do we know anyone in Philadelphia?" Doc asked.
"Anyone?" Jervis prodded.
"I need people to take care of the prisoners. We can use the Jury estate to house them, which means I also need enough people to quickly neutralize the Jury staff."
"The Jury estate," Jervis said evenly.
"Yes," Doc sighed.
"I see. I'll take care of it," Jervis said. "But it will take at least an hour. I'll notify you when the premises are secure."
"Excellent," Doc replied before disconnecting and texting Jervis the estate's address.
That done, he glanced over at the witches. They were still standing in a ring around the crest, but they didn't seem to be doing much.
He approached Isabel and said, "Are you doing anything? Like holding open the door?"
"Yes, but I don't need to be," she replied. "There are more than enough of us. What do you need?"
"Will you keep an eye on the victims until Jervis's team gets here? They'll need calming. And if Ingrim can help you, he can do that thing he does. The thing where he warms you and it makes you feel... happy," Doc said, struggling to verbalize it.
Isabel smiled slightly and said, "He does do that, doesn't he?"
"I think it's possibly my favorite thing about witches," Doc said with a grin. "I better get back to work; Jury's moving faster than I am."
By now there was a boy and a man standing by Fernsby, both of them looking rather dazed and alarmed.
"What's your name?" Doc asked the boy, keeping his voice calm and low.
"Bobby, sir."
"Bobby what?"
"Bobby Carter. I'm a shoeshine boy, sir."
Bobby was shaking with fear, and Doc smiled at him and said, "I could use a good shoeshine. It's hard to find a good shoeshiner nowadays."
Bobby brightened up a little, but then his face fell, and he whispered, "You aren't going to put me back in, are you?"
"Not at all," Doc promised. "Fernsby."
Fernsby's chain dropped in front of Bobby's eyes, and Fernsby began his singsong chant. "Look at this, only this, everything is fine. You are safe, you are well, tell me why you were locked inside."
"I'm a shade, sir," Bobby stuttered.
"A shade?" Doc asked.
"A shade, a shade, what is a shade?" Fernsby sang.
"People don't take much notice of me, and I'm good at sneaking in and out of places. I don't have a shadow, see. All my family are shades. I work for Mr. Jury, sir. He sends me into places to eavesdrop."
"Why were you inside the hole? What did you do wrong?" Fernsby chanted.
"I didn't!" Bobby exclaimed. "I was shining Mr. Jury's shoes on Tuesday, just like I always do, and he had a meeting with some man, and I saw the man when he was going out. Mr. Jury got real mad, but I swear I don't know who the man was or anything. I didn't hear what they were talking about. I was just shining his shoes!"
Bobby's voice was at a fever pitch now, and Doc said, "Enough. Put him to sleep."
He caught Bobby as he fell and handed him to Isabel before turning with a sigh to write out the pardon.
Phillip Jury was up to something, something big, something he didn't want anyone else to know about. Cora and Bobby were just servants. They hadn't done anything wrong; they'd just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.
When Doc turned to bring up the next prisoner, he saw that Jury had already released four more people. One of them was curled in a ball on the floor, one was staring around the room with confusion, and the others were sitting on the floor, rocking back and forth. Doc examined them with a sigh, thinking there had to be a kinder way to do this, but there wasn't. This was the only way.
Doc knelt down by an imp and gently raised her chin. "What's your name?" he asked.
"Who are you?!" the imp demanded fiercely, even though her body was shaking with fear. "And where's that bastard Phillip and his crony?
"I'm glad to see you haven't lost your spirit," Doc said cheerfully.
"Posh! As if I'd let something as little as an empty grey cell crush my spirits! You can tell Phillip that I still won't give it to him and he may as well kill me!"
"A little help here, Fernsby?" Doc called out.
The chain dropped in front of the imp's face, and orange magic curled off it like mist.
"What's your name, lovely imp? What are you called at home?"  Fernsby sang.
For a brief moment, she fought his control, but it was obvious Blackwater sucked people dry.
"My name's Annie Lang," she whispered stiffly.
"Why are you in Blackwater? What crime did you commit?" Fernsby chanted.
"Crime?!" she spat. "All I did was tell that goddamn Phillip Jury that he couldn't have the fount."
"Fount, fount, what is the fount?"
Annie's eyes closed, and she hissed, "I wouldn't tell him, and I won't tell you."
"Impressive," Doc drawled. "By order of the tetrarch, you are hereby pardoned and free to go."
"What?!" Her eyes jumped open, and she stared at him. "Which tetrarch?"
"Tetrarch Holliday, Ms. Lang," Doc said. "That would be me."
"You're a norm," she spat. "You can't be tetrarch."
"I am though, and I will be for at least another day or two so I'd like to move this along. Is there something keeping you from... zapping away?"
Annie glared at him angrily. "Zapping away?" she demanded.
"Yes. You imps do that. Always zapping in and out at the most inappropriate moments."
"Inappropriate moments?" she growled. "I have half a mind—"
"I'm kind of in a hurry," Doc sighed. "You're free to go, but if you'd rather I kill you, I'm happy to do that."
"I don't trust you," she murmured before jumping to her feet and running towards the doorway. The second she was outside the folly, she disappeared.
"Imps," Fernsby shuddered.
"I'm sure they feel the same way about you," Doc laughed as he filled out Annie's pardon.
Doc and Fernsby continued to work their way slowly through the released prisoners. There was a scryer who had refused to use his talent for Mitcham, a serpent shapeshifter who had refused to lead an army of his people into Native American territory and kill them so the United States government wouldn't take the blame, a Lutin whose only crime had been working for the Baudelaires, a water witch who had stopped the flooding of New Orleans in 1925, curious timing on that one, and an accountant who had worked for Jefferson.
Doc pardoned them all even though he wasn't certain of their mental stability. The shapeshifter in particular had seemed very fragile, and Doc wasn't sure what would happen when he found out that all his people, the people he'd worked so hard to protect, were long dead.
The next prisoner was a voluptuous woman wearing a gossamer dress that showed off all her curves to perfection. Of all the prisoners Doc had interviewed thus far, she seemed the most aware; and he wondered if she hadn't been inside the prison for very long.
"This is a bit irregular," she murmured as she took in all the witches. "Where is Alex?"
"Alex?" Doc asked curiously.
Her eyes narrowed, and she demanded, "Who are you?"
"Who are you?" Doc replied.
"Where is Phillip?" she retorted. "Does he know you're here?"
"What's your name?" Doc asked, ignoring her question.
She snarled and stepped towards him, and Doc said, "Fernsby."
The chain dropped in front of her, heavy medallion weighing it down.
"Your eyes are weary, you are tired, rest your mind a while," Fernsby sang.
"I'm not a weak little peasant," she scoffed. "You can't hypnotize me."
"Yes, I can," Fernsby crooned. "Just let yourself relax. You are safe here, you are safe, tell me what your name is."
"I... won't..." She struggled to close her eyes, but a burst of magic wound off the medallion, streaking into her eyes, and her entire body suddenly relaxed. "My name is Viola. Viola Albin."
"Very good," Fernsby praised. "Now tell me why you're locked away."
"Because they're fools," she spat. "It's not as if I won't do it; I've always done it. But fear follows in their wake. They're frightened little boys who think everyone is out to get them, and they strive to control everything and twist it to their will. But I will not be twisted!"
"Twisted, twisted, twisted how?" Fernsby chanted when Viola didn't continue.
"I am not a pawn!" she hissed. "And I will not be moved about the board as such, but you cannot hide from a Jury, no matter how far you run."
"Twisted, twisted, twisted how?" Fernsby asked again.
Hypnotizing was a much trickier process than Doc had anticipated because the prisoners didn't always answer the question Doc wanted them to answer.
"I have killed over a hundred and fifty people for them," Viola ground out. "I have proven my loyalty and my worth a hundred times and more, but one little whisper in one little ear, and here I am, rotting in Blackwater with the plebeians. And when they want me, they pull me back out. I'm sick of it!" Viola screamed, vampire fangs suddenly dropping. "I should be free!"
"I've heard enough," Doc said. "Leave her awake."
The chain disappeared, and Viola blinked unsteadily.
"Viola Albin," Doc said. "I sentence you to death."
With that he stepped forward and sliced off Viola's head. A scream tore from her lips, echoing through the folly as her head dropped to the ground. Her body grasped frantically at the air, but Doc ignored its efforts, bending to pick up her still screaming head. He carried it outside and placed it next to the folly. Then he dragged her body outside and left it on the other side of the folly. 
He watched her head until he was absolutely certain she was dead before returning to the folly and wearily surveying the huddle of frightened prisoners. At this rate it was going to take him weeks to sort through them all, but he didn't have weeks.




Chapter 7
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For hours, Doc and Fernsby made their way through prisoner after prisoner. Doc pardoned most of them, just as he'd expected he would. The majority of them had been locked away for not cooperating with Phillip, President Jefferson, any of the last five tetrarchs, or a handful of other witches. Some of them had refused to turn over artifacts. Others had refused to impart some special wisdom that was only known to their people or tribe.
A very few of the people inside Blackwater were actually criminals; but even then, Doc pardoned most of them. He wasn't in the business of executing thieves, especially white collar thieves. He also wasn't in the business of executing people who'd run businesses without governmental approval. There was the government's definition of crime, anything that cost them money; and Doc's definition of crime, anything that hurt someone else, actually hurt.
He executed a Zeniu conman who preyed on widows; he executed an imp who stole children; he executed a witch who burned down apartment buildings with the residents inside. But he released an artist who had copied famous paintings and stole the originals, a bank manager who had siphoned off several million of Phillip Jury's considerable fortune, and a boy who had stabbed another boy in the back, killing him. Both boys were witches, but the dead boy had used his ability at mild compulsion to force small animals into the water to drown, and the other boy hadn't known any other way to stop him.
The more people they interviewed and the more pardons Doc filled out, the more his anger at Phillip grew. Phillip was a rapist of the worse kind. He used his power over people to force them to do things they didn't want to, and if they did say no, he shoved them into Blackwater to rot.
The whole process was exhausting, and so far Doc had only learned two things. One, Phillip Jury was up to something naughty. And two, Doc needed to figure out who Alex was because he was beginning to suspect that the Alex Viola and some of the others had mentioned was the same Alex who had met with Mitcham.
But he'd have to deal with that later; right now he needed to keep moving. Doc turned, sighing heavily as he watched Jury step out of the magical doorway once more. Jury was gently guiding a ragged Takaheni, and after he had settled him with the others, Doc approached Jury and asked, "How many more are there?"
"I don't know," Jury said wearily. His face was pale, and his hands were trembling.
"Take a break and eat," Doc ordered.
"No," Jury said. "There... There are so many."
"And you won't do them any good if you collapse. Besides, you're moving faster than I am. I still have ten or so to interview. Take a break. Go outside, eat, nap, then come back."
"But—"
"No buts!" Doc snapped. "Everybody except Fernsby, outside! Now!"
The witches sighed, almost as one, and the rift in the world slipped closed. Without the entrance to the prison filling it, the folly suddenly felt warmer and less dark.
The witches wandered outside, where Doc was certain they'd be well taken care of. Jervis's army had seized the Jury estate several hours ago, and they had been a constant presence ever since. When Doc finished interviewing a prisoner, Jervis's people either took that person into the house or carried the body outside for the Worms to collect later.
"Alright," Doc said, retuning to Fernsby's side. "Let's get back to work."
Fernsby nodded. He'd lost his jovial nature a couple hours ago, and he was looking pretty spent.
"After we finish up these ten, you need to take a break as well," Doc said.
"I can keep going," Fernsby said staunchly.
"A twenty minute break isn't going to hurt anyone," Doc said, reluctantly impressed with Fernsby's fortitude and commitment.
"Ten minutes," Fernsby countered. "Who's up next?"
Doc and Fernsby worked for another six hours before Doc couldn't take it anymore. He needed a minute away from the despair and madness. He needed to breathe air that wasn't seeped with terror. He needed a minute to pretend that he wasn't the tetrarch and that the responsibility of all these lives didn't weigh on his shoulders.
"Take a break," he ordered everyone before leaving the folly and walking halfway down the hill on the side away from the mansion, the side away from everyone else.
He sat on the ground and buried his face in his hands. He'd never felt so heavy, so hopeless. It was as if he'd taken on their hopelessness and misery, and it was choking him.
He forced his breath out and sucked in fresh air, but it didn't help. For the first time in years, his lungs were lacking. He felt a wave of panic building, a sensation of terror that he would take a breath and it wouldn't be enough. He stopped himself from taking another panicked breath, closed his eyes, and tried to calm himself.
A wave of warmth washed over him, and he suddenly felt that when he opened his eyes Andrew would be sitting across from him and there would be a merry fire burning between them. Another wave of warmth, and Doc was curled up beside Lena just beyond the hearth of a roaring fire while a blizzard raged outside.
The panic eased. The despair ebbed. And Doc could finally breathe.
"Sorry I didn't ask permission," Ingrim said as he sat beside Doc. "You looked like you needed it."
"Don't make it a habit," Doc warned him. "But thank you. I was feeling..."
"A little overwhelmed?"
"To say the least."
Doc tried to hold on to the feeling of warmth Ingrim had raised inside him, but it was hard. The cold despair of Blackwater was tainting everything.
"I'm sorry we haven't found your mother yet," Doc said.
"We will," Ingrim replied.
Doc cast a sideways glance at Ingrim. He was looking a little grey, but his eyes were still bright.
"Are you doing alright?" Doc asked.
"It's not as bad here as when we were flying," Ingrim replied. "It's not the same as being in the woods, the real woods," he clarified, "but it's okay."
"How many more people can be inside?" Doc asked, trying to ignore the hopeless feeling that kept trying to overwhelm him.
"As many as there are," Ingrim said with a shrug.
Doc chuckled and said, "Very astute."
"Take a nap," Ingrim advised. "You need it."
"How long have we been here?" Doc asked.
"Eighteen hours."
"And how many prisoners?"
"Two hundred and fifty."
"Is that all?" Doc hissed. "At this rate... Goddamn. There's not enough time."
"No," Ingrim agreed.
"Give me a minute," Doc said. "I need to think."
One final wave of warmth washed over Doc, and then he was alone once more.
He turned the problem over in his mind, assessing all the angles. He needed to get everyone out of the prison. Then he needed to process them. And then he needed a place to keep them while they acclimated to their new situation. And after that, Jervis would have to find them all a place in the world.
The only part he needed to focus on right now was getting them out and setting them free. But that was the crux of the problem because even if Simon managed to stall the council for another day or two, that wouldn't be enough time to process everyone. And Doc needed to process everyone before the council ended. Otherwise, if the council didn't vote in his favor, he'd no longer have the power to pardon anyone, and the witches sure as hell wouldn't do it. He needed to find a way to buy more time.
A thought wiggled itself into his mind, but Doc pushed it away. There had to be another way. Had to be. He flopped back onto the brown grass and stared up at the night sky. Stars twinkled brightly, like they were winking at him, and Doc sighed heavily.
"I'm going to regret this," he muttered. "Like forever."
If it even worked. It wasn't like there was some sort of procedure for this sort of thing.
"Ahanu," Doc said softly, part of him hoping it definitely didn't work. Ahanu wasn't omnipotent or anything like that, and he surely had better things to do than watch Doc all day. "I need a favor," Doc muttered.
The space beside him shimmered, and pipe smoke drifted past his face.
"It's going to cost you," Ahanu said cheerfully.
"Like I don't know," Doc grumbled. "What the hell are you doing watching me, anyway? Don't you have better things to do?"
"I wasn't watching you," Ahanu replied, tone a tad chiding. "I was watching Meli. I just happened to notice the vibrations in the grey space and popped over here to see what was going on. And then you said that thing you said. Can I hear it one more time?"
"No."
"In that case..." Ahanu shrugged and said, "I best not leave Meli alone for too long."
"I need a favor!" Doc snapped.
"It's so nice to hear," Ahanu chuckled. "In fact, it may be the first time I've ever heard it."
"That's because you'd have to be insane to ask you for a favor," Doc muttered.
"And yet here you are," Ahanu laughed. "Now what do you want?"
Doc was already regretting this.
"I don't have enough time," he said.
"I thought you had nothing but time," Ahanu replied slyly as he puffed a ring of smoke into the air.
"Goddamn it, Ahanu! You know what I mean. I have to get the prisoners out, I don't know how many are in there, and I need to process everyone before the council makes its decision."
"Council?" Ahanu queried.
"The witches are trying to remove me as tetrarch," Doc said impatiently.
"You're the tetrarch?" Ahanu asked, face amused.
"Yes," Doc ground out. "Did you really not know?"
"I actually do have better things to do than watch you dilly-dally around," Ahanu admonished. "What an interesting turn of events," he added thoughtfully.
Doc didn't reply because he was never really sure whether or not Ahanu was being serious. 
"Why don't you just sign a mass pardon?" Ahanu suggested.
"Because that's lazy!" Doc snapped. "Some of these people need to be executed; I'm not just going to release rapists and murderers. Furthermore, a mass pardon could probably be called into question easier than individual pardons; after all, I'm giving each and every one of them a trial."
"Judge, jury, and executioner," Ahanu mused. "On anyone else I would say that's one or two hats too many, but you wear them quite well."
Doc regarded Ahanu suspiciously before saying, "Was that a compliment?"
"Perhaps. What exactly did you want from me?"
"I need time," Doc said. "And you're the only being I know who can mess with it."
"Ah, well, you see, time travel, time meddling, and time fiddling are all very different things than time stopping."
"Can you help me or not?" Doc demanded.
"Let me think about it," Ahanu said. And then he was gone.
"Shit," Doc hissed. "Goddamn shit."
He pulled out his phone and texted Simon. "Keep stalling. Call a thousand witnesses; light the building on fire if you have to. I need more time."
Then he stood, stretched, tried to grab hold of the fading warmth, and went back inside.
As the hours passed, Doc's fury grew, completely overwhelming the cold despair. Even if Blackwater had only been used to hold criminals, it was a despicable place. But it hadn't been. The people locked away in Blackwater were just people who had accidently crossed Phillip Jury, the United States government, the Hidden government, or a number of other witches. The people locked away in Blackwater were just people. People who had said no. People who had seen the wrong thing. People who had sneezed over tea.
It would have been far easier for Phillip to just kill everyone. Locking them away in a permanent holding cell was elaborate and pointless and far beyond cruel. At some point it didn't even make sense. Not unless Phillip had some sort of grand scheme in which having so many prisoners at his disposal somehow benefitted him. But deep down, Doc knew that wasn't the case. Phillip was collecting them, like curios in a cabinet. He probably knew each and every person inside Blackwater, and he was genuinely delighted by their distress.
There weren't enough ways to kill him.
"I sentence you to death," Doc said, thrusting his knife through the heart of a rapist who'd run errands for Phillip until Phillip had caught him skimming sips of his French brandy.  
Power flowed into Doc's tattoo, but it did little to warm him or chase away the fury he was struggling against. He needed to be calm, logical, controlled. He knew that, but the fury was bubbling over, and he didn't know how to stop it.
He pardoned another six prisoners, killed two, and was just about to have Fernsby hypnotize a cyclops when Ahanu cleared his throat from behind Doc.
"A word in private?" Ahanu suggested.
Doc glanced at Ahanu, then back at the cyclops Jury had just pulled out. She didn't appear to be handling the transition well, and given her size, Doc didn't want to take any chances.
"One minute," he told Ahanu, before saying, "Fernsby, do your thing."
All on its own, Fernsby's chain lifted up into the air until it was swinging in front of the cyclops's single eye.
"Heavy eye, heavy eye, everything is well," Fernsby sang.
The cyclops yelled a string of angry words and swatted Fernsby's chain from the air.
"Problem!" Fernsby exclaimed, jumping backwards. "I don't think she speaks English."
"I'm not trying to hurt you," Doc said carefully in Greek. It had been a very long time since he'd attempted a conversation in Greek, and he was fairly rusty. "I want to help you."
"Blast you!" the woman yelled, eyes casting about the room wildly. "Witches, witches! I'll kill you all!"
"I'm here to help you," Doc insisted. "They're here to help you. I just want to know why Phillip locked you away, and then I'll write you a pardon so you can be free."
"Free," she hissed. "What is freedom? I was free, but they asked for more and more, always more! The witches are never happy. They take, and they take until there is nothing left!"
"Not these witches," Doc soothed. "What's your name?"
"Circe," she replied, backing away from Doc towards the wall.
"Circe," Doc said. "My name is Doc. Please tell me why Phillip locked you away."
"I do not know Phillip. I only know faces. They wanted to use my family to subject other creatures to their will. We refused, but they did not take no for an answer. We fought, but..." Tears started to rush down Circe's cheeks. "We did not win," she managed to say. "We did not win."
She shook her head and said, "I don't know what happened after that. I was wounded. I think I was," she mumbled, rubbing her chest absently. "I can't remember, but when I woke up, I woke up here, and then I was gone, stuck. I have been stuck, and it is so cold."
"I'm sorry," Doc said. "You're free now." He'd just have to trust his instincts on this one, and his instincts told him Circe was telling the truth. "You are free," he said again. "But I need you to trust me. You must stay here for now. The people here will help you. Can I trust you to treat them well?"
She drew herself up straighter, until her head was far above the broken wall. "If no one tries to harm me, I do no harm," she said firmly.
"Excellent," Doc said. "Isabel will take you outside." Doc gestured for Isabel to take over, then quickly wrote out Circe's pardon.
"I'll be right back," he promised Fernsby, then he followed Ahanu out into the sunlight.
It was already midday, which increased the heaviness on Doc's heart. He could only hope Ahanu had devised a solution.
"I have given your request much thought," Ahanu said. "And what you are asking is seemingly impossible."
"But?" Doc prodded.
"But I think I can do it."
In typical Ahanu fashion, he did not continue, so Doc said, "How?"
"It is a little complicated, and I am not sure you will follow the logistics of it..." Ahanu said with a minute shrug.
Doc clenched his hands at his side to curb his urge to strangle him.
"If you were just asking for yourself," Ahanu continued, "it would be quite a simple matter, but you are not. You are asking for the entire prison and everyone coming out of it, and everyone here..." He trailed off and made a sweeping gesture.
"Yes," Doc ground out. "I realize I'm going to owe you quite a large favor."
"Just making sure you understand what a colossal undertaking you are imposing upon me," Ahanu said, grinning slightly.
"I'm aware."
He was going to regret this forever, but it would be worth it if it bought him enough time to get everyone out. Their lives had already been stolen, and many of them would find it impossible to survive; but at least now they had the dignity of choice, which had been stripped from them the second Phillip had shoved them into the hole.
"In fact, I'm taking a bit of a risk meddling at all," Ahanu sighed. "Meddling with time is risky at best. Catastrophic at worst."
Doc's patience was thinning. "And how many times did you hurl Andrew to the past before you got the result you were looking for?"
"Only seventeen," Ahanu shrugged.
"Seventeen?!" Doc exclaimed. "Are you out of your mind?"
"I severely underestimated the impact of modern social programming," Ahanu explained. "And also it really hadn't occurred to me that a boy would be able to do the job when a man could not." Ahanu lit his pipe and grinned impishly. "But then I ran out of men."
Doc was going to kill him. It didn't really matter if Andrew was the only person in the entire world who could stop Meli from destroying everything; Ahanu had never had the right to use Andrew like he had.
"Ah, there it is," Ahanu chuckled. "The jury has made its decision. But what will the judge determine? Will I be sentenced to death for my crimes?"
"Are you helping me or not?" Doc snarled.
"I already did."
"What?"
"It's hard to explain, but currently the Jury estate and everything on it is moving exponentially faster than everything outside of the Jury estate." Ahanu paused and cocked an eyebrow in thought. "Or is it slower? Hum... One or the other. In any case, that means that an hour here is..." He tilted his head to the side and said, "This is just a rough guess, mind you, but I'd say an hour here is about thirty-seven seconds on the outside. But I can only hold it for seven days, give or take an hour. Anything past that would be... dangerous. At best.
"And if even one of you steps outside the border of the estate, the time bubble..." Ahanu grinned and said, "I like that. Time bubble. Good name. Anyway, as I was saying the time bubble will be broken." He winked and said, "I'll see you when I need you," and then he was gone.
"I hate that man," Doc muttered, staring at the spot Ahanu had been.
He turned in a circle, but nothing seemed different. How could he possibly know if Ahanu was telling the truth? After all, Doc was well aware that Ahanu was perfectly willing to lie whenever it suited him.
Doc pulled out his phone and texted Jervis, "What time is it?"
Jervis texted back, "11:08, why?"
"I'll let you know in an hour."
Doc went back inside and told Isabel to spread the word that no one could leave or enter the Jury estate until he said so. After that, he processed another fifteen prisoners, killing one of them and pardoning the rest, then he pulled out his phone again and texted Jervis. "What time is it?"
"Are you feeling alright? It's 11:08."
"Are you certain?"
"No, it's just turned 11:09."
"I know I'm going to regret it," Doc said under his breath, "but thank you, Ahanu."
Just then Doc heard Isabel shriek "Mother!" He turned around and watched as all three Naeses rushed across the folly and enveloped a short woman in their embrace. He smiled sadly, wishing that everyone here could have such a reunion, but knowing they wouldn't. He watched the Naeses hug for another moment, letting their happiness wash over him, then he turned to sign and date Mrs. Naese's pardon.
As he put down his pen, Doc met Fernsby's tired eyes and said, "Shall we continue?"
Fernsby nodded, and Doc retrieved another victim from the huddled group behind him.
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For seven straight days, Doc and Fernsby interviewed victim after victim, only taking breaks when Fernsby could no longer stand from exhaustion. Towards the end of the seventh day, Doc began to worry that even with Ahanu's help they wouldn't have enough time.
According to Ingrim, they'd already released a total of two thousand and two hundred prisoners, and Jury could give Doc no estimate on how many prisoners were still inside.
"At this rate," Doc said wearily as he passed off another shattered victim to Isabel, "Phillip locked away a minimum of ten people per year.
"If you look at it that way," Fernsby said, trying to chuckle, "it's far better than the norm imprisonment rate."
"He's still an asshole," Doc ground out.
"I don't think anyone will argue with you on that score," Fernsby replied.
Doc pulled forward another person, sighing as he recognized the now all-too-familiar signs of absolute madness. Fernsby recognized it too because he instantly went to work without waiting for Doc to ask the woman's name.
"Rest easy, rest easy," Fernsby chanted, repeating words he'd said a thousand times already. "No worry, no fear, what is your name, and why are you here?"
A glaze fell over the woman's maddened eyes, and she said clearly, "My name is Anis Jury."
"Wait, what?!" Doc exclaimed, bewilderment filling him. "Anis Jury? As in the Jurys? Who are you?"
She just stared blankly past him because she was under Fernsby's control.
"Anis Jury," Fernsby murmured. "Lovely name. Where are you on the Jury chain?"
"Chain?" she laughed. "You must be a hypnotist. Which means..." Her eyes grew sober, and she said softly, "I suppose I've become quite mad."
She had. But right now, under Fernsby's guiding hand, she seemed lucid and sane.
"I have to tell you a secret," Anis went on, voice insistent. "But I can't look at it on my own; you must ask me. Compel me."
Fernsby glanced questioningly at Doc, and Doc nodded.
"What is the secret, Anis Jury?" Fernsby crooned. "What is it I must know?"
Anis fought Fernsby's command, but eventually stammered, "My husband has turned... Or not. I don't know. I think I never knew him. He's plotting, carrying out a plan he hatched... No, he was always this way; I just never saw it." She covered her face in distress and whimpered weakly, "How could I not see it?"
"Tell me more," Fernsby coached. "Tell me all."
"The Jurys are a lie!" Anis exclaimed. "A terrible lie."
Doc had no idea what that meant. "How so?" he asked.
"Tell me more," Fernsby chanted. "Tell me how, tell me why."
"I shouldn't," Anis whispered. "But I must. Llewelyn ap Gruffydd, the last prince of Wales, had a son with a witch, and when Wales fell, the witch fled to England with her son, infiltrated the house of a noble and raised her son with revenge and hatred in his heart. He married the noble's daughter, took control of his lands, and went on to have five sons of his own, though not by his wife, but by his own mother."
Doc already knew where this was going, and he didn't like it. Not one little bit.
"Such powerful witches had never been born," Anis said with awe. "And Eric, for that was their father's name, used his influence over the king of England to set up each son with holdings of their own. For years Eric played games with the royals, often 'dying' at reasonable intervals and inheriting his own estate again by posing as his eldest. His sons followed his lead, all the while building an army that would defeat England. An army that England would never see coming." Anis was shaking with fear now, rocking back and forth and moaning slightly.
"Shall I put her to sleep?" Fernsby whispered.
Doc didn't want to keep pushing her, but part of him knew if he didn't get answers from her now, he never would.
"No. Ask her who her husband is."
"Your husband, your husband, who is your husband?" Fernsby asked.
"He betrayed me," she wept. "I have always been loyal, haven't I? I bore him sons; I raised their wives; I've done everything he asked of me. Everything! Why? Why? Why?!" she wailed.
"Ask her again," Doc ordered.
"She can't take it," Fernsby argued.
"She's already dead," Doc replied. "Can't you see? When you remove the compulsion, there'll be nothing there. I need to know what she knows."
"Then you ask her," Fernsby snapped, dropping the chain.
The sanity that had been holding Anis together abruptly fled, and she lunged at Doc shrieking loudly, "I'll kill you, Drustan! I'll kill you!"
Her hands wrapped around his throat, and she squeezed tightly, madness making her far stronger than she should have been. Magic flowed over Doc's skin, and boulders hurtled from the broken columns of rock above, crashing to the floor all around them.
"I'm sorry, love," Doc managed to croak before he shoved his knife though Anis's heart.
"Who the fuck was that?" Jury demanded, stalking over to Doc.
Doc considered lying, but thought better of it. "Apparently your grandmother," he said softly.
"My what?! Are you out of your fucking mind? That's not... Are you sure?"
"Pretty sure," Doc said, lowering Anis's form to the floor and feeling nothing but sorrow as her remaining life force rushed feebly through him.
"But... I don't understand," Jury said, tone devoid of emotion. "Why? And why did you kill her?"
"I'm sorry," Doc said sincerely. "She was too far gone."
"My grandmother?" Jury demanded. "In Blackwater? That's my grandmother?"
"Yes."
"Anis Jury?"
"Yes."
"But why?!"
"I don't know," Doc admitted. "We didn't get that far."
He didn't blame Fernsby for quitting. If anything, he held him in higher regard; but unfortunately, they'd lost anything that Anis had known.
"Goddamn, I hate this fucking place," Jury growled. "When this is done... When we're done, I'm burning it to the ground."
"I'll second that," Doc murmured.
"Let me take her," Jury said. "I've gotten everyone out, and you only have fifteen prisoners left to interview."
Relief washed through Doc, nearly chasing away the sadness and fury he'd been drowning in for days now. He'd done it. They'd done it. They'd closed down Blackwater.
When they finally finished interviewing the last prisoner, Doc turned to Fernsby and said earnestly, "Thank you. I honestly could not have done it without you."
Fernsby was too tired to even make a joke. "Thank you," he replied. "If you ever have need of me again, Tetrarch Holliday, all you have to do is ask."
"Call me Doc," Doc offered. "And you as well."
He patted Fernsby on his broad shoulder then walked outside into the full sunlight. He was so glad to be done with it.
"What time is it now?" he texted Jervis.
"Do I need to come check you for fever?" Jervis texted back. "It's been precisely one hour and forty-three minutes since the last time you asked me."
Doc grinned widely. If he didn't hate Ahanu so goddamn much he'd be tempted to kiss him.
"We did it," Doc texted.
"In one hour and forty-three minutes?" Jervis retorted.
"Not exactly. I'll explain it to you later. Suffice to say I owe Ahanu a favor."
"I'm tendering my resignation," Jervis immediately replied.
"I don't accept."
"Then I'm giving myself a rather large raise."
"Please do."
Doc laughed merrily as he put away his phone and searched the crowds for Jury. While he was looking a young man with large eyes approached him and said, "Tetrarch Holliday, sir, we've officially notarized all the pardons, we've given copies to each pardoned individual, and we're leaving now to file the paperwork with the law office."
"Law office?" Doc questioned. "I don't suppose a bunch of witches run it?"
"Actually, they do," the man said apologetically. "But if you'll do me the honor of appointing me your secretary, I can order them to sign off on the paperwork immediately."
"What's your name?" Doc asked.
"Archie Greenwood, sir."
"And Jervis sent you?"
"Yes, sir."
"Are you a witch?"
"No, sir. I'm not anything, just a very clever norm."
"Excellent," Doc drawled. "Those are my favorite kinds. Archie Greenwood, I'm officially appointing you secretary to the tetrarch. You may speak on my behalf. However, you should be warned that I'm not very forgiving, and if you speak words on my behalf that I do not like, I will find you, cut out your tongue, and kill you."
Archie's already pale skin turned a shade whiter, and he swallowed nervously, but said, "I understand, sir; and I will not let you down."
"Get to it then," Doc ordered.
Doc turned to look for Jury once more because there were still a few things to tie up before he could leave to deal with the council. Namely, destroying the entrance to Blackwater for good. That wouldn't stop Phillip from building a new one, but it would at least slow him down.
"Where's Jury?" Doc asked Gwenna as she passed by.
"On the other side," she replied, gesturing towards the folly. "He's... I think he's taking it pretty hard," she added softly. "He's... Well, you'll see."
Doc grabbed a couple of sandwiches off a table and headed towards the other side. Jury was sitting on the ground, shoulders slumped, head in his hands, and he didn't move when Doc sat beside him.
"Here," Doc said. "Have a sandwich."
"I don't want a sandwich," Jury mumbled.
"You need a sandwich."
"I don't need anything."
"Semper paratus," Doc said, nudging Jury's arm.
"Don't ever say that to me again!" Jury growled. "I wish... I wish I'd never heard the Jury name, and it's revolting that I have to carry such a horrific name around with me for the rest of my life."
"You're Jury," Doc said. "You're not a Jury."
"But I am," Jury hissed. "His blood is in me, Doc. In me! Do you have any idea how sick that makes me?"
"It doesn't change who you are," Doc insisted. "It never has."
"Goddamn it, Doc! He locked his own goddamn mother in there! Why? Why would he do that?"
"I don't know."
"And Grandfather... He obviously knows. He's probably the one who told Father to do it in the first place." Jury shuddered and said, "I'm not calling him that. He's not my goddamn father. He's a stranger. Someone I used to sit across the table from during dinner."
"He didn't make you," Doc said. "You made you. Your experiences and how you changed because of them. You are you. Thomas Fucking Jury. Remember?"
"Please tell me you're going to kill him."
"As soon as feasible," Doc said.
"Good. It's too bad you can't torture him first."
"Well," Doc drawled. "I wouldn't say can't..."
He would happily spend several days cutting Phillip into tiny pieces, but it was probably best not to mess around with a witch, especially such a powerful one.
"I need to go deal with the council," Doc said, "but I want to make sure Blackwater is destroyed first."
"You go," Jury said. "I'll handle this."
Jury was looking rather fragile, and Doc didn't want to leave him behind. "I can't go without you," Doc said firmly.
"Listen—"
"Not unless you eat a sandwich first," Doc interrupted. "Maybe a whole plate of sandwiches. You know what? To hell with sandwiches; I'll go get you a steak."
It was another hour before Doc felt Jury was clear-headed enough to leave alone. It didn't matter that there were more than three thousand people on the Jury estate, Jury didn't know any of them, and he wasn't friends with any of them. So Doc stayed until he was certain Jury didn't need him anymore.
Then he drove as quickly as he could to the airport and had the pilot leave immediately for Denver.
According to the calendar, it had only been a little over one day since Doc had left Denver in the first place. Which literally made it the longest day of Doc's life, and not a day he was eager to repeat. He'd heard enough horrors to last him a lifetime, and he'd come away with one very solid conclusion. Whatever else he was, Phillip Jury was a very cruel man.
Doc didn't generally care about politics. If the Jurys wanted to oust the British government and take over, he wasn't going to lift a finger to stop them. Let British Doc Holliday stop them, if there was such a person, and he rather hoped there was.
And until very recently, he hadn't paid much attention to Hidden politics either. The only reason he'd gotten involved is because he'd learned too much in his search for Sofia.
Denver was his town. He didn't own it, but he'd certainly lived there longer than most people, and there was a part of him that felt it was his to defend. He didn't just duck his head and walk by when he saw a thief trying to rob a little old lady, and he wasn't going to just duck his head and walk by while Bosch and Mitcham tried to rob all the cryptids of their power and their freedom. Not in his town.
Now the witches were making a play for control, but he wasn't going to let them have it. A day ago, or one week depending on whose time you were counting by, he might not have put up too much of a fight. But today, there was no way in hell he was handing his people over to those blackguards. He'd sooner die. Not that he was planning to. He never planned to die.
That wasn't entirely true. He knew he would die someday. He even wanted to die someday because he needed to know what happened. He wanted to understand death, and dying was surely the only way to do it. But not today. Today he was going to fight, and he was going to live.
But before he waged war, he was going to take a nap. Seven days without sleep is at least three days too long, Doc thought as he settled his head against his chair and gave into his exhaustion.
For a while he just floated in the darkness of dreamless sleep. Then the darkness shifted, and he was sitting on his throne, staring out at the barren horizon. The shadows weren't there; he refused to let them be there. It was too reminiscent of Blackwater, like he'd somehow trapped them here, like he was collecting them.
He flexed his hand, and a whiskey bottle appeared in it. He pulled the cork and took a long slow drink. Eight days was far too long to go without whiskey.
"You seem tense," Mother's voice said.
Doc sighed. He was going to ignore her; after all, she was just a shadow, but when he glanced up, her eyes looked so concerned that he had to answer her.
"It was a long day, Mother. I'm fine now."
"He's lying," Francisco said. "Did you see how he smiled just a bit at the end? He does that when he's lying."
"You shouldn't lie to your mother," Father said sternly.
"I lie to everyone, Father," Doc drawled. "Why should Mother be any different?"
"You should take a trip to the coast," Mother said, cutting off his father's response. "That always makes me feel better."
It never had; she had just liked to see the ocean. She'd once said that gazing out at all that water made her feel free somehow.
"I really just want to be alone," Doc said, trying to ignore their looks of hurt.
"We love you," Mother said as they faded away.
"I know you do," Doc whispered.
He drank the rest of the whiskey, then closed his eyes, hoping that if he did, the throne room would somehow go away. After a few minutes, he cracked open one eye. Nothing had changed; he was still sitting on his throne, surrounded by onyx and barrenness. 
If he could walk the dreaming instead of just sitting here on his throne he'd go see... Andrew. But how would he find the Andrew he knew? The one from the past? And how could all of time be wrapped up inside one little space? How could all the versions of Andrew be here? And if Doc could walk the dreaming, could he go see himself a hundred years ago or a hundred years from now?
"What a muddled mess that would make," he snorted, pushing the entire concept from his mind.
"Are you talking to yourself now?" Bluegrass asked, suddenly standing right in front of him.
"I was talking to Fred," Doc said, patting the skull beneath his knee. "He's a real chatty one."
She smiled, and he smiled back before he realized what he was doing.
"You always seem sad to see me," Bluegrass mused.
"I am sad," Doc sighed. "The only reason you're here is because you're dead."
"True."
"And you're not really here anyway," Doc went on, feeling perturbed. "It just... I make you here, and I don't understand why. I just want to be alone."
"I'll leave you alone, if that's what you want," Bluegrass said, eyes twinkling. "But I'm here because you need me to be here. All of us are here for you."
"That makes no sense!" Doc snapped.
"How else would you remember who you are?" Bluegrass said.
Confusion filled him, but before he could demand answers, he jolted awake.
He sat up straight and glanced out the window, relieved to see the Denver skyline in the distance. He was home and just in time to cut some witches down to size.  
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Doc didn't speak as Emily drove him towards the section of the Hidden where the council had gathered to listen to the witches' arguments. Instead he walked through a few different speeches, but none of them were any good. He was better at killing than talking, but he didn't think the council was likely to vote in his favor if he just walked in and killed everyone.
That's what he wanted to do, but he wasn't going to. He'd wait until after the council had voted in his favor to hunt down the witches and kill them. And he'd start with Phillip. And not because they'd challenged his rule. He didn't care about that. He would kill them because of Blackwater and the hundred other things niggling at the back of his mind that he knew they were responsible for. 
He refused to consider what would happen if the council didn't vote in his favor. He knew that Lady Luck was on his side today.
Doc entered the Hidden and strode purposely towards the meeting house; and as he walked, he carefully tamped down every bit of furious hate he felt for Phillip Jury. He needed to be calm. If he was angry, he'd be blind and careless.
Breathing deeply, he opened the outer door of the building and stepped inside.
"The witches aren't the ones on trial here!" someone shouted. "Putting aside the question of whether or not John Holliday is in fact a norm, let's take a look at some of his other infractions, shall we?"
"Yes, let's," Doc drawled as he walked down the aisle towards the council.
Silence fell over the meeting hall as everyone turned to look at him.
"Tetrarch Holliday," Mr. Birch chastised. "You're late."
"I apologize," Doc said, giving the Takaheni leader of the United States council a slight bow. "I was tying up a few loose ends that couldn't be postponed; but I'm here now, and I'm interested to hear what..."
Doc trailed off as he carefully studied the group opposing him. He recognized Phillip and Edward Jury, as well as, Phillip's three other sons. He also recognized Drustan Jury, Mr. Merton, and several of the witches who had been with Merton at the Banshee. But he didn't know any of the other fifty witches who had gathered against him. Nor did it matter because, as Doc had suspected, Phillip was leading them.
"I'm interested to hear what Mr. Jury has to say," Doc finally said.
"He's mentioned something about infractions," Mr. Birch said solemnly.
"Oh, has he? Let us hear these infractions," Doc said cheerfully as he sat beside Simon and propped up his feet on the table in front of him. Once he was settled, Doc grinned widely at Phillip and gestured for him to continue.
"As I was saying," Phillip ground out, his anger tightly leashed. "John Holliday has never had any respect for the Hidden or the laws that keep it safe."
"Are you going somewhere with this?" Mr. Birch asked.
"I have here a list of norms he has purposely introduced to the Hidden without receiving prior approval from the ruling bodies."
"That's quite a serious charge," Mr. Birch allowed as he looked over the list. "Do you have anything to say in your defense, Tetrarch Holliday?"
"First I have a question," Doc said. "What qualifies as a ruling body?"
"The tetrarch, the council, the head of the Magistratus," Mr. Birch replied.
"Good to know," Doc said. "Here is my rebuttal. I brought those people into the Hidden, but I am the tetrarch, so clearly I gave myself approval."
"These people were brought into the Hidden prior to Holliday becoming tetrarch!" Phillip countered.
"I know just the thing," Doc murmured, pulling a folded paper from his pocket. "This is an official pardon, and as of this moment, I'm officially pardoning Doctor John Henry Holliday, aka Doc Holliday, of all crimes he may or may not have committed against the Hidden." Doc grinned widely and signed the paper with a flourish. "You all saw me do that, right? It's a done deal."
Mr. Birch's lips twitched minutely as he held back a smile, and the other members of the council looked rather relieved at Doc's ploy.
"The council acknowledges Tetrarch Holliday's pardon," one of the council members said.
"That hardly makes sense," Phillip snarled. "How can—"
"There is a precedent," Mr. Birch cut in. "If you recall Tetrarch—"
"Yes, yes, I recall," Phillip muttered. "How about a more serious charge? Holliday put out a kill order on the Baudelaire family. Not only does that violate our diplomatic treaty with France, it also shows a complete lack of regard for our allies."
"Is this so, Tetrarch Holliday?" Mr. Birch asked wearily.
"The Baudelaire family?" Doc said thoughtfully. "That name sounds familiar." He tapped a finger on his chin. "Wasn't that the name of Jury's fiancée? The one who died tragically the night before the wedding?"
"That is correct," Mr. Birch said.
"Didn't her entire family die?" Doc questioned. "A house fire, I believe."
"I'm not talking about them," Phillip spat. "Not that I don't think you're responsible for their deaths as well."
"Who are you talking about then?" Doc asked, smiling inwardly at Phillip's obvious irritation.
"I'm talking about the Baudelaires still in France!"
"But why would I have put out a kill order on them?" Doc mused. "I don't even know them."
"You're lying," Phillip growled.
"When did I meet them?" Doc asked innocently.
"You..." Phillip didn't finish, just stared at Doc with a furious expression.
"I honestly don't know why I would have put out a kill order on a family I've never met," Doc said with a shrug. "Furthermore, they aren't even part of the United States Hidden. That would be a little outside of my jurisdiction, wouldn't it? And even if it weren't, Simon, my advisor here, explained to me very early on that that's not how things are done. I have to issue a warrant for arrest. So I think Mr. Jury is mistaken."
"He's lying," Phillip seethed. "Can't you see that he's turning these proceedings into a mockery?"
"I've noticed no such thing," Mr. Birch said evenly.
"How can you sit there and allow him to turn the United States Hidden into a shell of its former self?! Have you no pride?!" Phillip shouted.
"I think I speak for the entire council when I say that the charges you have brought before us today seem a little contrived. In his few months as tetrarch, Tetrarch Holliday has implemented a number of positive changes, and we see no reason to remove him. Especially when there is an election planned in less than two years' time. The Hidden doesn't need another upheaval."
"This is unacceptable," Phillip fumed. "As First Father of the Hidden, I'm invoking my right to rule and taking over the council."
Mr. Birch's face turned grim. "That is your choice, of course, but I strongly suggest against it."
"He can't really do that, can he?" Doc asked Simon in an undertone.
"I've never heard of First Father," Simon whispered back. "But Graven would know, and he's not stopping it."
