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Book 14:
SHADOWS
M.M. Crumley
For Leonard...
Because he remembered the girl, and he cared enough to ask.
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Chapter 1
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"Knight protector."
Doc Holliday opened his eyes. He was surrounded by pale soft light, and he searched it for her emerald eyes and her pale tear-stained face, but there was nothing to see. He was alone. Only he wasn't.
"You pain me," she murmured, voice folding over him like an autumn breeze.
Her words went straight to his heart like a knife.
"Why?" he asked softly.
"You are keeping her from me. She is not yours to keep. You must release her."
"Release her?"
An image flashed in front of his eyes. He recognized the girl, but the memory wasn't his. He had never heard her giggly laugh; he'd never seen her eyes bright with happiness. He had only seen her eyes in death. When he had killed her.
Shame rushed through him. He had forgotten her. He had forgotten that she was trapped inside him with the rapists and the murderers. How could he have forgotten her? He had remembered the solider, but he hadn't for a second thought of the girl.
Abby. Her name was Abby. He had forgotten Abby.
"Send her home," the mother urged. "She belongs with me."
Doc woke with a jerk, frowning when he saw that Jervis and Jury were both staring at him.
"Have you been watching me this whole time?" Doc drawled.
"It seemed prudent," Jury shrugged.
"I can't zap anymore," Doc said. "And we're on a plane. Where was I going to go?"
Jervis raised an eyebrow.
"Fine," Doc laughed. "But you can't watch me all the time."
Jury's eyes narrowed.
"You can't watch me all the time," Doc repeated more sternly. "It was only a month," he added.
"Fifty years," Jervis said flatly.
"But not for you," Doc pointed out. "It was just a month for you."
Jury's nostrils flared.
"We need to stop in Denver," Doc went on, hoping to stave off Jury's inevitable fit.
The idea of stopping in Denver was a little strange to Doc. Until this morning, he hadn't seen a plane in fifty years, let alone ridden in one. He hadn't seen cars or lights or stores. He hadn't held a cellular phone. He remembered all those things; but Pazach's home, Pazach's forest, had imprinted itself on Doc so deeply that he yearned to walk barefoot along the streams and feel the soft grass beneath his feet.
"Doc!" Jury snapped.
"What?"
"Why are we going to Denver?"
"There's something I forgot to do."
"I thought we were going after Gac," Jury snarled.
"We are. Right after I take care of something."
"What?" Jury demanded.
"You're not my keeper," Doc said softly.
"You disappeared!" Jury exclaimed. "For a month! You almost didn't come home! You were gone, Doc, gone!"
"But I did come home," Doc said patiently.
"Hans," Jervis murmured.
"Yes?"
"You understand what worry looks like," Jervis said in German.
Doc shrugged.
"And you understand what fear looks like," Jervis went on.
"I can speak German," Jury growled.
"I know you can," Jervis said. "I'm not trying to exclude you."
"He talks in German so I know he's serious," Doc said in French.
"Can we all speak the same language?" Jury asked in Italian.
"No," Doc said with a chuckle. "I'm sorry. I promise to try not to disappear again."
"You've made a frequent habit of it," Jervis stated.
"Once or twice is not a habit," Doc countered.
"Once or twice?" Jury sputtered. "If you don't include the time Ahanu took both of us, you've disappeared at least five times that I know of! That's a goddamn habit!"
Doc opened his mouth to retort, but Jury cut him off.
"No!  I don't want to hear your goddamn excuses! I was a fae; Gac kidnapped me; I went into the memory! I don't fucking care! Here is what's going to happen. Where you go, I go! Done."
Doc growled softly, but Jervis caught his eyes and said, "Hans."
"Yes," Doc sighed.
He did understand. He knew what worry looked like, and he understood fear. Jury didn't want to lose him, and Doc knew exactly what that felt like.
"In that case," Doc said cheerfully, "we're going to Tucker's."
"Shit," Jury muttered. "Spoke too soon. I'll go almost everywhere with you."
"It'll be fun," Doc said. "We can play pool."
"I don't play pool with Tucker anymore," Jury grumbled. "He doesn't take it seriously. He named the balls, and he's always saying shit like 'I'm going to put Jimbo into that corner pocket over there.'"
"Interesting," Doc murmured.
"He doesn't even call the eight ball the eight ball."
"What does he call it?"
"Doc."
"Seriously?"
"Yes," Jury said flatly. "Doc. Because it's the ball that wins you the game."
Doc tried not to, but he couldn't help it. He started to laugh. They didn't join him.
"Oh, come on," Doc chuckled. "That's hilarious."
"It's vainglorious," Jury stated.
"It would only be vainglorious if I had named it," Doc countered.
"Your thinking it's funny is vainglorious," Jury shot back.
"Maybe," Doc murmured, reminding himself that Jury was only being difficult because he was mad. And he was only mad because he cared.
Doc couldn't change the past though. He couldn't change what he'd done, and he wouldn't. The only thing he would have changed was his memory of being human. He couldn't believe he'd actually forgotten Jervis and Jury, forgotten everyone.
Being fae, being connected and in tune with nature and the rhythms like he had been had overridden everything else to the point that he hadn't been able to think outside of it.
He could still feel the struggle of a butterfly as it fought to break free of its cocoon. He could feel the first breath of a baby fawn. He could feel the slow pace of dormancy in the autumn. He could feel it all, and now that he remembered who he was, none of it made sense to him.
He was a gambler. A city man. He felt more comfortable in a seedy, smoky parlor than he ever had in the woods. He reveled in the desperate scents of the city, and he felt alone and cast adrift when he was out in the world with no other humans in sight. He always had.
More so, once he'd reached adulthood, he had never stayed in one place for more than a year or two. He couldn't. He'd lived in Dulcis for over a hundred years now, but he hadn't been there the entire time. He left constantly, sometimes for years without ever coming back. He simply couldn't stay still for long. Not without beginning to itch.
As a fae, he had been different. More fae than Doc Holliday, and he was glad to be himself again. Glad to feel the itch. Glad to feel the tides of luck lapping at his feet. He just hoped being a fae hadn't marked him too much. He wasn't interested in change. He liked himself just the way that he was.
"He's not even listening," Jury snapped. "He keeps doing that. It's like we're not even here."
"I'm sorry," Doc said sincerely.
Jury's face twisted.
"No," he said flatly. "Just no. I absolutely hate that. Do not do it again."
"Do what again?" Doc asked.
"There was no question mark," Jervis pointed out.
Doc suppressed a sigh.
"I'm sorry?" he said again.
"Better," Jury growled. "I can't deal with this..." He gestured towards Doc's face and snarled, "Anymore." Then he levered back his chair and closed his eyes.
Doc waited until he was certain Jury was asleep to say softly, "He seemed alright last night."
"We'd only just found you last night," Jervis reminded him. "And Jury was relieved. It takes a while for the anger to set in."
"Are you angry?"
Jervis didn't respond immediately, and when he did, it was in his antiquated German.
"You are so far beyond me now."
Doc wanted to argue, but Jervis didn't give him the chance.
"When we met, you were young, both in mind and in body. You matured, and we became equals. Equally deadly, equally wise. But now... You have surpassed me both in wisdom and in skill."
"Hardly," Doc snorted, outraged by the very concept. He could never surpass Jervis, not in anything.
"You never see yourself clearly, Hans. Never," Jervis said gently. "You are so much more than I am. And you are what makes me more. Without you, I would return to my hole and molder. So, no, I am not mad. I am relieved beyond measure. I was afraid..." Jervis trailed off, eyes clouded with emotion. "I was afraid," he murmured. "And now my heart has unclenched. I am here, now, with you. And I am calm."
Jervis's eyes rested on Jury for a moment, and he said, "Jury is in a different place. For a moment, he lost you. Lost you in such a way that not even he, the most powerful witch in the world, and not even I, with all my resources, could find you. And he is worried. He is worried that if he lost you once, he can lose you again. And that makes him angry."
There was too much in Jervis's statement to respond to. Too much emotion and too much truth.
Doc finally managed to say something, even though it probably wasn't what he should have said.
"I still need you."
"I never said that you didn't," Jervis replied with a slight grin.
"You make me better," Doc insisted.
"No," Jervis said. "I make you functional. There is a very big difference. Without me, you'd never be able to finish everything you start. You begin the project, you carry it to the top of the hill, and then you roll it down to me. I finish it up. We're the perfect team."
"Exactly."
"Exactly," Jervis said, amusement coloring his tone.
"So what do we do about Jury?"
"We let him follow you around for a while, until he gets bored of it and forgets your propensity for disappearing."
"If I must," Doc sighed. "He gets so grumpy when he's following me around."
"I wonder why," Jervis mused. "Why are we going to Denver?"
"I forgot to release the girl Vivienne Baudelaire killed with my hand."
"I think I missed part of an earlier conversation," Jervis said.
"When I was fae, I released the soldier I accidentally killed when we were fighting Gac on the interstate."
Jervis raised an eyebrow.
"Anyway, I forgot about the girl. When I killed her—"
"When Vivienne killed her," Jervis corrected.
"Yes, but the point remains that I consumed her," Doc said.
"Fine. Continue."
"When I killed her, I took her soul. So she's inside me, where she shouldn't be. I only consume corrupted souls, or should anyway."
He felt the full responsibility of Abby's death, and that irritated him. He would have never killed her deliberately. He didn't kill people who didn't have it coming. He just didn't. That hadn't been put on him; it wasn't a fate or the force of someone else's will. It was his will. He only killed evil.
"The mother came to me in a dream just now," Doc said, "and she asked for the girl. I need to release her, but I'm not fae now, so I'll need Tucker's help to bring her forth."
"Are you certain?" Jervis asked.
"What do you mean am I certain?"
"You are the guard and the prison. It doesn't seem to me that you would need someone else to open the gate."
"Yes, but that was when I was fae," Doc argued.
"No," Jervis countered. "That was always. You only ever thought of it when you were fae because you suddenly believed you could do damn near anything. In truth, it is hard to know where the line resides. What was Hans and what was fae."
Once more, Doc wanted to argue with him. But once more, he couldn't. Not because Jervis kept speaking; but because, in spite of his desire to do so, Doc wasn't sure there was any argument to be made.   
"Denver is on the way to Gac's current location," Jervis said after a moment. "I will let the pilot know you wish to stop there."
Doc nodded absently, busy thinking about what Jervis had said. He was the prison, the gate, the gatekeeper. He knew that. He'd known it when he was fae, and he knew it now. Had he only been able to access the prison because he was fae? Or, as Jervis had suggested, had he only believed he could access the prison because he was fae?
He'd seen souls for the first time as a fae, and he'd watched them disappear within his tattoo. He'd seen beyond the markings of his tattoo to the inner depths. He'd seen the spirits held there. Because he'd been fae.
He stared at his chest. It was covered by his shirt and vest, and he couldn't see through them. His vision was normal. It was his own. He didn't see in layers anymore. He didn't see magic or elements. He simply saw the uppermost layer of what was there. That was all. So all he could see of his chest was his vest and the vee of his shirt.
It was a relief. Seeing in layers was absolutely exhausting. A tree was never just a tree. It was the tree, the bark, the inner bark, the insects inside the tree, the core, the roots, the leaves, the water and sap within, and the hundred combinations of elements that made up all those things.
He still knew that his shirt wasn't just a shirt. It was shirt, it was fabric, it was thread, it was the plant that the fabric had been made from, it was the earth the plant had grown in, it was the water that the plant had absorbed, and the sunlight that had fed the plant. He knew all that still, but he couldn't see it. Not anymore.  
Out of insatiable curiosity, he opened the buttons on his shirt until part of his tattoo was visible; and then he stared at it. There was no mystery to it. It was his tattoo. He'd seen it thousands of times in the mirror, and regardless of its complexity, he could have drawn it from memory. But without fae power, he couldn't see inside it, and he didn't know how to open it.
"I am the gatekeeper," he murmured.
"What the hell are you doing?" Jury suddenly demanded.
"Trying to look inside my tattoo."
"I'm going back to sleep," Jury grunted. "When I wake up again, your shirt had better be buttoned."
Doc nodded vaguely, but his focus was on his tattoo. Had he always had the power to open the gate and look inside? And if he had, did he have to be able to see the gate to open it?
"Here is the prison," he murmured. "Here is the gate. Open the doors; see all the souls. Call one forth; let it go. How to let it go?"
He closed his eyes and thought of the girl. He visualized her face. The happy face, not the dead one.
"Abby," he whispered. "Come forth."
Nothing happened. He couldn't suddenly see her, and he didn't feel anything leave him. He hadn't honestly expected that he would.
He wasn't fae anymore. He couldn't see spirits or layers or the inside of his tattoo. He was the gatekeeper of a prison he owned, but it looked as if he'd lost the key to access it.




Chapter 2
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Doc stared at his tattoo for another second before buttoning his shirt and gazing out the plane's window. He'd felt a moment of unease this morning when they'd first approached the plane. For some reason the idea of climbing into a metal box and going up into the air hadn't made any sense to him. He'd known his unease was just a remnant of the fae, however; so he'd shoved the feeling aside and pretended that he was fine.
He wasn't fine though. Not yet. He was missing the ground beneath his feet, and his skin was having a difficult time adjusting to clothing. Part of his mind, the fae part, was wondering how clothing had ever caught on. And that made him furious. He loved clothing. He loved his vests and his tailored pants. He just had to remember loving them. Just like he had to remember loving airplanes and modernity. And his eyes needed to remember how to read just the surface of things.
He was so used to feeling emotions that his ability to read people was rusty at best. He hadn't even realized Jury was angry until Jervis had specifically said he was. Fifty years ago, Doc would have immediately noticed all the little physical signs. The tightening of Jury's lips, the clenching of his right hand, the slight snarl.
A whisper of fear wiggled through him. Would he ever be Doc again? Truly Doc? Would he remember how to love clothes and airplanes? Would he remember how to read people the old fashioned way? Would he remember how to fall asleep even if he wasn't tired?
He hadn't been able to fall asleep last night, and that bothered him. Except for his very brief nap earlier on the plane, he hadn't slept in over fifty years. He should be exhausted. And ravenous. Maybe a little crazed. But physically, he felt completely fine.
As a fae, he had not required energy or life force from other humans to function. He'd absorbed life force from everything. Not enough to damage, just a sip from every flower, every fungus, every animal, every bird. A sip from the earth, from the rivers and lakes, from the sky. He had tasted everything constantly.
At what point would he be human again? When would he start to tire? When would he need to kill? When would he be hungry? Would he ever be hungry again?
"Is the regret finally settling in?" Jury asked softly.
"No," Doc said.
It wasn't. His only regret was not knowing if he was forever altered or not.
"Really?" Jury pressed. "Because for a moment there you were the most powerful being in the entire world, and now you're not. You don't regret that?"
"No."
"Why not?" Jury demanded.
"The most powerful being in the entire world isn't me," Doc said.
"Explain."
Doc wasn't sure that he could explain it, but he tried.
"The most powerful being in the world doesn't dance with Lady Luck," he said. "The most powerful being in the world doesn't struggle to survive. I like the struggle," Doc shrugged.
Jury snorted. "What struggle?"
"Remember when I was mortal?"
"Never bring that up," Jury said with a shudder.
"Or what about when I was burned by Cynric?"
"You look ridiculous when you lose your eyebrows."
"How about when I was addicted to witches?"
"You're trapped in a plane with your favorite main course. How do you handle it?" Jury asked with a snicker.
Doc rolled his eyes before saying, "My point is that I don't want to be that person, that being. It's no fun."
Jury sat upright and studied Doc carefully. "I don't think I could have let it go," he said. "It sounds intoxicating. You could even zap!" Jury exclaimed, eyes a little brighter than normal.
Doc just smiled. Jury could zap too; he just didn't know it. Maybe it wasn't exactly the same, and maybe Jury couldn't go anywhere in the world, but he could still do it. If he could open a hole and put his feet through it, there was no reason why he couldn't put his whole body through it.
"I don't understand you," Jury muttered.  
"I don't think anyone does," Doc chuckled.
"You were fae. You were fae for over fifty years. You had the power to move through time, you had the power to move through the world at will, you had the power to walk through fire and not get burned. And you gave it up. Because you like the struggle," Jury said with disbelief.
There was no question in Jury's statement, so Doc didn't respond. 
Jury finally stopped shaking his head and said, "Are you going to tell me why we're going to Denver?"
"To release a soul," Doc replied.
Jury cocked one eyebrow and said, "From?"
"My tattoo."
"This is why I don't ask questions," Jury sighed. "And after that we kill Gac?"
"Yes," Doc confirmed.
"Then what?"
"Then I'll get you your stones and water," Doc offered.
"It's about damn time."
"I didn't know there was a time limit."
"Shows what you know."
Jury started to say something else, but stopped and looked away from Doc. He was silent for a long time, but then he said softly, "I thought you were gone. Forever gone. And I swear, Doc, I've never been so afraid in my entire life. I don't... I need you," he whispered. "There's a darkness that lives just outside of me, and when you're not around, it closes in. Every day it closes in."
Jury continued to speak, but his words were soft, and he hesitated often.
"I'm afraid there's too much Jury inside of me. What made Cynric and Drustan and Phillip who they were is inside me too. I can feel it. It's a lust for more. A lust for power. But when I'm with you, it falls away; and I can just be. Without you though, it's all I can see and it starts to consume me.
"Those five years you were gone were the worst five years of my life. And back then, it was easy. I couldn't kill people with a thought or compulse them to serve me. It's gotten to the point that I don't even see people anymore; I see potential."
Jury's tortured eyes finally met Doc's, and he whispered, "I'm not good, Doc. I'm not."
"You are good; stop telling yourself that you aren't," Doc insisted, angry that Jury saw himself that way.
Jury shook his head. "You don't understand," he said. "I'm not."
Doc knew it was pointless to argue, so he said, "Some would say that if you can recognize the struggle within, you've already won."
"I don't think that's true," Jury murmured.
"I'm with you," Doc said. "Always. No matter what happens, no matter where I go or what I do, I'm always with you. You're my family. You, me, and Jervis. Together there is no darkness we cannot fight."
"And Hans is ever missing, I'm certain I can annoy you just as much as he does," Jervis said from behind Doc.
"Goddamn it, Jervis!" Doc snarled. "You know I hate it when you sneak up on me!"
"I walked," Jervis said. "You just weren't listening."
Doc started to make an angry retort, but a grin suddenly overtook his face. He hadn't heard Jervis coming. What a relief that was. He was so weary of hearing everything, of not ever being surprised.
"You should feed your lust," Jervis said, interrupting Doc's moment of reflection.
"What?!" Doc demanded.
"Jury," Jervis clarified. "He should feed his lust."
"I'm with Doc," Jury said, a confused look on his face. "What?"
"If you have a lust for power, take it. When and where you can," Jervis explained. "Focus on the skills you have that don't subjugate people under your considerable will and become a god."
"Come again?" Jury said.
Jervis sighed heavily and sat beside Doc.
"You are a very powerful witch," Jervis said pointedly. "In what?"
Jury raised an eyebrow.
"Humor me," Jervis said dryly.
"Fine. Tracking. Glamouring. Manufacturing."
"I'm sure the list is far longer than that," Jervis said with reproach. "However, focus on those. Without hurting anyone, become better in those areas than anyone else ever dreamed of."
Doc cleared his throat.
"I hate that sound," Jury groaned. "What?"
"Speaking of manufacturing..."
"I don't want to hear it," Jury said.
"But I thought you wanted to be a god."
