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Book 11:
RELENTLESS
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For all the children who need saving...
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"I don't understand!" Doc Holliday snarled as he hurled a chair across the room into a mirror. "How is it possible?! Three goddamn days and not a goddamn thing!"
He tore a painting from the wall and chucked it into the coffee table, then grabbed a lamp and started bashing the coffee table to smithereens.
"You cannot tell me," he seethed as he continued his destruction, "that Gac seriously has more people working for him! At least not people like I do!"
He flung what was left of the lamp at the wall, following it with a nearly full bottle of whiskey.
"He obviously has something we don't," Jervis replied carefully.
"Figure it the fuck out!" Doc yelled, anger and fear pulsing through him, nearly drowning him. "I want Tucker found!"
"We're looking, Hans," Jervis replied, face completely blank. "But there's not anything we haven't already tried."
"Find something!" Doc snapped. "Make a deal with the goddamn underworld for all I care!"
He picked up another chair, because he needed to hurt something and Eli Gac was nowhere to be found, and tossed it through the wall into the bedroom. But it did nothing to assuage his fury.
He grabbed the side of the dining room table, pausing when Jervis laid a restraining hand on his arm.
"This isn't helping," Jervis said evenly.
"For fuck's sake, Jervis; he's just a boy!" Doc spat.
"I know," Jervis replied.
"I shouldn't have left him alone," Doc whispered.
Anger was easier to handle than guilt. He'd destroy the entire hotel if it would just hold the guilt at bay.
"You are not responsible for everything that happens to people," Jervis stated.
"Except in this case, when I am actually responsible. Because Eli Gac wants me, and he's just using Tucker."
"Nonetheless," Jervis sighed. "You cannot sit on everyone's doorstep and watch over them at all times. That's not your job."
"But I should have watched over Tucker," Doc insisted.
"You were!" Jervis snapped, frustration finally coming out. "And you are. If Gac wants you, he's not going to hurt Tucker, you know that. If he did hurt Tucker, he'd just be signing his own death warrant, and he knows that."
"Then what the hell is he doing?" Doc demanded.
"Proving he has the upper hand."
Doc wrapped his fingers under the edge of the table, then slowly released it. He had to be calm. He couldn't think when he was angry or afraid or full of guilt. He just couldn't. He had to lock away all that emotion and focus. There was surely some avenue of finding Tucker that they hadn't already tried.
"Neither you nor Julian have been able to find any information on Gac," Doc said, thinking out loud.
"It's as if he doesn't exist," Jervis agreed. "The tech crew ran his face through the recognition software, but all we learned is that his meat suit died about ten years ago."
"Which doesn't help us," Doc sighed.
"It is strange though," Jervis said.
"What's strange?"
"The meat suit—"
"Why do you call it a meat suit?" Doc interrupted.
"What do you want me to call it?"
"I don't know. Body?"
"But then it's not clear that I'm referring to the current body," Jervis pointed out.
"Fine," Doc sighed. "Meat suit it is. What were you saying?"
"The meat suit was only twenty-five years old when it died."
"That can't be right," Doc argued. "Gac's at least seventy."
"I know."
"Are you sure you found the right person?"
"Absolutely."
"That would mean the body aged fifty years in just ten years," Doc pointed out skeptically.
"Yes."
"But Tucker isn't like that," Doc replied.  
"I know."
Doc pondered that for a moment before saying, "I don't suppose it matters why the body is aging. It wouldn't help us locate Tucker. Which brings us back to the problem. Abigail couldn't locate Tucker, so we know that Gac's probably using plastic to hide him."
"Possibly," Jervis said.
"Virta couldn't scry where Tucker would be in ten minutes or twenty minutes or even a day."
"No."
"But maybe plastic blocks her as well."
"Maybe," Jervis allowed.
Doc paced back and forth, trying to piece it all together. "Apollo can't find Tucker in the dreaming, so maybe Gac's using a dreamcatcher or something else to block connection that way."
"Could be."
"Or maybe he hasn't let Tucker go to sleep," Doc continued, irritated at the mere thought of Gac abusing Tucker that way, of Gac abusing Tucker in any way. Doc silently vowed to punish Gac for every second of terror Tucker was forced to endure.
"What about Thulan?" Doc asked as he kicked a broken bit of coffee table across the room.
"I still haven't located him."
"Oh, so he's missing too?" Doc grumbled.
"No, I just can't find him," Jervis replied. "It's difficult to find a witch who doesn't want to be found."
Doc hissed angrily and started pacing once more. He'd never lost anyone. Not ever. He hadn't even known he could lose someone. He hadn't always been able to find someone he'd never met, like Sofia, but he had never lost one of his own people, and he didn't know what to do about it.
He'd even gone into the memory. But the memory of Tucker and Gac just wasn't there. Which made no sense. The memory contained everything. All things. How could Gac supersede such a thing? How could he even know about it?
"Do we know anyone who can access the Underworld?" Doc asked.
"You."
"Besides me!" Doc snapped.
"No."
Doc ground a piece of glass to dust under his shoe. As far as he knew, the entrance to the Underworld was in Arizona; and he didn't want to leave right now. He needed to be here for Tucker. 
"I can't think like this," Doc mumbled. "I need peace and quiet."
"You mean you need poker chips and desperation," Jervis said, voice conveying a small amount of disapproval.
"I've come up with some of my best plans around poker chips and desperation," Doc replied.
"You haven't slept in three days," Jervis countered.
"As if I need to."
"You want to be in top form when we find him, don't you?"
Doc almost corrected him, almost said "if" we find him; but he didn't. He had to plan to win because he had to win.
"The only way we find Tucker is if Gac shows him to us," Doc said.
"Perhaps," Jervis agreed. "Or perhaps we'll think of something else." His face hardened, and he said, "Winslow is coming."
Immediately after he spoke, there was a frantic knocking on the door.
"Come in!" Doc called out.
Winslow pushed open the door and stepped inside, pausing inches from a broken bowl and staring around the trashed room in barely concealed horror.
"What happened?" he stuttered.
"There was a fly," Jervis said flatly. "Nasty creature."
Winslow's eyebrows shot up, and if Doc had been in any other mood he would have laughed at the expression of disbelief on Winslow's face.
"Sir, sir," Winslow said quickly, looking back and forth between them. "There's a man here to see you, sir." He stumbled here, but quickly managed to add, "I mean, Mr. Holliday, sir."
Doc bolted from the room and was halfway down the stairs when Jervis grabbed him by the collar and slammed him against the wall.
"What are you doing?!" Doc snarled as he tried to break Jervis's iron grip.
"Stopping you from doing something stupid," Jervis retorted, fangs glinting in the soft light of the stairwell.
"He's here!" Doc yelled, resisting his sudden desire to grab a knife and slice free of Jervis's hold.
"Yes. He's here."
"Let me go!"
"Is this about you or Tucker?" Jervis asked, increasing his grip.
"What the hell do you think?!"
"Then tighten up. If you rush in there and rip off Gac's head, Tucker's dead. You know that. If you rush in there showing every emotion on your face, Gac knows he's won. You have to lock it down."
Doc twisted his foot around Jervis's ankle and tried to push him over, but Jervis didn't budge.
"Let me go," Doc hissed.
"No."
"Goddamn it, Jervis! He's here! In my hotel! Mocking me!"
"So it's about you."
"Goddamn it!"
Doc stopped fighting and forced himself to breathe. Jervis was right. Jervis was always right. Doc closed his eyes, mind drifting into Francisco's study.
"It's important, pup, that they don't know what you're thinking," Francisco said as he pushed a wooden box across the table towards young John. "They'll try to get you to fill the silence; they'll try to get you to tell them everything you think and feel. Every word you say must be controlled and calculated. If you want to buy from me, make me believe that you don't, that you couldn't care less one way or the other."
Francisco's eyes were burning with anger as he spoke; his face was twisted into a sneer. But as John watched, the anger shifted into apathy and the sneer smoothed out into nothing.
"The man I'm meeting with in an hour stole land from a young widow, and I'm going to buy it back," Francisco said evenly. "What I'd like to do is break both of his legs, cover him in molasses, and leave him on an ant hill. But when people see that intent in my eyes, they tend to be leery about doing business with me. And furthermore, if he knows I want the land, he'll have the upper hand. I can't afford that," Francisco insisted. "I have to be in complete control at all times."
Regret flashed briefly across Francisco's face, then he said emotionlessly, "Tell me that you don't care if Mother dies today."
"I can't say that!" John gasped, heart pounding. "I do care!"
"Tell me that you don't."
"But... I can't," John whispered. "What if I say that and she dies?"
"She won't; that's not how life works."
"How do you know?"
"I just do."
"You can't prove that's not how life works!" John protested.
"How many times have you woken up and hoped to yourself that Mother had a good day? That she wouldn't cough today? That the blood would just stop coming out?"
"A billion," John whispered.
"See? Not how life works," Francisco said softly. "Now make me believe that you don't care."
"I don't want to," John said. He never argued with Francisco, never told him no; but he couldn't do this. He couldn't.
"Do it, pup."
Francisco's tone was unyielding, and John knew he wouldn't let it go.
"I don't care if Mother dies today," John managed to say.
"I don't believe you."
"I don't!"
"Too much emotion," Francisco said. "And you're crying."
"I don't care!" John yelled. "I don't care if she dies today!"
"No emotion. Take that box and put your emotions inside it. All your anger, your fear, your hate. Put them all in the box and lock it," Francisco ordered. "Don't let anyone see it. Not ever. If they see it, they'll know you. And if they know you, they'll know how to hurt you."
With shaky hands, John opened the ornate wooden box. It was empty; but somehow he knew that all of Francisco's emotions were inside it, just waiting to be taken out.
John stared at the bottom of it, thinking about his sickly mother, and he tried to put his fear and his anger inside the box with Francisco's. After several moments, he shut the box and flipped the latch. Then he looked up at Francisco and said flatly, "I don't care if Mother dies today."
"Good job, pup," Francisco said. "I almost believed you. Run home now. I've got to get ready for my meeting."
John ran from the study into Francisco's garden. Francisco wanted him to go home, but he couldn't face his mother yet. He couldn't look her in the eyes having said what he said. He dashed to the back of the garden and crawled into the tunnel he'd dug out between the roses, then he lay flat against the wall and sobbed quietly.
He did care. He did. He didn't want his mother to die. Not today, not any day. He wished he hadn't said it, but he had, and he knew he would say it again and again and again. Because for one brief moment, when everything had been locked away, he'd forgotten to hurt. And for one brief moment, he'd almost believed he didn't care; and that if she did die, he wouldn't be broken.
Doc let the memory go and opened his eyes. He grinned at Jervis, and Jervis released him and stepped back.
"Better," Jervis said, face a mask of granite.
"I don't care if Tucker dies today," Doc said evenly.
"Very good," Jervis nodded. "After you, sir."




Chapter 2
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Doc inhaled deeply, visualized Francisco's box once more, then pushed open the door to the Dulcis office that he never used. Eli Gac was sitting behind the desk, a strange half-smile on his face.
"You're sitting in my chair," Doc pointed out easily.
"Am I? How rude."
Gac didn't move, not that Doc had expected him to, so Doc walked casually around to Gac's side and sat on the edge of the desk, forcing Gac to move his chair and look straight up. A good poker player needed to have a clear view of his opponent's face. And Gac knew that.
When Gac's eyes locked onto Doc's, it suddenly became clear to Doc what he didn't like about the man. It was the body, or the meat suit. Gac didn't inhabit his the same way Tucker did; he literally wore it like a suit, which made it somewhat flat and lifeless. Doc studied Gac carefully, coming to the conclusion that the body itself was more or less dead. Gac's spirit was just barely holding it together, barely holding on. And that's when he realized exactly what Gac was after.
"By now you know that I'm holding all the cards," Gac said arrogantly.
"What cards are those?" Doc asked.
"I have possession of Mr. Tucker," Gac said. "And you can't find him. Those cards."
"I see. And what makes you think I want to find him?"
"Your wrecked suite for one," Gac said, voice vibrating with smugness.
The rage Doc was carefully holding back tried to surge forward, tried to wrap its hands around Gac's throat; but instead Doc smiled and said, "There was a very pesky fly."
"I'm certain there was."
Gac didn't go on, but neither did Doc. He wanted to demand answers, but he knew better; he knew better than to fill the silence.
Doc was nearly finished with his first silent recitation of "The Bells" when Gac finally spoke.
"You're probably wondering what I want from you."
Doc shrugged one shoulder. He already knew, but he wasn't planning on announcing it. 
Gac frowned slightly but surged forward, saying, "I have Mr. Tucker; and in spite of your attitude, I'm quite certain you want Mr. Tucker returned. I will give you the boy in exchange for you."
"That's not exactly giving him back," Doc stated. "Not to me anyway. That's just releasing him."
"Precisely," Gac said, smiling thinly.
Doc silently finished the poem and started to repeat it again. 
"That's it," Gac said.
Doc didn't respond.
"Do we have a deal?" Gac asked.
"What exactly are the terms?" Doc inquired lazily.
A flash of irritation filled Gac's eyes, and he said, "You for Mr. Tucker."
"Alive me for alive Tucker?"
"Yes."
"I don't know," Doc shrugged. "What's to keep you from killing Tucker the second I hand myself over?"
"I'm a man of my word, Mr. Holliday. When I make a promise, I keep it. You have my word that if you hand yourself over, Nevin Tucker will go free."
"That's it?" Doc said. "That's the whole arrangement?"
"Yes."
Gac was leaving out all the important bits. Like what he was planning to do with Doc once he had him. It didn't matter though. Doc already had a pretty firm idea, and even if he didn't, it wouldn't have changed anything.
"I'll have to think about it," Doc said carelessly.
"My patience is thinning, Mr. Holliday." Gac said. He ran a hand through his rather thin hair and added, "I don't suppose Mr. Tucker needs his tongue to still be alive. At the rate he talks, I'm certain no one would mind if I removed it."
"Then I'd have to cut off my tongue," Doc said, testing the waters. "One tongueless person for another."
For the briefest moment Doc saw it. Gac hadn't liked that suggestion at all, which confirmed Doc's suspicion about Gac's purpose.
"I would prefer you to stay in one piece," Gac said carefully, trying not to give away his hand.
"You surely wouldn't miss my tongue," Doc shrugged. "I've been told it's one of my most annoying features."
"Mr. Holliday," Gac said, only barely managing to cover his irritation. "You are getting off topic, and I'm certain you can see there's only one way this ends."
"Let me consult with my manager," Doc said.
He stood, walked to the door, and opened it, nearly starting in surprise when he saw the rather stout Jervis standing on the other side.
"Would you come in?" Doc said. "I'd like to hear your thoughts on this."
"Certainly," stout Jervis replied.
Jervis stepped inside and walked across the room to the desk. He studied Gac for just a moment, then in a movement so quick Doc almost didn't see it, started swinging a golden medallion in front of Gac's face.
"Only truth is welcome here," Jervis sang, "Truth is all we need. Tell us where Tucker is; tell us where he be."
Gac chuckled softly and said, "I would have been severely disappointed if you hadn't tried, but I'm afraid I can't be hypnotized."
Fernsby didn't stop trying though.
"Tongue obey, tongue comply. Where is Tucker; how do we find him?"
Gac just smiled.
Fernsby dropped the medallion with a sigh and said, "It's not working. This would've never happened back in the day. I simply don't understand how so many people can resist it anymore. Maybe I need to work on my phrasing."
"Go on," Doc interrupted, gesturing towards the door.
Fernsby, still wearing Jervis's face, nodded and walked sadly past Doc, muttering potential spells under his breath. Doc watched him as he opened the door, stepped out into the hallway, and closed the door behind him; only then did he return his attention to Gac.
"Do you have any more tricks up your sleeve?" Gac asked, tone amused.
"I think that was it," Doc shrugged.
"Except for the little mouse that nipped in here and took part of my shoelace," Gac said. "But I think you'll find you can't track me. I've covered all the contingencies."
"That's what they always say," Doc drawled.
"They aren't me," Gac replied. "Do we have a deal?"
"You're giving your word that you will release Tucker in exchange for me?"
"Yes."
"A whole, alive, and healthy Tucker in exchange for a whole, alive, healthy me," Doc said, remembering his experience with the jinn. Phrasing was very important.
"Yes, yes," Gac said impatiently.  
"And you will not hurt Tucker once he is released?"
"Not if I have you."
That was the tricky bit. The danger to Tucker was still present; the only way it wasn't present was if Doc stayed captured or if Gac was dead. But he'd deal with that once he was there. Step one was simply to allow himself to be taken. 
"Yes," Doc said. "We have a deal."
"Excellent."
Gac stood and extended his hand to Doc. Doc grasped it, deeply regretting that he hadn't killed Gac in the Banshee when he'd felt the urge.
"Instructions will follow, Mr. Holliday," Gac said. "I enjoy your hotel. Perhaps I'll stay here soon. It's very accommodating."
Doc didn't rise to the bait, didn't engage, didn't let the rage overtake him. Instead he just smiled flatly.
"I'll see you soon," Gac said. And then he walked carefully towards the door, leaning heavily on his cane as he did.
As soon as Gac was gone, Doc stalked out into the lobby where Jervis was waiting for him and said, "Take a walk with me."
They walked outside, but didn't speak for some time. The anger Doc had struggled to hold back surged through him, quickly followed by resignation and sadness.
Only when they were more than a block away did Doc say, "Do we have eyes on Gac?"
"Five separate teams," Jervis replied.
"If only it was that easy," Doc sighed.
"If only."
"We have a mole."
"I heard," Jervis said.
"Find them."
"I'll take care of it."
"And if I'm not here..."
"I will handle it appropriately," Jervis said tightly. "I don't like this, Hans."
Doc didn't respond. He didn't know how to respond. He didn't much like it either.
"Am I correct in assuming that he wants your body?" Jervis asked.
"That was the impression I got," Doc replied. "He certainly needs a new body. His is nasty."
"This isn't a time to jest!" Jervis growled.
"I don't know what else to do."
"A man like him with your power..."
"I doubt he understands my power," Doc said with a shrug. "Even Dr. Feyrer didn't understand my power, and she watched me for years. Or if she did understand it, she didn't write it down."
"It wouldn't take long for him to figure it out though," Jervis insisted.
"Maybe."
"Hans!"
"I don't know what you want from me!" Doc snapped. "I'm not going to let Tucker die. Not for me. Besides, I have you. If for some reason Gac succeeds, take his head."
"If I had known you were going to put me into this position a hundred years ago..." Jervis grumbled irritably.
"I know," Doc said. "You would have killed me then."
"I would have," Jervis snarled.
"So what's our plan?"
"I have a tracker for you to swallow. I assume he has a way to block that though. And I have the extraction team ready to go the second the trade is made."
"Good. Let me know if the shoelace pans out."
But he already knew it wouldn't. Gac was far too confident. Perhaps he really had thought of every contingency. Doc closed his eyes and envisioned the beach. The sand was dry as a bone, but it didn't much matter if luck had abandoned him. It didn't much matter if Gac was holding all the good cards. Doc would let Gac win if it meant saving Tucker.
Doc had lived a full life. He'd loved; he'd been a father; he'd had friends; he'd had everything. Tucker was just getting started, and he barely had anything. There was still so much Tucker had to learn, had to experience.
Doc swallowed a sigh because even though he knew what he had to do, even though he was committed to it, sorrow filled him. He always felt like he should be ready. Like when death finally came, he'd go quietly; but he couldn't. Because he wasn't ready. He wanted to see how Addison would look when she was grown. He wanted to know how powerful Johnny and Jules would became under Babs's tutelage. He wanted to visit Bree in Ireland. He wanted to see her smile. And he wanted to make sure Andrew really won.
"I don't care if I die today," Doc whispered, trying to make himself believe it.
"I wish you wouldn't say that," Jervis said, eyes stark with grief. "You're planning to lose, and you know better than that."
"I'm not planning to lose at all," Doc replied. "As long as I save Tucker, I've won."
Jervis didn't respond to that, so Doc searched for a way to change the topic of conversation.
"Who did the glamour on Fernsby?" he asked curiously. "It was really pretty good given what they had to work with."
"You might find this hard to believe; it was the Baker twins."
Doc grinned slightly. He didn't find that hard to believe at all. Jules could say what she wanted, but she and Johnny were no kitchen pantry witches.
"They just happened to stop by right after Gac arrived," Jervis shrugged. "A lucky coincidence given we have a mole. Not that it worked, but still."
"The glamour worked fine," Doc chuckled. "It was the hypnotizing that didn't work."
"I wonder why."
"He's not really a person. Just a soul clinging to a body," Doc said. "He's dead, but he refuses to let go."
Jervis's phone rang before he had a chance to respond.
"Yes?" Jervis said. After a long moment, he said "I see" and disconnected. "The teams lost Gac," he said flatly.
"All of them?" Doc replied, not particularly surprised.
"All of them. And the shoelace garnered no results with Mrs. Jury or Virta," Jervis said.
"He came out just to show us that we couldn't track him."
"I know," Jervis ground out.
"Don't take it personally."
"I take everything Gac does personally."
"You shouldn't."
"You're my family," Jervis insisted. "How could I not?"
"We've had a lot of fun, haven't we?" Doc chuckled.
"Stop acting like it's over!"
"I'm not," Doc sighed. "But when you're sitting at the table, you have to know when you're facing a better player."
"He's not a better player, and he's certainly not a better man!" Jervis snapped.
They'd reached Union Station now, and Doc automatically searched the tables for Darius.
"Of course he's not here," Doc murmured. "He's dead."
He sat at the table Darius had most often occupied and gestured for Jervis to sit as well.
"I'm not planning to lose," Doc said solemnly, "but I'm also trying to be realistic. Gac must be fairly confident in his plan, and so far I haven't seen any reason why he shouldn't be. We're playing at the high rollers' table," he added.
"We'll figure something out," Jervis insisted. "We always do."
"Yeah," Doc nodded. "In the meantime, you know what to do if things go south."
"I have never understood that expression."
Doc thought about it for a moment, shrugged, and said, "I'm not sure anyone does. Don't forget the favor I owe Andrew," he added firmly.
"Why won't you let me call Jury?"
"He's enjoying himself with Ursula Feyrer," Doc replied. "Very much last I heard. And there's not anything he can do."
"You can't know that."
"I can't. But I do know that if he was here, and there wasn't anything he could do, he'd always blame himself. I trust you to know better."
Jervis made a hissing noise, but Doc ignored it. He was past the age where Jervis could intimidate him. Mostly.
"What if we glamour someone to look like you?" Jervis suggested.
Doc grinned slowly and said, "You know me better than that."
"We could find a rapist, glamour him, and have Fernsby hypnotize him to think he's you," Jervis said, completely ignoring Doc's statement.
"It's not a terrible idea, but I can't risk it. For all you know, Gac has a banshee on his payroll. And I really doubt if the twins know how to tie off a glamour yet. Jury only just learned."
"I hate it when you use logic."
"You taught me all about logic," Doc chuckled.
"I shouldn't have wasted my time," Jervis snarled.
Jervis's phone rang again, and Jervis answered it with a brusque "what?" When he disconnected, his face was grim. "We've received the instructions."
"Very good," Doc said. "Shall we?"
"Hans—"
"There aren't any options," Doc interrupted. "You know that, and I know that."
"You're not making it easy to like you today," Jervis stated irritably.
"You taught me all about that as well," Doc pointed out.
"Stupid," Jervis muttered. "Goddamn stupid."
They walked in tense silence back to the hotel; and once they were inside the lobby, Winslow approached them with a note. There was an address and a time four hours away, along with the word "checkmate".
"I'll be in my suite," Doc said, crushing the anger that wanted to drown him.
"Very well."
"And since we have some time, Jervis..."
"Yes, sir?"
"Perhaps you should see about the fly that was bugging me up in my room. I'd hate for any more furniture to get broken."
"Consider it done," Jervis replied, voice taut.
When Doc was halfway across the lobby, he paused and said in very poor German, "Jervis?"
"Yes?"
"Give yourself a raise. You're the finest manager I could have ever asked for and an even better friend."
He didn't wait to hear if Jervis responded, just continued the rest of the way to the elevator and stepped inside. He refused to think as the elevator slid slowly up towards his floor. He hated that Gac had set the time for four hours from now, and he knew Gac had done it on purpose, either to drive Doc insane or to further prove he had the upper hand.
Doc's suite was already clean when he stepped inside it. So clean that he had to fight the urge to destroy it again. The wall was neatly patched, and there was a stylish art deco coffee table sitting right where the old coffee table had been. Sometimes the efficiency of the Dulcis staff really annoyed him.
"Are you through throwing your fit?" Thaddeus asked hesitantly.
"I suppose."
"So I needn't fear for my life?"
"I put you back down."
"Only when I yelled for you to stop!"
"You shrieked," Doc retorted.
"It was a yell."
"If you say so."
"Are you all right?" Thaddeus inquired.
"Sure."
Doc sat on the floor beside his floor safe, pushed back the rug, and opened it. He pulled out the stack of photographs, feeling a little sad that he didn't have any of the Baker children.
He flipped through the pictures, drinking in every face as he did. And he thought of Tucker. He imagined that if Tucker had a stack of photographs, the only person in it would be Sissy. Which struck him as a little sad. There was absolutely no way he was going to let Tucker die. Not for him, not for anyone.
Doc would have traded himself for someone he didn't even like much, like Pierre. He didn't like Pierre at all. He enjoyed his cooking, when he was in the mood to eat; but Pierre was just one shelf above the "eat if no one else is available" shelf. Even so, Doc wouldn't have let Pierre die for him.
But he also wouldn't have worried about Pierre. He would have accepted the course of action, done what he could to save him, and shrugged if Pierre had gotten killed in the crossfire. 
Doc frowned. It was possible that Pierre was a bad example. After all, he was nearing the end of his contract with Dulcis; Jervis never allowed a norm to work at Dulcis for more than ten years for obvious reasons. Not that Pierre's contract particularly mattered, but Doc only valued Pierre because of his skills in the kitchen. Once Pierre was gone...
Given enough time to consider it, Doc might concede that the world wouldn't be that much different without Pierre. Whereas, the world would be very different without Doc. Nevertheless, Doc wasn't the sort of man to let another person suffer in his place so even though he was dithering, the fact was he'd trade himself for anyone except someone he had already been planning to kill.
He replaced the photographs and picked up Lena's Fumsup charm. "I could use a little luck right now," Doc muttered, rubbing his finger over its ugly head.
Nothing changed. The tide didn't shift. The salt spray didn't stain the tops of his shoes. He remained hopelessly dry and hopelessly luckless.
He couldn't do this for four hours. He couldn't sit here and sulk and wish things were different. It wasn't his style. If these were his last four hours as a free man, he was going to enjoy them. Every last second.
He pulled out his phone and texted Jervis. "Send up the Bakers."
"Sir?" Jervis replied.
"If Johnny and Jules did Fernsby's glamour, they should still be around," Doc texted. "Send them up with hot cocoa and cookies. Make sure there's some cocoa for Thaddeus as well."
"What shall I tell them?" Jervis asked.
"Tell them we're playing go fish."
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"Addison, I would like a three, please," Doc said solemnly sometime later.
"Only if you can tell me which suit it is," Addison replied somewhat grumpily.
Doc grinned, closed his eyes for a second, and said, "Diamonds."
"How is that not magic?" Frankie demanded. "You've called every single suit for every card you've asked for."
Doc shrugged. It wasn't magic. It was luck. All he did was close his eyes, and the suit symbol just materialized in the darkness. It was something he could do that he didn't often employ, but he'd thought the children would enjoy it. The older children did; Addison did not.
"I don't think it's fair to play with luck," she grumbled as she handed him the three of diamonds."
"I don't know how to play without luck," Doc replied cheerfully.
The children didn't know that Tucker was missing. They didn't know why they'd put a glamour onto Fernsby. They didn't know that this was the last moment of Doc's freedom. He didn't want them to know. Because this moment was perfect just the way it was.
They were sitting on the floor in a circle, knees almost touching, and the scent of hot cocoa infused the very air. Addison giggled just as often as she grumbled. Frankie was smiling. And the twins were conspiring against everyone else, using their signature air bubble to have secret conversations. Which was rather silly in a game of go fish, but they were having fun.
Doc laid down his pair and started to ask Johnny for a jack, but he didn't. Instead he waited, and a second later Jervis knocked on the door.
"Come in!" Doc called out, heart clenching.
"It is time, sir," Jervis said from just inside the doorway.
"Very good," Doc said, forcing a cheerful grin to his face. "I have an errand to attend to, but I'm sure Thaddeus would enjoy your company if you were to stay for a while. Wouldn't you, Thaddy, old boy?"
When Thaddeus responded, his voice was soft. "I certainly would. I... I do hope your errand goes well."
"Thank you. If I've never told you, I have enjoyed your company all these years," Doc said. "And perhaps one day you'll see your feet again."
"Perhaps," Thaddeus whispered.
"Is everything okay?" Jules asked hesitantly.
"Perfectly fine," Doc lied as he stood. "But I'm taking a hug collection before I leave, so anyone who would like to contribute—"
He didn't have a chance to finish his sentence before Jules flung herself at him and wrapped her arms tightly around his waist.
"Don't go," she whispered.
"It's an important errand," Doc replied, hugging her tightly.
She released him, and Addison took her place. Then Johnny. They still didn't know what was going on, but they knew something was wrong now. They could feel it. Doc wished he could tell them that everything was going to be all right, but he couldn't. He didn't like to lie to children more than he had to.
"I'm sorry I was mad at you," Frankie whispered. "I really like Babs."
"I knew that you would."
She hesitated just a second longer, then she stepped forward and hugged him fiercely.
"Take good care of them," Doc whispered in her ear.
She nodded shakily, and he released her and stepped away from them.
"In addition to seeing the card suits," Doc said mysteriously. "Did you know I can see the future?" 
Addison shook her head.
Doc grinned widely and said, "I can tell that there's a dessert in your future." He held his finger up to his head and pretended to think before adding, "Chocolate. It's a chocolate dessert."
They didn't laugh like he'd hoped. Instead they continued to stare at him with worried expressions.
"I have to go now," he said.
He sketched a quick bow and walked past Jervis out into the hallway. He almost said he'd see them soon, but it was a lie he couldn't quite stomach.
He took the stairs because he didn't think he could wait for the elevator. Not with their eyes watching him. He jogged all the way down to the sub-subbasement; and as soon as he was inside the room, he started stripping.
He removed his self-replicating knife harness and all the protection bracelets Jury had fashioned for him. He removed the amulet of Amos the Betrayer. He took Charlie's cards from his pocket and placed them on the chess table. He had no intention of letting Gac put his filthy hands on Charlie's cards. Or anything else of Doc's for that matter. He laid the button Andrew had given him and the silver coin he'd stolen from Tozi beside the cards.
"Doesn't leave you with much," Jervis said, suddenly standing beside him.
"Just luck, my wits, and three knives," Doc shrugged. "It's as much as I used to have."
"Are you sure about this?" Jervis asked insistently. "You change the world around you. Daily. It's not an even trade."
"Every life is important," Doc replied. "Who would I be if I ignored the one? Especially when that one is Tucker?"
"You wouldn't be you," Jervis sighed. "But you can't blame me for trying. I'm rather selfish in my old age."
A terrible wave of grief rushed through Doc. He couldn't imagine living without Jervis. The very thought made him ill. He needed Jervis, and he knew that Jervis needed him.
"I'm sorry," Doc whispered. "I don't want to leave you."
"I don't want to be left."
Doc turned and said fiercely, "I'm not done, Jervis. I swear to you that I'm not done. I'll fight with everything I have; and I've every intention of winning. I've too many things to do to give up now."
"If it would help you focus I could write you up a list," Jervis offered, trying to grin.
Doc laughed and said, "I don't think we have time for that."
"Or enough paper."
"There you go, joking again." Doc smiled and said, "I've decided I like it."
"Good. Now swallow this tracker."
Jervis held out a small disc, and Doc obediently swallowed it, following it up with half a bottle of whiskey.
He cast one last glance around the room, trailed his finger over the deck of cards, and said, "Let's go."
The location Gac had chosen was a field in the middle of nowhere, but within the field, there were two shipping containers separated by several car lengths of empty space. Jervis parked at the edge of the field, and for a moment they just stared at the containers, neither of them saying anything.
Doc knew that Enoshi and his brothers were somewhere close by, and he knew that Jervis didn't believe in half measures, so there was probably a lot more going on that Jervis hadn't told Doc about. But Doc was afraid Gac didn't believe in half measures either.
"What do we do now?" Doc asked.
"I don't know," Jervis said.
Suddenly both of the containers opened, and Tucker stood in the mouth of one, gagged and bound, held in place by a masked guard.
Doc exhaled softly, unbelievably relieved to see Tucker alive. His face was pale, and his eyes were rimmed with red; but he was alive.
Doc stepped from the car and yelled, "You threatened his tongue! I need to know that he's whole!" He also wanted to make sure it was actually Tucker, and not just someone glamoured to look like Tucker.
The guard yanked the gag from Tucker's mouth, and Tucker screamed, "Don't do it, D-Dog! Whatever you're doing, don't do it! Just go! I'm not even supposed to be alive!"
"Neither am I," Doc whispered. "How many times did I show you the card trick?" he asked loudly.
"What? You mean at the twin's party? Why the heck're you asking 'bout that?" Tucker sputtered.
"Just answer the question," Doc ordered.
"Like seven, dude. But I still don't get how you did it."
"What did you and Emily hook the nets to in England?"
"You mean the golf cart?" Tucker asked, confusion filling his face. "Why are you... I don't understand. Why won't you listen to me?!"
Doc glanced over at Jervis and said, "It's him. No one is as thick-headed as Tucker."
Jervis nodded tightly.
Doc started walking towards the second shipping container. The one with the empty black mouth.
"What're you doing?!" Tucker shrieked. "I told you to go!"
"I got this," Doc promised him.
The guard pushed Tucker forward, but Tucker jerked free and tried to run back inside the container.
Doc stopped walking and yelled, "Tucker! Stop it! Go to Jervis! Now!"
"No!" Tucker sobbed as the guard grabbed him and started pulling him towards Jervis. "No! You shouldn't have come! Stop!!! I don't wanna trade!!!"
"I'll make Gac pay for this," Doc hissed under his breath as he started walking forward once more.
When he was right outside the container, Doc paused and looked back. In spite of his struggles, Tucker was only a foot away from Jervis now. This was Doc's last chance. Tucker was free. Jervis could grab him, or Enoshi could rise from the earth and take him. Doc didn't have to step inside the container.
But he and Gac had made a deal. And the only thing Doc had been able to read in Gac's eyes was that if Doc didn't honor his end of the deal, Gac wouldn't honor his. Doc knew without a doubt that if he didn't step inside the container, Tucker was dead. They might save him for a minute, even two minutes, but ultimately, he would die.
"I'm sorry, Jervis," Doc whispered.
And then he stepped inside.
The container door slammed shut, closing Doc into complete darkness. There was a flash of green light bright enough for Doc to recognize the markings that allowed transport within the Hidden, and then he wasn't inside the container anymore. He was inside a tight cage.
He reached for his knife, but just as he wrapped his fingers around its handle, several rods poked through the bars from the darkness beyond, and electricity jolted through his body with so much force he couldn't even breathe. The last thing he heard before surrendering to the darkness was the sound of someone screaming in pain, and he was very much afraid he was that someone. 
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"Am I a monster?" Bree whispered worriedly as Doc held her gently and smoothed her hair. "Those men said we were monsters, and that's why they..."
"You're not a monster," Doc said firmly, locking away his rage so she didn't hear it in his voice and think it was aimed at her. 
She'd woken screaming again, and even though he'd been comforting her for the last hour, she was still crying. He always felt so helpless when she cried like this. He simply didn't know how to help her, and he was afraid the pain would never lessen.
"How do you know I'm not a monster?"
"Do you hurt people?" Doc asked.
"Why would I hurt anyone?"
"Exactly," Doc said. "You're not a monster."
"But I'm not like them, and I'm not like you, and I'm not like Jervis. Is Jervis a monster? Are you a monster?"
"No," Doc said. "None of us are monsters. Other people may think we're monsters because we don't look like them or act like them, but that doesn't change the truth of what we really are. We're just people. A monster is someone who hurts others."
"You hurt those men," Bree whispered.
"Because they hurt you."
"That doesn't make you a monster?"
"No."
"I don't look right," she insisted.
"You look perfectly lovely for a banshee," Doc assured her. "In fact, you're the palest banshee I've ever seen."
"Is that good?"
"Absolutely."
"Have you met any other banshees?"
"Three."
"Oh."
She snuggled into his chest and sighed softly, tears finally ceasing. After a long moment, she said, "Were they monsters?"
"No," Doc said, holding back a sigh. "Can a banshee be a monster? Certainly. Can a vampire be a monster? Yes. Can a human be a monster? Absolutely."
His words triggered a memory; and even though he continued to comfort Bree, he relived the moment he'd first met her, heart just as angry as it had been then.
The floor around him was blood soaked. He'd killed all the Acolytes in the house except two, the one holding the knife and the one sitting on the throne; but not all the blood was from the Acolytes. Most of it was from the people they'd been executing, killing in the name of their god. 
"I am the Appointed One," the man on the throne proclaimed. "You cannot touch me."
Doc smiled fiercely. "I'm about to."
"You are nothing but filth, demon spawn, whore bride of Satan," the Appointed One spewed. "I have been appointed in order to cleanse the earth and remove its impurities."
"Appointed by whom?" Doc snarled.
"God, you fool!"
"What god? I don't see god here. Do you?"
The Appointed One's eyes darted around the room, and Doc could smell the fear on him.
"You're the monster," Doc snarled. "You're the abomination. You're the scum, and I've come to free the earth of your taint."
He stepped forward and pressed the point of his sword to the base of the man's throat. Doc didn't want it to be over too soon. He wanted the man to taste fear before he died. He wanted him to realize that if his god was real, he neither knew nor cared about his existence.
"But I'm the Appointed One," the man stuttered, eyes wide with terror.
"Yes," Doc agreed. "Appointed to die." He leaned in and whispered, "I'm an abomination, you know. So wherever you think your soul is headed, you're wrong. I'm going to eat it, and you'll be part of me forever."
"No!" the man stuttered. "You can't... You... I'm the Appointed One," he whimpered.
Doc ignored him and pushed the sword slowly, ever so slowly through the man's throat. So slowly it almost hurt to watch. The Appointed One didn't fight, didn't even move, just sat there, staring at the sword in disbelief as it pierced his skin, punctured his throat, and severed his spine.
Doc thrust the sword into the back of the chair and left it there, pinning the Appointed One to his makeshift throne and breathing deeply as his tattoo sucked the life from the Appointed One's corpse.
At last, Doc thought, satisfaction filling him. It was almost done. Just one more Acolyte to kill. Although he'd have to torture him first, just to make sure he'd gotten them all.
Doc turned to face the final Acolyte. The man was on his feet again, bloody knife still in hand, horrified face and eyes locked on the dead Appointed One.
Doc ignored him for a moment as he freed the screaming girl from the altar. "Hush, darling," he soothed. If she didn't stop screaming his eardrums were likely to burst. "I've got you."
"But Mama!" she howled. "And Papa! And brwuthers!" Her howling increased.
He held her tightly, running his hand gently down her tangled hair. "I can't help them," he whispered. "But I can help you. Hush now. You're hurting my ears."
She immediately stopped crying, turning wet green eyes to look at him. "I'm sorry," she whimpered.
"It's alright. I need to finish this, and then we can go."
"But Mama," she whispered, lips trembling.
"I'm sorry."
She buried her small head against his chest and whimpered softly.
She wasn't much bigger now, and her head was in the same spot, her small fist wrapped around his vest, unwilling to let him go.
"You're not a monster," he whispered against Bree's sleeping head.
A bump jolted Doc awake, but when he lifted his head, electricity coursed through him once more. He tried to fight it for a moment, but then he let go, barely feeling it when his face hit the floor.
He swam in blackness for a moment, then shifted towards another memory of Bree.
He'd been gone all day, he couldn't quite remember where, just someplace unimportant; and when he'd returned to Dulcis he had immediately searched the premises for Bree. He hadn't found her anywhere though. Not in his suite, not in Jervis's suite, not in Jervis's office, not in the sub-subbasement going through boxes and asking Jervis questions. So Doc finally asked the lobby attendant where he might find Jervis.
"I believe he's in the kitchen, Mr. Holliday, sir," the young man stuttered nervously.
"The kitchen?" Doc murmured.
He headed towards it, pausing outside the door when he heard Bree's trill of laughter.
"I told you it needed more sugar," Bree giggled. "You should see your face!"
Doc peeked inside the door, swallowing a laugh when he saw the pinched look on Jervis's face.
"You look like you've just eaten a lemon," Doc drawled.
"Doc!" Bree exclaimed, jumping from her stepstool and running to hug him. "We're making pie, but we have to start over now."
"Why's that, love?"
"'Cause Jervis said lemons were sweet enough on their own and they didn't need more sugar."
Doc caught the look in Jervis's eyes and deliberately didn't laugh. Instead he said evenly, "I see. And what's the occasion?"
"No occasion," Bree said happily. "I just want to know how to cook for you both. Hotel food is fine, but it's missing the secret ingredient." She leaned in close and whispered, "Love."
Doc kissed her head softly, thrilled to see her so happy. Days were always better for her. It was the nights she struggled with. Every night when the nightmares woke her, she asked the same question. And every night, his answer was the same.
"You're not a monster, Bree. You've never been a monster, and you'll never be a monster."
"Mr. Holliday? Are you in there?"
Gac's mocking voice filtered through Doc's mind, pulling him from his dreams and back into reality. Doc didn't open his eyes right away though. Instead he took stock of his situation.
He wasn't naked, which was nice. He hadn't enjoyed being naked while Vivienne Baudelaire had been torturing him. But he was still strapped to a metal chair, and Gac wasn't leaving anything to chance because a subtle shifting confirmed that the chair was attached firmly to the floor.
"I know you're awake," Gac said.
Doc finally opened his eyes. Gac was sitting across from him, lounging really, in a cushy leather chair.
"Would you like a cigarette?" Gac offered as he blew a puff of smoke into the air. "I can have Smitty hold it for you."
"No," Doc replied, keeping his tone even and emotionless.
"I thought for a moment there you were going to make me kill that poor, pitiful child." Gac shrugged and added, "Honestly, I would have been doing him a service; he doesn't have what it takes to survive in this world. It was weak of you to save him; you're worth so much more than he is."
Gac was certainly chatty now that he had Doc captive. Which was for the best because Doc was still trying to figure out exactly where he was and what was going on.
"You're probably wondering where you are," Gac said conversationally.
"Now that you mention it," Doc drawled.
"This is my house," Gac said proudly. "At least it's one of my houses. I have many, but this is my favorite. It's in a pocket."
He paused, but Doc refused to give him the satisfaction of asking.
"Very well," Gac chuckled. "If I were in your position I might be a tad irritable as well. I shall pretend you did the polite thing and asked. The redskins called them nowhere places."
Doc almost frowned, but he managed to keep his expression bland. He hadn't heard anyone call the Native Americans "redskins" in a very long time. Perhaps a hundred years or more. Which meant... He wasn't quite sure what that meant yet.  
"At the time we thought they were quite backwards for worshipping the earth," Gac mused as he put out his cigarette. "Frankly, I consider anyone backwards for worshipping anything, but at least they could sense power when they were near it. We probably should have captured them for research instead of slaughtering them, but that's a conversation for another day. You're wondering why you're here."
"Not really."
"So you know already?"
"Sure."
"Care to elucidate?"
"Will it speed things up?" Doc asked.
"Such a quick wit," Gac said flatly. "Your tongue has always been quicker than your guns."
He said it almost as if he knew. Almost as if they had a history, but Doc was certain they didn't. And furthermore, Doc hadn't carried a gun in more than seventy-five years. He much preferred knives.
"So tell me, Mr. Holliday," Gac said, interrupting Doc's train of thought. "Why are you here?"
"Your body is old and yucky. Mine is not."
Gac's emotionless face actually displayed a moment of displeasure. Then he smiled, although it didn't reach his eyes, nothing ever reached his eyes; and he said, "Right to the point. Just what I'd expect from you." He leaned forward and said, "Tell me, how are you still alive?"
"I don't know what you mean," Doc replied, managing to shrug a shoulder.
"You and I both know that you are Dr. John Henry Holliday."
"That is my name," Doc drawled.
Gac sat back with a sigh. "I already have you. You're strapped to a chair, and I'm not. The chair is wired to a control unit, and if the weight shifts too much, it will send out an electrical pulse large enough to knock you out again. I've won; you've lost. Just tell me how you're still alive."
"I honestly don't know what you mean."
"Dr. John Henry Holliday. Born August 14, 1851. Died November 8, 1887. And yet here you are."
"It sounds to me as if that Dr. John Henry Holliday is dead," Doc said easily.
"He is," Gac replied flatly. "Because that man was so sick he could barely hold his cards, and yet he still managed to kill whoever he damn well felt like."
Doc accidentally frowned. Gac's words were beginning to sound a little personal.
"I suppose you've killed so many people over the years that you don't remember every single one," Gac snarled. "I certainly don't. But I do remember you. I remember your face. It was burned into my mind when you shot me in the head."
He paused here as if he expected some reaction from Doc. Doc studied him curiously, but he knew he'd never seen Gac before that night in the Banshee. He may not remember every single person he'd killed, but he certainly remembered every single face he'd seen.
"I suppose it would be a little difficult for you to remember me since I was in a different body at the time," Gac said grudgingly.
"You're a ghost," Doc finally said.
"I am so much more than a ghost," Gac replied firmly. "That term implies that I cannot touch reality, but I can."
"And I killed you?"
"You didn't kill me," Gac scoffed. "You killed the body I was wearing at the time. Bodies are terribly difficult to keep upright, especially when ill-tempered gamblers go around shooting them."
Gac lit another cigarette and smoked it silently for a minute. "I pissed all over your grave," he finally said, tone flat. "It truly does irritate me to know that you weren't in it. Although I suppose I should be grateful," he added grudgingly. "One hundred and forty years later, and you haven't changed a bit. Except you're healthy now." He leaned forward, eyes surveying Doc's face. "I would really like to know how you managed it."
"But I don't think I'll tell you," Doc grinned.
"In that case," Gac sighed. "Smitty, I'd like to know how he's still alive."
The man standing behind Gac stepped forward. His face was deeply scarred and there was a cruelty to his demeanor that made Doc want to rip free and slice open the man's throat. But he couldn't. He'd already tested his bonds, and there was no breaking free.
"Tell Mr. Gac how you're still alive," Smitty said firmly.
Doc could feel the magic wash over him, and he could feel it pull at his mind. It was very different from Fernsby's method, but hypnotism was hypnotism, and Doc wasn't the least bit swayed.
"Tell him. Tell him now," Smitty demanded.
Doc grinned ever so slightly and said, "No."
Smitty lifted his fist and snarled, "Tell Mr. Gac how you're still alive."
The magic yanked at Doc, pulling at his tongue. He repeated a children's rhyme in his head, focusing on each and every word.
"Enough!" Gac suddenly said. "You'll regret it if you hurt him, Smitty. He's obviously immune. Try the truth serum. Be careful though. No bruises."
Doc didn't say a word as Smitty cut open Doc's sleeve and shoved a syringe into his arm.
"Careful," Gac ground out.
Doc could feel the drug sliding into his system, and then it was gone.
"How are you still alive?" Smitty asked.
Doc smiled.
"Interesting," Gac said. "I don't think that's going to work either; I don't suppose it matters though. Although it might. We'll try again once we've gotten started. It's quite the undertaking, you understand. I have to go through all the trouble of killing your soul without killing your body."
Gac sighed heavily and said, "I can't tell you how redundant and irritating it is to go through such a process every fifteen years or so. That's why I was so delighted when I realized that the new tetrarch was THE Dr. John Henry Holliday."