"Shit," Doc muttered. This was not a contingency he could have ever planned for. "Don't leave me now, Lady Luck," he whispered.
Phillip marched to the front of the room and turned to face Doc. "As First Father," Phillip pronounced, "I hereby strip John Holliday of the title of tetrarch and furthermore—"
"Wait just a damn minute!" someone called out, interrupting Phillip.
Doc turned in his seat, eyebrow arching in surprise when he saw the wizened old man standing at the back of the room.
"There's an addendum to the law
that states... Oh, how does that silly old thing go?" the old man mused. "I can't quite remember. Someone besides you, Phillip, tucked it in there back in the day."
He stumped forward until he was even with Phillip, turned to wink at Doc, then said, "I remember now. See there's a stipulation that states if the majority of the tribal councils vote in favor of or against the reigning tetrarch, their vote supersedes that of the main council, be it the regular council or the First Father council." He smiled widely and added, "I'm sure you remember that little tidbit, Phillip, my lad."
"I do," Phillip retorted. "But unfortunately, the previous tetrarch did away with the tribal councils. Only the witch council, which I am the head of, and the Takaheni council remain."
"That was true," the old man stated. "I suppose you were out of the country at the time, and someone forgot to send you the memo. You Jurys are terribly old fashioned."
"What are you talking about?" Phillip demanded.
"The tribal councils were reinstated. Shall we take a vote?"
Mr. Birch stood and said, "The Takaheni tribe votes in favor of Tetrarch Holliday."
A voice at the back of the room shouted out, "The imp tribe votes in favor of Tetrarch Holliday!"
A movement caught Doc's eye, and he turned to watch Bennie shrug and say, "The Worm tribe votes in favor of Tetrarch Holliday."
The doors crashed open, and cryptids filled the aisles of the meeting house.
"The tree spirits vote in favor of Tetrarch Holliday," a deep voice boomed.
"The vampire tribe votes in favor of Tetrarch Holliday," called out a vampire Doc didn't recognize.
"The Myhanava vote in favor of Tetrarch Holliday."
"The Lutin vote in favor of Tetrarch Holliday."
The voices went on and on until the old man laughed a little and said brightly, "I lost count, but I'm pretty sure that added up to thirty in favor of Tetrarch Holliday, and one against. Tetrarch Holliday stays."
The room erupted in cheers, and the old man winked at Doc once more before shuffling through the crowd towards the back of the room.
"Who the hell was that?" Doc asked, still a little thunderstruck by what had just happened.
"I have no idea," Simon responded, grin tugging at his lips. "But he did it! He stopped them! You're still the tetrarch!"
He was. He was still the tetrarch. He resisted the urge to kiss the air over his shoulder and instead caught Phillip's burning eyes and smiled slowly. He may still be the tetrarch, but this was only the first battle. The actual war had only just begun.
Doc stood and held up his hands for silence. The cheers and laughter died down, and Doc said sincerely, "I want to thank you all for your support. With your help and the incredible work of Simon, my invaluable advisor, we've managed to accomplish a lot of good in the last few months."
He surveyed the room, making sure to memorize each and every witch's face and pausing for just a second longer on Mr. Merton. Only when Mr. Merton swallowed nervously, did Doc continue.
"During Mitcham's time in office, many of you lost freedoms that were rightfully yours, and I seek to return those freedoms to you."
A rough cheer went up, and Doc acknowledged it with a grin before motioning for silence once more.
"However, Mitcham wasn't the only one to steal freedom from the Hidden, and he wasn't the only one to impose his will on other cryptids. In fact, since the inception of the Hidden, there have been a select few who wield more power than the rest, and this is an injustice I seek to correct."
Doc paused, letting the anticipation build.
"As such, I have ordered the closure of Blackwater Prison."
"What?!" Phillip exclaimed. "You can't do that! Only a madman would release such violent criminals out into the world!"
"Criminals?" Doc laughed. "You mean maids and shoeshine boys?"
Phillip's eyes widened, and his face turned purple with rage.
"It's already done," Doc said. "All two thousand, two hundred and sixteen prisoners have been removed from Blackwater and interviewed. One thousand, nine hundred and seven of them have been granted a full pardon and will be free to live their lives as they see fit. Three hundred and eight of them were found guilty of the crime of hurting the innocent and were executed. And sadly, one of them had crossed the point of madness and had to be killed."
Doc paused once more, remembering their faces, remembering their sorrow and brokenness. He'd looked into Anis's eyes as he'd killed her, and he'd seen nothing but relief.
He smiled sharply, caught Drustan Jury's eyes, and said, "Your wife Anis passed along her regards before she died."
Drustan's rage-filled eyes returned Doc's stare, and Doc felt a tingly rush of magic wash over him.
Doc grinned and said, "You'll have to be more direct than that, Mr. Jury."
No one in the room had yet spoken, but an imp suddenly jumped up onto a chair and demanded, "Did you release any imps?"
"I did," Doc said. "But I also executed one by the name of Harry Fister."
Hope filled the imp's face, and he said, "But you released all the others?"
"Yes."
"Where are they?"
"If they haven't already zapped away, at my new estate in Philadelphia," Doc replied, daring Phillip to argue with him.
"I request your permission to leave, Tetrarch," the imp said.
"Permission granted."
The air popped slightly, and the imp was gone.
"As I was saying," Doc went on. "Blackwater has been closed. Any attempts to open a new Hidden prison, of any type, on United States soil will be considered treasonous, and those involved will be executed. Any questions?"
"I have one," a member of the council said as she stood. "With no prison, what do you plan to do with our criminals? Will they just be allowed to roam free among us?"
"Not at all," Doc said soothingly. "Simon is working to reinstate the regional councils. Once they are back in place, criminals will be tried by their region's council; and if found guilty, they will either be released with an appropriate punishment or executed. There is no kindness in prisons. And a prison like Blackwater is an expression of cruelty."
"This is what happens when you let a criminal govern you," Phillip spat. "He will tear down everything to his level until you are all swimming in filth."
"I'd rather swim in filth than stand shoulder to shoulder with the likes of you," Doc said flatly.
"This isn't over," Phillip growled. "The witches do not accept your rule, and for the good of the Hidden we will find a way to overturn the councils' votes."
"For the good of yourself, you mean?" Doc replied lightly, using all his effort to keep his fury locked away.
"As head of the witch council and First Father, I'm making my intention clear," Phillip called out. "The witches do not answer to Tetrarch Holliday."
Just one more nudge, and it would be all out war. Doc opened his mouth, but whatever he'd been going to say was stopped by Abigail Jury's voice calling out clearly, "I challenge your position as head."
"Abigail?" Phillip gasped. "What are you doing?"
"Taking a stand," she murmured, walking past him to address the council. "As a witch, I have the right to challenge the head of the witch's council."
"That is true," Mr. Birch said. "But a vote must be taken."
"I'm aware of that," Abigail said. "After all, I'm the one who wrote the law."
Several of the witches made exclamations of dismay, but Doc grinned. This day just kept getting better and better.
"You can't do this," Phillip hissed. "You're my wife."
"For now," she said silkily, looking more regal and vibrant than Doc had ever seen her.
"How is the vote taken?" Doc asked Simon quietly.
"Hell if I know," he replied. "Witches have so many laws that I only learned the ones that applied to me."
"According to the Witches' Law of 1898," Mr. Birch intoned gravely, "any witch may challenge the head of the witch's council, but a vote must then be taken among the heads of the five founding witch families."
"I speak for the Jury family," Jury's sister Margaret announced from the back of the room. "And we support Abigail Jury."
"The Renfrow family supports Abigail Jury," the little old man from earlier called out.
"The Merton family supports Phillip Jury," Mr. Merton said, voice a tad shaky.
Doc grinned at Merton, showing just enough teeth to make it clear that he was going to die very soon.
Another of the witches at Phillip's side spoke up and said, "The VanLoos are with Phillip Jury."
The hall was so silent that Doc could hear the anxious pitter-patter of hearts all around him. Four of the five votes had been cast, and it was a tie.
"Who's the fifth family?" Doc whispered.
"I believe it's the Underwoods," Simon replied. "But I don't see any of the Underwoods here."
Just as the silence was becoming fraught with tension, the meeting hall doors crashed open, and a broad man with salt and pepper hair rushed in. As soon as his eyes spotted Abigail, he said, "Abby darling, I got your message. What the hell is going on?"
"I've challenged Phillip for the council," Abigail said calmly.
"Oh, in that case, the Underwood family supports you, as always, my dear."
Abigail blushed at his words, but she kept her composure as Mr. Birch called out. "The votes have been cast; Abigail Jury is now the head of the witch's council. Can we all go home now?"
"This is not over," Phillip promised, blue eyes boring into Doc's. "Not over at all."
Phillip pushed through the crowd and out the door, his sons and father trailing behind him. Mr. Merton took one frantic look at Doc and hurried after Phillip. The remaining witches stood together for a moment, uncertainty hanging on them, then another twenty chose to leave with Phillip.
"They picked the losing side," Doc said cheerfully.
"That may be true," Simon conceded. "But I would advise caution. You've taken away everything Phillip Jury has; he doesn't have anything left to lose."
Of all people, Doc knew exactly how dangerous that could make a man.
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After basking in his feeling of victory for a few more minutes, Doc said, "That was a good day's work, and I couldn't have done it without you, Simon. And now that it's over, I'm going home to take a well-deserved nap. I suggest you do the same."
"Did you really process all the prisoners?" Simon asked.
"I did."
"How?"
"Let's just say that time was on my side," Doc chuckled.
He nodded at Abigail, stood, and headed for the doorway. He'd done his part, and there was no point sticking around to see what else happened. He'd go home, drink some whiskey, shower eight days' worth of sweat and blood from his skin, burn his clothes, take a nap, and then he'd hunt down Phillip and cut off his head.
"Psst," Bennie said as Doc walked past. Doc paused, and Bennie handed him a folded piece of paper. "On the house, Tetrarch."
Doc nodded wearily and left the building. Once he was outside, he took a deep breath. In just one day, he'd managed to close down Blackwater and completely ruin Phillip Jury's life. He'd better start paying more attention, or he might end up with a knife in his back. Assuming a witch could even imagine killing someone in such a mundane fashion.
"What're you doing?" Doc asked as Nick fell into step beside him.
"Resuming my position as the tetrarch's personal bodyguard," Nick replied. 
"We are not doing that," Doc ground out.
"I've been given my orders, sir."
"Doc, and no."
"Take it up with Simon," Nick said, lifting his furry shoulders in a shrug.
"I don't live inside the Hidden," Doc said irritably. "So..."
"I have a fairly convincing disguise," Nick replied. "An overcoat and a hat."
"Are you kidding me?" Doc demanded.
"I'm not."
"I do not need a bodyguard!" Doc snapped. "And you are not coming with me."
"As I said—"
"I know, I know," Doc muttered. "Take it up with Simon."
He continued towards the Hidden exit, ignoring Nick as he struggled into a brown overcoat and shoved a huge fedora onto his head.
"You look ridiculous," Doc pointed out. "Like some sort of sasquatch PI."
"I have a hair disorder," Nick said easily. "It's very rare."
Doc rolled his eyes and pushed open the door, stepping out into the norm world. He quickly surveyed the street to make sure no one was watching him, and no one was. No one except Emily.
Doc got into the passenger seat, sighing as the car dropped under Nick's weight. "Emily, this is Nick," Doc said grumpily. "Nick, this is Emily."
"Nice to meet you," Emily said.
"Likewise. I think I know your cousin," Nick replied.
"Joseph?"
"That's the one."
Doc tuned out their small talk and tried to focus on the niggling notion that he'd missed something. Something important. Bennie's note crinkled in his hand, and he unfolded it.
The note had been typed, not handwritten, which was strange because Bennie didn't care much for technology. As far as Doc knew, he had his phone and nothing else.
Doc read the note carefully. "Zach Taylor. Charged with multiple counts of rape. Released early due to good behavior." Bennie knew Doc preferred rapists, and it was just the kind of meal he would have given him. Except...
It was typed out. Not handwritten. And besides that... Bennie only ever called him tetrarch in a sneering tone of voice, completely unlike the tone he'd used at the meeting house.
"Stop," Doc said. "Turn around. We're going to Bennie's."
A few minutes later when Doc reached for Bennie's door, he already knew Bennie was dead because he knew the smell of death. The door swung open easily, revealing Bennie's office. It looked perfectly normal, except Bennie was hanging on the wall behind the desk, large metal spikes holding his mutilated body in place.
The fury Doc had been holding back burst out; and he wanted to kill someone, anyone, as long that that someone had anything to do with Phillip Jury.  
"Oh shit," Emily hissed from behind him, following it up with a violent gag. "God, that's a lot of blood," she whispered as she tried not to retch again.
"Nick," Doc said softly. "Call Simon and tell him Bennie isn't Bennie. Emily, go wait in the car."
"I'm sorry," she said, gagging again. "I just—"
"Go," Doc interrupted.
"Do you want me to call the witch sweepers?" Nick asked.
"No," Doc said firmly. "One, it's too late. Bennie's been dead at least a day. Two, I'm not sure we can trust them. Just call Simon."
"Yes, sir," Nick said softly, leaving Doc alone.
On any other day, Doc would have removed Bennie from the wall before he called the Worms, but he didn't. He didn't because he wanted them to see; he wanted them to know what the witches had done. Eyes never leaving Bennie's dead face, Doc pulled out his phone and made the call.
"Mortuary," someone answered.
"This is Tetrarch Holliday," Doc said. "I need to speak with Robert."
"That's me," Robert said. "Is something wrong?"
"I need you to come to Bennie's," Doc said. "And... I'm sorry, but Bennie's dead."
"Bennie's dead?!" Robert exclaimed. "How?"
"Just come," Doc ordered before disconnecting.
While he waited for Robert, Doc examined the papers on Bennie's desk, but he wasn't familiar with Bennie's operation, so he didn't know if anything was out of place or not. He was just easing open one of the locked desk drawers when Robert burst into the room.
Robert skidded to a halt and just stared at the wall, eyes wide with horror. "Bennie," he whispered. "No... Why?"
"I obviously have no way to prove this," Doc said carefully, "but I'm certain it was one of Phillip Jury's cronies. Or maybe even Phillip himself."
"But why?" Robert repeated.
"Contingency plan," Doc explained. "Fake Bennie gave me a note when I left the meeting house, and if I were to hazard a guess, I'd say it leads to a trap. Normally I wouldn't have even questioned it."
"They didn't have to kill him," Robert whispered. "And not like this."
"I know," Doc said. "If you want to step outside, I'll get him down."
"No," Robert replied, voice hard. "We'll handle this. You take care of the bastards who did it."
"With pleasure," Doc said grimly.
He strode out of Bennie's office and said "let's go" to Nick before climbing into the car. "Take us to this address," Doc told Emily.
"Are you sure that's a good idea?" Emily replied.
"Why do you ask?"
"Isn't that the address fake Bennie gave you?"
"Eavesdropping?" Doc asked irritably.
Emily blushed and said, "Jervis ordered me to keep an eye on you."
"So I have not one but two bodyguards?"
"I'm not a bodyguard so much as a—"
"Let me ask you a question," Doc said, interrupting her. "Can you kill someone?"
"Yes."
"Even with your unfortunate aversion to blood?"
"Yes," Emily replied, cheeks turning bright red.
"Weapon of choice?"
"Gun," she said, patting under her arm.
"Good enough," Doc said. "Let's go."
"But are you sure?" Emily asked.
Doc tried to block the fury pulsing through him. He shoved it into a far corner of his mind and thought about the situation coldly and with logic. It was definitely a trap, but he knew it was a trap, and that gave him the advantage.
"Yes," he said.
Emily nodded and began to drive. Before long she parked two houses away from the address, and Doc waited impatiently as she sent in a mouse to take a look around.
"There's a man sitting on the couch," Emily said, eyes hazy. "But there's no one else in the house."
Curious.
She was silent for a while before she added, "I really don't see anything else. It doesn't look like a trap."
"That's because they're witches," Doc said irritably. "They don't make traps the same way we do."
"You can't go in there," Emily said.
"I'm inclined to agree," Doc replied. "Without a witch to tell me what's in store... I could be walking into anything. And the only witch I trust is Jury," Doc added.
"What about the Ks?" Emily asked.
"The triplets?"
"Yes."
"No."
"They'd never hurt you," Emily insisted.
"Not intentionally," Doc agreed.
"Oh," she murmured.  
When he was hunting witches, he definitely had the advantage. But when they were hunting him, the odds were slightly in their favor because he couldn't see the traps they'd laid. He needed to regroup. It irritated him to walk away, but he wasn't an idiot, and he had no interest in losing.
"Take me to Jervis," Doc ordered.
"He never left the hotel, sir."
"But I asked him to stay with the children," Doc replied.
"And he did," Emily said stoutly.
"To Dulcis then," Doc sighed.
As soon as they arrived at Dulcis, Doc sent Jervis a text asking where he was.
"In the basement," Jervis replied.
"Which one?"
"The bottom one."
Doc rode the elevator down, slammed open the door, and snapped, "Not exactly what I had in mind!"
"They're perfectly safe in my suite," Jervis replied calmly.
"Whatever," Doc growled. "They killed Bennie."
"Emily told me," Jervis said. "That was a mistake on their part."
"And they set up a trap, but without Jury I can't see the goddamn... witch trap thingys!"
"Witch trap thingys?"
"You know what the hell I mean!"
The fury was seeping out again, and Doc exhaled, trying to force all the air out of his lungs. "I need an impartial perspective," he said. "I'm not thinking straight."
"What do you know?"
"I know that Phillip, Drustan, Edward..." Doc searched his memory and put names to the other brothers' faces. "Charles, Edmund, and William were all at the meeting house. I also know that in North America, five of the ten remaining witches who can cast a full body glamour belong to the Jury family. Jury is one of them."
"That leaves four unaccounted for," Jervis stated.
"I'm pretty sure Drustan is stronger than the rest of them, so we'll just assume he can cast a full body glamour as well. He is Cynric's brother, after all."
"So any one of them could have cast a glamour on someone to make a fake Bennie," Jervis surmised.
"Exactly. Since I don't know who the five witches outside the Jury line are, I'm going to assume they weren't at the meeting house because what are the chances they'd all be there?"
"Assumptions are dangerous," Jervis warned.
"I know, but I'm going to do it anyway."
"If you must."
Doc rolled his eyes and continued to think out loud. "Glamours are typically short range unless the witch is strong enough to tie it off, which Jury isn't, so probably the rest of the Jurys aren't either."
"Another assumption, but if correct it means they had to stay within distance."
"Precisely," Doc sighed. "And it's not as if any of my assumptions actually matter." He tapped his finger thoughtfully and said, "Phillip wasn't expecting to lose."
"So why did they kill Bennie?"
"I don't know."
"And why set up a trap if he believed he would win?"
"I don't know." Doc paced the room, thinking. "Perhaps he expected the council to vote in his favor, and he was going to leave it at that, but he wanted to make sure I didn't survive the ordeal, so he arranged for the trap."
"Seems reasonable."
"Maybe," Doc grumbled. "The problem is I'm not a witch."
"That's the problem?"
"I mean I can't see what witches see."
"Ah," Jervis intoned.
"I can only see what they want me to see."
"That could certainly be a problem."
"Do you have Sydney's number?" Doc asked abruptly.
"Certainly," Jervis said, with a slight roll of his eyes.
"Well?"
Jervis held out his hand, and Doc tossed him his phone. When Jervis returned it, it was already ringing.
"Hello?" Sydney answered gruffly.
"This is Doc."
"Ah, the tetrarch calling little ol' me. How honored I am."
"I'm not in the mood," Doc warned. "Tell me, is there an artifact that allows the wearer to see through glamours?"
"Ha!" Sydney laughed. "If a witch ever made such a thing I can guarantee you he wouldn't have shared it with anyone else."
Of course not.
"What about an artifact that would let me see the elemental... lines?" Doc asked.
"I don't know what you're up to, but it don't sound good," Sydney said. "I can't help you with either, but I do got that crate of rot mites you wanted."
"Send it over," Doc said just before disconnecting.
"I don't know what the hell I'm going to do," Doc growled, beginning to pace once more. "They could glamour themselves as anyone. Anyone! Even you!"
"I do hope you would know the difference," Jervis said flatly.
"Of course I would. That's not the goddamn point. Unless I'm going to walk around with Aine all day..." Doc trailed off as a thought suddenly occurred to him. "I have to go," he said, running towards the door.
"You're welcome," Jervis called out after him. "And another thing, take a shower!"
"Thank you!" Doc called back.
He rode the elevator up to his suite, twitching anxiously. The chances were slim, but just maybe...
He rushed through the door, willing to risk that Phillip hadn't yet managed to infiltrate Dulcis, and threw open his safe. He pulled out all the fetishes that Bosch and the Jurys had made from stolen cryptid power and started sorting through them. He was a little unsure how he would even recognize a banshee fetish, but then he saw it. A small stone image of a woman screaming.
He picked it up gently and held it carefully in his hand. Somewhere out there a banshee was less than whole because Bosch had stripped away this part of her. Doc closed his hand around the fetish, torn with indecision.
After running through all the reasons why he shouldn't use it, he finally called Aine.
"Congratulations, Tetrarch Holliday," she answered.
"It's a little early for that," Doc said. "The fight's only just begun."
"But you won."
"And Phillip Jury is just going to accept that and return to his cave?" Doc drawled.
"I... Probably not," Aine said dejectedly.
"I need your... opinion."
"Opinion?" Aine laughed. "That's different. You don't usually care about what other people think."
"Don't make it into a thing," Doc said. "The Jurys are glamouring, and that puts me at a disadvantage."
"Okay?"
"I have... I haven't had the time to... I still have the fetishes, and there's one of a banshee."
"I see," she said softly.
"Do you think she would mind?" he asked. "Would you mind?"
"If you used a piece of me to defeat Phillip Jury? No," she said firmly. "Not one little bit."
"Are you certain?" Doc asked. "The very idea sickens me, but I need to see them coming."
"I understand," Aine assured him. "And so would she."
"I'll have Jury unmake them when I'm done with this," Doc promised.
"I know you will," she said.
"Thank you."
"Just be careful," she ordered.
"You be careful," Doc countered. "They're... They're not good people, Aine. They killed Bennie. They'll do whatever it takes to win."
"Bennie's dead?" she gasped.
"Yes. And they didn't just kill him."
"Oh, Doc. I'm so sorry."
"It's not like we were close," Doc said stiffly before disconnecting and staring at the banshee fetish.
He didn't want to wear it, but he knew he wouldn't be hurting the banshee anymore by wearing it; and she'd be helping him exact revenge on the people who had hurt both her and Bennie.
For a moment Bennie's tortured corpse was all Doc could see. Bennie had never been one for pain. The slightest bone snap, and he'd spill everything he knew, which was precisely why Doc had never told him more than he needed to know.
Fury boiled up inside him. Bennie would have told them everything they wanted to know with the first cut. They hadn't needed to torture him. They'd done it to be cruel. They'd done it to make their intentions clear. They were out for blood. But killing people was Doc's thing, so he was willing to bet that the witches would soon regret their decision.
He pushed the image of Bennie's corpse from his mind, trying to replace it with an image of Bennie alive, and chuckled softly as he remembered one of the times Bennie had forced a favor from him in return for a quick meal. Doc had been hit by a car after getting shot three times and needed something fast. Bennie had been happy to comply, but only in exchange for a favor. A favor which he'd called in later that week.
Doc laughed out loud, remembering his response when Bennie had told him what he wanted.
"You want me to what?!" Doc exclaimed. "You sure you wouldn't rather me kill someone for you?"
"No, no," Bennie said. "You gotta do this; you promised."
"Yes, but, goddamn it, Bennie. Why don't you just hire a stripper?"
"You know, I don't think there are any strippers in the Hidden," Bennie said thoughtfully. "I wonder... I could really corner the market there."
"Not with me, you're not!"
"Yeah, but this time, you're doing it."
"Bennie—"
"I don't wanna hear it. Not unless you're gonna give me back that meal I gave you."
"Goddamn it," Doc grumbled.
"My sister's only gonna get married once, and this is what she wants. So she'll get it."
"Fine," Doc sighed.
"Here," Bennie said. "You gotta wear this fireman's outfit."
Doc took the uniform from Bennie with a growl. "I'm going to kill you."
"Yeah, yeah, just go dance first. And don't hold anything back, you hear?"
Doc chuckled even though he felt a little rush of sorrow. He couldn't believe he was actually going to miss Bennie, but he was.
He'd revenge Bennie, and he'd do it just the way Bennie would want. Doc would torture each and every one of them three times as much as they'd tortured Bennie. Which meant he was definitely going to need those rot mites. 
Decision made, he hung the banshee fetish around his neck, sighing as the cold weight settled against his chest. Now he just needed to test it.
He started to stand, but paused as another fetish caught his eye. There was nothing about it that said witch, but somehow he just knew. Curiosity seized him, and he slipped the chain over his head.
At first nothing changed, but then Doc began to see swirls of color where there wasn't any color. The swirls twisted together, becoming more and more defined, until Doc was completely overwhelmed by the utter chaos of it. He removed the fetish, sighing in relief when everything went back to normal, and shoved it into his pocket. It might come in useful, but he sure as hell wasn't going to walk around wearing it.
Doc took a quick shower and changed into fresh clothes, taking the precaution of switching out his normal knives for the plastic knives Bennie had gotten Doc when he had gone after the Baudelaires. Once he was dressed, he wandered into the kitchen to grab a bottle of whiskey and think over his plan.
"Step one," he murmured before taking a sip. "Test the fetish. No," he amended, shaking his head. "Step one, give Nick the slip." Once he'd given Nick the slip, he would test the fetish, then head back over to the witch trap and trip it.
He could almost hear Jury mocking him for having such a terrible plan, so Doc tried to look at it from another angle. Instead of returning to the trap, he could get straight to it and hunt down Phillip. But that might be a tad difficult since he wasn't a witch. It was pathetic how much he'd grown to depend on Jury's skills. There had to be another way to find people.
Doc grinned sharply as he pulled out the note fake Bennie had given him. If you knew who to ask, there was another way to find people.
After he finished off the whiskey, he pulled a small black duffle bag out from under his kitchen sink and threw in two rolls of duct tape and several handfuls of zip ties. He looked over his bag, then took out his phone and texted Jervis. "Have the rot mites arrived?"
"Yes."
"I need a jar of them."
"I'll have Winslow bring it up."
Doc left his suite and waited impatiently by the elevator for Winslow to arrive. Moments later, the elevator door slid open and Winslow stepped out, lips curved up in his perpetual grin.
"Here are your... rot mites? Sir."
"Thanks," Doc said, stuffing the jar into his bag and grinning inwardly when he realized how lucky it was that Jervis had sent Winslow.
"I need you to do one more thing for me," Doc said.
"Yes, sir."
"There's a man named Nick waiting for me in the parking garage. Please tell him to meet me in the lobby."
"Right away, sir," Winslow replied.
Winslow stepped back into the elevator, and Doc rushed to the stairs, flying down them two at a time. He reached the secret exit in no time and pushed open the door, sighing in irritation when he saw Emily waiting for him.
"Jervis said you'd come this way," she said.
"I'm not in the mood for company," Doc replied.
"Sorry," she shrugged.
Doc quickly ran through his options. He could knock her out and leave her on the stairwell; but he really liked Emily, and he was certain that would put a strain on their friendship. He could let her come with him, but that would make his negotiations with the scryer he was planning to see a little awkward. Furthermore, there were really only three people he liked fighting alongside. Jervis, Jury, and Andrew.
Which meant...
"Alright," he grumbled. "Just stay out of my way."
He motioned for her to go first, and as soon as she turned, he fished a zip tie out of his bag. Before she'd gone two steps, he had her trussed up.
"What the hell are you doing?" Emily snapped.
"Leaving you behind," he said cheerfully. "Not that I don't enjoy your company."
"Jervis is going to—"
"Yes, yes, I know."
He keyed in the door code, opened the door, and, ignoring her irritated protests, shoved her inside. Then he bolted down the alley and into the street. He was still wearing the tracker bracelet Jervis had given him when they were hunting down Solomon, so Doc knew no matter what he did, Emily wouldn't be too far behind him. And he didn't mind that. It was always a good idea to have a plan b.
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Since Doc was rushed, he had to make his negotiations with Virta shorter than normal, but she didn't seem to mind.
"You know you can come by even if you don't need anything," she murmured happily after he'd pleasured her multiple times.
"I know," Doc chuckled, twisting a lock of her golden hair over his fingers. "But I have been rather busy."
"I don't suppose you enjoy being the tetrarch."
"It has its moments," he replied.
"Hum," she murmured. "That could really go either way."
"It does," he laughed.
He rolled free of her twining legs and stood. "I have a note, and I was hoping you could tell me where the person who wrote it will be in thirty minutes or so?"
"I'm sure I can," she said languorously. "But only if you get me a cup of coffee first. I'm too relaxed to scry well."
He chuckled softly and pulled on his pants before padding into her kitchen and pouring her a cup of cold coffee. "Cream?" he asked.
"Is there any other way?" Virta murmured.
After giving her the cup, he finished dressing, then sat on her bed and waited patiently for her to finish her coffee.
"I like your scrying runes," she said when she finally stood and approached her scrying table. "They're quite old."
"Are they?" Doc asked in surprise, looking down at the necklace Jules had made for him.
"Quite. And they pulse gently with power; you can't find scrying runes like that anymore."
"Interesting," Doc mused.
Virta was quiet for a moment as she gazed into her obsidian scrying mirror. "Hum..." she said thoughtfully. She leaned closer to the mirror, and her hand absently began to write on her notepad. After a few more seconds, she blinked, looked up at him, and said, "Here you go."
"Thank you, Virta, love," Doc said, kissing her hand as he took the paper from her. "It's always a pleasure."
"The pleasure is all mine," she breathed.
He winked at her and left her small apartment. When he reached the street, he began jogging, intent to put a little distance between himself and Emily and Nick.
As he jogged, he read Virta's instructions. She wasn't quite like Jury in that she didn't always write down the exact address, but this time she'd given him cross streets and a house number, which was more than enough. The witch who had written the note was located on the same street as Virgil Graves's place of business, which made sense. Witches who ran with Phillip Jury wouldn't be caught dead living in a middle-class or lower-class neighborhood.
Doc flagged down a taxi and gave the driver Graves's address. He wasn't sure what he'd do when he found the house; it depended entirely on which witch was waiting for him. He could have asked Virta for a description, but it was so much more fun to be surprised.
Doc told the driver to stop at the end of the street, exited the taxi, paid her the fare, then walked quickly down a side street and into the alley behind the buildings. Most of these houses were old enough to have a back entrance because it was classless to allow delivery boys and such to use the front door.
Doc glanced at Virta's note one last time, did a quick calculation, then approached one of the townhouses. The door was locked, but Doc silently broke the lock and eased into the house. As soon as he was inside, he heard someone coming his way so he flattened himself against the wall beside the coatrack, hoping the coats hanging there would be enough to hide him. Whoever it was turned before they reached Doc, however; and he soon heard pans being moved.
"The tea's always too hot or too cold," a voice complained. "If he was very much of a witch, he could heat it himself."
"Hush!" another voice scolded. "You know better than to talk like that."
"I was just saying," the first voice protested.
"Well don't!"
Doc tiptoed down the hallway, past the kitchen, and towards the front of the house. "He's in his study," Virta's note had said. "On the first floor, southeast side."
Doc turned the handle on the study door and inched it slowly open, smiling grimly when he saw it was Mr. Merton sitting behind the desk. Merton was sorting through papers rather frantically, and Doc wondered what exactly he was looking for. He'd find out soon enough though because he was planning to inflict two cuts for every one of Bennie's.
"Looking for something?" Doc drawled as he stepped into the room.
Merton jerked and looked up at Doc, face turning an awful shade of green.
"What're you doing here?" he stuttered.
"I came to see you, of course," Doc said, stalking towards him.
"Don't come any closer!" Mr. Merton shrieked. "I'll have to defend myself!"
"I'm not even certain you can," Doc murmured as he hurled his plastic knife at Merton.
The knife ripped through Merton's shoulder, leaving a fair-sized hole, and Merton howled in pain.
"I hope you have a higher pain tolerance than that," Doc mocked.
In just one more step, he'd be close enough to zip tie Merton's wrists together, and it was a little disappointing that Merton hadn't put up any fight at all.   
"Damn you!" Merton snarled, pulling a gun from his desk drawer and pointing it at Doc.
Doc jumped forward, tackling Merton at the same time Merton pulled the trigger. A bullet tore into Doc's chest, but Doc focused on grabbing Merton's hands and zip tying them together since he knew that his body would heal.
The study door slammed open, and a voice called out, "Mr. Merton, sir, is everything all right?"
"Does it look all right, you confounded idiot?!" Merton screamed.
Doc slapped a piece of duct tape over Merton's mouth, stood, and smiled at the servant standing awkwardly in the doorway.
"Why don't you all take the rest of the day off?" Doc suggested. "Mr. Merton and I have some private business to discuss."
"But... but..." the man stuttered. "We... He'll..."
"He won't be around to do anything," Doc said. "I suggest you raid the silver cabinet and be on your way."
Merton flailed frantically, and Doc kicked him in the ribs.
"You and I won't have any issue as long as you just walk away," Doc said firmly, eyes still on the uncertain servant.
The man finally nodded and said, "I understand, sir. I'll gather the staff."
"Very good."
Doc pulled Merton to his feet and thrust him into the desk chair, using duct tape to secure him. Then he sat on the desk and studied Merton's pale sweating face.
"Not much of a witch, are you?" Doc said conversationally. "I imagine you're regretting your decision to side against me. And if you're not, you will be soon. I'm going to ask you some yes or no questions. You will answer me; and if you lie, I will remove a piece of your body. Do you understand me?"
Merton nodded.
"Did you kill Bennie?"
Merton shook his head no.
"Did Phillip kill Bennie?"
He shook his head no again.
Doc didn't have all day, and he didn't want to go through every single witch who had sided with Phillip. He'd try one more time before he ripped off the gag and asked who it was, magic or no magic.
"Edward?"
Merton nodded.
"Of course," Doc said silkily. "But you wrote the note?"
Merton nodded again.
"Is Phillip still in town?"
Merton shook his head, but he was lying so Doc retrieved his plastic knife from where it was stuck in the wall and cut off one of Merton's fingers. Behind the tape, Merton tried to scream, and his head windmilled from side to side as if he thought he could somehow break free.
Doc tapped him on the chest and said, "I repeat, is Phillip still in town?"
Merton nodded, tears streaking down his cheeks. Doc hoped he was terrified, but he also hoped Merton believed he might live. It would make it that much more satisfying when he died.
"I'm going to take off your gag now," Doc said. "If you attempt to use magic on me, I will cut off more fingers. If you don't answer my questions, I will cut off more fingers. If you lie to me again, I will cut off your balls."
Merton's eyes widened, and he shook his head violently.
"It's the least I could do," Doc said, ripping the gag from Merton's lips. "What is Phillip's plan?"
"I don't know," Merton blubbered. "He's very tight-lipped."
Not a lie.
"What were you supposed to do next?"
"I'm waiting orders," Merton said.
Doc sighed irritably. Phillip was too goddamn clever to share his plan with underlings, which meant Doc was just wasting his time.
"Where is Phillip staying?"
"I don't know."
Also not a lie.
"What were you looking for?" Doc demanded.
"My passport," Merton whispered.
"Ah. Abandoning ship?"
"We lost," Merton mumbled. "You won."
"I highly doubt if Phillip sees it that way," Doc mused. "In any case, it's not as if he was ever going to let you leave. And you can't hide from a Jury. You of all people must know that."
Merton just sobbed helplessly. Which was sad. He was only missing one finger.
"What was the trap?" Doc asked.
"I don't know," Merton admitted. "Phillip set it up. Something was supposed to happen when you killed that man."
"Who is he?"
"I don't know; just some man."
Doc made a mental note to send someone around to release the man, then asked, "What in this room has Phillip Jury given you?"
"What do you mean?" Merton sniveled.
"Has he sent you a note?"
"I... I..."
"Don't lie to me," Doc said sternly.
"But..."
"It's like I always say, I'm here; Phillip's not. What has Phillip given you?"
"He... um..."
Doc cut off another finger to motivate him.
"Oh god! Stop! The note in the trash! Phillip sent it to me yesterday!"
Doc picked up the trash can and pulled out a crumpled note. It hadn't been signed by Phillip, but it did rather carry Phillip's tone of smug command.
"This note?" Doc asked.
"Yes," Merton sobbed.
"Do you have anything else from any of the other witches who joined Phillip?"
"Why?"
"It doesn't concern you," Doc said softly, raising the knife threateningly.
Merton flinched, and he managed to sputter out an entire string of Latin. A lampstand wobbled and fell towards Doc, landing several feet away.
"I'm surprised Phillip even sullied his presence with you," Doc muttered. "I've known children with more magic inside them."
"I'm the head of the Merton family," Merton blubbered. "Our sweat and labor built the Hidden, and I should be granted respect."
"I honestly don't care who you are or what your family did," Doc said. "Now answer my question."
"There's a cigarette case in the desk drawer," Merton mumbled. "It belongs to VanLoo."
"Excellent," Doc said, turning to open the drawer. "Is this the one?" he asked holding it out.
"Yes," Merton mumbled.
Doc slipped the case into his pocket and studied Merton's pale face. What else could he ask?
"Who was fake Bennie?"
"I don't know."
"What do you know?" Doc demanded.
"I don't... I'm not... Please just let me go. I swear I'll never cross you again. I'm going to Canada, then Taiwan. As far away as I can."
"I can't do that," Doc said. "You stood by and watched them torture and kill Bennie. Bennie was not a bad person. He protected his family; he loved his family; he made ridiculous requests on behalf of his family. He occasionally played games, but he almost always knew the outcome. Bennie was clever, and although he wasn't particularly loyal, he knew where the line was drawn. In fact, it turns out I really kind of liked him."
Doc paused to let his words sink in before adding, "And so you'll die. And you'll die badly. I'll cut more skin from you than they cut from Bennie, and there's nothing you can do to stop me."
Merton started screaming and sobbing, but Doc slapped another piece of duct tape over his mouth and started cutting. He removed strips of skin and bits of flesh until Merton resembled a lump of raw meat.
He didn't typically torture just to torture; but in this case he was willing to make an exception. Once he was certain Bennie would be satisfied, Doc stabbed Merton through the heart, finally putting him out of his misery.
Heat rushed into Doc's tattoo, flowing out into his bones, and Doc embraced it, letting it fuel the anger and hatred he felt towards Phillip Jury, letting it harden his resolve.
Then he turned to acknowledge Nick and Emily, who were standing just inside the study, twin looks of horror and dismay on their faces.
"What took you so long?" Doc asked conversationally as he wiped Merton's blood from his knife and slipped it into the sheath.
"I... We... I..." Emily stuttered, then her face turned green, and she vomited all over the floor.
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"Feeling better now?" Doc asked as he put another cold cloth on Emily's head.
"I'm fine," Emily whispered. "You don't have to do that."
"Have some tea," Doc said, pressing a warm cup into her hand.
They were inside Merton's abandoned kitchen. The servants had left without taking the kettle off the stove or turning off the lights. Nick had even had to pull a roast out of the oven that had been left there to burn.
"I'm sorry," Emily muttered. "I just... I really don't like blood."
"Then you should stick to driving," Doc said gently. "Because blood and I are pretty friendly."
"I'll be fine," she insisted.
Doc met Nick's eyes. Nick shook his head and mouthed, "She won't be fine."
"I know," Doc mouthed back before saying aloud, "I'm thinking that on this particular caper, having a dedicated getaway driver would be just the thing."
"You're just saying that," Emily complained.
"Not at all," Doc replied. "You drive; I'll kill."
"What do I do?" Nick asked.
"Keep an eye on the doorway?" Doc suggested.
"Fun," Nick muttered.
"I need to go test something," Doc said. "So let's get you outside into the fresh air."
Emily drained her tea and stood, wobbling slightly. Doc gripped her elbow and led her to the door. Once she was behind the wheel of her car again, Emily's color returned and she seemed herself.
"Where to?" she asked.
"The closest Hidden building," Doc replied.
"Just any old building?"
"Yes."
She shrugged and started driving, parking alongside the House of Banshee a few minutes later.
Doc observed the building thoughtfully. He could see the plaque, and he could see the doorway, but he could always see those things. It was the rest of the building he was curious about. He stepped from the car and walked closer. There was a seam on either side of the door that he had never seen before.
He removed the banshee fetish, and the seams disappeared, making the door and plaque look as if they were inside the norm building's wall. He put the fetish back on, and the seams reappeared.
It was obvious now that the Banshee was one of those buildings that was only partially there, whatever that meant. It existed partially in the norm space and partially someplace else. Some things just didn't make any sense, but at least he was now fairly certain that he would be able to see through glamours. He grinned slightly. Phillip Jury definitely wouldn't see that coming.
Doc climbed back into the car and gave Emily Virta's address. When she had parked, Doc ordered them both to stay in the car and jogged up the steps towards Virta's apartment.
As soon as he entered the hall, Doc could see that her door was already open, and he rushed down the hallway and into her apartment.
Virta was on the floor, a large man on top of her, hands wrapped tightly around her throat. Doc grabbed the man's shirt collar and pulled him backwards, stabbing him in the neck as he did. The man wrenched away from Doc and turned to face him, eyes large orange orbs.
"Just a little fellow, aren't you?" Doc taunted, trying to draw the ogre away from Virta. "I've met ogre babies with more meat on their bones than you have."
The ogre growled menacingly and hurled himself at Doc, plowing into him and driving them both through the wall. For just a second, Doc acknowledged the weightless sensation of freefalling, then he rolled so the ogre was beneath him.
The ogre hit the sidewalk with a gruesome crunch, and Doc landed on top of him one second later. Doc's breath rushed from his lungs, and he gasped as he rolled off the ogre onto the cement. He was pretty sure the ogre was dead, but he stabbed him through what was left of his ear just in case.
"I knew I shouldn't have stayed in the car," Nick grumbled as he knelt beside Doc. "Are you okay?"
"Fine," Doc wheezed. "Run upstairs and check on Virta."
It suddenly occurred to Doc that someone was screaming, and he sat up and looked around. There were several bystanders, and one of them was shrieking at the top of her lungs.
"I apologize," Doc said loudly as he stood, putting very little weight on his slowly healing broken leg. "We're filming a movie, and we missed our landing. It's looks bad, but I can assure you that it's just a lot of ballistic gel and pig's blood." Doc kicked the ogre's side, and blood spurted out onto the sidewalk. "Movies nowadays are so goddamn realistic!" he exclaimed.
"I'm terribly sorry to have frightened you, miss," Doc drawled, smiling as he approached the now hiccupping woman. "We have a guy who's supposed to announce it before we start the shoot," Doc added apologetically. "I can't imagine where he's wandered off to, but he'll be hearing from me when I find him."
He gently turned the woman away from the corpse and handed her a hundred dollar bill. "Go buy yourself a drink on me."
She twittered softly and started to walk away.
"Emily!" Doc called out. "Call the boys to come take care of this mess! The last thing we need to do is frighten more passersby."
"Yes, sir," Emily muttered, keeping her eyes glued on the building behind Doc.
At that moment, Nick reappeared, carrying a large bag and supporting Virta. Her face was bloody, but she was alive. Nick helped her into the car, then came to stand on the other side of the corpse to help block the view.
"I think we should back off on the blood next time," Doc said conversationally. "The spread was a bit wider than I intended."
"Um, okay," Nick replied.
A minute later, the Worms arrived, and once the body was off the sidewalk, Nick and Doc climbed into the car.
"Are you alright?" Doc asked Virta as Emily drove towards Dulcis.
"Yes," Virta croaked. "You came just in time."
Doc exhaled slowly in an effort to keep the fury from consuming him. He shouldn't be surprised. Phillip had always played dirty.
Doc frowned as he drifted into a memory. Jury had dragged him to New York City because he'd wanted to watch Joe DiMaggio bat for the New York Yankees. They'd watched the game together, but afterwards, Jury had wandered off with a very lovely nurse.
Used to being abandoned by Jury, Doc meandered back to the Savoy-Plaza Hotel and it's fully stocked bar. Once he was there, he ordered a whiskey and sat at the end of the bar, brooding.
He didn't particularly enjoy New York, not after Lena; but Jury had been so insistent that Doc hadn't had the heart to say no. When Jury resurfaced though, they were going someplace else. Any place else.
Doc sighed as he downed his whiskey. There wasn't a street in New York that he and Lena hadn't wandered down, and even though New York had changed in the last twenty years, it hadn't changed that much.
"Bad day?" a woman asked, sitting beside him.
"Not particularly," Doc replied.
"I'll have what he's having," she told the bartender. When her whiskey arrived, she took a long slow sip. "Perfect," she sighed. "There's only one thing more refreshing than a glass of whiskey," she purred, tracing her hand over Doc's thigh. "And that's a handsome man without any clothes on."
He grinned and said, "I can be both of those things."
"I'd like that," she murmured.
He wasn't an idiot. He knew she had targeted him; he just didn't know why, but there was no reason he couldn't take the long way around to find out.
She slipped off her bar stool and walked sultrily towards the elevator. Doc finished his whiskey and followed after her. They didn't touch until they were inside her room, then she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately.  
Sometime later, in the middle of a climactic moment, Doc jerked to a halt as a cold blade slid between his ribs, right into his kidney. He gasped in pain, then frowned as his lover's eyes lit with cruel delight.  
Doc flung his arm backward, catching his would-be murderer by the arm and wrenching him forward. Without hesitation, Doc snapped the boy's neck, then tore the knife from his back and turned it on the woman still beneath him.