"That was Jervis's idea," Jury shrugged. "I haven't committed to it yet."
"But..."
"Goddamn it, Doc! Just spit it out!"
"I may have, unintentionally of course... Actually, it was really Pazach who did it; I was just standing there."
"Doc."
"I need a new knife."
"What do you mean you need a new knife?" Jury asked with aggravation.
Doc shrugged and said, "Pazach melted it."
"Melted it."
"Yes. And the Amos the Betrayer amulet."
"Which one was that?"
"The one that keeps witches from turning my body against me."
"Oh, that Amos," Jury murmured. "That's going to be hard to replace. There were only three of them. His manhood was only so big you know. I don't know why they had to use that bit, but that's what they did. If I could see one, maybe I could..." He shook his head and said, "I'll have to think about it. The knife, no problem. Give me five minutes in my apartment, but really, what do you mean melted?"
"I mean the fire was so hot, it melted it."
"A knife."
"Yes."
"But you're fine?"
"Fae, remember?" Doc said.
Jury shook his head, and Doc knew he was still wondering why Doc had given back the fae power.
"I prefer you now," Jervis said.
"I never said I didn't prefer him now!" Jury snapped. "Of course I prefer him now! I just don't understand. It's nonsensical." He made a frustrated noise and said, "But that's the Jury talking. Maybe it does make total sense to give up all the power in the world just to be a normal human."
"Well," Doc drawled. "When you put it like that..."
It did sound utterly ridiculous, but he was who he was, and he wouldn't change it for anything.
"Knife first," Jury said when they landed in Denver a short time later. "Then Tucker."
"I should check on Winslow," Jervis said. "Do not leave without me."
Doc glanced at Jury and rolled his eyes before saying, "You haven't told us where Gac is; we can't leave without you."
"How interesting," Jervis murmured. "Call me when you're ready."
"I don't think he trusts you," Jury said after Jervis had disappeared inside one of the Dulcis vans.
"That can't be it," Doc chuckled. "I'm pretty sure he just forgot to tell us."
"Right," Jury snorted. "You should let me drive. You haven't driven in fifty years."
"It's like a riding a bike," Doc countered as he trailed his finger along the dark purple fender of his Ferrari 250 GTO. "It comes right back."
The urge to drive was suddenly overwhelming. He could hardly wait to feel the purr of the engine and the power beneath his hands.
And that's when the hunger finally arrived. Not for life. Not for food or whiskey or the game. But for soft, supple skin. And low, soft moans of pleasure.
He hadn't touched a woman in over half a century, and he knew without a doubt that there was only one woman who could satisfy the insatiable hunger that was suddenly tearing through him. He could see the wave of her velvet brown hair, and he could feel the strands of it sliding between his fingers.
"Doc!" Jury snapped. "Whoever she is, she's not getting you any closer to a new knife."
Doc grinned and winked at Jury before climbing into his car, starting the engine, and shifting into first gear.
The drive through town to Jury's apartment was quick, and despite Jury's continual complaints, they arrived in one piece.
"Park right there," Jury said as they passed the front of the building.
"I know how to park," Doc retorted.
He just hadn't done it in a while. A very long while.  He hadn't forgotten how though. He hadn't forgotten anything. He knew how to apply the brake and how to pull the car up to the curb. He had to think about it more than he used to, but he could still do it.
After Doc parked, he and Jury exited the car, and Doc followed Jury inside the building.
They were halfway across the lobby when someone shrieked, "Doc!"
Doc turned to smile at Sami as she rushed from her office, but he was taken off guard when she plowed into him and wrapped her arms around him.
"I'm so glad you're okay," she exclaimed. "Jervis was so worried. I was worried! Jury was really worried. He burned the entire top floor."
"I did not!" Jury growled.
"The kitchen and part of the hallway," Sami said.
Her voice was muffled by Doc's chest, and Doc hugged her before gently pushing her away.
"I'm fine," he said cheerfully.
"I can see that," she said, tone a tad chastising. "Next time you should call."
"There won't be a next time, and I wasn't able to. No phone."
"And a different time zone," Jury snorted.
"I don't see how that matters," Sami said, tone confused.
Doc suppressed a frown. He wasn't sure how much Sami knew, and it was probably time to find out. If she was going to be a permanent fixture in their lives, she shouldn't be kept in the dark. That was part of why he had lost Lena; he'd never been able to tell her the important things.
"I'll explain it to you later," Doc promised. "We're kind of in a hurry right now."
"You're always in a hurry," Sami sighed.
"We'll play Egyptian Rat Killer," Doc offered.
"Really?" she gasped.
"Really."
She grinned widely and said, "I would love that!"
"It's a date," Doc said with a wink.
She laughed loudly, and Doc smiled at her before following Jury into the elevator.
"You just can't help yourself," Jury sighed after the doors had closed.
"How do you mean?"
"You're not happy unless we're surrounded by fragile mortals. It's a sickness. You should get help."
"It's not intentional," Doc murmured.
"Maybe," Jury shrugged.
The elevator doors slid open, and Jury strode into his apartment without even touching the door to open it. It swung open on its own when Jury was a few feet away.
"That's a new trick," Doc commented.
"I decided not to bother with ordinary anymore," Jury said. "Make yourself at home. It'll take me just a second to whip up a new knife."
"Are you making the knife from scratch?" Doc asked curiously.
"Obviously. Otherwise it wouldn't be magic, would it? Don't bother me," Jury ordered. "And I want pancakes and steak as payment."
"It will be done," Doc promised.
He flopped onto the couch and texted Jervis. "Jury wants pancakes and steak."
"Disgusting," Jervis texted back. "I'll have it sent over."
"Thank you."
Jury's request taken care of, Doc laid back his head and closed his eyes. He still wasn't tired, but there was only one way to see her, and it wasn't by staying awake.
He stared at the darkness that was the back of his eyelids for some time. Which was ridiculous. He could fall asleep anywhere. It was one of his things.
He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He was an expert at falling asleep when he wasn't tired. He did it all the time. All he had to do was let go.
Like a dandelion seed. Floating up into the air. Into the nothingness.  
"Where have you been?" Tozi suddenly demanded.
"I missed you too," Doc drawled.
"Answer me!" she ordered.
"Where are you?" Doc countered as he turned to face her.
Conflict filled her eyes, but she quickly turned the tables back on him. "You were gone," she said. "Just gone. Where did you go?"
"Doesn't matter," Doc murmured.
He was being contrary, but he was enjoying knowing something she didn't for once. He reached for her, wrapped his fingers around hers, and tugged her towards him.
"No," she said firmly. "Not until you tell me where you were."
"Gone," Doc whispered against her neck. "I was gone. Now I'm back."
He kissed the lower line of her jaw and said, "I burn for you."
"You can just keep burning," she retorted, but she didn't pull away.
His fingers started to make their way up her braid, unraveling it one bit at a time.
"Stop that," she ordered.
She didn't mean it though; he knew she didn't because she was unbuttoning his shirt.
"I missed the feel of you," he sighed as he pulled her tight against him.
"I missed you," she whispered.
He paused, heart leaping foolishly at her words. He was too old to be so foolish. She was hardly going to fall into his arms and confess an undying love for him. And he wouldn't love her nearly so much if she was the type of woman who would. This was enough. He would make sure it was enough.
"Soy tuyo," he said as he moved to kiss her. "Siempre."
He didn't give her a chance to respond. Instead he kissed her, allowing himself to feel everything, everything that he had denied himself as a fae. Pazach's fire was nothing compared to the fire consuming Doc now.
He lowered them both to the ground, a burst of joy filling him when they fell onto the soft forest floor and the scent of grass enveloped them. He pulled away from her long enough to tear her dress from her, and then he turned his attention to showing her just how much he had missed her.




Chapter 3
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"You look troubled," Tozi murmured sometime later.
She was curled into his side, leg draped over his, fingers tracing his tattoo. It always felt different when she touched it. She knew the paths of it and the meaning of it in a way no one else did. She touched it as though she owned it, and she did.
"How could I think of anything but you?" Doc replied.
He wasn't either. He was soaking in the sensation of her skin and reveling in her touch.
"Something troubles you," she insisted.
"There are several things that trouble me," he admitted. "But I'm not thinking about any of them right now."
"Tell me," she urged.
He smiled at her and said, "I'd rather not waste my breath with words."
"Don't make me braid my hair."
"You win," he laughed. "I can't access the prison, and I should be able to."
She blinked twice before saying, "What?"
"The prison," he said, tapping his chest. "I can't access it. There's a soul inside that I need to release."
She started to pull away from him, but he tightened his hold.
"Stay," he said, not caring how much his tone betrayed.
"Why is there a soul inside that needs released?" she demanded.
"I was captured, and the woman used my hand to kill a girl," he said simply.
Tozi stiffened, and he feathered his fingers over her naked shoulder, trying to soothe her.
"How did she know?" Tozi asked.
"I don't know," Doc admitted.
He would like to know, but that was hardly the point at the moment. He would deal with the remaining Baudelaires when it was time to deal with the Baudelaires.
"I released a solider I killed," Doc continued, "but at the time I was part fae and I could see the souls, but now I can't."
This time she did pull away from him.
"What exactly have you been doing?" she demanded.
"The usual," he said with a careless grin.
She snorted with frustration and said, "Part fae? That doesn't even make sense."
"If you'd just come to me," Doc said softly. "I would explain everything."
"I can't do that," she insisted.
"Can't or won't?" he murmured.
"This has to be enough," she said irritably. "There is nothing else."
He had accepted that before, but he wasn't sure he was going to accept it anymore. Whether she wanted it or not, he was going to look for her. And, eventually, he would find her.
"You can open the prison," she said insistently. "Being fae would not have given you access to it. It merely made it so you could see it. You just have to figure out how to see it again."
"That's very helpful," Doc drawled.
"Done!" Jury exclaimed triumphantly.
Doc tried to stay asleep; he tried to keep his fingers threaded through Tozi's hair; but it didn't work. He was suddenly back in Jury's apartment, laying on Jury's couch.
"Damn it," he muttered as he sat up.
"It took me longer than I thought it would because the piece of metal I had was junk," Jury went on, oblivious to Doc's irritation. "I had to fiddle with it for over an hour to remove all the impurities, but it's done," he added as he offered the leather knife harness to Doc. 
Doc took the harness and drew the knife. It was weighted even more perfectly than the last knife had been, and he could tell that it was as sharp as it was possible to be.
"It's perfect," Doc said.
"Of course it is," Jury huffed.
"You didn't want me to point it out?"
"I did."
"Then why are you complaining?" Doc asked.
"I'm just in the mood to complain."
"I see."
Doc stood and took off his vest, then he carefully slipped the knife harness into place. He hadn't exactly felt naked without it. After all, he hadn't worn it for years and years. But as it settled back into place, he felt a sense of completeness. He had his clothes, his cards, his bracelets, and his knife. He was Doc again. All Doc.
"Where's my steak?" Jury demanded.
Just then, there was a knock on the door.
"That had better be my steak," Jury grumbled as he walked to open it.
Doc half expected it to be a ninja or an assassin, but it wasn't. It was just a Dulcis employee with a box full of food. Without a word, Jury took the box and walked back to the dining room table with it.
Doc rolled his eyes and stepped towards the man, handing him a hundred dollar bill as he did.
"Thank you," Doc said, "I appreciate it."
"Yes, sir. No problem, sir," the young man chirped.
Doc hid his cringe and quickly closed the door. He was going to have to have a word with Jervis. It looked as if Winslow was infecting the staff with his excessive cheerfulness; and that just wouldn't do.
"So what was it really like?" Jury asked around a mouthful after Doc had sat.
"What was what like?"
"Being a god."
Doc closed his eyes, and he was in the forest once more. He could feel the insects moving in the ground beneath his feet. He could feel the birds in flight overhead. He could feel Pazach trying to sneak up from the side, and he stepped forward just as Pazach leaped.
"You always do that!" Pazach growled. "One of these days..."
"One of these days," Doc drawled as he turned to face him.
"You'll see," Pazach insisted. "Look! A rainbow!"
He pointed over Doc's head, and Doc turned to look, laughing when Pazach plowed into his legs.
"I've got you now!" Pazach crowed as they tumbled to the ground.
Doc could have easily zapped away. He could have also twisted out of the hold. There were seven other things he could have done to be free. But Pazach needed to learn to fight a man, not a god. So Doc struggled to remember what it was like to be a man. How a man moved. How a man thought. It was unbelievably difficult.
Doc opened his eyes, feeling the loss of Pazach as he did.
"It is impossible to be both a god and a man," Doc said softly. "A god sees everything. From one point, there are thousands of angles; and in less than a second, I could see them all. I was both fully in the moment and also seventeen moments ahead. It was like having seventeen different minds, all whirling at once."
"That does sound wretched," Jury admitted. "What about the power though?"
"In the last forty or so years, I don't think I used the power once."
"What?!" Jury exclaimed, spewing food across the table.
"Tsk, tsk," Doc murmured. "What would your mother say?"
"I don't give a damn about my mother!" Jury spat. "I didn't mean it that way," he quickly added. "You know what I meant!"
"Shall we call her and see what she says?" Doc offered.
"Damn it, Doc! Just once can you not turn a serious conversation into a joke?"
"It's easier to laugh," Doc said softly.
"How can you not have used the power?" Jury demanded.
"I didn't need to. The forest was well taken care of by the others. There was no need for my interference."
"Then why did you stay for so long?" Jury asked, tone deceptively soft.
"They had no need of fae Doc," Doc replied just as softly. "Fae Doc was just a power suit over real Doc."
"Can we have this conversation without you talking in the third person?"
"I don't think so," Doc admitted. "They needed real Doc. If they had just needed a fae, Ivas would have sent Mattasavi. What they really needed to understand was how to protect themselves and each other without hurting each other. They were too kind and too compassionate; and they needed to learn how and when to be cruel."
"They couldn't have had a better teacher," Jury said as he started pouring syrup over his pile of pancakes. "Of everyone I've ever met, you have the greatest capacity for kindness." He took a large bite and added, "And the greatest capacity for violence. Necessary violence," he quickly said. "I've never seen you hurt anyone without cause. You're not a Jury," he mumbled bitterly.
Doc didn't bother to point out that Jury wasn't a Jury either. He'd spent more time with Doc and Jervis than he had with his own family. He belonged to them.
But although that was true, Doc also understood family illnesses. Sometimes, no matter how far you ran, no matter how much you tried to escape it, the sickness got you in the end. He'd died of it, but he had no intention of letting Jury succumb to the evil that drove the Jury line.
"The newest Dulcis chef really knows how to make a pancake," Jury said, interrupting Doc's train of thought.
"What number are we on?" Doc asked.
"Seven maybe. There were three at once; Jervis fired all of them because they wouldn't stop fighting. And I think there was one before that. And two in the last month. Jervis was in a mood. He just hired this one last week."
Jury sighed and said, "Not that I care. Sami tells me these things. She takes her coffee breaks up here now. Doesn't even have the decency to knock."
Doc arched an eyebrow and said, "I know for a fact that no one gets through your door if you don't want them to."
"You can't actually expect me to set the gargoyles on Jervis's lady love. Do you want me to die?"
Doc rolled his eyes. Jury was lying. He knew Jury was lying; he just wasn't sure if Jury knew he was lying. It was so much easier to lie to yourself than those who were close to you.
"Are we going?" Jury asked.
"I've been ready this whole time," Doc retorted.
"You weren't ready. You needed a knife. You have a knife now, thanks to me, even though you didn't actually say thanks, so I don't know why I bother."
"I said it's perfect."
"Obviously. But you didn't say thank you."
Doc ground his teeth slightly before smiling and saying, "Thank you, Jury."
"You're welcome!" Jury said happily. "Let's go!"
As soon as Jury's back was turned, Doc made a stabbing motion towards him.
"I saw that," Jury said.
"You didn't," Doc insisted.
"I did. Winks is right behind you."
Doc snarled, pulled his knife, and took one menacing step towards Jury; but then his knife started to turn towards his own chest. With narrow eyes, he hurled the knife into the wall and tackled Jury from behind.
"What the hell are you doing?" Jury snapped as they fell to the floor, taking one of Jury's wooden shelves with them.
"Making sure you realize you haven't outgrown me," Doc stated.
He'd already twisted Jury's arm behind his back, but Jury was fighting him. 
"Quit it," Jury growled. "You're breaking my shit!"
"You're breaking your shit," Doc countered.
They slammed into the back of Jury's couch, and Doc quickly switched his hold so that his arm was wrapped around Jury's neck.
"I'm not going to let you win this time," Jury spat.
"Let me win?" Doc laughed.
"Let!"
The air in Doc's lungs started to thin, and he couldn't get more air to come in. He grinned and tightened his hold.
"You can't do this anymore," Jury ground out. "I can pop your head like a grape."
"Not if you're not conscious," Doc managed to gasp.
"But I'm..."
And that was all Jury said before his head slumped forward.
Doc immediately released his grip, taking a large breath of air as he did. He definitely missed his Amos the Betrayer amulet. A lot.
"Let's get you downstairs," he said cheerfully as he hoisted Jury over his shoulder. "You're going to be a very grumpy boy when you wake up," he chuckled. "Very, very grumpy."
He got Jury all the way out to the curb without hitting his head on anything, but maneuvering him into the car was a completely different story. Jury's frame was not built for supercars when he was awake, let alone passed out and unresponsive.
Doc leaned Jury against the car and nodded towards a passing woman who was watching them with a shocked look on her face.
"He fell down the stairs," Doc offered by way of explanation. "Happens at least once a week. Inner ear problem."
Her eyes widened, and she hurried on past.
As soon as she was gone, Doc tried once more to shove Jury into the passenger seat, but it just wasn't working. He finally lowered Jury's feet to the ground and propped him up against the car.
"Wake up," he ordered as he slapped Jury's cheek.
Jury's eyelids fluttered.
"I can't get you into the car," Doc said.
"I'm going to kill you," Jury hissed.
"Not today though. You love me today. Don't you remember what you said to me earlier? About how much you need me?"
"I'm retracting it."
"No retractions. You know the rules."
Jury made a disgruntled noise, but he moved into the car on his own and shut the door.
"It wasn't really fair," he stated when Doc joined him. "I could have killed you instantly."
"Me too," Doc said.
"Fine," Jury snapped. "We'll call it a draw."
"Sure," Doc agreed. "We'll call it a draw."
"Humph."
"It was your idea," Doc pointed out.
"I didn't like the way you said it. Like you had still won."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"You do."
Doc swallowed a chuckled and pretended to focus on his driving.
When they reached Tucker's house, Jury said, "I'll wait in the car. Winks will be watching the house, and if you try to leave without me, he'll tell me."
"Maybe we should see other people," Doc said.
"Sure," Jury replied as he attempted to stretch out in the car's limited space. "Maybe one of them can make you a new Amos the Betrayer amulet."
"Maybe your mother," Doc suggested.
"I doubt it," Jury shrugged. "She has no skill at making. Now get out of here. You're interrupting my nap."
Doc laughed softly before exiting the car and heading towards Tucker's door. He was still several feet away when the door suddenly swung open and Tucker raced towards him.
"D-Dog! You're back!" Tucker yelled as he grabbed Doc in a huge hug.  
Doc returned the hug; but after a moment, he gently pushed Tucker backwards.
"J-Dog was so worried!" Tucker said. "He even asked me to look for you in the dreaming. Apollo and I went all around, but we couldn't find you anywhere. Apollo said that was weird 'cause we should have at least found a past version of you, but we didn't find nothing!"