He sighed and said, "I do really wish you hadn't been such an ignorant idiot and resigned your position. I was quite looking forward to the prospect of being tetrarch. Oh well," he murmured. "I suppose running your hotel empire will suit me just fine. Everything that's yours will soon be mine." He laughed softly. "It's amusing really. How it's all come around. You killed me; and now I'm going to kill you."
Doc didn't show any reaction to Gac's words at all. Gac would never own anything of Doc's. Not ever. Jervis would make sure of it. But if Gac was foolish to think that he could, Doc wasn't going to bother correcting him.
Gac smiled, face stretching like a death mask, and said, "From what I've observed, having your soul killed is absolutely excruciating. Not unlike being shot in the face. Although for the soul, mind you, not the body. The sooner you give in, the sooner the pain will go away. Smitty, you may commence."
Smitty took a stance in front of Doc and started humming. Doc watched him with the careless air of a man who has nothing to lose. He didn't have anything to lose. He'd saved Tucker; he'd lived a good life; he'd had it all. And furthermore, he wasn't done. He didn't know how he was going to get out of this, but he would. He'd find a way.
Something started trying to worm its way through his navel, and he forced himself to relax. He wasn't going to fight it; that would only wear him out. He was just going to sit here and smile.
Gac returned his smile and said, "The longest it's ever taken Smitty to kill someone was eight hours. But that was a vampire, and it turned out to be a useless endeavor. A human soul can't seem to inhabit anything but a human body," he sighed.
He lit another cigarette and said, "I was very disappointed; it was a nice specimen. I do hope you'll be more cooperative than he was. There's really no point in resisting."
The magic or whatever it was had breached Doc's navel and was wiggling its way up towards his heart. Pain was drifting in sharp waves through his body, but it wasn't really his body. He couldn't say how he knew the magic wasn't attacking his body; he just did. Something in the nature of the pain. It didn't hurt in his stomach. Not really. It hurt in his mind.
"I heard a rumor that you killed several cyclopes without getting the least bit injured," Gac said thoughtfully. "I can't say I believe it, but I find myself quite curious to know what your strengths are. You clearly aren't a normal man anymore. I'll enjoy breaking you so I can learn all of your secrets."
"But you aren't the one breaking me," Doc drawled. "Smitty is. You're just sitting in a chair watching. I think Smitty should get the credit. Don't you, Smitty?"
Smitty didn't respond, but Gac's face tightened, and he said irritably, "I own Smitty."
"You own him?" Doc gasped dramatically. "Is that even legal? Oh, I don't suppose you'd care about silly things like legalities or treating your employees with respect."
"This is why you're here, strapped to a chair," Gac spat. "Because you can't measure your own worth. The common man is beneath us. Mr. Tucker is beneath you. Smitty is beneath me. He is only relevant in that he exists to serve me."
"You hear that, Smitty?" Doc prodded. "You only exist to serve Mr. Gac."
He was already having a hard time keeping his voice even, but he managed it. The pain was boring into him now, riddling his very being with agony. It was a strange sensation, and he didn't like it, but he'd been in worse pain.
"If you were to work for me," Doc added, not that he'd ever hire a man like Smitty. "You'd even get paid vacation. Six weeks for newbies."
Gac made a grunt of disgust. "You should be ashamed, Mr. Holliday. Soiling your hands with business. You shouldn't even know how many weeks vacation they take. It's beneath your notice."
"Nothing's beneath my notice," Doc said, grimacing inwardly at the tense edge to his voice.
He tried to organize what he knew of Gac to keep his mind off the pain. He didn't actually care who Gac had been; all he needed to know was who Gac was now. But having a puzzle to solve would help him keep his mind focused, and Gac's past was the only puzzle he had worth solving at the moment.
To begin with, Gac was old. At least one hundred and fifty years or more. He'd probably been in the military because of how he'd used the term "we" when he'd spoken of slaughtering the Native Americans. He considered himself one of the elite, but that didn't necessarily mean he had been. And Doc had apparently killed one of Gac's bodies; which should have narrowed it down since he'd killed Gac before Tozi had changed him; but back then, Doc had never paid much attention to the people he killed.  
Doc swallowed a sigh. He didn't know anything more about Gac than he had before he'd made his list, and making the list hadn't really done anything to keep his mind off the pain. He abandoned the task and closed his eyes because he was sick of staring at Gac's death mask.
For some reason, having his eyes closed only intensified the pain. Whatever Smitty was doing was crawling out Doc's ears and his eyes, out the pores of his skin. But it wasn't physical. His body wasn't under attack, just his mind, just his soul.
It was so intense, like a needle digging into his mind, that he was finding it hard to think in a cohesive line anymore. He was finding it hard to think in any line.
Gac was still rambling on about something, but Doc couldn't seem to hear him. All he could hear was buzzing, and he felt like bees were burrowing beneath his skin.
He forced Francisco's wooden box to the forefront of his mind and focused on it, ignoring all else. He reached out and carefully opened the lid. He stared at the box's deceptively empty appearance and put the pain inside with everything else. He shoved in all the pain, every bit of it, and then he closed the lid and opened his eyes.
Gac paused in his monologue and studied Doc curiously. "You're going to be difficult, aren't you?" he sighed. "I so hate it when people are difficult."
Doc didn't respond. Not only was it better to let Gac do all the talking, but his tongue also felt numb and he wasn't certain he could form proper words anymore.
"Libbie had a knack for finding bodies that wouldn't put up much fuss," Gac said fondly. "She wouldn't have approved of you at all. But you and I know better. I can end it, the constant changing, the aging, the decaying. I can end it all. With you. Libbie didn't understand what she'd found," Gac went on, tone pitying now. "She just wanted me to be able to live out my life. With her, of course. She couldn't bear to be without me."
He tapped his cigarette and said, "I'm certain you understand this; she didn't, but you will. Once you have that power, that ability to live as long as you want, why would you ever stop?"
Doc couldn't say. He'd asked the same question. Why would you stop? At what point could life ever become not worth living? He didn't know; he hadn't yet reached it. Which was why it was so frustrating that he couldn't figure out how to get out of this ridiculous situation.
He focused on Gac's face, trying to listen to every word he said, trying to figure him out. He was just as curious to know how Gac was still alive as Gac was to know how he was still alive. But he wasn't going to ask. He knew better than to ask. He knew better than to show that he cared.
"And to think this was common knowledge among the Sioux, but did they utilize it? No! And why not? 'We have respect for death,' they said. 'We have respect for the seasons. We have respect for the rhythms,'" Gac mocked.
Gac sat back with a shrug and said, "I'm stronger than those things. They should respect me. Not the other way around. Death means nothing to me. I've conquered it. The seasons, the rhythms, they affect me not at all."
The pain was starting to creep back into Doc's awareness, and he tried to push it away again, but it was more insistent, more forceful. He zeroed in on Gac's words and tried to make them everything to him. 
"It took Libbie three years to find a medicine man capable of bringing me back. He was initially uncooperative, but she had a way with people. She could find their weak spot in a matter of minutes; and once she found it, she was relentless. No one ever expected it from her. I miss that about her; I really do, but she became weak in the end. She couldn't do what needed to be done anymore. She developed some strange sense of morality," Gac said, voice angry.
Doc didn't hear what Gac said next because the pain suddenly intensified. He could take it. He'd been in worse pain; just not by much. He tried to control his breathing and his heart rate. He felt as if razors were sawing at his nerves, but he knew he was fine. His soul was fine. His mind was fine. After all, his soul and his body were linked. Gac couldn't just cut Doc's soul free. At least Doc hoped he couldn't.
Doc took a shallow breath, then jerked forward as hard as he could, feeling relief when the electrical current Gac had promised was there surged through him, returning Doc to blessed darkness.




Chapter 5
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"Read to me, John," Mother said, voice soft and breathless.
She was pretending to be well, but he knew she wasn't. She was pale, and she kept turning her head to cough so he couldn't see the handkerchief.
"What do you want me to read?" he asked dutifully.
"The new Godey's," she replied.
John cringed inwardly, but he went to get the magazine off the side table. He hated reading Godey's, but he loved reading to his mother, so he'd do it.
"Read it in French," she said. "I love to hear you read in French."
"Yes, Mother," he said as he sat beside her.
The first story was something of a proverb about a husband and his wife, and John read it easily although his mind wandered off elsewhere while he did.
Francisco had turned his small shed into a training room, and John was meeting him there after dinner tonight to train. Francisco called it training, not fighting, because he said John was training to fight.
"Someday you'll meet a lovely woman," Mother said, interrupting his thoughts. "And you'll know to treat her better than Mr. Brown did his wife, won't you?"
"Of course, Mother. I'll treat her just like Father treats you."
"Maybe not just like that," she said, laughing softly. "Hopefully your wife won't be made of glass."
"You're not made of glass," John assured her.
"Your father thinks I am."
"That's not the least bit true," Father said from the doorway. "I said you're a diamond of the first water. I've come to carry you up to your room."
"Do you see, John? You don't carry a diamond. A diamond walks."
"But I like to carry you," Father said cheerfully, scooping her off the settee.
"I love you, John," Mother whispered as Father swept her from the room.
John didn't respond. Her handkerchief had fallen to the floor, and he was trying not to stare at it, trying not to see the blood.
A rush of pain tore through him, and Doc turned deeper inward. The dream shifted around him.
"How is it that you know exactly what a woman wants?" Lena sighed as she walked her fingers lightly down Doc's chest.
"I know exactly what you want," Doc replied.
"I'm certain you could please any woman," she said easily. "You must tell me your secret."
Her lips were turned up in a grin, and her eyes sparkled with mischief. 
He winked at her and said, "I've read every single issue of Godey's Lady's Book at least a thousand times."
She chuckled softly and pressed a kiss to the center of his tattoo.
"Marry me," Doc said, twisting her hair around his finger.
"No," she immediately replied.
"No?"
"Lena Holliday? Terrible!"
"Keep your name," he said.
"I like things the way they are," she insisted.
"Then we'll keep things the way they are," Doc promised, hiding his disappointment behind a smile.
He'd still give her the ring he'd bought. It was a star sapphire, and she'd love it, but he'd wait until she forgot he'd proposed. And the quickest way to make her forget was to distract her.
"We do need a little change though," he murmured as he rolled them both so he was on top. "You're not moaning and sighing, and you should be."
"Make me," she taunted.
He kissed her ear, then trailed a line of kisses down her neck, over her shoulder, and onto her breast.
She sighed happily, and he feathered both of his hands up her lovely legs while he kissed gently along the line of her ribs. He didn't care about pleasing any other woman; he only cared about pleasing her.
"How absolutely puerile of you," Gac snarled, breaking into Doc's hazy consciousness. "While you were napping, I had Smitty affix the chair more securely. After all, I wouldn't want you to drag this on for days and days. I'm rather anxious to have a spin in my new body."
Doc blinked a few times, trying to focus his bleary eyes. The pain was immediately evident. He could feel it slashing wickedly down his arms and legs, but his brief moment of unconsciousness had been enough to help balance him for a little longer. He grinned at Gac, hoping to irritate him.
"I would have preferred the body of your witch friend," Gac added with a heavy sigh, not paying any attention to Doc at all. "But I've learned not to bother with other species."
Doc didn't correct Gac's erroneous assumption. The fewer people who knew that the witches weren't actually a different species, the better.
"I know it hurts," Gac said, leaning forward and staring into Doc's eyes. "You have excellent control of your features, but the skin around your eyes tightens slightly when you're in pain. Most people scream when Smitty starts in on them, so I'm very impressed with your pain tolerance. It's tragic you've wasted your life saving people. You and I could have been comrades."
"Hardly," Doc said evenly. "I can see why I killed you. It's too bad it didn't take."
Gac chuckled and said. "Libbie was quite annoyed with you. She sent a man after you, but you killed him as well. It seems you have the devil's own luck. Until now, of course."
Doc shrugged. The tide was out. Way, way, way out; but he wouldn't want to be Gac when the tide rolled back in. Because it would. It always did.
The pain was burrowing into Doc's bones now, and he began to wonder if Smitty really could separate his soul from his body. Doc evaluated himself. It hurt, certainly, but he didn't feel like he was suddenly going to jump ship. It was his body, and he had no intention of letting go of it.
Gac was still talking, but he was boring Doc with his endless chatter so Doc was only listening with half an ear, just in case Gac said anything of importance. Not that he would; he was too busy enjoying the sound of his own voice.
Doc really wanted to know how Gac had switched bodies. Had he made a deal with an under being like Doc had when he'd bartered for souls as Desolare? Or had he made a deal with a spirit? But Gac wasn't talking about that; he was talking about horses.
The pain shifted slightly, turning on its side, and started sliding through Doc's skin like a jagged needle, inside and out. Doc closed his eyes and turned inward for a moment, refocusing on Francisco's box and forcing all the pain inside of it.  
Gac paused in the middle of his lecture on the importance of horse formation in battle and said, "The pain's getting worse. I can see it in your eyes. I wonder if you'll become a ghost, like I did. I couldn't let go. I wasn't done. I shouldn't have died that day. I shouldn't have."
Doc refocused on Gac and waited for him to go on, to explain how he had become a ghost. But he didn't. Instead he shook his head and said, "The men complained about the pattern, but it's essential, you understand. There has to be order—"
"Maybe you should go get a snack and leave Smitty to his work?" Doc interrupted.
Gac's eye twitched, but he said evenly, "I enjoy watching you suffer."
"Oh," Doc said. "You're one of them."
"What does that mean?"
"You don't have the ability or the bollocks to do it yourself, but you like to watch."
"You should exercise caution, Mr. Holliday."
"Or what? You'll cut out my tongue?"
"Of course not," Gac said condescendingly. "However, I am quite certain there are other people out there whom you care for just as much as Mr. Tucker, and I made no promises about them."
Doc felt the anger rise, and he quickly stuffed it away so Gac couldn't see it. Then he smiled calmly and said, "Since you're so knowledgeable, I'm certain you're aware of the Mexican spell that allows you to kill yourself and destroy your body in the process."
Gac's expression didn't change, but he blinked rather quickly, and Doc knew he had him.
"Oh, I see you're not," Doc smirked. "I was just going to say that if you threaten to hurt a single hair on a single head of anyone I love or even just sort of like, I will kill myself and leave you with nothing."
"If you could really do that, why wouldn't you have already done it?" Gac demanded.
"I'm a gambler," Doc said with a shrug as if that explained it all. And it did. He was gambling to the end. He wanted Gac to think he'd won, but he hadn't. Doc couldn't let him win. Not since he'd threatened the people Doc loved. A hundred Smittys couldn't sever Doc from his body now.
A cautious expression crept into Gac's eyes, and Doc knew he'd made an impression. Gac thought Doc was bluffing, but the purse was too big for him to risk it.
Doc grinned widely and closed his eyes. He could fall asleep anywhere. Andrew had taught him how. It was easy. You just went to sleep.
Doc's memories twirled like a kaleidoscope across his vision. There were so many of them. So many memories, so many moments, so much life lived. But even so, he lusted for more. More memories. More moments. More everything.
The spinning slowed, paused, then focused on one moment in particular. 
"Let's go for a ride," Andrew said just after he had kicked Doc in the side and startled him awake.
"Wha?" Doc mumbled. "But I just fell asleep."
"So?"
"No," Doc said as he tried to get comfortable again. He hated sleeping on the ground. He hated the cold. He hated eating meat and burnt biscuits meal after meal after meal, and he really wasn't sure why he was still here. He should be in a cozy, warm bed with a lovely lady, not being prodded by a foot in the dark.
"Come on."
"No!" Doc snapped.
"Please."
"I don't understand you," Doc grumbled as he struggled to his feet. "Why do you need me to go with you?"
"I don't," Andrew laughed. "But you need the exercise."
Doc exhaled slowly, trying not to give into the irritation tugging at him.
"I love it when you sigh like that," Andrew chuckled. "You sound just like my mom used to when she was trying not to kill me."
"I AM trying not to kill you."
"You mean you're trying not to TRY to kill me," Andrew snorted.
"I think I could do it," Doc mumbled.
"Doubt it," Andrew shrugged. "But you're welcome to try. Janey tries at least once a year."
Doc didn't respond, just focused on picking up his saddle blanket. The fire had died down, but it was still casting an eerie glow out over the area.
Doyle, Joe, and Charlie had headed back to Andrew's ranch house about a week ago. But Andrew had said he wanted to check the perimeter, so he and Doc were riding along the outside of Andrew's ranch. Or just along the inside. Doc wasn't actually sure, and he had no idea why they were doing it.
Without the others to hold him back, Andrew just rode and rode and rode, barely giving Doc's spare horses time to rest. It didn't matter if it was dark or light or raining or sleeting or blowing like the dickens; Andrew and his horse didn't care. Which brought Doc to another irritant, Andrew's horse Widow Maker.
Doc was convinced that it wasn't really a horse at all; it was a demon. It was black as soot, and it had eyes the color of smoldering coals. But that wasn't the worst of it. The worst of it was that Andrew treated the thing like a human. He argued with it, joked with it, and pandered to its vanity.
It made Doc question Andrew's sanity. It made him question his own sanity. Why the hell was he wandering around the middle of nowhere with a crazy man and his crazy horse?
"Look," Andrew said in a hushed tone. "The moon's coming up. Isn't it amazing?"
With a half grin, Doc watched Andrew watch the moon rise. This was it. This was why Doc was out here in the middle of nowhere. It was just a moon; not even a full one at that. But Andrew approached everything with a level of awe that astounded Doc.
Doc had never met anyone who stopped and just stared at the moon. He'd never met anyone whose wonder wasn't completely broken and jaded. Andrew felt everything, saw everything, truly experienced everything. He lived; he lived in a way Doc had never seen anyone live. And Doc thought maybe, just maybe, if he spent enough time with Andrew, he might learn how to live too. He might learn how to feel.
The dream shifted, leaving the dark for daylight. A giggle echoed through the barn, and Andrew hissed. "He'll find you right away if you don't take off your hat. You're so bad at this."
"Well, maybe if I could make myself look like a straw bale," Doc hissed back. "Like some people."
"I can't help who I am," Andrew chuckled.
"Right," Doc huffed. "Just because you can do it, doesn't mean you have to do it."
"But then I'm not playing to the best of my abilities," Andrew replied, voice amused.
"I just don't get it," Doc said. "What's the point?"
"We're hiding."
"But why?"
"So Bill can find us. Have you seriously never played hide-and-seek? It's actually not my favorite game," Andrew confessed ruefully. "But Janey likes it."
Doc rolled his eyes and tried to make himself as skinny as possible so he wasn't visible from the other side of the barn.
"I can see your boot tips!" Bill suddenly called out.
"Don't respond," Andrew said softly. "He's probably just bluffing."
"Doc! You're behind the post!"
Doc held himself perfectly still as Bill's little feet padded softly towards them.
"Boo!" Bill shouted as he jumped around in front of Doc.
"You got me," Doc gasped, grabbing his chest and stumbling forward. "You got me good." And he fell to the floor, right on top of Bill.
"Daddy!" Bill shouted. "Doc died and fell on me!"
Andrew didn't respond.
"Daddy! Save me!"
Andrew still didn't say a word.
"I don't think he believes you," Doc whispered.
"Shut up, Doc. You're dead," Bill chastised.
"Sorry," Doc replied, trying not to laugh.
"DADDY!" Bill screamed. "I can't breathe!"
Andrew still didn't appear.
"I think he knows I'm lying," Bill sighed.
"Maybe."
"Can you get off me so I can go find him?"
"I'm dead."
"You can be alive for a minute."
"I thought that was against the rules."
"Daddy says the rules are made up."
"I see," Doc said solemnly.
He stood and pulled Bill to his feet.
"Thanks," Bill said. "You're dead again."
Doc burst out laughing and fell to the barn floor with a jerky spasm.
"Nice death," Janey said from her perch in the loft.
"Found you, Mama."
"Hell," she hissed, dropping to the floor beside Doc. "At least you didn't kill me."
"Boo!" Bill yelled.
"Damnation," Janey sighed as she fell on top of Doc. "I hate this game."
"Andrew said you like it," Doc whispered.
"Nah. I just make him play it 'cause I know he doesn't like it."
"That's cruel."
"I know. I'm like that sometimes."
"Sometimes?"
"Just sometimes," she murmured. "The rest of the time I'm just plain mean."
Which wasn't true at all. She knew it, and he knew it, but she liked to pretend.
A short, smarting pain pulsed through Doc's cheek, waking him.
"I wish you wouldn't keep doing that," Gac said, studying Doc's cheek where he'd hit him. "It's tiresome."
"I have a malady," Doc shrugged. "It comes with the body."
"That's not true," Gac said irritably.
"Prove it."
"I really feel that you would be more cooperative if I brought in your witch friend."
Doc smiled slowly and said, "I really wish you would. Smitty could probably tell you something about the Jury family."
Smitty's face flushed, and a surge of pain crashed through Doc, boring in and out of his skin.
"I think Smitty does know a little something about the Jury family," Doc smirked. "You may not know this, but you've made some extremely powerful enemies today."
Gac's eyelid twitched, but he said calmly, "My worth is measured by the strength of my enemies."
"Maybe," Doc chuckled.
"Enough of that," Gac said. "I'd like you to be more cooperative."
"I'd like you to let me go," Doc countered.
"Perhaps if I sent someone out to grab one of your little lost children that would help motivate you."
"If that's the case," Doc said with a shrug. Then he spouted off a line of Spanish, not even sure where the words had come from. "Mi alma me pertenece, y va a donde yo voy—"
"Enough!" Gac shouted.
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"We'll do it the difficult way, Mr. Holliday. I can't imagine why you'd wish to carry it out for so long. It'd be so much easier if you just gave up."
"Would you give up?" Doc asked.
"Point taken. I truly do respect you, Mr. Holliday. Truly." Gac sat back down and said, "Carry on, Smitty."
The pain suddenly intensified, and Doc worked to keep his eyes from changing so Gac wouldn't have the satisfaction of knowing he was in pain.
Falling asleep might have paused Smitty's progress, but Doc figured it was a little like cutting off the bark of a tree; the earlier damage had already been done. Oddly enough, he didn't feel damaged. Except for the pain pulsing through him, he felt fine. It was hard to feel anything but happy with Bill's cheerful voice echoing through his head.
"Since we're going to be here a while," Doc said conversationally. "Why don't you tell me how the Sioux brought you back to life?"
"That is a fascinating tale," Gac allowed. "The Sioux only ever used the ceremony to bring the dead back to life if, for instance, the dead person had unfinished business; but the person would only remain alive until the business was completed. The problem with such a process was twofold. One, it required the original soul's body; and two, it was temporary."
Gac took a sip of his wine and said, "I don't mind telling you that for the first month of my new life, I looked rather ghastly. Three years is a bit long to wait for such an endeavor. Libbie was persistent though. Dear thing."
Gac sighed and said, "Women like her are hard to find, Mr. Holliday. I regret that she chose to die. What a waste. She could have stayed with me forever. The two of us, side by side."
"She chose death over you?" Doc asked. "I'm sorry," he added.
He hated Gac intensely, but he knew what the pain of someone leaving by choice felt like. Whenever he thought of Lena's death, he felt just the littlest bit betrayed. They could have had years together; she hadn't had to leave. Especially not like that. He loved her, and he would have done anything for her. Even walk away so she could have found someone else. He knew better though. There was no one else. Not for Lena. It had only ever been him. Perhaps it had been the same for Gac's Libbie.
"I'm sorry as well," Gac said softly, voice rich with regret. "Libbie was really too good for me; I just never saw it." He shook his head, and his overwhelming arrogance abruptly returned. "I don't need her," he said flippantly. "Never let it be said that General George Armstrong Custer ever needed anyone."
He paused and looked expectantly at Doc. Doc gestured with his finger for Gac to continue.
Gac raised an eyebrow and said, "Don't you have anything to say?"
"To what?" Doc asked.
"You're in the presence of greatness!"
Doc frowned. The pain was making it really hard to think, and he wasn't sure exactly what Gac wanted from him. If he knew, he wouldn't give it to him anyway, but it would be helpful to know. He replayed the conversation, focusing on the memory of Gac's expression as he'd talked. Gac wanted a reaction, but to what? His name?
Pain was vibrating through Doc's ears and down his jaws, but he managed to say, "I get it now. Gac. It's an acronym. Clever."
Gac frowned and snapped, "Clever?! I'm brilliant!"
Doc didn't have the energy to argue with him.
"I'm General Custer!"
"I don't really pay attention to politics," Doc said with a shrug. "I'm not familiar with your work."
"General George Armstrong Custer," Gac said again. "One of President Grant's most trusted generals. After all, once you're a general, you're always a general," he added defensively.
"Good for you," Doc said. Something tugged at his memory, and he remarked, "Oh, I think I do remember you. You got your entire unit killed."
Gac's face went red, and he spat, "It was an ambush; and why, even after all of Libbie's work, is that all anyone remembers? Do you have any idea how many battles I won, how many enemies I defeated, how many..." He trailed off, composing his face as he did. "Very good, Mr. Holliday. You quite got my goat there."
Doc hadn't particularly meant to. He honestly didn't know anything about Gac's original body. He vaguely recalled the name General Custer, and he even seemed to recall his father using the name as a curse word every now and then. But that was it. Doc had been fairly self-centered for most of his mortal life, and even now he paid almost no attention to the goings-on of the world outside of his sphere.
"You really don't know me, do you?" Gac asked softly.
"Afraid not."
"That's a little demoralizing," Gac stated. "I changed the course of history. I made history."
This had all the earmarks of a Thaddeus lecture. Which was just as well because Doc needed another break from the pain. He focused on the timbre of Gac's voice, imagined Thaddeus was speaking, and drifted into the darkness and away from the stinging pain.
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Memory after memory tugged at Doc, leading him places he hadn't been in years and reminding him of times he'd nearly forgotten. He relived one after another, grinning when he settled into an old memory of Jury.
"I don't think this is a good idea," Jury hissed.
"Which part?" Doc replied.
"All of it!"
"You have a gun; I have a knife. What's the problem?"
"This!" Jury exclaimed. "This whole thing! Just because I killed that one man doesn't mean I want to be part of your... Whatever it is you do! I don't care!"
"You don't care that someone took a beautiful, long-legged woman against her will?" Doc asked.
"I suppose when you... No!" Jury spat. "I don't! It's not my problem. And you're just guessing she's long-legged."
"You know how to get back to the hotel," Doc said easily.
"So you're just going to do it without me?" Jury snapped.
"That's the idea."
"Why are you so damn stubborn? It doesn't affect you."
"Sure it does," Doc said. "Now shut up, and let me work."
He'd already counted seven perimeter guards, and he figured there were that many on the inside of the large mansion as well. Which was no problem; he could easily deal with twenty guards, even thirty, but he didn't actually know anything about the boss man inside.
Doc was here because he'd happened upon the woman's brother an hour ago as the man was weeping on the steps of a church and begging the saints to save his sister. The saints hadn't answered him, but Doc had. The problem was that people were unreliable at the best of times, and for all Doc knew, the woman had gone willingly with her supposed captor.
"Go around front and create a distraction," Doc instructed Jury.
"I'm not doing this with you," Jury insisted.
"All I need is five minutes." He hadn't committed to killing everyone yet. He'd find the girl first and see what she said.
"I don't want to," Jury said sulkily.
"Do it anyway, or I'll call in your debt."
"I hate you," Jury grumbled.
"You said Jurys always paid their debts."
"I lied!" Jury snapped. "Jurys are above such mundane things as debts."
Doc sighed and played his trump card. "Andrew wouldn't have even argued."
"I'm going," Jury hissed.
Doc grinned after him. Jury was so predictable. He didn't much care about other people, but he did have a big ego, so if Doc wanted him to do something, all he had to do was say the right phrase. And it usually began or ended with "Andrew".
Doc counted to ten, then leaped over the fence and walked quickly towards the house. The scent of moonflowers hung heavily in the air, and it made Doc think briefly of Georgia. He'd long ago stopped thinking of Georgia as home; but sometimes, when he wasn't paying attention, a sense of homesickness washed over him, and he lost himself to missing them. Not this time though. This time he was focused on his goal; he was saving a damsel in distress.
He paused and swallowed a laugh as he watched a young woman shimmy out of a top-floor window and onto a tree branch.
"I was coming to save you," Doc whispered when she reached the ground.
"That's so sweet," she murmured, eyes sparkling brightly. "Maybe you can help me over the fence?"
"You're just throwing me a bone."
"It's a very tall fence," she replied.
"Won't he just come after you again?" Doc asked.
"I doubt it," she said with a shrug. "Not unless someone reattaches his head."
Doc smiled slowly, sketched a small bow, and drawled, "Doc Holliday, at your service, miss. Shall I escort you home?"
"Sabrina," she replied with a grin. "And I think I'd rather go with you. Raphael is probably at home weeping into his hands, and I hate to see a man cry."
"He is weeping," Doc agreed as he helped her over the fence. "He was asking the saints for deliverance when I saw him."
"Pshaw," she snorted. "If I'd waited for the saints to save me, it would already be too late. Unless, of course, you're a saint," she added with a short laugh.
"Me? Hardly."
"A sinner then?"
"Absolutely."
"Do you like to sin in company?" she asked, feathering her fingers down his arm.
"If the company is you," Doc replied, lifting her hand and lightly kissing the back of it.
Her touch left behind a trail of fire, and his blood was already singing with need. He enjoyed the company of women, but he absolutely adored pleasing dangerous women; and from the look in her sultry eyes, he knew he and Sabrina were going to have an excellent time.
Just as he was trailing his lips over Sabrina's soft neck, the memory dream shifted.
He was dying. He knew he was dying. A cough was clawing its way up his throat, his entire body ached, and the needle Señora Teodora kept shoving into his chest wasn't helping. He wanted to push her away and demand that she let him die in peace. But if there was a chance, even the slightest chance, he'd take it. He wasn't ready to die.
He tried to focus on her, tried to really see her, but his vision was too blurry. Her voice strummed through his mind though; Spanish words soothing because they reminded him of Francisco.
"Mi alma me pertenece, y va a donde yo voy," she murmured.
Even though he was dying, his weary mind automatically translated her words. My soul is my own, and it goes where I go.
"Mi alma es eterna, mi cuerpo es eterno, yo soy eterna."
My soul is eternal; my body eternal; I am eternal.
"Los antepasados caminan conmigo. Siempre caminan conmigo."
The ancestors walk with me. Always they walk with me.
She paused and stared at him, and even though his eyes were bleary, he could see the depth of her gaze. He could feel the weight of the moment.
"Su fuerza es la mía; su sabiduría es la mía," she said, turning her attention back to Doc's aching chest. Her words vibrated through him. He could feel them in his blood. He could feel the power in them.
"Su fuerza es la mía; su sabiduría es la mía," she repeated.
Their strength is mine; their wisdom is mine.
"La tierra está conmigo."
The earth is with me.
"La madre está conmigo."
The mother is with me.
"Cuando mato por ella, cada alma que toco me pertenece."
When I kill for her, every soul I touch belongs to me.
"Me pertenece," she said fiercely. 


I own it.
The pain was suddenly too much, and Doc drifted into unconsciousness.
Doc woke abruptly but kept his eyes closed and his body relaxed. The pain was so intense that for a moment he was uncertain where he was. He could still feel Señora Teodora's hands on his chest, he could still hear her words, but he knew he wasn't with her. The pain was different.
He focused on the memory, replaying her words. He'd completely forgotten what she'd said as she'd worked. She'd repeated those phrases over and over and over as she'd inscribed her symbol onto his chest, but he hadn't remembered them, not until now. Although part of him must have remembered because he had used one of the lines to frighten Gac.
"It's exceedingly rude to fall asleep when someone's talking to you," Gac said irritably.
"I told you," Doc chuckled. "I have a malady."
"It's lucky for you I want your body. Otherwise, you'd die a very slow death."
"Isn't that what I'm doing anyway?" Doc mocked, finally opening his eyes.
"Apologies. I meant to say a slow and bloody death."
"Ah. That makes all the difference," Doc murmured.
"You fascinate me," Gac admitted. "And I'm not easily fascinated."
"I can't say I return the sentiment," Doc shrugged.
He knew what Gac wanted now. He wanted to be admired and celebrated, honored and revered. But Doc wasn't going to give him any of that.
He didn't know anything about Custer except that he'd been a Northern general who had been sent out after the Native Americans after the Civil War. And whatever Doc might have thought about the Native Americans when he was young and foolish, he now understood the tragedies they had suffered and mourned for them. He certainly wasn't going to celebrate a general who had been sent out to slaughter them.
As for Gac, he used innocent people to manipulate others to his will. He was the most worthless type of man. The most worthless type of person. And Doc would enjoy killing him as soon as he figured out how to get out of the damn chair.
"I don't know why you go out of your way to aggravate me," Gac sighed. "It's terribly disrespectful."
Doc didn't respond. Instead he turned his attention to Smitty. Smitty was sweating now, and his face was tense with aggravation. But even though he was clearly wearing himself out, the pain tearing at Doc's every nerve was just as intense as ever.
"I think Smitty needs a break," Doc said conversationally. "And maybe a sandwich."
"He's fine," Gac said.
"He doesn't look fine."
"He's fine," Gac ground out.
"But if he passes out from exhaustion, won't that hold up the process? Do you have another witch stashed somewhere who also doesn't realize that they don't have to take orders from an insignificant norm?"
"I am not insignificant," Gac snarled.
"I just don't see why Smitty lets you push him around like you do. He's clearly much stronger than you. After all, he can sever a soul from its body."
Gac's cane lifted from the floor and slammed across Doc's cheek. It wasn't a hard enough blow to knock him out, but Doc let his body go limp and his head fall forward.
"He's starting to get on my nerves!" Gac snapped.
"You want me to gag him?" Smitty asked.
"It's probably for the best," Gac sighed.
Doc grinned inwardly and let himself drift away from the cutting pain and into sleep once more.
"It's The Raven," Andrew said reverently.
"The raven?"
"No, no, no," Andrew muttered. "Capital The, capital Raven."
"It's a big damn bird," Doc agreed.
"Goddamn it, Doc. Show some respect. He's the father of all ravens."
"Literally?"
"Literally."
"That's a thing?"
"Do you listen when I talk?" Andrew demanded.
"Yes."
"Did you not listen when I told you about Septimis?"
"The snake, right?"
"Yes, the goddamn snake!"
Doc swallowed a grin. He wasn't exactly trying to be difficult. He was honestly having a hard time with the concept of a father of all ravens, but he was only carrying it on because it wasn't often Andrew got riled and it was fun to see.
"So the snake?" Doc drawled, even though he knew what Andrew really wanted him to say.
"The father of all snakes," Andrew ground out.
"Oh, that's right. How come he got a name, but the raven's just The Raven?"
Andrew growled.
"I'm sorry," Doc laughed. "I do listen. So let me ask you a real question, how come ravens are always following you around?"
"'Cause I'm raven."
"Come again?"
"Clara, you remember Clara, right?"
"The girl from the future?"
"Right. She said they're my spirit animals or my spirit guides." Andrew shrugged and added, "And maybe they are in a way, but to me they're my brothers, my family, my tribe."
That didn't make sense to Doc at all. They were birds. But he didn't say that. Instead he said, "They picked you? Or you picked them?"
"They picked me," Andrew said, voice tinged with awe as he watched a raven fly overhead.
"And you talk to them? Just like you talk to your horse?"
"Yeah."
"How?"
"Well, if you just talk, they understand you; but I usually imagine what I'm trying to say and send that visual out to them. You know?"
"I do not," Doc said honestly.
"That's okay. You got a spirit animal?"
"How would I even know?"
"Is there anything that follows you around a lot?"
"No."
"Do you dream about any animals?"
"Well..." Doc drawled with a slow grin.
"Women don't count," Andrew snorted.
"But—"
"Forget it," Andrew grumbled. "You just don't take anything seriously."
Doc grinned as he watched Andrew stomp off towards Widow Maker. For such a powerful man, Andrew was unbelievably easy to manipulate.
Doc just couldn't always be serious when Andrew wanted him to. Some topics and lines of thought made Doc twitchy. The idea of having an animal follow him around was just strange, and he didn't want to entertain it.
Doc struggled to stay in that moment with Andrew, but something shifted, and he found himself lying on the grass beside a cheerful stream.
"Why do you do this?" Tozi demanded.
"Do what?" Doc grinned.
"This!" she exclaimed, gesturing wildly.
"You like me," Doc murmured, pulling her closer and kissing her neck.
"Stop that!" Tozi snapped. "I want an explanation!"
"For what?"
His fingers were already halfway up her braid, unfurling it bit by bit.
"Stop that," she growled, body leaning into his. "I'm trying to yell at you."
"For what?"
"That's what I'd like to know."
"I'll get out of it," Doc murmured. "I always do."
She sighed, partly from exasperation, partly from pleasure, and said once more, "Why do you do this?"
"Get into trouble?" Doc asked. "Isn't that why you made me? Mi alma me pertenece, y va a donde yo voy."
She pulled away from him and said, "You remember."
"I do now," he said, a little irritated at himself for bringing it up before he'd gotten her braid all the way undone. "Cuando mato por ella, cada alma que toco me pertenece," he said, watching her face carefully.
"I see," she murmured.
If he wasn't mistaken there was a bit of fear in her eyes, which he didn't understand. Tozi was never afraid.
"Why?" he asked. "Because I don't believe that it had anything to do with Sofia."
"It did," she argued.
"So we're lying now?" he said. "In that case, I'm fine. Nothing whatsoever is wrong."
She hissed and said, "I don't understand why you choose to be so difficult."
He didn't reply, just flicked an invisible piece of lint from his sleeve.
"Your soul is under attack," she said worriedly.
"As if I don't know that," Doc retorted.
"Well?"
"Well what, Tozi?! I'm strapped to a goddamn chair! What exactly do you want me to do?!" All the anger he'd been carefully storing away in Francisco's box suddenly broke free, and he aimed it at her.
"I'm not a goddamn witch, so when I find myself strapped to a chair, I usually have to stay there. Unless, of course, the person who put me there isn't very smart, which does not happen to be the case!"
He kicked at the grass and snapped, "And why are we always in the woods? Why can't we ever be in a goddamn bedroom with a goddamn bed?"
The scenery around them shifted, morphing into an exact depiction of Doc's bedroom.
"Did you do that?" Doc demanded.
"No," she said, tone strained.
"I should hope not," he muttered. "If you had done it, I'd have a lot more questions for you. Goddamn, I'm tired," he sighed as he sat on the edge of the bed. "Having your soul stripped from you is exhausting."
"I'm sorry, tonto de mi vida," she whispered.
He was suddenly naked, and she was lightly walking her fingertips down his stomach.
"No," Doc said irritably. "Not this time."
The dream shifted again, and they were inside a small gaming room, clothes on, sitting opposite each other with a felt-covered poker table between them.
"Tell me about the spell you used to make me immortal." Doc said, steeling himself against his desire to pull her into his arms and kiss her senseless.
Tozi looked around the room in shock, then turned back to study him, expression serious. "How did you learn to do that?" she asked.
"I didn't," he replied.
"But you did," she insisted.
"I just thought it," he said. "And it did."
"I see."
"Now stop dancing around the mulberry bush and tell me about the goddamn spell!" Doc ordered.
"What about it?" she hedged.
"When I kill for the mother, the soul I touch is mine," Doc snapped.
She shrugged and said, "I thought it sounded quite poetic."
"Don't lie to me."
"I thought you didn't mind being lied to," she returned.
"Apparently I lied. For once, tell me the truth. Why did you choose me, and what did you choose me for?"
"I already told you," Tozi insisted. "I needed someone to stop Sofia—"
"Stop goddamn lying!" he yelled.
"I cannot tell you," she said softly. "And that is not a lie."
"Shamans," Doc sighed. "Being a shaman has nothing to do with magic. Shaman should be synonymous with meddling. Will you at least tell me why?"
She smiled gently and said, "Because you are you."
"I don't believe that for a second. I was a self-centered wretch. All I ever cared about was myself."
"Now who is lying," Tozi chuckled. "You saved Petra."
"I have a weakness for beautiful women."
"You did it for Balam."
"Prove it," Doc countered.
She sighed irritably. "You are you. Fundamentally."
He had no idea what that meant, and he told her so.
"You are being difficult today," she muttered. "In truth, the reason I chose you was because Janey didn't kill you."
"That doesn't make sense," Doc argued. "She doesn't kill people all the time."
"True, but I thought she would kill you, and I was confounded when she didn't."
"Thanks," Doc muttered.
"You said it yourself. You were a self-centered wretch. When I looked at you I saw nothing of value."
He couldn't complain; he had asked for the truth.
"I asked her why she didn't kill you," Tozi went on, "and do you know what she said?"
"I clearly do not," Doc grumbled.
"She said, 'I can't kill him. He's got the soul of a protector. He's just angry because he doesn't have the body to match it.' That's what she said."
"But... I..."
Doc trailed off and just stared at her. What could he even say to that? He barely remembered sick him. He'd gone out of his way to forget sick him. But he certainly wouldn't have said he had the soul of a protector.
"Janey always was a little crazy," he finally managed.
"She certainly was," Tozi said tenderly.
And now he knew for certain that Tozi was still alive because she knew Janey was dead. She mourned Janey; he could see it in her eyes. But Janey hadn't died for a long time after Tozi had changed him; Tozi certainly should have died first, but here she was, with him, now. Because he was certain it was now.
"Why can't you get out of the chair?" she suddenly asked.
"I just can't."
"Why not?"
Since he clearly wasn't going to get any more answers from her, and he wasn't in the mood to answer any of her questions, he imagined his bedroom once more.
"I thought we weren't doing this," Tozi laughed as they both tumbled naked onto the mattress.
"That was then; this is now," he murmured as he reverently loosened her braid. "You're beautiful," he whispered, spreading her hair out around her. "So beautiful."
"You're the only one to ever think so," she replied.
"Everyone else is blind," he insisted, then he lowered his head and kissed her fiercely, intent on showing her just how very beautiful she was.




Chapter 7
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"Someone is trying to wake you," Tozi murmured against his chest.
"They can wait," Doc replied.
He wasn't done pleasing her yet. He'd never be done pleasing her.
"There's a spot on the back of your leg I forgot to kiss," he said.
"You lie," she laughed. "You kissed me everywhere. Several times."
"That's a theory we'll just have to test," Doc murmured. "Did I kiss you here?" he asked, pressing his lips to the curve of her hip.
"Yes."
"And here?" he asked, kissing just inside her hip.
"Yes."
"But what about here?"
"I want to talk about the chair," she said, pushing his hands away from her skin.
"I don't," Doc replied.
"Please, tonto de mi vida."
"I'm not sure that's a compliment," Doc murmured, pulling his fingers through her hair and kissing her once more.
"Please."
"You're killing me," Doc sighed as he finally rolled away from her. "The chair is solid metal. There are metal straps holding my arms and legs in place; clever metal straps at that. They go down the sides of the chair and lock at the bottom. I still have my lock picks, but they're underneath the straps."
"Weaknesses?"
"Originally I could move the chair enough to get a jolt of electricity, but they fixed that. It's fastened pretty firmly to the floor now. Do you think I can reattach an arm, like a vampire?" he asked thoughtfully.
"I do not know," she replied, face pale.
"How do you always know when I'm in trouble?"
"I can feel you," she murmured. "You're... We're linked."
"I can't feel you," Doc said regretfully.
He twisted her hair around his finger and tried to memorize her face. She looked worried but still so beautiful. When she removed the Señora Teodora mask and was just Tozi, she was absolutely stunning.
"I really don't see any way out," Doc finally admitted.
He'd been lying to himself, saying that he did, but he knew better. Gac was a spider, and Doc was caught in his web. There was no easy way out. Maybe there was no way out at all. Not that he'd give up; not that he'd stop trying to figure it out. He just couldn't see it yet.
"Don't lose heart," she whispered in his ear.
Cold water suddenly washed over him, and he opened his eyes with an irritated snort.
"Talk about rude," he muttered around the gag in his mouth. "I was in the middle of something."
The pain was instantly evident, and it was worse than before. He felt as if a file was working its way through his skin, and it was not a pleasant feeling.
"Stop going to sleep," Smitty ordered.
Gac wasn't sitting in his chair. It was just Doc and Smitty and the soul-wrenching pain.
"What kind of hold does Gac have on you?" Doc asked.
His words were mumbled by the gag, but still distinct; and he saw Smitty's face tighten with irritation.
"You could easily kill him," Doc went on. "Just stab him in the back one day when he's not looking."
Smitty's face reddened, and he growled angrily, "General Custer is a magnificent man, and I have always served him with pleasure."
"That's silly," Doc shrugged. "You're clearly superior."
"Shut up so I can get this over with!" Smitty snapped.
For some reason, Smitty was Gac's man, through and through, so Doc didn't keep pushing. It was obviously a waste of breath.
He focused his senses on his breathing so he'd be less bothered by the pain and looked around the room. It was a plain room. There was no artwork on the walls, no shelves full of books. All it contained was the metal chair Doc was sitting in and Gac's leather chair.
Doc wondered how many times they'd done this. How many times had Gac tied a person to this chair and stripped away their soul?
Something Jervis had said flitted through his mind. "The meat suit was only twenty-five." And Gac had said that having to find new bodies was an annoyance that they had to do every fifteen years or so. Which meant that they had done this to at least ten other people. If not more.
What a waste, Doc thought. The meat suit Gac was wearing now had once been a young, virile man. A man with potential to change the world, and Gac had stolen that potential. And he had wasted it. 
There was something quite different between Gac and Tucker. Tucker was the body. He owned it. There was no separation. Gac used the body as a vessel, but he didn't seem to own it the way Tucker did. Maybe he couldn't own it the same way. Maybe the body wouldn't let him. The body didn't want him. Gac had stolen it; it hadn't been given freely.
Tucker looked younger than his body really was. He had the soul of a child, and his body reflected that. The body accepted him, allowed Tucker to be part of it, the body and Tucker were one. But when Gac took over a body, perhaps it aged more quickly because it didn't want Gac to be part of it.
Doc's head was beginning to hurt. Not just from the pain, but from the circular thinking. All he knew for sure was that Gac needed a new body, and Doc's was the one he'd picked. Doc's soul wasn't interested in leaving though; he could feel it resisting; he could feel it setting in its hooks. However, given enough time, even the mightiest of rocks could be ground to dust.
Pain coursed through his chest, and he struggled to breathe normally. He felt like he was being dragged across broken glass.
He focused on the blank wall behind Smitty's shoulder, kept his eyes wide open, and fell asleep.
Memories swirled around him like precious gems. He reached out his hand and shifted through them, feeling like a dragon hoarding his beloved treasure. A shiny red stone drifted through his fingers, pulling Doc fully into a memory.
"Doc! Are you okay?" a voice asked anxiously. "Oh, hell. Doc! Can you hear me? Shit. Don't you dare die on me, you stupid asshole."
The words rushed over Doc, hardly making any sense to his throbbing mind. Everything was a haze of pain, but he could sense someone nearby.
He palmed a knife with his bloody fingers and waited, barely breathing. His lungs could hardly move. Every bone was broken, but he could still move his arm. He'd make it move.
The presence suddenly came within range, and Doc struck, moving his hand with deadly accuracy even though he couldn't see a damn thing through the blood coating his eyes.
"What the hell?!" the voice snapped. "Why did you just stab me? How the hell did you stab me? Your arm's... Stop moving!" it ordered. "Just stop!"
Something about the worry in the voice filtered through, and Doc tried to focus on the words, tried to hear what was being said.
"Andrew?" he hissed.
"Maybe you shouldn't talk," Andrew replied, voice pained.
Doc's lung was slowly expanding, but he knew he'd never be able to heal all the damage. His body was broken. Completely broken.
"Need to kill," he managed to say.