"What have you done?!" she screamed. "You killed him! You killed my boy!"
It's not as if he'd just walked up and killed the child. The boy had made a good effort at killing Doc first, and if he were a normal man, the boy would have succeeded. But there was no point trying to reason with her.
"Who hired you?" Doc demanded.
She didn't respond, just clawed uselessly at his chest and face.
Who hired you?" Doc repeated, pressing the knife against her throat.
She still didn't answer him, but it only took him about thirty minutes to pry Phillip Jury's name from her. Then he killed her and returned to his own suite, mood considerably darker than it had been earlier.
It was the fourth time the Jurys had tried to have him killed, and if they were anyone else, Doc would have killed them all after the first attempt. But for some reason he didn't. He couldn't. He couldn't because Jury always got this strange uncertain look on his face when he spoke of them, like he wanted desperately to please them, but just couldn't. It was a look of yearning sadness, and Doc despised it. But he knew Jury would hate him if he killed them; and, oddly enough, he didn't like the idea of Jury hating him.
Doc refocused on the present as the car came to a halt in front of Dulcis.
"Let's get you inside," Doc said, helping Virta from the car. "I'm taking her upstairs," he told Emily. "Find Jervis and tell him to come up."
Doc was done messing around. The Jurys had finally crossed him one time too many.
By the time Doc had cleaned Virta's wounds and gotten her gently tucked into bed, Jervis was waiting for him.
"They sent a hitter after Virta," Doc said irritably.
"Which means they're tracking you," Jervis pointed out.
"Apparently."
"What're you going to do?"
"Right now I'm waiting for Virta to wake up, and in the meantime, let's put guards on anyone Phillip might think to use against me."
Jervis raised an eyebrow and said, "That's quite a long list of people."
"I know," Doc muttered. "Speaking of guards, you do know that Emily has a severe aversion to blood, don't you?"
"Of course."
"Then why the hell did you send her with me?"
"She requested it."
"She threw up, Jervis!"
"That is unfortunate."
"Reassign her."
"No."
"Why the hell not?" Doc demanded.
"She's good at what she does," Jervis shrugged. "She'll just have to get past it."
"You're a pain in my ass," Doc grumbled. "I don't need a goddamn bodyguard anyway."
"Consider her a compatriot."
"Changing the word doesn't change what it is," Doc retorted. "I spent half the time wiping her sweaty brow with a cloth."
"Stop treating her like a woman and start treating her how you would Mr. Jury."
"I am," Doc retorted.
"Really? How many times have you mopped Mr. Jury's brow?"
"At least twice," Doc lied.
"Hum."
"Speaking of forever women," Doc said casually, hoping to change the subject. "How's Sami?"
"Aren't you in the middle of a war?" Jervis responded. "I can't see how this is really the time."
"I can't do anything until Virta wakes up," Doc shrugged.
Jervis sat down and opened Doc's bottle of whiskey.
"You don't even like whiskey," Doc said, sitting across from Jervis.
"It's for you," Jervis stated.
Doc's insides froze. Jervis had promised him that he wasn't going anywhere.
Doc drank half the bottle, then said, "Lay it on me."
"I listened to what you said about Lena," Jervis said solemnly. "And I think... Well, I actually like Sami. She's impulsive, careless, and compassionate. Things I haven't been in a very long time. She doesn't know I'm a vampire," Jervis went on. "And I'm not sure she needs to know I'm a vampire."
Doc raised an eyebrow and waited for Jervis to start making sense. 
"I've decided that I'm going to continue seeing her," Jervis said. "And if things work out..." He shrugged and added, "Who knows if they will? I've become a rather difficult person to like, but assuming she does stick with me... I'm going to let this one age," he finally said, gesturing towards his face.
"Oh," Doc said, still slightly confused.
"Solomon is gone. I'm not in hiding anymore so there's no harm in keeping the same face for another fifty years or so," Jervis explained.
Doc grinned broadly and exclaimed, "I never even thought of that! It's brilliant!"
"Maybe," Jervis shrugged. "I'll still have to watch her die, and it's not as if I'll actually be aging."
"Who cares?" Doc countered. "You're going to have to watch her die anyway, and you might as well be with her. If I could have... with Lena... I would have."
"You gave me the idea," Jervis replied.
"I'm glad to hear it," Doc said cheerfully. "Sami Caruso." He shook his head and chuckled softly. "Who would have thought?"
"Not me," Jervis muttered. "I kept giving her the slip, but she's awfully persistent. It is alright, isn't it?" he asked somewhat worriedly. "I don't think I could ever love someone like I loved my... wife."
"I'll tell you something I've learned," Doc said gently. "No matter what, no matter where they fall in your life, you can't love two people the same way, not ever. I've loved, and I've loved again, but not ever in the same way. It doesn't make your love less or cheap; it just makes it different."
Doc paused here to finish off the bottle, then said, "I loved Kate, and I loved Lena. But they were both very different people, and the way I loved them, how I loved them, what I loved about them, was never the same. I still loved them. And to love one, wasn't a betrayal of the other," Doc added, knowing how insidious guilt could be if you let it.
"I see," Jervis murmured, a strange expression on his face. Then his face returned to its typical blankness, and he said, "I should probably send out those guards you wanted."
"Of course," Doc chuckled. "Thank you."
"No," Jervis replied. "Thank you."
After Jervis was gone, Doc sat silently and gazed out his window. He hadn't really had much time to think since... He couldn't even remember. He and Jervis had defeated Solomon, and then a bunch of things had happened, snowballing together to create a gigantic mess.
He was itching to get back out there and hunt down Phillip, but he'd just have to wait. Virta had handled the attack well, but he wanted her to rest before he asked her to scry anything.
Just like Bennie, Virta hadn't done anything. She was just a scryer, scrying for a client. Phillip was killing to kill at this point, and with every person Phillip hurt, the colder and sharper Doc's anger became.
Fortunately, he always focused best when his anger was cold. He grinned suddenly, remembering Janey's vibrantly hot fury. He'd still been mortal when he'd first met her, and at the time, he'd been amazed at the level of her brutality. If his thing was killing people, her thing was killing people with a pure spirit of vengeance.
But he'd changed a lot in the last hundred years, and he could probably give her a run for her money now. In fact, he rather wished she was with him. The idea of watching Janey Falke hunt down Phillip Jury made him want to laugh. Phillip wouldn't stand a chance.
Doc sighed, allowing himself to miss Janey and Andrew for a brief moment, then he stood and headed towards the shower. He was going to torture more people before the day was out, so it was a waste of time to bother cleaning up, but ogre blood had a distinct smell that he could do without.
Virta still wasn't awake by the time Doc was clean, so he sat beside her on his bed and rested his eyes, quickly falling asleep and into a memory dream.
"If my parents find out I'm wanted for murder, they'll kill me," Jury moaned from the bunk above Doc's.
Doc sighed. He'd just gotten comfortable, which was no easy feat with how lumpy the mattress was. If it hadn't been for Jury's explosion earlier, they would be sleeping inside a classy hotel with cozy, soft mattresses.
"It's not a big deal," Doc replied sleepily. "I've been wanted for murder at least a dozen times."
"And didn't your father care?"
"Of course he did," Doc chuckled. "After all, he was the mayor, and politicians do take things like their children being wanted for murder more seriously than other folks."
"So how is it not a big deal?"
Doc sighed. Jury put on a good show. He acted arrogant and entitled and spoiled to the bone; but underneath the veneer, underneath the lie, was a child who needed approbation, praise, and reassurance.
"What my father thought about me didn't ever change what I thought about me," Doc replied. "Now are you going to let me go to sleep?"
"Not until you tell me how you're going to fix this!"
"Why do I have to fix it? You're the one who shot the bartender."
"I didn't really mean to," Jury muttered. "I've never killed anyone before," he added in a whisper.
"A word of advice," Doc drawled, "don't pull a gun unless you're intending to kill someone. Otherwise, you just look rather foolish."
"I don't regret killing him," Jury said stoutly. "He hit that serving girl so hard she flew halfway across the room. And you're always saying... Well, never mind," he grumbled. 
"So what's the problem?" Doc asked.
"I'm wanted for murder!" Jury snapped.
"That again?"
"Doc!"
"Fine. Tomorrow we'll just go have a chat with the justice of the peace."
"How does that help?"
"Trust me," Doc said. "It'll help."
Jury was quiet for a long time, and Doc had almost fallen asleep when Jury asked quietly, "Why haven't my parents dragged me home already?"
"Because they're scared of you," Doc replied. Which was nothing less than the truth. He'd seen it in their eyes.
"That doesn't make any sense," Jury muttered.
"It does if you're more powerful than them," Doc said flatly. "Now shut up!" he snapped. "I'm trying to sleep."
The bed moved beside him, and Doc woke from his dream. Virta was finally stirring.
"How are you feeling, love?" Doc asked when she opened her eyes.
Virta stretched, flinching slightly. "Sore," she mumbled.
"I have something that will help," Doc said, getting up to search for the salve Bluegrass had given him.
"Better?" Doc asked after he'd rubbed the salve gently onto Virta's bruised skin.
"Yes. Thank you."
"I'm sorry," Doc said.
"It wasn't your fault."
"But if I hadn't come to you—"
"You can't take that on yourself," Virta said firmly. "You're not responsible for what other people choose to do. Now tell me what you need."
"Are you sure you're up to it?"
"Get me some coffee, and I'll be fine."
"Done," Doc said, kissing her gently on the forehead.
He ordered a full breakfast, complete with two pots of coffee, and she drank three cups before pulling out her scrying mirror and saying, "What do you need?"
"Can you tell where the person who wrote this note will be in an hour?" Doc asked, handing her the note from Phillip.
She was quiet for several minutes before she said, "I'm sorry, but I can't. It's just hazy and grey."
Doc had sort of expected that. "What about the owner of this case?" he asked, giving her the cigarette case.
"Paper," she said after a moment.
He slid a pad of paper and a pen towards her and waited patiently as she wrote. "Someone is with him," she said, eyes still focused on the scrying mirror.
"That's alright," Doc replied.
"Do you want me to look further? To see if you kill them?"
"No," Doc said. "I wouldn't want to spoil the surprise."
She laughed merrily and handed him the paper.
"Stay here for now," Doc said. "I'll let you know when it's safe to go home."
Her nose wrinkled, and she said, "You know I don't like just sitting around."
"Read one of my books," he suggested.
She glanced towards his bookshelf and rolled her eyes.
"What do you want?" Doc asked.
"Company," she said, blinking innocently.
"I can't help you with that," he chuckled. "Just don't leave the hotel, alright?"
"I'll be good," she giggled.
He left the suite, checking his watch as he did and grabbing his duffle bag from the entryway. He didn't want to get there too early or too late. He needed to be right on time. Scrying was a little like time travel in that the slightest nudge could screw up everything.
He took the elevator up to the parking garage, sighing when he saw Emily and Nick sitting side by side in fold-out chairs.
"Don't you sleep?" Doc muttered.
"I can sleep sitting up," Nick replied.
"Me too," Emily said cheerfully.
"I hate you both," Doc growled.
"Where are we going?" Emily asked. "And which car are we taking?"
Doc glanced at Nick and said, "Since Nick here insists on coming, we'll have to take one of yours. There's no way he'd fit in any of mine."
"I have just the thing," Emily said, walking past Doc's beautiful cars to the end of the parking garage where a beat-up old truck was parked.
"What is that thing?" Doc snapped. "And why is it here?"
"It's a tru—"
"I don't care," Doc interrupted. "I don't ever want to see it again."
"Tough," Emily retorted. "You're riding in it."
"You're fired," Doc growled.
"You don't have the authority," Emily sang out.
Doc rolled his eyes and stepped into the passenger side of the truck. Once Nick had managed to squeeze into the back, Emily said, "Where to?"
Doc read Virta's note. "We need to get to Belcaro," he said. "But we have less than an hour, so you better step on it."
"No problem," Emily said with a grin.
As Emily backed up her hideous truck, Doc pulled out his phone and texted Jury. "How are things?"
Jury texted back almost immediately. "We've returned about five hundred of the prisoners to their families, but the remaining people have no one to return to. Jervis and I are trying to figure out how to help them."
"Have you heard from your father?"
"No."
"Your mother?"
"She called Gwenna."
"Did she mention that she's now the head of the witch council?"
"Yep."
"You sound thrilled."
"How can you tell?" Jury retorted.
"Just a guess."
"It will take me a while to trust her intentions," Jury said. "I think we should have Fernsby hypnotize her."
"You know I don't go in for that."
"You have a lot of weird rules."
"Not really."
"Whatever," Jury replied. After a long pause, he added, "I'm sorry about Bennie."
"Me too."
"Do you need me?" Jury asked.
"I think I have it covered."
"Be careful," Jury advised.
Doc didn't bother to respond. People kept saying that to him, and it was a rather silly thing to do. If he were careful, he'd stay in his suite. If he were careful, he'd hire an army. Not being careful was what made him who he was. A wild card.




Chapter 13
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"That's it," Doc told Emily a little while later as he pointed towards a wide cast-iron gate. Behind the gate, a driveway meandered through a row of trees and stopped in front of a mansion made of red and white stone.
He wasn't very familiar with the Belcaro area, but Virta had been very specific this time. She had given him the exact address and had even specified which room VanLoo would be in by writing down how many windows to the left of the front door it was.
The outer gate was closed, and Doc considered trying to get inside another way, but decided against it.
"Pull up to the key code box," he said.
"But, sir," Emily protested.
"Trust me," he insisted.
Once Emily was in place, Doc thought for a moment, then said, "Try 1898."
Emily keyed in the numbers, gasping in surprise when the gate began to open.
"Lucky," Doc said cheerfully.
He gazed at the house as they approached it, then took off the banshee fetish. Nothing changed. But witches didn't ever seem to expect their enemies to just walk up to the front door, and that was where they so often went wrong.
"Stay here," Doc told them both as he stepped from the truck and grabbed his bag.
"But—" Emily started to protest.
"No," Doc replied, pointing at her. "Driver." He pointed at Nick and said, "And you're the lookout."
"And what if I just follow you?" Nick asked.
"The butler would never let you in," Doc snorted. "You're too hairy."
"I'll sneak around the back," Nick said.
"Witch traps. You'll never see them coming."
Nick studied Doc through narrow eyes and said irritably, "Fine, but don't say I didn't try."
"I would never say that," Doc said.
He waved at them, then walked quickly up the sidewalk and knocked rapidly on the door. A harassed-looking man opened it, and Doc studied him with a lofty expression and said haughtily, "I'm here to see Mr. VanLoo."
"Do you have a card?" the man asked.
Doc rolled his eyes and pulled a card from his pocket. He pinched the corner lightly and held it out to the man.
"I suggest you stop wasting my time," Doc drawled as the servant took the card and studied it. "I have important information for Mr. VanLoo," Doc went on, "and I'm sure he won't thank you for keeping me at the door all day."
"Come in," the man stuttered. "Please wait in the parlor here, and I'll let him know you've arrived."
"Get me some tea first," Doc demanded. "I'm parched."
"Certainly, sir."
After the man had disappeared down the hallway, Doc took off the other direction because, thanks to Virta, he knew exactly where VanLoo was. When he reached the correct door, he started to turn the doorknob, but paused.
There were two doors, side by side, and Doc wasn't actually sure which one was the correct one. That's when he noticed that the first door had a transparent layer of paneling over the top of it.
Doc removed the banshee fetish, eyes widening slightly when the first doorway disappeared. He put back on the fetish, and there it was again.
He moved to stand in front of the hidden door and carefully turned the knob. He slowly eased open the door, but when he peeked within, no one was there. He stepped inside the empty room, closed the door behind him, and quickly scoured the room, looking for anything interesting.
As far as he could tell, it was nothing more than a small closet with a desk and chair, but that didn't explain why VanLoo had gone through the trouble to hide it. Unless... Doc examined the wall that stood between the two rooms and found that there were several small holes drilled through it. Doc put his eye to one of the holes and saw that VanLoo was inside the adjoining room with another witch, one Doc recognized from the meeting hall. He loved two-for-one specials.
"I don't like this!" the witch Doc didn't know exclaimed. "Phillip said Holliday had committed a number of crimes against the Hidden, but everything he brought to light was petty at best!"
"You're out of line," VanLoo said lazily. "Besides it's too late to change sides now. You heard what Holliday did. Closing Blackwater without running it past the witch's council first is an insult too great to bear."
"An insult to whom?" the other witch demanded.
"All of us," VanLoo said with a one shouldered shrug.
"I don't see how," the other witch grumbled. "This whole business stinks."
"I would watch your mouth if I were you," VanLoo advised. "Phillip doesn't actually need your assistance."
A loose plan formed in Doc's mind, and he grinned. First he blocked the hidden interconnecting door by propping the chair under the door knob, then he knelt down in front of it and released the rot mites. They lacked direction at first, but Doc gave them a little nudge, and they wobbled lazily under the door.
Once the rot mites were through, Doc left the hidden room and stood just outside VanLoo's study, waiting until he heard expressions of dismay from inside the room. Only then did he open the door and sidle into the study.
The witches were so distracted by the rot mites they didn't even notice Doc's entrance.
In an effort to escape the buzzing insects, VanLoo was trying desperately to open the hidden door, but it wouldn't budge. The other witch was shouting at him to focus and use a trapping spell.
Doc laughed softly and hurled a knife at VanLoo, pinning his hand to the wall. VanLoo screamed in agony and terror, and the other witch spun around and bellowed, "What's going on?!"
"Just stopping by to say hello," Doc said cheerfully as he dashed past the other witch and slapped a piece of duct tape over VanLoo's shrieking lips. Then he gently rapped VanLoo's head against the wall, knocking him out. VanLoo fell to the floor, hand still pinned to the wall, and since he was both unconscious and covered in rot mites, Doc turned to face the other witch. There were several rot mites on the man's head, but his hands still flickered a pale red as he watched Doc warily.
"Rumor has it you're thinking of defection," Doc said softly.
The witch's eyes widened, and he took one step backwards.
"I wouldn't mind if you did," Doc said. 
"And what if I don't?" the witch countered.
"It's all the same to me," Doc said, shrugging.
"You may have gotten the drop on VanLoo, but you don't stand a chance against me," the witch said fiercely. "You're just a puny norm."
"If I had a dollar for all the times I've been told that," Doc laughed. "You've three seconds to make up your mind. With me or with Phillip?"
"Why did you close down Blackwater?" the witch demanded.
"Are you aware of the type of people Phillip locked away?" Doc asked.
"Criminals," the man replied immediately.
"Not so much," Doc murmured, sliding closer, but gesturing with his hands so the witch didn't notice his approach.
"He locked away his own mother. He locked away a maid he'd raped repeatedly. He locked away a shoeshine boy who'd seen the wrong person. He locked away a scryer for refusing to scry into Thomas Jury's future. He locked away a shadow phantom for refusing to take on the task Phillip tried to assign him. Very dangerous people, wouldn't you say?" Doc drawled.
"How could you know that?" the witch asked, eyes crinkling with uncertainty.
"I interviewed each and every one of them," Doc replied. "With the help of Fernsby."
"The hypnotist?"
"Yes."
"I should mention that Phillip did lock away at least one criminal," Doc murmured. "His own assassin, but he only locked her away because he was worried she was getting ideas."
Doc was a mere two feet away from the man now, but the witch was too confused and conflicted to take notice.
"I... I never wanted to hurt anyone," the man stuttered.
"I understand," Doc replied. "Were you there when they murdered Bennie?"
"I don't know Bennie," he said. "And I haven't... I didn't murder anyone; I swear."  
Doc studied him carefully, but he detected no signs of subterfuge.
"Make your decision," Doc said firmly, knife already in his hand, poised to take the man's life. "With me or with Phillip?"
"I don't... I... With you," he whispered, voice hollow.
"Wise decision," Doc said, grinning widely. "What's your name?"
"Thornton Cavanah."
"Well, Mr. Cavanah," Doc said cheerfully, "I have a rather innate distrust of witches, especially if they've just recently defected. So here's what I want you to do. I will tell Abigail Jury that you are coming to see her, and you will tell her everything you know about Phillip's plans. If at any point you betray me, withhold information, or do anything that hurts anyone of mine, I will kill you so slowly that you will wish you had never been born."
Cavanah paled, but he nodded and said, "I understand."
"Excellent. Now get the hell out of here so I can have a nice chat with VanLoo."
"Are you... Are you going to hurt him?" Cavanah asked.
"Absolutely."
"But..."
"Phillip has already tortured and murdered one of my associates, and he tried to kill another one," Doc said firmly. "VanLoo will tell me what he knows, and he will die. He will die because he chose to side with Phillip, and anyone with even a shred of decency would rather die than side with the likes of Phillip Jury."
Cavanah swallowed nervously and said, "I sided with Phillip."
"Yes, but you were questioning your decision, weren't you? So your conscience must still be slightly intact."
Doc grinned sharply and said, "Hold still for a moment." Cavanah froze, eyes widening as Doc reached out towards him. Doc quickly plucked the rot mites from Cavanah's head before saying, "Run along now."
Cavanah nodded shakily and rushed from the study. As soon as Doc was certain he was gone, he texted Jervis and told him to pass a message along to Abigail that a reformed Thornton Cavanah was headed her way.
As he put away his phone, he turned to assess VanLoo. VanLoo was just beginning to stir so Doc quickly tore the knife from VanLoo's hand and zip tied his wrists together. Then he picked up VanLoo and shoved him into the desk chair, quickly duct taping him to it.
VanLoo still hadn't opened his eyes so Doc slapped him across the face. VanLoo jerked, and his eyes popped open. He gazed at Doc furiously, but after sweeping his eyes around the room and seeing he was all alone, his fury turned to fear.
Doc smiled and said, "Cavanah defected, so you're on your own."
VanLoo made a valiant effort to struggle, but the tape held him tight.
"If you've been very nice to your servants, they might come to your aid when you start screaming," Doc said conversationally.
VanLoo paled, and Doc knew the servants wouldn't be coming.
The rot mites were looking quite well-fed by now, and Doc wondered how much power VanLoo had left.
"Here's what I'm going to do," Doc said. "I will ask you a question; you will answer it. If you don't answer or if you lie to me, I will remove your nose or eyes or some piece of you that you can live without. If you try to use magic on me, I will remove your balls. Do you understand?"
VanLoo just stared at him, and Doc could see that he didn't understand. He didn't understand how he was tied up in a chair, helpless, and about to be tortured. He didn't understand that at all.
"Do you know where Phillip is?" Doc asked, knowing VanLoo would lie.
VanLoo shook his head, but there was a hint of defiance to his eyes.
Doc grinned and said, "I told you not to lie to me."
He knelt and removed VanLoo's shoes. The funny thing about torture was that sometimes the fear of the unknown was worse than the known; and unfortunately for VanLoo, he couldn't see his feet.
Doc placed the tip of his knife on the top of one of VanLoo's toes and smacked his palm down on the handle, severing the toe. Behind the tape, VanLoo shrieked in pain.
"Let's try that again," Doc said. "Do you know where Phillip is?"
VanLoo shook his head again, but this time his eyes were full of fear, not defiance.
Doc sighed and lopped off another toe. VanLoo screamed again, and tears poured from his eyes.
"One more time," Doc said. "Do you know where Phillip is?"
VanLoo nodded shakily.
"That wasn't hard, was it?" Doc praised. "I'm going to remove the tape. Do not scream, or I will cut off something else."
Doc tore off the tape, but immediately slapped it back on when VanLoo let out a horrifying cry that echoed through the entire house.
"What did I say about magic?" Doc said irritably as he shook his head to try to clear the ringing from his ears.
Once he could see straight again, Doc knelt to cut off another toe, but just then the study door slammed open, and five men rushed into the room. Two of them were thin and bore a close resemblance to VanLoo, but the other three were large and burly.
"Can't beat a six-for-one deal," Doc said happily.
A haze of magic flared up around the five newcomers, and Doc sighed. They just had to be witches. The magic haze swirled through the room, and Doc ducked behind the desk as books hurled towards his head.
"Books don't make the best weapons!" Doc called out as he kicked over VanLoo's chair and shoved VanLoo, chair and all, under the desk.
A piece of wood stabbed into the wall just above Doc's head.
"Much better!" Doc exclaimed.
He jumped up, tossed a knife towards the closest man, then dropped back down, flinching as a lamp clipped the side of his head and shattered against the wall, spraying him with glass.
Doc's tattoo suddenly flared, and he knew he'd killed the man. "One down, four to go," he murmured.
He palmed another knife and quickly stood, raising an eyebrow in surprise when he saw that the men hadn't come any closer. Doc threw his knife and ducked once more, pressing his back up against the desk as debris crashed all around him.
"You witches rely too much on magic," Doc told VanLoo conversationally. "If they'd rushed me at the beginning, they might have had a chance; but instead, they're letting me pick them off like flies."
Another rush of power flowed into Doc's tattoo, filling him with vibrant energy.
Doc pulled out his last knife, but this time he rolled to the side and tossed the knife before rolling back behind the desk. "Three down," he murmured as another jolt of heat tore through him.
The power rushing into him was so intense that it was starting to make him a bit dizzy. Witch life force packed a hell of a punch, and he wasn't used to killing several of them at once. He closed his eyes for a second, relishing the power; but then something skimmed past his head, and he forced himself to focus. 
He was out of knives now, but that was no problem. He picked up one of the books off the floor and hefted it in his hand. There was no reason a book couldn't be a weapon. After all, in Andrew's hands everything had been a weapon. Doc had once seen him kill a man with a button.
Doc stood, amused to see that the two remaining witches had backed all the way up against the far wall as if that would somehow save them.
"I'm all out of knives," Doc said with a shrug. "So I'm going to show you how to kill someone with a book."
"Just give us Father, and you can go," one of the men said.
"Thank you," Doc laughed. "That is so kind. But how about instead, you tell me everything you know about Phillip and then I kill you all for siding with him?"
The two men glanced at each other, an obvious tell, so Doc wasn't the least bit surprised when a wall of air slammed into him. It wasn't as forceful as some of the walls Doc had experienced, but it was far more clever because it pressed in on Doc from all four sides at once.
"This is going to make it more difficult to use the book," Doc said.
One of his ribs cracked under the pressure, and he took a large breath, forcing out his chest and lungs as far as he could. There was really only one way out of this, and that was the old-fashioned way.
Doc dropped the book and started striking the wall of air in front of him with the heel of his palms. With every strike, he took one step forward. The VanLoo brothers couldn't back up any further; and if Doc could keep going, he would reach them in seven more steps.
The pressure around him increased, and Doc turned his head sideways when he felt his nose start to crumble under the force. His hands punched faster and faster, but with the box of air tightening down around him, his hits grew weaker and weaker.
Just four more steps.
Knowing it was the only way to keep himself from being crushed, Doc increased his punching speed, forcing every bit of power into his hands. The wall of air broke forward, crushed back, broke forward, crushed back. Two more ribs cracked, but he was almost there.
He gathered all his strength and focused it into his right hand, then he punched forward, striking the wall of air with his palm and breaking through it. Just as the air sealed down around his arm, Doc managed to wrap his fingers around the taller brother's throat.
The air around Doc hardened, squeezing him so tightly that his skull and suspended arm began to buckle under the pressure.
Doc twisted his hand, breaking the man's neck, then used the power flowing into him to shuffle slowly towards the second brother. His right arm was stuck out straight, so Doc could only strike with his left hand to move the wall forward. But without the other brother's help, the wall of air was far more pliable than before.
The closer Doc got, the more the man's eyes widened in terror, but he didn't make a break for it. He didn't run. He didn't even try a different tactic. Not even when Doc's hand closed around his neck.
"You would've been better off with the books," Doc hissed as he squeezed the man's throat. The man's eyes slowly dimmed, then blanked completely; and power rushed into Doc's tattoo just as the wall of air surrounding him dissipated.
Doc collapsed to the floor, gasping as the man's life force flowed through him, pushing his skull back into place, healing his ribs, and easing his shattered arm back together.
"Goddamn witches," Doc muttered, wiping the blood from his nose. "I cannot believe I have to do this another twenty times."




Chapter 14
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The set of VanLoo's eyes and the cruel turn of his mouth had irritated Doc from the outset, so he took his time prying the answers he wanted from him. By the time he was done, VanLoo was begging for death, Doc knew where Phillip supposedly was, and he also had three items in his pocket that three of the witches on Phillip's side had given to VanLoo.
"Are you about done?" Nick suddenly asked from the study door.
"Just about," Doc replied. "I just have one more question for Mr. VanLoo here."
"Just end it," VanLoo wailed.
"Is that what Bennie said?" Doc asked.
"Bennie?" VanLoo whispered.
"The Worm you tortured to death."
"I didn't torture him," VanLoo stuttered. "Eddie did."
"Did Eddie enjoy it?"
VanLoo gazed at Doc with pain-filled eyes. "What?"
"Did he laugh? Did he drag it on?"
"The Worm told Eddie everything he wanted to know before Eddie even started torturing him," VanLoo gasped out.
Just as Doc had suspected.
"So why did he torture him?"
"Because Eddie likes to torture things," VanLoo mumbled.
"I see. And do you often assist Eddie in his efforts?"
"Not anymore," VanLoo whimpered. "I moved to Denver a long time ago."
"How long?" Doc asked, an uneasy suspicion beginning to form.
For a brief moment, fire flashed in VanLoo's eyes, and he managed to mutter a sloppy phrase of Latin, but it wasn't any good. The rot mites that had drained him were still happily nested on his bloody skin.
"To hell with you," VanLoo muttered. "Phillip's going to destroy you."
"Maybe," Doc allowed. "Tell me when you moved to Denver and why, and I'll kill you without cutting off your manhood."
"You'll never get away with this. You can't just walk in and kill the elite. Your days are numbered," VanLoo said, strange grin playing at the corners of his lips.
"Like I haven't heard that before," Doc shrugged. "Just tell me."
"You want to know if I've been watching little Tommy this entire time, isn't that right?" VanLoo sneered. "Well, I have. You don't even know how far behind you are. In fact, you've already lost."
VanLoo started laughing, and Doc stabbed him in the throat, severing his spine. Heat poured into Doc, and he welcomed it because a strange cold feeling had wrapped itself around his heart at VanLoo's words.
"He didn't answer your question," Nick pointed out.
"He wasn't going to," Doc replied, stepping away from VanLoo's body and crossing the room to pick up his rot mite jar.
"How do you know?"
"I've tortured enough men to know," Doc said offhandedly.
"Do you enjoy it?"
"Torturing them?"
"Yeah."
Doc paused from shoveling the fat rot mites back into the jar and turned to face Nick. He held the Takaheni's serious eyes and said solemnly, "I don't mind killing people, in fact, I'd say I rather enjoy killing people." He shrugged and added, "It's not as if a shark goes out and says, 'I hate that I'm going to have to kill a seal today.' No, he's excited about it; he looks forward to the kill. I'm like that shark."
Doc tilted his head slightly, considering, then said, "But torturing people... That's an entirely different thing. I consider it a necessity. If I didn't torture people, I'd be too far behind the curve to stop people like Edgar from killing children or Bosch from unleashing the Acolytes on the Hidden... Goddamn!" Doc exclaimed. "That just doesn't make sense."
"What doesn't make sense?" Nick asked.
"What Anis Jury said. It doesn't line up. If all the Jurys were meant to be a weapon against the English throne, why did the other brothers turn on Cynric?"
"What the hell are you talking about?"
"It just... doesn't make sense," Doc muttered.
He was starting to wish he hadn't just killed VanLoo.
"Let's go," Doc said. "I need to think."
Since Virta was in his suite, Doc went down to the sub-subbasement and paced. When he was sick of pacing, he drank a bottle of whiskey, then he paced some more. After a while he played himself at chess, but it ended in a stalemate.
"Goddamn it!" Doc hissed, standing to pace once more. "What am I missing?"
He ran through everything he thought he knew one more time. The story Jules had told him about Cynric Jury was contradicted by what Anis Jury had said; and since Anis had probably been there, Doc was inclined to believe her, not the history Jules had recited. Or as the under being had said, the "his-story".
So whose story was it? Who had written the story about Cynric rising up against the queen, and what was the real story? If only Doc had taken the time to drag Edgar out of that burning building.
He did some quick math, but quickly realized that Abigail wouldn't have been born yet when Cynric was killed. Which meant that Phillip hadn't been born yet either or had been very young. Which further meant that the "his-story" must have been presented by one or all four of the remaining Jury brothers.
Which left Doc wondering what had really happened. If only Fernsby hadn't dropped Anis's hypnotism when he had. If only there was someone else Doc could ask. If only...
A strange thought occurred to him, but he didn't like it. Not one little bit. He'd almost rather ask Ahanu for help again. Almost.
He drank another bottle of whiskey, thinking it through. He didn't really need answers. After all, he knew where Phillip possibly was, and he had leads on three of the other witches in Phillip's entourage. He didn't need anything more. It was an easy enough task to hunt them all down and kill them. So it didn't really matter what he knew or didn't know, Phillip and his followers would be gone and whatever they were planning would be gone with them. On the other hand, that was a rather large assumption; and as Jervis had said, assumptions were dangerous.
He stared down at the chessboard, glaring at the king. Three different people had warned him to be careful. Like Solomon, Phillip Jury had several hundred years on Doc. And Drustan Jury had several hundred years past that. Doc had long thought Phillip was nothing more than an old relic, retired and past his prime. But Doc was beginning to realize that he really didn't know anything about witches. He didn't know how long they could live or how they aged. For all Doc knew, Phillip was only now in his prime.
And between them, Phillip and Drustan had had plenty of time to figure out a variety of diabolical plans, and Doc was beginning to worry that at least one of their plans involved Jury. He just didn't know how.
For once maybe it was better if he sought answers to the questions before he started killing everyone involved.
"I can't believe I'm doing this," Doc muttered as he headed for the door.
Twenty minutes later, after giving both Emily and Nick the slip, Doc stepped from a taxi, paid the driver, and turned to study Bluegrass's house Apollo. He hated that Bluegrass wouldn't be inside waiting for him, and part of him hoped that Tucker wouldn't be either.
Once the taxi was gone, Doc walked up to Apollo's door and knocked. Seconds later, the door opened on its own, revealing an excited and green-haired Tucker.
"Demon Dog!!!" Tucker exclaimed. "Sorry, man, my bad! I know you hate that. I'm just stoked to see you!"
"Tucker," Doc replied.
Tucker grabbed Doc's arm and pulled him inside. Behind Doc, the door closed all on its own.
"You gotta check out the living room," Tucker insisted, grinning widely. "I've made some dope improvements."
Doc wasn't really interested in seeing Tucker's improvements. He'd liked the sitting room just the way it was. Bluegrass had looked resplendent lying naked on the couch, surrounding by all her bric-a-brac.
"I came by your place," Tucker said, "but Jervis always says, 'Mr. Holliday is unavailable, sir.'"
Doc chuckled at Tucker's impression of Jervis and said, "I've been busy."
"Thanks for the money," Tucker went on. "I mean, it's a lot; are you sure it's not too much? I can give some of it back."
"I'm sure it's just the right amount," Doc assured him.
He had no idea how much money Jervis had given Tucker, but considering that Doc wouldn't have been able to find the Black Shaman without Tucker's particular talent, whatever it was, it was worth it.
"Check it!" Tucker exclaimed, tossing open the sitting room door.
Doc stared, not sure at first what he was seeing, then realizing that the room had been split in half. One half looked as if Bluegrass had never left, although a bit tidier. Her romance novels were arranged alphabetically on the bookshelves, the spinning wheel was sitting beside the couch with a hank of yarn hanging from it, and the coffee table was covered with loose papers and a handful of pencils. Beautiful paintings decorated the walls; and in between the paintings, there were shelves crammed full of magical curios.
"That's Apollo's half of the room," Tucker said dismissively. "This is mine." 
Doc turned. The other side of the room looked as if an electronics store had thrown up all over it. The walls were covered in large flat-screen televisions, there was a large leather couch, and all of the surfaces were stacked high with remote controls and other electronic paraphernalia.
Doc raised an eyebrow and said, "Please tell me that this is not how you spend all of your time?"
"Nah, man, this is just my video game slash movie room. I turned the other room, the library I think it is, into a gaming room. I got a pool table for J-Dog, one of those poker tables for you, complete with chips and stuff, and I got a foosball table! You wanna play foosball with me?"
"Foosball?" Doc asked.
"Foosball! Man, you gotta play foosball!"
Tucker grabbed Doc's arm and dragged him down the hallway to another room. Sure enough, there was a fancy wooden poker table tucked up against one of the walls, and Doc suddenly realized he'd made an error. He'd been treating Tucker like a man, avoiding him because Tucker annoyed the hell out of him; but he should have been treating him like a child. A lonely child at that.  
"I'm sorry I haven't been by," Doc said, taking off his jacket and hanging it over one of the chairs. He gestured towards the odd contraption that he assumed was the foosball table and added, "Are you going to teach me how to play this or what?"
Tucker's face lit with excitement, and he said, "Oh, it's easy, man. You're gonna love it!"
It was not particularly easy, nor did Doc particularly love it, but it was obvious that Tucker was enjoying himself, so Doc played seven rounds with him before laughing and saying, "I think that's all I have in me for today."
"Isn't it awesome?!" Tucker said happily as he sprawled onto one of the nearby leather couches.
"Pretty awesome," Doc replied, sitting across from Tucker.
"Whatcha got going on today?" Tucker asked.
"I'm... hunting witches," Doc said. "And if you're not busy, I could use your help."
Tucker sat upright and said, "With the witches or a ghost?"
"Could be both," Doc shrugged.
"Sweet barbecue sauce! Let me check my calendar. That hot chick Jervis sent over said I have to put all of my Ghost Guy appointments into the calendar so I don't lose track of 'em," Tucker explained as he pulled out his phone and fiddled with it for a second. "I got a meeting tomorrow at three, but until then, I'm all yours."
"I know we've already gone over this," Doc said, "but is there any way you can summon a specific ghost?"
Tucker paled, and he said shakily, "You're not looking for that evil lady again, are you?"
"No," Doc assured him. "We finished that. As much as we could, anyway. I think I'm missing something important, and all the people I could ask about it are dead." Doc paused and muttered, "Although it could be a problem that I also killed them."
"Why's that a problem?" Tucker asked, grabbing a bag of potato chips and eating a handful.
"Because I..." Doc trailed off and studied Tucker carefully. It wasn't exactly common knowledge how Doc was what he was, whatever that was; and Doc wanted it to stay that way. But they were crossing over into strange territory, and Doc wasn't even sure if it was possible for someone he had killed to become a ghost.
"I absorb people's... life?" Doc said carefully.
Tucker's face twisted in confusion, but then his eyes widened, and he exclaimed, "That explains why your light is all weird and rainbowy! It's not just you!"
Doc didn't really like the way that sounded, but it wasn't as if he hadn't had the same thought.
"That's like... crazy weird, man! I mean..." Tucker trailed off and tilted his head sideways as if listening to something. "You think?" he muttered after a few seconds. "I dunno, but I could try it."
Tucker turned back to Doc and said, "Apollo says that if you killed them and part of them is inside you, we could maybe use that link to pull them to us."
"But how would we know who is who?" Doc asked skeptically. "I don't think we'd have a very fun time if you managed to pull the ghosts of every single person I ever killed here."
"It can't be that many," Tucker laughed.
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"Ballpark number?" Tucker demanded.
"In the last twenty-four hours, I've killed seven people. Scratch that, eight," Doc said, remembering the ogre. "I've been immortal for a hundred and forty years or so. Sometimes I kill more than that in a day and sometimes less. You do the math."
Tucker's mouth was hanging open, and he blinked slowly, but every time he tried to move his lips to speak, nothing came out. "Dude!" he finally managed to blurt. "That's like a hundred and fifty thousand people!"
"Is it?" Doc asked in surprise.
"Yeah, well, I did an average of three people a day over a hundred and forty years and... I mean, that would be like killing every single person who lives on Dominica TWICE! Why so many?!"
"You're very good with numbers," Doc observed.
Tucker's cheeks turned red, and he ducked his head and mumbled, "They just... I dunno, numbers make sense to me."
"Back to your question," Doc said. "I'm good at killing people, and I need to kill people to live. That being said, I only ever kill people who have it coming."
"Have it coming how?" Tucker demanded.
Doc chuckled softly. He was pretty certain he'd had this exact conversation not very long ago with the Baker children.
"Sometimes people attack me, so I kill them."
"I get that," Tucker said. "And that accounts for, what like, two hundred of them?"
"You'd be surprised how many people don't like me," Doc laughed. "Anyway, I also kill people who hurt other people."
Tucker's eyes narrowed. "Like how?"
"I killed a woman who was going to sell her little girl to a man to be raped. I killed a politician who had more than a hundred people locked away in his private dungeon. I killed a selkie who dragged children into the sea. And I've killed dozens of rapists. But I can't give you an accounting for each and every person," Doc said with a shrug. "You'll just have to trust me."
"You're the bogeyman," Tucker said, voice filled with awe.
"I'm not the goddamn bogeyman," Doc snorted, a little insulted by the comparison.
"Just hear me out," Tucker insisted. "Sissy used to say that if I was bad, like really bad, the bogeyman would creep into my room and carry me off to his cave where he'd eat me!" 
"Eat you?"
"That what's Sissy said," Tucker said solemnly. "You kill bad guys and eat them; just like the bogeyman!"
"We've gotten really off track," Doc said. "Can we maybe circle back around to my question?"
"No problem, dude. Apollo says the only thing we need is something to focus the summoning. If you want a specific ghost, we need something they owned."
Doc sighed. He wasn't Andrew; he didn't collect tokens from the people he killed. And even if he did, apparently, he'd need a thousand token bags to hold them all. The idea that he'd killed so many people was a little startling, but he didn't have time to deal with that particular revelation right now.
"I can take you to the place I killed him," Doc offered.
"Apollo doesn't know if that'll work," Tucker replied.
"And what do you know?" Doc asked irritably.
"Like I told you before, I usually go places that are already haunted or that people think are haunted. I don't go out looking. Apollo's actually been in the business longer than I have, so if he says we can't do it..." Tucker shrugged and added, "then you know."
"I see."
That eliminated Anis Jury unless Abigail had something Anis had once owned. He still had the cigarette case, so he could try to summon VanLoo, but it was unlikely he really knew anything of importance. Which left Edgar Achaean and Cynric Jury.
"I do have something," Doc said. "Where do you want to do this... summoning?"
"Here," Tucker replied. "That way Apollo can help."
"What do you need from me?" Doc asked. "Besides the item?"
"Just you and the item," Tucker replied cheerfully.
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When Doc reached his suite a little while later, Emily and Nick were sitting in the hallway outside it, waiting for him.
"I don't need you!" Doc exclaimed, irritation running through him. "You'll just vomit on my shoes," he grunted at Emily, and since he didn't want Nick to feel left out, he glared at him and added, "And you'll probably ask me how many people I've tortured. Guess what? I don't know!"
Doc strode past them, unlocked his door, then sighed and said, "That was... uncalled for. But seriously, I don't need bodyguards. You'll just get in my way."
"Jervis and Simon think you do need bodyguards," Emily countered. "And if I throw up on your shoes, I'll clean them off."
"I have a boy for that now," Doc muttered. "Just stay here; I'm heading right back out."
"You're not going to try climbing out your window, are you?" Emily demanded.
"No," Doc laughed.
He closed the door on them, more because he was irritated at himself for letting their presence annoy him than anything else.
"Your poker face is slipping," he murmured as he headed towards his safe.
He laughed suddenly, letting a memory draw him in as he remembered trying to teach Jury how to keep his emotions tucked away inside.  
"I can't do it!" Jury exclaimed, slapping his cards onto the table. "It just feels... wrong. If I'm happy, I want to be happy. If I'm sad, I want to be sad."
"Be sad on the inside," Doc said.
"I can't!" Jury sat back with a shrug and said, "I mean, I can. Jurys are all about keeping emotions locked away, but I won't. When I get a bad hand, I want to feel it."
"Alright," Doc chuckled. "But if that's the case you need to stop playing for money."
Jury made a careless gesture and said, "It's not as if I'm losing my own money; I don't actually own anything. I never will," he added morosely.
Doc studied Jury carefully, thinking. He'd known Jury for more than a year now; and in that time Jury hadn't changed much. He was still moody, and he tended towards deep depressions if he drank too much or sat still for too long. He was a decent shot, but he still didn't know how to fight because he insisted that fighting with your hands was for the lower classes.
All in all, Doc wasn't sure why he was still putting up with him. The only thing they had in common was their appreciation for lovely women. But still...
"I could loan you some money to invest," Doc suggested.
"What do you mean?" Jury asked lazily as he took a long, slow draw of his cigarette.
"So you could have your own money," Doc explained. "And then you could buy your own house, your own horse, your own liquor."
Jury sat up straight and stared at Doc, eyes strangely fierce. "I'd rather have an automobile," he said.
"It'll be your money," Doc replied with a shrug. "You can buy whatever you want with it."
"So what should I invest in?" Jury demanded.
"I have a list," Doc chuckled.
Doc refocused on the safe in front of him and grinned as he remembered Jury's ecstatic reaction the first time he'd gotten a payout. Having his own money had definitely changed him. It was as if he suddenly realized that he was his own man, that he could make a name for himself, build a life for himself, a future that had nothing to do with the Jurys. At least for a time.
Doc felt a familiar surge of irritation at Jury for not telling him about his engagement to Marie Baudelaire. If only Jury had told him that Phillip was never going to give up. Phillip had always planned to get Jury back in line eventually. But Doc didn't understand why Phillip wanted Jury so badly; he had seven other sons. What was so special about Jury?