"Tucker," Doc broke in.
"Yeah?"
"It's good to see you too."
Tucker grinned widely and said, "Why is Jury in the car? Are you in a hurry? Do you need something? Where are you going? Can I go too?"
"He's napping. A little. Yes. To kill Gac, and no."
Tucker paled and stuttered, "To kill Gac?"
"Yes."
"For real this time?"
"For real this time," Doc replied.
"Cool. I'll be happy when he's dead. I dream about him sometimes, and it gives me the creeps." Tucker shuddered and added, "HE gives me the creeps."
"I'm sorry," Doc said.
"It's not your fault," Tucker said with a shrug. "What do you need?"
"Can you pull out a spirit like you did before?"
"Maybe," Tucker replied. "Let's ask Apollo."
Doc followed Tucker inside, suppressing a laugh when Tucker started talking again.
"Yo, Apollo! D-Dog's here! Can we pull up another spirit for him?" Tucker nodded, then said, "Yeah, uh-huh, I 'member. K; I'll ask him." Tucker turned to face Doc and said, "Do you have something the spirit owned?"
Doc sighed. He'd forgotten that part.
"No," he admitted.
"Then we can't help you," Tucker stated. "We got to have something to focus the summoning. That's what I call it now. The summoning. Sounds cool, right? I'm sorry," Tucker went on before Doc could respond. "I wish we could help you."
"It's alright," Doc said.
But it wasn't all right. He didn't want to be what caused the mother pain, and he was disgusted with himself for forgetting the girl and leaving her inside his prison to rot. What if she wasn't whole anymore? What if she was only a shadow of herself?
"You okay, man? You look a little green."
"I'm fine," Doc said. "I have to go, but we'll play pool soon, and I haven't forgotten my promise to teach you to fight."
"I'm so excited!" Tucker exclaimed. "I already filled the attic with those gym mats things, although if you want my opinion, they're not that soft. I did a somersault, and it hurt like hell. But maybe I didn't get the right things."
"I'm sure you did," Doc assured him.
Tucker was talking so quickly that Doc was finding it hard to follow. Coming back to Jervis and Jury had been easy. Like putting on a favorite shirt or pair of pants. But Tucker required effort and work, and Doc was still feeling just a little bit overwhelmed.
The forest was calling to him. The leaves were beckoning him. The quiet was chanting his name.
He'd never wanted those things before. He would have used to run from them as quickly as he could.
"Doc Man! You there?" Tucker shouted.
"Sorry," Doc said. "I'm still acclimating."
"To what?" Tucker demanded.
"Noise," Doc said. "I'll come by as soon as I can," he promised.
He quickly left, barely acknowledging the fact that Apollo opened the door for him and Tucker called out "See you later, D-Dog!"
As soon as Doc was settled in the driver's seat, Jury said, "Didn't go well?"
"Not particularly."
"I'll call Jervis then?"
"Yep."
"Were you going to call him?"
"Obviously," Doc drawled.
He hadn't thought about what was next yet. He'd just needed to get away from the whirlwind that was Tucker. He wasn't fae anymore. He couldn't hear the beat of Tucker's heart or the movement of his lungs. And even if he could, he'd learned to turn down the volume on all those extra things.
He hadn't learned how to turn down the volume on normal life though. Tucker and the city were loud, and Doc had been surrounded by forest for so long that he wasn't used to either of them.
"I hope Gac's hiding out in the forest," Doc muttered.
Jury stared at him, concern filling his face. "Please tell me that was a joke," he said.
Doc forced a smile and replied, "You know I can't stand the forest."
"All of the trees look alike," Jury pressed.
"They do," Doc agreed.
It wasn't true though. Not anymore. Trees were as individual to him as people now. There was simply no way he could mistake one for the other, but he would never tell Jury that because Jury didn't like change. And knowing that Doc knew the difference between every single tree was change. Too much change; too much change even for Doc.
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Hours later, Doc, Jervis, and Jury were standing on a hill, looking down at the house that lay in the valley beneath them. There were several guards patrolling the area, so Jury was holding a large magical camouflage in place to shield them from view.
"Do we have a plan?" Jury demanded.
"I don't know," Doc admitted. "Do we?"
"I don't have a plan, per se," Jervis said.
"How about not per se?" Jury demanded.
"There are a number of guards," Jervis pointed out. "Which would indicate that Gac is inside. However, we have no idea what Gac looks like."
"I told you we should have brought Tucker," Jury broke in.
"I don't want Tucker anywhere near Gac," Doc retorted. "Besides, it shouldn't be that hard to figure out who Gac is; he'll be the one sitting on a throne somewhere. He's too arrogant to pretend to be his own servant. I think we should just walk in," he added.
"Just walk in," Jury repeated, tone flat. "It's a good thing Jervis is making the plan."
"I agree with Hans."
"Shit," Jury sighed. "Explain."
"Well, we happen to have in our company—"
"Don't say it," Jury snarled.
"But we have to," Doc said solemnly.
"You'd better not."
"I must. The most powerful w—"
At this point, Doc's ability to talk was removed by a band of air over his mouth, but he still managed to mumble "witch".
"I hate you," Jury grumbled.
Doc pointed at Jury, made a heart with his hands, then pointed at himself.
"Really, really hate."
Doc batted his eyelashes and stepped towards Jury with his arms spread to the sides. The band of air faded, and Doc grinned.
"All we have to do," Doc said, "is lure three of the guards over here and assume their ugly faces."
"They are the ugliest batch of guards I've ever seen," Jury said offhandedly.
"That's a little cruel," Doc said. "They can't help their faces."
"You started it. I just meant that they aren't as pretty as we are."
"Handsome," Doc corrected.
"Fine, as handsome as we are," Jury agreed.
"Is this how you two normally operate?" Jervis asked sharply.
"Yes," Doc said.
"And you manage?"
"Mostly," Doc shrugged.
"To recap," Jervis said with a sigh. "We are luring, by which I assume you mean that you are going to take on the figure of a woman and flaunt your wares—"
"What?!" Doc interrupted. "Why would you assume that?"
"You said lure."
"I didn't mean it that way! I meant throw a rock or something to get them to come this way."
"I see. So we're not luring?"
"No!"
Jury snorted and said, "The plan is this. We get the three guards to come over here. Then I'll glamour us to look like them, and we walk right in. It's basically an Albuquerque. You really need to come out with us more, Jervis," he chastised. "You're losing your touch."
"We'd already be inside if you two didn't insist on arguing about everything," Jervis stated.
"Who's arguing now?" Jury shot back.
Doc bent down to hide his grin. He loved it when they all went out together. He palmed a small rock and tossed it just a few feet in front of them. One of the guards turned their way.
"This is an awful plan," Jervis said softly. "What happens if one of the other guards sees this guard disappear behind the camouflage?"
"I didn't think of that," Doc admitted. "But I'm lucky, so no one will notice. You'll take this one's face and go get the other two."
"Because I'm not lucky," Jervis stated.
"Exactly," Doc chuckled.
"Will you two stop talking?" Jury hissed. "I'm trying to focus."
Doc pretended to zip his lips, and Jervis snorted with amusement.
"Are we killing them?" Jury asked.
Doc didn't answer right away. He didn't always kill guards because they weren't evil just by association; sometimes they were just people doing a job. But these men worked for Gac; they were almost certainly bad. He did like to know for sure though.
"No?" Doc said.
"Would you like to run a field test?" Jury asked.
Before Doc had a chance to respond, Jury whispered, "Get on the ground. You're a lone female, and you've twisted your ankle."
Jury and Jervis suddenly disappeared, and Doc glanced down at his body. It looked as if he was a thirty-eight, twenty-six, thirty-eight. He sighed breathily, just for the hell of it, and dropped to the ground, splaying out his legs as he did.
Just then, the guard passed through Jury's wall of camouflage.
"Who are you?" the man demanded in Spanish when he saw Doc. "What are you doing out here?"
"I was hiking," Doc replied in Spanish, unsurprised at the feminine voice that came from his mouth. "And I twisted my ankle. Can you help me?" He batted his eyelashes and added, "Please?"
The guard frowned, but stepped closer. "Does anyone know you're out here?"
"No," Doc said with a shrug.
"That's too bad," the man sighed. "This isn't really a good place to get lost." He glanced over his shoulder and made a frustrated noise. "Listen, lady, I can't help you right now. It'll go bad for you if I do. Just lay here and be quiet. I'll come back when it's dark, okay?"
"Gag him," Doc ordered.
The man barely managed to make an exclamation of surprise before Jury's magic gag of air silenced him.
Doc stood, knowing he looked like himself again because the man's eyes widened even further.
"Let's talk," Doc said. "Tell me about Gac and the other guards, and I'll let you live."
"Terrible delivery," Jury muttered.
Jury still wasn't visible, and when he spoke the guard's eyes went wild.
"I think we've traumatized him enough for one day," Doc suggested.
"Is there such a thing?" Jury asked. He and Jervis were suddenly visible again, and Jury gave the man a hard look before saying, "Will you cooperate if I remove the gag?"
The man nodded a little frantically.
"Bear in mind that Doc will kill you more painfully than you were ever aware was possible if you alert the others to our presence."
The guard nodded once more.
"Does that mean you understand?"
He nodded again.
"Let him go," Doc said.
"Are you sure?" Jury asked. "Are you really going to trust a man who works for Gac?"
"He wasn't going to try to rape me, and he wasn't going to turn me over to Gac," Doc pointed out. "I think we can trust him."
"Your funeral," Jury said.
The guard fell forward slightly, but he caught himself and quickly glanced behind him at the other guards. "Why haven't they raised an alarm?" he whispered.
"They can't see you," Doc said.
"Are you a witch?" he asked with fear.
"No," Doc said. "But he is," he added as he pointed at Jury.
"Doc!" Jury snapped.
"What? Did you want the credit to go to technology?"
"No!"
"Then I had to admit that you're a witch. Otherwise his next question would have been 'what type of scientific advancement is this?'"
Jervis growled softly in warning, and Doc returned his attention to the guard. "What's your name?" Doc asked.
"Javier."
"Nice to meet you, Javier. You saved your own life today."
Javier stared at Doc in confusion, but Doc didn't bother to explain.
"What about the other men?" Doc inquired. "Would any of them have helped me?"
"The lady you?" Javier asked.
"Yes."
"No," Javier said with a head shake. "You're very lucky... I mean, you would have been lucky it was me."
"Thank you, Javier. That saves us a lot of time. Why are you working for Gac?"
"My brother-in-law got me the job. I've been having a hard time finding work lately. I can't leave," he added fearfully. "The general has files on us, and my family's in there. I can't leave."
"Jervis?"
"I'll find a place for him," Jervis said.
"Very good. Welcome to my employ, Javier. Is Gac in residence?"
Javier's face twisted with confusion, and he asked, "What do you mean?"
"Just what I said. Is Gac in residence?"
"Yes."
"Where is he?"
"He's usually in the library," Javier said.
"Which is?"
"In the front west corner. I still don't understand though. What do you mean to do with me?"
Before Doc could answer, Javier's radio crackled, and a voice said, "Check in, Javier. Where are you?"
"I need two more men," Doc said.
Javier nodded and pressed the button on his radio before saying, "I'm just over the ridge. I think I found one of those plants the general wants. Would you send Pedro over here to check it? I'm in the eastern quadrant."
"He's on his way," the radio said.
"What plant?" Doc asked.
"He calls it sini," Javier replied.
"Why does he want it?"
"I don't know. He doesn't tell us why. He just tells us to do things. You can kill Pedro, I mean, if that's what you're doing," Javier said awkwardly.
"That's exactly what we're doing," Doc said with a wide grin.
He watched silently as Pedro approached them; and the second the man stepped through the camouflage, Doc threw his knife. The knife tore through Pedro's throat and out the other side.
Heat poured into Doc through his tattoo, spreading out into his limbs and tingling along his skin. He closed his eyes, letting himself feel it. He hadn't killed anyone in years; he'd missed it.
"Goddamn it," Jury huffed, interrupting Doc's moment. "You'd better goddamn hope nobody saw your bloody knife go flying through the air."
"It only flew for twenty feet or so," Doc offered. "It still does the thing, right? The disappearing thing?"
"Of course it still does the thing," Jury growled. "What am I? New?"
Javier's face was pale, and he was inching away from Pedro's dead body.
"It's going to be alright," Doc assured him.
"It's not," Javier whispered. "There's just three of you. But even if you make it past all the guards, you can't really kill the general. It's impossible to kill him. He said it was impossible to kill him, and I believe him. He's a bad spirit. The sort my grandma was always warning us about. He'll come after me, and he'll come after my family. I can't go home. The only way to protect them is to die."
"That's not true," Doc said. "I am going to kill Gac."
He wasn't sure how though, and that was a problem. It was simple enough to say "eat him", but that didn't cover a lot of the mechanics.
"And even if I don't kill Gac today," Doc said, even though it pained him to say such a thing because once you admitted there was a chance of failure the chance started to grow. "Even if I don't," Doc went on, "we'll still protect you and your family. The most important thing is for you to get the hell out of here. If Gac goes bouncing around looking for bodies, I don't want him to find yours."
Javier's face went from pale to green.
Doc sighed in frustration. When he promised to protect someone, he meant it; but he couldn't protect Javier and his family if he was fighting Gac.
"Jervis?"
"I will take Javier back to the plane and secure his family," Jervis stated.
"I'm sorry," Doc said. "I know you were looking forward to a good fight."
"I will have a good fight," Jervis said. "Later. With you."
"Ha!" Jury exclaimed. "I knew he was mad at you!"
"He's not," Doc argued.
But it was a lie, and he knew it was a lie. Jervis only liked to fight when he was irritated with Doc, and Doc had recognized the look on Jervis's face when he'd said "with you".
"I'll be Javier," Doc muttered as Jervis herded Javier away from the house and back the way they'd come.
"I want Javier," Jury said. "You can have Pedro."
"It won't hold up for long," Doc pointed out. "You're a foot and half taller than both of them."
"I know," Jury crowed.
"Which is a bad thing in this context," Doc said dryly.
"But a good thing in life," Jury replied happily.
Doc rolled his eyes and said, "Let's sweep around the grounds, then take the house."
"Do you want me to disable the vehicles?"
"Sure, but not so much that we can't get back out of here."
"I thought you were looking forward to the quiet," Jury mocked.
"This is more than quiet," Doc replied. "It's..."
"Lifeless," Jury said.
That was the perfect word for it, Doc thought as he glanced around the barren landscape. They were surrounded by rocks and scraggly bushes. He hadn't heard a bird since they had arrived, and he'd seen no signs of animal life. It was desolate.
"Did his other location feel like this?" Doc asked.
Jury looked around slowly before saying, "A little. I didn't take much note of it at the time because... Well, reasons, but now that I think back on it, it was a lot like this. It's as if anything that could, fled; and anything that couldn't, folded in on itself."
Doc understood exactly what Jury was saying, and that bothered him. Before the fae ring he wouldn't have been able to make heads or tails of a statement like that.
"Do you think it's because of Gac?"
"I have no idea," Jury said with a shrug. "I don't do readings or anything like that. Are we doing this?"
"You take the north side," Doc said. "I'll take the south."
Jury made a hissing noise, and Doc raised an eyebrow.
"Problem?" he asked.
"What's wrong with left and right?" Jury demanded.
"Nothing."
Jury's eyes were staring out of Javier's face, disconcerting Doc slightly.
"Left and right," Jury said flatly. "I'll take the left; you take the right." He strode off towards the left, muttering softly, "You've always been shit at directions. Goddamn interfering fae."
With a sigh, Doc headed towards the right. He had always been terrible at directions; but he just knew them now, and he couldn't unknow them. It was just another of the many ways he'd been marked by his time as a fae.
Doc forced his mind to clear as he jogged quickly around the house. He adjusted his course when he spotted the first guard and headed right towards the man, lifting his hand slightly in greeting as he did.
"Was it sini?" the man asked.
"No," Doc replied.
The guard didn't even notice that Doc had already drawn his knife and thrown it. Before the guard could speak again, the knife slammed into his chest with such force that it threw him backwards several feet.
Doc gave himself over to the pleasure of the heat for just a second, and then he ran quickly around the edge of the house, searching for more guards. They needed to work quickly if they wanted to get inside before Gac realized they were here. 
It didn't take Doc long to locate the next guard, and he ran right up to the man and snapped his neck with one hand as he passed.
It was good to be back.
Spending all those years with Pazach had been like a sleep or a dream. But now Doc was awake, and it felt fantastic.
Heat and power were spinning through his system, sharpening his senses, increasing the colors, and feeding his hunger. He was fully alive. He was immortal, but he was human. He could die. It was unlikely, but he could, and that made the living that much richer.
He killed four more guards before he met up with Jury, who was still masquerading as Javier.
"Seven," Jury said.
"Seven," Doc replied.
"Tiebreaker," Jury grinned. "I'll go first."
"You'll just pop everybody," Doc argued.
"I swear that I won't."
"We need to kill everyone before we get to Gac," Doc pointed out. "So he doesn't have an exit strategy."
"Ninja mode," Jury said with a smirk.
"Ninja mode," Doc agreed. "Truce for now," he added. "I'll kill; you catch."
"Done."
Agreement made, they walked swiftly towards the back door. When they were still several feet away, a man opened it and exited the house.
"Pedro!" the man called out. "The general wants to know if it was sini."
"No," Doc said.
Before the word had fully left Doc's mouth, his knife tore through the man's chest. The man slumped, but didn't fall, just floated gently to the ground.
Doc quickly ran to the door and opened it, tossing a knife at the man just inside. As that man began to fall, Doc tossed another knife and killed the guard sitting at the table.
Doc stepped around the floating corpse and headed for the inner house. He swept the house quickly from room to room, moving steadily towards the front west corner where he was hoping Gac would be.
There were two guards standing outside the library door. Instead of waiting for the guards to speak, Doc immediately threw his knives, using as little force as he could so the knives wouldn't slam into the door behind them and alert Gac. The knives hit their mark; and other than a slight sigh, there wasn't a single sound as the guard's corpses glided to the floor.
"What now?" Jury mouthed.
"We go in?" Doc mouthed back.
"Are you asking me or telling me?" Jury demanded silently.
"Either or?"
Jury's eyes narrowed, and he hissed softly, "I sincerely hope you just need to sleep it off."
"Sleep what off?" Doc asked soundlessly.
"Just get on with it," Jury said.
With a shrug, Doc stepped up to the library door and slowly turned the knob.
The second Doc stepped inside the room, a voice demanded, "Was it sini?"
"No," Doc said, working to keep his face a mask of disinterest.
There wasn't anything to indicate that the man standing in front of the window was Gac, but Doc knew that he was. He could tell by the way the man was standing, by the way he'd spoken, and by the way his meat suit was rotting. Doc had also had an immediate desire to pummel the man to death, which only ever happened when he was in the presence of Eli Gac.  
Gac was inhabiting the body of a young man with a broad chest and a golden head of hair. The man had probably been quite handsome, but Gac's spirit had already twisted his face into a hideous mask.
"Why are you all so incompetent?!" Gac screamed.
"I'm sorry," Doc said. "Are you certain the plant is here?"
"Am I certain?" Gac growled. "Would I be mouldering out here in this desolate estate if it wasn't? Of course it's here, you worthless plug! It's supposed to be everywhere!"
He paced back and forth for a few strides before pointing at a stack of books and snapping, "Take those books and fix them! They're all wrong. All of them!"