"No way!" Andrew snapped. "I'm gonna carry you up the cliff, and then I'll hunt down Aylen. I'll find someone. Just please hang in there."
"No," Doc whispered. "I need to kill... someone."
"What?"
"To heal."
"What?! Is that why you just stabbed me in the heart?"
"Sorry," Doc murmured.
"So that's why... That's crazy," Andrew murmured. "Doyle always said there was something weird about you. I mean, more weird than normal."
Doc struggled to stay focused, struggled to stay in control. He wanted, he needed, to kill someone.
"This is gonna hurt," Andrew suddenly said as he hoisted Doc onto his shoulder.
The pain was so horrible that Doc passed out, and he didn't wake up again until he felt his body being lowered.
Pain was clouding his mind and thoughts. He needed to kill. He needed to kill now. He grabbed the hand that was moving him and wrapped his other hand around the man's throat.
"Goddamn it, Doc," the man croaked. "It's me, Andrew! Stop trying to kill me!"
Andrew. Andrew. He knew Andrew. He didn't want to kill Andrew, but he was in so much pain. He needed to kill.
"It's okay, buddy," Andrew said soothingly. "I'll get you someone. It's okay."
Doc drifted into oblivion once more only waking when someone announced softly, "I got you one, Doc. There's a knife in your hand. All you have to do is stab him."
Doc tried to open his eyes, but he still couldn't see. He could, however, feel the cold handle of the knife in his hand, and he could sense someone near him. He moved his hand, thrusting it out towards where he felt a heart beating. He nearly passed out from the movement, but then heat started rushing into him, into his tattoo, and moving sluggishly out into his fractured limbs.
His vision started to clear, and he blinked blearily, trying to focus. Andrew was standing over him, holding a dead man, eyes wide with fascination as he stared at Doc's chest.
"Your chest is glowing," he whispered.
"Is it?" Doc rasped.
"Yeah," Andrew breathed. "You're eating him, aren't you? 'Cause your wounds... Holy hell, you're actually healing! I thought you were done for," Andrew said, relief clear in his tone.
"Sorry."
"Don't be sorry. I'm stoked! I had no idea. I mean, I figured you healed quick 'cause I've seen you get shot and just shake it off, but I didn't think you were coming back from this one. I could see your insides," he added frankly.
"Shut up," Doc murmured.
"Do you need another one? Your leg is still sideways."
"It'll fix," Doc said, hoping it really would. He'd never been damaged so badly. He'd been shot and stabbed. He'd broken a bone here and there. But he had never, ever, ever fallen off a cliff and broken everything inside him. "Is Doyle alright?" he asked, eyes slipping closed. The pain of healing was almost as bad as the pain of impact.
"Yeah. Thanks," Andrew said. "He wouldn't have been able to..." Andrew trailed off, then said, "Thanks."
"Anytime," Doc murmured, letting the darkness take him once more. 
When he finally woke, Andrew was sitting beside him, watching him curiously.
"You're awake," Andrew said.
Doc nodded cautiously, relief filling him when nothing hurt.
"So you eat people," Andrew stated.
Doc studied his face carefully, but he didn't see any signs of disgust, just open curiosity.
"Pretty much," Doc admitted as he swung his feet off the bed and sat up.
"That is so freaking cool," Andrew murmured.
"Really?"
"Yeah!"
"I thought maybe you wouldn't..."
"Wouldn't what?"
"Because of Meli," Doc muttered.
"Oh. Yeah. Totally different."
"How so?" Doc asked. "I eat people; she eats people."
"Well, if you put it like that," Andrew laughed. "But I've never seen you kill anyone who didn't have it coming. With the exception of the three times you tried to kill me earlier."
Doc cringed and said, "Sorry. I couldn't think. The pain was too..."
"I get it," Andrew said cheerfully. "I accidentally touched part of your brain; it was gooshy."
Bile climbed up Doc's throat at Andrew's words. He'd nearly died this time, and if it hadn't been for Andrew, he would have died. He wasn't ready. Not yet. He'd only just started living.
"Thank you," Andrew said roughly. "Doyle wouldn't have... The point is you saved him. Thank you."
"Tell him not to stand so close to the edge next time," Doc muttered. "Did you get the shooter?"
"Did we get the shooter?" Andrew snorted. "Please, Doc! You know we did!"
The dream shifted.
"Where are we going?" Doc asked.
"Do you ever not ask a question that comes to mind?" Jervis replied.
"No."
"You should consider it."
"Life's short, right? Why beat around the bush?"
"Life's short for whom?"
"Other people," Doc laughed, even though he didn't find the thought very amusing. He didn't like that life was short for other people. He didn't like that Andrew and Janey and Charlie and a ridiculously long list of people were all going to die, and he was going to have to be the one to bury them.
"Just be quiet," Jervis said, his German short and irritated. "I'm trying to think."
"Sure," Doc agreed as he stepped over another fallen log.
They were walking, rather endlessly as far as Doc could tell, through a damp forest; but Jervis seemed to know where he was going. More or less.
They'd had a very fine time killing the count responsible for Jervis's capture. But afterwards, instead of hunting down the next name on the list, a name Doc had worked tirelessly to procure, Jervis had hopped on a train and when they'd reached the end of the line, Jervis had walked off into the middle of nowhere. 
"Are we almost there?" Doc asked.
Jervis sighed heavily and said, "Quiet."
"Right."
This was not like being with Andrew at all. Andrew didn't know the meaning of quiet. He loved to talk. And he loved the sound of laughter. If he didn't have anything to talk about, he told stories or jokes.
Doc kicked at a fern leaf and wondered what Andrew was doing. Probably just riding around the ranch. He was doing that a lot lately. Riding, but not riding to anywhere. With every year that passed, he left the ranch less often. Janey didn't seem to mind. Bill didn't seem to mind. No one seemed to mind but Doc.
Doc couldn't stay at the ranch for more than two weeks without getting itchy feet. It was too quiet. It was too peaceful. There was no one to kill. He wouldn't say it was boring, because being with them was never boring; but when he was there, he didn't feel like himself for long. He needed to be out in the world. Doing things.
Jervis suddenly stopped, and Doc looked skeptically around the woods.
"Please tell me we're not there," he murmured.
"I won't."
"But we are, aren't we?"
"Yes."
"Looks... cozy."
There was nothing here at all, and there was no way they'd make it back into town before nightfall. Which was too bad because there was a very lovely lady working at the inn and she'd made her availability clear.
"I'll make a fire," Doc offered.
"No need," Jervis replied.
Jervis walked in a circle, then kicked back some undergrowth, uncovering a doorway of sorts. He inserted a key, turned a small lever, pulled open the door, and started walking down into the dark.
Doc watched him go with a frown. He wasn't thrilled about tight dark spaces. Especially tight dark spaces inside the earth.
"Are you coming?" Jervis demanded from inside the hole.
"No," Doc grumbled to himself as he walked over to the door in the ground. He took a deep breath, tried to pretend Andrew's glowing light was with him, and walked slowly down the stairs.
When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he looked around in surprise at the cavernous space filled with furniture and crates. There were three large lanterns casting light and shadows about the room; and from where Doc was standing, it all looked a little eerie.
"If we're going to do this, we should brush up on our skills," Jervis said matter-of-factly from behind a large trunk. "Can you sword fight?"
"We don't really do that in the States anymore."
"But that doesn't mean it's not a useful skill. Did you close the door?"
"Absolutely not," Doc said.
"Close the door," Jervis insisted. "We'll be here for a while."
The dream shifted again.
"How can you be sure I'm not a monster?" Bree asked as she carefully ate her bowl of breakfast oatmeal.
Doc swallowed a sigh and replied, "Tell me what a monster is."
"The dictionary says—"
"I don't care what the dictionary says," he interrupted. "What do you think?"
It had already been five years since he'd saved her, but they came back to this over and over and over. It didn't seem to matter how much he reassured her; there was a part of her that truly believed she was a monster.
"I make people die," she said.
"You don't."
"I told the donut seller he was going to die, and he did," she insisted. "I made him die."
"You didn't. You just knew he was going to die. That's what banshees do. You sense death; that's your thing," Doc said, working to keep the irritation he felt from his tone. He wasn't irritated at her. He was never irritated at her.
"But why?"
"I don't know," Doc said honestly.
"What if I hadn't told him, would he still have died?"
"Yes."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes!"
She gazed at him, nine-year-old eyes far more serious than they should be.
"Will you wear the necklace I got you?" Doc asked.
"If I'm not hurting them, why should I?"
"So you don't have to feel it," he said wearily. "I don't want you to feel it."
"It's what banshees do," she replied, face serious.
He sighed and said, "Tell me what a monster is."
"Someone who hurts other people."
"Is that all?"
"Yes, because if you're protecting someone, it doesn't matter if you have to hurt the bad man to do it. He's bad; he doesn't count."
More or less, Doc thought. "So are you a monster?" he asked.
"No."
"Why not?"
"Because I don't hurt people."
She said it more like a question than a statement, but he ignored that and said, "I think we should go to the beach today."
"There's no beach here," she replied.
"Exactly. Which beach do you want to go to?"
She grinned at him and said, "Is Jervis coming?"
"If you want him to."
"Sharks," she said seriously. "Jervis will stand on one side and you will stand on the other, and the sharks will know not to come near me. And make Jury come too. He can stand behind me."
"What about jellyfish?" Doc asked.
"I'd like to see a jellyfish," she shrugged.
"What about crabs?"
"Crabs are pretty."
"So it's just sharks you're worried about?"
"Yes."
"Why's that?"
"Because they're predators," Bree said intently. "Just like you."
"Mr. Holliday," someone ground out, snapping Doc back to the present. "I have a feeling you're sleeping behind those open eyes of yours."
Doc grinned around the gag. He'd never tell, and Gac would never really know.
"How are you feeling, Mr. Holliday? Ready to let go yet?"
Doc winked at him.
"I enjoy watching Smitty ply his trade," Gac murmured reflectively. "His clients usually put up quite a fuss. Not you though. I can see you're in pain, but you're taking it rather stoically. I don't mind admitting that I find it irritating."
Doc swallowed a growl. He absolutely hated Gac. There weren't enough ways to kill him, and certainly not enough time to do it in. A hundred years would not be long enough for him to suffer.
"Your control is finally breaking though," Gac murmured. "I can see the hate in your eyes now, but I didn't see it before."
Doc didn't bother trying to hide it. What was the point? Gac already had the upper hand so Doc didn't lose anything by letting his hate be obvious. It would be ridiculous if he didn't hate Gac.
Gac lit a cigarette, smoked quietly for a moment, and then said almost offhandedly, "Do you ever miss the quiet?" He didn't wait for an answer, just continued to speak. "I sometimes ride out into the woods, but it isn't the same. I can always hear something I couldn't hear before."
Gac sighed heavily and pressed out the end of his cigarette on the arm of his chair. "It's not that I dislike it," he said. "It's just that I didn't think it would be like this. It was different when we were young. Men like us shaped the world."
Doc hated that Gac had lumped them together, but he knew why he had. They had shaped the world, or at least part of the world. They'd shaped it with ultimatums, guns, and death.
"Now things called tweets shape the world," Gac said wearily. "And there's not really a place for men like us. Our opinion isn't wanted; it isn't sought after. And if we were to tweet it, no one would care. We aren't useful here; we're relics of a bygone era." 
Doc wasn't entirely sure what Gac was talking about. He understood the basic gist of it, but he didn't pay enough attention to the world outside to know what Gac meant by tweet. He never bothered with fads because fads never lasted. Whatever a tweet was, in twenty years, no one would remember it anyway. Just like no one remembered Fumsup dolls and drawn-on panty hose.
Gac's distress was amusing, really. He had fought so hard for Western expansion, for Manifest Destiny; but he'd come to regret its unparalleled success. Doc would have laughed if he wasn't in so much pain.
"Are you listening?" Gac demanded.
Doc shrugged.
"When you're finally dead, I'm going to piss all over your grave again," Gac snarled.
"I still won't be in it," Doc said, pushing each word past the gag.
"No," Gac chuckled. "You'll be in hell."
"There's no such thing as hell," Doc replied.
"Then where do people like us go when we die?" Gac replied conversationally. "I can't imagine we go to heaven."
"There's no such thing as heaven either."
"Now you're just being ridiculous."
"We return to the earth," Doc stated. "Except for you. You'll never go to the earth."
"And why's that?"
"Because I'm going to eat you."
Gac started laughing, but Doc just smiled around the gag. He had every intention of eating Gac. As soon as he figured out how.
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When Gac finally quit laughing, he began to talk again. Doc stared at his moving lips, but he wasn't really listening anymore. He couldn't listen, not and also control his response to the pain pulsing through him.
Everything hurt, but it didn't hurt the way that it should. Physical hurt he could handle, but this was even worse than Vivienne Baudelaire's particular brand of torture. He'd rather be at the bottom of a cliff with his gooshy brains hanging out. At least in that scenario, he had a slim hope of survival.
He blinked and decided he liked it with his eyes closed, so he kept them that way and let himself drift away from the pain into a deep sleep.
For a moment, the entirety of his life seemed to swirl around him, pulling at him, then it ground to a halt, focusing on one moment in particular.
"I can't believe you left me to deal with all those guards without so much as a goodbye!" Jury yelled angrily.
"You seem to have found your way back," Doc replied with a grin. He'd thought about grabbing Jury when he'd left with Sabrina, but when he'd glanced over the fence, it had looked as if Jury had things well in hand.
"There were fifty guards!" Jury snapped.
There had only been twelve or so, but he wasn't going to ruin Jury's rant by pointing that out. Instead he said, "But you can do things."
"Things?!" Jury snarled. "You just don't get it, do you? Don't you remember the bricks?"
"Oh, I remember," Doc chuckled, pretty sure it was Jury who did not remember the brick incident accurately. "So what's the problem?"
"You're the problem! I didn't want to be there in the first place, and you left without a word, and I had to deal with the mess!"
"I feel like you would have done the same," Doc shrugged.
Jury glared past Doc at Sabrina, who was lounging on the couch in a very skimpy dressing gown.
"I wouldn't have; she's too short," Jury grumbled.
Sabrina raised one black eyebrow but didn't say a word.
"Anyway," Doc chuckled. "It was a trial by fire. Now you really have some killing under your belt."
"I hate you," Jury snapped.
"For such a tall man, you certainly complain a lot," Sabrina said lazily.
"What the hell does height have to do with complaining?!" Jury demanded.
"I don't know what height has to do with anything," she replied.
Doc swallowed a laugh at the look on Jury's face and said, "Food always makes you feel better."
"So?"
"Let's go get some," Doc offered.
"And leave her alone in your room?"
"Her?" Sabrina spat.
"No fighting," Doc said as he stood. "I'll be right back," he promised, giving Sabrina a lingering kiss.
He wished Jury hadn't returned when he had. He'd been looking forward to pleasing Sabrina for several more hours. He trailed a line of kisses down her neck, only stopping when Jury cleared his throat.
Doc straightened regretfully and put on his shirt. Women like Sabrina were few and far between, and he would have liked to stay with her for a while. He winked at her, then towed Jury out the door.
"You could at least say you're sorry," Jury grumbled as Doc closed the door behind them.
"I'm sorry," Doc said, fighting the urge to roll his eyes. "For a moment there, I felt like I was with Andrew, and I just didn't worry about it." Jury sputtered something unintelligible, and Doc grinned inwardly as he added, "I'll try to remember that I can't leave you alone like I would Andrew."
"I never said that," Jury protested.
"I thought that's exactly what you said."
"I was just... I was caught off guard," Jury insisted.
"I see," Doc murmured. "I just thought I had better get Sabrina away from there, and I knew you could handle it."
"Of course I could," Jury said. "Can. Did! You're not planning to sleep with her, are you?"
Doc cast him a sideways glance.
"I don't mean..." Jury's face turned bright red, and he muttered, "What I mean to say is go to sleep with her. Sleep beside her. As in actually sleep."
"No," Doc replied. "She'll be gone by the time we get back."
"What?! How do you know?"
"Trust me."
"Why?"
"Why should you trust me?" Doc questioned.
"No!" Jury snapped. "Why will she be gone?"
"Because she can't stay here, and I left a large sum of money out on the table."
"Why would you do that?"
"So she can run away."
"I don't understand you!" Jury exclaimed. "You killed a man just last week for stealing."
"No. I killed a man just last week for stealing a young mother's money. It was all she had, and he was fully capable of working."
"I don't see the difference."
"I have plenty of money," Doc explained patiently. "If Sabrina takes some, it doesn't hurt me one bit."
"If she'd steal from you, she'd steal from anyone," Jury argued.
"That's not true," Doc said.
"How could you possibly know that?"
"I can read people."
"Here we go," Jury muttered.
"I can," Doc laughed.
"I know," Jury said scathingly. "You tell me often enough. I'll bet you a dollar she's still there when we get back."
"Deal."
"But don't sleep with her if she is," Jury insisted.
"Why not?" Doc asked.
He hadn't been planning to ask, but he was curious to know what had Jury so bothered.
"She ripped out that man's eyeballs and shoved them down his throat," Jury shuddered.
"She said she cut off his head," Doc replied.
"She did that too."
"Hum," Doc murmured, wondering if he had misread her.
"Not that I really blame her," Jury added quickly. "I just... I'm just not used to seeing... It was a... It was a little bloody."
"Why don't you blame her?" Doc asked.
"She left a note. Apparently he raped and killed her younger sister, and she was getting revenge."
"Ah," Doc murmured. "Sabrina let him take her."
"But still. Eyeballs, Doc. You can't grow those back."
Couldn't he? Maybe he couldn't. He wasn't sure, and he wasn't about to rip out an eyeball just to see.
A shock of pain tore through Doc, ripping him back to the present, back to the chair, back to his helplessness.
He opened his eyes lazily, trying to hide the pain he was feeling. Gac's chair was empty, and Smitty was standing in the same place as before, sweating profusely.
"You need a sandwich," Doc said around the gag. "But I bet Gac doesn't let you take snack breaks. Too bad. I always let my employees take breaks."
Smitty growled, and another wave of intense pain coursed through Doc, causing him to involuntarily gasp. Smitty smiled savagely, and the pain pulsed again and again. Doc was already back in control, so he didn't gasp, didn't cry out, didn't show the pain in anyway whatsoever. He just held Smitty's eyes and grinned.
Smitty redoubled his efforts, so to keep his mind off the pain, Doc turned his thoughts to Jervis. Jervis had worked hard to find Tucker, but he would work ten times harder to find Doc. If there was a way to find him, Jervis would uncover it. Doc grinned slightly, imagining Jervis's anger if he finally did break into this room. Smitty wouldn't last two seconds and neither would Gac.
Doc wasn't just going to sit here and wait for Jervis to save him though. He sighed mentally, because that's exactly what he was doing, and he didn't know what else to do. Strapping someone to an unmovable chair was a classic and unbeatable move. But what if there wasn't a way for Jervis to find him? He couldn't place all his bets on Jervis showing up just in the nick of time. He had to figure out a way to win on his own, because frankly, losing just wasn't an option.
A shock of pain tore through him, scattering his thoughts; and Doc refocused on Smitty's cruel face. Doc didn't bother closing his eyes, just let his mind drift into oblivion and allowed the darkness to soothe his agony.
"Again," Jervis ordered.
"Why are we bothering with swords?" Doc complained in French as he crawled to his feet.
His whole body ached, and his hands stung even though the welts from Jervis's hits had long ago healed. Andrew was much faster than Jervis, but he lacked Jervis's finesse. Jervis was liquid; he was water; he was wind. There was no blocking him, no stopping him, no defending against him.
"We are bothering with swords because if you become proficient with a sword, you will be more proficient in other areas," Jervis replied in German.
"How come you let the count capture you?" Doc asked, partially out of curiosity but mostly as a way to push back the coming torture.
"I was caught off guard," Jervis said stiffly.
"How so?"
"They sent in a child."
"That's underhanded," Doc said.
"He was pretending to be lost."
"Really underhanded," Doc replied, leaning heavily on his wooden sword.
"They were quite close when I finally noticed them, and there were more than a hundred of them."
"And you killed fifty?"
"Seventy-seven," Jervis corrected.
"But they still captured you," Doc said, knowing he was going to regret poking at Jervis in a few minutes.
"They got me with a whale harpoon," Jervis spat.
"Oh," Doc uttered, trying not to imagine what that must have felt like.
"Have you caught your breath now?" Jervis asked acidly.
"I suppose."
"Again."
Doc barely managed to bring up his sword quickly enough to block Jervis's attack. But he wasn't quick enough to block the second attack which slammed into his ribs, breaking three of them. It wouldn't be long before he needed a snack if Jervis kept hammering on him like this.
He deflected a thrust, tried to make his own attack, and got hit upside the head. He hissed irritably as pain shot through his skull, but he rallied quickly and pushed forward with an attack that Jervis easily defended by knocking Doc's sword from his hand.
"Again," Jervis said.
Doc sighed and went to retrieve his sword.
For days they fought, and all Jervis would say was "again".
Finally Doc collapsed onto the floor and said, "I need a break."
"You went far longer than I expected," Jervis said as he sat beside him.
"You mean I could have quit anytime?" Doc demanded.
"It's not as if I was forcing you," Jervis replied. "Had you quit any earlier though, we would not be going out to hunt."
Doc grinned widely, even though it hurt to do so. "Are you saying what I think you're saying?"
"Maybe."
"It almost makes it worth it," Doc sighed. "Almost."
The cellar in Germany suddenly faded away, morphing into a forest in Ireland.
Doc sighed happily as he enjoyed the pulsing heat of his last kill. Killing a group of men always had a satisfying pattern to it; an endless banquet of souls. He never felt the cuts or the blows; he always just felt the heat of life pouring into him, healing him, making him more.
As the heat finally faded, he knelt down to peer into one of the cages. A boy of about five was stuffed inside, and a burst of anger rushed through Doc at the sight of him. He already knew he'd been too late to save any of the other children. He'd check the cages just to be sure, but he knew they were dead.
"I'm going to open the cage," Doc said in Gaelic.
The boy growled.
"Do you understand me?" Doc asked.
The boy didn't respond.
"I'm not going to hurt you," Doc said softly, using his best soothing doctor tone. "I'm here to help you."
He broke the lock on the cage and swung open the door. For a moment the boy just stared at him, wild green eyes full of anger and pain. Then, without warning, he burst free of the cage and slammed into Doc, teeth gnashing.
For a second, Doc was too shocked to do anything. A second ago he'd been facing a human child, but now he was being mauled by a small wolf.
Sharp teeth closed around his throat, tearing fiercely; and Doc grabbed the wolf's head and pulled it back, flinching as part of his throat went with the teeth.
"Now see here!" Doc snapped. "I don't want to hurt you!"
The wolf didn't seem to hear. He just kept snarling and trying to sink his teeth into any part of Doc that he could reach. Doc finally punched him in the muzzle, and the wolf tumbled across the bloody clearing before jumping to his feet and snarling fiercely.
"I can see we're going to have trouble," Doc said conversationally. "Now I can't let you go running around biting people. It's just not nice. So either you calm down, or I'll have to put you back in the cage."
The wolf bared his teeth, and Doc shook his head. "No, none of that. You will return to human form immediately, and we will check the other cages."
The wolf's shoulders fell, and he howled mournfully.
"I know," Doc said. "And I'm sorry. But hurting me won't help."
The wolf snarled once more and loped across the clearing until he was standing over one of the men Doc had just killed. With ferocious intent, the wolf started ripping the man to pieces.
"Not exactly what I had in mind," Doc muttered. "But if it keeps you occupied."
He walked over to the stack of cages and carefully opened each one. As he had suspected, all the children were already dead.
Doc sighed heavily as he gently pulled a small girl from her cage. Soon there were seven little corpses spread out on the earth. He stood over them for a moment, wishing he knew what Brings the Rain used to sing.
"Go home," Doc whispered. "Go home to your ancestors; go home to the mother; go home to the earth. Your spirits are free now. Go home. You are wanted; go home."
There was a sad whine from beside him, and Doc glanced down. The wolf was sitting next to him, fur covered in blood.
"I'm sorry," Doc said, stopping himself from patting the wolf's head. He was certain the boy inside the wolf would not take the gesture as a friendly one.
"Help me bury them?" Doc asked.
The wolf tore past Doc and started tearing into the earth with his paws. Before long he had dug a grave large enough that all the children could fit inside.
Doc moved the bodies with care, then he and the wolf filled the grave with dirt.
"They aren't really there," Doc said. "Not anymore. Death still confounds me, but I have it on good authority that they've returned to the earth or their ancestors." Doc frowned as he tried to phrase it properly. "They've gone where they need to go. Do you understand?"
The wolf growled softly and tilted his head to the side.
"I suppose you don't," Doc muttered. "Do you have a name?"
The wolf didn't respond.
"If you don't tell me your name, I'm going to call you Dublin," Doc threatened.
The wolf just stared at him.
"Very well, Dublin. Let's go."
Pain shot through him, not from this memory, but from reality; and Doc pushed it away. He wasn't going back yet. He needed more time, more respite.
He took a deep breath and forced the dream to shift to his throne room. It was empty, almost loud with the silence. He sat on his throne with a sigh and flexed his hand, closing his fingers around the gaudy golden goblet. He took a very long sip, and when he opened his eyes, Lena was staring at him, grey eyes filled with concern.
"Lena," he breathed.
It had been so long since he'd seen her. And this was her. This was truly Lena. Not just a shadow.
He still loved her. He would always love her. But she was no longer his lover, so he didn't pull her onto his lap and kiss her until she was delirious with pleasure.
"What's wrong?" she asked.
"Nothing particular," he replied, smiling at her.
"You seem... You're not as bright as normal," she said worriedly.
"Ah. That's probably because Smitty is working very hard to saw my soul from my body."
"And you're letting him?"
"I can't see as how I have a choice just now," Doc drawled.
"What are you doing here?" she asked.
"Pausing it."
"Pausing what?"
"My life," he laughed. "It's flashing before my eyes. Isn't that silly?"
"Not really," she said as she sat gracefully on his foot stool. "My life did, but all I saw was you."
He smiled at her, wishing she hadn't left him, but knowing that if she hadn't, she'd still be dead right now.
"I'm sorry," she whispered.
"Why?"
"I was scared."
"That's alright," Doc said.
"I wanted to keep everything exactly the way it was."
"You did," he assured her. "We had five beautiful, glorious years. That's more than most people have."
She smiled at him, eyes large and sorrowful. "I wish I'd been stronger."
"You were, and are, perfect," Doc declared, truly meaning it.
"Hardly," she laughed. "I've been waiting for this moment. When you would really see me. You didn't see me for so long."
"I'm sorry," Doc said. "I thought you were all figments of my imagination."
"Your imagination was never that impressive," Lena taunted. "My imagination, yes. Yours? Eh."
Doc laughed with her, happy to see her happy.
"I tried to use my imagination to write us a happy ever after," she said, "but I just couldn't figure out the ending."
"I understand," Doc said.
"Do you? Do you really?"
"Yes."
"You're not mad at me?" she asked, voice plaintive.
"No."
And he really wasn't. Any anger or betrayal he may have felt had dissipated the moment he had laid eyes on her once more.   
"You were always so much better than me," she whispered. "I would have been furious."
"You do have a temper," Doc laughed.
"Thank you," she said as she stood and gently pressed her lips to his. "Thank you for loving me."
"Always," Doc murmured, inhaling the scent that was purely Lena.
"You're luck's favorite gambler," she stated, smiling widely. "You always win. Remember that."
With those words, Lena disappeared; and somehow he knew she was really gone now, that he'd never see her again. She'd just been waiting for him to see her so she could tell him she was sorry. She'd been waiting all this time.
"I do always win," Doc said softly. "Except with you."
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Pain dragged Doc back to the present; and he opened his eyes, swallowing a sigh when he saw that Gac was once more watching him, a vaguely bored look on his mask-like face.
"I wish there was a way to keep you," Gac said thoughtfully. "You're a truly fascinating man. You know there's no point, and yet you keep fighting. I think there's a strange perverseness about you. You just don't want to give me what I want."
Doc shrugged, forcibly ignoring the wave of pain that crashed through him as he did.
"Even the vampire howled in pain," Gac went on. "The most I've seen from you is an occasional shift in the eyes, but having seen what a fantastic poker player you are, I know how much you must truly be hurting for it to show in your eyes."
Doc allowed himself to sigh heavily. Gac was really getting on his nerves. He was entitled and arrogant; and just like Phillip Jury, Gac was acting as if he was better than everyone else, as if his needs and wants superseded everyone else's, as if he was more important than everyone else. And Doc hated that. Gac wasn't more important than anyone else. In fact, if Doc was ordering people by importance, Gac wouldn't even rate.
"What have you done?" Doc managed to ask even though his tongue was dry as dust behind the gag. "With your extra hundred and fifty years? What have you accomplished? What mark have you left?"
Gac's empty eyes actually turned black with rage, and he spat, "You've no idea the things I've done! You've no idea the marks I've made!"
"So tell me," Doc said.
"I've... I've... Smitty! I want him gone!" Gac shrieked before limp-stomping from the room.
"Just as I thought," Doc muttered. "Not a goddamn thing."
Smitty slapped Doc across the face and said angrily, "Don't you talk about him that way! General Custer is a magnificent man, and he deserves your honor and respect!"
"Not my honor," Doc said with a grin. "Never my honor."
Smitty snarled, and pain rolled through Doc, scraping along him, pulling at his insides, at his essence, at his being. 
"You can't resist forever," Smitty gloated. "It's already been seventeen hours; and with each minute, you grow weaker. I can tell you're growing weaker."
Doc wasn't sure about that. The pain was certainly worse, but he didn't feel as if he was about to pop loose from his body anytime soon, not like Smitty seemed to think he was. But he couldn't be sure. After all, no one had ever tried to kill him this way before.
There had been so many times that he'd almost died. So many times that the barrier had thinned, and he'd almost walked through. But he hadn't ever. He couldn't. He wasn't ready. He didn't have regrets now, not really; there was just still more he wanted to do. But if he finally did die, it was all right. He'd lived far longer than he'd ever expected.
He frowned at just the thought of dying because no matter what he said, it wasn't all right. He wasn't going to just lie down and die; he wasn't going to go quietly into the night. He refused. Which annoyed him, because in a way, he and Gac were very similar. They'd both lived past their time and were fighting to continue. The difference was, Doc's body was his own; he'd been given the gift of life. Gac had stolen it.
If one was feeling philosophical, which Doc wasn't, one could argue that he also stole life by killing others to keep himself alive. And that was basically true. But he never took life from the worthy; he only took life from those who hurt and crushed and caused pain. He took life from those the earth didn't want.
Pain vibrated through his mind, derailing his train of thought. He'd been on the verge of an important idea, but now he couldn't remember what it was.
He wondered what happened to the souls Smitty removed. Were they whole? Or were they shredded to pieces by the end? He didn't want to find out. He wasn't going to find out.
He fixated on a greasy spot staining Gac's chair and let his mind drift off to sleep once more.
"We can't keep doing this," Doc sighed. "I hate the woods. Especially when Andrew's not in them. Which he hasn't been for thirty or more years now. Not that you care."
Doc poked an ember with a long stick and watched as a spark flew into the sky.
"In a way, this is all Andrew's fault," he muttered. "I wouldn't be out here in the woods if it wasn't for him, so I suppose you owe him. Assuming you wanted to be saved. Some people don't."
Doc rolled his eyes, disgusted with himself for talking to a wolf, and said sternly, "My point is that I can't take you into town until you turn back into human form, and I'm sick and tired of being out here. The ground is hard. We don't have any coffee, or whiskey, for that matter. And there's not a woman for miles."
The wolf stared across the fire at him, and Doc began to doubt himself. Had it really been a boy in the cage or had it always been a wolf? It had been ten days now, and he had seen neither hide nor hair of the boy; but he distinctly remembered a child's face.
"I think you think I'll just leave you out here, but I won't," Doc said. "So if you push it, I'll find another cage to shove you in and just ship you home."
Dublin tilted his head and growled.
"I mean it," Doc threatened. "I don't much care about putting a wolf in a cage. If you were a boy, I wouldn't do it, but you're a wolf."
He shook his head and returned his attention to the flames. He was beginning to feel a little bit crazy. He didn't even know if the boy could understand him, but he felt like he did.
There was a low rumble of a grumbling stomach, and the wolf's tongue lolled out.
"The thing is, Dublin," Doc said easily. "Hunting is not really my thing. If you want to eat, you have two choices. Hunt for yourself, or turn into a boy and I will buy you a steak. Or a cake. Or whatever you want. A hundred of whatever you want. I'll buy you a grocery store if you like."
Dublin was drooling now, and Doc knew he understood what Doc was saying so he kept going.
"I like my steak a little red," Doc said. "Andrew used to eat his raw. Do you like raw or cooked?"
Dublin whined softly, turned in a circle, and lay down.
"Ignoring me, huh? That's alright," Doc said. "I'm just going to sit here and talk about food. Ten days is a long time to go without food. You've had a rabbit and a mouse. That's it, right? I bet you're hungry. I don't really get hungry. Not for food. I like to eat, sure, but I can sit here for a couple of years if that's what you want. I haven't seen a lot of rabbits though. Do you think you'll be alright?"
Doc stretched out on the grass and studied the night sky. Even he had to admit it was beautiful. He hadn't seen stars this bright in a long time.
"We aren't too far from Dublin the city. That's why I named you Dublin. It was just the first thing that came to mind. Dublin serves up some fine meaty dishes," Doc added, making a long umming sound and sighing happily. "Pretty tasty."
Dublin whined plaintively.
Doc rolled onto his side and stared at the wolf's back, not sure what to do. He'd never dealt with a wolf child before, and it was decidedly more difficult than dealing with a regular child.
"I know you don't have anywhere else to go," Doc said softly. "If you did, you wouldn't be here with me."
Dublin started digging into the dirt.
"I don't mind," Doc said. "I'll take you wherever you want to go. I can find you a family in the country. I can find you a family in the woods. Whatever you want. But you have to turn back into a boy before I can do anything for you."
The wolf shoved his head into the dirt.
"I can't keep you," Doc said firmly. "I've been there, and I'm not good at it. I tend to miss the important moments. I don't mean to; I just do. So I can't keep you."
Dublin cast him a soulful stare, and that's when Doc realized what the problem was. If Dublin stayed a wolf, Doc wouldn't leave him. But if he turned back into a boy, Doc would.
"I'll make a deal with you," Doc said, holding Dublin's sad green eyes. "Once a year, no matter what, I'll come see you."
There was no response.
Doc swallowed a sigh. It was hopeless. He was going to be stuck out here in the woods forever. There simply wasn't any way he could walk into town with a wolf trotting behind him. He'd just have to stay here until Jervis got worried and sent someone looking. Which, knowing Jervis, could be months.
"Teach me to fight?" a small voice suddenly asked in Gaelic.
Doc didn't move. He didn't dare move. Instead he said very calmly, "I can do that."
"Take more than a day," the grubby boy pointed out.
"It would," Doc agreed.
"A whole month. Every year."
"A whole month?" Doc repeated thoughtfully, trying to determine if he could commit to that.
"Don't have to be all at once," Dublin said a little desperately.
"I don't mind a month," Doc said gently. "I was just thinking it out. I like to think things out before I agree. If I tell you I'll do something, I'll do it. So I have to be sure that I can carry through."
"Smart."
"I try to be smart."
"I'm not smart," Dublin whimpered. "I got us caught."
"It wasn't your fault."
"You weren't there."
"Getting caught is always the catchers' fault," Doc said.
"Smelled 'em. Thought we were tough enough. We weren't."
"You're children; they were men with weapons."
"Claws and teeth!" Dublin spat.
"Children," Doc repeated.
"Teach me to fight," Dublin insisted. "Like you did."
"I will," Doc promised.
"Hungry."
"Yes," Doc chuckled. "I imagine you are."
The forest and Dublin faded away, but the sense of Ireland remained.
"I love it here," Bree whispered as they watched the waves crash against the beach.
A sense of grief filled Doc. She was twelve now. She no longer woke up screaming, and she wore the necklace that helped her not weep whenever someone nearby died, but this was the most relaxed and content he'd ever seen her.
"Shall I build a hotel up on the cliff there?" he offered, heart aching.
He didn't want to leave Denver, but it wouldn't be forever. She was twelve; she'd only need him for another eight or ten years. He thought of Jury. Jury had been twenty-five when they'd met, and Doc still didn't like leaving him alone for long. So maybe Bree would always need him. But it didn't matter. He'd do it for her. Home was wherever he made it. Jervis would come, and Doc would make Jury come no matter how much Jury griped about it. And they'd all learn to talk with Irish lilts. It'd be an adventure.
She was watching him, wide eyes always seeing more than they told.
"I think the sound of the ocean would grow old," she said.
He knew she was lying even though she didn't show any signs of it. He could never tell when she was lying; he just always knew. Just like she always knew when he was lying.
"Every day we could walk on the beach," he countered.
She glanced around her and said softly, "Ireland's very small. You'd have to go far away to find as much trouble as you like to find."
"I don't go looking for it," Doc protested.
She smiled. "I know; it comes to you."
"It does," he muttered.
"I think I will move here someday," she said. "When I'm old and grey, and you no longer need me."
Doc raised an eyebrow and drawled, "I think you have that backwards."
"Do I?"
"I'm reconsidering that pony I was going to buy you."
"Don't buy me a pony," she laughed. "It wouldn't like the city."
Just like you, he thought desperately. So why won't you leave?
"It's a stuffed pony," he said loftily.
"Oh, then I want it."
"Be nice then."
"I'm always nice," she laughed.
"You stabbed me in the arm just last night," Doc pointed out.
"You snuck up on me."
"I didn't mean to."
"You surprised me," she shrugged. "You know I hate that."
"You sound like Janey," Doc grumbled.
"Do I?" she asked happily.
"Janey never once apologized for stabbing me. It was somehow always my fault."
"I've only stabbed you twice," Bree pointed out.
"The day's young."
She laughed cheerfully, the sound ringing out over the rough blue water.
"We can buy a cottage if that's what you'd prefer," he offered, not ready to let it go yet.
"Absolutely not," she said firmly. "I always end up staying with Jervis when you have company. You're... um... very verbal."
"That's not a bad thing," Doc drawled.
"It's not, but I don't want to hear it."
"A cottage with a grandmother house out back," he said.
"Is the grandma house for me or you?" she asked.
"You."
"Why should I have to be the one to go? You should use the grandma house."
"Fine. I'll just fill it with beds."
"And mirrors," she muttered.
"Good idea," Doc agreed.
She shuddered and said, "Where will Jervis stay?"
"In the cottage down the road."
"And Jury?"
"The cottage up the road."
"I don't know," she said. "Denver seems to like you."
He stopped himself from saying it was he who liked Denver; he'd do anything to make her happy.
"No, I've thought about it," she stated firmly. "It doesn't work."
"Why not?"
"I'm sure the crime rate is lower here, so you'll have to travel even more than you do now, and I'll never see you. Furthermore, it wouldn't take you long to run through the available women in a small town like this, and then the grandma house would just sit empty, and I don't think I could stand that. Houses should never be empty."
She made a lot of good points, but they were all about him. She didn't once think about herself; she never did.
"And what about you?" he asked. "It's in your blood. You're happier here. I can see it."
"Happier isn't the right word," Bree replied. "I feel... calm. And that's nice." She reached out and took his hand. "I love you," she said gently. "And I know you'd never be happy here. I'm happy when you're happy, and I want to stay with you. And Jervis. And Jury. And all three of you are happy where you are. Denver is our home."
"You're my home," he said softly.
"I know," she replied, smiling widely. "And that's why I know what's best for you."
He didn't have the heart to argue anymore. He didn't want to leave Denver, and he knew she'd never let him. For such a gentle soul, she was exceptionally stubborn.
"I'm going to look for shells," she suddenly said. "Want to help me?"
"Always," Doc said. "But we didn't bring a bucket."
"Use your shoes," she laughed, kicking off her own shoes and dashing across the sand.
He watched her run and laugh, and his heart ached. He was too selfish to be a good father, and he knew that. He was too selfish to give her this, and he was too selfish to let her go. He'd never let her go.
"Stop brooding!" she yelled. "It was my decision; not yours!"
Maybe he did need her instead of the other way around. She'd given his life purpose. She'd given him something to focus on instead of the past. She had given him happiness. He needed her laughter and her humor, her understanding. He needed her love. She had given him a home again.
Home.
Without warning, he was standing in his throne room. The black onyx floor shone like a mirror around him, and in front of him the bones of his throne gleamed white, white as the driven snow.
No one was here, and he was afraid to think of anyone. He wasn't in the mood for more questions.
"Why are you still in the chair, Doc?" he muttered irritably as he sat on his throne. "Why haven't you gotten out yet, Doc? What's taking you so long, Doc?"
"Well?" a voice behind him demanded. "What is taking you so long?"
Doc cringed and said, "Go away. I don't have the energy for you."
"Ouch," Janey laughed as she plopped down on his foot stool. "If I didn't know better, I'd think you didn't like me."
Doc shrugged and said, "Think what you want."
"You've changed," she said thoughtfully. "I like it."
"You haven't," Doc said.
"I'm dead, Doc," she replied. "I don't think dead people change."
"I didn't know. And I don't really understand why you're still hanging around," Doc replied. "Why any of you are still hanging around. I thought the whole point was to... I don't know, but this isn't it."
"You need us," she said with a wide grin. "It's like Andrew said. We're your people, your ancestors. You're one of the last of us, and we're waiting for you."
A horrible notion occurred to him, and she must have seen it on his face because she said, "What's wrong?"
"What about my family?" he asked. "What about Jervis, Jury, Bree, Dublin, the Bakers, and Aine?" 
"Your people are always part of you," she said easily. "They'll find you. They'll always find you. Brings the Rain once said he didn't need to sing people home. Not really. He said your ancestors know you and they reach out their hands for you and take you into their bosom. His word, not mine. I'd never say bosom."
"You just did," Doc pointed out.
"Because I was quoting him."
"Not the second time."
"Hell and damnation," she sighed. "I thought you'd changed, but you haven't. Still argumentative and stubborn."
"You bring it out in me," he chuckled.
"I do have that effect on people," she shrugged. "As I was saying..." She glared at him, and he struggled not to laugh. "As I was saying," she went on, "Brings the Rain said that no matter what, you'll always go home. And not that place people call home," she added with a shudder. "Your real home."
"Did you?" Doc asked.
"Obviously," she replied, eyes full of mischief.
"What made you think I had the soul of a protector?" he inquired.
She blinked once before saying slowly, "You spoke to Señora Teodora."
"Yes."
"And she told you?"
"Yes."
"That's strange," Janey muttered. "She said she'd never tell you."
"She's alive," Doc said, failing to hide his irritation.
"Señora Teodora?"
"Yes."
"Her daughter sent me a letter and said she'd died," Janey argued.
"She lied. Or she didn't know," Doc observed.
"Hum," Janey said, clever eyes narrowed. "I don't care that she lied, but I wonder why she lied to me."
"Do you think Señora Teodora is a bit Ahanuy?" he asked.
She burst out laughing and said, "Did you make that up? Andrew would be so proud."
"Jury did," Doc said with a grin.
"Jury?!" she snorted. "I hardly believe that. He's no sense of humor."
"He's gotten better."
"You just have a soft spot for strays," she chided.
"As if you don't."
"I am the stray," she corrected.
"Maybe it's Andrew who has the problem," Doc chuckled.
"Yeah. It's definitely him," she agreed. "Although the only stray I ever remember him bringing home was you."
"And you," Doc countered.
"I'd already been there," she shrugged. "Doesn't count."
"It's not me who's argumentative!"
"Sound pretty argumentative right now," she countered.
"I have not missed you one bit," Doc lied.
"Liar."
"Prove it."
She grinned, and he caught the knife she threw at him just before it hit.
"Childish," he muttered.
She laughed once more before saying, "You said something about a chair."
"I don't want to talk about it."
"Do you have a plan?"
"A plan? No."
"Do you have a goal?"
"Get out of the chair."
"You should just be glad Andrew's not here," Janey sighed. "He'd yell at you."
"Isn't that what you're doing?"
"I don't yell."
"Why did you say I have the soul of a protector?"
"Are you still on that?" she grumbled. "That's one of your faults, you know? You can't ever let anything go."
"You and me both," Doc muttered. "Would you just tell me please?"
"Hell," she said. "You really have changed. Doc Holliday saying please? That's strange."
Doc rolled his eyes just to annoy her.
"I don't know," she said softly. "Somehow I just knew. Maybe hawk told me, maybe the mother. I just saw you, and I knew. Which was funny because I had sort of planned on killing you."
"Really?" Doc said with another eye roll. "You, you, planned to kill someone?"
"No need to be sarcastic," Janey said. "I'd only just heard about you, and I thought you sounded like a creep." She shrugged and added, "And I think you were, just a bit, but you weren't. You confused me, but I always listen to my neck hairs, and so here you are. Immortal and perfectly healthy. You're welcome."
"So now you're taking credit?" Doc laughed.
"Shouldn't I be?" she retorted. "Señora Teodora picked you because of what I said. If it wasn't for me, you'd be dead."
"Thank you," Doc said with absolute sincerity.
"I'm not sure I like mature you," she muttered. "It's a little irksome."
"Sorry," Doc chuckled.
"That's better," she laughed. "There was a question mark and everything."
"There wasn't," Doc insisted.
"There really was."
She looked at him, eyes perfectly serious and said, "You need to stop messing around. You owe Andrew a favor, and you best see it through or else I'll make your life hell."
"Like you're doing right now?" Doc asked, tone perfectly neutral.
"Ha!" she snapped. "I'm doing you a favor. I was in the middle of something, you know. I could have just not come."
"That's an idea," Doc said, lifting an eyebrow.
"I don't know why I try," Janey muttered. "You're never grateful."
"That's hardly true," Doc drawled.
"Humph," she snorted. "The point it, the reason I'm here, you dope, is that it's a full circle. You gotta be the one to complete it. Pecos needs you."
"You don't know that," Doc argued.
"I do. Now get your ass out of that chair so you can do what you gotta do. I'm sick of looking at you."
With that, she kicked him, knocking his mind back into his aching body.
"I swear I don't miss her," Doc muttered around the gag. "She's mean."
"I really wish you'd spend your time focusing on me," Gac ground out. "This is getting redundant."
Doc grinned, cracking the dry skin around his mouth, but it healed instantly; and he was glad the gag was covering it. His body was in perfect condition. Whatever Smitty was doing wasn't affecting it at all. Which made sense. Gac would never want to harm his new meat suit.
Gac was wrong, though, if he thought he could actually inhabit Doc's body. Even if Smitty could somehow manage to wrench Doc's soul from it, Doc just knew his body wouldn't be interested in Gac at all. It was Doc's; it belonged to him.
"I'm guessing you were never told no as a child," Doc said.
"How does that relate?" Gac spat.
"It doesn't. Just making an observation. I can't believe I didn't see it before."
"See what?"
"You have all the telltale signs of a rapist."
"Smitty," Gac snapped. "Learn to tie a better gag."
"But, General, sir, I was trying not to hurt him, like you ordered."
"I don't suppose it will really affect anything to hurt him a little bit," Gac mused. "After all, cuts do heal."
The pain stopped in the middle of its crescendo, and just hung there, waiting, while Smitty yanked the gag as tight as he could.
Doc's mouth already felt like sawdust, but in some ways he was glad to have the option of speaking totally removed. It was better to remain in silence; Francisco had taught him that. He'd been enjoying poking Gac, but he knew better. Riling up the other player wasn't usually the best way to win the game.
The pain leaped forward once more, crashing across Doc's nerves. He closed his eyes and tried to think. He couldn't move the chair. He couldn't unlock the chair. But what if he tried breaking free of the chair? He cracked open one eye. Gac was glaring at him. He'd wait until Gac was gone to try. It would be more fun that way.