Something Jules had once said suddenly came back to Doc. "Out of all Phillip and Abigail Jury's children, Thomas Jury is without a doubt the most powerful."
But what good was power if you couldn't control it?
An eerie feeling settled over Doc. Phillip Jury had an ace up his sleeve; Doc could just feel it. But what the hell was it?
Despite their many protests, Doc left Nick and Emily outside in the truck so it was just he and Tucker in Bluegrass's attic. And apparently Apollo.
The bed that used to be there was gone. So was the strange symbol that had been on the floor. It was just an empty attic now, devoid of Bluegrass's touch.
"Alrightaroni," Tucker said nervously. "I've never actually done this so maybe don't have too high of hopes, yeah?"
"I never do," Doc drawled.
"Good," Tucker muttered. "So who're we summoning?"
"Edgar Achaean. Or Cynric Jury," Doc added. "Either one would do."
"Pick one," Tucker said.
"The artifact is probably more closely connected to Edgar," Doc said.
"K. Now put his whatever it is in the middle of the floor," Tucker instructed.
Doc pulled the artifact Edgar had used to raise Cynric from his pocket and placed it carefully onto the floor. He wasn't thrilled about using the artifact this way, but unless he went down to the witch academy and snitched one of Edgar's high school papers, the artifact was all he had.
It was a long shot anyway. What were the chances that Edgar had actually ended up a ghost?
"Sorry," Tucker suddenly said. "I guess you need to hold it."
Doc sighed and picked back up the artifact.
"Stay right there," Tucker said. "Apollo's going to tell me what to say, but it's apparently Greek, so I won't understand it." Tucker shrugged and added, "But he says it'll do the trick."
Doc was beginning to wonder who the hell Apollo was besides a sentient house. And if Apollo was feeding Tucker the words, did Doc trust him? The answer to that question was no.
"Hold up a minute," Doc said.
"Shhhh," Tucker hissed. "I'm listening."
Before Doc could say anything else, Tucker let loose a long phrase of horribly butchered Greek words.
"Your pronunciation needs work," Doc muttered, trying to figure out what exactly Tucker had said.
Another wild phrase filled the attic, echoing off the rafters; and a strange pressure vibrated through the room.
"I think it's working," Tucker whispered before launching into another sentence of Greek.
His pronunciation was so terrible that Doc still couldn't figure out what he was saying. Not that it really mattered at this point. Whatever Tucker was trying to accomplish was well underway.
Dust Doc hadn't even realized was there started swirling around the room; the door slammed shut, then open, then shut again; and the glass in the window began to shake.
The artifact in Doc's hand began to vibrate, and he stared at it, watching with slight trepidation as cracks of light appeared on its surface.
Without warning, intense pain shot through Doc's torso; and he looked down to see that his chest was glowing and the colors he could normally only see in the Underworld were pulsing like mad.
Tucker was still spouting off Greek phrases, and Doc opened his mouth to tell him to stop, but the words died on his lips as a small twist of green color pulled from his chest and spun around the room.
"Holy crapoli!" Tucker hissed. "It flipping worked! I didn't actually think... Hell's bells! I just summoned a ghost!"
"You did?" Doc said skeptically. "Where is it?"
"It's like... around that green bit of light that came out of your chest," Tucker said. "And... Well, I don't know how to tell you this, but he's not like super happy to be here."
"How can you tell?" Doc asked.
"He's screaming at you," Tucker said, flinching slightly. "I can't even repeat what he's saying 'cause like Sissy would have my hide."
"Can you paraphrase?" Doc asked irritably.
"Para-what?"
"Use your own words," Doc ground out.
"Oh, uh, yeah. So he says you ruined everything, he hopes you die a horrible death, one that involves some..." Tucker cringed and said, "Some horrible things. And he wished he could... do some... um, really bad stuff to you."
"That bad?" Doc queried.
"Worse," Tucker said. "Now he's kinda like... crying, I guess, and asking why you couldn't just leave him the hell alone."
"Is it Edgar?" Doc asked.
Tucker flinched and said, "Yep."
Doc really wished he could see and hear Edgar. He didn't like trusting Tucker to relay Edgar's words. Tucker couldn't read people the way Doc could, and he might miss something important.
"There's no way you can make him visible?" Doc asked.
"Not that I know of," Tucker said with a shrug.
Doc faced the green light and said, "Tell me about Cynric."
Tucker stepped back with a hiss.
"What's he saying?" Doc demanded.
"Some shit I can't repeat," Tucker muttered. "He's hella mad! What exactly did you do to him? I mean, besides killing him and what not?"
"It doesn't matter," Doc said, trying to figure out an incentive to get Edgar to cooperate. He really wished he could see him. "I'm going to kill Drustan Jury," Doc said, taking a wild stab in the dark.
"That shut 'im up," Tucker said.
Doc made a mental note to teach Tucker to read people. Not that he was planning on summoning more ghosts in the future, but if he ever did, it would help if Tucker could tell him what the ghosts were actually saying, whether or not they were actually saying it.
"I'd just like to know Cynric's side of the story," Doc said slowly.
"Hold up," Tucker said. "He's saying something. Uh-huh. Oh, that's interesting. What?! How old is this Cynric dude?"
Doc grit his teeth and tried to wait patiently for Tucker to tell him what Edgar had said.
"Okay, so I don't get this," Tucker said with a shrug. "But he says Cynric was trying to bring his brothers together for something, like a battle or a summit, I dunno. Anyway, they turned against him for some reason, and they went to war."
Doc's head was beginning to ache. This was a very convoluted way to get information, and it didn't help that he didn't actually know what he was looking for.
"Why did they turn against him?" Doc asked.
"He doesn't know," Tucker said. "He never did actually talk to Cynric."
"They didn't communicate at all?" Doc asked.
It took Tucker a second to respond. "He says Cynric understood him, but Cynric never said anything back. He says..." Tucker made a face and sputtered, "Eww. That's gross."
"What's gross?" Doc demanded.
"I guess Cynric didn't have a tongue."
Doc didn't know what to say to that, and it didn't matter anyway because he needed to know something else. He just didn't know what it was. 
"Did Cynric make all the glamours for Bosch's men and raise all those people from the dead?" Doc asked.
"He's grinning," Tucker whispered. "And I don't like it."
"He's probably not a very reliable witness," Doc sighed.
"He really hates you, man."
"I know."
"He says..." Tucker's face screwed up pensively, then he said, "More or less, he says you can kiss his ass."
"It's just... I was thinking that I'm pretty sure Cynric's not dead," Doc said casually.
"That got his attention," Tucker reported. "He wants to know why you say that."
"I might be inclined to tell him if he told me what I want to know," Doc replied.
"Oh," Tucker breathed. "I get it. You're negotiating. This is off the hook! I can't believe we're doing this!"
Doc grinned at him, for a moment seeing that little boy he'd seen inside the dreaming. "It is... kind of fun," Doc allowed.
"What do you want?" Tucker said. "I mean, he's asking what you want."
"Was Mitcham working for Phillip Jury?" Doc asked.
"He says not exactly."
"Not exactly how?"
"He says they were all kinda working together, but all kinda working against each other."
That figured.
"So who were you working for?" Doc demanded.
Tucker nodded a few times before saying, "It's like this. This Edgar dude has a wicked, um, man crush on the Cynric guy. He says all he ever wanted to do was restore Cynric to his former glory. He's going on and on about Cynric being the rightful ruler of England, and he keeps insisting that Cynric would've made the world a better place and some such stuff. I dunno, he kinda isn't making sense."
"So you weren't working for Bosch?" Doc questioned.
"He sorta was. He was also sorta working for Mitcham. Sounds like he was using them to get access to some things he needed."
Doc sighed. Nothing Edgar had said answered any of Doc's real questions. He still didn't know what Phillip was up to, and that's what he needed to know.  
"What's in the puzzle box Bosch had?" Doc asked.
"He says he'll tell you, but only if you tell him why you think Cynric's alive."
"No one found his head," Doc said. "And the Stone of Alarius is gone. I don't know how, but I think he's still out there somewhere."
Doc hoped Cynric wasn't out there. He didn't like the idea of a witch with that much power running around. But he'd learned a long time ago that if you couldn't verify it, you should always assume the worst.
"He's real happy about that," Tucker said softly. "Like real happy. He's... He's crying again."
"Great," Doc muttered.
A wave of dizziness suddenly rushed over him, and he frowned, but before he could focus on it, Tucker started talking again.
"Oh, this is good," Tucker said. "He says the box contains an artifact. He never did use it because it was for Bosch, not him, but he says Cynric made it, and he says that if Cynric did what he asked him to do, it should allow the wearer to compulse... Is that a word?" Tucker asked, face wrinkling in concentration. "I don't think it is. But I mean, I get what he's saying. I just don't think it's a word."
"Tucker!" Doc snapped.
"Sorry, dude. It, this artifact thing, allows the wearer to compulse someone or someones. I don't really get what he's saying; something about it depending on the wearer and the object of compulsion, maybe? It could be used on a large crowd for a, like a focused thing or on one person for like a... more like a... well, an entire mind thing." Tucker shrugged and asked, "Do you get what I'm saying?"
Doc did. He did get what Tucker was saying. He didn't like it, but he got it.
Another wave of dizziness pulled at him, but Doc pushed it away and focused on calmly asking the question he needed to ask.
"Whose idea was it to create this artifact?"
"He says Bosch wanted it."
"However did you manage to find Cynric's head?" Doc asked casually.
"That's kinda weird," Tucker said after a second or two. "He said it just showed up in his office one day."
Shit, Doc thought as dizziness rolled over him once more. But this time he couldn't fight it off. He squinted, trying to see Tucker, but everything just kept spinning, and then it all turned black.
The darkness was overwhelming, but Doc didn't even care. His mind was spinning out of control, and he exhaled deeply trying to bring everything back into focus.
Bits and pieces of conversations replayed in his head, over and over and over.
"No one knows quite how the original artifacts were made, and any attempts to reproduce them has provided pale counterfeits at best," Jules had once said.
But Cynric knew how to create an artifact, didn't he? And he had more than enough power to manage it, even if he was just a head. Someone had wanted Cynric to create that artifact. An artifact of compulsion.
Another comment Jules had once made popped into Doc's mind. "Cynric excelled at compulsion spells. It was said he could look into your mind and make you see what he wanted you to see. If you were on a rooftop walking toward the edge, you might think you were in a meadow."
It seemed to Doc that if you needed an artifact of compulsion, the best person to make it would be a witch who excelled at compulsion.
Why hadn't they destroyed Cynric's head? Even Thaddeus, a mere norm scientist, had known they needed to burn the head. So why hadn't they? Perhaps for the same reason Phillip liked to stuff people inside Blackwater instead of killing them. Because they might be useful later on.
Doc could see why Mitcham had wanted the artifact. The artifact, coupled with Mitcham's own persuasive skills as a Zeniu, would have made it simple for him to control the summit and get the outcome he wanted. But Mitcham hadn't commissioned the artifact; Bosch had. So why had Bosch wanted it?
"Of all Phillip and Abigail Jury's children, Thomas Jury is without a doubt the most powerful," Jules had said.
The most powerful Jury, Doc thought. Out of all the Jurys, Jury was the most powerful.
A memory played through his mind once more, a memory of Jury.
"Why haven't they dragged me home?" Jury asked.  
"Because they're scared of you," Doc replied. Which was nothing less than the truth. He'd seen it in their eyes.
"That doesn't make any sense," Jury muttered.
"It does if you're more powerful than them," Doc said flatly.
Bosch had wanted Jury. Phillip wanted Jury.
Jury was the most powerful witch around, and Doc was just beginning to realize it. What was a self-replicating knife but a type of artifact? Or a gun that self-replicated bullets and made no sound? Another artifact. Doc only had to mention the idea of a spell to Jury; and in seconds, Jury had it worked out. And Jury had wielded the Stone of Alarius with rather spectacular results.
It was no wonder they'd all set their sights on Jury, but it's not as if he would go easy. Jury wasn't a pawn. He couldn't be moved across the board. Not anymore. He was his own master.
Unless... Unless the hand moving the pieces had a way to control him.
Panic flooded Doc, and he slapped himself, trying to wake up. He had to get back to the hotel. He had to get that damn box and go drop it into a volcano somewhere.
A putrid stench rushed up his nose, and he sat up with a cough. "What the hell?!" he sputtered.
"Sorry!" Tucker gasped, jumping away from Doc. "Apollo said we needed smelling salts, but I don't know what the heck those are. So anyway..." Tucker trailed off and tucked his hands behind his back. "You're awake, right?" he laughed nervously.
"What the hell was that?" Doc growled, struggling to stand. For the life of him he couldn't figure out why he was so weak.
"Just... Well, it worked, didn't it?"
"What was it?"
"Just some old socks," Tucker muttered.
"Revolting," Doc hissed as he rubbed his aching head, trying to remember what he'd seen in his dream. He knew it was important, but everything was so fuzzy.
"What the hell happened?" Doc demanded. "What did you do to me?"
"The thing is... Well... Apollo thinks..." Tucker cleared his throat and took a step back. "Apollo thinks that... He says we sorta summoned the ghost from inside you, and he said that it drained off some of your energy." He shrugged and added, "I don't really know what that means, but you dropped like a rock, so..."
Just as Doc opened his mouth to snap at Tucker, he remembered his dream with intense clarity. "I have to go!" he exclaimed, pushing aside his lingering dizziness and bolting down the stairs.
He tore out the door and across the parking lot. "To Dulcis!" he ordered as he jumped inside the truck with Emily and Nick.
"Is everything okay?" Emily asked.
"Just drive!' Doc snapped.
He pulled out his phone and texted Jervis. "Lock down the hotel. NOW!" He waited for a response as Emily sped down street after street, but Jervis didn't respond.
That's when Doc felt it. The tide rushing out, tearing out the beach as it went. He was too late; he'd already lost.
He heard the sirens from a block away, and his heart began to pound. As Emily turned the last corner, Doc's stomach fell. Dulcis was on fire.
Emily pulled off the road, and Doc jumped from the truck and ran down the street towards Dulcis. From what little he could see it looked as if the entire front of the hotel was burning.
A movement off to the side caught Doc's attention, and he turned his head to look at it. He had just enough time to realize that a box truck was rushing towards him before it plowed into him.
Pain so intense that he couldn't even think coursed through his entire body. He remained conscious long enough to realize that he was stuck to the front of the truck, impaled on hundreds of long barbed spikes, and then the blackness took him under, saving him from the pain.




Chapter 16
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Doc was somewhat aware of a vague sensation of pain, but when he turned to focus on it, the darkness surrounding him tightened. There was something he needed to do. Somewhere he needed to be. And this was not it.
Why was he asleep? He tried to wake up, but he couldn't. He was stuck in the blackness. Then it all came back to him in a rush. Jury. The artifact of compulsion. Dulcis. Dulcis was burning.
Panic grabbed hold of Doc. Dulcis was burning. What was he doing? He needed to be there.
"Wake up," he muttered. "You've got to wake up."
"You really should," a voice purred in French. "It'll be more fun for me that way."
He'd forgotten that bit. He'd been impaled by a truck; and if he wasn't mistaken, he was now naked and strapped to a chair. Only one way to find out... He opened his eyes.
A blond woman was sitting across from him, her beautiful red lips twisted in a sneer. "The immortal amazing unbeatable Doc Holliday," she spat. "I find myself a little disappointed."
Doc tamped down the fury that tried to boil out. Everyone inside Dulcis would be fine because Jervis would take care of them. Which just left Doc with the small problem of figuring out how to break free from the formidable metal chair he was currently shackled to.
"Not so impressive without all your trinkets and charms," the woman said. "And just so you know, I hooked the tracker bracelet onto a random car; and the rest of them I'm keeping for myself. They might be useful someday." She shrugged a delicate shoulder and added, "Not that I would actually wear any of them; they clash with my beauty."
"You have me at a disadvantage," Doc drawled. "If I had to guess, I'd say you're a relation of Marie Baudelaire."
She glared at him and said, "You killed my entire family."
"Are you sure?" Doc asked.
"You sent your little wolf to do it for you!" she snapped. "When I'm done with you, I'm going to hunt down his family and tear them limb from limb, and while he's overcome with weeping, I'll kill him as well," she said, eyes hard with anger.
"So you're the last Baudelaire?" Doc asked curiously.
"Yes!" she spat. "The last of my line anyway," she added softly. "And that's the only line that truly matters."
She stood and began to pace. "It simply doesn't make sense. You aren't even a witch. You're a nobody. And your wolf... Bah! I used to kill people like him daily, just for the sport of it. How?" she demanded, fierce eyes meeting his. "How?"
"Luck?" Doc suggested.
"Luck," she sneered. "When the Jurys come into power, everything you've ever loved will be nothing but dust!"
"You're going to let the Jurys carry out your revenge?" Doc drawled. "Can't manage it yourself?"
"My revenge is killing you," she snapped. "But I'm going to do it so slowly that you will beg me to end you. And I won't. I won't."
Doc shrugged.
"You're a naked man bound to a chair," she mocked. "I've taken away your toys, your charms, your bodyguards. You have nothing; you are completely at my mercy."
"Do you have a name?" Doc asked casually. "So I know who to curse while I'm dying?"
"You joke now," she said. "But you won't be joking soon. My name is Vivienne. Vivienne Baudelaire. And I'm telling you that so you'll know who killed you."
"You better get on with it then," Doc said. "Ms. Vivienne Baudelaire."
Confusion flitted briefly across her face, but she pushed it away. He'd guess she was an old hand at torturing people, and he wasn't behaving like most people would if they found themselves strapped to a chair.
"I'm going to make you scream," she snarled.
Doc shrugged again, affecting a truly bored expression.
She let out an angry hiss and stared at him intently. For a few seconds nothing happened, but then a fierce pain spread across his chest. The pain increased, and without warning Doc began to cough violently. Blood spewed from his mouth onto his lap, and he stared at the red splatters in horror.
"Never been tortured by a witch, have you?" Vivienne taunted. "I'm going to destroy you from the inside out."
Doc fought it, but another cough forced its way out, and more blood boiled over his lips. The moisture in his eyes began to pool and pour from his lids. Sweat oozed from his skin, and all the while he coughed up more and more blood.
His blood vessels started pulsing inside him, and blood seeped through the surface of his skin, painting him red. Pain spiked down his limbs, and he could only imagine what she was doing to him. He felt as if he was being turned inside out.
He'd much rather she cut him with a knife. That he understood. This was unbearable. His body kept fighting against her, kept healing what she broke, but without fuel, it could only do so much.
He closed his eyes and withdrew deep inside, removing his mind and letting his body suffer. He was aware of it. He felt every prick of pain, but he didn't look at it. He focused instead on the chair.
The chair was metal. The shackles binding his wrists and ankles to the chair were also metal. He wiggled slightly, just to verify that she'd been smart enough to chain the chair to the floor.
Metal chair, metal restraints, chained to the floor. Odds? Not great. He could already barely move, and within an hour he'd be too weak to do anything except keep his mouth from begging for death. Helplessness filled him, but just like the pain, he refused to look at it. Just continued to think about the chair.
Time passed. How much, he couldn't say. He couldn't even tell if he was healing anymore. All he knew was that he was barely hanging on to consciousness.
"I don't think you can make it much longer," Vivienne purred. "Silly little norm. You should have stayed in your hole."
He dimly felt her wrap his fingers around something cold, but his eyelids were too heavy to lift. Something pushed against his hand, and his tattoo suddenly flared to life, and heat rushed through him.
He opened his eyes, once again fully inside his body, gasping sharply when he saw the small girl standing in front of him, eyes already dead, blood staining the front of her shirt. Doc's eyes dropped to the knife still barely clenched in his hand, and he flexed his fingers, trying to pull the knife from the girl's chest, even though he knew she was already gone.
Vivienne yanked the girl backwards and dropped her to the floor, then tore the knife from Doc's hand.
"Surprise!" she laughed. "I know all about your little secret. Abby here didn't mind being killed, and I don't think her parents will miss her too much. After all, they have another one."
Hot rage poured into Doc, and he fought it. He needed to stay focused. He needed to be calm. Rage would only cloud his vision. If he didn't want anyone else to die, he needed out of this chair right now. The chair that he'd been thinking about for the last couple hours. But he'd have to be quick; he had a very small window of opportunity.
He flexed his muscles without moving, testing things. He just needed a little luck, and he got it when Vivienne turned her back on him for just a second. As quickly as possible, Doc pushed off the floor with his toes, using all his strength to yank the chain from the floor. Then he hurled himself forward, crashing into Vivienne and tumbling to the floor with her.
He landed on top of her; and without pausing at all, Doc used his whole body to fling himself backwards, then allowed himself, chair and all, to come down on Vivienne's head, slamming her into the concrete floor. The blow didn't kill her, but it knocked her out, and that was just the chance Doc needed to break free.
He'd fallen off Vivienne onto his back, so he rocked back and forth until he managed to flip the chair onto its side. He was right next to her, and he leaned his head towards her, carefully plucking a bobby pin from her hair with his teeth. He bit the end, bending it slightly, then turned it around with his tongue so the bent end was facing out.
He leaned over as far as he could, just barely reaching his wrist, and carefully inserted the bobby pin into the key hole. He moved the pin around with his mouth, grinning inwardly when the manacle loosened and he was able to pull out his hand. Within seconds he'd picked the locks on the other three shackles and was free.
He kicked loose of the chair and stood, snatching the knife from the floor and stepping towards her. Vivienne was just beginning to stir, and Doc lifted her up by her hair and waited until her eyelids flickered.
"You should've killed me when you had the chance," he drawled, placing the bloody knife against her throat.
Her eyes flew open, and Doc grinned at her before slicing deeply across her throat. Blood poured from her neck, and power cascaded into Doc, chasing away his lingering pains and weakness.
He closed his eyes, allowing the heat to wash over him, and when it finally began to fade, he let go of her hair and watched indifferently as her body collapsed to the floor.
He momentarily allowed himself to bask in his victory. Vivienne had been clever, very clever; and she'd had him. If she hadn't played her games, he would be dead right now instead of her. His only regret was that he hadn't managed to break free before she'd killed the girl. Sadly, the only reason he'd been able to break free was because she'd killed the girl.
He knelt beside Abby's body and gently closed her eyelids. "I'm sorry," he said.
He didn't know if it was best to leave her here for the police to find so her parents weren't forever searching for her or to send her with the Worms. He'd ask Jervis.
Jervis. Dulcis. He needed to get to Dulcis.
He quickly searched the garage, trying to find his clothing, and hissed in irritation when he found them discarded in a corner. Vivienne must have torn them from his body because they were nothing but tatters now.
"Well hell," Doc muttered, glancing around and looking for anything he could wear. He couldn't very well walk around naked; and even if he could, he was coated from head to toe in dried blood. But unless he wanted to wear Vivienne's dress, he was stuck with tattered clothes.
Doc quickly tied a pant leg around his waist and pulled on his shirt, buttoning the two buttons that were still attached. The clothes did little to hide the blood, but they did conceal his overall nakedness. Now all he needed were his trinkets and charms.
After searching the entire garage, he found them on the truck's floorboard. He put them back on, feeling a sense of relief when he slipped the Amos the Betrayer amulet over his head. After seeing firsthand what it felt like to be tortured by a witch, he was never taking it off. Not ever.
Once all his protections were in place, Doc tossed Vivienne's body into the back of the box truck and, after a little deliberation, gently moved the girl's body as well. Then he closed the truck's door and opened the garage door. He had no idea where he was, but chances were, if he just started driving, he'd figure it out soon enough.
It took Doc nearly an hour to find his way back to Dulcis, and when he finally arrived, he just sat in the truck and stared. The last time he'd seen it, Dulcis had been engulfed in flames. He hadn't expected it to still be standing; but other than a slight char around the lobby windows, the hotel looked perfectly fine.
He exited the truck and walked across the street, feeling almost as if he was stuck in some sort of dream. He heard a horn honk, but he didn't bother acknowledging it, just stepped up onto the sidewalk and pushed through the lobby's revolving door.
"Hans!" Jervis exclaimed, rushing across the burnt room to greet him. "What happened?" he demanded, slipping into German. "You're covered in blood. Are you alright?!"
"What happened here?" Doc whispered. "I thought it was gone."
"This?" Jervis said dismissively. "Nothing a little scrubbing and paint won't fix. I'd be a pretty terrible manager if I didn't line the place with basic protection spells."
"But the whole building was on fire," Doc insisted.
"No," Jervis replied. "It just seemed that way."
"But... Why?"
"I'd guess they were trying to distract you," Jervis said. "And it looks as if it worked."
Cold horror washed over Doc, and he whispered, "My safe."
"Your safe?" Jervis replied.
"My safe."
Doc headed across the lobby towards the elevator, Jervis right behind him.
"Are you planning on telling me what happened?" Jervis demanded as the elevator moved upwards.
"A Baudelaire witch trapped me, but she didn't press her advantage when she had the chance."
"Bad move," Jervis stated.
"It didn't end well for her. Which reminds me, her body is inside that box truck parked across the street. I didn't pay for parking so you'd better send someone out there to move it. There's also a little girl inside who needs to be returned to her parents."
"I see," Jervis said softly.
And Doc knew that he did see.
When the elevator door opened, Doc rushed inside his suite. Virta was sitting on the couch reading his 1908 edition of The Art of War, and when she saw him her face paled.
"Are you okay?" she asked, rising to her feet.
"Fine," Doc replied, striding across the room to the safe and keying in the code. He threw open the door and tossed everything inside out onto the floor.
"Shit," he hissed. "It's not here. They took it."
"Took what?" Virta asked.
"The artifact," Doc replied, dismay filling him. "Goddamn," he whispered. "They have the artifact."
He was being outplayed, and he wasn't used to that.
"Phone!" he demanded, turning to face Jervis.
Without a word, Jervis handed Doc his phone, and Doc immediately called Jury, heaving a sigh of relief when Jury answered with a curt, "Did you find him?"
"You mean me?" Doc asked.
"Goddamn, Doc! Where the fuck've you been?"
"Couldn't you find me?"
"No!"
"Interesting," Doc murmured. "Can you find me now?"
"What do you mean can I find you now?" Jury growled.
"Can you find me now?"
Jury was quiet for several seconds, then he said, "Yes, you're in the hotel, top floor, your suite."
"Very interesting."
"Why?"
"Either Vivienne was very clever or she had help," Doc said softly.
"Vivienne?"
"Vivienne Baudelaire. She apparently took offense at my methods."
"Most people do," Jury said.
"Is Gwenna still with you?" Doc asked.
"Yeah. Why?"
"No reason," Doc lied.
He stooped down and picked up a small stone from the pile of items he'd hurled out of the safe. He'd stopped carrying the Occultatum specifically so Jury could track him, but maybe it was time to use it again. He closed his hand around it, and said, "Can you still see me?"
"I just did it," Jury complained.
"I know, but try again."
Jury sighed, but after a moment he said, "No, I can't. Why can't I?"
"Because I'm holding the Occultatum."
"Ugh," Jury muttered. "I hate that thing."
"Do me a favor and come home," Doc said.
"I'm not finished," Jury argued. "There're still a lot of people to place."
"I don't care," Doc said. "Come home. I'll have Jervis send a plane for you."
"What the hell is going on?"
Doc didn't respond right away because he'd just realized that with the artifact of compulsion on the loose, he couldn't trust anyone. But, to be honest, he wasn't sure who he could trust in the first place.
"On second thought," Doc said, "I'm sending Jervis to pick you up. He's the only one you can trust. And just to make sure it's Jervis, ask him about that time in the Philippines."
"I repeat, what the fuck is going on?" Jury demanded.
"I'm not sure," Doc replied vaguely. "Just stay where you are, don't talk to anyone, and wait for Jervis to come get you. Can you do that for me?"
"Doc—"
"Can you do that for me?" Doc repeated. "I'm asking you to trust me. Please."
"Fine," Jury sighed. "Do you want me to lock myself in a room or something?"
"That would be preferable."
"Really?!"
"Really. Jervis will call you from this number when he's there. Ask him about the Philippines, and then when you're face to face, ask him how the mermaid story ends."
"You can't be serious."
"I am."
"Fine," Jury grumbled. "But you better have a good goddamn explanation."
Doc disconnected and handed the phone back to Jervis. Both Jervis and Virta were studying him oddly, and he looked between them, mind racing.
He didn't trust anyone right now. He couldn't. The witches could glamour; they could compulse; they could change the reality he was seeing, and he didn't like it.
Standing here, with the banshee fetish around his neck, he could see that Jervis was Jervis and Virta was Virta. But how could he tell whether or not they were being compelled?
"Downstairs," he told Jervis.
Jervis looked him over once and said, "Do you want to clean up first?"
"No time," Doc replied. "I'll be right back," he told Virta.
Doc didn't speak as he and Jervis rode down to the sub-subbasement. He didn't know what to say. If it were him going after himself, he would certainly try to compel Jervis. In fact, it's the first thing he would do.
"Do you feel any strange desire to do anything you wouldn't normally do?" Doc asked Jervis once they were inside the room and the door was closed behind them.
"What?" Jervis asked.
"Would you like to kill me? Or call Phillip Jury? Or tell a joke?" Doc inquired.
"What the hell are you talking about?" Jervis replied, eyebrows knit in confusion.
"I'm trying to figure out if you've been compelled or compulsed or whatever the hell it is."
Jervis raised an eyebrow and said, "Explain."
"The artifact in my safe, the box I got from Bosch's wife. Cynric Jury made it, and it allows the wearer to compulse people."
"Oh," Jervis said. "That is not good."
"No!" Doc exclaimed. "It's not! And I think... I suspect... I'm worried that Phillip is planning to use it on Jury."
"But why?"
"Because Jury's more powerful than the rest of them put together!" Doc snapped.
"But to what end?"
"I don't know," Doc admitted. "Complete world domination?"
"Seems a bit reaching," Jervis pointed out. "Jury may be the strongest, but how does that translate to world domination?"
"I don't know!"
Doc paced back and forth for a minute, then said, "All I know is that Jury is the key. He's always been the key. I need you to go get him."
"And what are you going to be doing?"
"Hunting down Phillip. Don't trust anyone, especially a Jury," Doc ordered. "In fact, I want eyes on all the Jurys."
He'd honestly thought Abigail had changed, but he sometimes misread people. What if he'd misread Margaret and Caden and Gwenna? What if they'd been playing him this entire time?
"Just get to Jury, and bring him home," Doc said. "Don't do anything else, don't bring anyone else with you. Just Jury."
Doc stopped in front of Jervis and said, "I need you to wear this." He pulled the ring of Aqueduct the First off his thumb and handed it to Jervis. It was the only way he could be sure that no one could intercept Jervis along the way and compel him.
"And this," Doc added, handing him the amulet of Amos the Betrayer. There was no way in hell he was going to let Jervis go through what he just had. He'd happily accept witch torture if it meant that Jervis was safe. 
"And give this to Jury," Doc said, pressing the Occultatum into Jervis's hand.
"But... You'll be entirely unprotected," Jervis argued.
"Not entirely," Doc said, tapping the necklace the Baker children had given him. "And anyway, Jury needs it more than I do."
"I don't like this," Jervis said flatly.
"Do it anyway," Doc said. "Put them on."
Jervis's eyes sparked defiantly, but Doc stopped whatever he'd been planning to say by reaching out and gripping his shoulder. "I need to know you're both safe. Please, Jervis."
"Hans—"
"Please."
"Will you at least take Nick and Emily with you?" Jervis asked.
"No."
"Why don't we send Emily to pick up Mr. Jury?" Jervis suggested.
"No. It needs to be you."
"Then let me send James with you," Jervis insisted.
"No."
"Why the hell not?!" Jervis demanded.
"They'll distract me," Doc said. "And you know how dangerous it is for a—"
"Gambler to be distracted," Jervis cut in. "Yes, I know."
"Good," Doc said. "One last thing..." He slipped the banshee fetish over his head and handed it to Jervis. "It'll let you know if anyone is glamoured."
"Goddamn it, Hans!"
"Please."
Jervis growled angrily, but he slipped the banshee necklace and the Amos amulet over his head.
"Don't take them off," Doc cautioned.
"I won't."
"Did you set guards on all my... pertinent people?"
"Of course."
"Put someone on Virta. I don't like that someone managed to get into my suite and steal the artifact right out from under our noses."
"You trust Virta?" Jervis asked.
"I don't trust anyone outside this room," Doc replied.
"Then you should probably assume she helped them."
"And if that's the case, I can't trust any of the information she gives me," Doc replied.
"No."
He literally couldn't trust anyone. Not right now. Not with Jury's life at stake.
"Although, given what we know," Doc said thoughtfully, "it could have been a fake me who walked in and took it. Virta wouldn't have thought twice about it."
"Possibly," Jervis agreed.
"But regardless, I'll find Phillip another way," Doc said. "You need to get going. I won't breathe easy until Jury's back home."
Jervis nodded and left the room.
Doc stood still for a moment, thinking, then headed for the elevator and rode it back up to his suite. Virta looked up from her book when he entered and smiled at him.
"I'm going to take a shower," Doc said.
"Would you like company?" she asked silkily.
"I'd love company," he drawled, "but I'm afraid I'm in a bit of a hurry. Perhaps when I return?"
"I'll be here," she grinned.
He winked at her and headed for the bathroom.
There was so much blood caked on his skin that it took him forever to scrub it all off. Vivienne must have nearly squeezed him dry.
Tozi's words rang through his head. "You may never die. Not unless someone takes great pains to kill you."
Vivienne had taken great pains to kill him, and if it hadn't been for a bit of luck, she would have succeeded. But he was glad she hadn't. He wasn't ready yet; and even if he was, he didn't want to go like that. He wanted to die in a true blaze of glory. And anyway, he still owed Andrew a favor, and now he owed Ahanu a favor. It would be bad form to die before he paid off his debts.
While Doc toweled off, he tried to figure out Phillip's plan, but he honestly didn't even know where to begin. All he could truly say was that the Jury family was, and probably always had been, evil.
He didn't particularly have an issue with their original desire to take over the English monarchy. Considering what had happened to their family, he honestly didn't blame them. But the time for revenge had long passed. The monarchy now had no connection to the monarchy then. And even if it did, it was how the Jurys were going about it that he had a problem with.
When he'd gone after Mitcham, he'd gone after Mitcham. He'd killed Mitcham, killed the true supporters of Mitcham's plan, and taken over. He hadn't played games; he hadn't put innocent bystanders at risk; he hadn't locked away people for a later date. He'd just gotten the job done.
The Jurys, however, were apparently masters of deception, and for centuries they'd laid plans and built weapons and done all sorts of things Doc was certain he didn't want to know. And so it was time to remove the Jurys from the board.
Doc hung up his towel and padded into his closet to dress. Unfortunately, his plastic knives were back in Vivienne's garage, just a couple of hard lumps of plastic in the corner. And since that was the case, Doc donned his old knife harness instead of the one Jury had given him. He liked having knives, but when fighting witches, he'd learned it was better to have a set number of knives as opposed to an infinite amount.
When he was dressed, he gave Virta the items he'd gotten from VanLoo and asked her to tell him where the people connected to those items would be in three hours. Once she'd written it down, he kissed her gently and left.
He was fairly certain Virta would never betray him, but he didn't know anything about compulsion or how it worked, so he also wasn't taking any chances. He would assume the information she had given him was false and seek confirmation through other means.
He sneaked out one of the many side doors and hailed a taxi, giving the driver a norm address that wasn't far from the Hidden's lower three hundred entrance.
He didn't trust anyone right now, but he also knew there was someone out there who didn't trust witches any more than he did. And he suspected that Sydney was smart enough to keep all the best artifacts for himself, so Doc was willing to bet that neither of the LaRoches had been compelled.
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"It's you again," Sydney grumped when Doc entered the LaRoche's store a little while later.
"Is this how you treat all your paying customers?" Doc laughed.
"I treat you better than most," Sydney retorted.  
"Shocking," Doc drawled.
"And I already told you I don't have it," Sydney grumbled. "Artifacts to see through glamours, bah!"
"I actually came to see Julian," Doc replied. "He wasn't in the market square."
"He's upstairs," Sydney said. "Selina's teaching him to play poker."
"Really?" Doc mused, genuinely excited at the prospect of playing Julian someday.
"You can go on up," Sydney said. "Just don't light anything on fire."
"I'll try not to," Doc promised as he headed for the back stairs. At the top of the stairwell, he knocked gently on the LaRoche's door. He hadn't seen Selina since he'd fake killed the entire LaRoche family, and he wasn't certain how she'd react to his presence.
"No!" Doc heard Selina snap behind the door. "You can't just say royal flush and win. You have to actually have a royal flush."
The door swung open, and Selina looked up at Doc, eyes wide, then narrow. She didn't much resemble the scared ratty girl he'd discovered at that bar, but her eyes were just as sharp and bright.
"Oh, it's you," she said flatly.
"It is me," he replied, grinning at her.
"Come to kill me for real?"
"Selina!" Julian snapped.
"I'm just asking," she retorted.
"It's a valid question," Doc said softly. "And no. I came to ask Julian for help, but seeing you, especially looking so well, is a happy bonus."
"You're right," she said to Julian. "He is full of hot air."
Doc raised an eyebrow, and Julian's cheeks actually turned red. "That's not exactly what I said," Julian muttered.
"I don't care what you said," Doc shrugged. "May I come in?" When Selina just glared at him, he added, "You should start with an easy version like five card stud."
"But I don't know how to play five card stud," Selina replied.
Doc shrugged.
"Fine," she grouched. "Come in, sit down, teach us to play five card stud, and then Julian can help you."
"You bear the LaRoche name very well," Doc stated.
"That's just what Pops says," Selina beamed. "And he said he'd bet a charm I've got Romani blood in me," she added proudly.
"He'd never bet anything useful obviously," Doc drawled.
"That would be wasteful," Selina reprimanded.
"Then why is Julian learning poker?"
"He thinks he can beat you."
"He can't," Doc said as he sat and began to shuffle the cards.
"You can't just say he can't," Selina snapped.
"I just did," Doc said, dealing them each a face-down card, followed by a face-up card.
Julian hadn't said much, which was unlike him, and Doc studied him carefully. Julian returned his gaze with calm eyes, and Doc grinned.
Julian glanced at his face-down card. Nothing about his demeanor changed. Doc's grin widened, and he dealt them all another card. Selina sighed audibly, but Julian just sat there. Doc hadn't even looked at his face-down card, but he knew what it was. It was a jack. He'd end up with a full house.
He dealt everyone two more cards. Without looking, he knew Selina had a terrible hand. Julian's hand could go either way. Depending on his face-down card, he either had a flush or nothing at all. Either way, Doc won.
They flipped their cards at the same time. Julian had nothing, and Doc had a full house, just as he had suspected.
"I think you cheated," Selina complained. "Next time, I'll deal."
"I don't cheat," Doc said cheerfully. "Because I don't need to. Lady Luck adores me."
"Lady Luck!" Selina snorted. Julian kicked her under the table, and she snapped, "What the h... I mean, what was that for?"
"You said you need help?" Julian asked Doc instead of answering Selina's question.
"Why did you..." Doc trailed off. He really didn't have time to get sidetracked. "I need to find some witches. Quickly."
"Witches," Julian sighed. "Why'd it have to be witches?"
Selina cackled with laughter, and Julian winked at her before turning back to Doc and saying, "Who're you looking for?"
"Phillip Jury."
The amusement fled Julian's face, and he said, "Let's go downstairs."
"The box?" Doc mouthed.
"The box," Julian mouthed back.
Doc hated the box. It was pitch black, and he couldn't see a thing. It was nearly as bad as talking to a ghost through Tucker.
"Stay here," Julian told Selina.
"Why do I always have to stay here?" she complained.
"Because Mother gets mad when you don't," Julian reminded her.
"Fine," Selina grumped. "I'll stay, but you owe me a drawing. Bye, Doc," she added sulkily.
"Bye, Selina," he said.
He was almost out the door when she grabbed his hand and hugged him tightly. "Thank you," she whispered before dashing into another room.
"She talks about you all the time," Julian said as they walked downstairs. "'Doc killed everyone in the bar, and then he let me set it on fire,'" Julian said in a high-pitched voice. "'You should have seen him fight; it was fu..., sorry, Mom, amazing, just amazing'," Julian went on.
"You must hate that," Doc laughed.
"I do," Julian sighed. "I've seen you fight; it's not that great."
"Really?"
"Really. In fact, there're a few areas you could use some improvement."
Doc let Julian's words hang in the air for a moment before saying, "Such as?"
"Well, when you throw your knives, given the strength with which you throw, you could pull back half as far and still get the job done. It'd save you half a second on every throw."
"But I like the hole it leaves," Doc said earnestly.
"Oh. I see now," Julian replied. "But what about when you still have a knife but you pick up an object and start bludgeonin' people? Why do you bother?"
"They say variety is the spice of life," Doc shrugged.
"In that case, you're probably good."
Doc raised an eyebrow and said, "Are you sure?"
''I dunno. You could probably drop the smack talkin'."
"Smack talking?"
"You know, when you make a snarky remark right before you kill someone," Julian explained. "What's the point?"
"It amuses me."
"In that case, I guess she's right. You are perfect."
Doc burst out laughing, and it wasn't long before Julian joined him.
"What the hell's gotten into you two?" Sydney snapped. "Why you actin' like blasted hyenas?"
Doc just laughed even harder.
"Ridiculous," Sydney complained. "This is a place of business."
"I gotcha, Pops," Julian chuckled. "We're goin' downstairs."
"Lock the front door then," Sydney ordered. "What're you, new?"
Julian locked the door, then he and Doc went down into the basement and stepped into the tall plastic box Sydney kept in a far, back corner.
"Why're we in the box?" Doc asked.
"Because you mentioned Phillip Jury," Julian replied.
"So?"
"So?! The Jury family is... Let's just say nobody talks 'bout the Jury family unless they're sayin' good things."
"I see. But can you find him?"
"Oh, I can find him," Julian said with a snort.
Of course he could. Julian already knew what Phillip Jury's favorite meal was; Doc just wasn't sure if he remembered that he knew it. Fernsby had hypnotized both LaRoches so they wouldn't remember any of Doc's previous requests regarding the Jury family.
"Can you find him kind of quick like?" Doc asked.
"Yeah, but I thought you won."
"You mean at the council?"
"Yeah."
"I did."
"Then that's it, isn't it?"
"That's not really how life works," Doc said. "Phillip Jury lost that round, but he's not done playing the game."
"Oh."
Doc couldn't see Julian's face, so he didn't know what "oh" meant exactly.
"Did you really close Blackwater?"
"Yes."
"Why do you do it?"
"Do what?"
"Go out of your way to save people? You're rich, right? You could do anything else."
"I'm good at killing people," Doc said, shrugging even though Julian couldn't see him.
"That's what you say," Julian snorted. "But that doesn't explain why you help people instead of hurting them."
"I do hurt them," Doc retorted. "Just today, it was pointed out to me that I've killed at least one hundred and fifty thousand people."
"At least!" Julian snorted. "But what's your point?"
"I kill. That's what I do."
"You really believe that?" Julian asked, tone amused.
Doc nearly stepped out into the light, but instead he said softly, "Don't you?"
"I believe you've killed a couple hundred thousand people," Julian said. "But I bet you've saved five times as many as that."
"How do you figure?" Doc asked.
"For instance, you killed Mitcham," Julian said.
"Yes?"
"You killed one man, and you saved hundreds. All you're doing is balancing the scales."
"The scales?" Doc said skeptically.
"Sure. Directly or indirectly, Mitcham killed hundreds of people. He was the predator, and they were the prey; but he overate; and a bigger predator, you, came along, and killed him to restore the balance."
"I'm not sure that makes sense," Doc said.
"You just don't want it to make sense," Julian retorted.
"Can you find Phillip Jury or not?" Doc asked, trying to get back to the actual point.
"Don't need to; I already know where he is."
Doc swallowed his sigh of frustration. "Is there a reason you didn't tell me that right away?"
"Yeah."
"And that reason is?"
"I like to push your buttons," Julian laughed.
He was going to kill Julian. And not to restore any balance, but just because he wanted to.
"Remember, if you kill me," Julian said, "I can't write down the address for you."
"You can't possibly know that I was thinking of killing you," Doc ground out.
"I kinda can," Julian replied. "Your nostrils flare just an itty bit when you want to kill someone, and I heard you make that noise."
"You're telling me that I have a kill tell?" Doc seethed.
"Yeah."
Francisco would be so ashamed.
"Most people probably don't see it more than once though," Julian added, "so it's not a big deal."
"Why're you so cheerful today?" Doc demanded.
"I dunno."
"I see. So you know where Phillip Jury is."
"I at least know where his Denver base of operations is," Julian corrected.
"Has Abigail Jury been there recently?"
"No. Phillip went to her after the council made their ruling, but they didn't speak long."
"How do you know that?" Doc asked.
"I have my ways," Julian said mysteriously. "Do you want the address?"
"That's why I came here, isn't it?"
"Yeah."
The door opened, allowing light to flow into the black plastic box, and Julian stepped out into the basement. He picked up a pad of paper, wrote down a line or two, and handed the slip of paper to Doc.
"Anything else?" he asked. 
"Does your father have any more artifacts that might protect me against witches?"
"Any more?" Julian questioned.
Doc had forgotten that they didn't remember selling him the Occultatum, Aqueduct's ring, or the amulet of Amos the Betrayer.
"Just anything," Doc said.
"No, not right now. There were a few items on the market 'bout a year ago, but they disappeared. It's really hard to get your hands on anti-witch artifacts since a witch had to make them in the first place. You know?"
"I know," Doc sighed. "Thank you for the information."
"No problem."
"Send the bill to Jervis."
"Nah," Julian said with a shrug. "I'll let you have this one."
"Thanks," Doc replied guardedly.