Doc stepped towards the books and lifted one. The title was Custer's Last Stand. He flipped through it, swallowing a laugh when he saw all the red notations inside. He simply couldn't understand why Gac was struggling so hard to remain alive when he couldn't move past the moment of his death.
Doc picked up the books and headed back towards the doorway. Now that he was here with Gac he wasn't sure what to do. If he killed the meat suit, Gac's spirit would run away. If he attacked the meat suit, Gac's spirit would run away. He needed a plan, and he didn't have one. He didn't actually know how to eat a spirit. For the first time, he genuinely regretted letting go of the fae power.
He'd nearly reached the door when Jury, still wearing Javier's face, mouthed, "What are you doing?"
Doc shrugged.
Jury rolled his eyes, and a wisp of blue magic spun off of his fingers towards Gac. A second later, Gac fell to the floor.
"What did you do?" Doc demanded.
"Knocked him out."
"That will only last a few seconds," Doc pointed out.
"Not the way I did it," Jury said. "We've got at least an hour."
"You frighten me."
"I should. What now?"
"I don't know. I should have probably waited until I had a plan."
"You think?"
"I just thought it would come to me. It usually does," Doc said as he dropped the books onto the floor.
Jury stepped over the books and looked down at Custer's inert form.
"He's absolutely repulsive," Jury said with disgust. "And look at this room. It's all Custer themed. Custer posters, Custer photos, Custer books. He even has a shelf full of Custer figures. Who is that obsessed with themselves?"
"Custer?" Doc offered.
"But why?" Jury insisted. "He's basically immortal now. Why not do something impressive as Gac?"
"I have no idea."
"I can't believe he's your arch enemy," Jury grumbled. "Phillip was a much better enemy. At least Phillip had class. Should we tie him up?"
"I don't know what good that would do," Doc said, feeling completely useless.
"Do you know how to prevent his spirit from leaving the body?" Jury demanded.
"No."
"You really have no plan," Jury stated.
"No."
"You're obviously still addled from your fae experience," Jury said patiently. "Next time we do this, you need to have a plan."
"Noted."
"When he wakes up, he's just going to flit away," Jury pointed out.
"I realize that."
"You're so fucking stupid," Jury grumbled. "We may as well just walk out of here so he doesn't know it was us."
"What about his meat suit?"
"What about it?"
"If Gac runs away, at least we saved the meat suit."
"We didn't save anything," Jury said softly. "If his insides look anything like his outsides, he's probably better off dead."
A surge of helplessness rushed through Doc. Jury was right. He hadn't saved the meat suit. He couldn't save the meat suit, and until he killed Gac, more and more people were going to die when Gac took over them and rotted them to death.
"Do you have any ideas?" Doc asked hopefully.
"Not my area," Jury said. "You really want to wait for him to wake up?"
"I screwed up," Doc sighed. "If I save this suit, I've just condemned some other poor soul to the same fate."
"Yes."
"I have to stop him."
"Yes."
Jury frowned and stepped towards the unconscious man. "That's strange," he murmured. "He's already coming around. You want me to knock him out again?"
"No point," Doc said.
The man suddenly sat up, and Doc waited to see if it was Gac or not.
"Mr. Holliday, I presume," Gac said, tone oily. "Come to what? Provoke me?"
Gac stood and walked over to his chair. "You can't kill me because your morality holds you back. After all, this man has never done anything to incite your wrath. He was a rather boring individual before I came along."
Doc swallowed a growl. He wanted to yank Gac from the chair and bash his head into the floor until there was nothing left. But he couldn't, and Gac knew that.
"I assume you had a plan when you came in here?" Gac asked curiously.
Jury snorted.
"Or perhaps not. I've grown more powerful than you, Mr. Holliday. Can't you see that? I can go where I please when I want, and you may find me, but you'll never stop me. I am a god now. I have ultimate power."
Doc silently disagreed. He knew what it was like to be a god, and it wasn't what Gac had.
Gac smiled and said, "The way I see things playing out is like this. You can't kill me, and you can't stop me from leaving this body. So you should turn around and leave, with your tail between your legs. Once more, you have failed. I believe that is a checkmate for me, Mr. Holliday."
Doc wished there was anything he could do. Anything to make Gac eat those stupid words. But there simply wasn't. He had lost the game. Again.
Gac suddenly slumped in his chair, and Doc shot Jury a look.
"What?" Jury shrugged. "I don't want him to watch us walk out of here. That would be so demoralizing. If we're losing, we're losing with style. We'll tie him up and take him with us, and we'll burn this disgusting heap to the ground. It's what you would have done if you were back to original Doc, but you're not. You're caught somewhere in between, and it's making you stupid."
Doc had no retort for that so he walked over to Gac and slung the unconscious meat suit over his shoulder. Just because the meat suit was unconscious didn't mean that Gac was unconscious; Gac was probably already gone.
Doc glanced uneasily around the room. Whenever he was dealing with Gac, he was bothered by the suspicion that once Gac was in spirit form, he just hung around watching. There was nothing to stop Gac from doing such a thing. Doc couldn't exactly build a wall to protect himself like he had in the dreaming, which meant that Gac could follow him anywhere. Gac could follow him into Dulcis; he could follow him into the sub-subbasement; he could follow him to the Banshee or the Bakers. Doc suppressed a shudder at the thought and made a mental note to ask Jervis if there were any protections against ghosts at Dulcis. 
Jury had just reached the front door and instead of opening it, he made a motion with his hand and blasted the door off its hinges. Doc followed him outside, being careful not to hit Gac's head on the doorframe as he went through it.
Once they were clear of the house, the entire building burst into flames.
"You've gotten really good at that," Doc praised.
"It wasn't difficult once I understood the basic mechanics," Jury said. "I was overcomplicating it before."
"I'm so glad we're friends," Doc said.
"Why's that?"
"I'd hate to have you for an enemy."
The glamour covering Jury's face dropped away, and he grinned widely.
"That's the nicest thing you've ever said to me," Jury stated.
"Really?" Doc asked in surprise.
"Definitely."
The man over Doc's shoulder began to struggle, and Doc lowered him to the ground. The man's eyes popped open, and Gac snarled, "You'll regret this course of action, Holliday!" Before Doc could reply, the man's eyes slid closed and his body went limp.
"He always has to have the last word," Doc sighed.
"Remind you of anyone?" Jury snorted.
"You?" Doc offered.
"No! You!"
"Prove it," Doc shot back.
"You just did it!"
"You did it!" Doc retorted.
"Shut up!"
"See?" Doc laughed. "You did it again!"
"I hate you!"
"You don't."
"Stop it!" Jury growled.
"You first."
Jury glared at him, and Doc burst out laughing.
"I didn't miss you," Jury snapped before stomping off towards the vehicles.
"You did," Doc chuckled softly when Jury was beyond hearing range. "You definitely did."




Chapter 5
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For Doc, the flight back to Denver was a long one. Jury slept the entire time, leaving Doc to watch over Gac's damaged meat suit.
The man kept trying to speak but could hardly form words. When speech had failed him, tears flowed down his cheeks while his eyes screamed with silent pleas. Doc assured him that he was safe and they would do what they could for him; but in his heart, he silently despaired.
Perhaps it would have been better to turn tail and run like Gac had wanted him to. At least then Doc wouldn't have been responsible for sentencing another person to this madness.
His failure to kill Gac was beginning to weigh heavily upon him. He had never struggled to end someone the way he was struggling to end Gac. It shouldn't be difficult to kill someone, but he'd never tried to kill a ghost before. It simply wasn't the same. And furthermore, according to Jules, he couldn't actually kill Gac; he had to vacuum him inside the tattoo. Which was a perfectly ridiculous concept.
By the time they reached Denver, the meat suit had become a symbol of Doc's failure. He wanted to help him; he needed to help him, but he didn't know how. Just like he didn't know how to vacuum Gac inside the tattoo.
The only thing Doc could do for the man was give him over to someone who might be able to help him, so he delivered him to Reginald Butler, the only doctor Doc trusted.
Doc's ability to read people wasn't so rusty that he couldn't pick up on Reggie's uncertainty. Reggie didn't know how to help the meat suit either, so as they were leaving Reggie's office, Doc asked Jury to send one of his magical message birds to Aylen.
"What do you want it to say?" Jury asked.
"Tell her that I don't know if it violates her rules, but if she was willing, there is a broken man who could use her magic," Doc replied. "And tell her where to find him."
"You normally just tell me to do things," Jury huffed.
"It's different," Doc shrugged. "You and I are on the same level. Ish. Aylen is..."
"Godly," Jury suggested.
"Yeah."
"Do you really think she can heal him?"
"I don't know about mental healing," Doc said thoughtfully, "but according to Andrew she can bring someone back from near death with a single touch."
"But she doesn't just walk around healing people?" Jury questioned.
"No."
"Why not?"
"I don't know," Doc admitted.
"Could you have healed him when you were fae?" Jury asked.
"I don't think so," Doc said. "I never tried to heal anyone. I could see sickness; I could see what was broken, but I'm not sure I knew how to fix it."
Jury accepted that with a nod; and after he'd sent the message, he said, "Where to now?" 
"The Bakers."
"Why are we always going out there?" Jury complained.
"Jules is my finder of obscure information."
"I see."
"And she's the only lead I have," Doc admitted.
"Ah."
"Actually, I have one more," Doc murmured. "But we'll start with Jules."
"I'm not going to like the second one, am I?"
"It depends on how committed you are to going everywhere with me."
"I hate you."
"You keep saying that, but I know you don't mean it."
"I mean it."
"It's opposite day," Doc said with a grin.
"It's not," Jury insisted. "I'm driving," he added as he snatched the keys from Doc's hand.
"Whatever," Doc said. "I needed a nap anyway."
He climbed into the passenger side of the sedan Jervis had left at the airport for them and closed his eyes. He still wasn't tired, and he still didn't understand that. But as Andrew always said, sleep when you can.
Doc's eyes popped back open as a terrible thought occurred to him. What if Gac's spirit was with them right now, just waiting to jump into the body of someone Doc loved? Like Addison or Johnny? Horror filled him at the idea of Gac rotting Addison's adorable little face.
"We have to go by Tucker's first," he suddenly said.
"Goddamn it! Why?" Jury demanded.
"To make sure Gac isn't tailing us," Doc explained.
Jury paled and said, "He can't do that. Can he?"
"I don't know," Doc replied. "I really just don't know."
"Shit," Jury hissed as he suddenly wrenched on the steering wheel.
The oncoming traffic swerved to avoid them, and either by luck or Jury's magical interference, not one of the cars crashed into any of the others. 
"Make him come out to us though," Jury grumbled. "I'm not going in there. I'm still mad at him."
"For what?" Doc asked.
"Pool, Doc! It's a very serious game."
Doc swallowed a laugh as he pulled out his phone to text Tucker. "We're coming by your house. I just need you to come out and check to make sure that Gac isn't hanging around me."
"Is that a thing?" Tucker texted back.
"I don't know!" Doc retorted. "Is it?"
"Not normally," Tucker responded.
A moment later he texted again and said, "But this is Gac, so who knows."
"We're here," Doc texted when Jury pulled up in front of Tucker's house.
A few seconds later, the door swung open and Tucker walked outside, face tight with concern.
"I don't see him around the car," Tucker said when Doc rolled down the window.
"What about in the car?" Doc asked.
Tucker cringed, but he opened the back door and looked inside. "Nothing," he said.
"Check the trunk," Doc instructed.
"I don't wanna," Tucker grumbled, but he walked to the back of the car and looked inside the trunk.
"Nothing," Tucker said with relief. "He's not here."
But that didn't mean he hadn't been there. Earlier. When they'd gone to Reggie's.
"I'm going to text you an address," Doc said. "Will you please go there and check it out?"
"Yeah, but what if I do find him?" Tucker asked.
"Call me."
"Yeah, but..." Tucker sighed and said, "Fine. I'll do it."
"Thank you," Doc said. "Here's some money for the taxi," he added as he handed Tucker a couple of hundred dollar bills.
"I can pay for my own taxi, man," Tucker said.
"Just take it," Jury grumbled. "So we can go."
Tucker took the money with a shrug. 
"Thanks," Doc said with a grin. "When Gac's gone, we'll go do something fun."
"Like the trampoline park?" Tucker asked excitedly.
"Like the trampoline park," Doc agreed.
"We're going now," Jury said just before slamming the gas pedal and peeling out across the parking lot.
Doc tossed a wave Tucker's way, and then he texted him Reginald's address.  
"You don't have to be so rude," Doc chastised as he laid down his chair.
"It's the only way with Tucker," Jury grumbled. "If I'm nice, he makes me come in."
"Makes you?"
"Makes. He uses some kind of ghost compulsion."
"Right," Doc murmured. "'Cause that's a thing," he added softly.
"It is!" Jury insisted. "I thought you were taking a nap."
"I am," Doc said.
He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. He was still a little worried about Gac's ghost, but at least he knew Gac wasn't following him around. He didn't like it when Gac spied on him. Especially when he was home.  
Home.
The thought glided across Doc's mind, and he opened his eyes and gazed out at his throne room for the first time in over fifty years. No matter where he went, no matter what he did, he could always close his eyes and come here. And they would be here. If he needed them, they were here.
No one was here right now, but that was all right because he needed to think about Gac. He wouldn't fail again. He couldn't. The next time he faced Gac, he was going to win. Not for him, but for all the souls Gac had tortured over the years.
To win though, Doc needed to devise some sort of plan for consuming Gac's soul. Any sort of plan would do, but he never had been good at planning.
As a young man, he'd boarded the train and followed it to the end of the line. Not because he'd had a plan, but because he'd needed to go somewhere and that was as far as he could go without climbing onto a horse. And when that wasn't far enough, he had climbed onto a horse.
He operated off of instinct, and he trusted luck to carry him through. Planning was a betrayal of both.
"You've grown into a fine man," a soft voice said.
"Mother," Doc breathed.
He glanced up at her, eyes suddenly burning. More than anything he wanted to hug her, but he was scared to hurt her.
"I'm not sick anymore, John," she said with one of her soft smiles.
He stood and stepped towards her, then he gently wrapped his arms around her. He had never hugged her as a man, but she felt just as tiny and delicate as he remembered.
"I'm sorry I wasn't there to watch you become this man," she whispered.
He was actually a little glad she hadn't been there to watch him become who he was. He couldn't imagine his sweet beautiful mother approving of his violent ways.
"I want to speak with you," she said. "But I'm not going to sit on some old pile of bones," she added pointedly.
"I'm sorry," he murmured.
He stepped away from her and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he was standing inside the parlor, his mother at his side.
The parlor looked just the same as it had the last time he'd had tea with his mother there. And why wouldn't it? He'd created it from the memory of that time.
He shook his head, trying not to focus on how or why he could do such a thing, and gestured for his mother to sit.
She took her favorite chair, and he imagined the tea service beside her, not the least bit surprised when it was suddenly there. He was relieved to see her favorite teacups on the tray and not the gaudy golden goblets from his throne room.
He sat across from her, watching with a slight smile as she began to pour. They'd had this moment so many times when she'd been alive. They would come to the parlor, drink their tea, eat their cakes, and then he would read to her. The stack of Godey's Lady's Book was on the little table to his left, and the book of poems he had often read to her was just beside him on the settee. It was as if neither of them had ever left.
"Your father always worried about you," she said as she handed him a cup patterned with roses.
That wasn't news to him. He could hardly count the times his father had said, "You're too delicate, John, my boy. I've no idea what to do with you." He hadn't been lying either; he really hadn't know what to do with Doc.
"I didn't worry though," Mother went on. "I always knew you'd be fine."
She smiled at him, and he smiled back. Because he loved her, he didn't argue, but he wanted to say, "No, Mother. I wasn't fine. I died. Just like you did, coughing up blood, struggling for breath. And that wasn't fine."
She laughed softly and said, "I love that look you get."
He raised an eyebrow.
"The I'd-argue-with-you-but-you're-sick look."
"I don't..." Doc trailed off. He didn't argue with his mother. Not ever.
"I'm not sick anymore, John," she said once more.
"No," he agreed. "You're dead."
"Yes, and who said that was a bad thing?"
He stared at her, mind in absolute confusion. Death was a bad thing. Dead was the opposite of alive. Alive was running around killing people, laughing, playing games, making love, being, existing. Dead was dead. Wasn't it?
He controlled his desire to lean forward and asked casually, "What is death?"
"You always were a clever boy," she replied. "You'll figure it out."
He wanted to growl at her for being vague, but he took a sip of his tea instead. The tea was just the way she liked it, hot and strong.
"Why are you here?" he asked.
She smiled at him. It was the same smile she always gave him. The smile that said "I love you, John, no matter how foolish you are".
"I like seeing you all grown up," she said.
"Do you know what I am?"
"Yes. John Henry Holliday. Doctor. Gambler. Killer. Friend. Lover. Champion. Protector."
"How?" he demanded. "Can you see me? Do you watch me?"
"No. I wish that I could."
"Then how do you know?" he pressed.
"Some things I just know. I see you, and I know who you are. You are my son, and I know the truth of you."
He didn't understand that. Not one little bit.
"More tea?" she offered.
Without a word, he held out his cup. She filled it, and they sipped their tea in silence.
"I have always been proud of you," she said once her cup was empty. "Always."
"We're here," Jury said, giving Doc's shoulder a rough shake. "You go in first and distract the girl so she doesn't know I'm here. I'm not in the mood for googly eyes."
Doc didn't respond right away. Instead, he committed his mother's face and words to memory. She didn't just love him; she was proud of him. Even as he was now. Even with all the blood he had on his hands and all the souls he had rotting inside of him.
"Doc! Did you hear me?"
"I heard you," Doc chuckled. "I'll go distract Jules, but if you don't want any googly eyes, you need to stay away from Babs."
"I have never had googly eyes in my life," Jury huffed.
"What do you call it?" Doc asked. "Springing eyes, lolling tongue, thumping heart?"
"I'm not a cartoon character, and I am not a leacher," Jury said in an offended tone. "I typically just give her a once over and go about my way."
"If you say so," Doc shrugged.
"Just go. Before I turn you into a rat or something more your speed."
"A bat, a hat, a mat?"
"We are not rhyming," Jury said.
"Criming, timing, sliming—"
Doc's door popped open on its own, and Jury snapped, "Go!"
Doc climbed from the car with a laugh and walked quickly towards the front door. He hadn't seen the Baker children in years, and he wanted to bask in their presence for days. He wanted to play go fish and hide and seek and a hundred other games, but first, he needed to kill Gac. From this point forward, Gac's crimes were on Doc's head.
Just before he reached it, the front door slammed open, and several voices yelled, "Doc!"
He braced himself for the colliding hug, returning it with as much force as it was given.
"I loth a tooth," Addison said, grinning widely so he could see the empty space.
"I flipped Dublin yesterday!" Johnny exclaimed.
"I figured it out!" Jules said excitedly.
Doc chuckled softly, basking in their love and affection. Without releasing the three children, he looked up at Frankie and said, "And you?"
"Me?" she asked.
"Have you lost a tooth or flipped Dublin or figured it out?"
She blushed and stuttered, "No."
"She did start fighting," Johnny offered. "And she learned stance way faster than I did."
"She helped me sew a bag for my tooth," Addison added. "The tooth fairy took it when she took the tooth, but she left me five merlins, so I don't mind."
"And she identified this plant that was mentioned in one of my books," Jules said.
"When did Frankie lose her voice?" Doc asked with pretend horror.
"What?" Jules said, finally stepping away from Doc.