But if that didn't work, he wasn't sure what he'd do. He was pretty certain that if he couldn't break free of the chair, he also wouldn't be able to rip his arm free or off, whichever came first. Not that he wouldn't try it; he just wasn't sure it would work.
He struggled to maintain his focus, but the pain was absolutely relentless. It ran up and down his entire being, ripping like claws. His body was fine, but his mind was in agony, and he had no difficulty understanding why people didn't survive long under Smitty's care. If it hadn't been for the brief respites he had gained by going to sleep, he would probably be ready to scream; but he'd never give Gac the satisfaction. Not ever.
He hated to admit it, but Janey was right. It was time. He needed to stop sitting here like a fool waiting for Jervis to show up. He needed to make his move.
He opened his eyes. Gac was still staring at him. Doc winked at him, closed his eyes once more, and drifted off to sleep.




Chapter 10
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"John, come to my study with me," Father said.
"Yes, Father."
John swallowed a sigh as he followed his father down the hallway into his study. Father only ever wanted to speak to him in the study when the topic was one John wasn't likely to enjoy.
"How are your studies going?" Father asked after he had settled into his chair.
"Good," John said.
All their conversations started this way, which was rather pointless because Father knew exactly how his studies were going. He invited the headmaster over for dinner at least twice a month.
"You're getting older."
John just nodded.
"I've been thinking about your future."
John nodded again. It would have never occurred to Father to ask what he wanted. And there was no point having an opinion about it. Father had already made up his mind.
"You're too sleight, I'm afraid, for military service," Father went on.
John's small stature was a disappointment to Father, not that he'd ever said as much. Father was careful never to express disappointment.
"I've decided to send you up to the university with your cousin."
John was also careful to never express disappointment.
"Yes, Father."
"I think it'll be a good career for you," Father went on.
Being a dentist was not at the top of John's future career list. In fact, it wasn't anywhere on the list. He didn't want to be a dentist any more than he wanted to be a shoe salesman. But in all honesty, he'd probably rather be a shoe salesman.
He opened his mouth to say something, anything, but he hated to worry his father. He'd had enough worry in his life; so John just smiled and said, "Yes, Father."
"Good. I'll see you at dinner?"
"Yes."
With that, John stood and left. Without Mother, things seemed odd between them. Like they were two ships circling in the dark, blasting out their fog horns, but never really quite meeting up. In a way, he felt as if he'd lost both of them.
John ran out the door and across town, all the way down to the river. He climbed the big oak tree that hung out over the water and stood on a branch, staring down at the rushing river. Then he allowed himself to wobble. He just wanted to feel something. Fear, excitement, anything. But even the risk of tumbling into the water below didn't push back the numbness that was consuming him.
He wished he'd died with her, because he felt like he was dead and just going through all the motions. Father wanted him to go to the university, so he would. But it didn't excite him. It didn't fill him with pleasure or happiness. Nothing did, but he wanted so badly to feel something.
"Stop!" someone shrieked. "I can't swim!"
John swung down off the tree and dropped silently onto the bank. A young girl was struggling against two older boys who were trying to push her into the river. The boys were sniggering, and John hated it. He hated the sound of their laughter. He wanted to drown them.
"Leave her alone," he said.
One of the boys turned and burst out laughing. "You think you're gonna stop us, runt?"
"I had thought so, yes," John said calmly.
The other boy turned as well, and both of them stepped towards John, completely forgetting about the girl. She cast a frightened look at John, and he gestured for her to go.
"Thank you," she whispered and ran.
"He's so skinny," one of the boys cackled.
"You think he'll float?"
"If we poke some holes in 'im first."
John smiled grimly and waited for them to reach him. Francisco always said your opponent should be close enough to grab before you made your first move. After all, you didn't want them getting away.
One of the boys pulled out a thin knife and gestured at John. "If you jump into the river, we won't turn you into fish food."
John tilted his head slightly, waiting for them to make their move. He could easily jump into the river and swim downstream, but that's not what he wanted to do. He wanted to kill them; but if he killed them, his father would be disappointed. He wouldn't say it, but John would be able to see it in his eyes, and he would hate that. So he wouldn't kill them; he'd just break all their fingers.
"He ain't jumping," the bigger boy said.
"Good," the other one replied.
They rushed toward him, but John only watched the boy with the knife. When the boy was close enough, John stepped swiftly to the side, grabbed the boy's wrist, wrenched the knife free, and tossed it into the river.
The other boy started hammering on John's back, but John ignored him and focused on breaking the first boy's fingers. The boy struggled and screamed loudly, but nothing he did freed him of John's iron grip.
John's senses suddenly warned him, and he moved to the side, pulling the sobbing boy with him and using him as a shield. A rock whistled past John's head, and he cast the other boy a hard grin as he twisted the first boy's unbroken hand behind his back. John ignored the boy's pleas for mercy and quickly broke his five remaining fingers.
When John was finished, he kicked the boy forward into the other one, knocking them both to the ground.
"You should never judge anyone by their size," John said, as he stalked slowly towards them. "I wonder what story you'll tell people? You certainly won't run home to your mothers and tell them that a little runt of a boy broke all your fingers. Will I be a giant in your story? Or an ogre? Or a gang of river pirates?"
The taller boy had managed to pull free of the sobbing one and was trying to stand, but John kicked him in the face and knocked him back onto the ground.
"Don't hurt me," the tall boy pleaded when John grabbed his hand.
"You didn't stop when she asked you to leave her alone," John said. "So I won't stop for you." Then with slow and specific intent, he meticulously broke every single one of the boy's fingers.
"It's not nice to use your size to hurt others," John said as he watched them both writhe in pain. "And if I hear about you doing it again, I don't care how much it will disappoint my father, I'll kill you. Do you understand?"
Neither of them answered so John stood and pressed the heel of his shoe onto the taller boy's hand.
"Yes!" the boy gasped. "Yes!"
"Yes what?"
"I understand," the boy blubbered.
John shifted all his weight to his heel and said, "I?"
"We!" the boy screamed. "We! We understand!"
"Good," John said.
He turned with a sigh, feeling vaguely disappointed. He'd sort of hoped that fighting them would break through the numbness, but it hadn't. Nothing ever did.
He was half way home before he realized he was bleeding, then he changed course and went to Francisco's.
"You've been stabbed," Francisco said irritably when John showed him his back.
"Have I? I didn't feel it," John murmured.
"Do you feel anything anymore?"
"Disappointment."
"At least that's something," Francisco sighed. "Take off your shirt so I can see."
John shrugged out of his shirt, ignoring Francisco's hiss of dismay.
"Haven't you learned anything?" Francisco chided. "You look as if you got run over by a cart."
"It didn't hurt," John said.
Francisco didn't say anything for a moment. When he finally spoke, his voice was soft. "You have to learn to feel, pup."
"You taught me not to feel," John argued.
"No, I taught you not to show your feelings. It's a very different thing."
"I don't see how," John muttered.
Francisco coughed slightly as he started working on John's wound, and John turned even more inward. He was glad he couldn't feel. If he couldn't feel, he'd never be hurt again. Not ever.
A sharp pain that had nothing to do with Francisco's needle coursed through Doc, and he welcomed it. That wasn't a memory he wanted to remember. It wasn't a feeling or a moment he wanted to savor. But he wasn't quite ready to do what needed done, so he let himself drift further out into the vast lake of his memories.
He heard voices calling his name; he heard bits and pieces of conversations, and he focused on one, letting it pull him in.
"Alright if I keep you company?" Doc asked softly.
"Sure," Charlie replied.
Doc climbed up the fence and sat on the top rail beside Charlie. The full moon was hanging over the ranch yard, casting everything in cold silver light.
For a long time neither of them said anything. Charlie was the one who finally spoke, which struck Doc as funny.
"You alright?" Charlie asked.
"Why wouldn't I be?" Doc replied, forcing himself not to sigh.
"You seem restless."
"Just because I'm up in the middle of the night staring at the moon with you doesn't mean I'm restless," Doc drawled.
Charlie didn't reply; and after a while, even though Doc knew better, he felt compelled to fill the silence.
"I'm just... Alright, I am restless."
"We all are."
Doc turned and stared at him. "What?"
"None of us belong here," Charlie said, voice unusually sad. "It's our home, but it shouldn't be."
"I don't think I understand."
"My home is lost," Charlie said. "My people gone. I'm here 'cause Grandmother didn't want me to die. She had a vision when I was young and sent me away. Joe's here 'cause he didn't want to marry Annabelle."
"That's a little funny," Doc murmured.
"Timing," Charlie said with a shrug. "Doyle's here 'cause his family was stolen from him. The same could be said of Brings the Rain, Wolf Heart, and Two Stones. Even if they did come with Janey. And Andrew's here 'cause a shaman meddled in his life."
"And me?"
"Same reason."
Doc laughed lightly, amused and amazed at how much Charlie seemed to know without ever being told.
"Deep down," Charlie continued, "we know we don't belong here. But it's all we got, and it makes our souls restless."
"No one else seems restless," Doc argued. "It's just you and me out here."
"They came to a sort of peace," Charlie said. "You and I don't got that."
"Why not?"
"You miss the city."
Doc couldn't argue with that. He did miss the city. He missed the hustle and bustle, the rhythm. He missed the smells and the sounds. He missed the reek of humanity, but he didn't know why. It didn't seem logical. What kind of person missed the reek of humanity?
"What about you?" he asked.
"I dunno. I dunno what I'm missin'."
Charlie's voice was incredibly sad, and Doc wished he knew what to say to comfort him, but he didn't. Comforting people didn't come easy to him; he was much better at killing them.
"And when we can't stand the restless feelin' no more, we ride," Charlie said.
A rush of longing tore through Doc at Charlie's words. He was ready to ride. He was ready to hear the laughter spilling out of a saloon into the street. He was ready to watch as fortunes were lost at the tables. He was ready to hunt. He was ready to kill.
"It's time for you to go," Charlie said. "You can't stay here. It'll eat at you 'til you go crazy."
He already felt halfway there. But he hadn't wanted to leave. He hadn't wanted to let them go. Not yet. He was afraid if he left, he'd never see them again.
"We'll always be here," Charlie added, as if he knew exactly what Doc was thinking. "When you need us."
"But what if you're not?" Doc whispered, hating that he sounded so young and foolish.
"We will be."
Charlie said it with such sincerity, such firmness, that Doc believed him. After all, if Charlie said it, it must be true.
And now that that weight was lifted, Doc couldn't sit still anymore. He'd been fighting it for a couple weeks now, and he couldn't fight any longer. He couldn't wait another day. He had to go.
He very nearly jumped from the fence and headed to the barn. He was terrible at goodbyes; he always had been. It was easier to die than say goodbye. But then he imagined Bill's huge brown eyes and freckled nose, and he stayed where he was. Bill deserved a goodbye.
"I'll tell 'em goodbye for you," Charlie suddenly offered.
"I think I better stick around for one last cup of coffee," Doc drawled. "Wouldn't be good to hit the road with an empty stomach."
"No," Charlie nodded. "Wouldn't be good at all."
They didn't speak again, just sat on the fence for hours and watched the sun slowly rise and the moon slowly set.
The moment had a perfect essence to it. One that was lost when someone kicked Doc's shin.
Doc's eyes popped open, and he stared at Smitty with irritation.
"Stop falling asleep!" Smitty snapped. "You're making it take longer."
Doc grinned inwardly. Smitty looked absolutely exhausted. It was probably driving him nuts that Doc kept sneaking in naps here and there.
He couldn't focus on Smitty's discomfort for long though because the pain was wracking through his mind, each wave more intense than the last. It hurt. More than anything had ever hurt in his life. More than nearly dying. More than falling off a cliff. More than losing his mother, Francisco, Lena, Andrew, and Charlie. And that made him absolutely furious. Nothing should hurt more than losing them.
He immediately turned his mind to the chair. The only thing to do was try to break free, and this was the moment to do it. Smitty was exhausted, and Gac wasn't here. Doc wasn't going to have a more perfect chance.
He closed his eyes and visualized Francisco's box. In his mind, he opened the lid. Everything he'd ever stuffed in there was still there, just waiting to be unleashed. He carefully shoved the pain inside, trying to clear his mind.
Once the pain was contained, he closed the lid and gathered his strength. His body was still perfectly capable of ripping out Smitty's throat. Just so long as he could get to it. He didn't open his eyes again because he didn't want his intent to show. He wasn't sure how well his poker face was holding up.
He felt his body, felt his muscles, and focused on his objective. He was going to break free of this stupid chair, or at the very least, break the chair free of the floor. Either one would do. And then he was going to kill Smitty. It was just too bad he couldn't take his time.
He let himself relax, then he tore forward, aiming at the spot in front of him that he knew Smitty was occupying. He immediately hit resistance, but he kept pushing, kept channeling his strength; and then he felt it give. A jolt of electricity coursed through him, but he barely felt it. He kept moving forward, opening his eyes with just enough time to see the shocked look on Smitty's face before Doc slammed into him.  
They crashed to the floor, but Doc was still strapped to the chair, and he couldn't work his hands or his feet, just his head. So he banged his forehead into Smitty's, trying to knock him out; but the movement was too constricted. He refused to give up though. He raised his head once more and used all the force he could muster to slam it down into Smitty's.
Just then, the pain finally broke through. Not the pain of Smitty's magic, not the pain of being strapped to a chair, but the pain of electricity coursing through him. Doc growled behind the gag and tried to force the pain away, but his mind was too fuzzy to cooperate. He slammed his head into Smitty's once more, closing his eyes to block the spray of blood. His head bulldozed through Smitty's skull and touched the floor just as the pain surged, completely overpowering the heat cascading into Doc's tattoo, and casting him back into darkness.




Chapter 11
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For a moment or two, Doc just floated in the soothing blackness. He could still feel the phantom pain of the electricity, but he knew he was beyond it now. His body was probably still suffering, but his mind had escaped.
The black gradually shifted, turning into a softer color. It became a grey space, not unlike the grey space, but oddly more soothing.
Doc turned slowly, suddenly aware that someone was watching him.
"This is curious," a strange voice said.
The voice was deep like the sound of waves crashing against the cliffs, and Doc's breath caught in his throat. No! his mind screamed. Not yet. I'm not ready. It's not time! It can't be.
The figure watching him was momentarily short, then very tall. Its face was feminine and soft, then hard like rock. Its eyes shifted so rapidly, changed positions so many times, that just watching them made Doc feel a little sick.
"Are you actually dying?" the figure asked.
"Don't you know?" Doc replied. "You're... You're..."
"Yes. I am Death. But you're a riddle I've never been able to solve. I think you are dying, but I don't feel like you are dying."
Death's expression of curiosity passed over a myriad of faces, never fully settling into place. 
"Are you dying?" Death asked again.
"Not if I can help it," Doc said firmly.
"That is what I thought," Death said, deep resounding voice almost sounding disappointed.
"Did you come for Andrew?" Doc asked. "He wondered if you would."
"The boy raven?" Death replied. "I did. I came for him three times. I've only bothered coming for you this once, but I'm afraid I came too soon."
"Do you come for everyone?" Doc inquired.
"In a fashion."
Death's face shifted, and for a second he had Andrew's eyes, then Andrew's chin; but those features were only there briefly before they faded into someone else's.
"You're human," Doc suddenly said.
"Hardly."
"No, I mean to say, you're humanoid. You haven't once taken the features of a Takaheni or a tree spirit."
"Very astute," Death said. "I am not their Death."
"Every species has a Death?" Doc asked, feeling like his mind wasn't large enough to comprehend such an idea.
"Certainly," Death replied, shrugging slightly. "I can see I'm wasting my time. I will see you again though. Someday. I do not mind waiting."
With that, Death disappeared, leaving Doc all alone in the soft grey nothingness. Doc stood there, staring at the space where Death had been, feeling a little confused. He obviously wasn't dying. At least not yet. On the other hand, Death hadn't said when he'd be back.
"I just met Death," Doc murmured. "Death. And he thinks I'm a riddle. Me. That's crazy."
He frowned, finally understanding what Andrew had meant when he'd said that Death was not really a he or a she but an everything. Death was everything and everyone. It was absolutely confounding.
How could a being like that even have had a thought for Doc? Death would have surely been alive since the very beginning. He had seen the passing of every single person. He was every single person.
Doc suddenly began to question himself. Maybe he hadn't seen Death. Maybe he'd just dreamed he saw Death. After all, he wasn't really dying; why would Death come?
He rubbed his head, trying to order his thoughts, but they just wouldn't order. The space around him began to shift, turning black once more, and Doc floated through it, savoring the complete emptiness of the moment.
Thoughts of Death drifted away, and Doc tried to keep his mind blank, but he couldn't. He couldn't stop thinking about Gac just sitting there, waiting for him to return. He was a little tired of being electrocuted, and it made him question Gac's sanity. Not that he had ever believed Gac was sane. It just didn't make a lot of sense to keep electrocuting a body that he wanted to inhabit. Especially when he didn't understand how Doc worked.
The pain began to slowly filter back in, and Doc didn't fight it. He'd screwed up.  He had failed to escape. By now, Gac had surely discovered him, and the chair was surely back in place, even more tightly secured than before. Doc didn't know what to do next. He'd played his hand and lost. That was it. He was out of the game.
The pain shifted. It was different, both more and less focused; and it hummed along his insides at a much faster pace.
"I'm very annoyed at you," Gac said.
Doc allowed himself to wake up, then he opened his eyes and stared at Gac's disapproving face.
"Not only did you kill my witch," Gac went on, "but you also got blood all over my new body. Repulsive."
"You were a general, weren't you?" Doc asked, surprised to find his mouth free of the gag. "Shouldn't you be used to blood?"
"I'm not sure you quite understand how ranks operate," Gac said condescendingly. "You wouldn't understand because your family simply didn't rank that highly. Proper lower class."
A younger Doc would have taken offense, but he knew better now. Saying his family was lower class didn't change the fact that they weren't.
It suddenly occurred to him that someone was still trying to rip his soul free of his body, and he visually swept what he could of the room. 
"Tut-tut," Gac mocked. "They're behind you. I realize that I made a mistake letting you see Smitty. After all, you're a natural manipulator; and given enough time, you might have been able to twist his feeble mind."
Doc shrugged.
"I'm curious to know what goes through your mind when you fight me," Gac said thoughtfully. "You haven't actually given up, have you?"
Doc still didn't say anything.
"I must say I'm quite impressed. Twenty-five hours, more than three times what the vampire lasted, and you hardly even look pale. Tell me your secret."
"Moisturizer," Doc quipped. "It has honey in it."
Gac's face showed displeasure quite openly for a second, then blanked once more. Doc had never seen a face that looked deader. Except an actually dead face, but even those sometimes had more animation than Gac's.
"I really don't think you can kill yourself," Gac said. "Not and destroy your body. I don't think such a thing can be done. I have men watching the Baker estate, and I wonder if you wouldn't give up a little more easily if the small girl child was to have an accident of some sort."
Doc wasn't worried about the Bakers. Between Boudica, Dublin, and the bridge troll, they were well protected; but he was livid that anyone would try to threaten them to get at him. Absolutely livid. He was careful though to hide his fury from Gac; and with a bored tone, he said slowly, "Mi alma me pertenece, y va a donde yo voy."
Gac's fingers twitched.
Doc changed the second line, making it more dramatic. "Mi cuerpo me pertenece, y va donde yo voy." He grinned slightly, leaned his head forward, and started to whisper, "Esto es—"
"Stop!" Gac suddenly exclaimed. "Just stop."
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"I won't touch them," Gac growled. "Move faster," he ordered the witches standing behind Doc.
The pain twisted, hot and sharp. It was a very different feeling than before, but no less painful.
Gac lit a cigarette and watched Doc carefully. Doc ignored him and focused on the witches he couldn't see. He could sense them, and he somehow knew there were three of them. None of them were as strong as Smitty, but linked, they were very nearly. He couldn't tell anything else about them except they were all male. Which didn't surprise him. Gac struck him as a very traditional type of man. The type who didn't ever see the true value of a female.
"Shall we talk?" Gac said. "So you're not tempted to fall asleep again?"
"Sure," Doc replied. "What happened when you died?"
"Ah, worried, I suppose," Gac said.
Doc wasn't. He was just curious.
"It was such a long time ago that you'd think the memory would fade or lessen," Gac mused with a frown. "But it hasn't. It's still as vivid in my mind as the day it happened."
He was silent for a moment, clearly lost in the memory. When he spoke, his voice was soft. "I was on my horse; firing my rifle, and then I wasn't. It's hard to believe one of those savages actually managed to shoot me. I'd rather attribute it to one of my own men," he added irritably.
His voice sped up as he continued. "I could suddenly see everything; I even knew how to win, but it was too late. I couldn't speak; no one could hear me; I couldn't even lift my pistols. I was..."
"Helpless?" Doc provided.
"For a moment," Gac conceded. "There was no light, no tunnel, no trumpets. I didn't hear angels singing, nor did demons drag me down to hell. I just was and wasn't at the same time. I watched my men die; I watched the savages win. It was the most goddamn depressing thing I've ever seen."
Doc refrained from commenting, even though he very much wanted to poke at Gac's arrogance.
"I couldn't go anywhere, couldn't move from that field. I was just stuck there, perpetually reliving the moment of my worst defeat," Gac said bitterly. "You cannot imagine my relief when Smitty found my body and took me to Libbie. Even a rotting body is better than no body at all."
He blew smoke into the air thoughtfully and said, "She never would tell me how she learned of witches, or how she knew Smitty was a witch. Perhaps it was because he was the only one to survive our ordeal."
Gac ran his fingers through his grey hair and said, "She had a lock of my hair that she always kept with her. That's how Smitty found me. The medicine man couldn't move my soul into a new body; but, fortunately, Smitty figured out how."
Gac sighed and said, "I'm still very annoyed at you. Smitty's been with me for... forever. He'll be impossible to replace. He was weak though. Otherwise you wouldn't have been able to kill him. You are beginning to see why even witches are beneath our notice, yes?"
Doc didn't say a word, but he was starting to suspect that Smitty had not been a witch but a shaman. Most likely a death shaman. That would explain his peculiar talent for sawing away at souls, as well as, his survival of the battlefield at Custer's side. Doc didn't quite understand where the line fell, but he was pretty sure that witches' specialty was much earthier and that shamans' specialty was more ethereal. Not that it mattered. They were all one and the same to him.
The pain broke through his concentration for a moment, tearing at him; and he had to work to push it back into the box where it belonged. Gac was still talking, and his words washed over Doc in a meaningless murmur. Doc clenched his hands, truly struggling to be totally in the moment.
Panic tried to claw its way into him, but he refused to acknowledge it. He wasn't going to die. He simply wasn't. He focused on Gac's mouth, reading the words Gac spoke until the murmur turned back into meaningful phrases.
"It's a cruel joke that species both weaker than us and less motivated possess long life from birth," Gac said, voice sharp. "If I had the power of a witch or a vampire, the world would already be kneeling at my feet."
Doc refrained once more from commenting. World domination simply wasn't as easy as people like Gac and Phillip Jury seemed to think it was. And what he could never understand was why they wanted it?
"They used to say I was lucky, but I wasn't," Gac went on. "If I had been lucky I would have been born a witch. That would have been lucky."
He was beginning to whine, and Doc couldn't abide whining. Furthermore, the pain was so sharp now that he could barely breathe. He needed just a minute to think. There had to be a way to break free.
The pain and Gac's annoying voice faded, and Doc found himself sitting on his throne. He sighed heavily. He didn't believe that luck had completely abandoned him, even if it felt like she had.
"What the hell you doin', boy?!"
"Shit," Doc hissed, making a futile effort to hide inside his throne.
"I can still see you," Doyle grumped as he kicked Doc's feet to the side and sat on the footstool in front of him.
"Why are you here?" Doc demanded.
"Aren't you happy to see me?" Doyle asked with a sharp grin.
"Happy? Hum... I am... something to see you," Doc admitted.
"Boy," Doyle growled, tone somewhere between his "I'll shoot you" tone and his "what the hell's wrong with you" tone.
"Fine. I'm not not happy to see you," Doc said carefully, wondering why Doyle and Janey were the ones to come to him instead of Andrew or Francisco.
"Not not happy," Doyle snorted. "You spent too much time with the boy."
"How come when you call Andrew boy it sounds so much nicer than when you call me boy?"
"I like him."
Doc swallowed a sigh and said, "I did save your life."
"I made you coffee."
"Not quite the same thing," Doc muttered.
Doyle shrugged, and Doc fought the urge to punch him.
"You ain't fast enough," Doyle growled, apparently reading Doc's mind.
"I do not miss you," Doc said frankly. "You and Janey belong together."
Doyle actually smiled. "You're lying," he chuckled.
"Prove it," Doc growled.
"I'm here, ain't I?"
"Whatever," Doc muttered.
"Sometimes it helps to talk it out."
"How do you know?" Doc demanded.
"You're one of us; we know when you need us."
The way he said it tore at Doc's heart, filling him with both grief and happiness.
"I don't know how to get out of the chair," Doc admitted.
"Go on."
"It's metal. I already broke the chair loose once, but it's attached to an electrical shocker or something. I didn't make it far. Just killed that bastard Smitty."
Doyle's face tightened. "Smitty? I once knew a bastard named Smitty."
"It's probably the same Smitty," Doc sighed. "He works, sorry, worked for Custer? He and you might have been contemporaries," Doc added.
"Custer," Doyle said flatly. "As in George Armstrong Custer?"
"That's him."
"He's still alive?" Doyle asked in disbelief.
"Difficult to explain. His wife resurrected him, and he's been stealing bodies ever since. He wants my body." Doc paused and said, "I guess it wasn't that difficult to explain after all."
"He's a vain, pompous asshole."
"Yes," Doc agreed.
"He really ain't dead?"
"No."
Doyle grunted with irritation, then said, "He loved his hair so much that he used to oil it with cinnamon oil. The rest of us were just tryin' to survive, but he'd always take the time to primp in front of the mirror. I would've happily strangled him." 
"I would also like to do that very much."
Doyle laughed and said, "So why don't you?"
"Chair," Doc said. "Remember?"
"I don't think I ever thought anythin' as pliable as a chair could hold you."
"It's not pliable," Doc growled.
"I've seen Janey get out of a locked box before," Doyle shrugged.
"She's... more flexible!" Doc snapped.
"I'm hearin' a whole lotta excuses."
"Goddamn it, Doyle! I..." Doc sighed and said, "I don't know what to do."
"Don't quit. Don't give up."
"Easy for you to say," Doc replied.
"Easy for you," Doyle said, blue eyes snapping. "Don't you dare let that conceited asshole get his filthy hands on your body!"
Doc glared at him and said, "I appreciate you coming all the way over here to yell at me. Truly, I do."
"Anytime," Doyle said pleasantly.
Doc hid a grin and said, "Coffee?" Before Doyle could respond, Doc was already holding out a goblet.
Doyle took it, glanced inside, sniffed it, and took a sip. "Not bad," he said. "Cup's kinda sissy."
"Yeah," Doc agreed. "I can think whiskey and coffee into cups, but for some reason I can't change the goddamn goblets into anything else. It's frustrating."
"You gotta know when to let go," Doyle shrugged.
Doc froze, goblet full of whiskey almost to his lips. "You're right," he murmured.
"Of course I am."
"No, you're really right," Doc said. "It's time to let go."
"I'm not sure we're talkin' 'bout the same thing," Doyle said worriedly.
"No, no. You're absolutely right! Thank you! I'll... see you around."
With that, Doc forced himself to wake up. Gac was still talking, and it was such a Thaddeus-like behavior that Doc almost laughed, but he didn't. Instead, he moaned.
Gac immediately stopped talking and stared at Doc intently. Doc let his eyes roll about a bit, then pretended to struggle to get back in control.
Gac grinned cruelly. "It won't be long now," he said.
Doc blinked quickly, forcing a small trickle of liquid from the corner of his eye. Then he dropped his head forward and started breathing just a little more rapidly. Not much. He didn't want to overdo it. He'd held Gac's minions off for over twenty-five hours now; he couldn't let it end too quickly. He had to sell it. He had to own it. He had to actually die.
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For hours, Doc forced himself to remain conscious. He allowed the pain to scrape at him, but he didn't really feel it. He was totally focused on Francisco's box. Nothing touched him that he didn't want to touch him.
He moaned and moved restlessly from time to time, inwardly grinning when he heard Gac's satisfied murmurs. In truth, he could do this for days and days and days, but he'd already realized that the chair was pretty cleverly built. The chances of him getting out of it were slim to none. He had been thinking like Andrew. Break the chair, break Gac. He needed to think like Francisco. He needed to operate with a little finesse.
His whole body was covered in sweat. Not because it had needed to sweat, but because he'd forced it to sweat. There were two sides to every good poker player. There was the ability to hide all emotion, and there was the ability to manipulate people's perception of you. For instance, if he broke out in a sweat when he had a good hand, his opponent was likely to think it was bad.
Poker was four parts luck, three parts reading the other players, and three parts getting the other players to misread you. Doc was playing for high stakes now. He was going to win, but Gac thought he had the good hand. He was going to be very disappointed.
The shamans had tried several more times to question him about his long life, but every time they asked him anything, Doc rolled up his eyes and twitched. It was a performance; perhaps one of his best, and it wasn't long before they stopped trying to learn anything from him and focused on sawing away at his soul.
Doc swung his head from side to side while he did a rough calculation of how long he'd been pretending to die. He'd recited Beowulf three times, pausing occasionally to carry on his performance, so he'd been dying for about nine hours. Give or take a few minutes. He was pretty sure that was long enough to convince Gac that he was actually dying. There was just one last step, one last play.
Doc allowed a shudder to run through his body; and then, as much as it pained him mentally to do so, he started to scream. He screamed, channeling all his fear as a boy and all his impotence as a man. It was a scream of such depth that it echoed off the ceiling and bounced back across Doc's skin.
And then he let go.
At first he wasn't sure his body got the message. There was no good reason for his body and soul to separate, not yet; but after a brief moment, he felt something shift. A sense of weightlessness hit him, a sense of nothingness; and he watched in fascination as his body drifted away from his vision.
When he was fully in the air above himself, Doc said, "Enough." He didn't say it with words or speech. It was a vibration that rolled out from him. He stopped moving and just hovered there. Waiting.
Below him, his physical head slumped forward.
"He's gone, Mr. Gac!" one of the men said excitedly.
"Now!" Gac ordered. "You mustn't wait!"
The shamans started chanting something, and Doc watched in amusement as Gac's soul slowly slid from his meat suit towards Doc's lifeless body. Gac's soul reached out its greedy hands, grabbed Doc's face, and started pulling himself inside.
As soon as Gac's spirit was fully inside Doc's body, Doc grinned and said, "Now." The tether holding him in place tightened, then yanked. A second later Doc was back inside his body, but he wasn't the only one there. Gac was there too, not that he'd noticed Doc's presence yet. Doc closed his physical eyes and forced his body to sleep. When he opened his eyes again, he was inside the dreaming, facing a very confused looking man with long, flowing locks of golden hair.
"Checkmate," Doc said cheerfully.
"I don't understand," Gac stuttered. "You're dead!"
"Not really. I pretended to be dead. But now you're here in my space."
Doc drew a long knife and said, "I think I'll torture you as long as you tortured me."
His plan was to keep Gac here until he was certain the old meat suit was past using, then cut Gac into little pieces and hang him out to dry. Maybe. He wasn't actually sure how to kill a soul, but he was certain he could figure it out.
"You can't do this," Gac spat.
"People are always saying that," Doc shrugged. "But I still do it."
A metal chair suddenly materialized behind Gac, and Doc pushed him into it. The arm and leg straps tightened down without Doc's help; and Doc smiled and said, "I'm apparently really good at this." 
Gac struggled violently, eyes wide with panic.
"I've never tortured anyone in the dreaming before," Doc said casually. "I wonder if it will hurt."
He stabbed Gac in the shoulder, feeling slightly ameliorated when Gac screamed.
"This is going to be fun," Doc drawled.
He'd lost himself for a moment there. He'd thought luck had left him. He'd thought he'd finally met the unbeatable opponent. But then he had remembered who he was. And he'd decided to win.
"Let's see here," Doc said softly. "Doyle said you're obsessed with your hair so I think I'll start there. What do you think? If I remove spirit hair, will it grow back? Let's find out."
"You can't do this!" Gac screamed. "I had you! I had you!"
"No one ever has me," Doc shrugged. "They just think they have me."
He cut off a lock of Gac's hair, held it in front of Gac's eyes, then dropped it.
"STOP!!!" Gac screamed.
"How many times have you heard that?" Doc asked scathingly. "Did you ever stop?"
He cut off another lock of hair. "I think I'll burn it," he said thoughtfully as he held it out in front of Gac. He concentrated on it, and it started to twist and melt, then boiled into a goo. There was no heat in Doc's hand, but the hair still melted away as if it were really on fire.
Gac managed to make the chair scrape forward.
"Where are you going to go?" Doc laughed. "It's my dream; I control it. It's a lot like your study. Only I'm really, really in control here. Unlike you. In your study."
"I'll hang you!" Gac screamed. "I'll quarter you! I'll tie you out in the sun to die!"
"You know, I think I've heard enough of your talking," Doc said.
A gag suddenly materialized in Gac's mouth, and it was tied much tighter than Doc's gag had been.
"That should keep you quiet," Doc said. He bent down and looked in Gac's eyes. "I see it now. I couldn't see it before. Your meat suit was hiding it because its eyes couldn't show your true nature. You're a rapist through and through. You steal bodies, you steal lives, and I'm certain you've stolen just about anything it ever occurred to you to take."
Doc ran his knife blade slowly across his palm. "I usually wait until the end to take a rapist's manhood, but I think in your case I'm going to make an exception. Just in case we're interrupted." He tapped his finger thoughtfully against his leg and said, "But I think it'll go faster if we get rid of your clothes."
Gac's clothes suddenly disappeared, leaving behind a naked, pale, and scared man. Gac's eyes were wide with horror, and he was screaming something, but Doc didn't understand a word of it.
"I know, I know," Doc said consolingly. "You want me to get on with it." He grinned widely and added, "It's different when you're the one in the chair, isn't it? You frightened Tucker," Doc said, voice hardening. "And for that, you're going to pay."
He stepped closer, raising his eyebrow when he saw Gac's manhood. "Libbie must have liked you for something other than your... equipment there. It looks a little lopsided."
It looked like a normal, run-of-the-mill dick; but Doc knew such an insult would truly pain someone as arrogant as Gac.
"Let's even it out," Doc said cheerfully.
He started cutting, ignoring the horrible sounds of pain that emanated out from behind the gag. He wasn't typically in the business of torturing people just to torture them, but for Gac he would make an exception.
It was difficult to say how time passed in the dreaming. It felt as if it had been hours, but it could have been days or just a few minutes. Doc didn't know. What he did know was that Gac was looking rather bloody and pathetic. He'd stopped crying a little while ago, and he looked dead. But even though Doc had stabbed Gac in the heart a couple of times, it was hard to say if Gac was really dead. Doc's tattoo hadn't burned or even gotten warm, but Doc had never killed anyone in the dreaming. He wasn't sure how it worked. He wasn't even sure if he could kill someone in the dreaming.
And he wasn't sure what happened next. When Doc woke up, what would happen to Gac? If he was dead, would he just dissipate? And if he wasn't dead, would he be stuck here, like Meli in the grey space? Or would he be free? He didn't like either option. He wanted Gac to go away, forever. He didn't want to leave him here, like a greasy stain on the dreaming. But he was going to have to risk it. There was no more point in torturing him, and it was time to break free.
He studied Gac's bloody body for a moment, then imagined a cage around him.  A cage immediately materialized, but it was a little too big, so Doc shrank it.
"I love this," Doc murmured. "You stay here," he added. "I'm going to go make sure your body is dead."
He inhaled, exhaled, and woke up.
The three shamans were staring at him anxiously.
"Mr. Gac?" one whispered.
"Why am I still locked in this chair?" Doc asked flatly, affecting Gac's accent.
"So sorry, Mr. Gac," another one gushed.
Doc forced his eyes not to roll. Gac was a human. A rather pathetic one at that. What reason could the shamans possibly have to pander to him like they did? It was a curiosity he was going to solve in just a few minutes.
The shamans fumbled frantically with the locks; and in another minute, Doc was free. He stood, stretched his back, and sighed.
"Feels good," he said.
"Are you pleased, Mr. Gac?" one of them asked.
"Very."
He hadn't gotten a chance to read these shamans yet. He didn't think they were as cruel as Smitty; but regardless, you had to be a certain kind of man to saw another person's soul from their body. So he wasn't going to bother with all the rigmarole of trying to determine if they deserved to be killed. He was just going to kill them.
He reached out quickly to the sides, wrapped his fingers around the necks of two of them, and twisted his hands sideways. Their bones offered absolutely no resistance as they snapped.
Heat barreled into Doc's tattoo, sharpening everything, making the room brighter, revealing every bit of fear in the third shaman's eyes.
"Mr. Gac?" he stuttered.
"I don't get it," Doc said. "And you're going to tell me." He shoved the man into the chair and quickly pressed the locks closed. "Why are you so scared of Gac? You're a shaman. I..." Doc sighed and said, "Please explain."
"You're not Mr. Gac?" the man stammered.
"Obviously not," Doc said cheerfully.
He cast a glance over his shoulder, examining Gac's meat suit. It looked very dead. Deader than dead. It looked as if it had died ten years ago.
"That's... yuck," Doc said, suddenly feeling a bit lost for words. "Do they always do that?"
"Yes," the man whispered.
"Why?"
"I don't know. We're trying to figure it out. I mean, we were, but... but... Are you going to kill me?"
"Most certainly. But how I kill you is up to you. Tell me why you work for Gac."
"It's a family debt."
"Explain," Doc ordered.
"Our father..."
His eyes darted to a far spot of the room, a spot that was still a tad bloody.
"Ah, Smitty," Doc surmised.
The man nodded.
"So what's your name?" Doc asked. "Smitty Junior?"
"Willie. Willie Smitty."
"Mouthful," Doc said. "Why aren't you attacking me?"
"How would I do that?" Willie asked.
Interesting. So not exactly like a witch. Except for Meli and Sofia, he'd never fought a shaman. Maybe not all shamans could launch a physical attack.
"You're all death shamans," Doc stated.
"I don't know what you mean," Willie whispered. "We're witches."
He truly believed that; Doc could see the truth of it in his eyes. Which meant they probably weren't part of the Hidden proper.
"Can you go into the Hidden?" Doc asked.
"The hidden?" Willie repeated, nothing but confusion in his eyes.
Very interesting.
Doc had met Gac at the Banshee, so Gac was aware of the Hidden, but Willie was not. Gac was a norm, but Willie was not. It all seemed very backwards.
"So Smitty served under Custer—"
"General Custer," Willie interrupted.
"Not my general," Doc retorted. "As I was saying—"
"It's his title," Willie spat. "You will honor him—"
Doc cut off what Willie had been about to say by striking him in the mouth. Blood burst past Doc's hand, and several of Willie's teeth tumbled into his lap.
"As I was saying," Doc said firmly, ignoring Willie's whimpers of pain. "Smitty served under Custer, and he was the only one to survive the annihilation of the unit, correct?"
Willie nodded.
"Because he was a death shaman, whether you know what that means or not," Doc said vaguely.
Willie didn't say anything.
Doc casually used Willie's shirt to wipe the blood from Willie's chin, then he said, "Custer's wife somehow found out about Smitty, and used him to help her resurrect Custer. But then they had to find him a new body, blah, blah, blah. I guess I don't need you after all," Doc murmured. "I've pretty well worked it all out. That's right," he said. "I wanted to know why you work for him, and you said it's a family debt. I guess that ties it up nicely. If we put a bow on it, we could probably sell it."
Willie just stared at him.
Doc shrugged, reached out, wrapped his hand around Willie's neck, and twisted; but just before his neck snapped, Willie smiled and said, "Pawn to F4."
Doc jerked back his hand, but it was too late. Willie's neck broke with a tremendous snap.
"Shit!" Doc hissed, not even feeling the heat that poured into him.
He'd screwed up. He'd screwed up big time. He'd just killed Willie; but at the same time, he'd somehow let Gac go free.
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"Goddamn it," Doc muttered as he left the room and started searching for the exit. He'd had him.
He stopped in the middle of the hallway and started laughing because he sounded just like Gac. Apparently he hadn't had Gac quite as well as he thought he had or Gac wouldn't have escaped. Doc laughed again just because he could appreciate the humor of the situation, even though it was pissing him off.
He didn't know how to hunt down a ghost. He didn't even know where to start. But he would. He'd find Gac again, and he would kill him right next time.
He took a left down a hallway and walked swiftly towards what he hoped was the front of the house. The house was stifling. Not because it was small, but because it was filled with Custer memorabilia. Everywhere Doc turned, Custer posters and Custer paintings stared down from the walls at him. Gac was certainly the most narcissistic person Doc had ever met.
He paused and peered up at a large framed piece. He leaned closer. He broke the glass and poked a corner of the artwork with his finger.
"That's just..." He shook his head. "There are no words. Are you still here?" he asked, glancing around the hallway. He didn't see anyone, but he didn't know how ghosts worked. Could Gac go anywhere now? He just didn't know.
He glanced back up at the wreath made from Custer's golden hair. "I don't get it," he muttered. "It's just hair."
He walked away from it with a shudder, more than ready to get out of Gac's house. He'd have to comb through it all later, but right now he needed to get ahold of Jervis.
He turned another corner and sighed with relief when he saw that the front door was at the end of the hallway. He wanted to run for it, but he forced himself not to just in case Gac was still hanging around. He could stay in this creepy house forever; he just didn't want to.
He flung open the door and stepped through it, unaccountably relieved to be outside. A shadow fell across his face, and Doc barely recognized the shape in front of him before Jury snarled "you goddamn asshole!" and punched him in the face.
Doc flew backwards down the hallway, landing with a crash against an end table.
"And that's not me using magic," Jury snapped, eyes blazing a hard blue. "That's just me."
"Well, whoever taught you how to punch did a hell of a job," Doc chuckled as he moved his jaw back into place. "I take it Jervis called you?"
"It would have been callous not to," Jervis said from behind Jury's hulking form.
"I did manage to break free all on my own," Doc pointed out.
"Stand up so I can punch you again," Jury growled.
"I'd rather not. Can't we all share a bottle of whiskey instead? All's well that ends well?"
Jury took a menacing step towards him, but Jervis laid a restraining hand on his arm, eyes wary.
"Something's wrong," Jervis murmured.  
"What do you mean?" Doc asked as he cautiously stood.
Jervis's eyes suddenly widened, and he snapped, "Run!" He pushed Jury towards the door, stepped forward, grabbed Doc's arm, and yanked him down the hallway.
Doc let the momentum carry him forward, then he started running towards the doorway as fast as possible. A step before the threshold, Jervis pushed him, shoving him through the door and out into the sunlight. Just as Doc was tumbling across the front lawn, the entire world around him seemed to shatter.
There was a clap louder than thunder, everything shook, and shards of the house spearheaded through the air. Doc was pelted with debris, but he managed to turn back towards the house, dread filling him.
"JERVIS!!!" he shouted, dodging a brick, only to get hit by several other bits and pieces of the house. He rushed towards where the doorway had been, tripping over rubble as it settled all around him. But then the debris suddenly parted, clearing a narrow path.
"Can you see him?" Doc demanded as he began to run.
"Just inside the... doorway," Jury replied. "Or what's left of it."
Doc located the front steps, ran up them, and started tearing at the bricks, throwing them to the sides. "Jervis!" he yelled. "Answer me!"
"I'm a vampire," Jervis coughed from somewhere beneath the wreckage. "I'll be fine."
Doc sagged with relief but kept digging furiously. Jury joined him, and whole stacks of rubbish lifted into the air and moved to the side.
"Show off," Doc muttered.
"You want it done quick?" Jury snapped. "You're just mad because I broke your jaw."
"I'm not mad," Doc retorted. "I'm impressed that I'm such a good teacher you were able to break my jaw."
"It's not like I'm bleeding or anything," Jervis said calmly.
"I haven't quit digging," Doc said soothingly. "There's just half a house on top of you. Oh, look, there's Custer's hair wreath. I'm a little disappointed it didn't burn," he muttered as he tossed it behind him.
He chucked several bricks to the side, finally uncovering a portion of Jervis's arm, cringing when he realized that Jervis's hand was caught between two large chunks of concrete.
"Can you lift it with air?" he asked Jury.
"Yeah."
"Careful though," Doc cautioned.
"I know what I'm doing," Jury said irritably.
The top piece of concrete floated into the air, revealing Jervis's mashed and bloody hand.
"Are you sure you're alright?" Doc asked worriedly as he carefully removed bits and pieces along Jervis's arm.
"I'm fine, Hans," Jervis said tightly. "It's nothing but a little pain."
Doc didn't reply. He knew exactly how much pain Jervis could stand; a crushed hand was nothing.
A minute later, and Jervis was completely uncovered. Doc and Jury lifted him carefully out of the hole and moved him into the sun, laying him down gently on the grass.
"Can you heal?" Doc asked, trying to hide his distress.
"Yes," Jervis said evenly. "Give me a few minutes."
Doc started pacing. He couldn't stand to see Jervis hurt like this. Most of the bones in his body must be broken, he was bleeding everywhere, and his face was horribly misshapen.
"Take some blood," Doc offered, kneeling beside him and baring his wrist. "It'll go faster."
"I'm fine," Jervis replied.
"Please," Doc insisted. "I just ate three shamans; I've more than enough to spare."
"You should take it," Jury spoke up. "Here we were, worried about him, and he was eating shamans. He deserves it."
Jervis snorted, but Doc could see it pained him.
"Don't be stubborn, Jervis," he whispered. "Please."
Jervis sighed and said, "Fine, but only because a bit of my skull is poking into my eye."
Doc laid his wrist in Jervis's mouth and looked away. Pain shot briefly up his arm, but then he felt nothing and everything began to blur. He tried to hold on, but he couldn't resist Jervis's sedative. His body slumped forward, and he drifted into darkness.
He opened his eyes to a bright blue sky and Tozi's slightly anxious face.
"What are you doing now?" she demanded.
"Giving Jervis a snack," he laughed.
"What?!"
"Jervis is a vampire, like a Tlahuelpuchi," he said, reaching for her.
"Hands off," she said sternly. "I'm angry with you."
"You're angry with me?" Doc muttered, rolling his eyes. "I'm angry with you."
"I'm not the one letting a Tlahuelpuchi feed off me!" she snapped.
"He needs it. He's..." Doc cringed.
He imagined Jervis looked a little like he had when he'd fallen off that cliff so many years ago.
"I sometimes regret that your destroyer side isn't more prominent," she muttered irritably.
"Care to explain," Doc asked, watching her carefully.
"You have two sides. They feed each other, and one makes the other whole," Tozi replied easily. "One side is the protector, and the other side is the destroyer."
"I see," Doc murmured. "Did Janey tell you that too?"
"No," she laughed. "The destroyer part was easy enough to see. It was the protector part of you I missed."
"I think I'm both insulted and confused."
"You shouldn't be either," Tozi replied, smiling at him. "You are first and foremost a protector. You destroy to protect." She cupped the side of his face with her hand and gazed at him fondly. "But it makes you vulnerable, I'm afraid; you protect without thought for yourself."
"That's what a protector does," Doc shrugged, not that he particularly considered himself a protector; he just knew fundamentally what a protector should be.
"Indeed." She dropped her hand and asked, "You got out of the chair?"
"I did."
"There was a moment when..." She trailed off.
He took her hand and kissed her fingertips. "You'd miss me, wouldn't you?"
"No," she lied.
He knew she was lying because the fond look in her eyes was still there. She could control the rest of her face, but she had trouble covering up the emotions she carried in her eyes.