Julian was acting a little strange, and there was no way to be a hundred percent sure that he hadn't been compulsed. Or maybe it wasn't even Julian. Maybe it was someone pretending to be Julian. Doc quickly eliminated that thought since Julian had known about the bar Doc had pulled Selina out of, but he couldn't rule out compulsion.
"How immune to magic are you?" Doc asked casually. "Could you say, be hypnotized?"
Julian gave him a strange look and shrugged, "Who knows?"
"What about compulsion?"
"It's not as if I walk around asking witches to try stuff out on me," Julian mocked.
"So you don't know?"
"Pretty sure I can't be," Julian replied.
"But not a hundred percent sure?"
"What're you drivin' at?"
"Just wondering."
"Look," Julian said. "I can't be hypnotized or compulsed, alright?"
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"I know you have the Amos the Betrayer amulet," Julian said. "I just don't know why you're not wearin' it."
Interesting. "So you remember the last time I went up against the Jurys?" Doc asked skeptically.
"I do, but Pops doesn't. Apparently we work a bit differently. Just like he can see the glamours on top of a person, and I can't see anything, just the actual person." Julian paused, then said, "I'm not working for Phillip, I haven't been visited by any witches lately, and I'm on your side." He grinned and added, "Even if it doesn't always seem like it."
"Thank you," Doc said sincerely.
"Just... be careful," Julian said, humor gone.
Doc wished people would stop saying that. It was starting to make him nervous.
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It didn't surprise Doc that the address Julian had written down for him was different than the address VanLoo had given him. Not that VanLoo had been lying. It was far more likely that Phillip used several locations.
Both addresses were in norm sections of Denver, and both were in upper class areas. Never let it be said that Phillip Jury was slumming it.
This particular house sat along a street with several other houses. There was no gate, and the driveway was not overly long. All in all, the house was rather modest, but in a way that implied it was worth more than all the other houses around.
From his vantage point in the car he'd recently purchased from a man downtown, Doc couldn't see any guards. Over the last thirty minutes, no one had come or gone; but he couldn't tell for sure if anyone was actually inside the house.
He took the witch fetish from his pocket and hung it around his neck. Colors began to swirl and dance through the air, making patterns, but Doc didn't know what anything meant. He studied the driveway and house, trying to see if anything looked wrong or out of place.
It took him a while to see any kind of discernable patterns, but once he recognized them, he could see that the patterns around the windows were different than the patterns around the front door. He didn't know what that meant, but he decided to assume it meant he needed to stay away from the windows.
He'd feel a little better about just walking in the front door if he knew what was inside. For all he knew, an entire army of witches was there, just twiddling their thumbs and waiting for him to show up.
Doc pulled out his phone and texted Jervis. "Where are you?"
"Almost to Philadelphia," Jervis replied. "Where are you?"
"Sitting outside one of Phillip's houses."
"Are you going to go in?"
"Probably."
"Is Phillip inside?"
"I don't know. If Jury were here, he could send in Winks."
"If Emily were there, she could send in an ant."
"Ants can only see so much," Doc countered.
"Then she could send in a fly," Jervis shot back.
"Flies get killed all the time."
"I don't know why you're being so stubborn about this," Jervis said.
"I only have one weakness, Jervis," Doc texted back. "It's not pain or death or a myriad of other things some people might fear. It's people."
"Is this about Bluegrass?"
"Not particularly," Doc replied. "It's just easier if I don't have to worry about anyone."
"Easier for you," Jervis retorted.
Doc chuckled softly and replied, "I suppose that's true. Anyway, I'm pretty sure the front door is safe. Text me when you have Jury."
"I will not forgive you if you get yourself killed."
"Don't worry; I promise to haunt you."
Jervis didn't respond, and Doc slipped his phone back into his pocket and gazed at the house once more.
He'd fought several witches over the last year, and all of them, except three, had had the exact same weakness. They relied too much on their magic. Jury had been the same when Doc had first met him, and it had taken Doc a number of years to convince Jury he needed to be able to use his hands in a fight.
Phillip's house faded as a memory overtook Doc.
"It just seems like a waste of time," Jury complained. "I mean, why would I ever not have magic?"
They were standing in a grassy field far outside the city, and Doc raised an eyebrow at Jury's words.
"I'm going to try to kill you now," Doc drawled. "Stop me."
Without another word, he rushed Jury, plowing into him and driving him to the ground. In another second, he had Jury in a chokehold and was gently applying pressure.
"Stop me," Doc ordered.
"There's nothing out here," Jury gasped.
"But I thought you always had magic?"
"I do!" Jury snapped.
"Where is it?"
"Goddamn you," Jury hissed, struggling to break free.
Doc tightened his hold. Jury gasped and clawed at Doc's face, but Doc just turned his head to the side. Jury pulled on Doc's hair and beat on his head, but Doc didn't budge; and eventually, Jury stopped fighting.
"There's no reason you couldn't have used magic," Doc said offhandedly as he stood.
"How so?" Jury asked petulantly.
"There're plenty of rocks out here," Doc observed. "There're roots. I even saw a few hefty sticks."
Jury's cheeks flamed bright red.
"But," Doc added, "I really think it would be more efficient to just learn how to fight."
"Fine," Jury grumbled.
And so he had. He wasn't as good as Jervis or Doc, but he didn't need to be. He was a witch, after all, and a fairly powerful one at that. With focus, he'd learned to notice weapons without even noticing them; and Doc knew it would be difficult to beat Jury now if they were fighting for real.
And that's exactly why he was still sitting in the car, watching the house, and doing nothing. Knowing what he knew of Jury, he was a little leery of Phillip. Especially since he'd given all of his protections to Jervis.
"Fuck it," Doc finally said, stepping from the car. "Can't live forever."
He stuffed the witch fetish back into his pocket, strolled up the sidewalk, and tried the door knob. It was locked, and he could have just broken it, but instead he deftly picked it with a pin he kept hidden in one of his bracelets. Then he turned the knob and stepped inside the house.
There was a strange air of disuse to the place which surprised him. He ran his finger along a side table, frowning when it came away dusty. He just couldn't imagine Phillip staying in a house without any servants, especially if his three sons and Drustan were also staying with him; but maybe he only used this house to meet with people.
Doc walked slowly towards the back of the house, where he assumed the study would be. He opened each door as he passed it, unease filling him when he saw that the rooms were filled with furniture covered in dust sheets. This house was not used, but Julian had been convinced that it was.
Doc continued walking down the hallway until he reached the study. When he pushed open the door, he felt a tingle rush up his hand and stop at one of Jury's bracelets; and he cringed, wondering what he'd just avoided.
Doc stepped carefully inside the room, eyes sweeping it, checking to see if anyone was there. The room was empty, but it was clearly being used because there were papers all over the desk and not a bit of dust on any of the surfaces.
Doc moved around to the front of the desk and read one of the top papers. It was a letter from a Jury in England, and it was either written in code or the most boring villain letter of all time because the only sentence that made any real sense to Doc was the last one. "Everything is ready for your return."
He leafed through several stacks of papers, scanning for any mention of Jury, the artifact, or any sort of diabolical plan to take over the world. There were a few letters from various Baudelaires, another handful from different Jury relations, and five of the letters were just signed "Alex". Doc read those letters several times, but nothing that was said meant anything to him. At all. Not even a mundane "how is the weather there" type of sense.
He made a mental note to ask the next person he tortured about Alex as he carefully rearranged the papers so it wasn't obvious he'd been there. Then he put back on the witch fetish and studied the room and desk looking for odd patterns. There were several, and he approached a section near the fireplace. He reached out and felt along it with his fingertips, but he didn't feel any triggers or switches.
"You have to be a witch to open it," Phillip said from behind Doc.
"It's handy you're here then," Doc drawled as he turned to face him.
"You did set off the alarm," Phillip said evenly.
Something about the way Phillip was standing was strange, but Doc couldn't quite say what it was.
"I don't suppose you'd like to tell me your master plan," Doc said as he slid one foot forward.
"Suffice to say you're not part of it," Phillip replied.
"I'm crushed."
Doc glanced out the study windows, searching for guards. There was no way Phillip had been stupid enough to come alone.
"Who's Alex?" Doc asked, taking another careful step.
"My brother."
"Well, that was easy," Doc said cheerfully. "I didn't even have to torture you."
Phillip hadn't moved yet, which confused Doc. Witches typically tried to keep a little distance from him. Enough distance that he couldn't touch them. He took one more step, stopping when Phillip smiled.
Doc glanced down. He was still wearing the witch fetish, so he could see quite clearly that the area of floor he was standing on was pulsing strangely. He didn't know what the pulsing signified, but he could certainly see it.
"I don't need to hide my plan from you," Phillip said lazily. "Because you're already dead."
Doc shrugged and tried to step away from the strange section of floor, but found he couldn't move. He reached out one hand until it touched the wall of air that was in front of him and turned in a tight circle, trailing his hand along the invisible surface.  
"Fortunately for you, I'm not interested in making a spectacle of you," Phillip said, stepping a little closer. "So your death will be quite painful, but also very private. Just you and me."
"How thoughtful," Doc said.
Phillip grinned cruelly, and Doc again struggled to pinpoint exactly what was different about him.
"I was going to wait for you to suffocate," Phillip murmured. "But I've decided that would take far too long, and I'd rather watch you scream."
Doc had never faced a wall of air yet that could hold him, but he was curious to see where Phillip was going with this, so he decided to let it play out. He adopted a concerned look and pretended to frantically feel the wall, but what he was really doing was covering up his motion as he pulled one of his knives.
"I've envisioned this moment so many times," Phillip snarled. "You're at my mercy, and before long, you'll be begging for your life."
Doc had to work not to laugh. Phillip really didn't know him.
"I think we'll start small," Phillip said.
A blue spark flickered, and suddenly the air around Doc began to burn. It wasn't a raging flame, but it was hot; hot enough to singe his hair.
Doc drew himself up, gathering his strength, then hurled himself through the fire into the wall of air. He crashed against it and rebounded, bashing into the other side.
Outside the cage, Phillip laughed. "You should've seen your face," he snorted. "The surprise!"
And suddenly, Doc knew exactly what was wrong with Phillip. He wasn't Phillip.
But that was a revelation for later. Right now, his clothes were starting to burn. Doc flipped the knife in his hand so he was holding it like an ice pick and slammed the tip into the barrier.
The air wall shattered under Doc's blow, and Doc hurtled through the crack before it could reseal, crashing into fake Phillip. As they fell to the floor, Doc raised his arm and drove the knife into fake Phillip's heart.
Doc didn't even feel his impact with the floor because heat suddenly tore into his tattoo. Power jolted through his limbs, hotter than fire; and Doc gasped, caught in a storm of intense pleasure and severe pain. He rolled onto his back, breathing shallowly as the surge of power pulsed down his limbs. When the heat had finally faded some, he glanced to the side. Fake Phillip was gone; and in his place was a very dead William Jury, the third of Phillip's sons.
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Doc stared at William Jury's face, uncertainty filling him. Why would William have come after Doc alone? After all, Doc had already taken down William once, and surely the Jurys could learn from past experiences. He shook his head slightly at the idea of a Jury learning anything. Although, to be fair, William had thought to put him inside a burning box; which Doc could admit was a mildly clever move.
"Will?! Where are you?" someone shouted.
So William hadn't come alone. Which was just as well since Doc needed answers.
Doc scrambled silently to his feet, grabbed his duffle bag off the floor, and dashed across the room to stand beside the study door. 
Edward stalked into the room, sighing heavily when he saw William's dead body. "Goddamn idiot," Edward muttered, poking William's side with his foot.
Doc curbed his desire to smack talk, as Julian had called it, and silently approached Edward, clocking him over the back of the head with his fist. Edward crumpled to the floor, and Doc quickly gagged him and duct taped his arms and legs together. Then he tossed Edward over his shoulder and, knowing there had to be more men in the house, took a chance and jumped through the study window. A tingle of magic feathered over his skin, but nothing else happened, so Doc dashed across the yard towards his car.
Shouts rang out behind him, tree branches suddenly decided to fall all around him, and rocks hurtled through the air, pelting Doc's head. Doc ignored it all, focusing on his car. Ten more steps and he'd be there.
A tree limb suddenly grazed Doc's side and speared into the front passenger door of Doc's car. Whoever was trying to stop him obviously wasn't overly concerned about Edward's wellbeing. But Doc was; he needed Edward alive.
Doc tore open the back door of the car, shoved Edward inside, climbed between the front seats, and slid into the driver's seat. He started the car, shifted into first gear, and tore off down the street, grinning when the back door slammed closed just as he'd known it would. He loved it when things went his way.
"Spoke too soon," Doc muttered as he watched a thin curl of smoke drift off the front seat. He watched the smoke from the corner of his eye as he drove, sighing irritably when the seat suddenly burst into flames.
"Goddamn witches," Doc muttered, pressing the gas pedal to the floor.
The flames spread quickly, much faster than a normal fire, but Doc just kept driving. Burns would heal, and he simply didn't have the advantage in an all-out battle against a bunch of witches.
He glanced in the rearview mirror, frowning when he saw a black SUV right behind him. He needed to gain a little distance, and then he needed to get the hell out of this car.
The car was filled with smoke now, and it was starting to cloud his vision, but he didn't want to roll down the windows because he was fairly certain the extra air would just encourage the fire to spread faster.
He had just turned down a side street and was heading for a less populated neighborhood when he remembered that he was dealing with Jurys, and you couldn't hide from a Jury. So it didn't matter how far he ran, they'd still find him.
"I guess we'll do this a different way," he muttered, glancing over his shoulder to see if the fire had spread to the back of the car yet. It hadn't, which gave him a little time since he didn't want Edward to burn to death.
Doc slowed, allowing the SUV to gain on him, then slammed his brakes and spun the wheel, turning the car sideways so the passenger side was facing the oncoming vehicle. The SUV slammed into it so hard Doc's car nearly flipped onto its side.
As soon as the vehicles stopped skidding across the pavement, Doc jumped from his car and ran towards the SUV. He tore open the front door, popped the air bag with his knife, then stabbed the driver in the throat. Doc ripped his knife back out, and blood spewed everywhere, splattering Doc's face.
His clothes were still burning, and his skin was blistering, but he barely felt it now because raw power was rushing into his tattoo and out into his limbs.
Doc reached across the dead driver and grabbed the man in the passenger seat by his neck. With a tight squeeze and a quick yank, Doc tore out the front of the man's throat. More power poured into him, healing his burned skin.
Doc released the man he'd just killed and moved to open the back door, but just as he reached for the handle, the door swung open, catching Doc in the chest. Even though he managed to keep his feet, the impact tossed Doc backwards. And before Doc could rush forward again, a witch stepped from the SUV and snarled, "Mr. Jury will reward me handsomely when I bring him your head."
Doc raised an eyebrow. The man's hands were empty. He had no weapons, and Doc wondered how exactly he planned to remove his head. He didn't have time for a drawn-out conversation though, so he just tossed the knife he was holding and watched as it tore through the man's skull. Witches were really kind of disappointing to fight; they just didn't seem to understand how reality worked.
Doc retrieved his knife from the man's head and stepped into the SUV. One of the remaining passengers was struggling frantically with his seatbelt, and the other one was pointing a gun at Doc's chest.
Doc tossed his knife, killing the seatbelt man first, then jumped towards the man with the gun and ripped it from his hands even as the man pulled the trigger. A bullet tore through Doc's hand, but it didn't stop Doc from turning the gun around and shooting the man in his head. Heat flowed lazily into Doc's tattoo, waving out into his body, healing anything that hadn't yet healed.
"Witches," Doc said dismissively. "They'd be goddamn dangerous if they ever learned how to fight."
He tore his knife free from the dead man before walking back to his car. It was still on fire, and the fire had finally spread to the backseat. Edward was awake now, bucking frantically, but his efforts did nothing to put out the flames creeping up his legs.
"You're just making it worse," Doc chastised, pulling Edward from the car and slapping Edward's bound legs until they were no longer burning.
Doc took a quick glance around the neighborhood. He could already hear sirens, and there were a few people watching him from a cautious distance. He didn't have much time. He needed a place to work, and he needed it quickly. He was beginning to regret not just dealing with them at the house. In retrospect, it would have been much easier, but he just kept expecting one of them to actually put up a real fight.
His eyes swept the skyline, trying to place his location, and when he recognized one of the nearby buildings, he grinned, tossed Edward over his shoulder, and started jogging down the street, smiling at the few people he passed.
"Nice day today," Doc said cheerfully. "I think spring's almost here." No one responded; they just stared at him with wide eyes.
Doc quickly passed them, cut across a yard, and up another street. After glancing over his shoulder to make sure he wasn't being watched, he walked quickly up to the door of one of his safe houses, keyed in the code, and stepped inside.
"Ah, this is nice," Doc said as he dropped Edward onto one of the kitchen chairs. "Just a little you and me time. It's all I've ever wanted." Edward glared at him, which just made Doc chuckle.
Doc reached into his bag with one hand and pulled out a roll of duct tape. He taped Edward to the chair and then, with a rather theatrical movement, retrieved the jar of rot mites.
"They're still a little fat from feasting on VanLoo," Doc said conversationally. "But I think they'll do the trick."
Edward's eyes widened, and he shook his head.
Doc shrugged. "I really don't trust you, so I have to use them. It's fair though. Just consider it payback for all the nasty things you've done to me over the years."
Doc emptied the jar out onto Edward's head before turning to search the kitchen for whiskey.
"I owe Jervis a raise," Doc said as he opened a bottle and took a long slow drink. "No better drink than whiskey," Doc said, sitting across from Edward. "But you know how much I love my whiskey, don't you? Remember when you had all my bottles poisoned? That was not a fun night."
Edward was struggling weakly against his bonds, but Doc could tell he'd already given up. Edward was not a fighter; he never had been.
"What about that time you had me assassinated?" Doc said thoughtfully. "I hadn't ever been shot through the heart before, and for a second there I wasn't sure I was going to make it."
Doc pulled out his bloody knife and tapped it thoughtfully on Edward's knee. "But none of that is why I'm going to torture you to death. I'm going to torture you to death because of Bennie. There was no need to kill Bennie, especially not like that."
Edward actually rolled his eyes, so Doc ripped the tape from his mouth and said, "What?"
"Who cares about a filthy Worm?"
"I do," Doc ground out, stabbing his knife into Edward's thigh.
Edward screeched loudly, and Doc twisted the knife, watching as blood bubbled past the blade. In between his moans of pain, Edward managed to yell an entire string of Latin. Air tore across Doc's face like shards of glass, and he slammed his palm into Edward's mouth, knocking out several of his teeth.
"Naughty, naughty," Doc murmured as he placed another strip of tape over Edward's mouth.
Doc cut off the tips of two of Edward's fingers, ignoring Edward's muffled sounds of pain, then held out the bloody tips in front of Edward's face.
"If you try to use magic on me again, it'll be your balls instead. Do you understand?" Doc asked sternly.
Edward tried to glare at him, but Doc raised his knife threateningly, and Edward nodded instead.
Doc poked at the rot mites on Edward's head, and they started buzzing. Doc studied them curiously as they grew fatter and fatter.
"I guess they weren't entirely full yet," Doc commented. He removed the tape once more and said, "Tell me why your father wants Jury."
"Fuck you!" Edward snarled.
"Interesting," Doc murmured.
He shoved his knife back into the wound on Edward's thigh and moved the knife in a circular motion before yanking it free again. Edward was pretending to be brave, but tears were coursing down his pale cheeks.
Doc wiped the knife blade on Edward's face, leaving a smear of blood, then he carefully and slowly began to cut off Edward's ear.
"What're you doing?!" Edward shrieked, finally losing his composure.
"Torturing you," Doc replied. "I believe you're familiar with the concept. VanLoo said you like to torture things. See, I ask you a question, and if you don't answer, I cut something off. But that's not why you torture, is it?"
"You're out of your mind!" Edward yelled. "Father's going to cut you into pieces!"
"Perhaps," Doc murmured. "But not in time to save you."
Doc sliced downward, catching Edward's ear as it fell.
"I think I'll have you eat it, just to see if you will," Doc said pleasantly as he held the ear up in front of Edward's face.
"I don't know why he wants Thomas!" Edward exclaimed. "He keeps his plans to himself."
"But he does want Jury?"
"Yes," Edward whimpered.
"Who is Alex?"
Without hesitation, Edward replied, "Our brother."
That was exactly what William had said, but it still didn't make sense to Doc. He frowned inwardly, running over the list of Jury's brothers once more. There were seven of them. Edward, Ackley, William, Ethan, Charles, Stewart, and Edmund. So unless one of them went by his middle name, Alex was not on the list.
"Jury's never mentioned him," Doc said carefully.
"Thomas didn't ever meet him," Edward snarled. "He ran away so he could play worthless gambler with you."
"Alex is the eldest?" Doc guessed.
"Yes. He's Father's son with Catherine Baudelaire."
"Oh," Doc murmured.
Pieces of the puzzle that had always confused Doc started falling into place.
"After Father tears you limb from limb," Edward snarled, "I'm going to piss on your body." There was an edge of fear to his eyes, but Edward honestly believed Phillip would save him.
Which reminded Doc that he didn't have much time. He needed to know how to find Phillip. On the other hand, he could just wait for Phillip to come to him. If Doc sat here long enough, the Jurys would probably show up in force. And judging by the recent car chase, even if a group of witches descended on him, he stood a pretty good chance.
Decision made, Doc grinned widely and said, "Let's see what you know, shall we?"
Doc cut as many pieces from Edward as Edward had cut from Bennie, and in that time he gleaned very little useful information. Apparently the only one who knew Phillip's plan was Phillip. And maybe Drustan and Alex, but Edward didn't even know that much. All he knew was where Phillip was.
Unfortunately, it took Doc four hours to realize that no one was coming to save Edward, which made him feel a little foolish. Edward must have realized it earlier, because at some point he started sobbing and begging for death.
"They aren't coming to get you, are they?" Doc murmured, unease filling him.
It had never occurred to him that Phillip wouldn't come after Edward. Edward was his son. But Doc had forgotten that Phillip viewed all his children as assets and commodities, and apparently Edward was no longer of any use to Phillip.
"Goddamn it," Doc snapped.
Phillip knew that Edward knew where he was, and he also knew that Edward would break; so by this time, Phillip was surely long gone. Which brought Doc back to square one.
He pulled out his phone to text Jervis, frowning when he saw that the fire had warped it. He tapped the screen, but nothing happened.
"Shit," he muttered.
Without a word, Doc stabbed Edward through the heart. He didn't pay any attention to the heat pouring into him, just quickly stuffed the rot mites back into the jar and ran to the garage.
For once he took no notice of the car, just grabbed the keys, pressed the garage door opener, and headed out.
His heart was pounding, and he wasn't sure why. Everything was fine. It had to be fine. Jervis was with Jury, and they were both at the hotel, arguing about something. Phillip was hiding in a hole somewhere, trying to figure out his next move. And Doc hadn't screwed up anything by wasting four hours torturing Edward.
But in spite of his self-reassurances, Doc knew something was wrong. He just didn't know what.
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"Where's Jury?" Doc demanded when he crashed into Jervis's office thirty minutes later.
"I've been trying to call you," Jervis stated, face grave.
"Where's Jury?" Doc repeated. He already knew what the answer was. He just needed to hear it.
"I don't know," Jervis said softly.
"Goddamn it!" Doc exclaimed.
"He was already gone when I arrived," Jervis added.
Doc collapsed into one of Jervis's chairs and gripped his head, trying to calm the rush of emotions that had torn through him at Jervis's words.
"We'll find him," Jervis insisted.
"I know we will," Doc sighed. "I even know where to look, but that's not really the point."
"What is the point?"
"The point is that Phillip has the artifact of compulsion."
"How is that the point?"
"It means Jury won't be on our side anymore," Doc said.
"Oh."
"Goddamn it, Jervis! Do you have any idea... He's the most powerful of them all. And with his mind... with his abilities... under Phillip's control..."
"I see."
"We're so goddamn... I just..."
He couldn't say it. He refused. Somehow, someway, he'd find a way to get Jury back. He would. And he'd kill Phillip while he did it.
"What do you need from me?" Jervis asked.
"Nothing," Doc said. "I'm going to do this one on my own."
"That's ridiculous."
"I need you here, Jervis!" Doc exclaimed. "I need you to protect Aine and the Baker children and Tucker and... All of them!"
"We have people for that," Jervis retorted.
"But I only trust you!" Doc shot back.
"You cannot expect to defeat the Jurys on their own turf," Jervis stated firmly.
"I've done it before."
"They didn't know you were coming! This time Phillip Jury will know you're coming because you've already proven you'll do anything for Jury."
"You're right," Doc sighed.
"Of course I'm right."
"But I still need you to stay here."
"Fine. But I'm worth at least twenty."
"At least," Doc replied, laughing dryly.
"So who will replace me?"
"I don't know."
"Figure it out," Jervis ordered.
Doc sighed heavily. He wanted to go upstairs and fall into bed and sleep. He wanted to drown his failures in whiskey. He wanted to go back in time and never leave Jury alone.
"Phillip's been five steps ahead of me this whole time," Doc mumbled.
"It's a little hard to predict where someone will be when you don't know their destination," Jervis pointed out.
"I should have known his destination," Doc said. "And I shouldn't have left Jury."
"But you didn't know he wanted Jury," Jervis countered.
"I should have known; I should have always known."
"That's ridiculous. You are not going to make this into a thing. Jury is a grown man, and you are not responsible for keeping him safe."
"Is that the way you feel about me?" Doc asked.
"If I honestly believed it was my responsibility to keep you safe, I would have walked into the furnace a hundred years ago," Jervis said flatly.
"I see," Doc said, chuckling softly.
"You know that Phillip needs Jury. So hypothetically, he's not in any danger."
"Hypothetically," Doc replied.
"But I would still suggest you move your ass."
"I agree," Doc said. "There are a few things I need to tie up, and then I'll fly out. If they're willing, I'd like the extraction team to come along."
"Done," Jervis said.
"I'll need Emily. Dublin, Ana, and Ina. Scratch that," Doc said thoughtfully. "I'm ordering Dublin home. He has a wife and cubs to take care of now; he doesn't need to be running around."
"Very good, sir," Jervis said. "Who else?"
"I want Callisto. If she's willing."
"That's only eight."
"Send me James. And... I'll need some witches."
"Do you have anyone in mind?"
"I wouldn't dare trust any of them except the Northwestern ones," Doc muttered. "Have Fernsby pick me out five of them."
"Fernsby?" Jervis said skeptically.
"He grew on me."
"Fourteen."
"Yes, I can count," Doc replied, rolling his eyes. "You pick the rest. I've got to go run my errands."
"Everything will be ready on your return."
"Thank you."
"And, Hans?"
"Yes?"
"You'll need these." Jervis handed him the pile of artifacts Doc had forced onto Jervis earlier. "I expect you to wear them without fail."
"Yes, sir," Doc said, smiling slightly.
"Now get out of here," Jervis snapped. "I have work to do."
After a quick call to Julian to get the address and a short taxi ride, Doc knocked on Abigail Jury's door. He was slightly taken aback when Abigail answered it herself. The Mrs. Jury he knew would have never opened her own door.
"Doc," she said softly.
"Abigail."
He still wasn't certain he trusted her; but what was worse, was that he wasn't sure he could trust his own evaluation of her.
"Come in," she said.
He stepped inside, and she closed the door behind him. He suddenly felt very awkward. Whether or not he trusted her, he'd killed two of her sons today.
"I'm sorry," he said gently. He wasn't sorry for killing them; he was sorry for causing her pain.
"What for?" she asked.
"Do you know why Phillip's taken Jury?" he replied, ignoring her question.
"Taken him? Where?" she asked, surprise seeming truly genuine.
"To England," Doc said.
"Why would he do that?"
"I don't know. Did you know Phillip has a son with Catherine Baudelaire?"
The color left Abigail's face, and she whispered, "Surely you jest."
"I don't," Doc said. He was certain she wasn't lying to him; she looked truly shocked. "I've more bad news, I'm afraid," Doc said softly. "I killed Edward and William today."
She blinked rapidly. "You... You killed them?"
"Yes."
"They're dead?"
"Yes."
"I see," she murmured, looking down at the floor. "I assume you had your reasons," she whispered.
"I did."
"Then I will grieve them, and I will know that it was necessary," she said calmly.
He'd braced himself for an explosion, and he would have preferred it to her cold acceptance.
"Wouldn't you rather beat my chest and yell at me?" Doc said.
"Whatever for?"
"I killed your sons," Doc pressed.
"And I will mourn them."
"I see."
For a tense moment neither of them said anything. Doc honestly didn't know what else to say.
Finally, he broke the silence by saying, "I could use your assistance."
"To retrieve Thomas?"
"No, I'll take care of that on my own."
"You're going to kill Phillip," she stated.
"If it works out."
"Then what do you need from me?"
"Just come with me," Doc said.
"What are we doing?" Abigail asked as they walked up the walkway towards Simon's office.
"Paying Simon a visit."
"Why do you need me for that? You aren't going to kill him, are you?" she demanded.
"No," Doc laughed. "I quite like Simon; he's a good man."
"So are you," Abigail said softly.
"Maybe," Doc replied.
They entered Simon's office, and Doc forced a grin to his face. "Simon! I feel like I haven't seen you in days."
Simon's eyebrow rose, and he said, "It's only been two days."
"Is that all?" Doc laughed, sitting across from him. "You know Mrs. Jury obviously?"
"Yes," Simon replied, giving Abigail a polite nod.
"Anyway, I just have a few things I'd like to discuss with you."
"It's after midnight," Simon pointed out irritably.
"That's never bothered you before," Doc said.
"Indeed," Simon sighed. "What did you want to discuss?"
"One, with your approval, I'd like to make Sagena the head of the Magistratus."
"What about Dublin?"
"I want you to bring him home; his wife is missing him."
"Alright. What else?"
"I'd like you to fire Ana and Ina."
"Fire?" Simon demanded.
"Yes, fire."
"Are you sure that's wise?"
"It'll be fine," Doc assured him.
Simon made that noise he sometimes made when he wanted to strangle Doc and asked wearily, "What else?"
"Do you have everything in place to reinstate the regional councils?"
"I do."
"Is there any paperwork that needs to be signed?"
Simon's eyes narrowed briefly, and he said, "Is everything okay?"
"Everything's fine," Doc said cheerfully. "Just attending to my duties."
Simon slid a pile of paperwork across the desk, and Doc looked through it, signing as he went.
"Does that bring us up to date?" Doc asked when he was finished.
"Yes."
"Is there anything we need to discuss?"
"Not that I'm aware of."
"Good, good," Doc said with a nod. He turned his head to the side, winked at Abigail, and said, "What was that, Simon? You want to play a round of poker? It's after midnight!"
"What the hell are you talking about?" Simon demanded.
"You just challenged me to a game of five card stud."
"I did?"
"You did. You heard him, didn't you, Abigail?"
"I did," Abigail said breezily.
"Fine," Simon sighed. "It's not as if I had plans."
"I'm sure Aine won't mind waiting another twenty minutes," Doc drawled.
He pulled his cards from his pocket, sighing in relief when he saw the fire hadn't touched them, shuffled quickly, and began to deal. He knew each card intimately by feel alone, and each card went where he told it to go.
"I call," Doc said when all the cards were dealt.
Simon flipped his card without looking, revealing a royal flush.
"Oh dear," Doc said softly. "I do believe that beats my straight." He flipped his card, just for fun, revealing a four of clubs. "I concede," Doc said with a heavy sigh. "You win; you're the better man."
"Are you sure you're feeling okay?" Simon asked worriedly.
"I feel fine," Doc chuckled. "Would you please take note, Abigail, that Simon Redgrove challenged the current tetrarch and won?"
"Noted," Abigail said.
Doc stood. "As such, I hand the mantel of leadership over to you, Tetrarch Redgrove."
"Doc," Simon growled. "What the hell are you doing?"
"Protecting the Hidden," Doc said solemnly. "That is my job, after all."
"Doc—"
"As the head of the witch's council, do you accept this turn of events?" Doc asked Abigail.
"I do."
"Excellent. Tetrarch Redgrove, you're better with words than I am, will you write something up? I'd like this moment to be properly witnessed."
"Doc," Simon said once more. "Why're you doing this?"
"Because it needs done. Hurry now; you have plans, remember?"
Simon struggled visibly for a minute, but then he pulled out a blank piece of paper and started writing. When he was finished, he read over it before pushing it across the table to Doc.
Doc read through it, making sure it said what he wanted it to say, then signed it with great flourish and passed the paper to Abigail. She also signed.
"I expect you to support Tetrarch Redgrove as fully as you would support me," Doc told Abigail.
"I will," she promised.
"Excellent. It's been a pleasure, Simon. You were a superb advisor, but I'm convinced you'll be an even better tetrarch."
Doc reached out his hand, and after a brief hesitation, Simon grasped it, giving Doc a firm shake in spite of the fact that his hand was trembling.
"Good luck," Doc said, laughing slightly.
"I don't believe in luck," Simon replied, eyes full of emotion.
"Just because you don't believe in it, doesn't mean it doesn't like you," Doc said, grinning widely. He turned to leave, but paused at the door and said, "And by the way, you inherited a secretary. One Mr. Archie Greenwood. I'll have Jervis put him in contact with you."
"A secretary?" Simon sputtered. "But I don't need—"
"Doesn't matter," Doc laughed. "You've got him."
He left before Simon could make any further protests, rolling his eyes when he saw Nick waiting for him outside of Simon's building.
"You've abandoned your post," Doc chastised.
"I did no such thing," Nick growled.
"You surely have. Here you are outside, loitering, while the tetrarch sits unprotected at his desk."
Nick's eyes crinkled in confusion. "But... You're right here," he managed to say.
"Ah," Doc drawled. "But I'm not the tetrarch."
"What?!"
"I suggest you report to Tetrarch Redgrove immediately," Doc added.
"Tetrarch Redgrove?" Nick stuttered.
"You'll figure it out," Doc shrugged before offering his arm to Abigail and strolling towards the Hidden exit.
"That was a very... nice thing you did," Abigail said as they left the Hidden.
"It wasn't nice," Doc countered. "It was necessary."
"Is this because of Thomas?" she asked.
"Not really," Doc murmured.
"What do you mean?"
"I've been planning this ever since Simon tricked me into killing Mitcham; I was just waiting for the right occasion."
"Tricked you?"
"Yes. I was planning something quite different, but Simon said if I didn't kill Mitcham, rule would just pass to his second in command."
"I see," she laughed softly.
"I was not thrilled when the council declared me tetrarch."
"You filled the role well though," Abigail mused.
"For a time."
"Are you going to go get Thomas now?"
"Yes."
"Phillip has many allies in England," she warned.
"I know."
"I can't help you," she said.
"I didn't ask you to."
"I would but—"
"It's better if you don't," Doc said, cutting her off. "I need you here to help Simon."
"I will," she promised.
"What changed?" Doc asked, pausing on the sidewalk.
She didn't pretend to misunderstand. "This might sound trite," she said, voice regretful, "but after spending time with you I realized Phillip never really listened to me. Not the way you did."
She paused and looked down at the ground. "I've participated in at least three plots to kill you, and you... You still tried to help me. Then you came for Thomas. You came to save him from us, but you still didn't kill us, even after everything we'd done. And I don't understand why."
She shook her head and said, "That's not true, I do understand why. You love Thomas," she said simply, finally meeting Doc's eyes. "You love him more than any of us ever have. He's your son, your brother, your friend. And he was none of that to us."
Tears welled in her eyes, and she whispered, "I'm certain it's too late for me to be a mother, at least a good mother; but by leading the council I can at least right some of the wrongs we've perpetrated."
"I wouldn't say it's ever too late," Doc said. "I can't tell you how many times Jury's forgiven me for... whatever it was I did. Jury doesn't hold grudges," Doc added. "Not like I do."
"You should go," she said, standing on her tiptoes and kissing his cheek. "Bring Thomas home."
"I will," Doc promised.
Abigail smiled gently, then raised her hand to hail a passing taxi. Doc opened the passenger door for her and helped her inside, then watched as the taxi drove out of view.
He liked the new Abigail. She had backbone, but she also had a sensitivity that the previous Abigail had lacked. But what he liked the most was that she was willing to change. Mortals, who typically only lived to be ninety or so, found it difficult, if not impossible, to change. But Abigail Jury, at more than four hundred years of age, had faced herself and said, "This isn't who I want to be."
Doc grinned and whistled happily as he turned the other way and started walking. If Abigail Jury could change, there surely was hope for the world.
His phone beeped, and Doc pulled it out of his pocket and read the message from Jervis.
"Ana and Ina will meet you in England. Emily and the others are waiting for you at the airport. You'll stop in Philadelphia to pick up the rest."
"Good work," Doc replied.
"Did you expect poor work?"
"Take the compliment," Doc retorted.
"I will. And by the way, perhaps in the future you'll apprise me of life-changing decisions. Now I have to cancel my order of linens."
"Linens?"
"Quite. Every self-respecting tetrarch should have their initials embroidered on everything. You know that," Jervis reprimanded.
"I do?"
"I swear you go out of your way to make my life difficult."
"Surely you only had D.H. embroidered on them?" Doc replied, chuckling softly.
"Hardly. T.Dr.J.H.H.K.P.H."
"That's a mouthful," Doc replied. "You must have seen this coming."
"I'm surprised it took you so long," Jervis retorted.
"I should've told you."
"I enjoy learning through the grapevine," Jervis texted back.
Jervis had a way of chastising that really stung.
"You know I don't really plan these things out," Doc said.
"I know."
"I'm sorry," Doc replied.
"By the way," Jervis texted, "there's no whiskey on the plane."
"That's just cruel."
"At least you heard it from me."
"I said I was sorry."
"But I could hear the question mark."
"There was no question mark!" Doc retorted.
"But there would have been."
"Goddamn it, Jervis!"
"Pierre's calling."
"It's after midnight!"
"He's making croissants."
"I'm sorry," Doc said once more. "I really should have told you."
"There's still no whiskey on the plane."
Doc rolled his eyes and put away his phone. He'd show Jervis. He'd buy his own whiskey. He waved down a taxi, got inside, and said, "Take me to the nearest liquor store."
"It's two in the morning," the driver replied.
"Meaning?"
"All the liquor stores are closed."
"Oh."
"You wanna go to a bar?"
"No," Doc sighed. And instead he gave the driver the address for Mitcham's private airfield.
"You win this round," he texted Jervis.
"I always do," Jervis texted back.
During the ride to the airport, Doc thought about his plan and realized he had no plan. No plan whatsoever, unless the phrase "get Jury back" counted as a plan.
He wished Phillip hadn't left the country. Doc didn't have a Julian in England. Or a Jervis. Or a Virta. And he certainly didn't have a Jury.
"This plan stinks," he muttered.
"You say something?" the driver asked.
"No," Doc replied. "Just talking to myself."
"They say that's the first sign of insanity," the driver laughed.
"They're wrong," Doc murmured. "They always are."
When they reached the airfield, Doc paid the driver and headed towards the plane. Emily was waiting at the end of the stairs.
"Thanks for coming," Doc said. "Is everyone boarded?"
"Yes, sir."
"Did Jervis load the rot mites, the plastic coffins, and other odds and ends?"
"Yes, sir."
"Then we're ready to go?"
"Yes."
"Is there really no whiskey on board?"
Emily's eyes shot to the side. She cleared her throat, then said, "Jervis had me pour it all out."
"Goddamn. I hate dry plane rides." Doc stifled an unexpected yawn and added, "I guess it's time to go then."
"Yes, sir."
He climbed up the stairs in front of her; and when he stepped inside the plane, he surveyed the occupied seats, stopping when his eyes landed on Tucker.
"What the hell are you doing here?" Doc demanded.
Tucker jumped up and said, "J-Dog's in trouble!"
"And?"
"And I'm gonna help you get him back."
"And how exactly are you going to help?" Doc drawled.
Tucker straightened his shoulders and said, "J-Dog taught me how to shoot, and he gave me one of those fancy guns of his, the kind that never runs out of bullets, so I got your back, man."
Doc swallowed a sigh. If this was any indication, his plan was off to a rough start.
"I don't suppose I could convince you to go home?" Doc asked wearily.
"No way!" Tucker exclaimed, face serious. "J-Dog needs me, and he's always like been there for me."
"I didn't think you were ever going to step foot on a plane again," Doc said, hoping to remind Tucker exactly how much he hated planes. "We're going all the way to England."
Tucker swallowed nervously. "I don't like planes, man; but James said he could help me out."
"Goddamn," Doc said, fighting the urge to rub his temples. "You and James are on speaking terms now?"
"Well, I did apologize like you told me to. It still kinda freaks me out. I mean, he's a flipping vampire! But I get what you're saying. It's just like people think all ghosts are bad, but ghosts are just ghosts."
"I see. You are aware that by 'help', James means he's willing to bite you, which will inject a sedative into your bloodstream which will knock you out."
Tucker's mouth dropped open, and he paled. "No," he whispered. "I actually did not know that."
"This is serious," Doc said. "The Jurys are the most powerful witches in the world, and they really want Jury for some reason. You should really stay here."
"Look," Tucker said solemnly. "I get you're trying to protect me, and I get when you look at me you see... TJ, but I'm not him anymore. I get I'm not as mature as, you know, an actual adult, but dude, J-Dog means a lot to me, and I... I... You gotta let me go with you," he pleaded. "I know I can help."
"Fine," Doc said, knowing he was going to regret it.
"Yes!" Tucker yelled. "Awesome, man! You won't regret it."
Doc laughed at that, and moved on to greet the shadow phantoms. "Thank you for coming," Doc said.
"Always," Enoshi replied. "Besides, it will be nice to revisit our homeland, not that it will be the same."
"Nothing ever is," Doc agreed.
Doc continued towards the flight deck, nodding to James as he passed him and noting two other men he didn't recognize. He'd learn their names and special talents later. Right now he wanted to get into the air.
He hated knowing that Phillip had a head start on him. He hated knowing that even now Phillip might be forcing Jury to do things Jury didn't want to do. They'd get Jury back. They had to. Doc just wished he had the slightest idea of how to go about it.
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"And how exactly did Tucker find out about Jury?" Doc texted Jervis as he settled into his seat. 
"He came by Dulcis to check on you," Jervis texted back.
"Check on me?"
"He heard about the fire on the news. I'm afraid he's developed an attachment to you."
"I don't suppose that's the worst thing that could happen," Doc replied.
"Maybe not to you."
"You'll get used to him."
"I'd rather I didn't," Jervis stated.
"Be nice."
"I'm afraid you forgot to list that in my job description."
"Does Sami like this side of you?"
"Indeed; it's her favorite side."
"Interesting," Doc texted back before adding, "I have to go now. Aine's calling to yell at me."
"Enjoy."
"Aine, love," Doc answered.
"Don't you dare Aine love me!" Aine snarled. "What in the name of... of... of Aine are you doing?!"
"Invoking your own name?" Doc laughed.
"You know what the hell I'm doing!"
"Which part are you mad about?" Doc asked.
"All of it!"
"Can you be more specific?"
"You could have at least warned him!"
"But then he wouldn't have played me," Doc pointed out.
"That was a low trick!"
"It's not any different than what he did to me. Besides, I'm going out of town, the Hidden needs a leader, and Simon is the best man for the job. Always has been."
"What do you mean you're going out of town?" Aine demanded.
"I'm taking a trip."
"To where?"
"Just, you know, abroad," Doc said vaguely.
"For fuck's sake, Doc! Why can't you ever just tell me what's going on?"
There were a myriad of reasons why he never told her what was going on, but mostly it was because he tried to avoid conversations with her whenever possible.
"Don't make me call Jervis," she threatened.
"I'm going to England," Doc said. He suddenly felt very tired, and he wondered faintly when he'd last slept.
"Why?"
"Phillip took Jury."
"He took him? Why?"
"I don't precisely know."
"So what're you going to do?"
"Kill everyone who gets in my way and bring Jury back."
"Sounds like you," she muttered. "Does Simon know?"
"No."
"May I tell him?"
"You don't need my permission," Doc said.
"Doc," Aine prodded.
He could practically hear her putting her hand on her hip and tapping her toe.
"Aine."
"Are you... Are you mad at me?"
"For being meddlesome? Yes."
"No! For... For Simon."
"No," Doc responded sincerely. "If Simon makes you happy then I'm happy."
"Are you certain?" she asked softly.
"Quite," Doc said. "You do make an odd pair though, that's for certain."
"How so?" she demanded.
"Aine the goddess of luck and a man who insists he doesn't believe in luck?"
"I'm not the goddess of luck," she retorted.
"But you are named after her, and you do make your living off of unlucky people."
"Do you think he knows?" she giggled.
"That you're named after the goddess of luck?" Doc chuckled. "If you don't tell him, I will."
Her voice sobered, and she said, "Are you sure you're okay? You never come by the Banshee anymore."
"That's because I'm the goddamn te—" Doc broke off with a grin. He wasn't. Not anymore. "I was the goddamn tetrarch, and every time I walked in people started whispering. It just wasn't... It wasn't the same."
"Oh. I'm sorry."
"Don't be. It's not your fault."
"Please be careful, Doc."
"I really wish people would stop saying that."
"We know you," she said.
"Then you know what you're asking isn't possible," Doc retorted.
"Humph," Aine snorted. "Hey, have you heard from Mom lately?"
"I talked to her after she got settled," he replied. "Why?"
"It's just she said she'd call the other day, and she didn't."
"I'm sure she just got—"
"Are you on your cell phone?!" Tucker suddenly shrieked. "Are you trying to kill us? We're in the middle of takeoff!"
"I have to go," Doc told Aine before addressing Tucker. "What the hell are you talking about?"