"You're all talking for her, so I assumed she had completely lost the ability to speak for herself."
Jules's face turned bright red. "I just..." she stuttered. "I mean..."
"Let's try this again," Doc said cheerfully. "Frankie, what have you been doing?"
Frankie blinked a few times before saying softly, "I started a new plant journal."
"Excellent," Doc said. "I'd like to see it."
She smiled shyly and nodded.
"Now," Doc prodded.
"Oh," Frankie said. "Are you sure?"
"Yes," he replied.
He had more important things to do, but Frankie was a London street light in the fog surrounded by Hollywood spotlights. She needed a little one-on-one attention if her light was going to get seen.
"I'll meet Jules in the treehouse afterwards," he added. "Where I assume she will tell me what she figured out."
"I will!" Jules exclaimed.
She was hopping from foot to foot with excitement, and Doc winked at her before turning to Johnny and Addison and saying, "I'll see the two of you before I leave."
Addison's face fell, and she whined, "Can't we play a game?"
"Not today, love," Doc said. "I have work to do."
"I hate work," Addison grumbled.
"Work brought me to you," Doc said as he lifted her chin and smiled at her. "So you can't hate it."
"You have us now. You don't need to work anymore," she pointed out.
"What about all the other unicorns out there who need saving?"
"Let them find their own Doc," she said stubbornly.
"That's a fine idea," he admitted. "But until then, I'll have to work."
Her lip began to pout, but before she could cry, Johnny took her hand and said, "I think I saw some frogs in the pond yesterday."
As they ran off towards the lake, Doc followed Frankie inside.
"Wait here, and I'll run grab it," Frankie said with a gesture towards the living room.
Doc grinned as he watched her dash up the stairs, and then he moved into the living room and sat on the couch beside Babs.
She looked up from her book with a sigh and said, "What trouble did you bring this time?"
"None."
"None?" she asked, eyes narrow.
"Scout's honor."
"I don't know what that means," she said flatly.
"It means I'm probably not lying."
She rolled her eyes, but the corners of her lips were curved, and he knew she wasn't really mad at him.
"So why are you here?" she asked.
"Jules."
"You work that girl too hard," she chastised.
"Doesn't she like to research?" Doc asked in surprise.
"Yes," Babs sighed. "I just want her to... I don't know. Be a child."
"Were you ever a child?" Doc asked.
She smiled at him and said, "I was raised to keep the Jury household. What do you think?"
"I think being a child is overrated," he shrugged. "It's alright to know what you want out of life and go after it."
"I would have rather been anything else," she said softly.
"I doubt if that's true," he replied.
She stared at him, and he knew she was considering his words. She finally made a gesture of acknowledgment and said, "I think you're probably right."
But then Doc remembered Phillip, and he wasn't so sure. "Did..." Doc trailed off, not sure how to ask the question. "Phillip didn't abuse you, did he?"
"No!" Babs exclaimed. "Mr. Jury wasn't like that." She frowned and demanded, "Was he?"
"There was at least one maid in Philadelphia," he replied.
Her nostrils flared with anger, and she said, "He wasn't like that at the estate. Mrs. Jury wouldn't have stood for it. I wouldn't have stood for it. He was pretentious and arrogant, rude and overbearing," she went on. "But I never would have thought he was evil. He was evil though, wasn't he?" she asked softly.
It was more of a statement than a question, but Doc still replied, "Incredibly evil."
He'd never forget the look of pain on Jury's face when he'd confessed that he had been the one to hurt Bree. Phillip had been two steps beyond evil, and Doc wished that he had been the one to kill him so that Phillip couldn't hurt the earth, the mother, or anyone ever again.  
Babs had been silent, but she suddenly said, "It was almost as if he lived two lives, wasn't it? In one he was the very proper husband of Abigail Jury; and in the other, he was a beast of a man, the creature used to keep children in bed at night. I really think Mrs. Jury would have killed him if she'd known what he really was. She may be just as pretentious, and she was a terrible mother, but she was not purposely cruel."
Babs paused, seeming to search for the right words. "Mrs. Jury wasn't raised to be a mother," she said softly. "She was raised to be a witch, just like I was raised to be a witch. I, at least, had a mother. Mrs. Jury had nothing."
"She's changing," Doc said.
"She is," Babs replied with a slight grin. "When last I saw her, she insisted that I should call her Abigail. It's going to be difficult to break a three-hundred-year-old habit," she added with a snort.
"And Della?" Doc asked.
"They seem to be getting on well together," Babs admitted. "Only you would think to give Mrs. Jury another child to raise."
Before Doc could respond, Frankie entered the room, leather-bound journal in hand.
"Don't cause trouble," Babs said firmly as she stood. "Acts of Doc are not covered by the insurance. I checked," she added with a hint of irritation. "Should be. Definitely should be."
Doc didn't laugh until Babs was gone from the room.
"What was that about?" Frankie asked.
"She thinks I'm a trouble magnet," Doc shrugged.
"You are."
"Hush, you. Now show me your work."
Frankie sat beside him and opened her journal. "I started with the plants around here," she said. "At first you don't think there're that many, but once you start looking, there are tons."
Doc liked seeing her so animated.
"Your drawings are fantastic," he said.
She blushed and quickly turned the page. "They're alright," she mumbled.
"They're better than alright," he praised. "I know exactly what that one is."
"You do?" she asked. "I didn't think you were interested in plants."
"I'm not," Doc said frankly. "And I don't know its name; I just know what it is. It's a side effect."
"A side effect?"
"It's too much to go into right now. Have you ever heard of a plant called sini?"
"No," she replied.
"I'd like to know what it does," he said.
"What do you mean?"
"I imagine it has some sort of occult use."
"Oh," she murmured. "I'll see if I can find it."
"Thank you," he said. "Your drawings are truly amazing."
"Thank you for looking at them," she murmured.
"Anytime," Doc said with a wink.
"You'd probably better not keep Jules waiting," Frankie said. "She's been calling you every day for a week now. Actually, every hour, every day for a week now."
"I was out of range," Doc said.
"That's what Jervis said, but Jules didn't believe him. She said something was wrong. We even went to Dulcis, but Jervis wouldn't see us. He made Winslow escort us home."
"Winslow," Doc shuddered.
"He's not that bad," Frankie said.
"He's too eupeptic," Doc stated.
"I don't know what that means," she laughed. "But I assume it means cheerful."
"Too cheerful."
"Come on," she giggled. "If you wait too long, Jules will be really uneupeptic."
"I don't think that's a word," Doc said.
"I don't think eupeptic is a word, but I didn't argue with you," Frankie said with a wide grin.
"Touché," Doc laughed. "Lead the way."
They didn't speak as they walked to the treehouse, but it was a comfortable silence. Frankie was the type of person you could be silent with without it feeling awkward. Doc had always valued people like that; they offered a kind of solace, and he appreciated it.
That solace ended the second he was inside the treehouse.
"I figured it out!" Jules said excitedly. Her face fell, and she added, "But you're not going to like it. I mean, I'm not sure I actually helped you at all, and I'm sorry because I said that I knew how to kill Gac, but it turns out that I really don't."
She paused here to take a breath, and Doc said, "Why don't you just tell me what you learned?"
"Okay," she nodded. "But like I said, I don't think you're going to like it."
"Tell me, and we'll find out," Doc prodded.
She sighed heavily and said, "Alright, so I told you that all you have to do is take Gac inside you. Via the tattoo, right?"
Doc nodded.
"That's the way Neassa did it. She took the souls of her family inside her and carried them home."
Doc nodded again. He knew this, and Jules knew he knew it. She was procrastinating because she didn't want to tell him what she'd learned.
"I managed to get her journal. One of my cousins... Oh, never mind," she muttered. "I don't imagine you want to hear about my cousin."
He didn't right this moment, but he was curious to see Jules's family tree someday. She certainly had a lot of family in the right places.
"Anyway, it was a fascinating read," Jules went on. "She was really amazing. I wish I could have met her."
Doc raised an eyebrow.
Jules cleared her throat and murmured, "So you know how I said I didn't think Neassa was a witch?"
"Yes."
"She wasn't."
Before Jules had even formed her next words, Doc knew what she was going to say. And for some reason, he felt as if he'd known it all along. There was only one way to end this. Just one way. He had already played it out, and he knew how the story ended.
"She was a shaman," Jules said.
Doc wasn't sure if he was pleased that he was right or not.
"In her journal, Neassa wrote that she entered the dreaming and found the souls of her family," Jules continued. "Then she bound them to her and went home, where she bound them to the earth. At least, I think that's what she said," Jules admitted with a shrug. "No one's ever translated her journal before. She used a variation of Etruscan writing, and I might have gotten something wrong, but I'm pretty sure I didn't."
Jules finally took another breath, and then she hurriedly said, "I'm really, really sorry! I know what I said, and I really screwed up. I thought it would be a spell or something. Something we could reproduce, and it's not. I'm so sorry."
"Why are you sorry?" Doc asked.
"Because she used the dreaming. And that's impossible unless you know a shaman. I don't know any shamans. Do you?"
"Several," Doc replied. "But I don't need a shaman."
"Yes, yes, you do," Jules insisted. "Shamans are the only people who can walk the dreaming."
"Maybe," Doc shrugged.
"Maybe?!" she exclaimed. "No! Only! That's what they do. Normal people just kinda float around. Maybe you can guide the dreaming a little, but you can't just hop around looking for souls!"
"Maybe you can't," Doc said easily.
She opened her mouth, but nothing came out, and her eyes widened.
"You can walk the dreaming?" she choked out.
"Probably not like a shaman can," he admitted. "But I make my own way."
"But you... can't," she said lamely.
He raised an eyebrow.
"But how?"
"I don't know."
"What do you do there?" she demanded.
"I have to keep a few of my secrets," Doc said.
Her cheeks turned bright red, and she quickly said, "I'm sorry. Of course it's none of my business. I was just surprised. I mean, I didn't know. So you're not mad?"
"About what?"
"Neassa."
"Why would I be mad? You can't possibly know what answer lies at the end of a question," Doc replied.
"I guess that's true. Can you kill Gac?" she asked.
"I have to," he replied. "I don't have a choice."
She nodded and said, "I understand."
"Thank you," he said softly. "I appreciate you."
She blushed again, this time from pleasure, and murmured, "I like research and translating. It's fun."
"Just know that you can always tell me no," Doc said.
"I don't know why I would want to," Jules snorted. "You like to kill; I like to research."
"Babs thinks you need to be a child."
Jules shrugged and said, "I wouldn't even know where to begin. We've been taking care of ourselves for as long as I can remember. Just because we're not full grown doesn't mean we aren't adults. Do you know what I mean?"
"I do," Doc said softly.
"Johnny and I still play. We make messes. We fight. But we don't need Auntie Babs or Frankie to take care of us. It's nice to have them, and I wouldn't trade them for anything, but we don't need them. I love knowing that Auntie Babs will pay the bills and make sure there is food in the house. It's nice to know that she'll yell at us if we make a mess and ground us for real if we do something stupid."
Jules's face filled with humor, and she said, "She gets absolutely irate if we track mud through the house. Johnny does it just to watch her freak out."
She giggled, but then her face sobered and she said softly, "In a lot of ways we are still children, but it's different than Dublin's kids. Auntie Babs just needs some time to figure us out, that's all."
"She's smart," Doc said. "I think she'll get there."
Jules grinned and said, "I think you're right."
"Always. I'm always right."
"I doubt that," Jules laughed. "You're still wearing the ring," she added suddenly.
Doc glanced down at the onyx fae ring that was part of him now. He'd worn it for so long that he barely noticed it anymore, but looking at it pulled up memories that were best forgotten. Memories of Pazach.
"I... It... A story for another day," he said softly as he forced his memories away from him and refocused on the problem at hand.
Jules didn't press for more. Instead she hugged him and said, "I'll find the others and meet you up front."
She dashed quickly down the ladder, and he followed her slowly, mind already thinking.
Jury wasn't going to like it, and Jervis was going to have even more reason to want to fight. But regardless, it looked as if killing Gac was going to be a solo mission.




Chapter 6
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"You haven't told me the plan yet," Jury said when they reached Dulcis sometime later. "You DO have an actual plan this time, right?"
"I have to fight Jervis first," Doc replied.
"That bad?"
"It's a good plan," Doc lied.
"But?"
"No one's going to like it."
Jury sighed heavily. "Did I mention that I hate you yet today?"
"Several times."
"It stands," Jury said. "I want to watch Jervis beat you up."
"If that will make you happy," Doc shrugged.
"I think it will," Jury stated. "Especially since I know you're just going to piss me off again."
"Not intentionally."
"You never do anything intentionally," Jury sighed. "I think you adopted Andrew's philosophy."
"What's that?" Doc asked.
"You just do. You don't think it out and then do. You don't make a great plan and then do. You just do. That's it. It's a stupid motto. If you translate it into Latin, it's iustus facere. Not impressive at all."
"Not like semper paratus," Doc said.
"Exactly. Great motto. Horrid family. Great motto."
"Your uncle Brice is pleasant," Doc countered.
"I'm never stepping foot in England again," Jury stated. "So I'll have to take your word for it."
By now they had reached the sub-subbasement, and Doc paused outside the door.
"Scared?" Jury mocked.
"Naturally. You've never fought Jervis."
"He loves you," Jury said. "He tolerates me."
"I'm going to tell Jervis you said that," Doc threatened. "And then you'll know how I feel right now."
Jury paled and said, "I'd rather you didn't."
Doc didn't push it any further. He didn't know why it was so hard for Jury to accept that Jervis cared for him, but he knew he wasn't going to be able to change Jury's mind. Jury would just have to see the light on his own someday. Hopefully before Jervis decided to show him.
Doc entered the code and pushed open the sub-subbasement door. Jervis was already inside, waiting for him.
"I texted him," Jury whispered. "To let him know we were on our way back."
"How can I ever thank you?" Doc drawled.
Jury just laughed and headed over towards one of the plush Leopold chairs.
Doc walked across the room and stood beside Jervis. Without a word, they both stared up at the large tapestry hanging from the ceiling.
"You look happy," Doc finally said, meaning the Jervis immortalized within the tapestry.
"I was," Jervis replied. "My aunt fashioned these tapestries. There were over twenty of them. In this one, Gervasius and I had just returned from his first hunt. Hemma and my wife are waiting for us. You can see their shadows," he added, gesturing towards one side of the tapestry.
"I've never seen its equal," Doc stated.
"To use Andrew's words, it was how she used the power," Jervis said softly. "Her work is magnificent, and I deeply regret that I burned the ones illustrating Eldwin."
Jervis was quiet for a moment, then he said, "Swords or fists?"
"Fists," Doc replied.
"Very well."
Jervis turned away from the tapestry, but Doc continued to stare at it, grinning when he saw a wisp of blue magic latch onto the corner and wiggle its way over the tapestry's surface. Doc cast an amused glance in Jury's direction, but Jury's eyes were closed.
"You can't fool me," Doc murmured. "I see you."
He knew exactly what Jury was doing. The same thing he'd done to Doc's playing cards all those years ago. He wasn't going to announce it, and he didn't want anyone to know it; but underneath his grumpy, I-hate-everyone exterior, Thomas Jury was a big softy. Not that Doc was planning to mention it. He was much too young to die.
"Hans."
"I'm coming."
Doc turned, swallowing a sigh when he saw that Jervis was already shirtless. When Jervis bothered to take off his shirt, he was very annoyed indeed. Doc was beginning to think he'd been a tad hasty choosing fists.
"Maybe we should use swords," he suggested casually.
"You know the rules," Jervis shrugged. "Your choice stands."
"He's in a mood," Jury chortled.
Doc sent Jury an irritated look, barely ducking quickly enough to avoid being hit by Jervis's incoming fist. Doc jumped backwards and brought up his arms to guard his face, but he wasn't fast enough to block Jervis's quick jab, and it hit Doc's nose with enough force to shatter the bone. 
Doc punched out blindly as he shuffled speedily backwards. It only took his nose a few seconds to heal, but the memory of the pain was enough to make him move even faster.
He circled to the side, striking out against Jervis's ribs as he did. His blows did nothing to stop Jervis from pushing forward; and another jab slid through Doc's guard and broke the bone around his eye.
"I thought you were calm," Doc snarled, just before he threw another worthless strike towards the side of Jervis's head.
"I am," Jervis replied. "Very calm."
That was the problem with Jervis. His anger was calm and crystal clear. So clear that he never had any trouble breaking what he wanted to break.
Doc ducked another jab, leaping forward at the same time and slamming his entire upper body into Jervis's waist. Jervis didn't fall, just adjusted his feet and brought down his fist on Doc's back, completely shattering his spine.
Doc plummeted to the floor and landed on his freshly healed nose.
"Goddamn it, Jervis," he muttered. "I didn't do it on purpose."
"You never do," Jervis replied. "It's not particularly easy being the one left behind," he added.
Doc didn't have a retort for that. Unless someone died on him, he was always the one to leave. Always.
As soon as his spine had fused back together, Doc rolled over and looked up at Jervis's placid face.
"I said I was sorry."
"That does little to ease the pain of the worry we suffer on your behalf. We understand you," Jervis said softly. "You could no more change your path than the sun can. We just wish you'd take us with you."
Some journeys were meant to be traveled alone. And this was one of them.
"You may as well throw in a few kicks while I'm on the floor," Doc offered.
Jervis's face twitched. "I'm not going to like this, am I?"
"You might," Doc lied.
"Stand up," Jervis ordered. "We'll go another round."
Doc controlled his cringe and slowly stood. Everything had already healed, and the pain was gone, but that didn't mean he wanted to go through it again.
He would though. For Jervis. Because as much as Doc hated to admit it, and he would certainly never admit it to Andrew's face, cowboy rule number five worked.  
Doc backed up a few steps before adjusting his stance and lifting his hands. Once his feet were set, Doc nodded, and Jervis started to move forward. Doc quickly shuffled backwards. Jervis was so much faster than him that Doc almost had to run, but he barely managed to avoid getting hit.
Jervis started to flank him, lips curving slightly. The grin did nothing to soften his face.
Doc took a deep breath and said quickly, "I have to go into the dreaming to defeat Gac; it's the only way."
Jervis didn't react to Doc's words in any perceivable way, but his next attack was so brutal that Doc could barely defend himself. He blocked several punches to his face, only to be hit repeatedly in the ribs.
Taking a glancing blow to the cheek, Doc twisted to the side, spinning past Jervis as he did. He struck Jervis once on the back of his head before leaping quickly over the table and out of Jervis's reach.
"I'm sorry!" Doc said. "I'd take you if I could."
"You always say that," Jervis stated.
He'd already jumped over the table as well, and he was stalking towards Doc with the agility of a panther. Doc continued to back away, waiting for the right moment; he wanted to get at least one good hit in before Jervis decimated him.
Jervis moved quickly forward, and Doc took a punch to his jaw so that he could slam the side of his fist into Jervis's neck. He heard Jervis's neck crack; but beyond that, Jervis's reaction to Doc's hit was so slight that Doc growled in frustration.
Doc landed several more blows to Jervis's face, but Jervis's fists were hammering into Doc's ribs with so much force that Doc finally threw himself backwards to escape them. He hit the table and rolled across the top of it, quickly finding his feet on the other side. Before he'd had a chance to fully recover though, Jervis was there.
Doc blocked frantically, unable to get in a single return hit. He kept pushing Jervis back, but he wasn't quick enough to both block and strike. He was readying himself to attack when one of Jervis's punches broke through and made full contact with Doc's cheek. The bone shattered under the force, and Doc stumbled backwards, trying to keep his hands in place to guard his face. Jervis just went for his ribs instead, landing punch after punch after punch.