"I'm sorry I worried you," he whispered. "Let me make it up to you."
"Later," she replied, kissing him gently. "Right now you have things to do."
And with that, he woke up.
"Damn," he muttered.
"I would feel more sorry for you when this shit happens if you wouldn't wake up with that goofy look on your face all the time," Jury grumbled. "Who was it this time?"
"A gentleman never tells," Doc drawled. "Jervis?"
"He's fine," Jury muttered. "I'm still mad at you. Why didn't you call me?"
Doc sat up with a sigh. Jury was sitting on the grass beside him, face dark with anger.
"I didn't call you because I knew there wasn't anything you could do, and I didn't want you to blame yourself," Doc said carefully. "I was trying to protect you."
"You don't know there wasn't anything I could do. I found you, didn't I?"
"How did you find me?"
"A gentleman never tells!" Jury snapped.
"You don't know, huh?"
"Of course I know!"
"Sure."
"Goddamn it, Doc! Stop trying to spin this around! You should have called me! I'm not a child!"
"I know that," Doc said softly. "I just thought about how I felt when I failed to save you, and I didn't want you to feel that way. I'd rather you be mad at me."
"I hate you," Jury hissed. "How the hell you manage to make something selfish sound noble is beyond me! How do you do it?"
"How did you find me?"
"Doc!"
"I'm sorry," Doc said as sincerely as possible. "I just... I had to save Tucker. I didn't see any way around it."
"Next time you don't see a way around something, maybe you should ask," Jury said. "I have learned a few things lately. And I'm a Jury. And I'm—"
"I know, one of the most powerful witches in all the world."
"Exactly!"
"What about throughout time? Are you one of the most powerful witches throughout time?"
"Ahanu seems to think so, but I seriously doubt it," Jury said with a shrug.
"Ahanu," Doc said, dread filling him. "Is he bothering you?"
"Not really. Just asked for a favor. And that technically means he owes me one."
A shudder coursed through Doc quite without his permission.
"My thoughts exactly," Jury said.
"Are we good?" Doc asked.
"No," Jury said emphatically. "One, I want you to go to a club with me. Two, there are these stones I'm having trouble procuring, and I want you to get them for me. Three, I want an entire case of Pierre's pastries."
"I'm afraid that won't be possible," Jervis said from behind them.
"Jervis!" Doc exclaimed, leaping to his feet. He studied Jervis carefully, but besides the blood staining his suit, he looked perfectly fine. "You look good," Doc said with a grin.
Jervis briefly returned Doc's grin before turning to Jury and saying, "I had to let Pierre go."
The way he said it left no room for interpretation.
"What?!" Jury snapped. "That man's a genius! Couldn't you have just locked him up?"
"I don't lock up people so I can utilize their talents later," Jervis said flatly.
"I suppose I deserved that," Jury muttered.
"Was he the fly?" Doc asked.
"Yes. And three other members of the kitchen staff," Jervis said, irritation making his lips thinner than normal.
"That's strange," Doc murmured. "Were they compulsed?"
"No."
"Then why?"
"Bobby—"
"The shoeshine boy?" Doc clarified.
"Yes. He's an excellent informant."
"Ah. Because he's a shade."
"Yes. He discovered them, and then Fernsby had an extensive chat with them. And then I did."
"I do not envy them," Jury muttered. "Did Pierre bake anything before you killed him?"
Jervis shifted his eyes to Jury; and Jury cleared his throat and said, "Never mind. I'm sure your next chef with be just as competent."
"They were all norms," Jervis went on. "Apparently, Gac simply approached Pierre one day as he was leaving the hotel and asked him about his employment. Gac managed to learn rather quickly that his contract was nearly up and that he was a norm, a fact he quickly exploited. It was rather cleverly done," Jervis added grudgingly. "But now that Gac's taken care of, we can move on."
"About that," Doc said slowly.
"Hans..."
"It's not that I didn't try; it's just I don't know how to kill a spirit, and I may have accidentally let him go loose there at the end. Accidentally."
Both Jervis and Jury were staring at him now.
"Explain," Jervis ordered.
"I had him," Doc said. He started to laugh again and said, "See that's funny because that's exactly what he said to me, so it's—"
"Hans," Jervis ground out.
"Right. Quick version, he was using shamans to remove souls from live bodies, and I may have accidentally taught him how to enter a live body without removing the soul first. I'm not really sure what happened, but he's..." Doc made a circular gesture and said, "He's free, I guess. I don't know."
Jervis rubbed the space between his eyebrows and said, "How disappointing."
"I hate it when he says it like that," Doc muttered.
"No kidding," Jury agreed. "I even felt that one."
"To recap," Jervis said thinly, "the house is destroyed and with it any chance that we had to collect information, and the malevolent soul of Eli Gac is on the loose. Correct?"
"Mostly," Doc murmured. "It should probably be noted that Gac will most certainly have an axe to grind. Even more so than before."
"In that case I will double the guard on all pertinent parties," Jervis sighed. "You do make things difficult on me."
"I did try to kill him," Doc insisted. "After I tortured him for a while, I stabbed him in the heart seven or eight times. But it was in the dreaming, and I'm starting to think that doesn't count."
Doc frowned and added, "I suppose if I had recited Beowulf just once more, you would have arrived and killed him properly, and it would be done. But I honestly... I wasn't sure you were coming."
"I would stop talking," Jury suggested. "I don't think you're making it better."
"We still have his hair wreath," Doc added cheerfully.
"I am returning to Dulcis," Jervis said flatly. "You will stay here and comb the wreckage. I'll have James bring out Mr. Tucker. Perhaps he can determine if the spirit is still nearby."
"Great plan," Doc said.
He didn't say anything more until after Jervis was gone. Then he smiled at Jury and said, "I love it when he gets mad."
"You're insane," Jury said. "He's going to kill you later."
"He'll just beat me up a bit; it worked for you."
"But why is he mad?" Jury asked, confusion clear on his face. "It's not like you let Gac go on purpose."
"Jervis is like that," Doc shrugged. "When he's worried, it infuriates him. It's how he shows he cares."
"You two have a twisted relationship," Jury muttered.
"Thanks for staying to help me sift through the rubble," Doc said with a grin.
"I didn't... Oh hell. Did I mention I hate you?"
"I'll buy you a pastry shop."
"That does sound nice."
They turned as one to face the smoldering heap that had once been Gac's house.
"I'm glad you're a witch," Doc said.
"Me too," Jury agreed.
"And since you are a witch, maybe before we start you could make a little magic happen?" Doc drawled as he made a ta-da gesture in the air.
"Really? It's only been three days," Jury said flatly.
"It's been three whole days," Doc murmured. "Three... whole... days."
"You have a problem," Jury said.
"I just think it would be a shame to let your amazing talents go to waste."
"They're only amazing when you want something."
"That is certainly not true!" Doc exclaimed. "They are always amazing; I only SAY they're amazing when I want something."
"At least you're honest," Jury murmured, waving his hand in front of him. A wobbly hole suddenly appeared, and Jury reached into it, pulled out a bottle of whiskey, and handed it to Doc.
"You make me so happy," Doc sighed.
"Are you talking to me or the bottle?" Jury demanded.
"Obviously you," Doc said soothingly. "Without you, there would be no bottle."
He popped the cork and drained half the whiskey.
"How I missed you."
"Now I know you're talking to the bottle!" Jury snapped.
"It's true," Doc laughed. "Shall we get to it?"
"May as well," Jury shrugged. "I'll flatten it out; you look for treasures."
"Aye, aye, captain."
"Stop that."
"Sí, sí, capitán."
"Doc."
"Da, da, kapitan."
"I will kill you," Jury growled.
Doc winked at him and started to laugh, and it wasn't long before Jury joined him.
This is why I'm not ready to die, Doc thought when they finally started working. Because of moments like this. Moments Gac had certainly never had. Moments of companionship and laughter. 
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It took several hours, but Doc and Jury managed to sift through the ruined contents of the entire house. Unfortunately, they only found a handful of potentially useful items, and one of them was the hair wreath.
They were poking through what was left of a refrigerator with one of Gac's swords when James pulled up in front of the flattened house.
"D-DOG!!!" Tucker shrieked as he leapt from the car and ran towards them. "I'm so glad you're okay!" he exclaimed, flinging his arms around Doc and holding him tightly.
"For fuck's sake," Jury muttered. "You weren't that excited when you found out I wasn't dead."
Tucker didn't seem to hear Jury's complaint; he was too busy apologizing.
"I didn't know! I swear I didn't know! I'm so sorry!"
"Hush," Doc said softly, hugging Tucker's shaking body. "I'm fine."
"You shouldn't have done it," Tucker blubbered. "What if he'd killed you?"
"Silly boy," Doc chuckled, pulling back and taking Tucker's face between his hands, forcing him to look at him. "What if he'd killed you?" Doc said.
"But... But..." Tucker stuttered.
"I would have never let him kill you," Doc said softly. "Not if it was in my power to stop it."
"Why?" Tucker whispered.
"You're my little brother," Doc said, grinning slightly because he fully realized the ridiculous truth of his statement.
"But... But..."
"I have to take care of you; it's my job," Doc insisted, pulling Tucker back in for a hug. "Sorry I didn't do better."
Tucker held onto Doc tightly before pushing away and wiping furiously at his eyes. "The ghost isn't here," he muttered, voice trembling.
"How do you know?" Jury demanded. "You haven't even looked."
"Did," Tucker said. "Not here." Having said that, he ducked his head and wandered away.
"You're spoiling him," Jury stated.
"You're just jealous."
"Am not!"
Doc laughed and said, "It's harder for you because you've never seen what he really looks like. He's just a boy, yay tall," Doc said, making a mid-stomach gesture. "Curly black hair, big brown eyes. Looks a little lost. But he's trying to put on a brave front. You know?"
Jury raised an eyebrow and said, "Are you making that up?"
"I saw him in the dreaming," Doc explained. "He still looks ten. I think it's hard for Tucker to move forward. Maybe his soul really can't; I don't know. Maybe the image I saw in the dreaming is how he views himself. Just like with Custer."
"Who?"
"Eli Gac. He was originally some general named Custer."
"Whatever," Jury muttered. "Back to Tucker. You're really that attached to him?"
"Don't make me punch you."
Jury's cheeks turned red, and he said, "It's not that I don't like him. I do. I just..."
"You've made a long habit of not getting attached to people," Doc supplied.
Jury shrugged.
"A few of us got in," Doc said.
"Just three," Jury muttered.
"And we're family," Doc said. "The four of us. We always will be."
"Your family is always growing," Jury sighed. "And I'm just..."
"Completely integral to it," Doc said firmly. "I can't do this without you. I've thought about it, and without you and Jervis, it's a long walk down a short pier for me."
Jury chuckled softly and said, "Surely you can think of a more imaginative way to kill yourself."
"I can," Doc replied. "Silbu."
"She's the succubus, right?"
"Yep."
"I can definitely think of worse ways to go," Jury said dreamily.
"It's alright if you don't ever see Tucker the same way I do," Doc said. "It's alright if you don't see the Baker children the same way I do. It's alright if you don't worry about them or want to see them or wonder what they're doing."
"You sure?" Jury asked, sounding young and worried.
"You hated Andrew, but I still love you," Doc said cheerfully.
"I didn't hate him!" Jury insisted. "I just don't know what was so great about him."
"He never understood what was so great about you either," Doc chuckled. "And you're one of the most—"
"Don't even say it," Jury interrupted.
"You hate it when I downplay your talents, you hate it when I acknowledge the breadth of your talents, what do you want from me?" Doc demanded with a laugh.
"Who knows?" Jury muttered.
Doc stared out at the ruins of Gac's house, suddenly feeling melancholy. "At the end of the world," he said solemnly. "It'll just be the three of us. You, me, and Jervis."
"That's a little frightening," Jury said.
"I can think of worse things," Doc replied. "Now, let's go find some real food."
"You wouldn't play with me would you? I'm still grieving."
"I can't believe Pierre turned on me," Doc said with a sigh. "I mean, I actually can believe it; I never liked the man anyway. I probably wouldn't have even noticed if he had slipped strychnine in my pudding."
"But I would have," Jury shuddered.
"You would've been fine," Doc laughed.
"Eventually!" Jury snapped. "Just for that you have to take me to a French restaurant."
"You think they'll let Tucker in?"
"Goddamn it. You're not going to start taking him everywhere with us, are you?"
"Just today. He feels bad."
"He should," Jury growled. "He nearly got you killed."
"I was never in any danger of dying," Doc shot back.
"Sure you weren't," Jury taunted.
"You never did say how you found me?" Doc said, completely changing the subject before Jury could decide he was mad again.
"I did," Jury said hurriedly.
"You didn't."
"It doesn't really matter."
"It does."
"Fine," Jury sighed, face turning bright red. "You remember that time I was drunk and I wanted to be blood brothers with you," he muttered.
"Yes."
"That's how."
"I don't think I follow."
"I couldn't find you, so I looked for me. It's a lot harder to hide from yourself. If that makes sense."
It didn't.
"So you really are my little brother?" Doc said, grinning widely. "By blood."
"This is why I didn't want to tell you," Jury grumbled as he stalked off towards the car.
"Why?" Doc called out after him. "Don't you know what this means?"
"Shut up!"
"Come back, brother!"
"I hate you!"
"That's no way to talk to family!"
"I'm leaving!"
"Stop!" Doc yelled. "I need your help loading all this junk!"
"Load it yourself. I wouldn't touch that hair thing if you paid me to!"
"What if I paid you in food?"
"You already owe me food!" Jury snapped as he got into the backseat of the car and firmly shut the door.
"Fit thrower," Doc said with a soft laugh.
As he stooped to pick up a partially burned book, he grinned slightly. It wasn't such a terrible thought really; just the three of them watching the entire world burn down around them.
After Doc had loaded everything useful into the car's trunk, he gestured for James and Tucker to load up. Doc settled in the passenger seat, waited for James to start the car, then said, "Where exactly are we?"
"South Dakota," James replied.
"Really?"
"Really."
"Gac got me all the way to South Dakota without anyone noticing," Doc mused.
"It's not that we didn't notice," James pointed out. "We knew he took you somewhere. Just not South Dakota," he added softly.
Doc chuckled before asking, "What happened to the witch's portal after I went through it?"
"It blew up."
"Gac really likes explosives, doesn't he?" Doc murmured.
"It certainly makes an impression," Jury said.
"Can we trace the explosives?"
"I collected some samples," James said. "But we didn't have any luck with the explosives from the shipping container."
"Interesting," Doc stated. "Jury, could a shaman make a witch's portal?"
"I wouldn't think so," Jury replied. "It's a carefully guarded transport guild secret."
"Transport guild?"
"Yeah."
"I hate to ask... but what?"
Jury sighed. "Witches are strong in different elements," he said. "And there are guilds built around some of the skills those elements use. Not to say I couldn't figure out how to make a transport on my own, but no one's going to tell me unless I join the guild."
"I wish I hadn't asked," Doc murmured. "How many guilds are there?"
Jury snorted and said, "A hundred and twenty."
"Now I really wish I hadn't asked. Gac said this house is in a pocket or a nowhere place. Does that mean anything to you?"
"No," Jury said.
"Did it feel different?"
"You should have asked me when we were there," Jury said. "I was distracted being mad at you and then by almost being blown up, so I wasn't really paying attention."
"Turn around," Doc said.
"I'm hungry," Jury complained.
Tucker didn't say a word so Doc cast a glance over his shoulder. Tucker was sitting quietly, eyes focused on his lap. Which was very strange for Tucker. In fact, Doc was pretty sure he'd never seen Tucker sit so still.
"Just look around a little," Doc said. "And let me know if anything seems odd. I'm certain the area was part of the reason it was hard to find me."
"Fine," Jury grumbled. "I'm ordering at least five meals though."
"Make it six."
"I will make it six," Jury said as he climbed from the car and walked back towards the ruins of Gac's house.
"Tucker," Doc said. "Walk with me."
"Huh? Yeah."
Tucker opened his door and followed Doc up onto a bluff overlooking the house.
"What's wrong?" Doc asked.
"What?" Tucker sputtered. "Nothing's wrong."
"I'm just going to stand here until you tell me. Which will make Jury very grumpy if it takes too long."
"I'm gonna move," Tucker blurted out. "I'm thinking about... um... Florida."
"Alright," Doc said. "Just don't lose a leg in the swamps."
"What? Lose a leg? Swamps?"
"Alligators."
"What?! Florida has alligators?!"
"And big snakes."
Tucker shuddered and said, "What about this state? It doesn't have alligators, right? What's it called again? South Dakota?"
"It's nice," Doc said. "And it probably has a lot of ghosts who could use your help."
"Good," Tucker muttered. "Good."
"But if you're trying to get away from me, you should go someplace like Bora-Bora. I wasn't planning on going back there anytime soon."
Tucker's face tightened, and he whispered, "I don't wanna go anywhere, but I make you weak. That guy said so. He said if it wasn't for people like me hanging onto your coattails, you'd be a god."
"Who said I wanted to be a god?" Doc asked.
"Why wouldn't you wanna be a god?"
"It's lonely," Doc said.
"Is it?" Tucker asked, voice barely audible.
"Terribly. And you forget what it's like to be human. What it's like to feel, to love, to want, to fear. It's cold. Really, really cold. When I'm with you, I see life differently," Doc said. "I see sharks as frightening again. I see South Dakota as a completely new place. I see trampoline parks as fun. Without you, I wouldn't see any of that."
"If it wasn't for me though... He wouldn't have got you," Tucker replied, tone miserable.
"That's not true at all. He could've grabbed some random person off the street, and I would have still done it. The difference is, I wouldn't have been scared."
"Scared?"
"Yeah," Doc said. "Terrified actually. When I realized he had you, I was livid. But underneath it was the fear that he would hurt you, or that I wouldn't be able to save you. If you want to move, I won't stop you. But I'd miss you, and I'd worry about you. So if you're doing it for me, don't."
He waited a moment to let that soak in before saying, "Besides, I kind of need you. After all, I am hunting a ghost."
The change that came over Tucker was immediate.
"You do need me!" he exclaimed. "Don't you?"
"That's what I just said."
"Because Gac's a ghost!"
"Exactly."
"And you wouldn't be able to recognize him, but I would!"
"Pretty much what I said."
"Holy crap! I'm on the team! The D-Dog Team!"
"We are not calling it that."
"The Doc Squad!"
"Absolutely not."
"The Doc Brigade!"
"I will feed you to James if you keep this up," Doc threatened.
"No, no, I got it... Ghost Rangers!"
"That's really more about you," Doc pointed out, giving into futility.
"What about Doc Rangers or Demon Rangers?"
"No."
"Demon Dog and the Revengers?"
"I'll buy you a house in Bora-Bora."
"How about this?! Doc and the Soul Slayers!"
"Sounds like a band," Doc countered.
"I'll figure it out," Tucker insisted. "Give me time."
"How about we just don't call it anything?"
"No! That's doesn't work at all. All good super hero teams have names. It's part of their... Crap, I know this word. Apollo was throwing it around just the other day... I remember! Mythos! It's part of their mythos!"
"Whatever," Doc said. "Looks like Jury's done."
"J-Dog!" Tucker yelled. "We gotta come up with a team name! Demon Dog doesn't like any of mine."
Jury raised an eyebrow and mouthed, "Seriously?"
"I could go without the name, but I do need his help," Doc replied.
Tucker wasn't paying them any attention. He was too busy mumbling different variations of the team name under his breath.
"We have the hair," Jury mouthed petulantly. "We can do it without him."
"Are you really going to do this?" Doc snapped silently. "We're immortal!"
Jury opened his mouth to interrupt, but Doc cut him off by saying, "I realize you're not technically immortal. I do, however, expect you to live a really, really long time. Tucker gets another sixty or seventy years. That's all! So whether you like it or not, he's on the team."
"Fine," Jury mouthed.
"It's alright," Doc said, switching over to Latin so he could speak out loud. "You don't have to see him like I do, but you can like him."
"I like him fine," Jury retorted.
"You like him as much as you like anyone who is of a lower class than you and will eventually die."
Jury's face paled, and he whispered, "Why do you say things like that?"
"Because you need to get over it."
"I don't like the way it feels."
"No one does."
"I don't want to talk about it," Jury said stiffly.
"Fine, but you like Tucker. You picked him. Stop holding him at arm's length and wishing he would go away."
"He's an idiot."
Doc nodded.
"He's loud," Jury muttered. "And he doesn't think, and he's too open and nice. Look what happened! He can't even handle a client meeting. Where was his gun? Where was his knife?"
"I never gave him any knives or taught him how to fight," Doc admitted. "I never trained him at all. You gave him a gun, but I'm not sure he carries it. I don't think he likes hurting people."
"That's stupid!" Jury snapped. "It's not as if we go around hurting people who don't deserve it. And why didn't you train him? He's just a kid!"
"I was too busy holding him at arm's length," Doc replied softly.
"Goddamn it, Doc! I really do hate you!"
"I know."
"You take knives and hands," Jury sighed, "and I'll take guns and magic."
"Deal," Doc said.
"I won't rest easy until he can take care of himself," Jury added. "He's driving me crazy."
Doc hid a grin, switched back to English, and said, "This will make you feel better. Gac would have preferred your body."
"Really?" Jury asked. "Mine?"
"He wasn't that thrilled to have mine."
"That is nice," Jury said.
"He especially lusted after your hair," Doc said, not really considering it a lie since Custer himself had been so obsessed with hair.
"It's very nice hair."
"Better than his," Doc pointed out.
"Way better. My hair would make an epic hair wreath."
"It would," Doc agreed. "But let's not make one. Ever. Please."
"Are you insane? Only a complete moron leaves their hair lying around like that. The things we could do to him now." Jury grinned widely and said, "We're going to have fun."
"Glad to see you're on the Doc Brigade."
"No," Jury said firmly, shaking his head. "We are not calling it that."
"That's what I said," Doc agreed.
"We can't get t-shirts printed until we workshop the name," Tucker broke in.
"Oh hell," Doc sighed. "Jury?"
"On it."
The wobbly grey hole opened up, Jury's hand went through, and a second later, he handed Doc a bottle of whiskey.
"Thank you," Doc said.
Another bottle came out of the hole and another.
"Two for you," Jury said. "One for me."
Doc took the bottles and stepped into the car with a laugh. Tucker was already talking, throwing out team names one after another. Jury was just as quickly shooting them down and offering up different ones. Doc listened with one ear while he drank an entire bottle of whiskey. Then he yawned widely, closed his eyes, and fell asleep.
And for the first time in three days, he actually slept.
"Wake up!" Jury snapped.
"How come you never wake me with a gentle nudge?" Doc yawned.
"Because I'm not a girl."
"Ah," Doc murmured, closing his eyes.
"Get on the plane."
"Right," Doc grinned.
He moved to the plane, settled into his chair, listened to Jury and Tucker argue for about one minute, and fell back asleep.
"You worry me."
"You worry me," Doc drawled.
"Tsk, how can I worry you?" Tozi demanded.
"I don't know where you are," Doc replied. "I don't know what you're doing; I don't know why you're not dead or why you told Janey you were dead."
Her eyes shuttered slightly, and she said, "What makes you think I'm not dead?"
"You've never been in my throne room," Doc replied, catching the tip of her braid and pulling her towards him.
"What do you mean?" she asked, pulling away from him.
He could see she wasn't in the mood to be wooed, so he decided he may as well take the opportunity to demand a few answers. And where better to do it from than his throne.
He waved his hand vaguely and said, "This is my throne room. And you've never been here."
They were standing on the onyx floor now, and Doc walked away from her and settled himself on his throne. He held out his hand, took the goblet of whiskey from the air, and watched with amusement as she turned in a circle, face a mask of confusion.
"What is this?" she asked.
"My throne room."
"But... How?"
"I don't know."
"Who made it?"
"According to the memory, I did."
"How?"
"Your guess is probably better than mine," Doc chuckled.
"You can't... You're not... I don't understand."
"Neither do I," Doc said. "You told me you were going to die. And yet you are not dead. Why?"
"Are you disappointed?"
"Hardly. You and I met a hundred years ago, and—"
"A hundred and forty," she corrected.
"A hundred and forty," he agreed with a grin. "Then you came to me, made me this, said 'save Sofia', and left me alone. And I thought that was it. We were done. But we're clearly not done, and Sofia is dead, so I'm wondering why. Why are we not done?"
"Do you want us to be done?" she asked, brown eyes unreadable.
"Can't you just answer a question?" Doc sighed. "Can't you just look me in the eyes and say, 'I'm not dead'?"
She stopped her pacing right in front of the throne, turned to look at him, and said, "I'm not dead."
"Was that so hard?" Doc asked.
She shrugged and said, "What is this place?"
"My ancestors come to me here," Doc replied.
"Your ancestors?"
"The people I love," Doc clarified. "I used to think they were shadows, but they aren't. They come to me. Somehow I've anchored them here."
"Why would I be here?" she asked softly.
"If you don't know," he drawled, "I'm not going to tell you."
"I don't understand this," she murmured. "You're not a dream walker; you have no power. How can you control the dreaming?"
"Just really lucky, I guess."
"D-Dog!" Tucker yelled, shaking Doc awake.
"What?!" Doc snapped.
"We got it!" Tucker exclaimed, not even noticing Doc's growl of irritation.
"Got what?" Doc asked with a sigh as he changed the position of his seat.
"The name!" Tucker exclaimed. "James said we should do a whole knight protector thing since you and J-Dog are both knights of the Hidden and what not. Which I didn't actually know!" he said excitedly. "That is like so cool! What do I have to do to get a title like that?"
"Save a terrible tetrarch from dying," Jury muttered.
"That doesn't sound good," Tucker said with confusion. "Why would I save a bad guy?"
"Because you didn't know he was bad."
"Hum. I'm not sure I'll be able to do that," Tucker mused. "I mean, you said the new guy's alright, didn't you, James?"
"Yeah," James shrugged.
"Back to the name..." Doc prodded.
"Sorry!" Tucker exclaimed. "Where was I?"
"Knight protector..."
"Right! So J-Dog—"
"Hold up a second," Doc interrupted. "How come Jury and I both get nicknames, but you call James by his actual name."
Tucker paled slightly and sputtered, "James is a really good name, don't you think? There's really no reason to, like, change it."
"I said I'd eat him," James spoke up.
"If I threatened to kill you, would you call me Doc?" Doc asked hopefully.
"Nah, man. You said we're brothers," Tucker replied with a wide grin. "So you can't kill me. It's a rule."
"He clearly never met your brothers, Jury," Doc said with a laugh.
"I didn't kill a single one of my brothers," Jury protested. "You did that."
"I was saying!" Tucker shouted. "Team name! We got it!"
"Well?"
"Mortem Afferentes!" Tucker announced proudly.
"You realize that's the exact opposite of knight protector, don't you?" Doc asked.
"J-Dog said this makes more sense," Tucker argued. "He said it's Latin for death bringers."
"More or less," Doc allowed.
"It does have a certain ring to it," Jury said, eyes sparkling with amusement.
"More loosely it would translate to bringing death," Doc pointed out.
"Which you do," Jury said.
"I am really good at killing people," Doc murmured.
"Scary good," Tucker broke in. "When you killed all those ninjas, my mind was like blown!"
Doc chuckled lightly before saying to Jury, "I forgot to ask. Did you notice anything about Gac's location?"
"No," Jury shrugged. "But that's not really my area. I know someone though; I'll have her check it out."
The plane jumped slightly, and Doc glanced out the window. The smog-covered buildings of Denver had never looked so good. For a minute there... He'd always been sure he'd win; he just hadn't been sure how he was going to win.
"I'm going home to take a shower," he said.
Jury opened his mouth, but Doc cut him off.
"I've just spent the last three days either being electrocuted or feeling my soul being torn from my body, and I'm covered in Smitty's nasty blood. I deserve a shower. Put in an order if you can't wait and bring it over. If you can wait, we'll go in three hours."
Jury cast Tucker an irritated glance and said, "I may as well order it because there's no way they'll ever let him in."
"James?" Tucker asked. "Because he's a vampire? Do they know? How do they know? I thought it was supposed to be a secret."
Doc covered his mouth to keep from laughing. Jury opened his mouth, closed it, then shook his head and stood to leave. James chuckled softly and followed after him.
"What?" Tucker asked. "Was it something I said?"
"Of course not," Doc assured him. "It is a secret. Don't tell anyone about vampires or the Hidden or anything else."
"Can I tell 'em about ghosts, 'cause I kinda need people to believe in ghosts, you know?"
"Yes, I know," Doc said solemnly. "You can tell them about ghosts."
"That's good," Tucker said emphatically. "'Cause I already told a bunch of people about ghosts."
"Where are you staying?" Doc asked, hoping to change the subject before he started laughing.
"My house," Tucker said with a shrug.
A frisson of fear ran down Doc's spine, and he said, "Why don't you stay at Dulcis?"
Tucker shook his head and said, "I don't know how to tell you this, dude, but Jervis really doesn't like me."
Doc couldn't argue with that.
"Besides I'm good," Tucker went on. "Apollo put in some extra security measures."
"Why didn't Apollo stop Gac from leaving with you in the first place?" Doc asked. It was a question he should have asked Apollo from the beginning, but he just hadn't thought of it.
"I dunno," Tucker shrugged. "Gac had some kinda spell or something, and it blinded Apollo for a minute. Just don't bring it up in front of Apollo. He blames himself so he's a little weepy right now."
"I see." Doc murmured. "And how did Gac know about Apollo?"
Tucker's face turned bright red, and he mumbled, "I may have told him."
"During the meeting?"
"No."
Doc tapped his finger on the table and waited for Tucker to continue.
"It was when he called to make his appointment," Tucker mumbled quickly. "I was just trying to seal the deal by impressing him with how much I know about ghosts."
"Maybe in the future, you don't tell people about Apollo," Doc suggested.
"Yeah," Tucker grumbled. "Apollo already ripped into me; you don't gotta do it to."
"Just applying myself to my brotherly duty," Doc said.
Tucker ducked his head, but not before Doc saw his goofy grin of happiness. He hated that he had adopted another stray. A mortal stray at that. At least three-quarters of the Bakers were very long-lived.
He swallowed a sigh and gestured for Tucker to lead the way outside. His head was aching from trying to process everything he was trying to process. Killing the shamans had given his body back any strength he may have lost, but his mind still felt frayed and on edge. He wanted to go home, lock the door, and just lie in the quiet of his bedroom for a couple days; but he knew that he couldn't. He had to find Gac. And he had to find Gac soon because until he found Gac, everyone he loved was in danger.




Chapter 15
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The exhaustion hit Doc like a wave when he walked into his suite an hour later. Suddenly he could barely move. His body was fine. He knew it was fine, but the stress and the pain of the last three days had finally broken free of Francisco's box, and it was overwhelming. 
"Thaddeus," Doc said, wobbling just a little. "I'm happy to see you."
"I find myself not entirely unhappy to see you as well," Thaddeus replied stiffly.
Doc smiled and said, "I'm going to sleep now; wake me in five minutes."
He didn't have the energy to make it to the bedroom; and he knew that, so he dropped onto the couch, closed his eyes, and fell asleep instantly.
He didn't dream so much as float. He could hear voices, he felt hands touching him, but he wasn't there; he wasn't anywhere. He was just floating, sailing through the soothing darkness, letting it ease his battered soul.
There hadn't been a single moment when he'd thought Gac could actually succeed. Doc's body truly was his own, and no one could ever take it. His soul was permanently affixed. But that one moment, the moment when he'd let go, had been absolutely terrifying. He'd really had to lie to himself, and he had almost convinced himself that he didn't care if he died, but not quite.
He drifted into the space in his dreams where he'd caged Gac and stood in front of the twisted bars, wondering how Gac had managed to break free.
"There is nothing more dangerous than a man who refuses to die," he muttered, thinking of Solomon and Gac, of himself.
"I feel that when the time is right, you will know," a voice said from beside him.
Doc frowned before he could stop himself. "Please tell me I'm dreaming," he muttered.
"You're in the dreaming."
"But why are you here?"
"Curious question," Yiska replied.
"And you're not going to answer it, are you?"
"I am not sure you are ready for the answer."
"You know, when I was mortal, sometimes when I fell asleep, I actually slept."
"Interesting," Yiska murmured thoughtfully. "What was that like?"
"Restful, I assume," Doc muttered. "I don't understand how he broke it," he added, still looking at the cage. "It was my cage. Wasn't it?"
"The dreaming exists to everyone," Yiska replied.
"So it was his cage?"
"It might be easier to say that there are those who can affect the dreaming and those who cannot. Perhaps they could, but they are not in touch enough with spirit to even try. This man you caught here was fully spirit; there is no earth to bind him in place, and so he can affect the dreaming more than most. However, I am afraid that you are the one who taught him that. He did not know before."
"Wouldn't be the first time I made a bad play," Doc shrugged.
"I advise you to be careful," Yiska said. "The man-spirit has most certainly become a powerful physical and spiritual enemy."
"If you're going to be all doom and gloom you should just go," Doc muttered.
Yiska laughed softly.
"You don't usually offer information," Doc added. "Just in the mood today?"
"There was a request," Yiska shrugged.
Doc swallowed a sigh. Yiska was being every bit as difficult as an under being.
Something tickled the back of Doc's memory, and he suddenly asked, "Is this the third key?"
There was no answer, and when he looked, Yiska was no longer there.
"Bye, see you later," Doc muttered. "Thanks for dropping in. I love our little visits."
He stared at the ruined cage, a skitter of unease working its way up his spine. He didn't like what Yiska had said about Gac being both a physical and a spiritual enemy. He didn't like it one bit. Worse, he wasn't even sure what it meant.
"Wake up, you worthless libertine!" Thaddeus shouted.
"You don't have to yell," Doc grumbled as he opened one eye and yawned.
"I've been trying to wake you for ten minutes," Thaddeus retorted.
"I guess you did have to yell. Thank you, old boy. I knew I could count on you."
"I am dependable," Thaddeus murmured.
Doc liked to imagine that the man inside the plant was blushing.
"I'd better wash up," Doc said. "Jury will be here soon with food."
"Will there be hot chocolate?" Thaddeus asked hopefully.
"I can make that happen," Doc chuckled.
He stood and walked slowly towards his bedroom, head still groggy and muddled. As he walked, he texted Jervis. "Thaddeus has requested hot chocolate."
"And?"
"Don't be difficult," Doc ordered. "Send him up some hot chocolate."
"If you insist."
"I do."
Doc stopped halfway to the shower and sighed heavily.
"Shall I meet you downstairs?" he texted, dreading the answer. He wasn't in the mood to be whaled on, but Jervis would be grumpy, or at least grumpier than usual, until he got it out of his system.
"That sounds like a pleasant way to spend some time," Jervis replied.
"For you," Doc muttered.
He left his suite, rode the elevator down to the sub-subbasement, and went inside. Jervis wasn't there yet, so Doc wandered over to the chess table. Everything he'd taken off several days ago was still there, neatly stacked as if they were all just awaiting his return.
He heard the door open, and he said softly, "When you were dying did your life flash before your eyes?"
"In a fashion," Jervis replied. "Did yours?"
"Not all hundred and seventy years or so," Doc said with a short laugh. "It was a little strange what I did see. I think I expected something different. I met Death. Not your Death though; apparently your Death is not the same."
"Every species has its own Death," Jervis said easily. "Like a ferryman who takes you back to your mother."
"News to me," Doc said, finally turning. "Do you remember when you taught me to sword fight?"
"You were a somewhat apt pupil," Jervis stated.
"That may be the nicest thing you've ever said to me," Doc replied, grinning widely.
"I've said much nicer things," Jervis countered.
"When?"
"I believe I once said that your ability to gain information from a source was nearly as good as my own."
"You never said that," Doc protested.
"Didn't I?"
"No."
"Meant to," Jervis shrugged.
"Two nice things in one day?" Doc mocked. "And here I thought you were going to beat up on me."
"I am."
"I didn't mean to let him go," Doc insisted. "I did try to kill him."
"You should never try."
Doc sighed and said, "You know what I mean, Jervis."
"Yes, you mean you didn't do it correctly."
"How do you kill a spirit?" Doc demanded.
"I have no idea."
"Well, there you have it!"
"Fists or swords?" Jervis asked.
Doc removed his vest and shirt and said, "Swords, I guess. I'm feeling nostalgic. But since we're doing this, you should know that I may have accidentally, focus on that accidentally," he said sternly. "Accidentally taught Gac that he has more power than he realized."
Jervis closed his eye, sighed, and asked softly, "And how did you do that?"
"I took him into the dreaming, tortured him, tried to kill him, and left him in a cage. Which he then broke out of before taking over Smitty Jr. just before I killed him, and then he ran away. Or drifted away? I don't really know how ghosts move about. And now that I'm thinking about it, I really wish I'd tortured him for information instead of just torturing him. I really should have asked him how he blocked the memory or what the hell a nowhere pocket is," Doc muttered vaguely, suddenly rather irritated at himself.
"You're going to regret choosing swords," Jervis said as he tossed Doc a slim sword with a large handguard.
"I always do," Doc laughed, pushing his regret to the side so he could focus on Jervis.
The moment the sword was in Doc's hand, Jervis attacked. He pressed forward quickly, slashing towards Doc's chest with wicked speed. Doc blocked the attack with a sloppy move and quickly scuttled backward in hopes that if he gained enough distance, he could launch his own attack.
Jervis was too quick for him though. He didn't allow Doc any space, and before Doc could turn things around, his back was against the wall and Jervis's sword tip was at his throat.
"You were better a hundred years ago," Jervis said flatly.
"When do I ever sword fight anymore?" Doc shot back as he knocked Jervis's sword to the side.
He charged at Jervis, slicing from side to side and trying to ignore the nicks and cuts Jervis kept inflicting all across his arms. He leapt forward, aiming for Jervis's chest, but Jervis moved even faster and stabbed Doc through the shoulder.
"Unnecessary," Doc drawled as he stepped backward, easing his shoulder off Jervis's blade.
Jervis shrugged and attacked once more. Doc quickly blocked him but knocked over a chair in the process.
"You're making a mess," Jervis said calmly as he drove his sword towards Doc's chest.
"I'll clean it up," Doc replied, leaping onto a table to keep Jervis at bay.
"I thought I taught you to never run away."
"It's a tactical retreat," Doc retorted.
He kicked a candlestick at Jervis's face, jumping after it and bringing down his sword towards Jervis's neck in the brief second that Jervis was distracted.
When his sword was a mere inch from its target, a burst of pain tore through Doc. He ignored it and forced down his sword, slicing through the side of Jervis's neck. Blood spurted out for just a second before Jervis healed.
"If we were normal, we'd both be dead," Doc said cheerfully as he waited patiently for Jervis to withdraw his sword from his stomach.
"I suppose. Although it wasn't a very deep cut," Jervis murmured as he yanked out his sword.
Doc swallowed a gasp of pain before retorting, "Blood was spewing everywhere."
"If you insist."
"I do insist," Doc growled.
He ran his hand over his stomach, just to check. He was covered in blood, but his flesh had already healed, just as he had known it would.
"I don't think Gac can have my body," Doc said as he wiped the blood from his skin. "Even if he could drive my soul out, I'm pretty sure my body wouldn't accept him."
"Does he know that?"
"I doubt it."
"So he'll be back," Jervis said.
"I know," Doc muttered worriedly. "You have everyone protected?"
"In so much as I can," Jervis replied.
"Jury and Tucker will be here soon," Doc said. "Surely we can figure something out."
"That child is a nuisance."
"That's probably why I like him so much," Doc laughed.
"He only stopped crying yesterday morning."
"About me?"
"About you."
"At least someone cried for me," Doc drawled.
"I'd rather kill for you."
"I do like that."
"Don't forget your protections," Jervis said, gesturing towards the chess table.
"Don't forget to change your shirt and jacket," Doc shot back, grinning slightly.  
"It was only a tiny nick."
"Oh, so now it was only a tiny nick?"
"It was only ever a tiny nick."
"You must have a problem then," Doc said. "Because that was a lot of blood for a tiny nick."
"I've already given myself three raises," Jervis said thinly. "Don't make me give myself another one."
"Go for it," Doc laughed. "So long as you remember to send up Thaddeus's hot chocolate."
Jervis glared at him and said, "Right away, sir." He turned on his heels and stalked to the door, pausing right in front of it. "I didn't enjoy the sensation of missing you; don't make me do it again."
"I won't," Doc promised.
"Very good."
As soon as the door closed behind Jervis, Doc carefully replaced his bracelets, the amulet, his knife, cards, and trinkets. When everything was settled back into place, he exhaled deeply, finally feeling balanced again. He hadn't felt quite right without his tokens.
"Oh," he muttered softly. "I think I get it."
His tokens were very different than Andrew's had been. Andrew's tokens were from people he'd killed; Doc's tokens were from people he loved.
He walked the silver coin across his fingers, trying to work it out; but his mind was still tired, and he needed to focus on Gac, not on how having tokens changed things.
He slipped the coin into his pocket, left the room, and jogged up the stairs instead of taking the elevator. When he reached his suite, he was relieved to see he didn't have company yet, but he knew he wouldn't be alone for long.
He headed towards the shower, pausing as a wave of homesickness suddenly overtook him. He closed his eyes, remembering his suite the way it used to be, the way it had been when Bree lived there.
The air always smelled sweet because she would bake something every day. And there were often flowers on the tables; apple blossoms in spring, irises in summer, and chrysanthemums in the fall. Bree would write little notes on heart-shaped paper and leave them around the house, telling Doc how much she missed him or where she'd gone that day or how much she'd enjoyed whatever they had done together. Bree had made everything brighter, and he missed her terribly.
He took a deep breath, enjoying the imagined scents one last time, then he pushed the memories away and walked the rest of the way into his bedroom. He dropped his clothes into the hamper and stepped into the shower, allowing the hot spray to wash away the memory of his recent pain.
He had dealt with a lot of strangeness over the years. He had bartered with a jinn in order to escape the curse of a different jinn; he'd battled ninjas; he'd woken an evil spirit from the dead. He'd fought zombie witches, and he'd once climbed down into a dark pit to return the Eye of the Sea. But he'd never really had a nemesis.
He leaned his head against the tiles and let the water slush down his back. He'd had plenty of enemies, but Phillip Jury had only ever cared about Doc because he was in the way. It was the same with Bosch, Achaean, and Mitcham. They hadn't actually been out to destroy Doc; they hadn't exactly had an axe to grind with him. He'd just been the proverbial fly in their ointment. 
"D-DOG!!!" Tucker yelled from the other side of the shower door. "We need you! I'm trying to figure out shirt colors, and J-Dog says you want pink, but I think he's just messing with me. Do you really want pink?!"
Doc laughed softly. Apparently, his moment of peace was over. He now had to deal with the Doc Brigade. Which is what he was going to call them, regardless of the name they'd chosen. The Doc Brigade made him laugh; Mortem Afferentes just made him kind of sad.
"Demon Dog!" Tucker shouted, banging on the shower door. "You alive in there?"
"Yes!" Doc laughed. "I'm here. Pink is fine. Red is fine. Whatever it is, just know, if it's a t-shirt, I'm not wearing it."
"What about a hoodie?"
Doc pushed open the door and stepped from the shower.
"I want you to really think about that," he drawled as he took the towel from the rack and started drying himself.
"Think about what?" Tucker asked.
"You're asking me to wear a... hoodie," Doc said slowly.
"Yeah, why not?"
"Allow me to educate you!" Thaddeus called from the sitting room.
Doc hid his grin behind the towel. Normally, he would feel sorry for someone Thaddeus was planning to educate, but he felt as if Tucker rather deserved it for even suggesting he wear a hoodie. He shuddered just thinking about it, then walked into his closet and ran his finger down a smooth wool sleeve.
"As if I'd ever hang a hoodie in here," he muttered.
He dressed quickly, knowing that if he didn't, Thaddeus would put both Jury and Tucker to sleep; and Doc would be the one to hear about it.
"Do you see that?" Thaddeus said sharply when Doc walked into the sitting room. "Does that look like a man who would wear something called a... a hoodie?!"
"I'm pretty sure anyone can wear a hoodie," Tucker said, confusion filling his face. "It's not like they don't have different sizes."
"You are not seriously going to invite this ill-bred creature into our lives, are you?" Thaddeus demanded.
"Hey!" Tucker exclaimed. "I don't know what you just said, plant dude, but I'm pretty sure I don't like it!"
"Thaddy, old boy," Doc said, "I think it's time for your nap."
"Don't you dare!"
"I'm sorry. It's just so Tucker doesn't accidentally kick you out the window." Doc grabbed the open bottle of whiskey off the coffee table and dumped it into Thaddeus's pot. "I'll see you in the morning," he said, patting one of Thaddeus's leaves.
"Don't patronize me, you worthless Lothario," Thaddeus muttered. "I will walk... out... that..."
He trailed off into a snore before finishing, and Doc sat with a sigh.
"I don't know why so many people don't like me," Tucker said dejectedly as he sat beside Doc.
"You come across a little intense," Jury offered.
"Like how?" Tucker asked.
"Like how not?" Jury replied.
"Don't worry about it," Doc broke in. "You like you, don't you?"
"Well, yeah," Tucker mumbled.
"That's all that really matters. And I like you; Jury likes you; Emily and James like you; the Bakers like you; Apollo likes you. There have been times when I've been liked by fewer people than that. And I'm not even sure that many people like Jury now."
"Hey!" Jury snapped. "People like me!"
"I'm not talking about women," Doc clarified.
"Still," Jury muttered. "I can think of at least... Oh shit, I think you're right."
Doc grinned at him, pointed to his eye, his chest, and at Jury.
Jury glared at him and said, "If you really loved me, you'd stop doing that."
Doc repeated the motions, but this time he batted his eyelashes.
"If you don't quit, I'm taking my magic and leaving."
"But I need you," Doc said plaintively.
"I know."
"I still don't get why people don't like me," Tucker said.
"There's no point trying to get it," Doc said firmly. "If you like yourself, it doesn't matter what people think." Tucker started to say something, but Doc cut him off by saying, "So how are we going to find Gac?"
"I'm not talking business until after we eat," Jury said firmly. "By the way, your nazar is broken."
"My what?"
"Your nazar, the eye," Jury said, gesturing towards Doc's wrist. "I'm guessing someone's not happy with you, so we'd better get that fixed before we go looking for homicidal ghosts."
Doc studied his wrist. He was wearing several bracelets; and at a glance, nothing seemed out of place until he noticed one bead that had cracked in half.
"That one's important?" he asked.
"No," Jury said scathingly. "I just put it on there for fun."
"Can you make me bracelets?" Tucker asked excitedly.
"I'm planning on it," Jury said.
"That's super dope! Can mine have like some crazy stuff going on?"
"You get what you get!" Jury snapped. "Now can we eat?!"
"Lead the way," Doc chuckled.
Jury walked over to the table and started unloading food from the three boxes he'd stacked there. By the time he was finished, the entire table was covered with platters of food.
Doc watched with a grin as Tucker and Jury filled their plates and started eating.
"You eatin'?" Tucker asked around a mouthful.
"I got you a steak," Jury said. "It's the one swimming in blood."
"Yuck," Tucker cringed. "That's gross."
Doc took the bloody steak from the middle of the table, sat in his chair, and ate slowly, trying to savor it, trying to savor the moment.
He couldn't imagine how different his life would be if he hadn't run into Jury that day in New Orleans. Or if he hadn't decided to follow Jury out into the street.
Jury was very different than Andrew and Jervis. He'd come from privilege like Jervis, but when Doc had met him he hadn't known love or tragedy. He hadn't experienced any of the things that hardened boys into men. And even though he was an elitist, Jury had always had a passion for slumming it, which probably explained how he'd come across Tucker in the first place.
"Remember the time we joined that pilgrimage?" Doc asked.
"Why would you bring that up?" Jury demanded.
"It was fun."
"It was a disaster!"