"You can't use electronics during takeoff! We'll crash!" Tucker insisted, eyes wide as he gripped Doc's seat.
"Says who?" Doc demanded.
"Every single TV show and movie that has a plane in it!" Tucker exclaimed.
"Tucker," Doc said firmly. "What did I tell you?"
Tucker jumped into the seat across from Doc and firmly clicked his seatbelt. "Tell me about what?" Tucker asked, voice shaky.
"About movies."
Tucker hung his head and said, "Just assume that everything anyone ever told me is a lie unless I can verify it myself."
"Very good," Doc praised. "Now look out the window. Are we crashing?"
"No," Tucker mumbled.
"There you have it."
"But—"
"No buts," Doc said. "We're fine. Some people suggest that electronics can interfere with communications, but there have been quite a few studies done that show just the opposite."
"Really?" Tucker asked skeptically.
"Really."
The only reason Doc knew that was because he'd been rather bored one day while he had waited for a pilot he was planning to kill to arrive home and he'd browsed through several of the man's aviation magazines while he waited. The man had been part of a group who smuggled kidnaped children out of the country; but after a few hours of torture, he'd given up every person he'd ever worked with.
Tucker squeaked nervously, and Doc refocused on him, raising an eyebrow and waiting for him to leave. Tucker didn't show any signs of budging, however; and Doc swallowed a sigh. He didn't really want to share his private cabin with anyone, especially Tucker. What he wanted was peace and quiet, a nap, and a bottle of whiskey. But it didn't appear as if he was going to get any of those things.
"Thank you for checking up on me," Doc said, fingers tapping idly.
"Dude! When I saw that your hotel burned, I was like 'oh hell no!'"
"Were you now?" Doc asked, struggling not to grin.
"For real! Glad you're okay," Tucker added with a wide smile.
"It was a double blind," Doc said.
"A what?"
"It was a distraction," Doc clarified.
"Wow," Tucker murmured. "That was a really big distraction. But anyway, how're we gonna save J-Dog?"
"I have no idea," Doc replied.
"What do you mean?" Tucker demanded.
"Just what I said."
"But..." Tucker stuttered.
"But what?"
"How can you not have an idea?" Tucker asked, expression confused.
"I don't know where he's at; I don't know who's with him; I don't know what they're doing. If we walk in and Phillip's sitting on the throne of England, I'm going to say that our plan is going to have to be a little different then if we walk in and everyone is tucked away on one of the Jury estates."
"Who's Phillip?" Tucker asked.
"Jury's father."
"So he's bad?"
"Very. In fact, I'm pretty sure the Jury family in general is bad," Doc said. "They've been playing a long con. A really, really long con."
"How long?"
"Seven or eight hundred years."
"That's like a real long time," Tucker stated.
"Not if you're immortal," Doc said offhandedly.
"J-Dog's immortal?" Tucker demanded.
"Not exactly, but witches can live for a very long time," Doc explained. "And really, who's to say they're not immortal? Jury said that Thulan has been alive since... forever."
"Who's Thulan?"
"He's a witch," Doc replied. "You don't know him."
"Oh. Well, how do they live so long?" Tucker asked, knuckles white from gripping the edges of his seat.
"No one knows," Doc said. "But I have a theory."
"What kind of theory?" Tucker asked distractedly.
Normally he kept his theories to himself, but Doc could tell Tucker was in desperate need of a distraction so he said, "Witches can see and touch the elements, right?"
"Right! I watched all of J-Dog's videos," Tucker said proudly. "He's super smart."
"He is," Doc agreed. "He's one of the smartest people I know."
"Me too!" Tucker exclaimed.
"So fundamentally, everything is made up of elements." Doc paused to think about that, then added, "Unless like plastic, it's been altered to the point that life no longer exists within it."
"I'm not sure I get what you're saying," Tucker said.
"When you pick an apple and eat it, the apple is alive. You're eating the life of the apple, and that's what gives you energy. Right?"
"That's a little creepy, dude. Now every time I eat an apple I'm gonna see a little face on it screaming 'don't eat me!'" Tucker complained.  
Doc rolled his eyes and continued. "When you cut down a tree, there's still life in the wood. That's why Jury's apartment is covered in wood."
"Is it?"
"Yes. But my point is that everything has life inside it. Another way to look at it is that everything has elements inside it. Elements are life."
"Wow," Tucker breathed. "Your brain must be huge."
"What?" Doc asked, confused by the abrupt subject change.
"What you're saying... It's like... There's a word for it... Apollo told me about it." Tucker screwed up his face, thinking, and finally his eyes brightened, and he exclaimed, "Transcendental! It's like transcendental, man!"
"Maybe it is," Doc allowed. "But back to the point, I think that since witches can touch the elements, the elements are part of them in a way that they aren't part of us. So I'm thinking the elements keep witches alive or maybe make them healthier, or something like that," Doc shrugged. "Does that make sense?"
"I can dig it," Tucker said.
Curiosity aroused, Doc pulled out the witch fetish and put it on, and he instantly understood why August didn't like to fly. There were a few small elemental trails around the cabin, but so few in comparison to the other times he'd used it that he could tell he was surrounded by death or emptiness or nothingness. He shuddered as he removed the fetish, feeling intensely grateful that he wasn't a witch.
Tucker was staring silently out the window, and Doc considered trying to sneak in a nap, but when he saw how tightly Tucker was still gripping the seat, he decided against it.  
"What was it like to die?" Doc asked.
Tucker turned from the window and said, "Which part?"
"The right after part," Doc said. "The in-between."
Tucker's eyes grew thoughtful, and he said, "I was kinda freaked out at the time, so it's a little hard to remember, but... Well, it's easier to start right before. See, someone paid me to deliver this package to some lawyer's office, right? So I did it."
Tucker laughed softly and said, "Sissy didn't even get the money. It was in my pocket, and, well, you know." He shook his head and went on, "But anyway, after I dropped off the package, Tucker, the other Tucker, not me Tucker, grabbed me in the hallway and asked where I'd left it. I guess maybe he'd been trailing the other guy and saw the handoff, I dunno."
Tucker paused and just stared past Doc for a minute. When he spoke again, his voice was distant. "He said it was a bomb, and so he got everyone out of the building, but I didn't believe him or... I dunno. Anyway, I ran back into the office, and I opened it. 'Cause I had to know, right?
"And Tucker, not me, comes tearing into the room and yells 'What the hell are you doing? Get out!' And he grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the door." Tucker paused, eyes far away. "We made it into the hallway, and then everything just sorta... went... white."
Tucker wasn't gripping the edges of his seat anymore. In fact he was nearly boneless as he sat there, lost in the memory of that moment.
"And I was screaming, but I couldn't hear myself, so I kept screaming, and then I saw myself. On the floor. Tucker... He'd tried to protect me, but I think... I dunno, I think the blast ripped me away from him. The only reason I knew it was me was because I could see my worn-out, old sneakers. The rest of me was... Well... Anyway."
Doc started to tell Tucker he didn't need to keep going, but Tucker suddenly looked at him and said, "It's weird. I've never really talked about it before, and it's... weird."
"You don't have to tell me," Doc said.
"I... I think I want to," he said with a shrug. "I remember standing there, or floating or whatever, and just staring at myself and thinking, 'Am I dead?' And then suddenly Tucker's there too, and he says, 'Let's go'. And I say, 'Where?' And he says, 'I don't know.'"
Tucker shook his head violently. "He didn't know, and I was too scared. I didn't wanna go. I didn't wanna leave Sissy. So I didn't. Tucker just sorta faded away without me, and I stood there screaming. And I tried to get back inside my body, but I couldn't. So I tried his." Tucker shrugged and cast Doc a crooked grin.
"Are you stuck?" Doc asked.
"Hell if I know," Tucker laughed. "I've never tried to leave."
Tucker's story hadn't answered any of Doc's questions about the afterlife. If anything, it had added. For instance, how could you go somewhere if you didn't know where you were going?
"I wish J-Dog were here," Tucker said wistfully, breaking Doc's concentration. "He makes flying easy."
"How about I teach you how to play poker so we can use that fancy table of yours when we get back?" Doc offered.
"Really?" Tucker gasped, eyes wide with happiness.
"Sure," Doc said. "I'll teach you five card stud."
"Five card stud? I thought you said you were gonna teach me poker."
"I am," Doc laughed. "Five card stud is a type of poker."
"I don't get it."
"In five card stud, the dealer deals out one card to each player face down and four cards to each player face up," Doc explained.
He shuffled his deck and dealt out two cards. Tucker's face turned bright red, and he stuttered, "These are playing cards?"
"Yes," Doc said. "Are you familiar with the suits?"
"Suits?" Tucker asked. "You mean the suits they're wearing?"
Doc raised an eyebrow, suddenly not sure if he and Tucker were talking about the same thing.
"Card suits," Doc said. "Diamonds, spades, hearts, and clubs."
"Huh?" Tucker said, eyes still glued to the card in front of him.
"Oh," Doc drawled, suddenly realizing what the problem was. "How about I let you look over the cards for a while, and then I'll teach you to play. Each card has a different lady on it," Doc added.
"Really?!" Tucker exclaimed.
"Really."
Doc handed the cards to Tucker and laughed inwardly as Tucker flipped slowly through them, cheeks turning redder and redder.
"Um... yeah..." Tucker finally mumbled, pushing the cards back towards Doc. "Nice cards."
Over the next couple hours, Doc explained the suits and how poker worked and he and Tucker played several games. But Tucker was an atrocious poker player. He understood the concept well enough, and Doc was certain with enough practice he'd even be able to predict what card might be played, but that wasn't enough to balance his complete inability to control his emotions.
"Crap," he muttered when Doc dealt out a two of spades. "I needed a seven."
Doc shook his head and dealt the final cards.
"Didn't need that either," Tucker grumbled.
"Call," Doc said, even though he already knew he'd won.
"Holy crap, Demon-Dog!" Tucker suddenly shrieked. "We're going down!"
Doc glanced out the window and began to laugh. "Calm yourself," he managed to say. "We're just landing."
"How do you know?!" Tucker demanded, trying to wrap the seat belt around himself.
"I just do," Doc assured him.
"But what if we're crashing?!"
"We're not," Doc insisted.
"James!!!!" Tucker shrieked. "James!!!"
"I forgot what you said earlier about seven being the most likely number to be rolled," Doc said, hoping to distract him.
"Probability," Tucker replied through gritted teeth.
"What about luck?" Doc asked.
"Luck?" Tucker replied, eyes finally focusing on Doc. "Luck's made up."
"Is it?"
"Of course it is," Tucker snorted.
"Alright, what's the least likely number to be rolled?" Doc asked as he carefully put away his cards.
"Two or twelve," Tucker replied absently.
Doc leaned forward and said, "I'll bet you a hundred dollars that I roll a two five times out of six rolls."
"Never gonna happen!" Tucker retorted.
"So it's a bet?"
"It's a bet!" Tucker said, slapping a pair of dice down onto the table between them.
Doc winked at him, picked up the dice, and rolled.
Double snake eyes.
He rolled again.
Double snake eyes.
Six times he rolled, and each time he rolled a two.
"How the hell did you do that?" Tucker demanded. "Loaded dice?"
"They're your dice," Doc chuckled.
"So how'd you do it?"
"Luck," Doc said, sitting back in his chair.
"Bullshit," Tucker snapped as he grabbed the dice and rolled them.
He rolled a seven, an eight, three sixes, two more sevens, a twelve, and a four.
"What the hell?" he muttered. "Roll again!"
Doc rolled a two.
"I don't understand," Tucker exclaimed.
At that moment, the plane hit the runaway, and Tucker's head snapped up. "What was that?"
"We just landed," Doc said.
"Oh, so we weren't crashing?"
"Nope."
"Oh. Good. Good, good, good," Tucker mumbled, turning his attention back to the dice.
"You keep playing with those," Doc said as he stood and headed towards the plane's exit, laughing softly when he heard Tucker say, "There's gotta be a trick to it."
Doc walked out onto the runway, raising his eyebrow in surprise when he saw the group of people assembled there.
"Jervis said twenty," Doc complained to Emily. "This is way more than twenty."
"Apparently they all volunteered," Emily replied.
"Even Fernsby?" Doc questioned.
Fernsby turned at his name and gave Doc a nod. "It's not right what they did to Bennie," Fernsby said stoutly. "I'll help however I can."
Doc glanced over the other people. He recognized a few of the Northwestern witches, Callisto, and several of the people he'd released from Blackwater. In addition to the people already on the plane, it made up a small band of thirty-seven. Far more than he wanted.
"I can't do this," Doc hissed.
"Do what?" Emily asked.
"It's too many people. I can't ask them to put their lives on the line for Jury. If I do it on my own—"
"You'll regret it," Emily cut in. "Attention," she called out, loudly enough that the assembled group of people all turned to face her.
"You all know Doc Holliday, previous tetrarch of the Hidden."
"Previous?" a voice called out.
"Yes," Emily said. "Simon Redgrove is now tetrarch."
"Fine man," Fernsby said, nodding his head. "He owns the portion of the Hidden I live in. Keeps it real nice."
"Mr. Holliday here would like to sneak off to England and fight the Jurys on his own," Emily continued.
Several voices raised in protest.
"He doesn't want to risk anyone else's life, and he's terribly stubborn."
"He's not risking anything," a troll said as he pushed his way to the front. "I'm asking to go."
Doc recognized him as Curtis Nash. He'd once been a Magistratus captain, but he'd been locked in Blackwater about seventy years ago after he'd refused to enforce the tetrarch's new law requiring cryptids to hand over any and all magical artifacts in their possession.
"I'm not sure what we'll face," Doc said. "The Jury family is a powerful witch family."
"And I'm a powerful troll," Curtis snapped. "I was foolish once before, Mr. Holliday. I believed that no matter what right would prevail, but I've learned my lesson. Right only prevails if someone carries it forward. If we all sit back and say to ourselves 'right will prevail', right dies; and evil takes its place. I'll stand with you, Mr. Holliday, and I'll help you carry right's pennant straight through the heart of the Jurys." 
"So will I!" several other people shouted.
"If you want to be here," Emily called out, "if you understand the risks, please go ahead and board the plane."
In under a minute, Doc and Emily were the only ones standing on the runway.
"Well," Doc said.
"Well," she replied, smirking slightly.
"Remind me to fire you."
"You don't have the authority."
"Remind me why I asked for you to come?"
"Because you need me," she laughed. Her face grew serious, and she said, "You're looking a tad... um... worn out. When was the last time you slept?"
"I'm not even sure I need to sleep," he said offhandedly.
"So it's been awhile?"
"A bit," he admitted.
"Take a nap," she ordered.
"I can't," he said regretfully.
"Why not?"
"Tucker's terrified of flying. He was gripping the chair so hard I thought he might actually rip it from the floor."
Emily's face softened, and she said, "I'll take care of Tucker and everyone else. You sleep."
"I'm not a child," Doc grumbled.
"Don't make me call Jervis," she threatened.
"Fine," Doc huffed. "I don't know what it is about that man that makes us all tremble in our shoes."
"It's his eyes," Emily said with a shudder. "All he has to do is look at you in that way he has, and you can feel your soul scrambling to get away from him."
"He does have very distinctive eyes," Doc agreed. "If you get a chance, would you interview everyone and see what their strengths are, so I'll know how to..."
"Utilize them," Emily suggested.
"That's just a fancy word for use," Doc sighed.
"You're not forcing them to be here," Emily said firmly. "They volunteered. They want to help you. And yes, some of them may die, but they know that."
"Knowing it isn't the same as doing it," Doc said.
"No, but you're not responsible for anyone on that plane."
"But—"
"Goddamn it! No! We follow you because we want to. And if we die..." She shrugged and said, "We die. It's kind of how life works. You'd know this if you ever slept."
"Yes, ma'am," Doc said with a soft laugh.
"Now go!"
She followed Doc to his private cabin, asked Tucker to come with her, and left, tossing Doc a pointed look as she did. The door closed behind them, and Doc sat in his chair, finally allowing the bone-deep weariness to pull him under.
As soon as he fell asleep, his mind broke loose and started trying to connect all the dots to reveal the hidden picture. Memories bombarded him, memories of Jury, of Jury's family, memories of conversations and offhanded words.
Phillip helped Jefferson build the Hidden. He helped Britain and the United States reach solid footing again. His family "guarded" the British crown from the shadows. Cynric Jury had tried to overthrow Queen Elizabeth I, but his brothers had stopped him? Why? If Anis was to be believed, Cynric was just trying to fulfill their purpose. Unless he hadn't tried to overthrow the queen, and that's just what the Jurys told everyone.
Cynric was strong at compulsion, but Doc would hazard a guess he was the only Jury strong at compulsion. Otherwise they wouldn't have needed him to make the artifact.
Phillip called himself First Father. All these years he'd sat back in the shadows, knowing that he could pull rank on the Hidden anytime he wanted. He'd made sure of it. One of the first things Mitcham had done was get rid of the councils, thereby giving Phillip ultimate power. Had Mitcham known that?
And why had Drustan Jury stood up against Mitcham at the summit? Hadn't Mitcham and the Jurys been in league together? Or had they? Edgar's ghost had said they all worked together but also worked against each other. Mitcham had wanted to rule, so he'd played his game; all the while unaware that Phillip was playing his own game. And so on and so forth. Apparently, there was more honor among thieves than politicians. 
Suddenly Doc was in his throne room. "There are too many players," he muttered, pacing in front of the bone footstool.
"You can only play them one at a time," Francisco said.
Doc turned to face him, chuckling when he saw Francisco was sitting on the throne. "It fits you better," Doc said.
"Not at all," Francisco replied. "It's too lumpy for me. Why did you put that skull right there, anyway? It pokes into my spine."
"It's just right," Doc retorted.
"You take it then," Francisco said, standing and moving away from it.
Doc wanted to turn away from the throne; but just like always, he was drawn towards it, so he sat, exhaling as his body slid into place.
"You're at the table," Francisco said. "There are five other players. Try eliminating the weakest player first."
"But we're not playing poker," Doc snapped. "This is real life."
"Same strategies apply," Francisco chided. "Who's at the table?"
"I don't even know," Doc sighed.
"Who do you think is at the table?"
"At least Drustan and Phillip. And Alex."
"Who is the weakest?"
"Drustan," Doc replied automatically.
"Start with him."
Doc opened his eyes. Francisco was gone, and the throne room was empty.
"I miss you," Doc whispered.
He felt a solid warm hand on his shoulder, then he was alone once more. He closed his eyes for a second, remembering Francisco's smile and serious eyes, then he leaned his head against the throne and muttered, "So what do I know about Drustan?"
Doc's mind went back to the summit, when he and Jury were trying to push through the wall of air and kill Mitcham's followers. Behind them, Drustan was fashioning a massive spear of wood, but when he threw it, not only did it tear through the wall of air, but also through the locked doors that were keeping Mitcham's followers inside the room. At the time Doc had thought it was an accident. Not everyone paid as much attention to the angles as he did. But now he wasn't so sure.
Drustan Jury. Brother of Cynric. Father of Phillip. Duke of Darkness. Leader of the British Hidden. Powerful witch.
Gagging Drustan wouldn't work because he didn't need to speak to cast magic. He just did it. It was an elemental part of him. Which made him very dangerous indeed.
There was, however, an aspect most people never took into account. For at least two hundred years, Phillip and Drustan had been pretending that they were has-beens and past their prime. But two hundred years was a very long time; and if you played a role long enough, you became the role. A wolf could only pretend to be a dog for so long before it forgot it was actually a wolf. 
Drustan and Phillip were dangerous, and Doc knew it. But he also knew they weren't nearly as dangerous as they could be. Jury was the one who concerned him the most. Compelled by Phillip, there was no thinking what Jury could do.
Worry briefly overwhelmed Doc. It was so much easier to kill than disable, and he was afraid he wouldn't be able to stop Jury without killing him. He had to try though; he had to. He simply couldn't handle the idea of Jury becoming one of the shadows in his throne room.
For a few seconds, Doc got lost thinking about what Bluegrass had said about Doc needing the shadows. There was really no way to prove that they weren't just figments of his imagination. He knew everything they knew, and if he didn't know it, how could he prove it?
"Bluegrass," he said softly. "Are you here?"
"As if I don't have anything better to do than sit around and keep you company," Bluegrass laughed, suddenly standing right in front of him.
"Do you?" Doc asked. "Have better things to do?"
"Certainly," she said, eyes twinkling. "I'm exploring."
"Exploring what?"
"The dreaming."
"Is it really you?" Doc asked.
"Yes."
"Tell me something I don't know," Doc insisted. "But something Apollo would know."
"How could Apollo tell you?" she inquired.
"Tucker's living with him. In him? Anyway, Tucker can talk to him."
"Really?" Bluegrass said, face brightening. "I quite like that."
"I thought you might."
Even though she was beautiful, and he could remember her happy sighs, Doc didn't move towards her, didn't reach for her, didn't pull her into his arms. He couldn't. Somehow the dreaming had become Tozi's realm, and when he was here, he belonged to her and only her. So instead he sat back against his throne and waited for Bluegrass to speak.
Bluegrass sat on Doc's footstool and studied him pensively. After a long while, she smiled gently and said, "I lived in Denver all my life. My father was the caretaker of the church. The one my house shares a wall with," she clarified.
"But he wasn't a shaman?" Doc asked.
"He was a norm," Bluegrass replied. "Mother had the house built, and it was just a house. Although a Hidden house. But we weren't inside the Hidden proper, you see; and I was fairly... I wasn't good at hiding what I was, so I spent most of my time at home in the dreaming where I could be myself. And one day, Apollo followed me home. So there you have it."
Doc was quite certain he couldn't have made up that story, even if he'd wanted to; but either way, he'd ask Apollo next time he saw him. A thrill ran through him at the idea of the shadow in front of him actually being Bluegrass. But if it really was her...
"Why are you here?" he asked. "Why didn't you return to the mother or go to the Underworld or do whatever it is souls do when they die?"
"Because the dreaming is my home."
"The dreaming makes no sense," Doc said flatly.
"Not to you," she smiled.
"Just one more thing," he said. "My mind's been replaying conversations looking for clues, and I remembered something you said about Adrian Gionta. You said you knew him in one of his middle lives. But you're only a hundred and three. How did you know him?"
"Simple," she laughed. "I met him in the dreaming."
And then she was gone even though his throne room echoed with her laughter.
The world would be considerably simpler if magic and ether and realms didn't exist. But what would be the fun in that?
Doc leaned back against his throne and closed his eyes. He wasn't entirely sure if being here counted as actually sleeping, and he didn't know if it was possible to nap while sleeping, but he was willing to try.
Doc woke with a jerk when his cabin door opened.
"We land in an hour." Emily said as she walked in and sat across from him. She handed him a notebook and said, "I've listed everyone on board, their species, and how they think they can assist. You've got a good crew."
Doc flipped through the pages, scanning Emily's notes. There were five vampires, not including Ana and Ina, two trolls, Callisto, fifteen witches, six shapeshifters, four wolves and two serpents, Tucker, two other norms, and Enoshi and his three brothers.
"Once we pick up the Zaitsev sisters, we'll round out to a nice even forty," Emily said.
"And even numbers are good?" Doc drawled.
"When going to war," she grinned. "It makes it easier to assign missions."
"I see."
"Do you have a plan yet?" Emily asked.
"We'll hunt down Drustan Jury first. He's the leader of the British Hidden, so it shouldn't be that hard to find him."
"Are we assuming that all four Jury families are working together?" she asked.
"I think we have to," Doc replied. "Do we have a list of contacts in England?"
"Yes."
"Do we have a... a Bennie?"
"Yep. A woman named Amelia Isley."
"That's easy then," Doc said offhandedly. "She owes me a favor."
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It took them a day to find Amelia, three hours arguing to convince her to help them, and another two days to round up everything they needed, including an entire crate of whiskey, and transport it halfway across the country.
They were now sequestered inside an old barn just outside one of Drustan Jury's estates, and Doc was seething with impatience while he waited for Emily to finish her reconnaissance.
He paced the loft, silently watching Emily's eyes flicker back and forth. As soon as she was finished, he'd call up Curtis Nash and, between the three of them, they'd figure out a plan.
It had only taken Doc an hour after arriving in England to realize that Curtis had an amazing ability to both line out people and see things from various angles. It was easy to see that he would have been an exceptional captain.
"I'm done," Emily finally said, voice strained.
"Tucker!" Doc called down the stairs. "Bring Emily some food and coffee. Curtis, we're ready."
Curtis stamped slowly up the stairs and took position across the table from Doc. There wasn't a chair around that could hold the weight of a troll. Doc had had to buy a trailer just to transport Curtis and Marvin from the airport to the estate.
"Here's the estate," Doc said, unrolling the map he'd gotten from Amelia. "And here's the house," he added, unrolling a drawing of the mansion. 
"Actually," Emily said, "there are some discrepancies on these."
She pulled out a red pen and made some quick adjustments. One of the doorways was no longer there, three of the windows had been closed off, and there was an outbuilding that wasn't on the map.
"Alright," she said after taking a deep breath. "There are ten men patrolling the estate."
Doc placed ten small black stones on the map.
"There don't seem to be any traps on the estate grounds," Emily went on. "But obviously, since I'm not a witch I can't be certain about that. There are currently fifteen staff members inside the house, four in the stables, and six on the grounds."
Doc placed red stones in all the appropriate places.
"I'd say there's a pretty good chance at least some of them are witches because I saw one of the maids dusting with three dusters at once."
Doc raised an eyebrow, and Emily said, "She wasn't holding any of them. I didn't see Phillip or Jury, but based on the drawing you gave me, Drustan is definitely there. He was in the study last I looked."
How unoriginal, Doc thought. Just once he'd like to sneak up on a wealthy man in the conservatory or the library or even the goddamn kitchen. But it was always the study. 
"There are at least six couples in residence, as well as, three children," Emily went on.
This was getting a tad tricky. All Doc really wanted was Jury. But if he didn't kill all the Jurys, would they just keep coming and coming and coming? He knew what Janey would do; she'd kill everyone without blinking twice. That wasn't really his style; but if he didn't, there was a possibility that Jury would always be in danger.
"As for the house itself," Emily said, breaking Doc's train of thought. "There are six guards, and the only door not warded by magic is the front door."
"You know this how?" Curtis demanded.
"The creatures I asked to enter the other doors died upon crossing the thresholds," Emily said. "All of the windows are warded as well, with the exception of a small window near the kitchen and a window in the attic."
"Front door it is," Doc muttered.
"Why don't we just use the shadow phantoms?" Curtis asked.
"There's no way to tell whether the house is warded against them," Doc replied. "Not until it's too late."
"The front door is looking better all the time," Curtis mused.
"One of the ladies was talking about a party they're attending tomorrow night, and from the information Amelia gave us, I think it's at Drustan's brother's estate," Emily said.
"Which one?"
"Brice Jury."
"This is our one shot at a surprise," Doc said.  "Once we do this, Phillip will know we're here, and it will be that much harder going forward."
"What's your point?" Curtis asked.
"It would help if we knew whether or not the other Jurys are content with their place in the world or if they also want to dominate. I hesitate to just go around killing them all without knowing."
"I see," Curtis murmured. "If it's just the Drustan line, we'll ambush them here when they return. But if it's the entire family, we could take twice as many at the party."
"That's exactly what I meant," Doc said, taken a little off-guard by Curtis's insight. "Let me see the lineage," Doc added.
He studied it, circling names when he recognized them. "These are the men who've sent Phillip letters."
"All of them are in Drustan's direct line," Emily pointed out.
"So here's what I'm thinking," Doc said thoughtfully, studying the wide-branching Jury tree. "I think it's possible that the other families are content with their position in life. Furthermore, I can't see Drustan wanting to share leadership. This isn't about revenge anymore. This isn't about the English and the Welsh. It's about power and control. And if I were Drustan, I wouldn't want to share my control with my brothers or their families."
"It's a right good theory," Curtis said. "But how do we verify it?"
"By doing something I wouldn't normally do," Doc said regretfully.
"And what's that?"
"We're going to kidnap Brice Jury and hypnotize him."
"Right to the point," Curtis said thoughtfully. "I like it."
"I'll head over there," Doc said, "grab Brice—"
"Hold up," Emily interrupted. "We'll head over there."
"We'll?" Doc growled.
"You, me, James, Crissy, and Fernsby."
"Overkill," Doc argued. "Just me and Fernsby."
"No," Emily shot back. "I'll get you in, Crissy can keep an eye out for magic traps, and James can incapacitate any guards."
"It's why we're here," Curtis interjected.
"Fine," Doc grumbled. "Round them up; I'll meet you at the van."
"Tsk, tsk," Emily said. "While in England you must call it an MPV."
"Emily..."
"Yes, I know, I'm fired."
In just over an hour, they were parked down the road from Brice Jury's estate, which only resembled Drustan's estate in that it was a large mansion on a large plot of land. There were no guards, no magical wards. Just staff and family.
"Are you certain?" Doc asked Emily one last time.
"Pretty certain," she replied, face a little pale. "Crissy should be able to tell for sure about the wards once you're closer."
Crissy was one of the Northwestern witches, and she was apparently very skilled at seeing patterns that shouldn't be there and untying them. She was, however, extraordinarily shy and hadn't said more than ten words since they had arrived in England, so Doc wasn't keen on trusting her ability to speak up.
"I can do it," Crissy suddenly said, voice small.
Doc cast a glance at Fernsby, and Fernsby nodded.
"Let's go then," Doc said with a sigh. He wasn't used to trusting so many people.
"Brice is in the—"
"Wait, let me guess," Doc said, betting himself a hundred merlins. "The study."
"Actually no," Emily laughed. "He was upstairs with the children teaching them their history lesson, but now he's out taking a walk around the lake."
"By himself?" Doc demanded skeptically.
"Yes."
"Lucky," Doc muttered, motioning for the other three to follow him. "Keep the MPV warm," he told Emily.
She grinned at him, and he rolled his eyes and walked away.
The idea that any Jury would spend time teaching their children history was a little disconcerting. Jury had gone from a nanny to a tutor. And like Gwenna, he'd usually only seen his parents at the dinner table. Of course, Doc only knew that because when Jury was drunk he tended to babble. And when he was young, he'd babbled a lot about his childhood.
Doc pushed thoughts of Jury from his mind so he could focus on the task at hand. Accessing the mental picture he'd taken of the estate map, he headed directly towards the lake.
"Crissy, James, let me know if either of you see anything."
"Yes, sir," James said.
Crissy just nodded.
They walked swiftly across the property and through a grove of trees near the lake. From the edge of the trees, Doc could see a man walking slowly around the water. Every so often he would pause and lean down close to the surface, then he'd start walking again.
"You two stay here and keep an eye out," Doc instructed. "Fernsby, you're with me."
Doc and Fernsby left the cover of the trees and walked towards Brice. "Be ready to hypnotize him," Doc said. "I don't want to hurt him, not if I don't have to."
"I've got my chain and my rhyme ready," Fernsby replied.
"Do you have to speak in rhyme?" Doc asked.
"Not at all, but I find it helps. Something to do with the cadence."
"Interesting," Doc replied.
"Greetings!" Brice called out when they were still twenty feet away. "You must be Tetrarch Holliday of the United States. Very kind of you to call on me. And you've brought a hypnotist. Quite a clever fellow, aren't you?"
"Well, hell," Doc muttered. "Not quite what I was going for."
Brice laughed deeply and said, "Thought you'd sneak up on me, didn't you?"
"I rather did," Doc admitted.
"No need." Brice said cheerfully.
"How do you know who I am?" Doc asked.
"To be honest, it was just a guess based on your clothes and rather stern expression," Brice admitted. "As soon as Phillip and Drustan returned, dander all in a fluff, I knew we were bound to have trouble. There's a bench around the corner. How about we sit and have a chat?"
"You are Brice?" Doc asked. "Brice Jury?"
"Yes."
"Brother of Drustan Jury?" Doc pressed.
"Yes," Brice said with a sigh. "It's a bit rude, keeping an old man on his feet."
"Sorry," Doc said, turning to walk with Brice towards the bench. "You just... You're not..."
"No need to explain," Brice said. "I've met Drustan."
Brice didn't speak again until they reached the bench and he'd sat.
"Ask me anything you want, boy," he said once he was settled. "No need to hypnotize the answers out of me, just hypnotize me when you're finished so I don't remember talking to you."
Doc still didn't know what to say. "You're volunteering to be hypnotized?" he demanded.
"It's the only way to be sure Drustan doesn't find out we spoke," Brice replied, expression making it clear that he thought Doc was a little on the slow side.
"Well, then," Doc said, sitting beside Brice. "Tell me about Cynric."
"Ah, Cynric. Poor lad. He adored Drustan, that he did. Drustan's the eldest, you know."
Doc had not known that.
"You have to understand, our mother and father hated the English more than anything," Brice said sadly. "And they fed that hatred to us from the cradle, but it's hard to hate lads you grew up with just because their blood is different. Morgan, Fergal, and I just... We just didn't want it. The damage had been done. Wales was conquered; there was no reclaiming it."
Brice's face grew thoughtful, and he said, "You can't right one wrong by committing more wrongs. The people we would have hurt weren't the people who had slaughtered our ancestors, and there just didn't seem any point.
"Drustan and Cynric didn't share our opinion though. We had a fight and a falling out, but one night Drustan calls us together and says he'd come around to our point of view, but it was too late for Cynric. He said Cynric was trying to overthrow the queen, and we had to work together to stop him. Little did we know at the time that Cynric was only doing what Drustan had told him to do."
Brice shook his head, and Doc could see the regret in his eyes. "It's been more than four hundred years now, and I still wish I had... done anything other than what I did. It took all four of us to... to kill him, and I can still see his eyes. The look of betrayal." Brice shook his head, suddenly looking very, very old.
"We killed him," he whispered. "Our own brother. We killed his wives, his children, his servants. We burned his holdings to the ground. When we were finished, Cynric Jury was but a memory."
"And a head," Doc pointed out.
"And a head," Brice agreed. "I never could understand why we didn't burn him. Standard practice, but Drustan wouldn't hear of it. Put poor Cynric's head in a box and carried it back to the queen. I never did know why Drustan turned on him," Brice murmured. "Never did know."
Doc let Brice's words sink into his mind for a while before asking, "Is it safe to say that you, Morgan, and Fergal wouldn't support Drustan if he made a play for power now?"
"Morgan's dead," Brice said wearily. "The guilt ate at him until he... He couldn't handle it. But his family wouldn't support Drustan in any capacity. Bad blood there."
"What about Fergal?"
"Ah, Fergal. We get along we do, Drustan, Fergal, and I; but Fergal and I aren't politicians, and we've no interest in ruling anything. Drustan and Cynric were the only ones who ever cared about such things."
"Do you know what Drustan's planning?"
Brice shrugged and said, "I doubt if anyone does."
Doc was beginning to wonder if his assessment about the weakest player was accurate. Maybe he'd be better off starting with Phillip.
"Do you know where they're keeping Jury?"
"Jury? We're all Jurys, boy."
"I mean Thomas Jury. Phillip's youngest son."
"Well, why didn't you say so?" Brice grumbled. "I met Thomas when he was a young boy. Bright lad. Drustan once bragged that Thomas is stronger than Cynric even, but I'd have to see it to believe it. He didn't ever come train with us like he was supposed to; damn near broke Drustan's heart."
Doc was suddenly fiercely glad he'd met Jury in New Orleans. The idea of Jury growing up under Drustan Jury's thumb made him furious.
"Drustan's coming over tomorrow. It's our twice annual get together," Brice said conversationally. "Fergal's coming as well. Drustan and his family won't be home until the next day. Now I'd better get out of the sun before one of my girls comes out here and yells at me. You'd think I was an old man."
Brice chuckled softly and said, "I keep thinking it's probably time to pass on, but I look at my children and grandchildren, and I just don't have the heart to do it. You better get on with it, boy; and make sure you don't leave any memory of me seeing you."
"Mr. Jury," Doc said. "It was a pleasure meeting you."
"The pleasure was mine. Although I'm sorry I won't remember it." Brice grinned wanly before turning to face Fernsby.
Fernsby's chain was already swinging. "See the eye, see the eye," Fernsby sang softly. "It is all you see. The water waves, the water sways, it's all you saw today. You came to walk, walk you did, but no one did you see. This conversation is blown away, picked up by the wind. Rest a moment, rest your eyes, when you wake, go inside. Your walk was good, the lake was clear, that was all you saw."
Brice's head dropped forward, and Fernsby gestured towards the trees. He and Doc didn't speak until they were deep within the woods again, Crissy and James following along behind.
"Well," Doc said.
"Well," Fernsby replied.
"I suppose that simplifies things."
"I suppose it does."
The next twenty-four hours dragged by, and Doc began to wonder if someone had slowed down time. He wasn't used to waiting like this; he normally just rushed right in.
But not this time. This time he drank. And then he taught Tucker how to play gin and Egyptian rat killer and blackjack. After that, he bested Callisto in a drinking game. And after that, he took a short nap, drank another bottle of whiskey, played a game of chess against Enoshi, lost, and drank some more.
He was currently sitting with his head on the table, wishing there was more whiskey. But mostly wishing that he'd never told anyone what he was doing.
"They're gone," Emily finally said.
"Seriously?" Doc exclaimed, sitting upright. "You wouldn't mess with me, would you?"
"What?"
"They're really gone?" Doc demanded.
"Yes."
"All of them?"
"All the adults," Emily clarified. "The children are in the nursery."
"Finally," Doc said.
Between the sixth bottle of whiskey and the ninth, he had begun to question his plan; but since he didn't actually know where Phillip was, he didn't really have a choice. He had to take Drustan first. Drustan would lead him to Phillip, which would lead him to Jury.
Which was a small point of irritation to Doc. If Drustan was the mastermind, why wasn't he the one with Jury? After all, whoever controlled Jury controlled the board.
Hopefully, it would all become clear soon. After all, Doc's plan was so simple it was certain to work. First they'd incapacitate the outer guards; and once that was done, they'd incapacitate the grounds servants. Fernsby would hypnotize one of the guards to make sure there weren't any clever magical trip wires inside the house, then they would take the house.
Doc had reluctantly agreed to let Crissy lead the way through the house, and if everything went as planned, none of the servants or guards would die. After they had incapacitated everyone, they would wait patiently until the Jurys returned and overpower them before they even knew what was happening.
Everything did go exactly as planned. Exactly. Which left Doc feeling leery and off-balance. When things went exactly as planned, they were bound to run right off the rails the first chance they got.
"I don't like this," Doc muttered as he tapped his fingers on Drustan's desk and flipped through another pile of meaningless paperwork.
"It was your plan," Tucker said.
"I know," Doc sighed.
"So what's not to like?"
Doc glanced around the study with a frown. Except for Enoshi and his brothers, who were keeping an eye on the prisoners, Emily who was watching from the barn, and James who was keeping a lookout from the roof, everyone was inside the study with Doc.
All the servants and guards were gagged, bound, and locked inside one of the garages. Fernsby had put the children to sleep, and they were tucked safely inside an outdoor shed so that after Drustan had been dealt with, they could be handed off to Brice.
When James gave the word, Doc and the others would head for the entryway and wait in the hallway just outside it. Once all the Jurys were inside, they would launch their attack. In theory, it was a perfect plan.
"It just feels... wrong," Doc muttered.
"Did that Brice dude lie to you?" Tucker asked when Doc didn't continue.
"No," Doc said. "I'm quite certain he didn't."
"But how can you be sure?" Tucker asked, pulling a book from a shelf, reading the title and putting it back with a grimace.
"I'm really good at reading people."
"Like a book?"
"In a way," Doc responded.
He tried to put his finger on what exactly was bugging him, but he just couldn't quite figure it out. It was just a gut-level instinct. 
Fernsby was sitting across from Doc, eyes closed and medallion moving sluggishly between his fingers.
"How does compulsion work?" Doc asked, trying to distract himself from the vague feeling of doom that had settled on his shoulders. 
"What do you mean how does it work?" Fernsby replied.
"Is it like hypnotism?"
"They are similar," Fernsby said, "but different. Hypnotism works on the mind. Compulsion works on the body. It's also fairly difficult to do a continued hypnotism. For instance, I could get you to forget this conversation, but it would be a little harder to make you think that the desk you're sitting at isn't there. I could do it, but I'd have to put a continuous effort into it."
"Like a glamour," Doc murmured. "Some things are just too hard to tie off."
"Right, but if you were very powerful, you could combine hypnotism and compulsion and you could tie off the spells with a bow."
"Jury's really powerful, but he couldn't tie off a glamour," Doc pointed out.
"Probably only because he'd never seen it done. If you're powerful enough to make a glamour, tying it off should be an easy matter," Fernsby replied.
"I see." Doc shoved the paperwork to the side and started pacing. "Something's wrong," he repeated.
"They're not due back until like eleven o'clock," Tucker said. "And it's not even six in the morning."
"That's the best time to attack," Doc murmured, remembering something Andrew had once told him.
"But we're already here," Tucker said.
"Exactly," Doc said. "Phillip knows I'm coming; he has to. But he also has control of Jury. And Jury knows me better than anyone except Jervis, so he'd know exactly what I'd do. He probably wouldn't have guessed I'd bring an army with me, but he knows how I think. Shit," Doc hissed. "I shouldn't be the one making the plans."
"It's a little late for that!" Tucker exclaimed.
"I realize that," Doc snapped. "Out of the house!" he shouted. "Everyone out of the house!"
He dashed down the hallway and grabbed the door handle, but no matter how hard he pulled, the door didn't budge.
"Allow me," Curtis said.
Doc moved out of the way, and Curtis lumbered towards the door, smashing into it with enough force to crush a man, but the door held.
"Goddamn it!" Doc growled. "Crissy!"
The young witch flinched at his yell, but managed to step forward.
"Can you open the door?" Doc demanded.
"No," she whispered.
"Why not?"
"I can't see what's holding it closed."
Doc didn't know what to say to that. It was clearly magic if Curtis couldn't plow through it. He pulled the witch fetish from his pocket and examined the door himself; but like Crissy, he couldn't see anything obviously wrong.
"Try the windows," Doc said. "But be careful; there are wards on all of them."
Within seconds loud noises began to echo through the house, but what Doc didn't hear was the sound of breaking glass.
"This is why I should've come on my own," Doc grumbled.
"How would that have helped?" Tucker demanded.
"Because then it would just be me trapped inside a goddamn witch house."
Just then Doc felt heat wafting from the door and turned to watch as fire crawled under the door and through the window frames.
"Goddamn witches," he muttered. "If they had any ingenuity at all, we'd be dead already. I can think of at least five ways to eliminate us right this second. It's just lucky for us Jury isn't out there. If he was..." Doc shook his head.
"Lucky?" Tucker exclaimed. "The house is on fire!"
"I see that," Doc replied.
Everyone was huddled inside the entryway, looks of concern on their faces. They may have acknowledged that death was a possibility when they'd decided to come with him, but they hadn't reckoned on burning to death. No one reckoned on burning to death.
"What're we gonna do, D-Dog?" Tucker asked, panic filling his voice.
"We're going to take a minute to think," Doc replied.
"But the house is burning!" Tucker gasped.
"That's precisely why we're only going to take a minute. Now be quiet and let me think."
The fire was spreading rapidly, and everyone was just standing there doing nothing, so Doc snapped, "Can't you witches move water?"
"But there isn't any water," one of them replied.
"What about the water pipes running through the house?" Doc scolded.
"Oh. That's actually..."
Doc didn't hear the rest of the sentence because he'd turned away from them and was staring at the wall. The outside of the house was built of stone, which would pose a problem for most people, but not for trolls. And what were the chances Drustan had thought to shield more than the entrances and windows?
"Curtis," Doc said. "Why don't you and Marvin take a run at that wall there? Wait," Doc said, holding up his hand. "They'll be watching the front door, but there aren't any doors on the north side of the house. Clear a path!" he ordered the witches.
They'd managed to find the water pipes, and water was spewing everywhere making a very small dent in the fire, but at Doc's order, the water moved down the hallway.
"Let's go," Doc ordered. If it was just him, he would have run through the fire, but it wasn't just him.
When they reached the outer wall on the north side, Curtis and the other troll made a lumbering run towards the wall, crashing into it at the exact same time. The wall shuddered but didn't crumble so Curtis and Marvin backed up and ran towards the wall again. This time when they hit it, the entire wall shook, then broke outwards.
"Just as I thought," Doc muttered as the trolls fell out onto the ground.
Doc quickly jumped through the gaping hole and surveyed the area. It was hard to make out in the pre-dawn light, but at a quick glance he didn't see anyone.
"Rally your troops," Doc told Curtis. "I'm going around the front."
Doc didn't wait to hear Curtis's response, just jogged along the side of the house until he was in a good position to see the front yard. He couldn't see more than their silhouettes, but there were eight men standing there, and he could tell by their stature that at least three of them were Jurys. What he couldn't tell was whether or not one of them was Drustan.
"I wish Doyle were here," Doc muttered.
"Who's Doyle?" Tucker asked from right behind him.
Irritation spiked through Doc. Not because Tucker was there, but because he hadn't noticed Tucker was there.
"He was a sniper," Doc replied. "And a damn good one at that."
"I'm a sniper in one of my video games," Tucker whispered.
"It's not the same," Doc replied.
"But—"
"No!" Doc snapped. "See the problem is we can't get to them from here, but they can get to us the second we step out into the open. What we need is a distraction."
"Emily and I put out a plastic net on the lawn," Tucker said. "Will that work?"
"You did what?" Doc asked.
"Laid out a plastic net. It's attached to that golf cart over there."
"What?" Doc demanded. "When did you even have time?"
"You were drinking with Callisto," Tucker explained. "You wouldn't let me drink, and I got bored. So Emily and I laid out some traps. Pretty cool, huh?"