"Stop!" Doc finally gasped. "Lungs."
Jervis abruptly halted his attack and stepped backward. Doc dropped onto his knees and gasped shallowly. It would take a second for all the bones to fix themselves, and in the meantime, he was dying from the puncture wounds.
"Are you happy now?" he ground out.
The pain wasn't all that bad, but he despised not being able to breathe. It reminded him too much of being mortal.
"Not really," Jervis said. "You're still going to do it."
"Give me another option," Doc wheezed.
"I haven't figured one out yet."
"Well then."
Doc stood, inhaling sharply as one final rib slipped back into place.
"You didn't fight back very hard," Jervis chastised.
"I did," Doc countered.
"You didn't pull any of your usual tricks," Jervis pointed out. "It was hardly a fair fight."
"I didn't figure you wanted a fair fight," Doc growled.
"Your unpredictability balances my speed and strength," Jervis said. "Next time, I expect better."
Doc rolled his eyes. There was simply no point trying to please Jervis and Jury. They were never happy. They didn't like it when he did things his way, and they didn't like it when he didn't.
"I did think you whipped him rather quickly," Jury said, voice a tad sleepy. "It wasn't really much of a fight."
Doc wanted to point out that the only person he'd ever met who was faster than Jervis was Andrew, but he didn't bother. Instead he sat beside Jury and waited for them to argue with him.
"Explain to me why you have to do this in the dreaming," Jervis said as he sat across from them.
"If I attack Gac here, in the regular plane, he'll just run away; and I've no way to stop him from doing that."
"But there probably is a way," Jervis pointed out.
"Maybe," Doc allowed. "But I can't wait around for someone to figure it out. Gac is chewing through meat suits at a horrid rate, Jervis. I won't allow him to keep doing it. It was actually kinder to kill them first. What he's doing now..." Doc grimaced and said, "It's beyond cruel."
"But how does going into the dreaming help?" Jury asked.
"I can actually see him there," Doc insisted. "His spirit form, I mean. And it shouldn't be too difficult to find him."
That last bit was a lie, but they didn't need to know that. And just because he could see Gac's spirit didn't mean he knew how to eat him, but hopefully they didn't think to ask how he was actually going to kill Gac.
"So you're a shaman now?" Jury asked irritably.
"I dabble," Doc drawled.
Jury rolled his eyes and said, "Just so I'm clear, your plan is to go into the dreaming and kill Gac."
"Yes."
"And Jervis and I will be doing what exactly?"
"Protecting my body," Doc offered.
"Ah."
"Don't you remember that story I told you about Andrew?" Doc asked.
"How he almost died in the dreaming?" Jury replied.
"That's the one."
"My enthusiasm for this plan knows no bounds," Jury spat.
"Would you like to have a go at me?" Doc sighed.
"No. Watching Jervis break all the bones in your face was pretty satisfactory."
"They crunch very nicely," Jervis said.
Doc swallowed a sigh and said, "Since neither of you have any reasonable objections, I'd like to get on with it."
"No," Jury said. "Not until we've played a round."
It was an unusual request for Jury to make. Jury hated playing poker, but Doc decided to oblige him.
A whisper of sorrow slithered through him when he pulled out his cards and caught a whiff of the wood smoke. Jervis was right. It was difficult to be the one left behind. Doc hated it. It always left him feeling empty and lost. At least he had come back. And he would always come back. He had no intentions of ever dying. Life was too splendid to leave.
Doc looked up from his cards and said softly in atrocious German, "I'm sorry you thought that I'd walked into the furnace. I would never."
Jervis paused his work of dividing up old coins into three piles.
"The thought only momentarily occurred to me," he said.
"I'm sorry it occurred to you at all. We have a pact, you and I. And Jury here, although he never did drink from the chalice of blood like we did."
"He didn't," Jervis agreed with just the slightest hint of dry humor.
"I'm not falling for your shit," Jury stated.
"No shit," Doc insisted. "When Jervis and I made our pact never to leave one another, from death or otherwise, there was a chalice of blood. A little of mine, a little of his, and a little of that one French fellow, just for flavor."
Jury shook his head. "No."
Doc shrugged and said, "That's fine. I just know how much you hate it when we exclude you."
He shuffled the cards a few more times and dealt out three hands. He won. Seven times in a row.
"Let me deal," Jury said after Doc's seventh win.
Doc handed him the cards, and Jury shuffled and dealt out a hand.
Doc won again, five times before Jervis took the cards from Jury and dealt.
Again Doc won.
After the twentieth hand, Jury looked at Jervis and said, "What do you think?"
"He seems pretty lucky to me," Jervis said.
"Fine," Jury said. "I guess you can go into the dreaming on your own, and do whatever it is you think you're going to do. I hope you have an actual plan though, because if you handle this like you did Gac's house, I'm going to kill you myself."
Doc grinned at them, feeling a little foolish for not realizing that they had been testing his luck. They could have just asked, and he would have told them it was there, perching on his shoulder, ready to spring into action. And he could have also told them that testing it was pointless. Like a bird, luck could fly away whenever it wanted. Just because it was there now, didn't mean it would be there in five minutes.
"You can have the fainting couch," Jury said. "And since I have to stay awake watching you, I'll need snacks."
"I'll go round up something," Jervis said.
Doc tried not to roll his eyes. He'd known they would make it into a thing, but if watching him while he slept kept them from wanting to beat the stuffing out of him, he'd take it.
"Hans," Jervis said as he stood.
"Yes?"
"Do try to be careful."
"I will," Doc promised.
After the door closed softly behind Jervis, Jury said, "Was there really a chalice?"
Doc started laughing.
"I knew it!" Jury snapped. "I knew you were messing with me!"
The coins on the table pelted towards Doc, and he laughed as he batted them away from his face.
"You probably would have carried through with it too," Jury growled. "Gotten a chalice, put blood in it, and made me drink it!"
"I wouldn't have," Doc chortled.
"You're a goddamn liar!"
Several of the coins bounced off Doc's head, but then Jury huffed, and the coins clattered to the floor.
"You know you're going to have to pick those up before Jervis gets back," Doc pointed out.
Jury rolled his eyes and gestured with his hand. The coins rose quickly into the air and piled neatly on the table.
"You've really leaned into being a witch," Doc stated.
"It is what I am," Jury said flatly. "Why deny it? And why pretend to be normal? I am this being, this person, so I may as well be the best witch I can possibly be." He shrugged slightly and said, "Maybe I'll do as Jervis suggested. Maybe I will become a god."
Doc grinned inwardly. Jury was already a god. He could bend people to his will; he could light a house on fire with a snap of his fingers; he could pop the heads of fifty men without blinking. And if he'd ever met you, he could find you; there was nowhere you could hide from him. Sharpening his already finely honed skills wouldn't make him a god; it would just make him an even more powerful god.  
"Do you think I would still be a witch in the dreaming?" Jury asked.
"I don't know," Doc replied. "It's ether. Isn't it?"
"That's the theory," Jury said. "So I wouldn't be any help anyway," he added irritably.
"You make a mistake in thinking that your only value is as a witch," Doc said.
"That's what you always come to me for," Jury pointed out.
"I come to you because you're my friend," Doc said. "The fact that you are a witch has nothing to do with that. I utilize your skills because they do make my life easier. I could exist without your skills though, and I would enjoy you just the same."
Jury shrugged, and for a second, Doc saw young Jury again. The man-boy who, without even realizing it, wanted acceptance and love more than anything.
"I chose you," Doc said firmly. "Remember? We're family. If you never used your powers again, we'd still be family."
Jury nodded.
Doc opened his mouth to say more, but a coin flew off the table and struck him in the head.
"You should see your face," Jury snorted.
Doc grinned. Their serious conversation was apparently over.
"I'm not getting any younger," Jury went on. "So you'd better get on with it. After you're done though, I'm holding you to your promise. Water and stones. Of my choosing."
"Deal," Doc said.
He wasn't particularly excited about going into the dreaming and hunting for Gac. He knew he could affect the dreaming, but he didn't ever just walk out of his throne room into the space beyond. And he wasn't any clearer on how to kill Gac in the dreaming than in the real world. After all, he'd already tried to kill Gac in the dreaming, and he had failed miserably.
He had learned from his failure though. Instinct hadn't worked last time, so this time, he would plan. And to plan, he needed more information. He knew people in the dreaming, people who could help him. He hoped.
"Don't wake me," Doc said as he lay down. "Not unless you absolutely have to."
"Sure," Jury said.
Doc shot him a look.
"Only if I have to," Jury said seriously.
"Good enough," Doc murmured.
He stretched out on the fainting couch and stared up at the ceiling.
"I don't know how long it will take," he said. "I don't think time in the dreaming works exactly the same."
"If you're asleep for more than two weeks, I'm waking you up," Jury said. "I don't want to do a whole Rip Van Winkle thing."
"Rip Van Winkle," Doc mused. "Do you think he really existed?"
"Of course he existed," Jury snorted. "If you'd grown up in the Hidden, you would know that. The Irving story is just a silly adaptation. Irving was a norm, but he must have been friends with someone who was stupid enough to mention Van Winkle. No one knows precisely why he slept for twenty years; he wouldn't speak about it after he woke, but there are theories."
"Did he age?" Doc asked, curiosity fully aroused.
"No. He didn't gain a single wrinkle."
"Interesting."
"One theory is that he was the ultimate lover and the succubi kept him until they were done with him."
"That one's definitely not true," Doc chuckled. "If he was that good, it would have killed him."
"You've just disappointed every male ever," Jury huffed. "Another theory is that he stumbled onto the spirit of his dead sister and she made him stay and play with her."
Now that was an interesting theory.
"Explain," Doc said.
"What's there to explain?"
"Are you suggesting that dead souls live in the dreaming?"
"You're talking to a witch," Jury said. "What I know about the dreaming could be said in one sentence."
"And that is?"
"There are layers, and when people go to sleep they drift along the first or top layer. Shamans can walk the second layer."
"That was two sentences."
"Sorry," Jury snorted. "There are layers, and when people go to sleep, they drift along the first or top layer, however; shamans can walk the second layer. Do you think dead souls live in the dreaming?"
"I don't know," Doc admitted. "They won't ever tell me."
"I'm not even going to follow up on that statement," Jury said. "Will you go to sleep now? I promise not to draw anything lewd on your face."
"Have you finally learned to lie?" Doc asked.
"Hardly. My definition of lewd and yours just may not be the same," Jury said with a wide grin.
"I'm sorry you can't come," Doc said.
"I'd rather not anyway," Jury shrugged. "I'm rather attached to being a witch."
Doc nodded and forced his eyes to close. Going to sleep was one thing. He'd already remembered how to go sleep at the drop of a dime. Going to sleep so he could defeat an enemy was an entirely different thing though, and he didn't particularly like it.
He didn't know if luck could follow him into the dreaming. He didn't know how to find Gac or kill him once he did. He didn't know who to ask to find out. The only thing he was certain about was that the dreaming was where he needed to go.




Chapter 7
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"What are you doing?" Francisco asked, tone low.
"Sleeping," young John whispered back.
"It's the middle of the day."
John didn't respond. He was sleeping, after all; and people didn't typically carry on conversations while they were sleeping.
"Can I join you?" Francisco asked.
John shrugged.
"I wish you'd decided to sleep on the bed instead of under it," Francisco muttered as he wiggled under the bed beside John.
John still didn't say anything. He didn't even open his eyes.
Francisco was quiet for several minutes, but he finally said, "Why are we sleeping?"
"Because when I sleep, reality is whatever I want it to be," John whispered.
"Ah."
That was all Francisco said. That was all he needed to say.
It was one of Mother's bad days, and John couldn't take another minute of it. So he was hiding under his bed, dreaming of a mother who wasn't sick. Not a different mother, his mother, but well.
"I can see the appeal," Francisco murmured. "Under here I can dream that the cattle I just bought aren't undernourished or that my favorite apple tree didn't get cracked during the storm last night."
John waited for the but. With Francisco, there was always a but.
"But if I'm under here dreaming, I can't do anything to help the cattle and I can't mend my apple tree."
"I can't help her or mend her," John retorted. "So I may as well dream."
"I see your point."
John waited again. Somehow he knew Francisco would win the battle. Francisco always won the battle. John didn't know how, but he did.
"I can't help Mother either," Francisco said. "I wish that I could."
John tried to ignore Francisco and focus on the picture in his mind instead. In his mind, his mother was healthy and happy; and she was laughing as she walked down the lane, basket full of flowers swinging from her arm.
"But if I'm up here, under the bed dreaming," Francisco went on, "even though she's healthy in my mind, that's not the real her. I'm not with the real her. I'm trading reality for a dream."
And there it was. The but that won the battle.
John sighed and said, "I suppose it's nearly tea time."
"Nearly."
"If we go down, will you play the guitar?"
"Only if you promise me that you'll stop dreaming, pup. You can imagine her healthy all that you want, but do it in her presence, so you don't miss out on her."
"I promise," John whispered.
Doc slid out of his Francisco memory into the throne room. He had never understood why he sometimes slipped into memories and other times he went to the throne room. He'd expected to go straight to his throne room when he'd fallen asleep this time, and he wasn't sure why he'd ended up under his childhood bed instead.
For a brief moment, he considered summoning them all to him and demanding to know where they were and why, but he didn't. Somethings were better left unknown; and besides, he was here to deal with Gac.
With an exaggerated sigh, he propped up his feet on his footstool and held his hand out to the side, closing his fingers around the goblet that appeared there.
He wasn't going to charge off into the darkness looking for Gac. That would be unwise. For once, he was going to make a plan. But to make a plan, he needed more information.
He took a sip of his whiskey. It was perfect. Dream liquids always were.
"Bluegrass," he said softly. "Are you here?"
There was no immediate answer, but he didn't mind. He had put out his call, and she would eventually come. In the meantime, he would enjoy the silence and try to figure out why he still felt off balance.
He was back where he belonged. He had his knife, his bracelets, his friends, and his cars. Everything was as it should be. There was nothing to miss about being fae. Nothing except Pazach and the others.
He closed his eyes and let himself imagine he was there with Pazach; and then, quite without meaning to, he wondered if he could find Pazach in the dreaming.
Yearning rushed through him at the thought, and he struggled not to pull a focused image of Pazach to mind. He was afraid that if he tried, he could go to Pazach. He wouldn't though. He couldn't. Time was too sensitive.
Deep down, past the humor and good cheer, there had always been a shadow to Andrew's eyes. A shadow of worry. Worry that he would somehow change the course of things.
Most people argued that time was in a line, but Ahanu said it was an ocean. And since Ahanu was the only person Doc knew of in existence who could actually move through time, he was inclined to believe him.
So, no. Even if he could, Doc would not go see Pazach because he had no way of controlling which Pazach he would find, young Pazach, old Pazach, or middle Pazach. As much as Doc longed to see the boy, he couldn't risk changing things.
Doc took another sip of his whiskey and forced his thoughts back to Gac, but he simply didn't know enough about the dreaming yet to postulate any theoretical plans. And he wasn't going to know anything until Bluegrass came along and told him.
He tapped his fingers on the arm of his throne. Waiting was not his strong suit. There had to be something he could do in the meantime. If he left the throne room, he wasn't certain that Bluegrass would be able to find him so he couldn't go look for Gac on his own.
He'd drunk his whiskey, and he wasn't interested in playing solitaire. Which left him... Absolutely nothing.  
He continued to tap his fingers, vaguely wondering whose arm bone he was tapping on. And whose skull he was sitting on. And were they real bones or fake bones?
He stood and knelt to examine one of them. They were definitely real, which once more raised the question of whose bones? And why?
He walked around his throne, admiring the craftsmanship. Someone had truly done a wonderful job of assembling all of those random bones into a throne. Had he made it with his mind or had someone else crafted it?
He stepped away from it and studied the curvature. Everything about it fit him perfectly. He had never sat in a more comfortable chair.
His line of thought was beginning to make him a bit itchy, so he paced the length of the throne room for a while, missing the barren view on the other side of his wall. He wasn't quite ready to lower the wall though. If Doc lowered it now, Gac might spy on him while he was talking to Bluegrass. Doc hated the idea of hiding away inside his walls, but he hated the idea of being watched even more.
He sighed, frustrated with himself, and sat back down. He suddenly felt very sorry for Jury. But at least Jury had Jervis. They could both stare at Doc and be bored together. Or maybe they would actually talk to each other for once. He tried to imagine it, but couldn't. Jury and Jervis simply didn't talk. Jervis didn't talk much anyway.
Which made Doc wonder what kind of conversations Sami and Jervis had; and he momentarily imagined Sami and Jervis sitting together, Jervis listening raptly while Sami did all the talking. It wasn't the kind of thing he wanted to imagine. After all, it didn't fit the image he had of Jervis. Jervis could certainly be kind, but he was always fierce and never lovelorn. If Doc was going to waste his time imagining something, he wanted to imagine killing Gac. Which he couldn't do because he didn't know how. 
"Bluegrass!" he called out in frustration.
Nothing.
He leaned back his head and closed his eyes. He wasn't trying to fall asleep. He wasn't even sure if it was possible to fall asleep. He was already asleep. He just wanted to quiet his mind, like he did when he was trying to fall asleep.
"You pain me," a voice whispered.
Doc kept his eyes closed and murmured, "I'm sorry. I don't know how to release her."
"Send her home. She belongs with me."
He would gladly do that. If he could only figure out how.
The mother wasn't here with him. He knew that. She had a presence, and it was missing. He was simply hearing the echo of her voice.
A sense of helplessness filled him, and he hated it. He didn't know how to kill Gac, and he didn't know to release Abby. Maybe he had been better off as a fae. Regular Doc Holliday wasn't winning any games lately, and not because luck had left him. She was there; he could feel her. He wasn't winning because he couldn't remember who he was or what he would do in this situation. He was still thinking like fae Doc, but he didn't have any of the powers of fae Doc. 
Regardless of whether or not he was still fae, he owned the prison within his tattoo, and he could release whoever he wanted, but he needed to see the prison to open it. Tozi had suggested such a thing was possible without his fae powers; she'd said that he just had to figure out how to see it again.
He looked down at his chest and imagined away his vest and shirt. For some reason the knife harness stayed, but it didn't impede his view of the tattoo. He stared at it, trying to see the chasm within, the darkness beneath the skin, but he couldn't.
"This is one of those moments when I ask myself if I should just turn around and walk away?"
"Never," Doc said with a laugh as he removed his feet from the footstool and gestured for Andrew to sit.
"Is this no-shirt Monday?" Andrew asked.
"Is that a thing?"
"Not that I know of," Andrew shrugged. "And anyway, it was my subtle way of asking what the hell you're doing."
"Subtle," Doc drawled.
"I learned everything I know from Pecos and Janey."
"That explains a lot," Doc chuckled.
"I'm not sure they ever understood subtlety, but I didn't realize that until it was too late," Andrew said with a wide grin. "So are you going to tell me what you're doing?"
"I'm trying to break into my tattoo," Doc said easily.
"Come again?"
"To let out a soul."
Andrew frowned and said, "I'm still not following you."
"There are souls inside me; the tattoo is the doorway; I need to let one out."
"You keep saying the same thing like it's somehow going to start making sense," Andrew said. "Are you actually suggesting that there are souls inside of you? Like inside of you?"
"Yes."
"Of the people you've killed?"