"That's just because you joined to be with Nancy, and it turned out it was a spiritual journey, not a physical one."
"Are you guys talking about sex?" Tucker asked.
"No!" Jury snapped. "I just thought she and I could continue what we'd already started. That's all."
"You should have seen his face when the leader said we were all going to take a vow of celibacy for the duration of the pilgrimage so we could connect to our higher selves," Doc laughed.
"So you are talking about sex?" Tucker said, face confused.
"No! We're not talking about anything," Jury growled.
"I enjoyed it," Doc mused.
"Of course you did," Jury snarled. "The women were hanging off you the entire time, listening to your every word and sighing at your innate wisdom."
"But I didn't touch a single one of them," Doc said innocently.
"Until after," Jury retorted.
"The vow was only until the end."
"Humph."
"I seem to recall things going alright for you after the pilgrimage as well," Doc pointed out.
"I guess," Jury muttered.
"I didn't see you again for half a year."
"Connecting with your higher self really improves the senses," Jury said with a shrug.
"Are you still talking about sex?" Tucker demanded.
"No!" Jury snapped. "No one's talking about sex!"
Tucker's face fell, and he said, "I was just asking."
"Sorry I yelled at you," Jury sighed. "I'm just hungry."
"You're not hungry," Tucker muttered. "You're hangry."
Doc paused mid-bite and said, "What?"
"Hungry and angry put together. It's a thing," Tucker explained.
"Huh," Doc said. "Andrew would love that."
Horror coursed through him when he realized he had completely forgotten about Andrew.
"It's alright," Jury said suddenly. "Nothing much has happened, and the barrier is still there. You were a little busy, so I kept an eye on him."
"Thanks," Doc said. "That's why I heart you."
Jury raised an eyebrow.
Doc grinned and said, "Seriously though. Thank you."
"They're talking about leveling the city," Jury said softly.
"Leveling it?"
"Bombing it," Jury clarified.
Worry filled Doc. He had no way of knowing if they'd talked about bombing it the first time around or not. Technically, this was the first time around, but it wasn't. He'd changed things, but had he changed too much? If Andrew didn't hurry, if Ahanu didn't hurry, would things be different?
"When did you see Ahanu?" Doc asked.
"The day before you sent me down to Ursula's and again yesterday."
"Yesterday," Doc said. "What did he want?"
"He asked me to make him something, and I did. He came to pick it up."
Jury was being slightly evasive because he usually took any opportunity to highlight how skilled he was, but this time he didn't.
"Andrew really is pretty amazing," Jury added reluctantly. "Someone took a video of him fighting a couple of those fire wolf things—"
"Cinder wolves," Doc corrected automatically.
"Yeah, whatever," Jury shrugged. "My point is, he was... It was... I couldn't see myself doing that at his age," Jury admitted. "Or even seventy-five years ago. In fact, I probably would have just hidden in a dark corner and let things take their course."
"Me too," Doc agreed. "I think I was still a bit petulant at seventeen."
"If you were petulant, I was horrid," Jury chuckled.
"What's petulant mean?" Tucker suddenly asked.
"Sulky," Jury said.
"In a childish way," Doc added.
"Oh," Tucker murmured, face creased in thought. "So like the plant dude is petulant, right?"
For a second no one said anything, then Jury and Doc both burst into laughter.
"What?" Tucker demanded. "Did I use it wrong or something?"
"No," Doc gasped. "That was perfect."
"So why're you laughing?"
"Because it was so perfect!" Jury chortled.
"I don't think I get it," Tucker sighed.
Doc was too busy laughing to respond. This is why he needed Jury in his life. Jury made him laugh, and if it wasn't for Jury, he wouldn't have Tucker. Doc was nothing if not lucky.




Chapter 16
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Several hours later though, Doc was beginning to question his luck.
"For fuck's sake!" Jury exclaimed as he flung out his hands in frustration. Blue magic and stones spewed across Jury's office, but Doc didn't bother to ask what was wrong; he already knew. "It doesn't make any goddamn sense," Jury snapped, grabbing the bottle of whiskey from Doc's hand and downing it all. "I don't care if he is a fucking spirit, the hair should still be linked to him!"
By this point, Doc knew better than to offer an opinion. Jury wasn't listening anyway; he was too busy being angry.
"It's not fucking logical!" Jury yelled as he hurled the empty whiskey bottle after the stones.
"If you don't watch it," Doc drawled, "Sami's going to come knocking."
"Don't be stupid!" Jury snapped. "She knows I own the building now. My own rules don't apply to me!"
"So you can have loud parties and throw things against the walls?" Doc chuckled.
"Obviously. How did he do it?" Jury demanded. "How the fuck did he do it?"
"I could not say."
"You should have killed him when you had the chance."
"I tried," Doc growled.
"You should have tried harder!"
Jury started pacing, and Doc closed his eyes, trying to think even though Jury was muttering angrily.
There didn't seem to be any way to use the hair to trace Gac. Maybe because the hair belonged to Custer, and Gac wasn't really Custer, even though he was. They'd already taken some hair to Virta, and although she'd tried for quite a while, she hadn't been able to scry a single thing. But what if they used the hair a different way?
"Ursula," Doc and Jury said simultaneously.
"Great minds," Doc drawled.
"I'll call her," Jury offered.
"I'll let Jervis know we need the plane."
"Don't bother," Jury muttered.
"Why not?" Doc asked evenly.
"She's already here."
"Here as in Denver or here as in your apartment?"
"Denver, Doc. You know my rules about women in my space."
"I know your rules about anyone in your space."
"Sex and business only," Jury said firmly. "No meals, no conversations, no staring into each other's eyes. And this is business."
"If you say so," Doc shrugged.
"I do."
Doc swallowed a laugh as he walked into the other room to call Jervis.
"Yes?" Jervis answered briskly.
"Nice to talk to you too," Doc said cheerfully.
"I imagine I'm a breath of fresh air after spending so much time with Mr. Jury and Mr. Tucker," Jervis replied.
Doc laughed and said, "You really are. Have we gotten anywhere with anything?"
"No. The explosives were a dead-end, and the house and property aren't even on record as being owned. It's almost as if everything was scrubbed."
"Interesting. He had a man on his payroll named Smitty," Doc said. "Smitty is his actual last name. He was a shaman, but he was also in Custer's unit that died at..." Doc searched his memory for the name. "Right, the Battle of Little Bighorn."
"I'll look into it," Jervis said. "How are things going on your end?"
"Not well," Doc admitted. "I haven't heard Jury cuss this much since I made him glamour us to look like eunuchs so we could—"
"I'm well aware of that story," Jervis interrupted. "I'll let you know as soon as I have anything."
"Likewise," Doc said with a chuckle.
He disconnected and turned, not at all surprised to see Jury in the kitchen.
"She's on her way over," Jury said around a bite of banana. "Did Jervis find anything?"
"No."
"Shit."
"Yep," Doc agreed as he sat on the couch with a sigh. "Did you text Tucker yet?"
"No. And I'm not sure it was wise to send him into the dreaming on his own."
"I didn't. I sent him in with Apollo," Doc said. "And I told them to get the hell out if they actually see anything."
"He's not... smart," Jury said.
"That's not true at all. He's incredibly smart," Doc countered. "He just doesn't have much social intelligence. He'll get there. You did."
"I'd take offense, but I'm too tired to care," Jury retorted. "I don't think I was that bad though."
"You never can tell about yourself," Doc said, smiling slightly.
"Wake me when she gets here," Jury muttered, falling asleep as soon as the last word left his mouth.
Doc studied Jury carefully. He was pale, and he had dark circles under his eyes. "I hate it when you don't take care of yourself," he muttered.
He stood, removed a blanket from the back of the couch, and draped it carefully over Jury's sprawled form. Jury had changed a lot since Doc had met him; he'd matured from a man-boy into a man, but Doc still worried about him. And why wouldn't he?
Jury didn't eat when he worked, even though he needed to. He didn't sleep enough. He often fell into depressive moods. But what worried Doc the most was Jury's tendency to hold everyone at arm's length. He hadn't always been that way, but like Doc, he'd realized fairly young that he was going to outlive most people.  
Doc sat back down, allowing a memory to overtake him.
"Keep looking," Jury ordered as he combed the beach once more.
"What do you think I've been doing?" Doc muttered.
It wasn't that he minded looking; it was just that they'd been searching since dawn, and he was ready for a change.
"Ah-ha!" Jury suddenly shouted. "I found one!"
"Great," Doc said. "Can we go now?"
"We should find one more," Jury insisted. "This one is a little lopsided on the back."
Doc rolled his eyes and turned back to the sand, searching the endless whiteness for another adder stone. He wasn't sure why he'd let Jury talk him into coming all the way to Italy just to search for adder stones. Surely they could have found rocks with holes in them at home. But Jury had insisted that not just any rock would do. It had to be an adder stone, and it had to come from Italy.
And maybe it did. Doc wasn't a witch; and even though Jury had already attempted to explain it three times, Doc didn't have the slightest idea what a witch would even do with an adder stone.
It didn't matter that he didn't understand though. He was enjoying being with Jury. He was enjoying taking it slow. He was enjoying relaxing on the beach, watching the sunsets and sipping coffee laced with whiskey. So he'd comb the beach for stones all day if that was what Jury liked.
It was after dark by the time Jury decided to quit for the day. "We'll come again tomorrow," he said as they walked back to the small house where they were staying with a young widow and her son.
"Sure," Doc agreed. "But I'm bringing a chair."
"You're supposed to be helping me look."
"I have. For five days. Tomorrow I'm just going to enjoy the scenery. It's tragic to spend all day at the beach and only look at the sand."
He had enjoyed the first day because it had been different, and he'd enjoyed the second day because he'd found a handful of beautiful shells to give to Benito. But even though he liked being with Jury, the excitement of staring at sand all day had faded by the third day, and he wasn't planning to waste another day on it. Jury could do as he liked. Perhaps Doc would ask Mrs. Fiore if she and Benito would like to come with them. They deserved a day of relaxation.
They walked past several cheerful houses before they reached Mrs. Fiore's. There were just a handful of houses here, and most of the people were older. Mrs. Fiore was able to stay in the area because several of the other residents paid her to cook and clean for them. She'd only asked Doc for a pittance in rent, but he was planning to leave her a small fortune when he and Jury departed. That way she and Benito could do anything they wanted. 
When they reached the front door, Mrs. Fiore opened it and ushered them inside.
"Mrs. Fiore," Jury said softly, using a tone of respect that Doc had never heard him use before.
This would be their sixth night under Mrs. Fiore's roof, and every day Jury's treatment of the widow grew more and more gentle.
"You know she's not available, don't you?" Doc asked Jury as they ate the dinner she'd laid out for them.
"Mrs. Fiore?" Jury asked.
"Who else?"
"I'm not interested in Mrs. Fiore," Jury said hotly.
He wasn't lying. Jury was no good at lying. His eyes always gave him away.
Doc considered this for a moment before asking, "Why are you so kind to her then?"
"I'm not," Jury muttered.
"I see."
"I've a different beach in mind for tomorrow," Jury suddenly said. "We'll have to drive."
"Alright," Doc said easily.
They spent the next day driving over rough roads and combing beach after beach. Jury was like a man possessed, searching for that perfect stone and discarding dozens of less perfect stones in the process. Doc followed him without comment, searching the sands as thoroughly as he could.
"This is it!" Jury said just as the sun was setting. He held up a white stone that to Doc looked just like all the others. "It's perfect," Jury insisted. "Absolutely perfect."
A beam of sunlight slid through the hole in the stone, casting a bit of pink light on Jury's face.
"It looks... good," Doc said.
"It does, doesn't it?" Jury replied proudly.
Doc grinned. A stone was a stone was a stone. It made no difference to him, but he was glad Jury had finally found what he was looking for.
As they drove back across the countryside to Mrs. Fiore's house, Jury chattered happily.
"I love Italy," he said easily. "I think I could live here by the beach. I feel... different."
He seemed different. Less moody, lighter. Doc liked it.
"And I like Mrs. Fiore," Jury said. "Just not the way you think."
"I have no opinion about it," Doc replied. "I just happened to notice that you are nicer to her than you are to most people."
"I wish... This is going to sound strange," Jury murmured. "I wish she was my mother. Or that my mother was like her, do you know what I mean?"
"I do," Doc said. Mrs. Fiore reminded him very much of his own mother, only a healthy version of her, a version she could have been.
"I watch her smile at Benito, and I just..." Jury sighed and said, "I wish that my mother had smiled at me like that."
"If it helps, I don't think your mother's ever smiled at anyone like that."
Jury laughed and said, "You're probably right. I just didn't want you to think I was chasing her. I'm not."
"I understand," Doc said.
"Do you smell that?" Jury suddenly asked.
Doc sniffed the air, and dread coiled in his stomach. "I do," he said softly.
"No," Jury said. "No."
The car suddenly sprang forward, and Doc gripped the door as Jury careened around a corner. Mrs. Fiore's house wasn't in view yet, but Doc could see curls of smoke beyond the bluff in front of them.
"No!" Jury shouted as if he could somehow stop whatever had happened, but Doc knew better. He knew without even seeing it that Mrs. Fiore and Benito were already dead. Everyone in the tiny village was dead.
A second later, Jury slid the car to a halt in front of the ruins of what had only that morning been a cheerful cottage not far from the beach. He leaped from the car, ran to the rubble, and began to tear through it wildly.
Doc followed, intent on helping, even though he knew they were too late to save anyone.
"It will go faster if you use magic," he said, laying his hand on Jury's arm to stop him. Jury's hands were already blistered from the heat, and tears were streaming down his cheeks.
Jury shook his head and said bitterly, "There's no point. I can't see them; they're already dead."
"Still," Doc said. "We'll find them and offer them up to the sea. I think they'd like that."
Jury didn't respond, but with a word of harsh Latin, blue magic burst from his hands and started shifting through the debris.
When they finally launched the flaming boat, the two bodies tightly nestled together inside, Jury's tears were gone and his face was hard.
"Will you help me?" he asked flatly.
"That's a question that didn't even need asked," Doc replied.
Even if Mrs. Fiore and Benito had been killed by an entire army, which was as likely as anything else, they would find them and the murderers would pay.
A knock sounded at the door, pulling Doc from that moment of sorrow back to the present. He didn't move right away; instead he let his body remember the brutal slaughter he and Jury had inflicted on the fascist militia that had been responsible for Mrs. Fiore's and Benito's deaths.
They had killed those responsible, but it hadn't healed the wound; and ever since then, Jury had held people at even further arm's length than he had before. If he'd truly been intent on protecting himself, Jury could have returned to his family and chosen to forget that mortals existed. But he hadn't.
There was another soft knock, and Doc rose to open the door.
Dr. Ursula Feyrer paled when she saw him. "I... um... Jury..."
"I'm not going to eat you," Doc drawled.
"I... I didn't... I mean..." She trailed off with a nervous swallow.
"In fact, I was hoping I could solicit your help," Doc said, grinning amiably.
"My help?"
"Is that Ursula?" Jury asked sleepily. "There's a mirror in my office; it's under the cover."
He didn't say anything else, and Doc knew he'd fallen back asleep.
"Is Jury alright?" Ursula asked worriedly.
"Just needs a nap and a twenty-course meal."
She laughed lightly and said, "He does eat a lot, doesn't he?"
"He swears he once ate an entire moose," Doc chuckled.
"He couldn't have!"
Doc just shrugged and said, "I was otherwise occupied at the time."
She blushed, then murmured, "You said you needed my help?"
"Come in," Doc said, gesturing for her to go into Jury's study. "I have this hair wreath," he said, pointing at the framed hair. "And I need to find the person the hair belongs to, but Jury can't trace it."
"He can't?" she asked in surprise. "But he's a Jury."
"I know," Doc said. "That's why I was hoping you could look at it."
Her eyes narrowed, and she said, "Is this a trick?"
"A trick?"
"You said that if you caught me using my ability on someone living, you'd kill me."
"Yes?"
She glared at him and threw out her hands in irritation.
"Oh," Doc said. "I get it. You think I'm trying to prove that you would use your power to watch someone living so that I have an excuse to kill you."
She nodded emphatically.
"I'm not sure you were really paying attention to my character all those years," Doc murmured. "That's not really my style; but in any case, he's already dead."
She frowned and said, "Then why do you need to find him?"
"He's a ghost. It's complicated."
"Oh," Ursula said softly. "So you're not trying to trick me?"
"Does that really sound like something I would do?" Doc asked with exasperation.
She didn't respond right away, but then she very carefully said, "No?"
"No," Doc growled.
"Alright," she said shakily. "So you want me to try to see him?"
"If you wouldn't mind," Doc said, carefully hiding his irritation.
She shrugged, snipped off a piece of the hair, and approached the large oval shape hanging on one of the walls. Ursula tugged on one corner of the white fabric that was covering it, and the fabric slithered to the floor, revealing a large and very old mirror.
"It's beautiful," Ursula whispered.
Doc reserved comment. It was, after all, just a mirror; but perhaps she saw something in it that he didn't.
Grey magic pooled in Ursula's hand, swirled around Custer's hair, then zipped into the mirror. Ursula jerked in surprise when a horse slammed onto the ground right in front of her. In truth, it was inside the mirror; but the dust that drifted up and the yells that echoed through the room seemed just as real as if one was truly standing right there on the battlefield.
A man Doc recognized as Custer was yelling and trying to rally his troops, but then a bullet tore through him, and he fell.
"Try again," Doc said. "This is when his original body died. Try to think of him now. Today."
"Alright," she said.
The image in the mirror faded. Then the grey swirled into it again, and Ursula jumped in surprised when the horse fell in front of her once more. She tried ten more times, but each time the mirror opened to the same scene and the same moment.
"It's almost as if it's caught in a loop," she said finally. "I've never had this happen before. I can only guess that this moment was this man's most defining moment."
That was certainly true, Doc thought. Gac was incensed at the defeat he'd suffered at the hands of the Native Americans, and Doc wasn't certain he even gave much thought to anything else about his previous life as Custer. He seemed truly fixated on that final event. 
His phone rang, and he answered it distractedly.
"Yes?"
"Is this Mr. Holliday?" a shaky voice asked.
"Yes."
"This is Brad. You said I could call you," the voice said, tone a little defiant.
Brad. Brad. Doc searched through his mind for a Brad.
"The boy who tried to steal my car?" he finally guessed.
"Yes."
"Ah. How are you, Brad?"
"Not good. My sister... I took her over to Sutha's to play, but when I went back to pick her up, she was gone. Sutha said she left an hour earlier, but I can't find her. We can't find her. I don't know where she is. Will you please help me? Please?" Brad pleaded.
"Are you still with Eloise and Henry?" Doc asked.
"Yes."
"I'll be right there." Doc disconnected and said, "We'll have to pick this up later. Come on."
"Come on what?" Ursula asked.
"I need you to leave so I can go take care of something," Doc replied. He knew he was lacking his usual tact, but the terror in Brad's voice had been overwhelming.
"Jury, wake up!" Doc snapped. "We have to go."
"Go?" Jury mumbled. "It's not time. Dancing's not 'til ten, at least."
"We're not going dancing. Get up."
"Don't wanna."
"Do it anyway, or I'll show Ursula your hair care products!"
Jury sat up immediately and exclaimed, "I'm up!"
Doc grabbed the bananas off the counter, tossed them to Jury, and said, "Let's go."
"Where're we going?" Jury demanded. "Why? Why the bananas? Did we find Gac?"
"Something else," Doc said, hustling Ursula out the door.
"Goddamn it, Doc. I just woke up," Jury complained. "Can't I have a minute?"
"Nope," Doc said, pushing the button for the elevator. He tapped his foot for a second, then said, "It's too slow. Ursula, I'll call you when I'm done. Jury, stairs."
"Wait!" Ursula exclaimed. "I'm just supposed to sit around waiting for you to call me?"
"Yes," Doc said as he pulled open the stairwell door. "The only mortal immortal, remember? I always honor my debts; I like the color green; I once saved a cat named Mittens."
He stood there long enough to see Ursula turn a pale shade of green, then he winked at her and ran down the stairs, Jury right behind him.
"Where are we going?" Jury demanded.
"The lower five hundred," Doc replied.
"The lower... Hey, are we going on a killing spree?"
"One can only hope."
"We haven't gone on a good old-fashioned killing spree in forever," Jury said, voice thrumming with excitement.
"Fingers crossed," Doc laughed.
They reached the outer doors and ran outside to Doc's car. Doc opened the driver's door and slid behind the wheel, waiting impatiently for Jury to get into the passenger side. The second Jury's door was closed, Doc slammed his foot onto the gas pedal. The tires squealed, and the car tore off into traffic.
It only took Doc five minutes to navigate through the thick Denver traffic to the entrance of the lower five hundred. Doc parked alongside the street not far from the entrance and quickly exited his car.
"Do that meter thing, will you?" Doc asked.
"It's already done," Jury replied.
"I love that you're a witch," Doc said, heading towards the doorway.
"I thought you hated it," Jury snorted.
"It's grown on me."
The atmosphere on the other side of the entrance was hushed. They hadn't come into a marketplace like in the lower three hundred, but it was still a block lined mostly with businesses. There were a few people out and about, but the very air about them seemed oppressed.
"I don't see any children," Doc commented as he led the way towards Henry and Eloise's house.
"Is that different?" Jury replied. "I don't usually pay attention to children."
"Little strange," Doc murmured, frowning when he saw a woman watching them with distrusting eyes.
He'd thought that after they'd removed Mitcham things would improve among the Hidden neighborhoods, but no one here seemed as happy as he remembered.
"Mr. Holliday!" Brad exclaimed as he waved his hand out a window. "Up here."
Doc took the stairs two at a time. Eloise opened the door just before he knocked, face streaked with tears.
"You came," Brad said, almost as if he didn't truly believe it.
"I said I would," Doc drawled.
"This shouldn't have happened," Eloise sobbed. "Tami was supposed to wait for Brad to come get her."
"Tell me later," Doc broke in. "I don't want to waste any time. Brad, go get me something of hers."
"Preferably her hair brush," Jury interjected.
Brad cast an unsure look at Jury, but quickly ran into another room, returning a moment later with a silver handled brush. A few copper hairs were caught in the bristles, and Jury plucked them free.
His eyes flared a deeper blue as he studied the hairs, then he said, "Got it."
"Here?" Doc asked.
"No. Lower three hundred."
"Let's go then," Doc said, heading towards the door.
"Wait!" Brad yelled. "Where're you going?"
"To save your sister," Doc replied, hoping it wasn't already too late.
He and Jury ran as quickly as they could through the neighborhood; and as they ran, Doc tried not to think of all the horrible things that could be happening to Tami. Every second it took him to reach her made it more likely she wouldn't be whole by the time they arrived.
When they reached the connecting door between neighborhoods, Jury quickly dialed in the number for the three hundred block. Doc stepped inside, barely cringing when the world around him shifted and he was suddenly inside a different part of the Hidden city.
"This is a little reminiscent of the time we saved Dublin," Jury panted as he glanced down at the hair in his hand.
"I just hope there aren't any cyclopes," Doc retorted. "Lead the way."
Jury skirted around a group of people chatting outside of a store, turned down an alleyway, and ran across a courtyard before he finally stopped running. He studied the copper hairs one more time, then pointed across the street at a two-story
building and said, "She's in there."
At least she was still alive. And as long as they were quick, she would stay that way.
"It's not a normal snatch and grab," Jury said quietly. "There are guards at all the entrances."
Doc had already noted the casual bystanders lounging around the building. A passing glance would think them nothing more than a couple of fellows out for a smoke, but Doc knew better.
"I'll send in Winks," Jury offered.
A second later, Jury's mini gargoyle was winging through the air towards one of the open upper windows.
"There are a group of children in a room on the top floor," Jury said after a moment. His eyes were unfocused, and Doc knew he was seeing whatever it was Winks saw.
"The boss man is on the first floor. I don't recognize him. He's a Bocaslik."
"A Bocaslik?" Doc asked.
"Imagine a monkey creature, but with a man head and like cat fur?" Jury said, voice unsure. "I've only seen one once before. They're originally from Asia."
"I don't know that I care," Doc shrugged. "All I care about is the children."
"I think we should keep the Bocaslik alive for questioning though," Jury said.
"Agreed."
"This is great," Jury said happily. "I bet you a hundred merlins I get more than you."
"Make it two hundred," Doc replied.
His knives were already in his hands, and before Jury could reply, Doc was halfway to the front door.
"Evening," Doc said cheerfully.
Both men turned to look at him, but at the same time, Doc's knives tore through their chests.
"That's cheating," Jury snapped.
The second set of guards abruptly dropped to the ground.
"I thought you weren't allowed to kill that way," Doc drawled.
"Rules aren't for Jury's," Jury snorted. "Besides, they're bad. Does it matter how I kill them?"
"Not to me," Doc grinned.
"We're tied," Jury pointed out.
"Let's see if we can fix that," Doc replied with amusement.
He pushed open the door, frowning when he saw the large group of men gathered around a table. He had assumed it would be a small kidnapping ring, but this was not small.
He stepped into the room and to the side, and Jury followed him.
"One," Doc mouthed.
"Two," Jury mouthed back.
"Three," they said together.
Half the room was dead before the rest of the men came to their senses.
"Oh shit!" Jury hissed when they were suddenly staring down the barrels of twenty assault rifles.   
Doc leapt sideways, barreled into Jury, and yanked him into the kitchen just as bullets started whizzing through the room.
"That was fucking close," Jury muttered. "It's the goddamn Hidden! I didn't expect them to be packing assault rifles!"
"If you hadn't been taking it easy on me, we wouldn't be in this mess," Doc retorted as he scrambled across the kitchen floor towards the other door.
"Easy?!" Jury sputtered. "What the hell do you mean?"
"You could have killed them all in one second!" Doc snapped, cringing as the wall above them splintered into a thousand pieces.
"Sure," Jury said. "But where's the fun in that?"
"Where's the fun in this?" Doc shot back.
He pressed his back against the refrigerator, hoping that the metal was strong enough to shield them both from the hail of bullets. He didn't usually mind getting shot, but he wasn't interested in getting riddled full of holes like a piece of Swiss cheese.
The refrigerator shook, and the freezer door slammed open. A bag of frozen corn dropped onto Doc's head, and little kernels of corn rained down his face.
"Don't... say... a word," Doc growled.
"Corn," Jury whispered.
Doc glared at him, and then they both started to laugh.
It took Doc a moment to notice that the gunfire had ceased and been replaced with edgy whispers.
"I think we're making them a tad nervous," Doc chuckled.
"This will make them even more nervous," Jury said, voice dark with amusement.
The kernels of corn and bits of debris suddenly swirled up off the floor, taking the shape of a large man. Then it appeared to walk through the doorway into the living room, powered by bright blue magic.
"What the hell is that?" someone shouted.
"Kill it!" someone else yelled.
And the gunfire started up again.
"Go on," Jury whispered, gesturing towards the other door. "I've got this."
"But I'll win," Doc argued.
"It's worth it," Jury said, eyes sparkling with mischief.
"Thanks for coming," Doc said with a grin.
"Wouldn't have missed it. Now go!"
Doc scrambled across the floor to the other door and peeked into the living room. The men were completely focused on Jury's corn creature. Doc swallowed a laugh and tossed a knife at the Bocaslik standing at the back of the room. The knife hit handle first, and the Bocaslik fell to the floor.
As the Bocaslik collapsed, Doc stepped forward, stabbed the man closest to him through the back of his neck, and ripped the gun from his hands as the man slumped to the floor. Then Doc proceeded to fill the rest of the men with bullet holes. Although many of the men were cryptids, wave after wave of heat tore through Doc's tattoo and out into his body, and Doc savored it.
When he ran out of bullets, there were still two men cowering together against the far wall so Doc hurled one knife, watching in satisfaction as it tore through first one man and then the other, killing them both.
"That was fun," Jury said from behind him. "I get the upstairs."
"They're probably expecting us," Doc said.
"I know," Jury replied. "That's why you're going up first."
"If I go up first, I'm killing them," Doc argued. Then he saw the fur on the back of his hand and sighed heavily. "I'm the Bocaslik, aren't I?"
"Afraid so," Jury laughed.
"I hate you."
"Just go on up," Jury prodded.
"I'm going."
Doc headed for the stairs, trying to adopt the Bocaslik's manner of movement, even though he'd only seen him briefly.
"Boss," a man said in relief when Doc reached the top of the stairs. "What the hell is going on down there? It sounded like a fucking war!"
"It was," Doc said, cringing when his own voice came out.
But just then, Jury stepped out from behind him and started firing into the small group of men huddled around the top of the staircase.
"You still won," Jury said after he'd killed them all. "But we had fun, didn't we?"
"You sure we got them all?"
"No," Jury shrugged.
"You check, make sure they're all dead, and tie up the Bocaslik. I'll get the children."
"On it!' Jury said easily.
"And stop being so damn cheerful!" Doc called after him. "It's just not... you!"
"Noted!" Jury yelled.
Doc chuckled as he broke the lock on the door and opened it. His humor abruptly faded when he saw the children inside, and he growled angrily. He could tell they had been drugged and seeing them like that made him absolutely furious.
He pulled out his phone and called Jervis.
"Sir?"
"I need a team in the lower three hundred," Doc said, giving him the address. "And send in the Worms, but let's keep it quiet until I've figured out what the hell is going on."
"Right away."
"I'm going to take Tami home," Doc added. "But I need the Bocaslik transported to a better location for extracting information."
"I'll take care of it, but what about Gac?"
"He'll have to wait," Doc said wearily.
He disconnected and stared at the group of dazed and lethargic children.
"Tami?" he asked.
One girl's head turned to look at him, and he recognized her from that long-ago night when he'd killed their mother and taken Tami and her brother home with him.
He removed his jacket and slipped it over her shoulders, then picked her up. She didn't resist him at all, but settled her head easily against his shoulder.
Fury filled him, and he set his jaw as he carried her carefully down the stairs. He'd deal with Gac in good time, but whoever was behind this came first. Doc was going to find them, and he was going to kill them just as slowly as humanly possible. One strip of skin at a time.  
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"I don't know what happened," Tami said a little while later. She was still dazed looking, but Doc knew she'd be fine now. She had three people intent on keeping her safe at all costs.
"Brad came early to get me—"
"I didn't!" Brad interrupted.
"I know," Tami said. "But he looked like you, so I went with him, and that's the last thing I remember."
"And the witch sweepers didn't find anything?" Doc asked.
Henry cleared his throat and said, "The witch sweepers never came."
"Why not?"
"I called the Magistratus right away, and they said they'd come investigate, but we never saw them," Henry said, tone carefully controlled. "It's been the same for everyone."
"Everyone?" Doc asked, playing dumb.
He knew those other children had come from somewhere, but he wanted to hear Henry's side of the story.
"There have been several children taken from this neighborhood," Eloise said softly. "The Magistratus is always called, but nothing ever gets done."
"Interesting," Doc said, tapping down the fury so it couldn't overwhelm him. "How long has this been going on?"
"About a month," Henry said.
"Did you find the others as well?" Eloise asked worriedly.
"I don't know," Doc said. "I found some children, but it will take some time to sort everyone out. I'd like you to keep this to yourself for now, if you don't mind."
Henry and Eloise nodded, but Brad said, "Why?"
"So I can figure out what's going on," Doc replied easily.
"I still don't get why a rich dude like you cares," Brad said, tone wary.
"Brad," Eloise cautioned. "You shouldn't talk that way. He saved your sister."
"Twice," Doc reminded him.
"Yeah, but why? Why do people who are supposed to care not give a shit, and you run around trying to save people you don't have anything to do with?"
"I don't know," Doc said. "I've always wondered about that." He stood with a grin and added, "But aren't you glad I do?"
He didn't wait for a response, just let himself out and headed back towards the lower three hundred. He didn't run, even though he wanted to. He didn't want to attract any more attention to himself than necessary.
But no one he passed seemed to notice him, and he didn't hear any whispers of his name so maybe no one recognized him. He truly hoped so. He needed to move fast if he was going to catch whoever was responsible for this.
"I have bad news and then more bad news," Jury said when Doc finally made it back to the kidnappers' base.
Jury was sitting up on the kitchen counter, feet swinging idly while he ate an apple.
Doc leaned against the wall and said, "Give me bad news number one."
"The Bocaslik is dead."
"I'm pretty sure I didn't hit him that hard," Doc countered.
"You didn't. Which brings me to bad news number two." Jury finished off the apple and said, "I'm being serious now, so try not to laugh."
Doc raised an eyebrow and waited for Jury to go on.
"Witch assassin," Jury said slowly.
"Please tell me you're kidding," Doc sighed.
"I said I was serious, didn't I?"
"But I don't want you to be."
"But I am."
"Explain," Doc ordered.
"So the Bocaslik was alive, and I tied him up. But then when Jervis's crew got here to take him away, he was dead. The blood vessels in his eyes had burst," Jury said. "And his skin was all bloody."
"I see. And how did the assassin get close enough to do it?" Doc asked. "You were here the entire time, right?"
"Yes!" Jury snapped.
He jumped off the counter and paced the kitchen in two long strides. "There's something I never told you. After all, it's not a common ability, and you'd have to be pretty sick—"
"The point," Doc said firmly.
"Right," Jury mumbled. "There are a few witches who can work magic from afar. Really uncommon. I've never even met one. It's a little like scrying, but... you know."
Doc stared at him, hoping Jury was just messing around, but he was completely serious.
"I really want you to be lying," Doc said.
"I'm not."
"I know."
"They can't just do anything," Jury went on. "At least I don't think they can." He trailed off with a shrug.
"I think the point is that this is not some two-bit operation," Doc said slowly. "There's money behind it. A lot of it."
He tapped his finger on his leg, thinking.
"Let's go," he finally said.
"Go where?"
"We need to have a chat with someone," Doc said darkly.
It was a bit theatrical to stage the scene the way he did, but Doc wanted to make very clear who had the bigger stick. He did.
So when Tetrarch Simon Redgrove walked into his own office, Doc was sitting in Simon's chair, Jury flanking his right side and Jervis flanking his left side.
"I didn't make a mistake, did I?" Doc drawled when Simon halted just inside the doorway.
Simon's bodyguard Nick immediately stepped forward to protect Simon, but Simon waved Nick back and said, "What do you mean?"
"I thought that you were the best man for the job so I handed you the mantel of tetrarch with the faith that you would be a kind and caring tetrarch."
"I'm not sure what you're getting at," Simon said flatly.
Doc leaned forward and said, "You are the tetrarch, your sister is the head of the Magistratus; and meanwhile, children within the Hidden are being carried off, and the Magistratus is turning a blind eye. So I'll ask again, did I make a mistake?"
Simon walked forward and sat in the chair across from Doc. Now that he was closer, Doc could see the signs of exhaustion around Simon's eyes.
He was quite certain Simon wasn't involved, but he had to know for sure. After all, it simply wasn't very plausible that Sagena didn't know anything at all; she was the head of the Magistratus. She should know. There wasn't any good excuse for her not to know.
"I understand why you're questioning me," Simon said slowly. "And I'm not even offended that you're implying that my position is not higher than your own, and that you will remove me if I cross you in any way. That's how we all came to be here. Mitcham crossed you, and you killed him. But I'm not that foolish," Simon added, smiling slightly. "I know better than to cross you."
"You didn't answer the question," Jury pointed out.
"No, I didn't," Simon said. "I heard some rumors about recent unrest in some of the larger neighborhoods. Not just here, but Chicago, New York, L.A. Large cities with large populations of both norms and cryptids. I sent out some ears last week, but I haven't received the reports yet."
This is why Doc hadn't wanted to be tetrarch. He didn't have the patience to sit in his office and wait for reports. He was the ears. He was the hand. He was the knife.
"Nick," Simon said. "Call Sagena and have her come in."
"Yes, Simon," Nick replied, casting Doc an irate glare as he did.
Doc grinned at him, amused that they'd come full circle.
No one spoke while they waited for Sagena to arrive. Doc didn't speak because he knew better than to fill the silence. Jury and Jervis didn't speak because they were following Doc's lead. And Simon didn't speak because he was clearly too exhausted to mount the effort.
When Sagena finally arrived, Doc greeted her cheerfully.
"Doc," she replied, giving him a reserved nod.
He noticed it right away, but he had only survived as long as he had by being able to read people. It was how he made his living; it was also how Simon made his living.
"Never play when you're too tired to focus," Francisco had once said. "You'll miss a key moment, and you'll lose."
"Sit," Doc told Sagena, gesturing towards a chair. "We were just having a little chat about some thieves I ran into yesterday."
Simon's eyes narrowed, and Doc grinned at him before saying, "Goddamn it, Jury! Didn't I tell you to eat before we came? Your stomach is growling so much I can barely concentrate."
"I had an apple," Jury replied, tone carefully blank.
"An apple," Doc snorted. "Since Jury's stomach is so distracting and Simon looks as if he hasn't eaten in a month, why don't we hop over to Dulcis so we can eat while we talk?"
"Surely we can handle the matter quickly enough," Sagena argued.
"Look at Simon," Doc insisted. "He's just skin and bones." He paused, then said, "Fur and bones?"
"Please don't," Simon said wearily.
"When was the last time you slept?"
"I sleep," Simon protested.
"He doesn't," Nick broke in.
"I'm sure Aine doesn't much appreciate that," Doc drawled, not missing Simon's slight flinch at his words. "Sagena, you and I are going to make sure Simon doesn't work himself to death. Jervis, can we use the doorway to get back to Dulcis? I'm sure Pierre can put together a fantastic spread."
Jervis met his eyes and held them for a moment before saying, "Yes. Let me just have a minute to arrange things."
"Excellent," Doc said cheerfully before turning back to Simon. "Is there a particular way you like your steak, Simon?"
Simon was staring at him, eyes completely unreadable. "I trust you to handle it," he finally said.
Doc grinned and said, "A little bloody it is."
"It's ready, sir," Jervis said from the hallway outside the office. "We just have to walk over to the doorway."
Doc stood and said, "Nick, lead the way."
Nick frowned and cast a look at Simon. Simon nodded, and with a barely audible growl, Nick headed towards the door.
"After you, Simon," Doc said.
Simon stood and followed Nick, Sagena right on his heels.
"Why are you letting him tell you what to do?" Sagena whispered irritably. "You're the tetrarch!"
"I'm hungry," Simon replied.
"I'll go get you food!"
"What does it matter, Sagena? The man wants to feed us, and I say we let him. Besides, he has an excellent chef."
"It's not fitting to your station," Sagena grumbled.
Doc didn't for a second let his grin slip. Right now he was playing feckless and silly.
When they reached the neighborhood gateway, Jervis stepped up to it and dialed in a number, then he walked through. Doc waved Jury through after him.
"You had better go, Nick," Doc said. "Just to make sure everything's alright. Tetrarch bodyguard and all."
Nick snarled slightly, but at Simon's nod, he went through the gate.
"Tetrarch," Doc said cheerfully.
"Consultant."
"You remember; I'm touched."
"I always remember," Simon said before stepping through the gate.
"Ladies first," Doc said when it was just him and Sagena.
"Ah, but age before beauty," she countered.
"How about we go through together? It'll be just like old times."
That seemed to throw her, but instead of arguing, she allowed him to loop his arm through hers; and then she walked through the gate with him straight into the cell in Dulcis's basement.
The door snapped closed behind them, locking them both inside the plastic-lined cell.
"What's this?" Sagena asked, glancing around worriedly.
"My guest quarters," Doc replied.
"Simon?!" Sagena yelled. "Where are you?"
"I'm here," Simon said from the other side of a sheet of thick clear plastic.
Jervis had removed the shutters that normally kept any noise from filtering through, and Doc could see the worry etched in Simon's face.
"Why are you doing this?" Simon asked carefully.
"Because that's not Sagena," Doc said. "Which you'd know if you'd been sleeping or eating or taking care of yourself at all. You're no good to your people if you're only half a man."
He heard her draw a knife while he was speaking, but he didn't turn, just waited for her to make her move. A look of despair crossed Simon's face just as Doc felt her step towards him. Doc turned abruptly, grabbed her hand, and shoved her against the wall.
"Jury, can you cut the glamour?" Doc asked, struggling to hold the woman in place without hurting her.
"Working on it," Jury muttered. A moment later he said, "Something's not right. There is a glamour, but it's different than normal, more intense; it's part of her," he said, confusion turning his words into a question.
"Simon!" she shrieked. "Help me! Why're you letting him do this to me?!"
Doc heard Nick urging Simon to do something, but Simon didn't say a word.
"This will go easier if you remove the glamour," Doc told her.
She grinned at him, eyes wild with fervor. "What glamour?"
She brought up her knee right into his crotch and pushed him backward, pulling another knife as she did. Doc grinned, even though he was feeling rather irritated. He couldn't kill her; he needed her. Besides if he killed her while she was still wearing Sagena's skin, Simon would probably be a little upset.
"Got it!" Jury suddenly said.
At his words, Sagena faded away, leaving behind a different Takaheni, one with dark fur, a cruel mouth, and black eyes.
"Where's Sagena?!" Simon demanded, pounding on the glass.
"As if I'd ever tell you," the woman snarled.
"You probably wouldn't," Doc murmured. "But you will tell me."
With that, he stepped forward and smashed the heel of his palm against her head, knocking her back into the wall. She blinked twice before slumping to the floor.
"Why did you do that?!" Simon demanded. "I want to know where Sagena is!"
"And I'll find out," Doc replied. "But it's so much easier to do when they're tied to a chair."
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It wasn't long before fake Sagena woke up. But by then, she was zip tied securely to a thick plastic chair; and Fernsby was standing by.
"I don't normally believe in hypnotizing for information," Doc said offhandedly. "But in this case I'm afraid I'll have to make an exception."
One of the female Dulcis employees had already stripped the woman of any jewelry and baubles, so Doc was hoping Fernsby's questioning would work. 
"Fernsby," Doc said.
The woman spat at Doc. It landed just in front of Doc's shoes, and he stared at it before saying, "Why do they always spit? It's not my first instinct."
"Right," Fernsby replied. "'Cause then your mouth would be dry."
Doc cast him a sideways glance and said, "Actually, that's about right."
Fernsby winked at Doc before returning his attention to the woman in the chair. His medallion was already in his hand, and as it started swinging back and forth, orange magic drifted from it into the woman's eyes. She tried to shut them, but something kept her from it.
"Look at me, only me, me is all you see," Fernsby chanted. "Tell me where Sagena is, I want to see Sagena."
"She's right in front of you, jackass," the woman snarled.
"Be more clear," Doc ordered.
"Sagena Redgrove is my friend; Simon's sister is who I seek; tell me where she is," Fernsby said.
"I don't know," the woman spat.
"Tell me who knows where Sagena Redgrove is; I would like to meet them," Fernsby sang.
"Sean knows," she said, speaking as though each syllable was pulled from her with force.
"I need more than that," Doc said.
Jury had already tried to find Sagena using just about everything inside her apartment, but he hadn't been able to locate her. Doc hoped it was because Sagena was being very well hidden, and not because she was already dead.
"Sean is new; Sean who?" Fernsby chanted.
"Sean. Sean Shanks. My cousin." The words grated from her like they were being pulled across metal, but she simply wasn't strong enough to resist Fernsby.
"How do I find him?" Doc asked.
"Sean Shanks, pretty name, where might I find him?"
"I don't know."
"Sean Shanks, my good friend, how do you reach out to him?"
"My phone," she ground out.
"Does her phone have a code?" Doc inquired.
"Your phone, your phone, does it have a lock? If so, what is the key?"
"1997," she whispered, still trying to fight it.
"Is there a passcode when she calls Sean?"
"When you call, when you call, do you say a special word, do you have a special code?"
"No," she said.
"How, per se, would such a conversation go?" Fernsby asked.
"I say, 'Hey, this is Chelsea.' He says, 'Report.' I give the report. Then he tells me what I did wrong, and I tell him to go to hell."
Chelsea's face was tight with irritation as she spoke, and her words came a little easier now.
"It's not like this is my dream job, you know, pretending to be some uptight rule follower. Do you know how much crap I have to put up with? And has she ever heard of delegation? Why the hell does she insist on doing everything herself?"
"Ask her about a long-distance witch assassin," Doc said.
"Tell me, Chelsea, tell me the truth, what do you know of a witch who kills from afar?"
Chelsea's face was covered in fur, but Doc imagined she paled underneath it because her eyes suddenly widened and her breath came out in a gasp.
"No," she stuttered.
"Don't lie to me; I know when you are lying," Fernsby said.
"I'm not lying," she whispered. "I don't know anything about him."
"Tell me then, does Sean aim the witch's arrows?"
"Are you kidding?!" Chelsea snorted. "Sean and I're small time; we don't do big. Not until... not until... We aren't in charge," she finally said.
"Keep questioning her," Doc ordered Fernsby. "James will stay with you." He stepped through the door and gestured for James to go in, then he began to sort through Chelsea's belongings.
"If I call Sean," Doc said, "can you glamour me Chelsea's voice?"
"I'd love to," Jury said.
"You've gotten a little strange over the years," Doc chuckled.
"You and me both," Jury laughed.
"And can you trace the call?" Doc asked Jervis.
"Certainly. May I suggest you make the phone call from Sagena's apartment, just in case?"
"Smart," Doc said. "I wonder how carefully they're watching her." He grinned widely and said, "I'm too short to pass as a Takaheni."
"Somehow I knew this whole thing was going to come back around to bite me," Jury sighed.
"We'll go back through the doorway," Doc said, working it out. "Jury will play Chelsea, playing Sagena, and I will be... someone else. Anyone else. When we get to her apartment, I'll call Sean, and Jervis will trace the call. Sound good?"
"All except the bit where I have to pretend to be a lady," Jury grumbled.
Doc winked at Jervis before saying to Jury, "Would it help if I told you how pretty you are?"
"Shut up," Jury said. "If we're doing this, we're doing it quietly."
Doc laughed, took Chelsea's phone from Jervis, and said, "You have what you need?"
"Yes."
"Excellent."
"I'm so goddamn itchy," Jury complained as they walked into Sagena's apartment half an hour later.
"You know you don't actually have on fur, right?" Doc asked.
"I know, but I look down and see it, and it just makes me itch!"
"Sorry," Doc said, swallowing a laugh.
"I heard that laugh!" Jury snapped.
"I need her voice now," Doc said, not really that surprised to hear that he already had it. "You're so good," he added, hoping to soothe Jury's ruffled feathers.
"I know," Jury growled. "Now get on with it."
Doc took out Chelsea's phone, keyed in the code, and called Sean.
"What?" Sean answered.
"It's Chelsea," Doc said.
"Why're you calling?"
"I thought you might like to know that Doc Holliday is poking around. He was over here a bit ago talking to Simon."
"We know," Sean said. "We're already wrapping things up."
"Were you planning to tell me?" Doc demanded, using Chelsea's angry tone.
"Yeah. Eventually. We need you to stay put a little longer," Sean said. "Until everything's taken care of.
"And then what?"
"And then you'll have an accident."
"I do hope you're talking about Sagena," Doc said irritably.
"I wouldn't leave you out to dry, cuz."
"I hope not," Doc muttered.
"Look, as soon as this is over, we'll scat," Sean said softly. "We'll go somewhere fun, like Mexico."
"What's the point?" Doc snorted. "It's not like we can ever go to the beach."
"Why would we want to?" Sean chuckled. "It would get stuck in our fur. Look, I gotta go. Just keep your nose clean for another day, and we're outta here."
As soon as Sean disconnected, Doc pulled out his own phone, answering when Jervis called. "Did we get him?" Doc asked. Jury started snickering, and Doc shot him a glare. "I don't need her voice anymore," Doc snarled.
"I know; that's why it's so funny," Jury laughed.
"Take it off," Doc ordered.
"Make me!"
"We don't have time for this."
"Oh, fine," Jury snorted.
"Did we get him?" Doc repeated, relieved to hear his own voice once more.