"You snuck onto the estate?" Doc snapped. "While the Jurys were still here?"
"We were in disguise as servants," Tucker snorted. "Duh!"
"I don't have time to have this conversation with you," Doc sighed. "And aren't golf carts sort of wimpy, anyway? I don't see how it will do any good."
"Emily made some adjustments to the engine. She says it'd pull Curtis at a hundred miles an hour now. She's hot," Tucker added dreamily.
"She's too old for you."
"She's not too old for Tucker though," Tucker countered.
"Trust me when I say you do not possess the mental maturity to pursue a woman like Emily."
"What's that even mean?" Tucker hissed.
"Exactly," Doc whispered. "Now listen up. I'll distract them so you can get to the golf cart. At the very least the net should trip them so I can get close enough to dispatch them."
"Just like the ninjas," Tucker said excitedly.
"Just like that," Doc agreed. "Now wait until I'm out in front of the house, and keep low to the ground."
"I got your back, Demon-Dog."
There was no point trying to correct him. To Tucker, that was Doc's name.
Doc patted Tucker on the shoulder before standing and walking slowly out into the open. A wash of color was filling the horizon behind the men now, making them even harder to see.
"Drustan Jury!" Doc yelled. "Are you out here or like a coward, did you send your sons to do your dirty work?"
"As if I need them," Drustan's voice called out. "I'll take pleasure in killing you myself."
"You can at least try," Doc muttered.
He felt a tingle of magic wash over him, but he just continued to walk casually towards them.
"Don't you ever fight with anything besides magic?" Doc drawled. "Could we sword fight? Or duel?"
"We're witches," Drustan snarled. "We don't need swords."
"I disagree," Doc said thoughtfully. "For instance, a knife or two would really benefit you right about now."
An engine roared off to the side, and the earth beneath the witches seemed to wake and rise. Ropes pulled taut, and all of a sudden, a net rose from the ground, sweeping over the witches and tearing them off their feet.
Doc rushed forward immediately, running after them as Tucker drove wildly across the estate, net full of witches bumping uncontrollably behind him. Without warning, Tucker slammed on the brakes, and the men caught inside the net rolled forward, carried by momentum until they crashed into the golf cart.
Doc grabbed the net, quickly slicing through a section and dragging out a battered man. He didn't recognize the man, so he slashed open his throat and tossed him to the side. Power slammed into Doc's tattoo, momentarily throwing him off-balance, but he didn't have time to indulge, so he just shook his head and tore out another man.
Just as Doc was about to shove his knife through the man's throat, a wall of air hit Doc, pushing him backward. Doc pulled the man along with him; and instead of struggling to keep his balance, Doc hooked his foot around the man's leg and tripped him. As they fell to the ground, Doc grabbed the man's throat and choked the life from him.
"Two down," Doc muttered as more heat tore through his body. "Six to go."
Two of the men had managed to crawl free of the net, and they faced Doc. Magic washed over him once more, and he shook his head.
"You don't really believe in the 'no internal magic' law, do you?" Doc drawled. "Not that I blame you; it just lacks creativity."   
Doc tossed his knife towards one of them, sighing when it jerked to halt and turned just before it hit the man. The knife flew back towards Doc, and he dropped to the ground and rolled towards the witches, slamming into their legs and knocking them to the ground.
"Surely you could've found something to use on the golf cart," Doc said as he bashed his fist through the first man's head. He had to steady himself for a second as more and more power rushed into him, overwhelming him with its heat.
As soon as he could see straight, he twisted and rammed his elbow across the other man's face. The man's neck snapped from the impact, and Doc sat back on his heels with a rough exhale.
His vision was so sharp from the immense power flowing through him that it was making him sick, but he needed to keep moving. He'd only killed four of them. 
"Personally," he said as he began to stand, "I would have used some of the dead tree limbs up above us."
"That's not a bad idea," someone said just before a broken tree branch speared through Doc's back and out his chest.
Doc only felt the pain for a second, and then everything went numb. "Shit," he hissed, knowing that in spite of all the power throbbing inside him right now, his body would only be able to heal if he could somehow push the branch back out, which he couldn't do because he couldn't move his arms.
Doc wobbled for a moment, then dropped forward, hitting the ground with enough force to push the branch backwards. But not far enough. It was still lodged in his back, separating the two sections of his spine.
Before he could figure out a plan, he heard Tucker yell angrily, "Get the hell away from D-Dog!" There was a gasp of pain, followed by the repeated sounds of muffled impact.
"I told you to get away from him," Tucker said apologetically a few seconds later.
"Holy shit, D-Dog," Tucker hissed as he ripped the branch from Doc's back. "Are you okay? Please tell me you're okay! I'm so sorry! I said I'd have your back, and I screwed up. I'm so sorry! Just please be okay!"
Pain suddenly spiked through Doc, and he knew his back was healing. He rolled over with a grunt and said, "I'm fine. Thanks for the assist."
"D-Dog!" Tucker shrieked, grabbing Doc and hugging him tightly. "I thought... I mean, that hole was like hella big!"
"I'm fine," Doc said. "But I do think Julian might have a point about the smack talking."
"What?" Tucker asked, expression confused.
"Never mind," Doc chuckled. "That was only five of them. There're three more."
"Three more what?" Tucker asked, just before his eyes widened in surprise and he flew backwards.
Doc jumped to his feet, hissing when he saw a man backing away, Tucker dangling in front of him.
"Don't move," Drustan ordered. "If you do, your little friend is dead."
Doc needed Drustan alive, but he wasn't willing to risk Tucker's life. There had to be a way to save Tucker and incapacitate Drustan. The sun was blinding Doc, and he squinted, trying to see Drustan's face so he could read his intent.
"Goddamn it," Doc hissed, finally getting a clear look at the man's face and also seeing the glamour over the top of it. "I am so sick of shell games. Tucker, don't move," he ordered.
Then he flicked his wrist sending a knife straight through the witch's head. Drustan's face faded away as the man teetered forward and dropped to the ground. Tucker fell at the same time and immediately began gasping for air.
"Don't die," Doc ordered. "That was only six."
He turned, glad to see that the other two men were still tangled in the plastic netting. He didn't recognize either of them, although one did bear a startling resemblance to Phillip, so he knocked that man over the head and killed the other one. Then he dragged the unconscious man free from the net and used strips of the netting to bind and gag him. As soon as the man was trussed up tightly, Doc ran back to check on Tucker.
"You alright?" he asked, helping Tucker sit up.
"I guess," Tucker croaked. "I couldn't breathe, man."
"Witches will do that to you," Doc said.
"How?"
"They suck the air out of your lungs somehow."
"I don't like it," Tucker mumbled, eyes frightened.
"No one does," Doc said. "Here, I want you to take this." He removed the Amos the Betrayer amulet and placed it around Tucker's neck.
"What is it?" Tucker asked, nose wrinkled in disgust.
"It's better to ask what it does," Doc advised. "It'll keep the witches from sucking the air out of your lungs."
"Oh," Tucker breathed. "But don't you need it?"
"Nah," Doc lied. "I'll be fine."
"But..."
"I want you to have it," Doc insisted. "Just promise me you won't take it off."
"I won't," Tucker said. His face turned green, and he asked, "Did I kill that dude?"
Doc glanced over his shoulder. The man Tucker had shot was riddled full of bullet holes. "Yes," Doc said.
"I've never killed anyone before," Tucker whispered, glancing around anxiously. "What if his ghost follows me around now? Like forever? I mean, can you imagine?"
Doc tried, and he couldn't.
"Never mind," Tucker said before Doc had formed a coherent response. "I don't see any ghosts so we're probably good."
Doc grinned. It looked as if Tucker was going to be fine.
"Did you see me driving that golf cart, man?" Tucker said. "I've never driven anything before; it was rad!"
"It was rad," Doc replied.
"I didn't think it would work so good," Tucker went on. "You just had all that plastic netting, and I thought it was a waste not to at least use some of it."
"You did good," Doc said as he helped Tucker to his feet.  
"Nice of you to wait for us," Curtis said irritably as he approached them.
"I waited," Doc said cheerfully.
"Humph," Curtis grunted.
"Have the witches burn the corpses," Doc ordered. "And I need Ana and Ina to transport the children over to Brice's estate. Tell them to be careful since we don't know where the rest of the Jurys are."
"And what are you going to be doing?" Curtis asked.
"Having a conversation with this fellow here."
Doc was gambling deep at this point. With the Occultatum in his pocket, none of the Jurys would be able to find him. And Doc highly doubted that even Jury would be able to guess any of the people Doc had brought with him. Jury might think to look for Jervis, but not Emily or Tucker or any of the others. So Doc was willing to bet that they were basically invisible to magic right now. Which bought them a little bit of time.
Drustan knew Doc was here, but he didn't know Doc had escaped his trap, and he couldn't know unless he came over to check. Doc suddenly frowned, because on the other hand, Jury could have been watching the eight men and known when each of them had died. Which also meant that Jury could track any of the eight men who were here. So maybe they hadn't bought any time at all.
Doc's head was going to explode from trying to figure out all the angles. "Andrew would say I need to revert to KISS," Doc muttered as he flung the unconscious witch over his shoulder.
"Kiss?" Tucker questioned. "I mean, that's a weird way to get info from someone, but it'd probably work on me. Especially if it was you doing the kissing," he added with a grimace.
"No," Doc laughed. "KISS. Keep it simple, stupid."
"Oh. It's one of those, um..."
"Acronyms," Doc offered.
"No, no, it's one of those words that stands for a whole phrase," Tucker replied.
"Yep," Doc replied, hiding his grin. "That's exactly what it is."
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Even though it went against Doc's personal code of ethics, he tied Phillip's brother to a chair, dumped a jar of rot mites on his head, and asked Fernsby to hypnotize him.
"Is he awake?" Fernsby asked.
"More or less."
"Which one is it?" Fernsby laughed.
Doc turned and slapped the bound witch across the face. The man flinched.
"More," Doc said.
"I can't do it if he won't open his eyes," Fernsby pointed out.
"Then I'll cut off his eye lids," Doc said.
Phillip's brother immediately opened his eyes.
"Better," Fernsby muttered. "Now look here, look at the eye, the eye is all you see. You will cooperate, and no magic will you seek. Answer my questions truthfully, and all will be well. First things first, what is your name?"
Doc ripped off the duct tape covering the man's mouth, and the man murmured, "Harold Jury."
"Where is Drustan, tell me now," Fernsby chanted.
"I don't know," Harold mumbled.
Fernsby frowned down at Harold, eyes narrow. His medallion was still swinging back and forth, but Doc noticed that Harold's eyes weren't actually following it.
"Is it working?" Doc asked.
"Unfortunately not," Fernsby sighed. "He must be one of the immune ones."
"Can you try again?"
"There's no point," Fernsby grumbled. "I can just tell."
"I guess I'll do it the old fashioned way," Doc drawled. 
He tortured Harold for seven hours before he told Doc where Drustan was holed up. After that, Doc tortured him for another hour just to make sure he was telling the truth. Only when Doc was absolutely convinced that he knew exactly where Drustan was did he put Harold out of his misery.
"Remind me not to ever get on your bad side," Curtis muttered when Doc finally stepped down into the main portion of the barn.
"Why's that?" Doc asked, swiping a towel from the table and using it to scrub the blood from his hands.
"No reason," Curtis said carefully.
Doc glanced around the room, cringing inwardly when he saw Emily's and Tucker's strained and pale faces. Ana and Ina were in one corner, playing a card game; but everyone else was missing.
"Torture's not for everyone," Doc said with a shrug. "Let's load up. I know where we're going."
"And where is that?" Curtis asked.
"Drustan has a small estate just outside of London," Doc replied. "And apparently, that's where we'll find everyone."
After they had relocated outside of London, they sat inside an abandoned cottage watching Drustan's estate for an entire day; and for that entire day Emily tried to break through the Jury family's barriers to reconnaissance.
"It's no use," she finally said. "Whatever they've done I can't get inside the house."
"KISS," Doc muttered.
"Are you still on that?" Tucker sighed. "I don't think you were very kissy with that guy back at the barn."
This is precisely why Doc didn't like working with people. They always overcomplicated things.
"Here's the plan," Doc said firmly. "I'm just going to walk in."
"What?!" Emily exclaimed.
"That's stupid!" Tucker said at the same time.
"Trust me," Doc said. "I have a plan."
"Are you going to share your plan?" Emily demanded.
"No," Doc replied with a grin. "Just trust me."
"I don't trust you," Emily growled. "That's the problem."
It was a pretty simple plan really. Basic. Uncomplicated. Relied on lots of luck. It was perfect really. And all he needed for it to work was an imp.
"I'll be right back," Doc said.
He was lying. He had no intention of coming back. But if he told them what he was really up to, they would probably try to stop him.
He pushed through his crew, as Emily called them, pausing beside Callisto. "Join me outside," he said softly.
"With pleasure," she grouched.
Once they were outside, Doc walked away from the cottage and got inside one of the vans. Callisto didn't bother with the door, just zapped into the passenger seat.
"Well?" she said.
"Do you speak Gaelic?" he asked.
"Tha mi," she replied.
"Perfect," he said, switching over to Gaelic as well. It wasn't his best language, but he could carry a conversation. He expected Emily to eavesdrop; after all, that's what Jervis paid her to do. Doc didn't want to assume she didn't know French, German, or Spanish; but the chances of her knowing Gaelic were fairly slim; and since Jules wasn't here to translate, he could talk freely.
"Can you take someone with you when you zap?" Doc asked.
"I don't know," she shrugged. "I've never tried." Doc raised an eyebrow, and she laughed lightly. "You want to find out?"
"Yes."
"I don't suppose it'll hurt me," she said, grabbing his arm.
There was a flash of black, Doc's ears popped, and he was suddenly sitting in the back of the van.
"I guess I can," Callisto said.
Doc ran a hand over his face, checking to make sure he wasn't missing anything. When he'd accounted for everything, he turned to Callisto with a grin and said, "Here's my plan."
There were portions of Doc's plan that Callisto objected to. Mostly the part where he stuffed her inside his duffle bag and carried her into the Jury mansion. But after a quick argument, she finally nodded and said, "It's a good thing you're so goddamn lucky; otherwise I'd never agree to this."
With that, she grasped his hand, and with another pop, Doc found himself standing at the end of the Jury driveway. He shook himself, a little unnerved by the abrupt change in location.
"Good work," he said when his vision had finally adjusted. "Now if you don't mind..."
"I do mind," she muttered, folding her small frame into the duffle bag. "I want a year's worth of whiskey," she muttered after he'd zipped her in.
"I'll give you three years' worth," Doc replied as he slung the straps over his shoulder and headed up the driveway.
"It's bumpy," Callisto complained.
"Sorry."
"And dark."
"I cut two little peep holes," Doc said.
"They're not big enough."
"You seem grumpy," Doc laughed.
"I've been stuck inside a cottage with thirty-nine other people for the last day," Callisto grunted. "You may not know this, but I'm not much of a people person."
"Shocking," Doc drawled.
"Don't act like you are," Callisto retorted. "You ditched your team the second you figured out how."
"They'll just get in the way," Doc tried to explain. "And if they get in the way, they'll get hurt. But not you. I'm fairly certain that no matter what guards or wards the Jurys have, you'll find a way out."
"That's a fact," Callisto said proudly.
"Now hush," Doc ordered. "We're getting closer."
"Hush!" Callisto snorted. "As if." Doc nudged the bag with his hip, and Callisto grumped, "Fine, I'm hushing!"
Guards with guns intercepted Doc long before he reached the front door. Doc held out his hands in submission and said, "I'm here to speak with Drustan. That's all."
"What's in the bag?" one of the guards demanded.
"My payment," Doc replied.
The guards glanced at each other in confusion, just as Doc had hoped they would. Drustan didn't share his plans with anyone, let alone some lowly guards. And it's not as if the guards were allowed to think for themselves. If Drustan didn't order them to do it, they couldn't do it. So they could hardly turn Doc away or shoot him, not if Drustan had asked him to come.
"Keep your hands in view," the taller guard ordered.
"They are," Doc said, wiggling his fingers.
"No fancy stuff," the guard added.
"I wouldn't dare," Doc replied.
They marched him up to the house, where they spoke in hushed tones to the guard at the door. After a moment, the door guard turned and went inside. Doc kept his hands in the air and smiled pleasantly at the other guards, enjoying their uneasiness.
The door opened once more, and the door guard motioned to Doc. "Follow me. You two, bring up the rear."
Doc stifled a laugh and followed the guard inside. They walked down a hallway and into a room. Doc had bet himself it would be the study, but he was wrong; it was a parlor.
Doc sighed irritably when he saw Phillip pretending to be Drustan. He was sitting on a settee, eyebrows arched arrogantly, Drustan glamour shimmering on top of his actual face.
"Where's Drustan?" Doc growled.
Phillip's face tightened in surprise, and one of the guards poked Doc with his gun and said, "He's right there. Show a little respect."
"Alright," Doc said slowly, suddenly realizing that Phillip wasn't just pretending to be Drustan for him; he was simply pretending to be Drustan. "I want to see Jury," Doc said firmly.
"I'm not sure you're in a position to make requests," Phillip replied.
"I just want to see Jury. Then I'll leave, and you'll never see me again."
"I'm getting the strangest feeling of déjà vu," Phillip murmured. "Seems like you've told me this lie once before."
"It wasn't a lie then, and it's not a lie now," Doc replied. "If you recall, you didn't let me see Jury last time. If you had, things would've gone very differently."
"What can you hope to gain by seeing him?" Phillip asked, lips curving slightly.
"I just want to see him," Doc said.
"I think not. Instead..." Phillip didn't continue, just snapped his fingers.
One of the guards turned and left the room, returning just a few seconds later with a bound woman. Even with the sack over her head, Doc knew her instantly, and his heart stopped beating, just froze in his chest.
"Bree," he whispered.
Phillip tore off the sack, revealing Bree's frightened and beaten face, and wrapped his hand around her throat.
"I think it's safe to say that I am holding all the trump cards, don't you think?" Phillip said softly.
Doc forced himself not to move, forced himself to stand absolutely still. This changed things. This changed everything. There was suddenly only one option, and he committed himself to it.
"Here is my suggestion," Phillip said, voice full of arrogance. "You remove all your weapons and charms and fetishes or whatever it is you're wearing, and in exchange for your life, I'll let the poor little banshee go."
"Deal," Doc said immediately.
Bree's eyes widened, and behind her gag she struggled to tell him no. He just gazed into her lovely green eyes and smiled. He'd do anything for her. Absolutely anything. Including sacrificing Jury. Including sacrificing himself.
With his eyes, he tried to say everything he should have told her over the years. That he loved her. That he was proud of her. That he loved being her father. That he missed her and always would.
A gun prodded him in the back, and Phillip barked, "Lose your weapons before I lose my patience."
"I'm doing it," Doc said softly. "I'm doing it."
He slowly and carefully pulled the straps from his shoulder, but instead of dropping the bag to the ground, he tossed it directly at Bree and shouted "Now!"
Doc saw Callisto's green hands shoot out of the bag just as it smashed into Bree and Phillip, and then Bree and Callisto were gone, and Phillip was standing alone, mouth open in shock.
"Changed my mind," Doc drawled, already halfway across the room, knife drawn.
Phillip raised his hand, and Doc suddenly crashed into a solid wall of air. And then the guards started shooting. Bullets tore into Doc, ripping through every part of him, stripping his flesh from his bones. He turned to face the guards, throwing his knife as he did. The knife tore through a man's chest, and heat swept into Doc, but it wasn't enough.
Doc stumbled forward, palming another knife and throwing it, vision blurring as he watched it tear through a guard's shoulder, too far to the left to kill him. Doc lunged at the guard nearest him, hands outstretched, but fell to the ground as something crashed into the back of his head.
"Don't worry," Phillip murmured as he kicked Doc square in the face. "I'll let Thomas attend your funeral."
Pain and darkness tore at Doc, and even though he fought it, even though he managed to wrap his hand around Phillip's leg, the darkness finally won.
"I think it's safe to say that was not your best plan," Andrew said.
"I saved Bree," Doc murmured, pain still racking his body. "That's all I care about." He leaned back on his throne, weariness pulling at him and wondered vaguely if he'd finally reached the end.
"But it's not all I care about," Andrew retorted.
Doc suddenly sat upright, pain forgotten. "Are you really Andrew?" he demanded.
Andrew grinned crookedly and said, "Who else would I be?"
"You can't be though," Doc murmured. "Because how the hell would you know about Phillip just now?"
"Maybe you told me."
"How could I have told you?" Doc sighed. "I just got here."
"You're right," Andrew chuckled. "That doesn't make any sense."
"Goddamn it," Doc hissed, feeling stupid. "I knew it wasn't you."
"What if I told you a joke?" Andrew suggested. "Would that convince you?"
"No," Doc snarled. "It's not like I don't know all your jokes."
"I'll tell you one you don't know."
"I bet you a hundred merlins you can't," Doc retorted.
"What's a merlin?" Andrew asked, genuine confusion crossing his face.
Doc's breath caught in his throat. "You don't know?" he asked softly.
"I assume it's something you bet," Andrew said. "And since I never win at bets, I probably shouldn't bet it. Especially since I don't know what it is."
A barrage of feelings rushed through Doc. Confusion, grief, happiness, sorrow. "Why are you still here?" Doc whispered. "Didn't you go to... meet your family?"
"Sure," Andrew said with a shrug. "But nobody said I had to stay there all the time."
"What happens?" Doc asked intently. "What happens when you die?"
A slow grin split Andrew's face, and he said, "Sorry, Doc. No spoilers."
Pain ripped through Doc's body, and he jerked upright, banged his head on something, and fell back down.
"Good; you're awake," Phillip said.
Phillip was peering down at Doc, lips curved in a cruel smile. Doc tried to focus, tried to figure out where he was, tried to figure out why he couldn't sit upright; but pain was muddling his mind.
"I left you the banshee fetish," Phillip murmured. "Because I want you to see my face as you're lowered into the ground."
Lowered into the ground? What was Phillip talking about? Doc shook his head, trying to clear it, gasping as something sharp speared into his cheek.
"I had your coffin modified a bit," Phillip said. "Added a few spear tips to keep you in line," he explained with a chuckle.
Panic suddenly clawed at Doc's throat, and he turned his head carefully. He could see it now. He could see the plastic sides of the coffin, closing in around him, holding him in place. Except for the metal spikes, it was just like the coffin he'd put Phillip inside.
"I don't have any rot mites, regrettably, not that they would hurt you, so I opted for scorpions." Phillip lifted a jar full of black and yellow scorpions, shook it vigorously, then opened it and dumped them through one of the air holes right onto Doc's naked chest.
Stingers tore through Doc skin, injecting venom, but he barely felt it. He was numb with fear because he'd finally realized what Phillip intended to do. He was going to bury Doc alive.
"I think it's only fair," Phillip said softly. "After all, you tried to steal my son; you stole my Hidden; you closed my prison. If I had more time, I would keep you in the dungeon and cut off a piece of you every day for years. Unfortunately, I don't have the time."
Phillip paused here and tapped the plastic lid. "Thomas happened to mention that you're a bit claustrophobic so I thought since I don't have the time to whittle you down to your bones, why not bury you alive? My only regret is that I won't be here to hear you scream."
He tapped the lid again, like Doc was a bug inside a jar, and smiled cruelly. "But I did say Thomas could attend your funeral; and unlike you, Holliday, I am a man of my word."
Jury's face joined Phillip's over the casket, and Doc stared up at Jury, searching his eyes, but all he received in return was a blank stare.
"Open the earth, Thomas," Phillip ordered. "And toss this wretch into it."
"Yes, Father," Jury said woodenly.
Blue magic surfed from his fingertips, and before long, Doc felt the coffin move. Terror filled him, making him nauseous, but he refused to scream, refused to beg, refused to give Phillip Jury the satisfaction. If he was going to die, he'd die with style, just like he'd lived.
"I do wonder how long you'll survive down there," Phillip said conversationally as the coffin dropped into the ground.
"I'll be back to haunt you!" Doc yelled right before the dirt closed in over the casket, sealing him into the dark.
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Doc closed his eyes, trying to block out the overwhelming fear that was clawing at him. He wasn't just going to roll over and die. There was a chance he'd been in worse situations before and gotten out of them, and he could get out of this too. 
He tried to focus, but it was difficult. His body ached all over, and the scorpions were scurrying over his naked form, occasionally stinging him. He was already weak, and he knew he'd get weaker by the minute as more and more scorpion venom was injected into his system.
He could feel his body healing, but not with the rapidness he was so used to. Instead it felt sluggish and weak. At a guess, he'd been shot well over fifty times, and that would put a strain on his system no matter how many witches he'd eaten for breakfast.
He forced out a shaky breath and muttered, "Think." His mind turned over, replaying the last few minutes and organizing what it found. 
He was naked, but they'd also been stupid enough to put spikes inside the casket with him, so he wasn't without weapons. Doc moved his bound hands to the side, feeling for one of the spikes. A blade cut across his fingers, drawing blood, and he carefully twisted his hand until the blade of the spearhead was touching the zip tie binding his wrists together, and then he carefully sawed through the plastic.
Once his hands were free, he felt along the bottom of the spear, trying to wiggle it loose, but it wouldn't budge. He turned his hand and rammed his palm into the flat of the blade, over and over, cutting his hand on the other blades as he did.
"Goddamn it!" Doc hissed. "I'm not going to die like this!"
At his outburst, several scorpions stung him, and Doc retreated into the back of his mind to escape the pain and suffocating darkness.
This wasn't like last time. Tozi wasn't standing by watching over him. He was alone, and if he didn't figure out something, he would finally know exactly what happened when someone died.
He took a deep breath, trying to release his panic. Dying wasn't the worst thing that could happen. He could easily think of twenty things he'd choose dying over. But that still didn't mean he was going to go without a fight.
"First things first," he said. "The scorpions have got to go."
He felt around in the darkness, snagging scorpions and crushing them between his fingers. Before long, the coffin was truly silent except for the sound of Doc's ragged breathing.
He lay in the silence for a few minutes, calming his breath and his heart. As he slowly relaxed, the pain in his body faded away, leaving only a lingering ache and a heavy weakness.
Taking a deep breath, he braced his hands on the coffin lid and shoved upward. It didn't budge. He tried several times before admitting that he wasn't going to get out that way.
He closed his eyes and hummed to himself as he tried to think of another option. If he could wrench free one of the spearheads, he could use it to break the seams along the section of box near his head. If he could remove that one panel, he could start digging towards freedom.
"It bothers me that Phillip just happened to have two dozen spears lying around," Doc muttered as he wiggled up onto his side. "Kitchen knives I'll grant you, but spears?"
He ran his fingers slowly along the bottom of the casket, stopping when they reached a spear tip. Ignoring the spears that dug into the back of his arm, Doc wedged his hands on either side of the spearhead and pushed back and forth. The floor of the coffin was already slick with blood, making it hard for him to stay in place, but he kept working at it, kept forcing his hands to move.
When the spear tip finally wiggled beneath his pressure, Doc let out a hiss of relief and shoved as hard as he could. The spear popped free, and Doc flattened out once more, spearhead clutched in his hand. He was exhausted, and his eyes slipped closed of their own accord. He'd just rest for a minute, and then he'd start trying to leverage the panel.
A small voice spoke inside his head. It wasn't his own voice; he didn't recognize it, but he understood what it said. "Psst! Don't fall asleep."
He wanted to ignore the voice; after all, he didn't know it, and it was probably just the beginnings of madness. He wanted to fall asleep; he wanted to escape the darkness of the coffin and the overwhelming fear; but instead, he sighed and rolled over onto his stomach, ignoring the slashes of pain along his sides. He reached out his hand and touched the cool plastic in front of him, then slid his hand upwards until he felt where the coffin lid connected to the panel. Holding himself upright with one arm, he shoved the spear tip into the joint and worked it back and forth.
He worked at the joint until his hands couldn't hold the spearhead any longer, then he collapsed, weariness overtaking him. Sheer panic tried to drag him down, but he forced his mind to happier moments, moments outside of the darkness. After flipping through happy memories of Bree for a while, Doc's mind wandered off to Mexico with Jury and that one really dull year they'd spent there.
Jury hadn't known that the real reason they'd gone down there was because Doc had received a phone call asking for help. A woman he'd once known, a tlahuelpuchi, had gone missing, and her husband was trying to find her.
Each night, Doc had secretly sneaked out while Jury wiled away his time with beautiful women. The only reason he hadn't taken Jury along was because he'd kept complaining about how no matter where they went, Doc always managed to get mixed up in something.
Doc managed a tired grin as he remembered the morning Jury almost caught him.
"Where were you last night?" Jury demanded when Doc stepped into the kitchen of the house they'd rented.
"Probably the same place you were," Doc chuckled. "A lovely lady's bed."
"A likely story," Jury ground out, grabbing the bottle of whiskey and holding it out of Doc's reach. "Where were you really? There's blood on your collar."
"That's cocktail sauce," Doc replied.
"I don't believe you."
"We're on vacation," Doc said. "I was out vacationing. Just like you."
"Jervis called," Jury stated, eyes narrow.
"That's nice," Doc murmured.
"He said to tell you that the package is on its way. What does that mean?" 
"He's sending me some more clothes," Doc lied. He was actually sending the extraction team so Doc could get into a drug lord's compound without alerting the guards. "My linen beach pants have a rip in them," he added.
"I don't like being lied to," Jury snarled.
"And that's why I never lie to you," Doc said, tone completely sincere.
"We'll see about that," Jury huffed, tossing Doc the whiskey bottle.
Doc laughed softly as the memory faded, even though he didn't really have the energy for it. Then he lifted his head and started working the spearhead once more.
If the complete darkness wasn't bad enough, the smell of blood and sweat was nearly overpowering at this point. He could only imagine what he looked like. Every time he moved, he received a cut somewhere, and his hand was so sticky with blood he barely had to hold the spearhead anymore; it just stuck to his hand.
He kept working by sheer force of will. Sheer force of will, anger, and fear. He wanted out of that coffin almost as much as he wanted to save Jury. The look in Jury's eyes was haunting him, pushing him forward, giving him strength. He had to break free.
When he'd finally managed to destroy two of the four seams, he laid his head onto the floor once more. "Two down," he whispered. "Two to go."
A rush of warm air suddenly washed over him, and intense relief filled Doc when he heard Enoshi say, "I'm here."
"I almost had it," Doc insisted.
"I know," Enoshi replied.
"Thank you," Doc whispered, then he gave himself up to Enoshi's warmth and tumbled into oblivion.
Doc sat upright, the fury coursing through him fueling his every movement.
"Doc!" Bree exclaimed, throwing herself on him and wrapping her arms around him. "I was so worried," she sobbed.
"I'm fine," Doc assured her, returning her hug before pushing her back gently so he could look at her face. "Who did this to you?" he asked, lightly tracing the bruises on her cheeks.
"It's not important," she murmured.
"I beg to differ," Doc said, voice soft. "It's incredibly important."
"He's not in control," Bree said. "I could see him trying to fight it; he just couldn't."
"Jury did this," Doc stated, his fury coalescing into pure hate.
"It wasn't him," she insisted.
"I know that."
"What are you going to do?" she asked worriedly.
"Easy," Doc said. "I'm going to rip Phillip Jury's head from his neck."
"But how?" she asked.
"I'll find a way. Where's Callisto?"
"Everyone's in the stables," Bree said. "We moved to a different location after... well, after."
Doc stood, pulling Bree to her feet as well. "I'm sorry," he whispered as he tugged her into his embrace. "I'm really sorry."
"Don't be ridiculous," Bree chastised him. "I'll heal."
Doc closed his eyes and asked the question he was terrified to ask. "Is it just your face?"
"Is that your way of asking if Phillip ordered Jury to rape me?" Bree asked softly.
"Maybe," Doc admitted.
"No," she replied. "I've bruises all over, but they're all on the outside."
Relief filled him, and he hugged her tighter as he said, "Still, I'm sorry." 
"Stop being sorry," she ordered, pushing him away from her. "You didn't do anything wrong." She raised her hand to his face and studied him gently. "You look tired," she said. "You should go eat the snack Enoshi picked up for you and figure out how to cut off Phillip Jury's head."
He grinned at her and said, "With pleasure."
But first he had to find Callisto.
With a grimace he tugged the colorful shirt Tucker must have left for him over his head, then he walked unsteadily across the room towards the door. He really did need a snack, but first he had to make sure Bree was safe.
Callisto was sitting just outside the door, perched like a raven on top of the wood pile.
"You made it," she said without much inflection.
"I did. Thank you," Doc said. "I... Thank you."
"Yep." She looked away from him, clearly uncomfortable with his gratitude, before saying, "Don't forget my whiskey."
"I won't," Doc replied with a laugh. "How far can you zap?"
"I don't know why you call it that," she grumbled, pulling a pipe from her pocket and lighting it.
"I had a friend who... Well, anyway, how far can you... zap?"
"As far as I want."
"So you could zap from here back to New York?" Doc demanded.
"Sure," she replied.
"How?" Doc asked, his curiosity overtaking the conversation for a moment.
She studied him frankly before switching to Gaelic and saying, "We run through the dreaming."
Of all the answers Doc had expected, that was not one of them.
"You run through the dreaming?" he repeated.
"It's hard to explain, but I more or less move from here, into here in the dreaming, and then I sort of leap to where I want to go and..." She paused, grinned, and added, "Then zap back out."
"That's... I..."
"That's between you and me!" she snapped. "It's not something we share."
"I understand," Doc said. And he really did. It would spell disaster for the imps if anyone actually knew how they traveled.
"Would you please take Bree and go?" Doc said. "Far away. As far as you can. Just take her away and keep her there until this is done."
Callisto raised an eyebrow and said, "I don't think she'll like that."
"I don't care," Doc said. "I... I need to know she's safe. It's the only way."
"Five years' worth," she said slyly.
"A lifetime's supply," Doc replied.
"Deal," she laughed, and then she was gone.
Doc heard a gasp from inside the cottage, and when he turned around to look inside, Bree was gone as well.
The band around his heart loosened, and he was finally able to focus fully on the fury that was threatening to consume him.
He didn't try to push away the fury; instead he allowed it to consume him, allowed it to sharpen his vision until Phillip's face was all he could see. And he gripped it tightly, fashioning it into hard resolve. He would finish this. Today Phillip Jury was going to die.
He'd need help though, so he walked across the yard and entered the stables. At the sound of his footsteps, Tucker's head swung around. His eyes widened when he saw Doc, and he jumped to his feet and rushed forward, wrapping Doc in a tight hug.
"You scared the crap outta me!" Tucker exclaimed, squeezing Doc so fiercely it almost hurt.
"I'm fine," Doc said. "Just needed a nap."
"Fine!" Tucker snapped, pulling away from Doc, eyes cloudy with hurt. "You went off without us, man. You didn't even tell us what you were doing. If it hadn't been for Emily bugging you, we probably wouldn't have even known what happened."
"I'm sure Callisto would have filled you in," Doc pointed out.
Tucker's face darkened, and he said, "Not on the bit where you got shot so many times you looked like a piece of Swiss cheese. Or the bit where that asshole guy beat the crap out of you and tossed you into that coffin. Or the part where J-Dog..." Tucker's voice cracked, but he kept going, "Buried you alive!"
Doc glanced behind Tucker and saw that nearly everyone was staring at him, gazes ranging from stony to downright mad. It was obvious that he wasn't going to get out of this without a genuine apology.
"I may have miscalculated," Doc said carefully. "I thought that if I could just get Jury away from Phillip maybe it would break the compulsion. And if it didn't, I figured one of you could work it out."
"We came here to help you!" Tucker declared. "Not to just sit back and watch while you go on your suicide missions."
"What he said," James muttered.
Doc was still too tired to deal with this. It was true that he would probably be dead right now if it wasn't for them, but that didn't mean he liked trying to explain himself. He'd also just come to realize that he really did need them if he was going to have any hope of saving Jury, so he took a deep breath and said, "I'm sorry. I made a mistake."
Ana and Ina actually gasped. Emily dropped the cup she was holding. And Tucker took a full step backward.
"Did you just say you're sorry?" Ana demanded.
"I did," Doc sighed.
"Sincerely?" Ina inquired.
"Yes."
"Are you sure that's Doc?" someone hissed.
"Goddamn it!" Doc snapped. "It's me! I'm sorry. I screwed up. Thank you for saving me! Now where the hell is Enoshi?"
"That's more like it," Ana said, grinning at him and returning to her book.
"He's upstairs," Emily said, eyes still a little uncertain.
"Thank you," Doc ground out as he turned towards the stairs. "And Tucker?" he said, pausing.
"Yes?" Tucker said worriedly.
"If you don't find me some decent clothes, I'll shave your head."
"Not the hair!" Tucker gasped. "I just had it dyed!"
"Then you know what you need to do," Doc retorted before he continued up the stairs.
If Doc hadn't known what he was looking for, Enoshi and his brothers would have been barely visible along the back wall. Doc approached them slowly, not sure how to express the full depth of his gratitude.
"Thank you," he finally said, even though it was hardly enough.
"You've done the same for us," Enoshi replied solemnly.
For a moment Doc and Enoshi just stared at each other, then Doc smiled slowly. "I always considered myself terribly lucky that I picked that particular theater."
"You lucky?" Enoshi said, laughter floating past his words. "We were the lucky ones."
"It was a double win," Doc chuckled weakly. He was still so very tired. "Bree said something about a snack?"
"I scoured the edges of London until I found someone I thought you would enjoy," Enoshi replied. "I drifted in on her beating her small daughter with a shoe."
"No excuse for that," Doc said evenly.
"None," Enoshi replied, drifting backwards and revealing a terrified looking woman.
"Help!" she screamed, scrambling right into Doc's arms.
"You'll find no help here," Doc replied, wrapping his fingers around her throat. He usually liked to verify his kills first, but he had always trusted Enoshi.
The woman didn't even struggle in his arms, and in only a few seconds she was dead, and her life force was sweeping into Doc. It was pale in comparison to a witch's life force, but it was all Doc needed to clear the weariness from his bones.
"Thank you. Again," Doc said as he dropped the woman's corpse to the floor.
"We—"
"I don't want to hear it," Doc said, cutting him off. "You don't owe me; you never did. Even if you did, we're more than even. You don't have to stay."
"We'll stay," Enoshi said.
"Good."
Doc walked back downstairs and said loudly, "Curtis, you're in charge. What's the plan?"




Chapter 25
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Within the hour, the battle plan was in motion. Curtis had tasked the vampires with removing the external guards to the north and east. Three of the witches went with them to assist and keep an eye out for traps. He'd tasked the shapeshifters and another three witches to eliminate the external guards to the south and west.
Emily, Fernsby, and four of the remaining witches were stationed at the edge of the estate. Emily had the crate of rot mites, and her job was to use them to infiltrate the house and, hopefully, remove Jury's capacity to use magic against them.
Curtis and Marvin were going in the front door to create a distraction. And while that was going on, Doc, Tucker, Terry and Dillion, the two bruisers Jervis had sent with them, Crissy, and four other witches were sneaking in the back door.
Although Doc had handed the reins to Curtis, he refused to allow the shadow phantoms to do any shadowing. Doc simply didn't want to risk Enoshi or his brothers getting ripped apart by a ward, so their job was to follow Doc and extract anyone if it became necessary. Under no circumstances were they to move through the walls.
"It's more to the point," Enoshi had argued.
"You'll get the job done just as well if you use the door," Doc had retorted. "Bullets pass right through you, so it's not even an issue. And we both know what a shadow phantom ward will do to you."
"Fine," Enoshi grumbled.
That, and passing around a photograph of Jury so no one accidentally killed him, was the most of Doc's interference. Which explained why Doc and his team were now standing just inside a grove of trees and watching the back of the house instead of rushing inside like Doc would have preferred.
The two teams tasked with clearing the area of guards had already swept through; and even though it was dark, Doc could see the cloud of rot mites hovering just above one of the attic windows. All they needed now was Curtis's signal.
A flare burst to life at the front of the house, and Doc said, "Let's go." 
He walked forward rapidly, Crissy right by his side and Tucker just behind him. They reached the back door in seconds; and, without being told, Crissy moved forward. Reddish magic burst from her fingers into the door. The magic ran around the doorframe, then Crissy stepped back and whispered, "It's clear."
Doc eased open the door. There was a guard just inside, facing the front of the house, and Doc rushed forward and slammed the bottom of his fist into the man's head, knocking him out. The man dropped, but Doc caught him before he hit the floor and shoved a knife into the unconscious man's side. Heat rushed into Doc's tattoo, but he ignored it and motioned towards the hallway.
The plan was to stick together and sweep one room at a time. It wasn't the way Doc would have done it, but he hadn't made the plan.
Doc saw the next guard the second they stepped into the kitchen, and just as he threw his knife, one of the witches flung out his hand. Magic and knife hit the man at the same time; the knife killed him, and the magic gagged him so he dropped to the floor without a sound.
"Keep moving," Doc whispered.
In under a minute, the main floor of the house was clear, and they met up with Curtis at the bottom of the stairs.
"So far so good," Curtis murmured.
Too good, Doc thought, but he didn't say anything, just gestured for Curtis to lead the way. They did a thorough sweep of the second and third floors, killing everyone they came across, including the servants.
Emily had seen enough through the bugs she'd managed to sneak in with Doc to verify that no one in the house was innocent. The Jurys operated openly, and everyone in the house, even the servants, had known about Bree's capture and abuse. And so everyone in the house had been marked for death.
By the time they finished searching the house, Doc was vibrating with irritation. Something wasn't right. They'd searched the entire house, but they hadn't come across Phillip, Drustan, Jury, or Jury's brothers. Curtis was certain no one had left the estate since Doc had gone in two days earlier, so where were they?
Once everyone had reassembled at the bottom of the stairs, Curtis radioed James and asked roughly, "You checked all the outbuildings?"
"Yes, sir."
"Sweep the house," Curtis ordered. "Look for hidden passageways."
Doc headed towards the kitchen, a thought itching at the back of his mind. Most houses this old had a cellar of some kind, but he hadn't remembered seeing an entrance.
"Where're you going?" Tucker asked, right on Doc's heels.
"To the kitchen," Doc replied.
"I'm coming."
"You don't see me stopping you, do you?" Doc chuckled.
"This house is a ten on the creepy scale," Tucker whispered, shuddering slightly. "Did you see that curtain thing in the library?"
"It's called a tapestry," Doc replied. "And that's the Jury family crest."
"I don't care what it's called; it's creepy. And I saw at least five ghosts while we were walking around."
"You did?"
"For real."
"Did you talk to them?"
"Can't," Tucker muttered.
"Why not? Isn't that your thing?"
"Yeah, but, these ghosts... It's bad, dude. They don't... They can't speak. They don't... They don't have tongues."
"But they're ghosts," Doc said. "Do they need tongues?"
"Apparently." Tucker shuddered and said, "I really don't like it here."
"We'll burn it when we're done," Doc replied absently as he searched the kitchen, looking for signs of a hidden door.
"Don't you think it was kinda cold, you just killing all the servants while they slept?" Tucker inquired softly.
"If you work for someone evil, and you watch and do nothing while he commits those evils, you also become evil," Doc asserted.
"But the Jurys are like uber powerful," Tucker argued. "What could the servants have done?"
"The possibilities are limitless," Doc said. "The least they could have done was walk away. Beyond that, since the Jurys are uber powerful," Doc admitted, "the servants could've poisoned the soup; they could've killed them in their sleep; they could've ice picked them at the dinner table. People like the Jurys don't pay any attention to their servants; they would have never seen it coming."
"But isn't that like murder?" Tucker asked. "Isn't sneaking up on someone murder?"
Doc looked up and caught Tucker's eyes. "Are you seriously suggesting that I should have put the lives of my entire team at risk just to announce to these cruel bastards that we were planning to kill them?" Doc asked evenly.
Tucker shook his head emphatically and said, "No, no, I mean, that's stupid."
"It is stupid," Doc agreed.
"But... Are you really saying that if someone just stands there and watches something bad happen... like Bree... They might as well be the one doing it?"
"Pretty much," Doc said. "I swear to you that I have never stood by and done nothing. And no one should. Would I walk past a man beating his child and do nothing? No! Would I sit in my car and watch someone be beaten to death? No! Everyone has the ability to stand for what is right; just not everyone does."
"But... I just... I don't understand," Tucker said, voice doubtful. "Where's the line?"
"There is no line!" Doc snapped. "There is good and evil, right and wrong; and it's easy enough to tell the difference."
"How's that not a line?" Tucker insisted.
"Because no one made it. No one drew it in the sand. It just is, and everyone knows the difference, deep down inside of them, they know. I don't just kill people for the fun of it. I kill people who hurt other people," Doc said. "And sometimes I kill people who are trying to kill me. I don't ever just... hurt people. Can you see that? I hurt people who hurt other people. Remember what you said about the boogeyman? I'm just restoring the balance."
"I get that, I guess," Tucker replied.
"And what if it was Sissy?" Doc said, trying to explain it in a way Tucker could understand. "What if it was Sissy they had beaten? Beaten until she passed out from the pain? With everyone in the house watching?" Doc put his hand on Tucker's shoulder and said gently, "Everyone the Jurys have hurt over the years, everyone they've beaten and killed, they were all somebody's Sissy."  
Tucker's already pale face turned green, and he stared at Doc, eyes full of hurt and confliction.
Doc turned from Tucker to continue his search. He didn't have time to walk Tucker down this path right now. He'd either come to terms with it or he wouldn't.
Doc ran his fingers along another wall, searching for switches or buttons or anything. The banshee fetish had revealed nothing, and he'd already checked all the places he thought the original cellar door might have been.
"It's over here," Tucker said.
"What is?"
"The door."