"Yes."
"Of ALL the people you've killed?"
"Yes," Doc shrugged.
"So your chest is bigger on the inside?" Andrew asked. "Much, much bigger?"
"What are you trying to say?" Doc chuckled.
"You've just killed a lot of people, and I can't really imagine how you're storing them all inside of you. Not that it matters. To recap, not only do you kill wicked people, but you also take their souls and keep them from continuing in any form?"
"Exactly."
"That's heavy," Andrew murmured. "I like it. And it's way cooler than my thing."
"Hardly," Doc snorted.
"I think it is," Andrew insisted. "Does Janey know?"
"I don't think so, but for all I know, she and Señora Teodora exchanged postcards for years," Doc said irritably.
"This is great. I love knowing things Janey doesn't," Andrew chuckled.
He was rubbing his hands together, and Doc shook his head. Andrew was a madman because only a deranged madman would poke the bear that was Janey. 
"But you killed someone on accident?" Andrew asked.
"A little girl," Doc confirmed. "And the mother wants her back."
"Plannin' a prison break, do do," Andrew sang cheerfully.
"No," Doc said firmly.
"Oh, come on."
"No."
"Fine," Andrew grumbled. "But it's so boring. We are planning a prison break. No pizazz at all. Explain the problem."
"I can't see inside my tattoo, and I can't see the souls," Doc explained. "I know it's possible to remove a soul from inside, but I've only done it when I can see it."
"What's changed?" Andrew asked.
"Long story," Doc shrugged. "Short version, I was a fae."
Before Andrew could ask, Doc said, "Fae are really powerful beings, similar to Ahanu. I could zap. I even zapped up in front of Pecos accidentally when I was thinking of the ranch. And I zapped to Ahanu a couple of times; he didn't care for it."
"Payback," Andrew chortled.
"I owe him," Doc added. "Again. This time for real."
"There are worse things," Andrew said. "Now about the prison, just because you can't see it doesn't mean everything isn't exactly the same."
Doc stared at his chest once more. It looked like a chest with a tattoo on it, not like a supernatural prison for evil souls. He plucked at a section of it; there was nothing there except skin.
"Let me try to say it in a way you'll understand," Andrew said. "And please know that I'll pay for this analogy. When you're making love to a woman, does it matter if it's dark?"
Doc raised an eyebrow. "Of course not."
"Because you know what a woman feels like," Andrew went on. "And you know where all the pertinent bits are."
"Yes?" Doc said.
Andrew made a frustrated noise and gestured at Doc's tattoo.
"Oh," Doc murmured. "I see."
"Geez, you're thick. No wonder you never get any of my jokes."
"I get them," Doc replied.
"You couldn't have; if you had gotten them, you would have laughed."
"Debatable."
"What about this one? What kind of tree can you hold in your hand?" Andrew paused, then said, "A palm tree! Get it?"
Andrew started laughing, and Doc laughed with him because it was impossible not to laugh when Andrew was laughing.
"That's a good one," Andrew said after a while. "I'll leave you alone now," he added as he stood. "Since I've made the sex analogy, I'd feel really weird sitting here watching you make love to your tattoo."
"You might learn a few things," Doc drawled.
"And how do you see that conversation playing out?" Andrew snorted.
Doc considered it before saying, "You with Janey's knife in your heart."
"Exactly. It still hurts, Doc. So I think I'll pass." Andrew smiled crookedly and said, "I missed you. I'm glad you're back." And then he was gone.
"What do you mean?" Doc asked the empty space. "Why did you miss me? When?"
He'd only been gone a month. Surely not long enough for anyone to miss him. Unless the dreaming didn't work that way, and he'd actually been gone for fifty years.
The dreaming and time travel just didn't make sense to him. And maybe that was the point. Maybe he wasn't supposed to understand them. In any case, he was going to stop trying, and he was going to focus on something he knew how to do. Make love to a woman. Or his tattoo as Andrew had put it.
"Ridiculous," Doc sighed. "It's a ridiculous analogy."
But it made sense.
Doc closed his eyes.
He remembered the curves and hollows of every woman he'd ever touched. He could summon the image of Lena or Tozi or even Kate to his mind and see them, see every bit of them, even though they weren't here in reality. He focused on an image of Tozi and reached out his hand. He could practically feel the silky softness of her thigh.
He quickly pulled back his hand and banished the image. He couldn't get distracted just now. He was hurting the mother, causing her pain; and he would do anything in his power to fix it.
With his eyes still closed, he pulled up the memory of what his tattoo had looked like when he'd been fae. The tattoo was merely the topmost layer of things. Beneath it was a chasm full of souls. He could see it. Just as it had been. Just as it was now. Because unlike Tozi, the chasm was actually here.
He focused on the chasm in his mind until he could see the brilliant lights of the spirits bobbing back and forth. 
"Abby," he whispered. "Are you there?"
The souls didn't shift, didn't move, just continued to float about with a sort of mindless rhythm.
"You don't belong in here, Abby," he said. "You need to go home."
Still nothing.
He stared at the depths, unsure whether or not he was seeing the actual chasm or merely the chasm from his memory. He needed to test it.
"Edward Jury," he said.
The spirits shifted, moving away from a single point of light.
"I'm happy you're here," Doc drawled. "And I hope you're enjoying the accommodations." He chuckled softly and said, "I'm like the Hotel California. You can never, ever leave."
Satisfied that he was actually looking inside the prison, Doc tried again.
"Abby!"
Still nothing.
He didn't know her last name. He didn't know anything about her. He just knew that she was absolutely beautiful when she laughed. He had stolen that from her; he had stolen her laughter.
He shifted his vision closer so he could no longer see the tattoo lines, just the souls inside its depths.
"Where are you, Abby?"
She didn't suddenly rise from the blackness; he hadn't honestly expected her to.
A thought suddenly occurred to him. A wild, illogical thought. He didn't examine it too carefully, afraid that if he did, his mind would tell him it was impossible. Instead, he stepped past the gate and inside the chasm.
For just a moment, he couldn't breathe, and when he looked down, he understood why. He didn't need to breathe. He was loose. Just spirit and no body, but still body shaped. A little as he'd appeared when he'd been inside the Underworld, all rainbowy and vibrant.
He looked up, eyes widening slightly when he saw the spirits surrounding him. Now that he was inside his tattoo with them, he could see the remnants of who they'd once been. They weren't fully humanoid; they weren't fully spirit; and they weren't conscious or aware as far as Doc could tell. They were just bobbing about like bits of debris in a lake. 
It surprised him to see that the souls were in varying stages of decay. Edward Jury still looked relatively whole, but Le Patron from New Orleans was missing most of his face and both of his hands.
Beyond them was another man. He was nothing but a wisp of white and a bit of eye, but Doc recognized him. He wasn't entirely sure how he knew who the man was; there was nothing to indicate his identity, and Doc had never known the man's name, but he remembered killing him.
It had been his first kill as an immortal. Doc could still feel the bone-aching cold. He could still feel the shaky weakness of his limbs and the pain of his racking cough. He'd almost died before he'd gotten the knife thrust in, but he still remembered the heat that had followed. And the relief and joy.
Doc gazed at the spirit of the man who had given him life all the years ago. He had been an evil man. A rapist. Doc did not mourn him. No one had mourned him, and after a hundred years and change, that man was nearly gone. He'd almost entirely ceased to be.
A sense of satisfaction filled Doc. He'd kept evil from returning to the earth and poisoning it anew. It bothered him slightly that to do so he had to imprison the souls, but he could see that they were no longer cognizant of anything. They were asleep, completely unaware that with each passing day they became less and less.
He could accept such a fate for these people, but he couldn't accept it for Abby.
"Where are you, Abby?" he murmured.
The souls shifted around him, fading away. They didn't leave. They couldn't. They also couldn't speak or touch him or hurt him. They were harmless now. They'd never hurt anyone ever again.
Doc moved forward. He didn't step; he didn't walk; he just moved, searching for the soul that didn't belong.
"Abby, come to me," he said.
Still nothing.
He searched the darkness, a little stunned at how vast the chasm seemed. The darkness of it seemed to go on forever, but if there was no end, how would he ever find her?
He continued to drift through the souls, recognizing each of them as he did. He saw Solomon and Gionta. He saw a multitude of henchmen whose faces he knew, but whose names he did not. He even saw several trolls and a fair number of sprites, which fully proved his theory that even though he didn't feed off of cryptids' life force, he still took their souls when he killed them.
But there was no little girl.
As he floated back and forth, searching, he evaluated the problem. The prison was his. It belonged to him. He didn't kill innocents, and he would never have willingly locked away an innocent soul. But he had. And since he had, wouldn't he have made accommodations for her?
Instead of searching for Abby, he needed to go where he would have hidden her. Far away from the rapists and murderers.
He tried to envision such a place. A place for Abby.
The floating souls fell away and so did the darkness. The chasm shifted from black to bright day. And suddenly, there was a white gazebo surrounded by rose bushes and tall green grass. Inside the gazebo was a little girl. She was serving tea to a line of stuffed animals.
"Abby," Doc breathed.
She turned and smiled at him.
"Have you come for tea?" she asked.
"I'm sorry I killed you," he said, heart breaking.
She frowned as if trying to remember something, then said, "You didn't. The mean lady did."
"I've come to take you home."
"I can't go home," she said, tone very practical. "I'm dead. It's kinda boring," she shrugged. "It's always the same, you know. Tea and cookies. But at least I'm not out there in the dark."
Doc's gaze followed her pointing finger. The chasm was behind them, black as obsidian.
Abby shuddered and said, "I was there for a minute. I can barely remember it, but it was really scary. I'm glad I'm here."
"I'm sorry I scared you," Doc said.
He moved towards her, not entirely sure what to do, but knowing it would come to him.
"The mother wants you," he said softly when he reached her. "You'll like her. She's kind."
He wrapped his arms around Abby and whispered, "You're free to go, Abby. You are free. And the mother, she waits for you; she wants you."
That was all it took. He felt her leave. He felt her spirit, her soul, pull away from him, pull away and go home. He had done it; he had released her.
The peaceful scene around him began to crumble into black. Abby's gazebo was fading. She was no longer here, and since there were no more innocents inside him, there was no need for a sanctum.
Once the darkness had fully reclaimed everything, Doc opened his eyes. He was still on his throne. He'd never left.
He'd actually done it. He'd found Abby and released her. As Doc Holliday, norm, not as Doc Holliday fae. He was still capable, and he could still affect reality. He, not fae Doc, had soothed the mother's pain. 
His sense of pride faded as a strange thought overtook him. In his youth, he had not once imagined that he would someday be a man with the power to hold other souls inside himself. Such an idea would have made him laugh.
He'd loved the old myths, but he'd had no notion that there was anything out there in the world beyond what he'd already seen with his own eyes. He hadn't bothered looking very far either; he'd been too caught up feeling sorry for himself. Sorry about his mother, sorry about Francisco, and sorry about himself.
He'd railed at the idea of his sweet innocent mother suffering as she had, stuck in the belief that the world should be fair. A walk through any of the poorer sections of town should have cured him of such a ridiculous notion, but he'd truly only cared about himself.
He still felt that Tozi had taken a risk, entrusting such a power to him. He hadn't been worthy of it then; he barely considered himself worthy of it now.
But he was. He knew that he was. He hadn't been the one to kill Abby. Vivienne Baudelaire had done that. But he had been the one to set Abby free.
He didn't harbor a single innocent soul inside of him. The ones who were there deserved to be there. They had used their power to shape the world for evil and to hurt others.
Regardless of whether or not they had access to the golden power that Andrew wielded, all men were gods because they had the ability to shape the world around them into a reflection of themselves. Some men used this ability for good. Some didn't use it at all. But the souls Doc had locked inside of him, one and all, had used their ability to shape the world for evil and to harm.
Not anymore though. Because Doc had used his ability to shape the world to stop them.  




Chapter 8
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Doc was still musing about good and evil when Bluegrass said softly, "I am here."
He looked up, met her lovely eyes, and grinned.
"How are you?" he asked.
She smiled and said, "I am always well. And you? For a moment there, I thought you were sleeping with your eyes open," she teased.
"Is it possible to sleep in the dreaming?" Doc asked.
"You're already asleep," she replied. "It is your physical form that requires the sleep. Your soul is always active."
"What about my mind?" Doc inquired. "Are my mind and soul separate or one?"
"Hopelessly intertwined," Bluegrass said. "One would be useless without the other and likewise."
"I see," Doc murmured. "Have you found Gac?"
"I have found traces of him."
"Will the traces lead me to him?" Doc asked.
"I'm not entirely sure. He's not a normal type of dream walker. He's... wrong."
"Like me?" Doc offered.
"Not at all," she replied with a gentle smile. "You are certainly different, and I do not understand you, but that does not make you wrong, nor do you emanate with a sense of wrongness or off-balance. Even just seeing the trace of him, I can tell you that Gac is wrong. Very, very wrong. The traces he leaves behind emanate corruption and hate and discord."
"That doesn't sound so different than the rest of humanity," Doc observed.
"Yes and no," she replied. "Most humans have at least a small portion of love in their lives or a small portion of happiness and joy. If they were a song, only part of it would be discordant or filled with wrong notes. Gac is completely out of key."
Bluegrass gestured around her and said, "There is really only one song, or there should only be one song. The song of life. Of the universe, and I do not know when man became so out of tune."
Doc was a little surprised to hear her talk of the song like Ahanu had. When he'd been fae, he hadn't been in modernity long enough to tune into the song or hear the discordant notes, but he knew the song of Pazach's forest by heart. And he had always felt it instantly when something was out of tune.   
"It's not just man now," he said, thinking of all the cryptids he'd just seen within his tattoo. "Man has infected the other creatures as well."
"Like mold," Bluegrass agreed.
"Or tuberculosis," Doc mused. "For some reason Francisco and I fell prey to it, but Father never did. Some people seem resistant to sickness."
He hoped that was true. He certainly didn't want everyone falling prey to the pervading sickness. He loved the song that emanated from the Baker children. He didn't need to be fae to see their song or hear it; he could feel it. And he didn't have to be fae to know that everywhere Gac went, he left a trail of sickness behind him.
"I have to find Gac," he said. "I have to deal with him here, in the dreaming. It's the only way."
Bluegrass studied him with the air of someone who knows it will be useless to argue.
"I can only show you where he's been," she said. "I don't know how to tell you where he is now."
"What's out there?" he asked pensively. "Past my wall."
"The dreaming. You've been there. You've seen it."
He imagined them inside a parlor full of books, and they were instantly there.
"Is this part of it?" he asked.
"No," she replied, visibly disturbed.
"What is this then?"
"Your throne room," she said. "We never left."
"That can't be right," Doc argued. "Because To... Señora Teodora never comes here. Only the dead come here."
Bluegrass shrugged and said, "I don't know what happens other times. I can only tell you that right now we are still in your throne room. Look at the floor."
He looked down. The floor was covered in an elaborately patterned carpet, but the design was constantly shifting, and if he really tried, he could see the onyx floor beneath it.
"Interesting," he murmured as he imagined the throne room once more.
Neither of them spoke for quite a while, and it was Doc who eventually broke the silence.
"Are you familiar with a plant called sini?"
"I am," she said. "It's actually called Sinicuichi or Sun Opener. It was used by the Aztecs."
"For what?"
"Dream walking."
"Why would someone who can already dream walk want it?"
"It is supposed to guide the walking backwards," she said. "Past walking is what some call it. People have claimed to be able to focus in on past events. I tried it a few times, but it did nothing for me. I was using an extract, however; and I did read once that it only works well if you use the fresh plant."
Doc knew he was frowning, but he couldn't seem to help it. What could Gac possibly hope to gain by past walking?
"I did read an account of one shaman who claimed to have been able to access past lives," Bluegrass went on. "I never gave the account much credit because I've seen no evidence of past lives. Look at Apollo, and look at me. We are still here in our same form. We have not been reborn, but perhaps only those spirits who wish to be reborn are reborn."
"Past lives," Doc murmured, still thinking of Gac. Gac was obsessed with the past. Specifically that one moment. The moment when he'd lost everything. The moment he would have been able to change if he had just lived a little longer. Gac knew how to win the Battle of Little Bighorn; he'd realized it just a second before he died.
An eerie feeling began to creep up Doc's spine. Bluegrass was still talking about something, but he didn't hear her. His entire mind was consumed with one thought.
What if Gac could change his own past? What if he could change that one moment?
"You once said you couldn't warn Cleopatra," Doc said, interrupting whatever it was Bluegrass had been saying.
"Yes?"
"You said there was a filter."
"Yes?"
"But could you warn yourself?"
"What?"
"Could you find a version of yourself before we went into the dreaming together, before we released Meli, and warn yourself of what was about to happen?"
Her face creased, and it was a moment before she said, "I don't know. I've never tried. I've never known anyone who's tried. I would never take that risk. There is too much to lose and not enough to gain."
"What about Ahanu?" Doc pressed. "He travels time. Surely he occasionally meets up with himself and passes notes."
He hated the visual that came to mind with that statement. Ahanu with ten more Ahanus, each of them smoking their pipes and cluing each other in on what happened next.
"I don't know," Bluegrass said once more.
"Could Gac stop himself, as Custer, from losing?"
"I don't know," Bluegrass repeated, tone frustrated.
"Neither do I," Doc murmured.
But he was suddenly certain that was exactly what Gac wanted to do.
In the vast ocean of time, it seemed like such a small thing, inconsequential if you weren't inside of it. But time was delicate. So delicate. Tweak a single strand, and you could change everything.
If Gac could change history, if he could win the Battle of Little Bighorn, time would rewrite, and the waves could be absolutely catastrophic. Lives would be changed, and it would be impossible to know which lives and how.
Doc was really only concerned about one life though. Just one. Andrew Rufus's. If Gac rewrote history, what would happen to Andrew?
In one version of reality, everything surrounding Andrew played out exactly the same. In another version...
There was no Andrew. Which meant there was no Janey, not the way she was now anyway, which meant Tozi never saved Doc, Doc never saved Jervis or adopted Jury, Bree was dead, Aine had never been born, Jules and Johnny were dead, Addison and Frankie were left alone to rot, and countless others were dead or left in horrible straits, Bosch had taken over the Hidden, and Phillip, through Jury, had taken over the world.
It was the Meli conundrum all over again, and Doc felt sick just thinking about it.
"I don't know how to help you," Bluegrass said softly.
"I don't think you can," Doc replied. "I have a feeling this is beyond the both of us."
"I'm here," she said, "if you do need me."
She smiled a little regretfully and disappeared.
Doc stood and began to pace. He was now certain of Gac's plan. Gac wanted to find the Sun Opener and use it to locate a past version of himself. Once he had, he would tell himself how to win the battle. Then his younger self would awake and rewrite history.
Doc had to stop him. Now. Ten minutes ago. There was absolutely no time to lose and even less time to plan. But he had to plan. Otherwise, he'd never win. He'd already tried to kill Gac the old fashioned way, and it hadn't worked. He had to figure out how to draw Gac inside the tattoo.
He needed to speak to Neassa.
She wasn't one of his people though, so he was certain her spirit wouldn't come to him. Which meant that he would have to go to her.
With a single thought, the walls surrounding his throne room crumbled into dust. It was time to stop hiding. He wasn't the one being hunted anymore. Gac was. 
Doc stepped off the onyx floor onto the barren landscape beyond. And then he just stood there, looking from side to side. Except for the time he, Bluegrass, and Tucker had searched for Meli, Doc had never traveled the dreaming; but logically, if he wanted to find Neassa, he needed to go to the portion of the dreaming that was Britain. And he also needed to go to the portion of the dreaming that was nearly two thousand years ago. 