"Yes, but you'll have to move fast," Jervis said. "James is on his way to pick you up."
"They aren't inside the Hidden?" Doc asked.
"Strangely, no. I sent Fernsby," Jervis continued. "But we can't control the situation; and I imagine once they know you're there, you'll only get about one minute before the witch assassin kills Sean."
"That's unfortunate," Doc murmured. "I have a strange thought."
"Yes?"
"What if we put him in a big plastic bag?"
"That's ridiculous," Jervis stated.
"But would it work?"
"No way to know. You'll just have to try."
"Can you put something in the cabinet by the whiskey? I'll have Jury grab it."
"I'll handle it."
Doc disconnected and turned to Jury. "Let's change faces. James is meeting us outside."
"Any particular look you're going for?" Jury asked.
"Surprise me," Doc said, regretting the words the second they left his mouth.
Jury started laughing, and the next thing Doc knew he was looking down at wrinkly and spotted arms.
"I like making you look as old as you should," Jury chuckled.
"Even if I did look like this," Doc drawled. "I would never, ever wear my pants like this."
"All old men wear their pants like that," Jury countered. "It's the thing."
"Not me," Doc shuddered. "The day I wear pants this high, is truly the day I accept death."
"You are so shallow," Jury said.
"I just have high fashion standards," Doc retorted.
"Shallow."
They continued to argue as they walked through the Hidden to the exit into the norm world. As far as Doc could tell, no one was watching them; but at this point, he wasn't sure of anything. When they reached the exit, they crossed over into the norm world and climbed into the Dulcis van that was waiting for them.
"Is that you, sir?" James asked hesitantly when Doc settled in the passenger seat.
"Yes," Doc replied. "You can drop the glamour now," he added irritably.
"It's alright," Jury said. "I tied it off."
"Jury."
"They'll never suspect you," Jury said, tone amused. "You can just totter up to the door and say 'I'm looking for my dog. Has anyone seen my poochiekins?'"
"I'm only going along with this because we're short on time," Doc said.
"And you think it's a good idea?" Jury prodded.
"It's not the worst idea I've ever heard," Doc allowed. "Can you reach into the grey space and grab whatever Jervis left inside my cabinet?"
"Besides whiskey?" Jury asked.
"If a bottle of whiskey comes back with you, I won't complain," Doc chuckled.
"Make it two bottles," Fernsby said from the backseat.
"Make it two bottles," Doc agreed.
"Abusive," Jury muttered. "That's what this is. Do you know what would happen if I lost my concentration? No more arm! That's what!"
"Don't lose your concentration," Doc said with a grin.
Jury made a strange growling sound, but an eerie grey light filled the van, and a second later a bottle of whiskey landed in Doc's lap, followed by a couple of cans.
"What the hell are these?" Doc asked.
"Whatever Jervis put in there," Jury replied.
Doc studied one of the cans, then muttered, "Jervis, you clever bastard."
"What is it?" Jury asked.
"It's liquid plastic in a can."
"What?"
"I'm hoping the witch assassin won't be able to kill Sean if he's coated in plastic," Doc explained.
"Oh," Jury breathed. "That's pretty damn clever."
"Maybe," Doc allowed. "We'll see if it works."
He felt a second of misgiving. Time was running out to save Sagena, not to mention all the other children in all the other cities. This was their one chance, and if they screwed this up, they lost. Which simply wasn't acceptable. The stakes were much too high for them to lose.
Doc closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He couldn't have to win. Having to win was the surest way to lose. He'd win, but even if he lost, at least he had been willing to play.
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"We're here," James said, breaking into Doc's thoughts.
Doc glanced at the warehouse and said, "Alright, here's the plan. I'll take the front door with my old man disguise; James will take the backdoor. Jury, you are responsible for locating Sean. I assume he'll be the big fellow wearing a semi-permanent glamour."
"Exciting," Jury muttered.
"We don't have time for back talk."
"That sentence was longer than my back talk," Jury retorted.
"Shut up!" Doc snapped. "Spray Sean with the goo and protect Fernsby while he interrogates him."
"Hypnotizes," Fernsby said.
"Interrogates," Doc corrected. "I need information, and I need it fast. Who and where. You got it?"
"Lacks panache, but I can handle it," Fernsby said. "I'll go straight for the throat."
"Simon's counting on us," Doc said. Not that they needed reminding; they all knew what was at stake. Simon had already lost one sibling; and if Doc had any say in it, he wasn't going to let him lose another one.
Doc exited the van and started to hobble around while calling out feebly, "Molly! Here, Molly!" He made his way unsteadily towards the front door of the warehouse, only reaching it when he was certain James had had enough time to circle around the back.
He assumed a decrepit pose and began to knock loudly. "Hello?! Has anyone seen my Molly? She jumped out of the van, and I can't find her!"
The door cracked open, and a hard-faced man said, "Go away, you old chump."
"But Molly. Have you seen her?" Doc asked, moving closer.
"Ain't no Molly's 'round here. Get a move on!"
"I saw her run this way," Doc said, adding a pleading element to his voice. "Please just help me."
The man finally opened the door all the way so he could use his considerable bulk to threaten Doc. "Listen," he said. "I'm telling you to move on."
Doc dropped his head, pretending despair. "Alright," he mumbled. "I'll go."
The man's posture changed from guarding to victorious, and that's when Doc struck. He lunged forward, knife in hand, and stabbed right through the man's throat. As the man fell, Doc kicked the corpse backwards, ignoring the heat that coursed through him, and stepped into the warehouse.
It was packed full of semi-trailers, and there were men scurrying around, some of them carrying slatted crates full of insensible children.
"Hey!" somebody shouted. "What're you doing in here, you old geezer?"
"Killing you," Doc said easily as he hurled his knives.
He didn't bother to watch the knives hit their targets; he knew that they would. Instead he launched another set of knives and another, running across the front of the warehouse as he did, but deliberately not aiming at anyone over six feet tall since he wasn't sure which man was Sean.
A bullet grazed the side of Doc's face, and he ducked and turned, then ran forward and plowed into the man firing at him from behind the edge of a trailer. They both tumbled to the floor; and as they hit, Doc smashed the man's head into the concrete, utterly obliterating his skull.
Doc snatched the man's gun, rolled to his feet, and started firing at the men up along the catwalk. When he ran out of bullets, Doc hurled the gun at a man rushing towards him, grinning in satisfaction when the gun broke the man's face in half.
There was a man trying to make a break for the door, and Doc tossed a knife his way before ducking underneath a pipe headed for his head and tackling the man swinging it. They fell to the floor with a thud, and Doc slammed his elbow down onto the man's chest, only stopping when his elbow cracked against the concrete.
He rolled away from the dead man and jumped to his feet, casting a quick glance around the room. James was up on the catwalk, moving with feline grace as he ripped out neck after neck; and over in a far corner Doc spotted a Jury-shaped shadow with flaming blue eyes.
Satisfied that both James and Jury were fine, Doc returned his attention to the room at large, flinching when several bullets tore through his chest. He tucked up against the nearest trailer and scanned the warehouse, looking for whoever had just shot him. He threw a knife, killing a man who was trying to sneak up behind James; and then he stepped out into the main portion of the warehouse and turned in a slow circle, tossing knives as he did and ignoring the bullets that tore through him. 
After completing his circle, Doc began to weave in between the trailers once more, searching for anyone he'd missed.
Three bullets slammed into Doc as he dashed towards a man hiding behind a crate of children. When Doc reached him, he picked the man up by his neck and slammed him into the side of a trailer. Several bones cracked; the man went limp; and heat poured into Doc's tattoo.
Doc quickly moved away from the children, tossing more knives as he did. He stabbed a man in the back who was shooting up at James, took the man's gun, and shot down three more men.
"Behind you!" James suddenly shouted.
Doc turned, but he wasn't quite quick enough to sidestep the piece of rebar that was thrust through his stomach.
"Ouch," he drawled, winking at the man who'd stabbed him. The man's eyes widened; and Doc pushed forward, grabbed the man's throat, and tore it out. The man fell with a gurgle, and Doc ripped the rebar free and dropped it onto the floor beside the corpse.
"I think that's all of them!" James yelled down.
Doc scanned the warehouse, and when he was certain James was right, he headed towards Jury and Fernsby.
"Help us," a soft voice whispered as he passed one of the crates.
Doc paused and knelt down beside it. A small Lutin girl stared back at him, eyes wide with fear and hunger.
"It's alright now," Doc promised her. "Just hold out a little longer."
He wished he could open the cages and let them all out; but without a crew to help, he was afraid the children might try to run away; and he didn't have time to deal with that right now. He was working his way up to the head of the snake, and he had to work fast.
"Fuck," Jury muttered when Doc reached them.
"What?" Doc asked.
"He just died."
"The assassin got him?"
"No, the goddamn plastic. I think it poisoned him."
Doc spared a quick glance for the dead plastic-coated Takaheni; but he didn't care that Sean was dead, not as long as they'd gotten the information they needed.
"Well?" Doc asked.
"It's another location," Jury said. "But we should find the boss there. We'll have to hurry though." He made a one-shouldered shrug and added, "I'm not sure we'll be able to make it in time, especially since they probably know we're coming." 
"Give me a minute to figure something out," Doc said. "Fernsby, help James with the children. Did we find out where Sagena is?"
"Here somewhere," Jury replied.
"Find her."
"Sir, yes, sir," Jury said loudly.
"Knock that off!"
"As you wish, general."
"Do not ever call me general," Doc said with a shudder. "Not ever. And get this goddamn glamour off of me! It's making me feel creaky!"
"See?!" Jury said, laughing loudly. "And you thought I was crazy!" 
The glamour dropped away, leaving Doc questioning his decision.
"Did I really get this bloody?" he asked in disbelief.
"It's not as if I'd bother glamouring you to look bloody," Jury snorted. "I think you like wearing blood more than suits," he added with a chuckle.
"That's not true at all," Doc muttered. "Why aren't you looking for Sagena yet?"
"Grumpy," Jury laughed as he walked off.
Doc pulled out his phone and texted Jervis. "I need a crew, the Worms, and an imp."
"I take it your previous dislike of imps has fully dissipated?" Jervis replied.
"I don't have time for this, but yes. As a species, they've grown on me."
"All three requests are in process."
"Thank you."
"Ms. Redgrove?" Jervis asked.
"I don't know yet."
"I'm having difficulty keeping Tetrarch Redgrove in place."
"Knock him out if you have to," Doc said.
"With pleasure," Jervis replied.
Doc put away his phone with a soft chuckle, but his amusement quickly faded. With every second that passed, their chances of catching the big bad in charge lessened. Which also meant that they would lose hundreds of children.
"Found her!" Jury yelled.
Doc hurried towards Jury's voice, relief filling him when he saw Sagena crawling out of a plastic box. He could see she was exhausted, but she was alive, and right this second that was all that mattered.
"Doc," she whispered as he helped her stand.
"Sagena."
"Simon?"
"Is fine. Just worried about you."
She smiled weakly and said, "Good."
"Good he's fine or good he's worried?" Doc asked, smiling widely.
"Both," Sagena laughed.
There was a pop on the far side of the room, and Doc glanced past Sagena to see Nippy bouncing up and down, waving excitedly.
Doc waved back, then said to Sagena, "I have to go, but as your doctor, I'm ordering both you and Simon to take long naps. If I hear about either of you being up and about before forty-eight hours, I'll be forced to do a house call, and I don't think either of you would enjoy that."
Sagena grinned at him and said, "A house call could be just the thing."
Doc raised an eyebrow. Apparently Sagena was available again. He grinned and drawled, "I'm certain that can be arranged."
"I do hope so," she murmured. "I have this terrible crick in my back now."
"I look forward to helping you work it out," Doc replied.
"Yes, we get it!" Jury snapped. "Now can you two shelve the innuendo? We're in the middle of something."
Doc kissed the back of Sagena's silky soft hand and said, "I'll see you soon."
"I'll hold you to it."
Doc laughed and headed quickly across the warehouse towards Nippy.
"Are you serious?" Jury hissed. "We're traveling by imp now? Is that even safe?"
"You want to get there, don't you?" Doc replied.
"Not that badly," Jury grumbled.
"I can't keep doing this," Nippy said worriedly as soon as they were close. "Even if you are Doc Holliday. If word gets out... Do you have any idea?"
"I realize the risks," Doc said. "I wouldn't even ask, but it's an emergency."
"I think it's probably always an emergency with you," Nippy sighed. "But I'm happy to help. Always happy to help you.  Does he know?" he asked in an undertone, gesturing towards Jury.
"I'm afraid so," Doc replied. "He witnessed Calisto move someone."
Nippy moaned and said, "Too many people. We're never going to be able to keep it a secret."
"Don't jinx it," Jury muttered.
"What's a jinx?" Nippy demanded.
"We don't have time for this," Doc intervened. "Where're we going?"
"You're askin' me?!" Nippy exclaimed.
"No," Doc chuckled. "I'm asking Jury."
Jury rattled off an address in Los Angeles before adding, "Not that I want to go right to the address. More like adjacent."
Nippy nodded and said, "I'll take you there, but you'll have to find your own way back, okay?"
"Thank you," Doc said.
"I already got in enough trouble as it was," Nippy muttered. "I'm not blaming you; I would never blame you; but I can't keep doing it. Not if I want to keep my hands."
"I won't ask again," Doc said earnestly.
He certainly didn't want to be responsible for Nippy losing his hands.
"It's all good," Nippy said with a grin. "I like living on the edge."
Jury snorted and rolled his eyes, and Doc said, "Maybe we could get moving?"
"Sure," Nippy replied. "But let's hop inside that trailer over there so no one sees us."
Doc followed Nippy into one of the open trailers; and when Nippy reached out and grabbed his hand, Doc exhaled, trying to ready himself. The air popped once, then twice, and they were standing on a street outside of a large run-down building.
"That was so much worse than traveling by shadow phantom!" Jury snapped. "Why didn't you warn me?"
"It's a hard sensation to describe," Doc shrugged.
"How about you feel like your insides are suddenly outsides, and then everything gets twisted around, and you hope everything is back in the right spot, but you're not sure?" Jury growled.
"Not as hard to describe as I thought," Doc allowed.
"Good luck," Nippy said, then he disappeared with a pop.
"He obviously doesn't know you," Jury snorted. "Saying good luck to you is like saying have some water to the ocean."
"Maybe," Doc chuckled as he watched the building.
It was dark outside which made it easy to see through the one dirty window. Doc wasn't surprised to see that it looked just like the warehouse they'd just left; it was full of men rushing around, loading crates into semi-trailers.
"Why don't you send in Winks?" Doc said softly.
"Already did," Jury replied. "Oh, that's interesting," he murmured.
"What's interesting?"
"The witch assassin is not quite what I expected."
"Explain."
"He's another Bocaslik. Which explains why I had a little difficulty untying the glamours. I've never seen magic created by other species. I honestly didn't even believe the rumors that other species had witches," Jury added, tone a tad condescending.
Doc ignored that comment and instead said, "Can you tell who the boss is?"
"A woman," Jury replied.
"Species?"
"Woman," Jury shrugged. "I don't know."
"How many men?"
"Do you really care?"
"Not really."
"Then I won't waste any time counting them," Jury said. "Let's kill the guards, assume their faces, and walk right in."
"Perfect," Doc said.
"You want me to take the witch?"
"No, I want you to get the woman and hold her for questioning."
"Yuck," Jury muttered. "I hate it when you torture women."
"If it's any comfort, her true form is pure filth."
"Actually, that does help," Jury said.
As he spoke, the two men guarding the door dropped soundlessly to the ground. The dead guards floated eerily through the air before settling to the ground at Jury's feet. He took a quick look at their faces, and said, "We're good. Let's go."
They walked quickly to the door and went inside, making no effort to draw attention to themselves.
"I put a glamour on the door," Jury murmured. "That way it'll be hard for them to find it. I can't believe I never thought to do that." He shook his head in disgust before saying, "Give me a minute to get to her before you start killing them."
"Alright," Doc agreed.
Jury headed towards a narrow metal stairwell, and Doc took a moment to assess the warehouse. The woman was up on a large platform overseeing the men below; and even from here, Doc could see the cruelty around her eyes. He wanted to throw a knife and kill her right now, but he was afraid she was the only one who would know the locations of the other kidnapping nests.
"Come on, boys!" she yelled. "I want to be out of here in fifteen minutes!"
"Yes, ma'am!" several men shouted in response.
Jury was just behind her now so Doc returned his attention to the room at large. It was just a big open room filled with men and trailers, but he could see the Bocaslik witch situated against the far side of the warehouse, watching a number of mirrors. Thirty-one if Doc wasn't mistaken. Probably one for every nest.
There were quite a few men between Doc and the witch so instead of going straight for him, Doc decided kill his way there. He palmed two knives and tossed them into two nearby men, throwing another set before the first two even hit their marks. He tossed twelve knives before anyone realized that something was amiss, but finally someone noticed when the man beside him dropped dead and shouted, "Hey! There's somebody in the warehouse!"
All over the warehouse, men dropped what they were doing and headed towards him. Doc grinned as he snatched a dead man's assault rifle from the floor, and then he fired across the warehouse, being careful to aim high enough to miss the crates. Someone quickly returned fire, and Doc slid behind a trailer; but the gunfire abruptly ceased when someone yelled, "Don't fucking shoot! You'll hit the merchandise, you idiots!"
Doc pulled the magazine from his gun and stepped out from behind the trailer, impressed to see how quickly the men had lined up to deal with him. Doc hurled the magazine, watching in fascination as it tore right through someone's neck, then flung the gun across the room, killing at least three of them.
"Kill 'im!" someone yelled, and they rushed towards Doc in a big wave. Doc threw several knives before bolting forward and stabbing one of them through the throat. He moved so quickly that no one could quite hit him, although he felt more than a few knife blades glide across his skin. He barreled all the way through the throng, killing one man after another, until he reached the other side.
He quickly turned, drawing a fresh set of knives as he did, but the mob of men hadn't yet shifted to attack him. He tossed several knives into exposed backs, waiting for them to turn back towards him, but for some reason no one moved. No one even fell dead to the floor.
"Not good," Doc muttered, quickly surveying the warehouse.
The Bocaslik was no longer attending to his mirrors; instead his golden eyes were fixated on Doc; and Doc had the eerie sensation that everyone else had ceased to be part of his time. It was just him and the Bocaslik witch.
"You're very interesting," the Bocaslik said. "I imagine your little witch friend is running around here as well, but right now I only have eyes for you."
"Well, you're very talented," Doc said, wiggling his fingers just to make sure he wasn't frozen in place. "I had no idea witches could kill from afar."
"Most witches can't," the Bocaslik replied. "But I'm very, very special."
Doc hurled a knife at the Bocaslik's face, not feeling the least bit surprised when it hit an invisible barrier and bounced back towards him.
"As if," the Bocaslik sighed. "You wound me. Shall I show you how I do it?"
"I'd rather you didn't," Doc replied, walking slowly through the frozen men towards the witch.
"Ah, but I want to."
A whisper of magic wandered over Doc's skin, but nothing happened, which seemed to upset the Bocaslik.
"You're protected!" he snapped. "How is that possible?"
"I don't really understand magic," Doc shrugged. "So I can't really say."
The whisper turned into a tingle, and the tingle turned into a crawling sensation, but Doc's body still didn't turn against him in any way.
"You won't deny me this," the Bocaslik growled, stepping towards Doc. "I will kill you."
"Maybe," Doc grinned.
He knew the Amos the Betrayer amulet was protecting him, but it wouldn't keep the witch from attempting to strangle Doc with his own shirt. He needed to end the Bocaslik as quickly as possible.
A beam of wood sailed towards Doc's head. He easily ducked it, but he was caught off guard when it spun in a quick circle and hit him square in the jaw. He stumbled to the side but managed to grab the board from the air when it started to spin again. He overpowered the force controlling it and hurled it like a javelin straight at the Bocaslik's face. The witch's eyes widened in surprise when the beam hit his magic barrier hard enough to nearly reach him.
"You are definitely more than normal," the Bocaslik said thoughtfully. "After I kill you, perhaps I'll dissect you. That's what these children are for. Experiments. We will know the how, the why; and we will control it!"
He was yelling now, eyes wide with delight; and Doc growled softly as he carefully and slowly slid his feet closer. The wooden beam wrenched free of the magical barrier and speared towards Doc once more; but just before it hit him, Doc ducked and rolled quickly across the floor, coming to a stop beyond the beam's reach and right in front of the barrier. He popped to his feet and struck the barrier with the heel of his palm, crashing through it and just barely reaching the Bocaslik's throat.
"I don't use magic to kill," Doc said with a shrug. "Too unreliable."
And then he squeezed, fingers easily tearing through the Bocaslik's fur-covered hide. Doc felt a breath of air behind him and knew the beam of wood was coming towards him, but he didn't move or shift away, just continued to squeeze. The Bocaslik's blood sprayed to the sides just as the board slammed into Doc's back. Three of Doc's vertebras snapped but healed almost instantly. At the same moment, Doc twisted the witch's neck to the side, completely dislodging his head. For just a second though, the Bocaslik didn't die.
"How?" he whispered. "I'm a witch, and you're just..."
Blood spewed from his mouth as he tried to finish the sentence, but he couldn't, and then it was too late. He was dead.
Whatever spell he'd cast on the rest of the warehouse suddenly dropped, and Doc turned to face what was left of the crew. They were turning in confused circles, searching for him.
"I'm right here!" Doc announced as he dropped the witch's head to the floor and shook the blood from his hand.
"He killed Yeben," one of the men gasped.
"Sure did," Doc replied, grinning widely.
Then he drew a knife and threw it, drawing a second before the first had even left his hand. By the time the remaining men reached Doc, there were only five of them left.
Doc readied himself to fight, stepping backwards when a crowbar swung towards his head. Before the man could swing again, Doc threw a knife through his throat. The other men rushed forward, but Doc already had a knife in each hand, and he worked his way through them, killing them with brutal precision. As the last man fell dead to the floor, Doc paused, listening carefully. Except for a few muted whimpers, the warehouse was deathly quiet.
"That's exactly why I don't use knives," Jury said from above him.
"Why?" Doc asked, turning to look up.
"It's messy!" Jury snorted. "It's an absolute bloodbath down there."
Doc surveyed the scene, then shrugged. "I've seen worse," he said. "Did you get her?"
"Yep. She's all tied up and waiting for you."
Perfect, Doc thought. He loved it when they were gift wrapped.




Chapter 20
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"Is she a witch?" Doc asked Jury as he examined the furious woman strapped to the railing of the platform. She was gagged as well, but that wasn't keeping her from cursing him with her eyes.
"No," Jury replied.
"Is she a cryptid?"
"It's not like I have some kind of cryptid vision," Jury stated. "She either is or she isn't."
"Helpful," Doc muttered.
"I do try."
"Call Jervis while I get to it."
"What do you want me to tell him?" Jury asked.
"We need a crew to handle the children and some Worms for the bodies."
"Alright," Jury said. "Have fun."
"It's not as if I actually enjoy torturing people," Doc replied. "If they would just tell me what I need to know, we could skip such unpleasantness. But they never do."
He yanked down the woman's gag, sighing heavily when she started yelling at him. "Who the fuck do you think you are?!" she shrieked. "Do you have any idea who I am?! I own this town, and when I'm done, I'm gonna own you!"
Doc pulled the gag back up, cutting her off, and said, "You're clearly a little confused about who's tied up and who's holding the knife."
He started to use his knife to clean the blood out from under his fingernails, talking as he did. "I don't like to torture women, not that you don't deserve it; it just goes against my upbringing. However, I really need to know where the other locations are and who else is involved, and I need to know rather quickly, so I'm not going to mess around. I'm going to start with your fingers, move on to your toes. I will take your ears, your eyes, your nose, whatever it takes to get the information I need. Do you understand?"
She glared at him, but he could see the beginnings of fear in her eyes.
"I'm going to give you one more chance to just tell me what I want to know so that you can die an easy death."
He removed the gag again, but she just grinned and said, "I'll enjoy watching you die."
Without a word, Doc chopped off her index finger.
She screamed in pain, but as soon as her scream trailed off, she started hurling curses at him.
He cut off another finger.
"Fuck you!" she screeched.
He sighed and cut off her pinky; and when she continued to yell, he laid the knife against her cheek and moved the tip of it towards her eye. She abruptly stopped screaming.
"Look down at those crates," Doc said firmly. "Do you see them, do you see those children?"
"What about them?" she snarled.
"You're going to die because of what you did to them. The strong are strong for a reason," Doc stated. "It is their place and their duty to care for and to protect those weaker than them. To go against that duty is contrary to nature."
"You're weak and pathetic," she hissed. "The strong should use their strength to grow stronger!"
"In that case, just pretend that's what I'm doing," Doc drawled. "Tell me where the other children are."
"I won't, you fucking piece of shit!"
"Alright."
Doc shifted the knife and slowly bored it through her cheek.
"Stop," she managed to gasp.
Doc paused.
"I'll tell you."
Her words were garbled because she was trying to talk around the knife blade that was currently between her teeth, but Doc understood her so he withdrew the knife and waited to hear what she'd say next.
"There are fifteen other locations," she said, voice wobbling.
"No," Doc said. "There are thirty-one mirrors, so I know there are thirty-one locations."
"You goddamn nosy do-gooder," she snarled.
"Tell me who's in charge," Doc said.
"I am!"
"If that were true, I don't think you'd be so focused on trying to hide the other locations; you'd just tell me what I wanted to know."
"Never!"
Doc frowned and said, "I'm going to cut out your eyes next."
At his words, a flash of fear passed over her face, and she whispered, "It's my mother's operation." She clearly didn't want to cooperate, but she also didn't want to have bits of her face cut off for hours on end.
"Where is she?" Doc asked.
"Her estate in Michigan."
"Why does she want the children?"
"She's a scientist," the woman muttered. "She stumbled across the Hidden years ago, and she's been secretly abducting people here and there ever since. A while ago she met Yeben, and they started working together."
"Where are the other locations?" Doc asked once more.
She rattled off an address rather quickly, but he noticed the brief flare of triumph in her eyes, and he knew that the other locations had already been closed down. He was wasting his time asking about them.
"Where will they take the crates?" he asked instead.
"She'd love to dissect you," the woman said, ignoring his question and grinning strangely with her bloodied face. "I could see you fighting down there, and you're definitely more than a man."
"Where are they going?"
"To her estate," she said, eyes turning hard once more. "And that's where you'll be going as well!" She seemed very confident, and her eyes were shimmering with victory.
"Jury?" Doc called out.
"Yeah?"
"Would you send Winks outside for a quick look around?" Doc asked, never once taking his eyes off the now grinning woman.
Jury didn't question him; and a few seconds later he said, "There are about forty men headed towards the front door."
"My men?"
"No."
"Interesting," Doc said.
He'd already killed more than forty men, so he doubted that these men were just normal men, otherwise she wouldn't look so happy.
"My mother's developed a steroid made from vampire tissue," she said, triumphant note to her tone. "It gives the recipient super power," she added. "It doesn't last long, but I'm certain it'll last long enough for them to kill both of you."
Doc stared at her victorious face for a moment before grinning slowly. The wider his grin grew, the more uncertainty filled her face.
"You clearly don't know us very well," Doc drawled. "You stay here," he added, stuffing the gag back into her mouth. "I'll be right back."
He jumped off the platform, landed right beside Jury, and said, "Did you happen to tie her with magic as well?"
"No, I didn't happen to," Jury grumped. "I did, but you make it sound like it was an afterthought or a given."
"Sorry," Doc chuckled.
"It would take a magic chainsaw to free her," Jury added. "I completely outdid myself."
"Nice."
"Was that sarcastic?"
"Am I ever sarcastic?"
"All the time!"
"Sorry."
"Don't even start that shit!" Jury growled. "You want to do this the easy way or the hard way?"
"We are short on time. How easy are we talking?"
Jury snapped his fingers.
"Feels like cheating," Doc sighed. "Not that I mind cheating. A good cheat is always appreciated, but I don't know; it takes away a little bit of the thrill."
"Make up your mind," Jury suggested. "They're right outside."
Doc glanced back up at the bound and gagged woman. Her eyes were a bit wild, and he winked at her before returning his attention to the front door.
"I've had enough fun for the day," Doc shrugged. "Let's do it the easy way."
"Alright," Jury said, grinning widely. "You want flashy easy or subtle easy?" he asked, eyes gleaming a brilliant blue.
"It's your party; you pick."
This side of Jury, the side that could kill forty men in a single second, bothered Doc a little. Not because he thought it was wrong, but because he really didn't like the idea of one person having so much power at their fingertips. It wasn't overly different than Andrew. Andrew was fast enough that he could have easily killed all forty men without much time passing. But he would have still had to touch them. Jury could just think it, and they would all die.
The bay doors suddenly crashed inward, revealing a tight group of men dressed in tactical gear. They raised their rifles and took one step forward. And then a sound like a thousand imps arriving all at once filled the warehouse, and blood and fleshy tissue spewed everywhere.
"Hell," Jury gasped. "That's nasty. Remind me not to ever do it that way again."
Doc fought the urge to run his hand over his neck as he watched forty headless men slump lifelessly to the floor.
"I didn't expect..." Jury trailed off, and Doc shot him a glance, barely managing to catch him before he collapsed. He slowly lowered Jury to the floor, hissing in irritation when he saw that his face was completely washed out.
"You didn't bring food, did you?" Doc sighed. "Semper paratus, Jury."
He heard a sound outside and glanced up, relieved to see one of Jervis's special crews circling around the warehouse.
"Mr. Holliday, sir," a broad man said from the broken doorway, just beyond the bodies. "If you don't mind me asking, sir, what the hell happened here?"
"You'd probably rather not know," Doc replied.
If the other cryptids or the norms within the Hidden learned how truly powerful the witches could be, who knew how they might react. It was better for everyone that Jury's impressive abilities remained a secret.
"I need a basket of food," Doc said. "Sandwiches and bananas. Lots of meat. As for the rest, I'm sure Jervis already gave you your orders."
"He did, sir."
"Excellent. Get to it. I need to finish extracting information from little Ms. Villain."
The man's face paled, and he said, "Extracting?"
"Indeed," Doc said, carefully studying the man's face.
"That woman up there?" the man asked.
Doc nodded.
"She's responsible for all this?" he questioned, gesturing towards a crate of wide-eyed children.
"Yes."
"Make her talk, sir," the man said. "We'll cover the ground."
"Very good," Doc replied.
He knelt down, grabbed Jury's arms, and pulled him upright, slinging him over his shoulders. "You're heavier than you used to be," Doc grunted as he headed for the staircase.
It wasn't that he didn't trust Jervis's men. Jervis was extraordinarily careful when he selected people for the special crews, but Doc would never leave Jury passed out and unprotected around anyone he didn't trust implicitly. Which was a total of three people, and one of them was Jury.
Doc laid Jury carefully on the floor several feet away from the bound woman. If Jury woke up covered in blood or even just splashed with blood, he'd gripe and complain for hours, maybe even days.
Once Jury was situated, Doc removed the woman's gag and said, "Would you like to tell me what I need to know now?"
She spat a wad of blood at him, but Doc easily dodged it.
"Very well," he said with a shrug as he drove his knife through her knee. Her scream of pain echoed throughout the warehouse, but no one paid her any attention. Jervis's crew would never pay attention to the screams of such a piece of scum; they understood exactly why she was being tortured.
As soon as her scream ebbed off, Doc ripped the knife free with a brutal twist and drove it through her other knee. This time he didn't wait for her to stop screaming. He was done messing around. He sliced off each remaining finger, one inch at a time.
"STOP IT!" she finally screamed. "STOP!"
Doc paused in the act of kicking off her high-heeled shoes and said, "Yes?"
"Her name is Heather Roebuck!" she cried out.
"And where is her estate?" Doc asked, texting the name to Jervis as he spoke.
She mumbled an address, and he sent that to Jervis as well. He didn't bother asking her any questions about the estate's security and so forth because there was no doubt she would lie.
"Confirming now," Jervis replied.
"You just bought yourself a little time to bleed quietly," Doc said as he put back on her gag.
She cast him a look of such utter hatred that he almost laughed. She had been kidnapping children and stuffing them into cages with the hopes of experimenting on them and eventually dissecting them, but somehow he was the villain here. How dare he torture her to save lives? He would never understand why people like her always thought they were justified in taking from others; it was absolutely ludicrous.
"What the hell happened?" Jury mumbled.
"You didn't eat, and you over extended," Doc stated.
"Shit."
There was already a box of food sitting on the top step of the platform; and Doc walked over to it, picked it up, and carried it to Jury.
"Here," he said. "Eat."
Jury stared at the box with a listless expression so Doc placed it on the floor beside him, pulled Jury into a sitting position, peeled a banana, and put it into his hand.
But Jury made no move to eat it so Doc drawled, "Don't make me force feed you."
"I'm eating," Jury mumbled. "I haven't felt this tired since I met those five cousins on holiday."
"You have been working rather hard today," Doc allowed.
He didn't want to think about that last trick of Jury's. Watching heads pop like overcooked grapes was not his idea of a good time. It actually rated beneath torturing women, which said a lot.
"Are you still torturing her?" Jury asked around a mouthful of banana.
"Not right this second. And don't talk with your mouth full; it's rude."
"You sound like my mother," Jury snorted.
"She would have said it like this," Doc retorted, switching to French and repeating the line.
"Exactly!" Jury laughed as he pulled a sandwich from the box.
"And then she probably would have slapped the back of your fingers with a ruler."
"Not my mother," Jury replied. "She used a needle made of air."
Doc's phone rang before he could reply, and he answered it with a "yes?"
"The name and address both check out. I'm sending a team over now, and I will let you know," Jervis said.
"A big team?" Doc asked. "Forty men attacked the warehouse here, and the woman mentioned something about a drug made from vampires that gives the users super-human strength. At least temporarily," he added.
"A drug made from vampires?" Jervis repeated, voice low.
"Yes. They're using the children. We need to take Heather Roebuck alive, and make sure she hasn't sold the information or the drug. We need to follow it wherever it goes."
"I will take care of it," Jervis snarled.
His voice sent a cold chill running down Doc's spine.
"I'll stay here," Doc said. "If you need more information just say so, and I'll get it for you. Let me know when I can finish her off."
"I will," Jervis replied before disconnecting.
"Did you say Heather Roebuck?" Jury asked.
"I did."
"Hum," Jury murmured.
To Doc's relief, the box of food was already nearly gone, and Jury was looking much perkier.
"Hum, what?" Doc asked.
"I'm pretty sure I know that name; I'm just trying to figure out how I know it."
Doc sat beside Jury and waited for him to speak again.
"I got it," Jury said. "A couple years ago Dr. Roebuck approached the witch's council and asked for their cooperation on a project. Father turned her down and made a recommendation that her sight be redacted."
"Was it?" Doc asked.
"Was it what?"
"Redacted?"
"Oh, I don't know. That wasn't in the digest."
"Digest?"
"Witches' Monthly Digest." Jury cleared his throat and said rather quickly, "It's actually Malefica Menstrua Nuntium."
Doc tried to swallow the laugh that bubbled up but didn't quite manage it. "Witches!" he laughed.
"They're traditionalists," Jury muttered.
Doc laughed for another minute before saying, "So why did your father turn her away?"
"His rebuttal had something to do with Dr. Roebuck defying tradition and blood lines. Something like that anyway. I just scanned it," Jury shrugged.
"But isn't she basically doing exactly what Bosch did?" Doc asked. "
"Maybe Father already had things worked out with Bosch," Jury suggested. "I never knew for sure whether Father and Bosch were actually working together. If he was working with Bosch, he covered it up; probably because the rest of the family wouldn't have cooperated if he had been honest about Bosch's intentions. They may be foolish, but they're not all wicked," Jury said with a shrug. "Even Mother's not... wicked."
Jury was quiet, but then he said, "In any case, Bosch's method relied on magic in which witches were still the key point. Dr. Roebuck's method relies on science, and witches have no respect for science."
That wasn't surprising. Cryptids in general had no respect for science. They understood and respected magic, but science to a cryptid was like magic to a norm. And in the face of Jury's rather impressive abilities, science and technology did seem rather crass.
"Anyway," Jury went on. "That would probably explain why she was working with a Bocaslik witch. The regular witches would have known better than to associate with her, but the other species wouldn't have cared. The witch's council doesn't admit to the existence of other witch species. Things might get out of control if such a thing were acknowledged."
"August Naese acknowledges it," Doc pointed out. "In fact, his school has witches from several species."
"His school?" Jury exclaimed, spitting out a mouthful. "What school?"
"Did I not tell you?"
"Tell me what?" Jury demanded.
"August Naese runs a witches' academy."
"He can't do that!"
"He can. I gave him permission when I was tetrarch."
"But... But... But..." Jury sputtered.
"But what?"
"But!"
"That means nothing to me," Doc shrugged.
"You can't just go around starting up witch academies," Jury argued.
"Why not?"
"Because it's just not done!"
"Now who's being a traditionalist?" Doc asked.
"But..." Jury shook his head in frustration, then said, "And he has different species there?"
"That's what I said."
"Like what?"
"I met a Crazasum, a Nimerigar, three vampires, and a wood devil," Doc said.
"The very idea of a wood devil witch makes me cringe," Jury replied.
"She was a very nice lady," Doc countered. "Did I mention that a fairy runs the school?" he asked.
Jury spit out another mouthful of food and said, "No!"
"She does."
"An actual fairy?"
"Yes."
"I've always wanted to meet a fairy," Jury muttered.
"She's a very lovely fairy," Doc replied with a grin.
Jury cast Doc a hard glare. "You slept with her, didn't you?"
"It is a possibility."
"I hate you."
"I accept that."
The woman jerked, and Doc cast her a sideways glance. She was glaring at them so hard that Doc was a little surprised he couldn't feel the heat of it.
"I'll get back to you," he promised her.
"Sir!" someone called out.
"Yes?" Doc replied, turning so he could see the man he'd spoken to earlier.
"We're about ready to roll out. Would you like me to leave a group of men to guard you?"
Doc almost laughed, but instead he said, "We'll be fine, but I would appreciate it if you'd send someone over with a car."
"Right away, sir."
Doc cast a quick glance around the warehouse. The Worms had already cleared away the bodies, working whatever magic they worked to remove all the blood and gore. The crates were gone, probably loaded into the semi-trailers, and there wasn't any sign of the children. In fact, it was possibly the cleanest warehouse ever.
"Where are the children?" Doc asked.
"In the trailers, sir. We opened the crates, and we have people with them, but it'll be the fastest way to transport them to safety."
"Very well," Doc said. "Carry on."
"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir."
"Thank you?"
"For finding them. They're very lucky you took notice of them."
"Hum," Doc murmured, suddenly wondering if his luck was for him or for others. He had an interesting habit of running into people at the right time and saving them from something.
He'd always considered himself to be the lucky one. After all, it had brought him Jervis and Jury and Bree, Dublin, Darius, Ana and Ina, and a handful of other people. But what if it wasn't about him? What if it was about them?
"I think you've gotten stronger," Jury suddenly said, interrupting Doc's rumination.
"What?"
"I said, I think you've gotten stronger. I was watching you while you fought, and I'm pretty sure you didn't used to be able to split people in half like that."
"Really?"
"Really," Jury insisted. 
"I guess I haven't thought about it," Doc said as he sat back down. "I suppose it's possible."
"When you slammed that one man's head into the concrete, he went from having a regular size head to having a pancake head," Jury stated. "That is definitely new."
"Do you think it's because I ate so many witches?"
"Could be. I'm not really sure how your thing works."
"That makes two of us," Doc muttered.
"You should ask the shaman lady," Jury suggested.
"She's usually very uncooperative when I ask her questions."
"Shamans," Jury shrugged. "Do you think we'll be here for a while?"
"Probably."
"Whiskey," they said together.
Jury waved his hand, and a wobbly grey hole opened in front of him. "It's a little dangerous, doing this," Jury said as he thrust his hand into the hole. "I have to make a thousand miles into less than a foot," he added carelessly. "Which is not as easy as it seems."
He handed Doc a bottle, took one for himself, and let the grey hole drift closed.
"Looked pretty easy," Doc said. "You didn't even break a sweat."
"Let me rephrase," Jury said. "Just because it's easy for me doesn't mean that it's easy."
"Ah."
Doc took a long steady drink, then said, "We didn't use to get up to quite so much trouble."
Jury snorted loudly.
"What?" Doc asked.
"You must be getting old; your memory's slipping."
"How so?"
"Don't you remember that one time we went to Morocco? I didn't sleep for three weeks straight!"
"But afterwards we went to Belgium," Doc countered.
"And that was fun," Jury admitted. "BUT then you wanted to poke around in Russia for a while. Or don't you remember?"
"I thought we agreed to never bring that up?"
"Just making sure your memory still works," Jury laughed. "This was an easy week. You're probably just feeling off because you let Gac get away."
"I did not LET him get away!" Doc snapped.
"You had him, then you didn't. You let him get away."
"I'm not going to argue the point with you."
"Because I'm right."
"Whatever," Doc muttered.
Jury laughed lightly before taking another drink.
"How do you think Tucker's getting on?" Jury asked after a moment.
"You could text him."
"You do it," Jury said irritably.
Doc cast him a sideways glance. Jury had that same stubborn look on his face that he'd had when he'd finally gotten back from partying with mermaids and Doc had introduced him to Bree. It had only taken Bree a few weeks to break him, but Tucker wasn't as cute and big-eyed as Bree had been. 
"I don't know why we weren't there to save the Fiores," Doc said softly, aiming for the heart of the issue. "It seems as if we should have been. It seems like we should have gotten back just a few minutes earlier or never gone out at all. Or they should have come with us. I meant to ask them to come." He shrugged and said, "For some reason we had extraordinarily bad luck that day."
"It was my fault," Jury murmured. "I wanted to go to that other beach. I was looking for that perfect stone. If I'd just stopped—"
"No," Doc interrupted. "No. For some reason, the Fiores died. It wasn't because of us. It wasn't our fault. It doesn't fall on us for not saving them."
"It sort of does though," Jury argued. "As soon as you let someone into your life, you're accepting responsibility for them."
Doc thought about that for a moment before saying, "You're right. And you can be certain that if we'd had any inkling that an attack was going to happen, we would have been there, and we would have saved them. But we can't see into the future, and even if we could, there are too many futures to track. We'd get so caught up trying to control things that we'd likely be the ones to cause the catastrophes."
"What's your point?" Jury demanded.
"My point is, we do what we can, when we can. That's all we can do. We can't protect Tucker from everything that comes his way. All we can do is be there when we can and give him the tools he needs for when we're not there. Just like we did for Bree."
Jury flinched slightly at the mention of Bree.
"She's worried about you," Doc said.
"She always was too good."
"She certainly didn't get that from any of us," Doc chuckled.
"Fine," Jury grumbled. "I'll text him."
"Anything to get out of talking about Bree," Doc sighed.
"What do I say?" Jury asked.
"Just ask how it's going."
"That's it?"
"It's your text, say what you want."
"I don't usually text people."
"You text me."
"Only because you text me first. How's this? 'Tucker, How are things? Jury.'"
"It's a text, Jury. Not a declaration of war."
"What?"
"Ditch the Tucker bit," Doc suggested. "He knows who he is. And leave off the Jury part. He knows who you are. He does have your number, right?"
"Maybe," Jury muttered.
"And just say 'how's it going?'"
"That's what I said!"
"No, you said 'how are things' in proper English; which, by the way, Tucker does not speak."
"Whatever," Jury grumbled. "Done."
"I'm proud of you," Doc said.
"Shut up."
Doc hid his grin by drinking the rest of the whiskey. It had been over eighty years since Jury had barricaded off his heart, and it was past time he finally let someone else in. Someone besides a little girl with big green eyes and a shy smile.




Chapter 21
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By the time Jervis finally called, Jury had emptied Doc's whiskey cabinet of whiskey, he was completely drunk, and he was singing a song about a girl named Daisy and a stylish marriage. 
"Yes?" Doc said when he answered his phone.
"Dr. Roebuck has been secured," Jervis said.
"The estate?"
"Suffered an extremely unfortunate fire. The wiring was quite old, I hear."
"What about her crew?"
"They all fell down the stairs trying to escape the inferno. Unfortunately, there were no survivors."
"Tragic. Can I kill her now?"
"I'm sending a unit to patch her up, crate her, and ship her to me," Jervis replied. "I might want her alive."
"I leave it in your capable hands," Doc shrugged.
"There were over two hundred and fifty children there," Jervis said stiffly.
"Did we get them all?"
"Yes, but the damage inflicted to several of them may very well be past healing."
"Make sure the doctor pays for it," Doc ordered.
"You have my word."
Jervis disconnected, and Doc stared up at the bloody woman. He'd feel bad for her except he couldn't. She had hurt innocent children. She had hurt loving parents. She had contributed to the world's misery, to the mother's misery; and he simply could not excuse that.
"You're going to have to go on living for a while," Doc said. "Jervis wants you; and unfortunately for you, he won't be as kind as I was. He has absolutely no tolerance for people like you."
She blinked bleary eyes, and Doc said, "It's your own fault. Whatever possessed you to steal children, or anyone for that matter? You should have done the world a favor and stabbed your mother in the back the second she suggested it. That's what I would have done, but my mother would have never suggested such a thing."
Jury hiccupped out one last line, and then he slumped forward senselessly.
"You and whiskey," Doc murmured as he carefully moved Jury's head to the floor. Then he sat back against the railing and watched the woman silently until Jervis's crew arrived.
"I'm here for the prisoner, sir," the same man from earlier announced from the top of the steps.
"Very good," Doc said. "I didn't get your name?"
The man blinked twice before saying, "Claude, sir."
"Nice to meet you, Claude. You may want to have her wounds treated. She's bled quite a lot."
"Seems a shame to keep her alive," Claude muttered.
"Jervis will make sure she dies appropriately," Doc assured him.
Claude grinned and said, "He will, won't he?"
Doc nodded and asked, "Do you have this under control?"
"Yes, sir."
"I'll get out of your way then," Doc said. "I would knock her out before moving her though. Just in case."
"Standard practice, sir."
Doc chuckled softly as he looped his arm under Jury's and forced Jury to stand.
"Wha we doin'?" Jury asked with a wobbly voice. 
"Leaving," Doc said. "You still have no tolerance for whiskey."
"That's naw true," Jury insisted.
"Come on," Doc said, carefully leading Jury towards the stairs.
"Sir?" Claude said.
"Yes?"
"She seems... immobile, sir."
"Right," Doc muttered. "Jury, release her."
"Who?"
"The woman you tied up."
"I tied up a woman? Why?"
Doc sighed and slapped Jury's cheek lightly. "I need you to sober up long enough to untie her."
"Who?" Jury asked.
"Goddamn," Doc said. "This is why I don't let you drink whiskey."
"Why? I like it," Jury said happily.
Doc turned Jury around so the woman was in front of them. "See that woman?" Doc asked.
"Yeah? She's really bloody. Is she alright?"
Doc swallowed his sigh and said, "There is magic holding her in place. Do you think you can untie it?"
"Can I untie it?" Jury snorted. "Please. Do you know who you're talking to?"
"Yes, I'm well aware that you're the most powerful witch in North America, possibly the world. Now can you just get on with it?"
"Done," Jury mumbled before he lost consciousness and slumped onto Doc's shoulder. At the same time, the woman fell forward onto the platform.
"She's all yours," Doc said. "I've got my hands full."
Claude laughed as he quickly zip tied the woman's hands, feet, and body.
Doc waited until he was sure Claude had the woman sufficiently tied, then he lifted Jury up onto his shoulders and walked down the stairs and over to the car parked near the warehouse door. He opened the car's passenger door and, after a few minutes of struggle, managed to shove Jury inside the car.
"I'm beginning to see what he's saying about these supercars," Doc muttered as he leaned against the car door. "They're simply not designed for tall people."