Doc hurried over to where Tucker was standing and examined the wall in front of him. "I don't see anything," Doc grumbled.
"Neither do I," Tucker said. "But this is where the ghost is pointing."
Doc glanced around the kitchen. He didn't see anything. "There's a ghost here?"
"Yeah. You're pretty much standing on top of her."
Doc stepped sideways. "Sorry?"
"I don't think she cares. She's pretty insistent though."
"Where exactly is she pointing?" Doc asked.
Tucker bent down and tapped a spot at the bottom of the wall. "Right here."
Doc felt along the floor, grinning when his finger caught a latch and a door swung inward, revealing a narrow flight of stairs.
"Thanks," he told the air, and then he headed down the dark stairs.
"Wait," Tucker said, stumbling after him. "Shouldn't we wait for the others?"
"They'll be here soon enough," Doc replied.
"You're really bad at this," Tucker muttered.
"Bad at what?"
"Working with a team."
"They'll find us," Doc insisted. "In the meantime, if we, and by we I mean you, are quiet, maybe we can sneak up on them."
"You're gonna get yelled at," Tucker sighed.
"Hush," Doc shot back.
There was a large open room at the bottom of the stairs, probably the old cellar, but it was mostly empty. There were a few barren shelves and a couple of old barrels, but no doors that Doc could see.
"It's over here," Tucker hissed.
"The ghost?" Doc asked.
"The ghost," Tucker confirmed.
Doc squinted in the half dark, trying to find a seam where Tucker was pointing. Doc heard a faint click, and suddenly the wall was illuminated.
"You should always carry a flashlight, man. You never know when you might end up... well, in a basement."
Doc ignored Tucker and continued his search for the trigger. He finally pressed the right spot, and the wall slid slowly forward.
"Forget the ten," Tucker muttered. "It's a solid twenty on the creepy scale. There're ghosts everywhere down here. I mean, the place is crawling with them."
"Is that bad?" Doc asked, maneuvering around the door and into the well-lit passageway behind it.
"I've never seen so many in one place," Tucker responded. "Holy shit!" he hissed. "This place is..." He trailed off because there truly were no words.
Spears and shields lined the walls of the hallway, and on top of each spear was a pale skull. Doc glanced down the long hallway, sighing sadly.
"Are those real skulls?" Tucker breathed.
"Yes."
"But they... They're not..."
"Human." Doc said. "Well, most of them anyway."
"I suppose that explains some of the ghosts I've been seeing," Tucker whispered.
His hand was gripping Doc's arm tightly, and Doc knew he was terrified.
"Why don't you run back upstairs and get Curtis?" Doc suggested.
"And leave you all alone? No way, man."
"Alright," Doc agreed. "But I need you to be quiet." Tucker made a sideways motion near his mouth, and Doc said, "What was that for?"
Tucker made the motion again and said, "I'm zipping my lips shut."
"You're... Oh, never mind," Doc sighed.
He headed down the hallway, dreading what they'd find at the end. Cages were set inside the walls, reminiscent of Mitcham's dungeon, but these cages were empty and void of life. An air of death clung to the place, and Doc knew there was no one here he could save.
The hallway ended up ahead, and Doc couldn't quite see inside the room beyond. He paused, not keen on the idea of just rushing into a room potentially full of witches. Everything about this place made his skin crawl. And he missed Jury. If Jury were here, he'd be mumbling and cussing and telling Doc what a stupid plan this was. And then they'd rush in, kill everyone, and argue about who had killed the most.
Doc started to step forward, but something held him back. He was afraid that Jury was in that room, waiting for him, eyes cold and dead. For years he'd worked with Jury, teaching him how to think, showing him how to be more than just a witch, and the idea that someone as ruthless and cold as Phillip was controlling Jury, controlling all that power and ingenuity and brilliance, made Doc sick inside.
"All I have to do is kill Phillip," Doc murmured. If he killed Phillip, Jury would be free. So he'd ignore Jury, he'd ignore everyone else, and he'd kill Phillip.
"Good thing you waited for us," Curtis said from behind him.
Doc sighed. Part of his mind had heard their approach, but he'd been so focused on his thoughts that he hadn't bothered to acknowledge it.
"There's a trap up ahead," Curtis added. "And Crissy said it's a doozy."
"A doozy?" Tucker repeated. "What's that?"
"It means it'll tear off your skin or rip out your intestines or crush your eyeballs," Curtis said flatly.
"Oh," Tucker breathed.
Red magic slithered down the hallway, and after a long moment, Crissy whispered, "We're clear."
"How about a camouflage glamour?" Doc asked. "So we can walk right up to the room without being seen?"
The witches started whispering softly; and one, a man named Tony, finally said, "I think we can do that."
"I was hoping for something a bit more solid than think," Doc drawled.
Tony shrugged and said, "I could lie to you."
"I'd prefer it."
"In that case, we can definitely do it," he replied.
"Get to it then," Doc said, swallowing a laugh.
Bursts of color spun into the air, twisting together. Then the colors faded away, making the hallway seem dark.
"Ready," Tony whispered.
"I'll lead," Doc said.
"Hogwash," Curtis snorted. "Marvin and I will lead, take the brunt of the first attack, which will allow you and the others to take them out."
"I'd rather—"
"I don't give a fig what you'd rather," Curtis interrupted firmly. "That's the way we're doing it."
With a sigh, Doc moved to the side, allowing Curtis and Marvin step in front of him. "Remind me to redact Jervis's raise," Doc muttered.
"Why?" Tucker asked.
"I was talking to myself," Doc replied.
"But you said to remind you."
"Shut up! Both of you," Curtis hissed.
"Told you you were gonna get yelled at," Tucker whispered.
"You got yelled at too," Doc shot back.
Curtis growled, and Doc pretended to zip his lips shut. Tucker giggled, stopping abruptly when Curtis glared at him.
They all began to move slowly forward; but when they reached the mouth of the hallway Curtis motioned for everyone to stop. Doc stared past him, swallowing a hiss of irritation. There were seventeen men inside the large room, but the only one Doc recognized was Jury's brother Charles.
Curtis made a circling motion, waving forward the rot mites that were circling in the air above them. Doc waited impatiently for the sluggish creatures to move. He needed to get in there. He needed to know where Jury was. With every second that lapsed, his worry for Jury grew.
He tried to remember how many days it had been since Phillip had taken Jury, but he couldn't. Everything was blurring together. He just knew it had been long enough for a hundred horrible things to happen. Even more horrible than forcing Jury to beat his honorary niece or bury Doc alive.
The rot mites finally swirled into the room with the Jury witches and settled lazily on several men. Exclamations of fear drifted into the hallway, and that's when Curtis motioned for everyone to move forward. They burst into the room all at once, stunning the already confused witches.
Doc hurled both of his knives, but the knives never made it, just hit an invisible wall of air and rebounded.
"Don't shoot at them!!" Doc yelled just as the room exploded with the sound of gunfire.
Doc grabbed Tucker, pulling him to the floor. Bullets zipped over them and into the wall behind them.
"What the hell was that?!" Tucker gasped.
"Witch rules," Doc muttered.
The witches on Doc's team surged forward and into a strange standoff. Both sets of witches braced themselves, and magic curled through the room, tickling the hairs on Doc's arms. But nothing actually happened. It reminded Doc of the time he'd watched Edward and Jury face off in New Orleans.
"We're wasting time," Doc muttered.
"You got any ideas?" Curtis retorted.
"How about you and Marvin break through it?"
Curtis raised a heavy eyebrow and said, "That might actually work."
Curtis whispered something in Marvin's ear, then in Crissy's. Crissy nodded, and Curtis and Marvin moved to the front of the line. Doc moved in behind them, poised to pounce.
"Now!" Curtis yelled.
He and Marvin quickly plowed forward and slammed into the invisible wall. Seconds later, they shouldered right through it and smashed into the witches on the other side.
Doc leapt through behind them, tackling one of the witches who was still upright and slamming him into the ground. The second they hit the floor, Doc scrambled upward and wrapped his hand around the man's throat, quickly squeezing the life from him.
As soon as his tattoo began to warm, Doc jumped to his feet and hurled himself at another man, dragging him to the floor and snapping his neck as they fell.
Doc stood, frowning as pain began to creep through his body, starting with his heart and running down his limbs. He glanced quickly around the room, but he couldn't tell which witch was trying to kill him, so he just ran forward and slammed his fist through the nearest witch's head.
Heat coursed into him, warring with the pain, but blood still began to seep from Doc's skin. A spasm worked its way up his throat, and Doc coughed, spewing blood onto the floor. His eyes scanned the room once more, searching for the culprit, but he still didn't see him.
Doc killed two more men, powering his body even as blood trickled from his pores, his eyes, and his lungs.
"Goddamn it," Doc gurgled, eyes struggling to focus on the room around him. There were only a few Jury witches still standing, but they were all fighting Curtis and his men. There had to be someone else in the room.
Doc turned his blurry eyes to the walls, searching for hidden cubbyholes. The blood was coming out faster now, and he could feel it pooling in his lungs, drowning him, even as his body fought against it.
Tucker suddenly grabbed Doc's arm and dragged him towards the wall. "The ghost is pointing here!" Tucker exclaimed.
Now that he was closer, Doc could see through the magic camouflage that was covering a niche in the wall. And he could see the man standing inside the niche.
"Edmund Jury," Doc hissed.
The pressure inside Doc's chest increased. More blood spewed from his skin, but he forced himself forward, running at Edmund and slamming into him with enough force to knock him unconscious. The pressure inside Doc immediately faded.
"Duct tape," Doc croaked, blinking the blood from his eyes.
Tucker opened the bag he was carrying and handed Doc the duct tape. Doc quickly wrapped up Edmund from head to toe, leaving his face open so he'd be able to talk when Doc tortured him for information. Although it would be much quicker if Fernsby could hypnotize him.
"He looks just like a mummy," Tucker muttered. "I flipping hate this place."
Doc patted Tucker's arm and turned to survey the room. Curtis's troops had finished off the remaining Jury witches. Doc quickly counted, sorrow filling him when he realized they'd lost Marvin and Tony.
"Did you double kill them?" Doc asked as he dragged Edmund out into the room.
"Double kill?" Dillon replied.
"Make sure they're all dead," Doc clarified. "Watch him," Doc ordered Tucker, pointing at Edmund. "If he so much as twitches, let me know."
"K," Tucker said, bobbing his head.
Doc walked slowly around the room, examining the walls and ignoring the tables and shelves. Given the amount of dried blood on the floors, he was certain he was better off not knowing what kind of experiments the Jurys performed down here. The Jurys, at least this branch of the Jurys, were no better than the Baudelaires. They were just better at hiding it.
He paused when he reached another camouflaged cubbyhole and peered into the darkness. Drustan stared back at him, and Doc reached for his knife, hissing when he found he didn't have one. Drustan sneered at him; and Doc suddenly realized that, unlike Edmund, Drustan was a prisoner.
Doc arched an eyebrow and drawled, "Looks like Phillip turned on you."
"Ungrateful wretch," Drustan spat. "If it weren't for me..."
"He wouldn't even be alive," Doc finished.
He'd long since pieced together a speculative picture of what was going on, but he couldn't be sure he was right. Not unless Drustan told him.
Doc struggled for a few seconds. He really wanted to see the full picture. He wanted to know the plan and all the little details, but in the end, it didn't really matter. All he needed to know was where he could find Jury.
"Where's Jury?" he demanded.
"Why would I tell you?" Drustan spat.
"To spite Phillip," Doc replied.
Drustan managed to shrug, even though his arms were chained to the wall above his head. "It doesn't matter whether it's me or him; we will have won."
"If that were true, you wouldn't have turned on Cynric," Doc said.
"I turned on Cynric because he was weak!" Drustan exclaimed. There was a hint of madness to his eyes now.
"Weak?" Doc laughed. "Brice said it took all four of you to kill him."
"Weak in mind, in spirit," Drustan murmured. "His fondness for the cryptids, for the little people, it destroyed him. Thomas is every bit as strong as Cynric ever was. Stronger even!"
"And his mind isn't an issue since you somehow manipulated Cynric into creating an artifact of compulsion," Doc said.
"Exactly!" Drustan crowed. "It's the perfect combination of power and power."
"Except you can't use the artifact, can you?" Doc guessed. "Because you have to be able to compulse in the first place."
"A minor inconvenience," Drustan spat.
"One that cost you everything," Doc pointed out. "I'd hazard a guess that all Phillip had to do was suggest you walk into this cell and suggest you chain yourself to the wall."
Drustan's face darkened with fury, and Doc knew he was right.
"Where's Jury?" Doc asked.
"It's over," Drustan laughed. "You've already lost; Thomas is gone."
"We'll see," Doc said, patience thinning.
He didn't particularly want to step inside Drustan's cell because he wasn't sure what was keeping Drustan from using magic, but he needed answers, and he needed them now.
"Where is Jury?" he demanded once more.
Drustan just grinned madly, and Doc yelled, "Get Fernsby down here right now!"
"D-Dog!" Tucker suddenly yelled.
"I'm busy!" Doc snapped.
"It's important!"
Doc glanced over his shoulder and saw that Tucker was gesturing frantically towards the far wall.
"Over here!" he pleaded.
"Not right now!"
"Yes, now!" Tucker insisted.
Drustan wasn't going anywhere, and Tucker was jumping on the balls of his feet, so Doc stalked over to him and snapped, "What?!"
"The ghost," Tucker said hurriedly. "She's trying to tell you something."
"Well, what is it?" Doc growled.
"She keeps going in and out of that wall right there," Tucker said, pointing at a portion of wall that was covered in more gruesome tapestries.
Doc walked over to the wall and started ripping down the tapestries, but his banshee sight revealed nothing.
"Where exactly is she?" Doc asked.
"Right here," Tucker replied, touching the wall.
Doc felt along the seams of each stone, searching for a switch.
"Look," Tucker said. "There's a hole here."
Doc leaned over and looked at where Tucker was pointing. There was a slender slot in the stone, only large enough for the blade of a very narrow knife.
"It's a keyhole," Doc muttered. "Give me your fingernail file."
"My what?" Tucker asked evasively.
"Your fingernail file," Doc repeated. "I know you carry one in your back pocket."
"Why would I carry a fingernail file?" Tucker protested.
"How the hell should I know?" Doc snapped. "Just give it to me!"
"Fine," Tucker grumbled. "It's not mine though. I'm keeping it for a friend."
"Sure you are," Doc said as he shoved the nail file into the slot. He pushed the file all the way in and twisted it a little. Something gave, and the wall began to creep open.
"This place is making me hella dizzy," Tucker moaned.
"You get used to it," Doc replied, slipping past the door and into the hidden chamber.
"I don't wanna get used to it," Tucker complained, following Doc into the room. "After this, I'm sticking with haunted houses."
Doc didn't respond; he was too focused on the platform in front of him.
"What is that?" Tucker asked.
"It's a doorway," Doc replied.
"Where does it go?"
"I have no idea," Doc said.
All he knew was that it was just like the doorways that connected sections of the Hidden, so it couldn't go too far. And he knew without a doubt that he'd find Jury on the other side.
He took one step forward, stopping when Tucker grabbed his arm. "Shouldn't we... Crap, what am I saying?" Tucker grumbled. "Of course you're not gonna wait."
Doc grinned and stepped into the darkness of the doorway. Magic washed over him, pulling at his skin, but Doc pushed forward, pulling a protesting Tucker along with him.
What he saw when he stepped out the other side made absolutely no sense.
"Duck, D-Dog!" Tucker exclaimed. "That guy's got a gun!"
Tucker pushed Doc to the side and pulled his own gun, raising it to shoot, but Doc flung out his arm, catching Tucker in the face and knocking him backwards. Tucker fell to the floor, and Doc rushed over to him, kneeling beside him.
"Are you alright?" Doc asked, hoping he hadn't hurt him.
"No, man," Tucker whimpered, eyes wide with hurt. "You hit me!"
"I'm sorry," Doc said. "But it's not what you think it is."
He helped Tucker sit up, then slipped the banshee fetish over his head.
"I don't... But..." Tucker stuttered.
"He's glamoured," Doc said. "He just looks like he's holding a gun."
"Who is it?" Tucker whispered.
"I don't know," Doc replied, quickly assessing the bound and gagged man. His eyes were wide with fear, and he was lashed to a chair; but if you couldn't see through glamours, he looked as if he was just sitting there, aiming a gun at the magical doorway.
"At a guess..." Doc glanced around the basement they were inside, noting the expensive wine and whiskey labels. "I'd say he's someone fairly important."
Once Tucker was back on his feet, Doc picked up Tucker's gun and shot the symbol at the base of the magical doorway. He kept shooting until the symbol was completely unreadable, then he stepped forward and tried to walk through the doorway once more. He couldn't. Where there once had been a magic passageway there was now just a solid wall.
"What the hell did you do that for?" Tucker demanded. "Now they can't follow us!"
"Exactly," Doc said.
"Exactly?! Are you outta your damn mind? We're a team, remember?"
"You almost shot that man," Doc said, gesturing towards the chair. "Because you couldn't see who he really was."
Tucker ducked his head and murmured, "Yeah, so that was bad."
"Jury can make and hold at least six glamours at a time, and if someone's shown him how to tie them off..." Doc didn't finish his statement.
"Oh..." Tucker said softly. "I think I get what you're laying down."
Doc rolled his eyes and started to walk forward, but Tucker grabbed his arm and said, "Dude, you're about to walk into a wall!"
"It's not a wall," Doc sighed. "It just looks like a wall."
"I don't get it," Tucker said.
Doc waved his hand through the magic camouflage, and Tucker's eyes widened.
"Whoa!" he exclaimed. "Do that again!"
"Are you coming?" Doc growled.
"Yeah, but shouldn't we like let this guy go?"
"No."
"But... Why?"
"Because he'll run straight out the door screaming about magic and doorways and all sorts of crazy stuff. We'll leave him here so Fernsby can have a talk with him."
"That sucks, man."
Doc shrugged and said, "It's the only way to keep the Hidden safe. Otherwise, there'll be an outcry, and the norms will go after the cryptids, who didn't even have anything to do with this mess."
He was getting really sick of explaining himself.
"Now stay behind me and do what I say."
"K," Tucker whispered.
Doc headed for the staircase, moving as quickly as he dared. He didn't have Crissy with him now, and he could only see through glamours; he couldn't see magical traps.
He had the awful feeling that he needed to hurry, needed to rush up the stairs and into the house; but he measured his footsteps and moved with calculated speed, examining everything as he passed.
It was still early in the morning, so the household was likely asleep. All Doc needed to do was locate Phillip and Jury and whoever else was with them, and he could end this, whatever this was.
When they reached the ground floor, Doc heard the sounds of an argument and headed towards it. In the hallway, outside the door, he paused, listening carefully.
"We need to be cautious," a man said in French. "You've barely had enough time to study him. We should've waited another week."
"The time is right," Phillip retorted. "People are at loose ends, ready to be controlled, and I will be the one doing the controlling. Furthermore, people see what they're supposed to see. No one's going to be able to tell the difference."
"Not even his wife?" the other man demanded, voice seething with irritation.
"I told you to handle the wife."
"And you don't think that will raise eyebrows?"
"Accidents happen," Phillip pointed out. "This plan has been four hundred years in the making!"
"So another week wouldn't have mattered!"
"I'm sick of waiting," Phillip snapped. "We have everything we need. We will proceed."
"You're making a mistake."
"When I want your opinion, Alex, I will ask for it," Phillip sneered. "Now go take care of the wife."
"You have a press conference this morning," Alex replied. "Did you go over his speech?"
"Yes."
"And?"
"I made a few adjustments."
"The compulsion will only hold for so long," Alex warned.
"Long enough to get the idea inside everyone's head," Phillip said.
"Father, I still think—"
"I'm not asking you to think," Phillip growled. "Now go."
Alex made an irritated sound, and Doc waited for him to come out into the hallway, but he never did.
"Goddamn it," Doc hissed.
Jury was in that room; he could feel it. But Alex was somewhere in the house, planning to kill someone. If he went after Alex, he might lose Jury. If he didn't go after Alex, an innocent woman would die. His mind spun, trying to work it out.
"Do you still have the amulet I gave you?" Doc asked.
"Yes," Tucker whispered.
"Here's what I want you to do," Doc said. "Run upstairs and scream fire. Turn on all the lights as you go, and if you see someone trying to kill anyone, shoot them. Can you do that?"
"Yeah," Tucker said, nodding his head vigorously.
"Give me five seconds," Doc said, "And then go."
"Got it."
Doc took a deep breath, slowly turned the door handle, and stepped into the room. Phillip was sitting behind the desk, glamoured to look like the man in the basement. Jury was standing behind him, glamoured to look like someone Doc didn't recognize.  
Phillip looked up in surprise. "Holliday," he said flatly. "I thought I'd killed you."
"I said I would haunt you," Doc replied as he palmed the nail file he'd shoved into his pocket and threw it at Phillip's heart with as much force as he could muster. The file turned in midair and flew back at Doc. Doc ducked and ran forward, but he never even reached the desk because a fist of air smashed into him, hurling him across the room.
He landed against the wall hard enough to break a handful of ribs and knock out his breath. Dazed, he slid to the floor, but immediately began to struggle to his feet. Before he managed to fully stand, the electrical wires inside the wall outlet suddenly broke free, tore from the wall, and twisted themselves around his neck.
"Nice one," Doc croaked, wrapping his fingers around the wires.
A jolt of electricity tore through his body, shaking him, and Doc redoubled his efforts to dislodge the wires. Jury was walking slowly toward him, face a mask of disinterest; but Doc could see the horror and fury in Jury's eyes.
"Fight it," Doc hissed. "You have to fight."
"He can't," Phillip said. "Cynric was a master of compulsion, and now so am I."
"Only because you stole Cynric's power," Doc gasped. "You're nothing but a thief."
More wires tore from the wall and twisted around Doc, pulling him tightly against the wall. The wires around his neck were so unyielding that blackness was beginning to edge in on his sight, but he only needed to hold out for another second.
Jury took one more step towards him, and Doc pushed off the wall with his back and slammed his foot into Jury's knee. Jury fell backwards, concentration momentarily slipping, which was all Doc needed to break free.
He cast the wires to the side and scrambled to his feet, dashing across the room towards Phillip. Just as he was about to jump the desk, Jury tackled him from behind; and they fell to the floor together. Doc managed to flip over, and as he did he slammed his elbow into Jury's face, wincing when he heard the crack.
"Sorry," Doc mumbled, as he quickly brought his elbow back across, hitting Jury's face once more.
Jury jerked backwards but wrapped his hand around Doc's arm as he did. Jury's fingers tightened, and magic flowed from his fingertips into Doc's skin, turning into heat and sliding up Doc's arm towards his chest.
"Learned some new tricks, I see," Doc grunted as he twisted his legs under Jury and kicked him square in the chest.
The impact ripped Jury's hand from Doc's arm, and Jury flew backwards, but as he fell all the floorboards around him broke loose and speared through the air towards Doc.
Doc rolled sideways, grabbing one of the boards as he did, and jumped to his feet. He leapt towards Phillip once more, but a board slammed into him, tearing through his back. Doc stumbled, pain clouding his mind, and stared at the bloody wooden tip protruding from his chest.
He just needed to get his hands on Phillip, but apparently, Jury wasn't going to let him do that. Doc wrapped his hand around the exposed bit of wood and tore the board all the way through his chest, gasping from the pain.
He flung the bloody piece of wood at Jury's legs, trying to trip him, and turned to hurl the other board at Phillip. When the board was only inches from his chest, Phillip waved his hand lazily, and the broken board changed course
and careened into the wall so hard that it shattered.
"Goddamn it," Doc muttered.
He turned, searching for another weapon, but halted when he saw Jury standing right behind him, his gun aimed at Doc's head.
"I wish you wouldn't," Doc drawled, backing up slowly and trying to position himself just so.
Jury's hand was shaking, and his eyes were screaming, but his finger still moved towards the trigger.
Doc fought the urge to look over his shoulder to make sure the angle was right. This was going to hurt, but if his plan worked, it would be worth it.
"Aim for my heart," Doc said sincerely.
At first the gun didn't move, but then it dropped ever so slightly, moving from Doc's head to his chest.
"It's alright," Doc said, grinning. "Pull the trigger."
Jury stopped fighting it. His finger moved, and Doc stood perfectly still as bullet after bullet ripped straight through his heart. Blood burst from his chest, and for a moment his heart shuddered to a halt. Doc held his breath, waiting, hoping, exhaling in relief when his heart convulsed and started beating once more.
He leaped forward, tore the gun from Jury's hand, bashed him in the chin with his elbow, and whirled to face Phillip. Phillip was staring down at his own chest, face a mixture of confusion and horror.
"Bullets went right through me," Doc said casually, slightly irritated that the bullets hadn't killed Phillip or at least broken the amulet he was using to control Jury.
Phillip's face turned black with fury, and he snarled, "Kill him, you worthless fool!"
Doc heard Jury stumbling towards him, and he jumped to the side, shooting towards Phillip as he did. The bullets collided with a wall of air and bounced back; one of them tearing across Jury's cheek.
"Goddamn witches!" Doc exclaimed, hurling the gun towards the far end of the room.
The fury that had been fueling him grew. He was so sick and tired of the Jurys and their games. He was sick of glamours and camouflage and walls of air. He was sick of their goddamn arrogance and their idiotic elitism. But most of all, he was sick of their belief that everything was theirs to take. Jury did not belong to them, and Doc would prove it.
He lurched forward and grabbed a chair by its legs, swinging it with all his might and catching Jury in the stomach. Jury fell backwards, and Doc raced towards him, kicking him in the face and slamming him into the floor. Without pausing, Doc turned and hurled the chair towards Phillip.
It hit the invisible wall and bounced backward, but in that small moment, when Phillip's eyes had shifted to watch the chair, Doc rushed towards him, fists raised. When he reached the wall, Doc brought down his fists, channeling all his fury into them, and slammed them into the invisible force.
Just like the chair, Doc's hands bounced backwards, and he hissed in frustration, bringing them down again and again and again, but to no avail.
"Stupid fool," Phillip gloated. "You are nothing to me; you never have been."
"Is that why you're hiding behind your son?" Doc taunted.
"I'm not hiding now, am I?"
"A little," Doc shrugged, turning to clock Jury in the face before he could stand up again. "I mean you're supposed to be this uber powerful witch, and all you do is sit there behind your wall of air and... Well, do nothing," Doc said offhandedly. "I don't think you could kill me if you tried."
Phillip didn't respond, but Doc could see the telltale signs of anger, so he kept pushing while he lashed Jury's hands together with a scrap of curtain.
"You never have been able to kill me," Doc mocked. "So that's at least two things you never managed."
"What was the second?" Phillip spat.
"Pleasing your wife in bed," Doc drawled.
That did it. The wall came down, and everything in the room came crashing towards Doc all at once. Doc lunged at Phillip, clearing his desk in one leap. Before Phillip could defend himself, Doc plowed into him; and they fell to the floor together.
Phillip's hands grabbed Doc's shoulders, and he pushed Doc backwards, eyes fierce. "You have been a thorn in my side for a hundred years," Phillip snarled. "But today you die."
The floor buckled beneath Doc, and Phillip was suddenly on top of him, hands clutching Doc's throat. Heat poured from Phillip's fingers into Doc's flesh, overwhelming his senses with pain.
Doc struggled to breathe, struggled to keep his focus. He didn't fight Phillip, didn't try to defend himself, didn't try to break free. Instead he slowly reached out his hand, ripped the amulet of compulsion from Phillip's neck, and hurled it as hard as he could.
Phillip was too enraged to even notice. But it didn't matter whether or not he noticed. Doc grinned and, ignoring the terrific pain that was destroying his throat and spreading into his chest, managed to croak, "I win."
Confusion crossed Phillip's face, but Doc didn't give him time to understand; instead he slammed his palm into Phillip's face, smashing the air glasses he'd just barely noticed hovering there.
"I'm going to kill you," Phillip snarled, fingers crushing into Doc's throat even more tightly.
The pain was so intense Doc couldn't speak, so he just smiled, knowing that without his glasses, Phillip probably couldn't see Jury rising to his feet and moving their way.
"Get your fucking filthy hands off of him!" Jury suddenly snarled, kicking Phillip in the ribs.
Shock crossed Phillip's face, and he glanced down, gasping when he saw the amulet was gone.
"How dare you?!" Jury yelled, hurling a blast of blue magic at Phillip. The magic hit Phillip with such force it tore him from Doc's chest, and Doc gasped as most of the flesh on his throat went with Phillip's hands.
Pain rolled through him, making him nauseous, but he still tried to stand. He struggled for a second, then gave up and dropped back to the floor, breathing shallowly and hoping he blacked out soon so he wouldn't be in pain. It wasn't as if Jury actually needed his help at this point. After all, magic was pouring off Jury, filling the room with eerie vibrations and making Doc feel even sicker than he already did.
"Who the fuck do you think you are?" Jury exclaimed, spears of magic flying from his fingertips and pinning Phillip to the wall.
"Your father," Phillip managed to croak. "I made you; you're mine."
"Bullshit!" Jury snapped. "Fucking bullshit!"
The windows behind Jury shattered, and all the glass streaked across the room, dividing when it reached Jury and passing on either side of him. The glass paused for just an instant right in front of Phillip, wavered, then surged forward once more, skewering him.
Phillip screamed in agony, but Jury wasn't finished. More magic jetted from his fingers, but this time nothing obvious happened. Not at first.
"What are you doing?" Phillip suddenly gurgled.
"Killing you," Jury said flatly. "Just like you taught me to."
Blood began to trickle from Phillip's mouth, eyes, nose, and ears.
"You can't do this," Phillip whispered.
"Watch me," Jury snapped.
More and more blood rushed from Phillip's mouth as he struggled in vain to break free of his magical bonds.
"Thomas," Phillip bubbled. "No."
"We're Jurys," Jury spat. "We don't give a fuck when people say no."
Phillip screamed as several pieces of glass ripped from his body and pierced his throat instead. His mouth opened, but nothing came out except blood.
"Fuck you," Jury hissed.
Another blast of magic burst from Jury's fingers and slammed into Phillip's neck. Blue light poured into Phillip's head until his eyes were actually glowing, and then his entire head burst into pieces. 
There was a long moment of stifled silence where the only noise was the sound of flesh dropping to the floor. Then the blue glow filling the room slowly faded, and Doc heard Jury exhale roughly.
Doc wanted to smile, wanted to say something snarky, but it hurt too much to move.
"Are you alright?" Jury asked worriedly as he knelt beside him.
Doc tried to speak, but he couldn't force out the words past his ruined throat, so he just nodded and gestured towards the wall.
"What?" Jury said. "What do you need?"
Doc patted his chest and gestured towards the wall once more.
"Oh," Jury hissed. "That fucking amulet. I hate that goddamn thing. If you hadn't already killed Cynric, I'd kill him myself," he grumbled as he left Doc's side to search for it.
Doc dropped his head back onto the floor, exhaustion pulling at him. He was so tired. Everything ached. And his throat felt like he'd swallowed molten metal. His body was struggling to heal, but it was sluggish and exhausted, just like Doc, but none of that mattered. It didn't matter because he had won. Phillip was dead, and Jury was free.  
"Found it," Jury suddenly exclaimed. "We better get the fuck out of here. I think the police are headed this way."
The screeching sirens finally filtered through Doc's haze of pain, and he sighed. He'd forgotten all about Tucker.
"Tucker," he managed to croak.
"Tucker? What about Tucker?"
"Here."
"What the fuck is Tucker doing here?!" Jury snapped. "Never mind. Tell me later."
He wrapped his arm around Doc's back and pulled him to his feet.
"Wait," Doc wheezed as Jury helped him across the room. He pointed back towards Phillip's body and rasped, "Burn?"
"You think?"
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"Oh, fine."
Jury shifted his body so he was facing Phillip. He didn't speak, and blue magic didn't waft from his hands. Nothing at all happened until Phillip's body and the chunks of his head suddenly burst into flames.
"Happy now?" Jury grumbled as he lifted Doc with one arm and walked out the door. "Tucker!" he yelled once they were in the hallway. "Time to go!"
Tucker bounded down the stairs, face brightening when he saw Jury. "J-Dog! You're okay!"
"Mostly," Jury replied. "We need to go."
"I got everybody out, Demon-Dog, just like you said. I think I saw that Alex dude, but he vamoosed before I could shoot him. Holy shit!" Tucker gasped, face turning white. "Are you okay, D-Dog? Your throat's all... mushy!"
"He'll be fine," Jury said roughly. "Let's go."
Jury practically carried Doc out the backdoor and across the yard into the alley. They scurried down the alley, up a street past all the bystanders gawking at the fire engines, and into a quiet park.
Jury weaved through the park until he reached a secluded area, then he lowered Doc to the ground and said, "Are you alright?"
Doc cleared his throat. He was still too tired to be standing upright, but the pain was just a dull ache now.
He forced a wide grin to his face and drawled, "See? I told you I wasn't going to kill your father."
"Goddamn it, Doc!" Jury exclaimed, flopping to the ground beside him. "You nearly died!"
"You nearly killed me," Doc retorted.
"I aimed for you heart," Jury shot back.
"I was dead for at least two seconds."
"I didn't want to," Jury whispered.
"I know," Doc replied, falling back onto the grass and staring up at the grey sky above them.
"I'm so... Goddamn it, Doc, I'm so fucking sorry about Bree. I fought it; I swear I fought it. I just..."
"I know you did," Doc said softly. "And so does Bree."
"I couldn't... I knew... But I just couldn't." Jury's voice was full of anguish.
"I know," Doc said once more.
"Doc, I... The things Phillip... Fuck, if you only knew the things I did."
"It wasn't you," Doc said firmly.
"It was my magic, my hands!" Jury insisted, voice raw with pain.
"It wasn't you."
"But—"
"No," Doc said. "Phillip used you. He controlled you. But you fought him! You goddamn fought him!"
"It wasn't enough," Jury whispered. "I didn't fight hard enough. If it hadn't been for you... I didn't think... I thought you were dead," he added softly. "I thought I killed you."
"Please," Doc scoffed. "It was just a little dirt."
"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry for everything, and thank you," Jury murmured. "Consider every favor you owe me paid in full."
"That's not how favors work," Doc replied. "And you don't need to be sorry. You were compulsed. Remember?"
"It doesn't matter," Jury muttered. "I still did it."
Doc didn't know what to say or how to comfort him. He could practically feel the guilt oozing from Jury, and he knew he couldn't take it away.  
"What was his plan?" Doc asked, hoping to distract him instead.
"That was the prime minister's house," Jury said wearily. "Father... Phillip," he spat, "was planning to replace him. He honestly thought he could take over the government. He was fucking delusional. You can't just take over the fucking government!"
Doc begged to differ. With a little compulsion and some well-placed glamours, there was a very real chance Phillip would have actually succeeded. But he didn't say that. Instead he said, "We need a vacation. Some place with a very low population of witches."
"A vacation sounds rad!" Tucker exclaimed.
"Goddamn," Doc moaned. "I forgot he was here."
"I've never been on vacation before! It's gonna be dope!" Tucker declared. "We should go to Mexico!"
"Well, shit," Doc muttered. "I guess we're going to Mexico."
"Hell's yeah!" Tucker yelled. "We're going to Mexico!"
Doc looked sideways at Jury, meeting his still anguished eyes. "Remember that one really dull year we had there?" Doc asked.
"How could I forget?" Jury said, trying to grin but failing.
"I lied. I was working the entire time."
"You were what?!" Jury demanded.
"Working. I took out an entire drug cartel. Two of them actually."
"What the fuck?" Jury snapped, anger clearing the anguish from his eyes. "You looked me right in the face, and you lied to me!"
"It wouldn't be the first time," Doc chuckled.
"You know I hate it when you lie to me!"
Doc shrugged and said, "That really was blood on my shirt."
"You said it was fucking cocktail sauce!"
"I lied," Doc said, struggling to his feet.
"If you think I'm going to Mexico with you, you're out of your mind," Jury growled.
"You have to," Doc said sincerely, pointing at Tucker. "Think of the kid. He would be so disappointed if you didn't come."
"You have to come, J-Dog!" Tucker broke in. "We can be the three amigos!"
Doc chuckled and started to walk towards the road, knowing Tucker and Jury would follow him. "Don't forget to glamour me," Doc called over his shoulder. "I'm covered in blood."
"Don't forget to glamour me," Jury mocked. "I already did, you lying piece of shit. And I gave you an ass the size of the moon!"
"I can work with that," Doc said cheerfully.
He'd done it. He'd saved Jury, and Phillip was dead. Their work wasn't done yet. Alex was still out there, Drustan and Edmund still needed to be dealt with, the Prime Minister needed to be hypnotized, repeatedly, there were still several witches who needed to be hunted down and killed, and the artifact of compulsion needed to be destroyed. But Doc didn't mind. He was alive. Jury was alive. Tucker was alive. He grinned widely. And apparently they were going on vacation.
"And another thing," Jury growled. "If we're going on vacation, we're going to Bora Bora!" 
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Andrew flinched when a hand gripped his shoulder and squeezed tightly. "There wasn't anything you could do, boy," Joe said. "Only one who could've stopped that thing is Pecos."
Andrew whirled around, suddenly angry at them, at all of them. "That's bull!" he yelled. "That snake is humongous! It shouldn't even be called a snake. Snakes are tiny, and you can step on them if you want to." Andrew was screaming, but he couldn't stop himself. It shouldn't exist. It shouldn't. It wasn't part of his world, and he simply couldn't wrap his head around it.
"It's a goliath serpent, a colossal monster!" he went on. "Bullets and arrows didn't even faze it! What could Pecos possibly have that a gun doesn't? WHAT?!"
"Everything," Joe said softly.
"Everything?! What does that even mean?!" Andrew's head was spinning, his throat was tight, and his stomach was rolling like mad. He just wanted to go home. He wanted snakes to be normal sized, he wanted Pecos Bill to be a stupid character in a lame book, and he wanted time travel to be a scientific impossibility.
"He's just a man!" Andrew yelled desperately. "He said he's just a man. He can DIE! Just like you and Charlie and Doyle. If you can't kill it why would he be able to?!"
"Pecos ain't just a man," Doyle snapped. "He's more…just more. When Pecos comes, trouble gets outta the way, and if it doesn't…well, it don't live to talk 'bout it."
"He once stopped a fifty-man shootout just by walking into the town," Joe said.
"When I was a boy he saved my people from a flood," Charlie added. "He dug a trench 'round the entire village right before the water hit. Never seen anyone do what he did."
Andrew laughed scornfully. "Those are just tall tales! Stories! Legends someone made up! That's not the man. The man is a man! No one can dig a trench big enough to stop a flood! That's ridiculous!"
"I know you don't have any reason to trust us yet," Joe said seriously. "But you'll just have to trust us on this. Pecos would tie that snake down in three minutes flat and give it such a good talking to it never came back."
Andrew frowned, struggling to understand what they were saying. If that was true, if Pecos was some kind of super-human being, which they honestly seemed to believe he was, then this was Andrew's fault. All those dead people, all those children, that town. It was his fault.
"So if it wasn't for me," he whispered, "those people wouldn't have died."
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Lucille shook her head with irritation as she cleaned up her dirty supper dishes. She didn't have time to deal with emotions and anger right now. She needed to balance the check book and pay the bills. Or pay the bills and balance the check book. She rolled her eyes and sat down at her desk, opening her laptop and pulling out all her statements.
It took her an hour to pay all the bills. Then she started balancing the checkbook. She'd always felt like balancing the checkbook was a waste of time. It's not like the bank was going to get it wrong. But she did it because her mom had taught her to.
She scanned up and down the register, looking for a withdraw posted on the statement. "Wait," she muttered. "That can't be right." She looked at the statement again. "Ten thousand dollars?"
Maybe the bank had made a mistake. She couldn't think of any reason why Richard would withdraw ten thousand dollars. She'd have to ask him in the morning. She circled the amount and finished the rest of the statement. By the time she was done her head was throbbing.
A hot bath and a glass of wine. That would be just the thing. Lucille started the bath, undressed, put on her robe, and went to the kitchen for some wine.
Just as she was opening the cabinet someone grabbed her roughly from behind.
"Where's your cash, lady?"
Lucille froze, and her mind blanked. The man's voice was gravely in her ear, and she could feel his breath on her neck. How? How had he gotten in? Oh god! She was going to die!
"Come on!" he growled. "Where is it?"
She wanted to tell him, she wanted to tell him everything, but she couldn't. She was too scared, too frightened. The fear was too thick in her throat.
"Don't make this difficult," he said, tightening his arm around her throat and ignoring her frantic gasp for air. "Just tell me where it is. I want your jewelry, your silver, anything valuable."
He paused and used his free hand to pull open her robe. Cold air rushed across her breasts, and fear coiled in her stomach. "A quick shag," he whispered, running his tongue along her ear. "And then I'll be on my way."
His hot breath brushed across her cheek, smelling like mushrooms and making her want to vomit. He was going to rape her. She wanted to scream; she wanted to claw at his arm around her throat. She wanted to push his other hand away. The one grasping her naked breast. But she couldn't. She didn't know how.
"Answer me, bitch! You dumb or something?"
A wave of heat rushed through her, melting her fear. How dare he come into her house, grab her boob, and call her a bitch! No one called her bitch! Especially not in her own damn house. Suddenly she wasn't scared anymore. She was angry, furious, enraged; and the anger wanted out.
She was going to kill him. She didn't know how, but she was. He'd pay for touching her. He'd pay for everything.
"Come on, bitch," he snarled, jerking her backwards. "Let's get this over with."
Yes, let's, Lucille thought as the anger suddenly spilled over the top, like a volcano erupting, filling her with righteous fury. She jumped forward, grabbed the wine bottle from the cabinet, spun, breaking his hold, and slammed the bottle into his head.
The bottle hit with a clunk, jarring it out of Lucille's hand, and knocking the robber backwards.
"What the hell?" he snapped, stumbling slightly, but stepping towards her.
Lucille grabbed her wine glass and threw it at his face. The glass broke on contact, cutting his face and tinkling to the floor.
His face turned red with rage, and he roared, "You'll pay for that, bitch!!"
Lucille felt a hint of fear. She didn't know how to stop him. He was so much bigger than her, so much stronger. She glanced at the counter and grabbed the only thing there, a fork. She rushed forward, dodging his arms, and stabbed him in his eye before he could stop her.
He screamed in pain, grabbing at her wrist, but she had become too enraged to notice.
"Nobody calls me BITCH!" she yelled, fury pouring off her in waves. "Nobody!"
She yanked the fork out and stabbed his other eye, pushing the fork as deep as she could. He shoved at her with one hand and clawed at the fork with the other, screaming like a wounded dog on the highway.
"Shut up, you whiny cretin!" she growled.
Her whole body was on fire. Her skin was so hot it felt like she was standing in a furnace. Her brain was seething. All she could think was she had to hurt him, had to punish him, had to make him pay.
He stumbled into the stove, smearing blood all over the shiny steel. She watched him for a moment, growing angrier with every second. He wouldn't stop screaming, and he was making a complete mess of her kitchen.
She ripped a filet knife from the knife block and sliced it across his grasping hands. "I SAID SHUT UP!!" she yelled.
But he didn't. He kept shrieking and calling her terrible names. If he called her bitch one more time... He did.
Overcome with fury, Lucille jumped on him, stabbing him in the throat. He gurgled frantically but the words become lost in the blood gushing out the hole. His fist struck her wildly in the head, but she didn't even feel it.
She stabbed him again and again and again, dropping to the floor with him, stabbing him until his mouth stopped moving and his throat stopped bubbling pale, red bubbles.
She stabbed him once more, then sat on top of him, panting in exhaustion, trying to understand what had just happened. Her body slowly cooled, and with it came the cold, hard reality of what she'd done.
She scrambled off his body, gasping as pain shot up her feet. She glanced at the floor and realized it was covered in broken glass. Now that she wasn't angry, she could feel the cuts on her feet, and they hurt. A lot.
She limped a few steps away and stopped to stare at him. He was dead, whoever he was. He was lying on her kitchen floor in a puddle of blood, totally and completely dead, and she had killed him.
"Oh my god," she whispered. "What have I done?"
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M.M. Crumley grew up in the woods of Colorado. She spent most of her time outside weaving stories in her mind while she explored.
About her writing, she has this to say:
"My characters are real to me, and on the page they become three dimensional. They are not stagnant. They change; they screw up; they conquer their fears. Sometimes they're unlikable. Sometimes they're broken. Sometimes they're on top of it all. Sometimes trouble finds them, sometimes they go looking for it, and sometimes that trouble defies explanation."
She also writes psychological thrillers under the name M.M. Boulder.
Follow M.M. Crumley on Amazon.com to receive notifications of new releases or sign up for her VIP email at www.loneghostpublishing.com/
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Fellow literary critics, I'm sure you are asking yourself why you
should bother leaving a 5 star review for the Doc books. I ask myself
that same question, but if you don’t... who will? I certainly can’t. I
don’t have hands anymore, not that anyone ever remembers. I point
this out because people who don't like something ALWAYS make
time to leave a critical review, which confounds me, but I digress.

Your 5 star review helps my dear friend M.M. Crumley keep
selling books so she can do mundane things like buy groceries and
keep the lights on. And more importantly, it means
you'll get to see more of me. After all, [am
the hero of the series.

Thave it on good authority that
leaving a review only takes a second,
and it encourages other readers to give
these wonderful books the chance they
deserve. You wouldn't want to deprive
them of my company, would you?

So please, click the little 5 star icon in
the review section for all the great
M.M. Crumley books.

Thank you so much. I look forward to
seeing you in the next Doc adventure.
He's quite the reprobate, but when you're
justa plant... you take what you can get.
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