He climbed into the driver's seat, started the car, and revved the engine. He grinned widely. He'd briefly considered driving home, and this sealed it. He had never driven a teal Lamborghini, and it would be a crying shame to drive it only as far as the airport.
For a long while, Doc just allowed himself to enjoy the sensation of driving. He forced himself to go through Arizona because he knew he'd never be able to resist the pull of the tables in Las Vegas, and he had too much to do to get drawn into gambling for a week or two. The last time he'd ended up in Las Vegas he hadn't left for over a month.
The landscape here seemed endless, and it reminded him of the Underworld. Which reminded him of why he'd been driving heedlessly through the desert in the first place all those years ago.  
Andrew.
Even after all this time, there was a part of him that was irritated at Andrew for dying. He hadn't had to die. He'd chosen to. He'd chosen to leave Doc behind.
Doc knew he was being selfish. Andrew had stayed much longer than he'd intended; he'd given Doc another twenty years. Which was truly more than Doc had had any right to ask.
Andrew's family had been gone. Janey, Bill, Doyle, Charlie, Joe, Enrica, Carmina, Brings the Rain, Wolf Heart, Two Stones, all gone. The only reason Andrew had lived as long as he had was because Doc hadn't wanted him to go.
"You'll be fine," Andrew had once laughed. "You've Jervis and Jury; you don't need me anymore."
"That's hardly the point," Doc had argued.
"I know," Andrew said, handing Doc a steaming cup of coffee. "Promise you won't forget this. Promise me you'll sometimes go out in the woods and just breathe."
"I'm not doing that," Doc growled. "Not without you."
"Don't be stupid, Doc. People die. It's part of life."
"It's the part of life I hate."
"It's time," Andrew said. "I can feel them reaching for me, pulling me towards them."
Doc buried his nose in his coffee and didn't respond. He knew Andrew was right. He knew it was time. He could see it in Andrew's eyes when he was looking out over the vastness of the ranch. Sorrow. Andrew missed them, and if Doc kept him here, he'd just go on missing them.
"Tell me how you met Janey again," Doc said, heart breaking.
"That old story?" Andrew laughed. "You want me to start with Ahanu or with Janey?"
Doc shuddered and said, "It horrifies me that I owe him a favor."
Andrew laughed loudly and said, "I'd rather you than me."
"If it wasn't for you, I wouldn't owe him anything!"
"That's hardly true," Andrew snorted. "I'm not the one who incited an entire town. I wouldn't have wanted to see what happened when they found out that hanging you didn't work."
"I nearly had it," Doc insisted. "And I didn't ask him for help."
"I don't think you can really complain about him saving your life," Andrew replied.
"Sure I can. If he'd done it for free, then I wouldn't complain."
"Ahanu never does anything for free," Andrew said with a crooked grin. "Except maybe that once."
"When he told you a lady in distress needed your help?" Doc asked.
"I paid for it, let me tell you," Andrew chuckled. "Janey never let me hear the end of it."
"Where the hell are we?" Jury suddenly grumbled, breaking into Doc's reminiscence.
"Arizona somewhere."
"Why the hell are we in Arizona?" Jury complained, clutching his head as he moved his seat into the upright position.
"I decided to drive."
"I wish you were kidding."
There's some food by your feet," Doc said.
"Whatever."
Jury was quiet for several minutes, then he said sullenly, "It really ticks me off that you can drink an entire whiskey distillery without feeling a thing, but I drink four bottles and I have a headache for a day."
"Probably only a couple hours," Doc countered.
"How would you know?"
"Just a guess," Doc said, keeping his amusement from showing.
"I hate your guesses," Jury grumbled. "What is this?" he asked, holding up an oblong package.
"I'm told it's a burrito."
"Mmm, it's still warm," Jury said, sounding much more cheerful all of a sudden.
"I just got them in the last town we went through. The lady selling them said they would be the best burritos you've ever eaten."
"It is!" Jury said, mouth completely full. "It really is!"
"Good. Now I don't regret the several thousand dollar tip I gave her."
"Several thousand?!" Jury exclaimed.
"She was a little put-off by my bloody clothes," Doc shrugged. "And it made her happy."
"It would make anyone happy," Jury muttered.
"Even you?"
"Nah, I don't get happy for anything less than a million. Unless I win it off you in a bet. Then I'd be happy with as little as a dollar," Jury added. He yawned widely and said, "I'm going back to sleep. Wake me when we get to Denver."
"It'll be a while."
"I haven't slept in days," Jury replied. "You keep me up at night worrying. It's annoying."
"It is, isn't it?"
"Don't try to turn this on me!" Jury snapped. "You don't even sleep so it's not as if staying awake on my account hurts you."
"Maybe," Doc chuckled. "Now go to sleep."
"Only because I want to. Not because you told me to."
"You always were obstinate."
Jury didn't respond because he was already asleep.
"You're probably the second most obstinate person I've ever met," Doc added. "After all, it's not as if I can count myself."
Janey had always called him obstinate, which was ridiculous because she was far more obstinate than Doc had ever thought of being.
He stared out at the vast landscape, thinking of them, but then his thoughts shifted to Andrew now. The young Andrew, the Andrew who didn't know him.
Doc had found some comfort over the years knowing that Andrew was out there even if he couldn't talk to him. He'd sent Andrew's mom an anonymous present after Andrew's birth. It had been a stick horse with pitch black hair and red eyes. He'd attended a couple of Andrew's baseball games, quietly cheering him on. He'd even managed to go camping once at the same time as Andrew and his mom, just so he could be out in the woods with him.
The idea that Andrew was going to be gone soon filled Doc with a weary depression. Andrew had been part of his life since the beginning. Since the beginning of his rebirth anyway. In theory, Andrew would always be a resident of Doc's throne room. In theory. Doc refused to consider that Andrew might ever leave like Lena had. Lena had needed peace, but Andrew had always had a measure of it.
Doc let his mind drift into a memory.
"You should come to Europe with me," Doc said. "You, Janey, and Bill."
"Why?"
"To see the sights."
"There are plenty of sights here," Andrew laughed.
"It's different," Doc insisted. "It's not the same as standing on the banks of the Seine or seeing the majestic castles jutting into the air."
Andrew just shrugged and tossed his cards down onto the table. "I fold."
"You always fold," Charlie sighed.
"I always have a bad hand," Andrew said. "And you guys always insist on playing for money. I'm not just going to GIVE you my money."
For a moment, they played in silence. Charlie won a hand. Doc won a hand. Andrew continued to fold.
"So you won't come?" Doc asked.
"Did you really think I would?" Andrew replied as he placed a small bet.
"Maybe."
Andrew chuckled softly and said, "I don't need to go anywhere else; I'm happy right here." He glanced across the den at Janey and Bill who were busy aggravating Doyle and said, "I'm good."
Doc left it at that. Andrew wasn't the type of man to change his mind. If he said he was good, he meant it.
And in the end, Doc was rather glad they hadn't gone with him because it had only been a few days later that Doc had realized they were all going to leave him, just like everyone else in his life always had.
And they had too. Every single one of them had up and died, leaving Doc with less and less family, until it was just him and Jervis and Jury. And what a sad trio of nearly immortals they were.
Jervis was a tightly wound clock of pure anger. Jury was a spoiled and extremely damaged rich boy. And Doc was Doc. He'd often thought that they might not have made it if it hadn't been for Bree. She'd kept them from going crazy all those years ago and helped them realize that there was always more to see. Her innocent love of everything, her joy, her cheerfulness had become part of them. And Doc's circle had expanded once more.
Jury snorted in his sleep, and Doc glanced at him. He'd never worried about Andrew, and he rarely worried about Jervis, but he often found himself worrying about Jury. It didn't matter one bit that Jury was probably the single most powerful witch in the world. Even when Doc had been locked away with Ana, he'd worried about Jury; and if he hadn't known that Jervis was watching Jury the entire time, he might not have been able to stay away.
And it irritated him because he was certain that was the way Francisco had always felt about him, but Doc had never realized it. How poor Francisco must have worried. And maybe that's why Andrew had stayed with Doc for so long. Because he'd worried about him. Doc sighed, thinking how silly they all were.
The time he'd spent watching his life pass before his mind's eye had reminded him of so many moments that had gotten lost in the shuffle. That was the worst thing about living so long. He didn't always remember the moments he should, and sometimes he held on too long to moments he shouldn't.
He grinned, thinking of a memory he'd nearly lost but had seen briefly during one of his dreams; and he gazed at the road, letting himself be drawn into it.
"Shh," Doc heard Bree hiss as he approached his suite door. "I can hear him!"
"And I'm sure he can't hear you at all," Jury snorted.
"I said shhh!"
Doc swallowed a laugh and pushed open the door. Wherever they were, they were hiding; so Doc strolled over to the couch, sat, and said thoughtfully, "I wonder where Bree is?"
"Happy birthday!" Bree shrieked as she dived out from behind the couch and threw her arms around his neck.
"Is it?" Doc asked.
"Yes! I asked Jervis, he looked it up, and it's your birthday. I made you a cake!"
"Did you now?" Doc asked.
"I did! Why aren't you singing like I told you to?" Bree suddenly demanded.
"We don't sing," Jury replied from somewhere behind Doc.
"But we rehearsed," Bree said sternly. "You have to sing. Come around where he can see you."
"Do we have to?"
"Yes!" Bree exclaimed, pale face bright with happiness.
"Fine," Jury sighed.
Doc waited, not sure what to expect; and he barely managed to hold in his laughter when Jury and Jervis came into view.
"What are you wearing?" Doc asked.
"She said it's all the rage," Jury replied sullenly.
"It shouldn't be," Doc said, finally breaking into laughter.
"Be nice," Bree chastised. "I think they look very handsome."
Jervis looked terribly strange in bright colors; and if Doc had to hazard a guess, he'd say that Jury's pants were way too tight. But he understood how important rituals were to Bree, so he smiled and said, "I'm listening."
Jury cast him an irritated glance, but his face softened when it fell on Bree. It always did. Jervis's face didn't change. He wore the same martyred look he always wore when he was doing something just because Bree had asked him to.
The three of them began to sing, and when they finished, Doc clapped enthusiastically. "That was wonderful!" he exclaimed.
"Wasn't it?" Bree said happily. "We've been practicing all day."
"How about some celebration whiskey?" Doc suggested.
"Yes," Jury said. "And cake."
"There're only four pieces left," Bree murmured apologetically. "I gave away the rest."
Jury didn't chastise her like he would have Doc; instead he smiled and said, "That's alright; I'll eat Doc's."
Doc let the memory fade and glanced at Jury's sleeping profile. In all the years he'd known Jury, Jury had only allowed himself to love one person. Bree. He hadn't been able to help himself; none of them had. Bree was too open and sweet not to love.
Doc wished Phillip Jury had picked anyone else for Jury to torture. Doc couldn't even imagine the weight Jury must feel, the horror, the sadness. It was no wonder he didn't want to love anyone. No wonder at all.
He'd take him to see Bree soon, and Bree would make him a cake and smile at him like she did. Her special ways were sure to fix him. And if Jury refused to go, Doc would just get him drunk and abscond with him.
Decision made, Doc shelved his thoughts of Jury and Bree and turned his mind to Gac, wondering how they would find him. Tucker had texted back somewhere between the second and third whiskey bottle saying that he and Apollo hadn't found anything. Or more accurately, "Bro, we came up zilch. What're you guys doing? Huh? Jervis said you were busy? Can I come?"
Jury had simply replied, "No."
Which brought Doc back to Tucker and his startling inability to take care of himself. He briefly considered installing Tucker on the Baker estate for a while so Dublin could work with him but promptly discarded that idea. He wasn't sure it was a good idea to put Frankie and Tucker into close proximately for a long time. They could do whatever they wanted once Tucker had matured into a functional human being, but until then, Doc was keeping them separated.
And since that was the case, Doc would just have to teach Tucker. Better yet, Doc thought with a grin, I'll let Jervis teach him. He laughed out loud at the thought, and Jury woke with a growl.
"What's so funny?" he demanded.
"Nothing," Doc laughed. "Go back to sleep."
"You go back to sleep!"
"Alright, but I'm driving."
"Oh, shut up," Jury mumbled. "I'm not awake enough to argue with you."
Doc chuckled softly when Jury fell right back to sleep.
For a couple hours, Doc just drove, but after he passed into Utah, he exited the highway and drove for a while towards the east. He pulled off the road after a few minutes, stepped from the car, and walked slowly down the road, waiting for the moment he knew was coming.
He hummed softly to himself while he watched the horizon, and he grinned when he saw the edge of the moon slip into the sky.
"It's beautiful," Jury said from behind him.
"It is."
"You're not usually one for stopping and gazing at the moon," Jury pointed out. "Andrew on your mind?"
"Little bit," Doc admitted.
"You're going to miss him."
"But that's nonsensical," Doc insisted. "He's been gone for over sixty years."
"Yeah," Jury said softly. "It is nonsensical."
They watched in silence as the moon completely breached the hill, flooding the plains with silver light.
"I still miss the smell of Mrs. Fiore's fresh bread," Jury said softly. "And the sound of Benito's laugh when she dusted his nose with flour. I only knew them for a week. You knew Andrew for nearly eighty years. I don't know how you can go on like you do, missing everyone you've ever loved. It has to be exhausting. Every time I think of a world without Bree..." His voice faded, but after a moment he said, "Why couldn't you have adopted a witch or a goddamn vampire?"
"I didn't mean to keep her," Doc sighed. "She just wouldn't let go, and I couldn't bear to make her."
"You should have taken a pry bar to her," Jury grumbled.
"I think we probably needed her."
"I don't care. Every time I see her... She's going to die, Doc," Jury said helplessly. "And I hate that. Tucker's going to die. Dublin's going to die. The goddamn tall girl who watches the Bakers is going to die. How do you stand it?"
"I have you and Jervis," Doc replied.
"I'll die," Jury whispered. "I'll die before you do, and then it'll just be you and Jervis. What will you do then?"
"I'm beginning to think you worry about me just as much as I worry about you," Doc said with a small laugh.
"Don't turn this into a joke! I'm serious!"
"Drustan was over a thousand years old," Doc pointed out. "And he didn't die of natural causes; I killed him. So I don't think you need to worry about it. It's like I said before. You, me, and Jervis. We'll burn down the world together. It'll be fun, and we'll eat those s'more things Andrew used to like so much."
"As long as there's food," Jury said after a long moment of silence.
"I would never plan a world burning party without food," Doc replied.
"I'm still mad at Jervis for killing Pierre," Jury grumbled.
"Jervis has a very strict no-working-for-the-enemy policy," Doc shrugged.
"He should have made an exception. I bet that man would have made glorious s'mores."
"It's a marshmallow with chocolate," Doc drawled.
"You're completely discounting the cookie sandwich bits," Jury insisted.
"Hum."
"Seriously though," Jury said. "How do you do it? How do you interact with people who you know are only going to live a fraction as long as you?"
"I just do," Doc said softly.
"Don't Andrew me," Jury ordered. "I can't do this. I can't be friends with Tucker, I can't spend a bunch of time with him and then watch him grow old and die!" he exclaimed. "Look at me! I'm a hundred and twenty-five fucking years old, and I look just like I did the day I turned thirty! I watched Bree grow up, and she looks twice as old as me! I hate it! I hate seeing her; I hate seeing Aine; I hate seeing Dublin! I goddamn hate it!"
"I'm sorry," Doc said.
"I don't want you to be sorry," Jury said wearily. "Just tell me how you do it."
Doc didn't answer right away, and when he did, his voice was low. "There's a box in my mind. It's Francisco's box really. And I open it up, and I put everything I don't want to feel inside of it, and then I lock it."
"Do you think that would work for me?" Jury asked hopefully.
Doc shrugged. "I've been doing it since I was ten, so it's hard to say."
"I'll try it anyway," Jury murmured. "I can't think of anything else to do. I'm hungry," he added.
"I got you twelve burritos."
"I ate them all."
"I swear you have more than one stomach."
"Maybe I do," Jury laughed. "I'm glad you stopped to see the moon. I feel... reinvigorated. Like I could easily kill a hundred men without passing out."
"I'm not sure how much I like that side of you," Doc muttered.
"You mean the crazy Jury side? If it helps, I prefer shooting people. I really only did that because we were running short on time."
"I hope you're the only one who can do it," Doc said. "Can you imagine what an army of witches with your power could accomplish?"
Jury shuddered and said, "Why do you say things like that?"
"It just popped into my head."
"Pop it the hell out!" Jury snapped. "I don't ever want to hear you say shit like that again!"
"Yes, sir," Doc laughed, rolling his eyes.
"Seriously," Jury insisted. "You shouldn't put things like that out into the world. Erase it from your mind, and don't ever bring it up again."
"Done," Doc said. "Now what was I doing?"
"Finding me food."
"Food? I know of a good restaurant in Denver..."
"Doc..."
"That's only another eight hours."
"Doc..."
"Yes, Jury?"
"Don't make me kill you."
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The remaining eight hours passed quickly; and instead of talking of serious things, they joked of things they'd done and messes they'd made.
They stopped a total of four times to get food, and each time Doc gave tremendous tips, just because he enjoyed seeing the looks of astonishment that crossed people's faces when they realized how much money he'd given them.
"What's our plan?" Jury asked as they entered downtown Denver.
"I need to see Simon," Doc replied. "And then I'll come over to your apartment. I have a note from Gac that I'd like Ursula to try."
"And then?"
"We'll deal with that then," Doc said. "No sense trying to figure it out now."
"Do you need me for Simon?"
"No, but thank you for your intimidating presence earlier."
"It's a little depressing to realize that you still technically run the Hidden," Jury said.
"What?"
"Well, you do."
"I do not," Doc said.
"So if Simon had been involved somehow, what would you have done?"
"Killed him," Doc said easily.
"As I said."
"That doesn't prove anything," Doc insisted.
"You're right. What was I thinking?" Jury snorted.
"Shut up," Doc said as he parked in front of Jury's building.
"I've shut up," Jury replied. "I haven't said a word."
"You were thinking it."
"Poppycock," Jury laughed.
"Just go."
"I'm going."
Jury hopped from the car, tossed Doc a cheerful half-wave, and strode into his building.
"I don't run the Hidden," Doc muttered to no one. "I was just giving it a health checkup. Speaking of health checkups..."
He pulled out his phone and called Aine as he drove towards the Hidden entrance closest to Simon's office.
"Doc?" Aine said when she answered.
"Who else?"
"Are you okay?"
"Why do you always ask that?"
"Because I know you."
"I'm fine. And Simon? Did he go to bed for forty-eight hours like I prescribed?"
"I don't actually know," she said softly.
"Why not?"
"We haven't been seeing each other."
"Why not?" Doc asked, refusing to acknowledge the slight sense of relief that coursed through him at her words.
"He's too busy working."
"Ah," Doc said regretfully. "Do you miss him?"
"I never saw him. What's to miss?" she said sadly.
"Do you miss the idea of seeing him?"
"A little," she admitted. "But I want you to keep your nose out of it. If Simon misses the idea of me then he'll learn a little work-life balance."
"I suppose it is difficult," Doc said. "Running an entire world within a world. Not to mention his own business."
"It's all about delegation," Aine said firmly. "You can't run a business or a kingdom successfully if you can't learn to delegate. Look at you."
"Look at me what?" Doc asked. "I don't run anything."
There was a brief moment of silence, and then Aine burst out laughing. She laughed for several minutes straight, much to Doc's annoyance, finally trailing off into a hiccupping giggle.
"Thanks," she chuckled. "I needed that."
"Glad I could help," Doc drawled. He didn't want to ask exactly what was so funny for fear she'd start laughing again.
"Come by sometime," she said. "You owe me. You've no idea how much money I lost when you..." She cleared her throat and said, "I mean, when Preston Harrow happened to die."
"I will," he promised. "Do you know anything about Eli Gac?"
"The man you played last time you were here?"
"Yes."
"Not really. He's a good player, and he always honors his debts."
"How long has he been coming to the Banshee?"
"Not long. Six months maybe?"
"Interesting," Doc muttered.
"Why?"
"No reason."
"You never ask anything for no reason," Aine said irritably.
"Sometimes I do."
"Example?"
"Sometimes I ask people how they are doing, and I don't really care," Doc said haughtily.
"That's a lie. I've never once heard you ask anyone how they were doing unless you did care."
"You're not always with me."
"You're grasping at straws."
"I haven't been around a straw bale in years," he retorted.
"Probably not since you took Mom and me for that hay ride," she said, voice amused.
"The straw poked holes in my pants," Doc sighed. "I didn't hear the end of it for a week."
"Straw holes are the least of your tailor's worries," Aine laughed.
Doc sighed heavily, and Aine said, "What's wrong?"
"I just realized I forgot to change," he muttered, casting a glance down at his blood-stained clothes.
He disconnected when Aine started laughing again.
He parked alongside the Hidden entrance and texted Bree. "You raised a brat."
He didn't wait to see if Bree responded; instead, he hopped from the car and dashed to the Hidden entrance, glad that nobody was nearby to see him.
Once inside the Hidden, he slowed his pace. Within the Hidden it didn't much matter if people saw him covered in blood. After all, he did have a reputation to uphold.
He took Simon's stairs two at a time, knocked on the office door, and stepped inside when Simon called out "come in".
Doc acknowledged Nick first and asked, "Did Tetrarch Redgrove adhere to his doctor's orders?"
"Um..." Nick said.
"So no?"
"Um..."
"I see."
Doc turned his attention to Simon.
"Tetrarch," he drawled.
"Consultant," Simon responded.
"Why didn't you follow your doctor's orders?"
"I slept for thirty-six hours," Simon replied.
"Good enough," Doc said cheerfully as he sat across from him. "You look better. Like you might notice the difference between your sister and someone else now."
Simon didn't quite manage to hide his cringe.
"And have you learned a lesson?" Doc asked.
Simon frowned and said, "Are we really doing this?"
"We are."
Simon sighed and said, "I learned to sleep more?"
"You should have learned that all work and no play makes Simon a very dull boy indeed," Doc pointed out. "Food, rest, and enjoyment are all essential to being a successful ruler. Otherwise bad things happen. Like Sagena being kidnapped, and Aine giving you the cold shoulder."
"You've seen Aine?" Simon asked, attempting a careless tone, but failing.
"No. Just talked to her."
"What did she say?" Simon asked, eyes worried. "Is she okay?"
"I can't believe I'm doing this," Doc muttered. "She's fine. I think perhaps if you were to learn some work-life balance she'd probably even consent to be seen with you."
"Really?" Simon asked hopefully.
"Really," Doc replied, rolling his eyes. "By the way, I was given strict instructions not to interfere, so if you mention my name I'll have to kill you."
Simon grinned and said, "My lips are sealed."
"Excellent," Doc said. "I'll leave you to it then."
He was halfway to the door when Simon cleared his throat and said, "Doc?"
"Yes?"
"What about the kidnappings?"
Doc turned and said happily, "All taken care of."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean that all the children who could be recovered, have been, and they will be returned to their families in due time."
"Please sit," Simon said.
Doc sat, grinning widely.
"Let's start over," Simon suggested. "First of all, thank you for saving Sagena. I owe you a great debt."
"You owe me nothing," Doc said.
"Nonetheless."
Doc waited patiently for Simon to continue.
"Who was responsible for the kidnappings?" Simon asked.
"Dr. Heather Roebuck," Doc replied.
"Why?"
"She's a scientist, and she was using them for experiments, trying to make cryptid-powered steroids. Not entirely unlike what Bosch was doing."
Simon's face tightened, and he said, "Did she succeed?"
"I'm afraid we may never know," Doc said with a shrug. "Dr. Roebuck and her entire staff were killed in a terrible fire a day or so ago."
"Doc."
"Yes, Simon?"
"I don't believe you."
"Why wouldn't you believe me?"
"You don't leave things to chance."
Doc shook his head and said, "I leave things to chance all the time. I'm lucky, remember?"
Simon sighed heavily and said, "I am the tetrarch; and unfortunately, I do have people who will request answers from me regarding this situation."
Doc shrugged and said, "All I can say is that everyone involved is dead."
Simon rubbed the side of his head.
Doc stood to leave, but paused, gaze drawn to a photograph on Simon's desk. He pulled the photograph towards him, recognizing Andrew immediately. He was surrounded by people. They looked like normal people, but Andrew was killing them with a scythe made of power, so Doc knew they weren't normal. They were Black Shaman zombies. Underneath the photograph in demanding print were the words, "Identify this cryptid!"
"Hum," Doc murmured, pushing the photograph to the side. A letter beneath it was headed with a paragraph accusing Simon of not sharing his secret knowledge of the coming event with the United States government. It further demanded that Simon explain what was going on.
"Do you know who that is?" Simon asked, pointing at Andrew.
"Never met him, no," Doc replied, which was technically true. He hadn't been formally introduced to that Andrew. Not ever.
Doc shifted one more paper, blood chilling when he saw an image of Meli. She was wrapped in pure black, and she was surrounded by flaming wolves and groveling worshippers. It made him sick. Sick to know he'd been the one to free her, sick to know that she was slaughtering people without restraint, sick to know that Andrew was the only person standing between her and the rest of the world.
"You sure?" Simon asked. "He's in the city you asked me to evacuate when you were tetrarch."
"Is he? How interesting. I suppose you can tell the government you don't have any knowledge of the previous tetrarch's agenda or policies."
"I don't," Simon said flatly.
"So it's not even a lie," Doc said.
"Who is she?"
"The Black Shaman," Doc replied absently as he shuffled the photograph of Andrew back to the top.
"And?"
"She's death incarnate," Doc murmured. "She feeds off death and uses her power to create more death. She's a plague that the government has no hope of stopping." He paused for a moment before saying, "But don't worry; the boy will take care of her."
"I thought you didn't know him."
"I don't," Doc said with a laugh. "I surely wish I did though. And he's not a cryptid. He's a god."
"What?"
Doc slid the papers back towards Simon and smiled at him. "You know, I think you're quite lucky," Doc said cheerfully, pushing away his thoughts of Andrew. "Otherwise I wouldn't be part of your life."
"Remind me how that's lucky again?" Simon growled.
"Shall we ask Sagena?"
"Just go," Simon sighed.
"As you wish, Tetrarch. And may I suggest a nap? You're looking a little frayed around the edges."
"Doc."
"I'm going," Doc laughed. He winked at Nick as he passed him, and then he ran laughing across the Hidden to the exit.
By the time Doc had cleaned all the blood and filth from his skin, Jervis was waiting for him.
"You took care of Simon?" Jervis asked as he handed Doc a bottle of whiskey.
"I did. Unfortunately, everyone involved is dead, but the children will be returned to their families in due time."
"He accepted that?"
"He didn't have much choice," Doc chuckled. "That's all I gave him, and I made sure to remind him how lucky he is that I took notice and saved his sister."
"Well done."
"How are the interrogations going?" Doc asked.
"I'm finished."
"Really? It's only been, what, twelve hours?"
"Fourteen. And my method is a little different than yours."
Doc shuddered and muttered, "Don't I know it."
"When you need answers, there is no sense in wasting time," Jervis said evenly. He took a careful sip of his sticky cordial and added, "Everyone's happier in the end."
"I know," Doc agreed. "I just don't have the stomach for it. Speaking of things I don't have the stomach for, Jury killed forty men in about one second."
"Interesting," Jervis said.
"Messy," Doc countered. "It cost him, but he did it."
"And why are you telling me this?"
"He's your problem as much as mine," Doc said.
"Perhaps," Jervis allowed.
"I'm going to see if he can replicate the Amos the Betrayer amulet. I want our people to be protected against witches," Doc said. "It's too much risk."
"Not any more risk than a sniper," Jervis countered.
"Don't try to use logic on me," Doc grumbled. "Having a bullet scream through your skull is a little different than having your blood turn against you."
"If you say so."
In his mind, Doc was tied to that chair again while Vivienne Baudelaire tortured him in the most painful way possible.
"I do," he said softly. "I really do."
He quietly shuffled his cards and dealt out a hand. Jervis looked at his briefly before pulling out the button bowl and tossing in two buttons. Doc matched his bet, dealt out replacement cards, raised, and won.
"Is everything handled then?" he asked as he shuffled once more.
"Not quite. There are four congressmen, one senator, a rather greedy business man, a general, and a few other people who won't be showing up to work in the morning," Jervis stated.
"It's been awhile since we've had to clean house," Doc said.
"Maybe too long," Jervis replied.
"Politicians," Doc shrugged. "It's not as if we can kill them all. And even if we could, more politicians would just take their places."
"That's the sad truth," Jervis said as he lost once more. "What's your plan for Gac?"
"I don't have one yet. I have a note I want Dr. Feyrer to try to read, and that's as far as I've gotten."
"Very good. By tracing forward from George and Libbie Custer, I've managed to locate three of his other estates."
"And?"
"I've eyes on them."
"Let me know."
"I always do."
"Jury said something about a witches' transport guild," Doc said.
"Yes?"
"I was thinking we might be able to use them to find Gac."
"How so?" Jervis asked.
"Jury said the doorways are a guild secret, so maybe Gac hired a guild member to build the one inside the trailer."
"I'll look into it."
Doc tapped his leg thoughtfully and said, "I'm not really still running the Hidden, am I?"
"Why do you ask?" Jervis replied.
"Why did you avoid the question?"
"Because I'm not going to give you the answer you want."
"I was afraid of that," Doc sighed. "But I'm not really."
"No, but you're watching now; and before you weren't."
"Someone has to," Doc insisted.
"And there are quite a few people who are glad that person is you," Jervis said sincerely.
"I suppose."
"No supposing about it," Jervis said firmly.
Doc grinned and said, "We make a good team."
"It's true," Jervis agreed.
"Do we have a new chef yet?"
"Not one I want to talk about. It's difficult to find a humanoid cryptid who is as skilled in the kitchen as Pierre was. I'm planning to replace all the norm staff with cryptids, but it will take some time."
"I understand," Doc said. "But when you find a chef you do want to talk about, invite the Bakers over for dinner."
"You'd be better off going to visit them," Jervis sighed.
Doc laughed and said, "Surely you'll find someone."
"Surely," Jervis agreed.
"I should probably work my way over to Jury's now."
"Let me know," Jervis ordered.
"I always do," Doc shot back.
Jervis very nearly grinned as he dumped the rest of his cordial into Thaddeus's pot, then he slipped silently out the door.
"Gak!" Thaddeus spat. "What did you just pour on me? It's choking me!"
"Sorry, old boy," Doc said. "Jervis gave you what was left of his cordial."
"Is he trying to kill me?!" Thaddeus sputtered. "No, don't answer that! I know he's trying to kill me! He's always hated me."
"I don't think that's the case. And it can't be that bad."
"Have you tried it?" Thaddeus demanded.
"No."
"Then you can't say," he ground out. "I think I see the light."
Doc swallowed a laugh and said, "Don't walk towards it."
"I can't, you imbecile! I don't have legs!"
"I meant metaphorically," Doc chuckled.
"I may as well walk towards it. No one appreciates me," Thaddeus moaned. "No one listens to me. No one cares how I'm doing. I'm just a plant in a pot. A blue pot at that."
"I honestly thought you liked blue."
"Well, I don't! I like yellow," he added with a sigh.
"I'm sorry," Doc said. "I'll have it changed."
"Like hell you will! Do you have any idea how traumatizing it is to be moved from one pot to another?!"
"No," Doc said as seriously as possible.
"It's absolutely hellish."
Doc waited a couple of beats before saying softly, "Would you like some brandy?"
"That would take the edge off my sorrow," Thaddeus murmured. "If it's not too much trouble."
"Not at all, old boy."
Doc retrieved a brandy from the kitchen and poured it into Thaddeus's pot.
"Thank you," Thaddeus mumbled. "You're a good soul."
"Already drunk," Doc whispered. "Sleep well, old boy."
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Doc ran into Ursula Feyrer on the sidewalk outside Jury's apartment building.
"Good morning," he said cheerfully as he opened the door for her.
"It's not even morning," she muttered. "And it's been over two days, you know."
"Has it?"
"It has! Did it ever occur to you that I might have other things to do?"
"No," Doc said. "Not even a little."
She glared at him.
"You're still quite put out with me, aren't you?" he chuckled. "Let's tally up our offenses, shall we?" She paled, but he continued anyway. "You watched me for a number of years, wrote a book about me, sold my information to a villain, invaded my privacy and private moments, and stole a measure of my peace. What was it I did to you again? Made you wait a couple days?"
"I said I was sorry," she said glumly.
"You're right. That makes everything better."
He pushed the button on the elevator and whistled brightly. She followed him into it when it opened, an air of unease about her.
"Is this how it's going to go?" she asked. "Every time you can use me, I'll just be at your beck and call?"
"Of course not," he said easily. "I may sometimes call and ask you for help, but you can certainly say no."
"Can I?"
"I'm not a rapist," Doc said. "A no is a no. If you don't want to help me, you're free to go. I'm not going to guilt you or kill you. It's your choice. Gac is an evil man, and he needs stopped. If I don't stop him, he'll go after people I love and hurt them to get to me. I would really appreciate your help finding him, but you don't owe me anything."
"I hate you," she hissed.
"I hear that a lot," he acknowledged as he knocked on Jury's door. "There's an I Hate Doc Holliday Club you could probably join. It's mostly men, but I think they'd accept you."
"Come in!" Jury yelled before Ursula could respond.
"You coming?" Doc asked her.
"Obviously," she snapped. "As if I really have a choice."
"Don't ever make the mistake of telling me that I didn't give you a choice," Doc said harshly. "This is your chance to make a difference in a world that you have only ever watched. Take it or leave it. I don't need you, and I can do it without you."
She stared at him, resentment clear in her eyes, but she finally murmured, "I'll take it."
"Now remember, that's your choice."
The door suddenly swung open, and Jury snapped, "Are you two just going to stand here all day arguing or are we going to get to work?"
"After you, Ursula," Doc said.
She nodded stiffly and walked into the room, halting abruptly when she came face to face with Tucker.
"Who's this chick?" Tucker asked. "She's not on the team, is she? She looks angry. Is she angry? Did D-Dog piss you off, angry lady?"
Ursula made a choked noise, and Doc intervened, trying hard not to laugh. "Tucker, this is Dr. Ursula Feyrer. She does a type of scrying."
"That is so freaking cool!" Tucker exclaimed. "That's like when you look into a crystal ball and see the future, right?"
"Something like that," Doc chuckled.
"Can I watch?" Tucker asked hopefully. "And can you look into my future?"
"No," Ursula said awkwardly. "It's not like that. I see the past."
"The past?" Tucker said, nose crinkled in confusion. "What good is that?"
"Exactly," Ursula said bitterly.
"It might be extremely useful," Doc broke in. "Let's find out."
He led the way into Jury's office, uncovered the mirror, and waited for Ursula to situate herself before handing her the note Gac had sent him after he'd taken Tucker.
She held the note in her hand, grey magic swirled around it and into the mirror, and then a scene began to materialize.
Doc was sitting at a table across from Gac, playing poker.
"That's him!" Tucker exclaimed. "That's Gac!"
"Shh," Ursula hissed.
They watched as the scene played out, as Doc won hand after hand. They watched as Doc shook Gac's hand and walked away, but the scene didn't shift away from Doc onto Gac. Instead it followed Doc outside the Banshee onto the sidewalk.
"What just happened?" Doc demanded. "Why is it following me?"
Ursula sighed and let the image in the mirror fade away. "That man may have written this note," she said, "but your personality is stronger than his. The second you took possession of it, it became yours."
"Hell," Doc muttered.
"It didn't work right, huh?" Tucker whispered from beside Doc.
"It worked perfectly," Ursula snapped.
"But it showed D-Dog here, and we wanted to see Gac."
"That's not my fault," Ursula said stiffly.
"No one's saying it's your fault," Jury said from his position behind his desk. "Tucker's just saying we didn't see what we wanted to see."
"Sorry, lady. I wasn't like blaming you or anything."
"My name is Dr. Feyrer," Ursula said.
"Hey, you're a doctor just like D-Dog!"
"No," she corrected. "He is a dentist. I am a doctor of the human condition."
"She means she has a PhD," Jury chuckled.
"What's that?" Tucker asked.
"She's a doctor of philosophy," Doc said.
"And philosophy is like the study of knowledge?" Tucker asked doubtfully.
"Very good," Doc replied.
"Apollo told me. So, she doesn't actually help people, like a doctor?" Tucker said.
"Nope," Jury said.
"Shouldn't it be like a different word then? Like teacher or something like that?"
"You'd think," Jury agreed.
Doc could see that Ursula was seething with irritation, and he briefly wondered if he'd made a mistake in letting her live. He hadn't realized how angry she was underneath her layer of inadequacy. And she didn't realize that she was so angry because she was dissatisfied with her decisions in life. He couldn't just point it out to her though; she had to come to the realization on her own. He just hoped she didn't do something really stupid first.
"I have an idea," Jury said.
"I'm all..." Doc stopped himself and said instead, "I'm listening."
"I could make you all ears, you know," Jury said mischievously. "Do you think you could work with that?"
"I already told you I could."
"But I don't believe you," Jury stated.
"Next time we go out," Doc said, "glamour me the biggest ears you can imagine, and I bet you a thousand merlins I can still find a woman willing to take me up."
"Deal," Jury laughed.
"You two are repulsive," Ursula snapped.
"If I please a woman, it doesn't really matter how big my ears are," Doc countered.
"But you're making it into a game."
"Life's a game," Doc shrugged.
"That's not true!" Ursula argued.
"Sure it is," Doc replied. "Now what was your idea, Jury?"
"You said that Gac was some general, right?"
"Yes."
"A famous historical figure?"
"I guess. It's not as if I pay attention."
"Well, if he was, all we have to do is find something that he once had and not let you touch it."
"I like that," Doc said. "I'll text Julian."
"You're still working with those con-artists?" Jury snorted.
"They're not con-artists," Doc said. "They're businessmen."
"Same difference."
"Hardly," Doc argued. "And I don't have a choice."
"What do you mean you don't have a choice? Bennie's been your man for years, and you're not the tetrarch anymore, so it's not as if he has any reason not to work with you now."
"Your father... killed Bennie," Doc said carefully.
"He killed Bennie? Why the hell did he do that?" Jury demanded.
"Why do you think?" Doc asked wearily.
"Now I'm pissed," Jury snarled. "Bennie was a good guy; I mean as far as he could be. We should bring Father back to life and kill him again. Once for every person he ever hurt."
"We'd get nothing else done."
Jury sighed and said, "I'm sorry. I didn't know."
"It's not like we were close," Doc said carelessly.
"You always say that," Jury said. "I don't think you know the definition."
"I do," Doc insisted.
"Maybe," Jury replied, rolling his eyes. "Don't forget to text Julian."
Doc turned his back on Jury as he pulled out his phone and quickly texted Julian to tell him that he needed Sydney to acquire something for him.
"So tell Pops," Julian texted back.
"I'm telling you."
"Why?"
"Because you have a phone."
"Fine. What is it?"
"I need something of General George Armstrong Custer's."
"Who the hell is that?"
"Just a general from back in the day."
"Something specific?" Julian asked.
"Nope, just something he had or owned."
"That's kind of a strange request."
"Are you saying he can't do it?"
"No. I'm just saying it's strange."
"It might help your search to know that Gac is Custer. Or was Custer," Doc added. "And let me know as soon as Sydney has something," Doc ordered.
"Whatever."
"I'm going to strangle that man someday," Doc muttered.
"You say that about everyone," Jury said.
"I don't," Doc insisted.
"I've heard you say it at least twice," Tucker said from his perch on the edge of Jury's desk.
"No one asked you," Doc said firmly.
Ursula cleared her throat.
"Don't you dare," Doc said.
"I was just going to say from a purely neutral standpoint—"
"Hush," Doc snapped.
She actually grinned.
"Anyway," Doc said. "I'll let you know when I hear from Julian, but I don't think there's anything else we can do right now."
He paused, letting his mind quickly work all the angles. He'd have Jervis keep looking, but until Gac either revealed himself or they could find a way to track him, Doc was in a stalemate. He couldn't exactly do anything one way or the other. Which irritated him, but it was what it was.
"Ursula, I realize this is an imposition, but would you be willing to stay in town until we have something of Custer's to work with? You can stay at Dulcis for free."
Ursula cringed and said, "I'd rather stay somewhere else."
"Don't you trust me?"
"I actually do trust you," she muttered. "It's Jervis I don't trust."
"Jervis is mean," Tucker said with a shudder. "When he looks at me, my insides start shivering."
"On the other hand," Ursula said thoughtfully, "it's not as if he wouldn't be able to find me, and free lodging is free lodging. So I accept," she finally said.
"Excellent," Doc replied. "I'll let Jervis know you're coming."
She shuddered slightly before saying, "Thank you."
"There was a question there," Jury laughed.
"There wasn't!" she argued.
"Of course there wasn't," Doc said soothingly. "Thank you, Ursula. I really appreciate it."
"You never tell me you appreciate me," Jury mumbled.
"He never tells me either," Tucker said.
"I appreciate you both," Doc insisted.
"There was a question there," Ursula said.
"Forget it," Doc sighed. "I have things..."
With that, he left, ignoring the laughter that followed him. He was glad they were laughing; he liked it when they laughed. It was good for them.
He drove home, mind gnawing at the problem that was Gac; but he just couldn't see any way around it. Gac still had the upper hand; and unfortunately, that meant Doc would just have to wait until Gac revealed himself. And he'd just have to hope that the protections Jervis had in place for all of Doc's people were sufficient.
Doc entered his suite with a sigh. He hated waiting for something bad to happen; it always set his mind on edge. Maybe tonight was a good night to go out to the Banshee. Or perhaps he could drive out to see the Bakers. Or maybe not, he thought as his gaze fell to the box that was waiting for him on his coffee table.
He immediately recognized the handwriting on the address label, and he stared at it for a moment, hand trembling. He didn't want to open it. He didn't want to acknowledge what that package meant.
He turned from it and walked into the kitchen to grab a bottle of whiskey. He drank the whole bottle in one drink, then grabbed another. His phone beeped just as he was headed back to the sitting room, and he stopped to look at it. Anything to avoid the package.
"Do you need me?" Jervis asked.
"No," Doc replied, wishing he could say yes.
"Are you certain?"
"I can handle it," Doc lied. "So it's over then?"
"Yes," Jervis replied.
"Good. And he won?"
"Yes."
Doc didn't want to ask the next question, but he had to. "And he's gone?"
"Yes. I'm sorry."
"How else would I have met him?" Doc asked. "He had to go back."
It was the end. Andrew was gone. Forever now. Doc would never see him again. Not alive. And that shouldn't make him sad, but it did. The cycle was finished, complete. In another fifteen years or so, Andrew would meet Doc as he rode down a hill at dawn; but Doc had already lived that moment. For him, it was the end. For Andrew, it was the beginning.
Doc opened the second bottle of whiskey, drank half of it, sat, and nudged the box with his foot. He didn't want to open it, but he knew he would.
He drew one of his knives and carefully opened the package. There was a folded note on top. He removed it and put it to the side, then lifted the packing paper to see what was underneath.
He laughed softly and pulled the wooden carving from the box. A note was taped to it. Andrew hadn't taken to Joe's penmanship lessons well so his cursive was sloppy, but it was still readable.
I worked on this for five years straight, so you have to keep it. It's supposed to be a horse and her foal; but you know, you see what you want and yeah. You'd think after all these years I'd be a bit better at carving, but you know.
Doc admired the carving for a while, turning it as he did. It looked nothing like a horse, but it had a curvature to it that he rather enjoyed. Even if it hadn't been from Andrew he would have liked it. He stood and carried it over to one of his side tables, placing it next to a blown-glass vase he'd purchased in Wales. He turned the carving to display its best angle, then headed back to read his note.
He opened it slowly, starting in surprise when a worn twenty dollar bill fell into his lap. Across the bottom in faded writing, it said, "I owe you, Doc."
He held it between his fingers, remembering that moment, the last time or the first time he'd seen Andrew, depending on how you looked at it. He ran his thumb across the bill's face, then set it on the table and turned his attention to the note.
Doc,
It's been a bit now. I'm sorry I went and died on you. I was ready. I know that doesn't make sense to you, and I'm sorry. If it helps, it was one of the hardest decisions I ever made, and I feel like a heel.
Andrew had drawn a little smiley face with wiggly eyes beside that line.
Anyway, it's time. For both of us. As silly as this sounds, I need to let you go.
Doc reread that line a few times. He'd always thought it was the opposite. That he'd needed to let Andrew go. He kept reading, forehead furrowed.
I decided I don't need to worry about you anymore. You have Jury and Jervis now, and I know they'll look out for you.
I stuffed that twenty into my pocket the day you gave it to me, and I don't know why I kept it. I just kept reading that line, thinking that it was meant for me, but I didn't know how or why. When we met, and you said your name was Doc Holliday, it just clicked. I knew we knew each other; I knew we were friends.
We had some good times, didn't we? The best. I'm sorry that we couldn't have just gone further back in time and avoided modernity all-together. That would have been so cool. But Ahanu never would listen to my ideas. He'd just go on and on about how time was delicate, blah, blah, blah. Apparently, he's the only one allowed to mess with it. But that's probably for the best.
I know that you always honor your favors, so I'm not asking you again. I know you'll go, just like you said you would. I just want to say, don't be sad. Don't miss me. I'm always here. Always. Whenever you need me, I'm there. So it's okay. Still, I know you, and I know I'm asking a lot.
You and Pecos are my closest friends, and I need you to be there for him. I decided not to worry about you anymore, but I still worry about him. He only has Aylen, and she doesn't even know how to drive. That's a pretty steep learning curve.
And Pecos loves trouble. He can't help it. But he doesn't know modernity. He doesn't know that there are cameras on every street corner and people always watching, ready to throw you under the bus the first chance they get. He doesn't know that people don't appreciate help from strangers with a strong fist. He doesn't get that everyone is all about rules and regulations, and you can't be the law anymore. You can't make your own set of rules and live by them. He doesn't know how to live like that, Doc, and I need you to help him.
I know you will. You promised me you would. I just wanted to make sure you remembered why. Pecos has a hard head, and he'll never admit that he needs help. He's never met a problem he couldn't solve with his fists, kinda like Janey never met a problem she couldn't solve with a knife. But you're good with people; you'll figure him out quickly enough. 
You always said you were lucky for meeting me. And I'd always laugh when you said it because I knew the truth. I was lucky for meeting you. It's hard not to occasionally feel depressed when you know the future and you know you can't do anything to change it. But anytime that black cloud started hanging over my head, you'd show up. Just out of nowhere you'd suddenly be there, with your cocky grin and your lucky streaks. I always knew that if I needed you, you'd be there. So thank you. There were moments I didn't want to face, but you always made life bearable.
Don't miss me. I'm right here.
Andrew
PS. I bet you twenty bucks you and Pecos go to blows within a day of meeting each other. If I'm right, hang it on the tree.
That was it. The end. Doc reread it once. He couldn't reread it again because his eyes were watery and wouldn't quite focus. Which was stupid because he'd told Andrew goodbye forever ago; he shouldn't feel like he was losing him all over again. But he did.    
There was a soft knock on the door, and although Doc thought about ignoring Jervis, he called out, "Come in."
Jervis entered the room silently and sat on the couch across from Doc. He didn't say a word.
Doc finished off the whiskey bottle before finally saying, "He said he didn't need to worry about me anymore. Not since I had you and Jury."
"He made me promise to never leave you," Jervis said.
"That's not why you stay, is it?" Doc asked.
"Not hardly," Jervis replied. "I only promised because I already knew I wouldn't."
A wave of relief ran through Doc, and he said, "I'm glad to hear that."
"What will you do now?" Jervis asked.
Doc sighed heavily, hating what he knew he'd say. He glanced at the letter one last time, then he said softly, "I guess it's time to go to the ranch."
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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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