He'd start with the easy part.
He closed his eyes and thought of Britain. He'd been there multiple times, and he had several memories to choose from. He eventually picked the lake by Brice Jury's estate and focused on it while murmuring "Britain".
After a second, he cracked open one eye and peeked around. The landscape was certainly different. He could see the ghost of trees, and he could see the shadow of a lake. It wasn't solid or detailed like it was in the material realm though, and he looked down at the ground just to make sure he wasn't still in his throne room.
The ground was shifting slightly; but instead of onyx, it was changing from grass to crushed leaves and back again. For a moment, there was even a layer of stones.
If he looked out past the lake, he could see Brice's castle in the distance, growing and shrinking, then disappearing altogether before appearing once more.
He'd landed exactly where he wanted to, but how could he stop the constant shifting of time?
A sense of futility filled him. He didn't have the least idea of where exactly Neassa lived or when she had lived. He had listened to Jules's narration and filed away everything she'd said, but he hadn't asked any specific questions. At the time, he hadn't realized it would matter.
"Lost?" a voice inquired.
"Yiska," Doc murmured, trying to decide if he was relieved or annoyed by Yiska's sudden presence. He was indeed lost, and he knew that Yiska would know the way, but it always annoyed him when Yiska popped up out of nowhere.
"Never look a gift horse in the mouth," he muttered.
"What was that?" Yiska asked.
"Just remembering one of Andrew's sayings," Doc said as he finally turned to acknowledge Yiska. "I'm trying to find a shaman named Neassa. She lived in Britain in the time of the Celts."
"You are in the wrong layer," Yiska said, smiling one of his easy smiles.
"Can you—"
Doc didn't finish his statement because the ground beneath his feet suddenly disappeared and he plummeted through nothingness.
Air rushed past his face, and he resisted his impulse to fight the fall. Instead he allowed himself to feel it, to feel the speed, the terror, and the strange exhilaration.
He knew that Yiska had no intentions of trying to kill him. Yiska had saved Doc too many times to bother with killing him now. That knowledge didn't fully diminish the terror of falling, but it did help him not fight against it. 
Without warning, he found himself standing on solid ground once more. He released his pent-up breath and looked around curiously. This time the grass beneath his feet was green. Not grey-green and constantly shifting. Just solid green. Wherever he was now, everything felt and looked real.
"Alright," Doc murmured. "I'm obviously in a different layer. I'd say thank you, Yiska, but I won't. I still don't know how to find Neassa."
"Neassa," the earth seemed to echo back. "Neassa."
"Which one? Which one?" the grass chorused. "There are many."
"The daughter of Cathassach," Doc said.
"The daughter of Cathassach," the earth reverberated. "Of that there is only one."
Doc didn't even see it when he moved, but suddenly he was at the edge of a rocky garden. There was a soft breeze, and the plants inside the garden were waving lazily. As was the hair of the woman tending them.
Even from here, Doc could tell that the woman was absolutely stunning. The sun shimmered along her golden hair, and she moved with a fluidity that Doc had only ever seen in the fae. He walked slowly towards her; and at his approach, she looked up from her work and smiled.
"Welcome," she said.
Doc had never heard her language before. He'd never heard the word "welcome" said in that tongue, but he recognized it and knew exactly what she'd said.
"Thank you," he replied.
"Sit with me," she offered.
Doc walked along the stone path and sat on a large rock, facing her.
"I am Neassa," she said.
"I'm Doc."
"Your clothes are quite strange," she observed.
"Yours are beautiful," he said.
He cringed as the words left his mouth; he suddenly felt foolish and unbelievably callow. He'd never seen a woman like her, and all his experience, all his Southern gentility, seemed useless here. Neassa was wild and untouched, like a rose hiding out in the depths of the forest. She was all that was beautiful; she was the loveliest woman he'd ever seen.
She didn't seem to notice his awkwardness though. Or if she did, she ignored it.
"You walk dreams," she stated. "Were you looking for me?"
"Yes," Doc said. "You are Neassa, daughter of Cathassach?"
"Yes."
"Are you..." Doc wasn't sure what he could and couldn't say, but he trusted if he couldn't say something, he would know. "Are you alive?" he finished.
"Yes," she replied.
"But you're asleep?"
"Yes. Aren't you?"
"Yes," Doc said.
"And you are also alive?"
"Yes."
"We are even then," she said with a smile.
Doc grinned back. Her presence had already set him at ease, and he knew he could easily spend a hundred years with her and not weary of her company. He couldn't though. He'd abandoned his family once; he'd not do it again.
"Is your father..." He paused again. He didn't want to change things, but he had a specific purpose.
"My father has left the physical world," she said easily.
"Can you tell me how you carried the souls of your family with you?"
She observed him for a moment, keen eyes seeming to see everything.
"Will you tell me why you want to know?" she asked.
"There is a man. He's dead, a ghost now or a spirit," Doc said. "He is evil. I can take him inside of me and contain him, contain his evil; but I don't know how to do it when he is already loosed from his body."
"What do you mean contain?" she asked.
He waved a hand over his chest; and his shirt and vest disappeared, revealing his tattoo.
She leaned towards him and reached out one well-tanned hand. She placed her hand flat on his chest, right in the middle of the tattoo and closed her eyes.
"I see," she murmured. "What gives you the right to do such a thing? Souls belong to the earth, to the spirit. Why should you intercede?"
"These souls are poison," Doc said, not the least bit offended by her accusation. "And they will poison the earth."
"You gave yourself this task?" Neassa asked.
"I was charged with it," he replied. "I serve the mother."
Neassa's eyes widened, and he could see the thoughts passing through them. She hadn't learned to conceal her feelings or thoughts. She hadn't learned to lie. He hoped she never did. She was innocent and pure in a way he had never been.
"It is different," she said. "My family was already part of me. It was an easy matter to hold onto them while I traveled home. You want to attach yourself to a soul that has no connection to you, and I am not sure how you will do such a thing."
"Did you do it in the dreaming?" Doc pressed.
"Yes. It was the only way I could see them."
"Will you please tell me how you did it?"
Neassa smiled. "You are very persistent."
"I have no choice," Doc said. "He's stealing bodies from other people, and he's going to attempt to change the past. Changing the past could... It could destroy..."
The horror that filled him at the thought was so thick he nearly choked on it.
"I understand," she murmured. "I too have thought about changing the past."
"Can it be done?" Doc asked. "Could you tell your younger self what was coming?"
"Yes, I could." For a moment her face was cast in dark shadow. "I nearly did," she whispered before turning back into the light and smiling at him.
"What stopped you?" Doc asked.
"I do not like the story that was told," she said softly. "My family is dead, and I am alone. But if I try to change it, the story might change for the worse. My family is not imprisoned. They are not being tortured. They are in their homeland, and they are free. And I am free. I wish for nothing more."
She shrugged and said, "If I told a different story, it would be on my head, no matter which way it went. If my family was captured and tortured for years, that would be my burden, my fault. I will not change what is. I accept it. And I move forward."
Gac wasn't like Neassa; he couldn't accept the story, and he didn't care how many people it would affect if he told a different story. All he cared about was winning.
"When I found my family in the dreaming," Neassa suddenly said, "I stitched their souls to mine with spider thread. That way I could be certain they would move with me when I traveled in the physical world."
"Interesting," Doc said.
"You doubt me?" she asked with amusement.
"No. I'm just not sure that Gac will stand still while I slap a stitch in him."
She laughed merrily and said, "What a thought!"
After she had ceased to laugh, she said, "Spider thread is unbreakable. I will gift you some."
"In the dreaming?" he asked.
"Yes," she said, smiling once more. "You are not a dream walker, are you?"
"Not as such," Doc admitted.
"This is very real," she said with an expansive gesture around them.
"Then what is the difference between this and the material realm?" he asked. "And why?"
"I can show you," she offered. "If you have a while."
Curiosity tore through him. He very much wanted to know, to understand, but he couldn't. Not today.
"I can't," he said regretfully.
"Come another day," she said with a smile. "You are always welcome."
"I would ask you a question though," Doc said.
"Yes?"
"When I'm in the dreaming, I never happen upon a stranger or someone else who is wandering around. If everyone is here at least part of their lives or if every single dream walker is here, shouldn't I occasionally see one of them?"
"The dreaming is very selective," Neassa said. "It only shows you what you need to see. There could be someone else standing right behind you, and you will not perceive them, neither will they perceive you. You might walk alongside someone for miles and not even know it because you have no need of that person and are not looking for that person. You found me because you sought me. Do you understand?"
"Yes," Doc said.
He did, and he didn't. For something that was real, it had a very unrealistic structure.
Neassa smiled at him and said, "Let me give you the thread so you can be on your way."
Doc watched her as she walked to the other side of her garden, suddenly struck with the oddest sensation that he was playing out one of his childhood fairy tales. How many times had the hero had to go somewhere and talk to someone, then receive a gift that would help him on his journey?
Assuming the spider thread could actually help him. He certainly wasn't going to try to get Gac to sit still so he could take a minute to sew them together. He'd have to devise a different way.
"Here you are," Neassa said.
The thread that she held out to him was silky gossamer, and it glinted in the light. For a moment he gave into his relentless curiosity and looked over his shoulder at the sun that was hanging in the sky behind him. It was different than the sun he was used to; the color was somehow brighter and more pure, but he recognized it as the sun nonetheless.
Nothing about the dreaming made sense. But he'd come to expect that.
He turned back to Neassa and took the thread from her hands.
"Thank you," he said.
"Thank you. I am often lonely, and you have brightened my day."
"Do you ever leave your garden?" he asked.
"No. The temptation is too great," she confessed. "I stay here so that I do no harm."
He made a mental note to send Bluegrass Neassa's way, then he bowed over her hand and thought of home. When he looked up, he was standing right in front of his throne.
The thread in his hand was so fine that he was able to slip it into his pant pocket. He still wasn't wearing a shirt, so he imagined one and sat back down on his throne.
Upon review, he realized that he had accomplished exactly nothing. Bluegrass couldn't find Gac, and Neassa had bound her family to her with spider thread.
A feeling of terror was trying to infiltrate him, so he closed his eyes and imagined Francisco's box. He opened the lid and shoved the terror inside. He couldn't think about failing. He couldn't think about the end, and what would happen if he lost yet again. He had to focus on the here and now, and he could only do that if fear and worry weren't clouding his vision.
Once the fear was safely contained inside the box, Doc closed the lid and opened his eyes. Removing the terror had only served to make him realize that he was running out of time. It wouldn't be difficult for Gac to find the plant; and after that, it was just a matter of learning how to use it.
Doc surged to his feet and began to pace. Maybe he was being ridiculous. Maybe Gac's timeline and Andrew's timeline were in no way related. Maybe if Gac changed time, it would hardly make a difference in the grand scheme of things. It would certainly make things easier on Doc's end. If Custer won, Gac would never exist.
That couldn't be how time worked, Doc thought. It just couldn't be. If Gac didn't exist, he couldn't warn himself, so he would always lose the battle. Always. Custer and Gac were too interconnected. It wasn't the same as if Doc told Custer how to win the battle. That he could understand. They weren't closely related, and one had nothing to do with the other.
Doc's head was beginning to ache from trying to figure it out. He didn't understand time; he never had, but he knew someone who did.
He strode to the edge of his throne room and stepped out onto the land beyond. Yiska couldn't come into Doc's throne room; Gac couldn't enter it either, so it followed that Ahanu also wouldn't be able to.
"Ahanu," Doc murmured. "Are you out here?"
There was no response, but this time Doc understood why. He was in the wrong layer. Whatever that meant. Trying to navigate the dreaming was frustrating the hell out of him. He much preferred the material realm.
"Goddamn Gac," he hissed, wishing he had just killed Gac the regular way back in the Banshee when they'd first met.  
Doc walked forward several paces, trying to decide what he needed to do next. Ahanu had come to him in the dreaming before, so Doc knew it was possible to find him here. He just had to figure out how.
"Next layer, please," he said, unsure whether or not he could enter the other layer without Yiska.
Nothing happened.
Doc tried again. "I need to see Ahanu."
Still nothing.
"Yiska!" Doc snapped. "I know you're out there!"
"I am here," Yiska said pleasantly.
"You're always here," Doc growled. "Why?"
"I am your guide."
"Why? How? Does everyone have a guide?"
"I do not know about everyone," Yiska said, face perennially patient. "I only know that I am your guide."
"Who assigned you?" Doc demanded.
"Was there something you needed?" Yiska asked pointedly.
Doc wanted to demand answers, but he knew it wasn't the time for such questions, and he also know that Yiska wouldn't answer any questions he didn't want to. Such as why was Yiska here? And why was he at the Underworld and the ley lines? Those were obviously the three keys Yiska had once mentioned, but what did that mean? Why three keys? And more importantly, why Doc?
"You did need something?" Yiska pressed.
Doc sighed and said, "How do I get to the other layer?"
"Which one?"
"The one you sent me to earlier."
"Ah, that layer. You did not learn?"
Doc swallowed the snarl that tried to claw its way from his throat and said carefully, "Apparently not."
"Watch closely," Yiska advised.
And then Doc was falling.
"There's nothing to watch!" Doc yelled as he fell. "Next time I see you, Yiska!"
It was an empty threat. Yiska was never anything but helpful; he was just never as helpful as he could be, only as helpful as he had to be, and only if Doc asked the right questions.
Just like before, Doc's feet were suddenly on solid ground. Doc looked overhead, but there was no indication of where he'd come from and nothing above him except sky.
"Thank you, Yiska," he muttered irritably.
He took a deep breath and said "Ahanu", hopeful that things would play out the same as they had with Neassa.
"Ahanu," echoed back.
"Which one?" the voices chorused.
Doc didn't respond; instead he pulled up an image of Ahanu in his mind. It was easier to show than to say.
"That one," the grass whispered.
When Doc opened his eyes again, he was at the cabin, Ahanu's cabin, the cabin out of time. And Ahanu was sitting on the porch, smoking.
"Taken up traveling, I see," Ahanu murmured.
"Is this... the cabin?" Doc asked. "The cabin?"
"This is my home," Ahanu replied.
"In the dreaming?" Doc pressed.
"Yes."
"Can you do that?"
Ahanu shrugged and said, "Why not?"
"But where is your body?" Doc demanded.
"Safe," Ahanu said with a grin.
Doc began to pace again. Neassa had her garden. Ahanu had his cabin. What was so different about his throne room?
For just a moment, Doc got sidetracked and demanded, "Why does Bluegrass think my throne room is so strange?"
"I have no idea what Bluegrass thinks," Ahanu said with a sly smile. "In my own opinion, it is different for two reasons. One, you are not a shaman, which in theory means that you cannot walk the dreaming. You can be in the dreaming; shamans can find you in the dreaming, but you cannot move about in the dreaming, and so it is odd for you to have a dedicated space within the dreaming."
He paused and puffed on his pipe before saying, "Which brings us to the second reason. Unlike your throne room, which is very impressive by the way, my cabin," he gestured behind him, "is a cabin I once lived in in the waking world. This is the spot in which it sat. I merely locked that moment in time in place within the dreaming. Many of those called shamans have such a place. A place of quiet," he added with a pointed look.
"You brought me here in the first place," Doc said. "That was your bad."
"You sound exactly like Andrew," Ahanu chuckled.
"I can think of worse things."
"Yes, you could sound like your witch friend," Ahanu murmured.
Mention of Jury reminded Doc of yesterday. Had it really only been yesterday when they'd called him home? It felt like ages ago.
"I owe you a thank you," Doc said.
"You owe me considerably more than a thank you," Ahanu countered.
Doc shrugged and said, "Whatever you want. I trust you."
Ahanu's face actually paled, and he muttered, "I am certain you are the first person to say that to me, and I do not think I care for it."
"Sorry," Doc said, trying not to laugh.
"Is there a reason you are here?" Ahanu prodded.
"You can look at time," Doc said. "Is there a way you can look at an event and see what would happen if it changed?"
"No one is time walking," Ahanu said firmly. "So how could time be changed?"
"Maybe it can't," Doc said hopefully. "It doesn't make sense to me that it could."
"Sit down and explain," Ahanu ordered.
Doc sat. A new and fresh feeling of terror started twisting around in his chest, and he knew it would be pointless to try to contain it. He could only hope that Ahanu would tell him how foolish he was being and how little he understood.
"Do you know the history of George Custer?" Doc asked.
"I do," Ahanu said flatly.
"And his death?"
"Yes."
"Custer died, but his wife found his soul and put it into a new body. He lives on today. In the material realm," Doc clarified. "He steals bodies. It's an ugly process, but not the point. I inadvertently introduced him to the dreaming, and he's been searching for a plant called the Sun Opener that Bluegrass said some have claimed allows you to see past lives. And I was wondering..."
Doc trailed off. He didn't want to say it.
"I see," Ahanu murmured.
By his tone, Doc was afraid that he did.
"You think that Custer is going to attempt to warn himself and change the outcome of the Battle of Little Bighorn."
"Yes. But that's stupid, isn't it? Bluegrass said the dreaming is filtered so that you can't change things. And furthermore, if Gac tells Custer how to win the battle, Gac will never exist so he can't tell Custer how to win the battle. Right?" Doc asked.
He could hear the pleading tone to his voice, but he didn't care. For some reason he was terrified that if he didn't kill Gac very soon, Andrew was never going to exist.
"You are thinking in a line," Ahanu said, voice somewhat distracted. "In a line, the cause and effect cannot be the same thing."
The terror wasn't subsiding like Doc had hoped it would.
"What do you mean?" he demanded.
"It is difficult to explain," Ahanu replied.
He was staring into the distance now, an unsettled look on his face.
"Most people do not continue after death in this fashion. Even though his body died, his soul did not pass over, if you like that term; and it created an odd ripple. An inconsistency to the song. Similar to that of a ghost or loose spirit, but different since he continues to inhabit a physical form and affect the physical world. To introduce such a man to the dreaming was a very reckless thing to do," Ahanu chided. "Did you learn nothing from Meli?"
"Not intentional," Doc muttered.
"Could Meli have warned us of the upcoming attack?" Ahanu mused. "Could I have done so? Could I do so even now?"
Doc forced himself to breathe. He hadn't felt this way since Ahanu had asked him to wake up Meli. Time wasn't set, but he needed it to be set.
"I cannot visit you as a child," Ahanu said abruptly, "and tell you that you will die of tuberculosis. Or not die as it turns out. I cannot visit Custer and tell him that he will die at the Battle of Little Bighorn." He smiled slightly and added, "And even if I could, I wouldn't. However..."
Doc's heart quailed. The terror was ballooning inside him now, threatening to overtake him.
"The rules, if you want to call them that, are more flexible when dealing with a different version of yourself," Ahanu murmured. "It is not an easy matter to find yourself in the dreaming, but if you can manage it..." He shrugged and said, "I've told myself many things over the years. How else would I get anything done?"
"So you're saying it's possible."
"Yes. Not easily accomplished, but possible."
"Is there any way to tell if Custer's victory would affect Andrew?"
"No," Ahanu said. "Yes," he amended. "But it would take me years to shift through all the ripples."
Doc tried one more time to convince himself that there was no reason to worry.
"Passing yourself a to-do list is a little different than erasing yourself from history, isn't it?" he insisted.
"You are confusing the matter," Ahanu stated. "Gac and Custer are not two different men. They are the same man. To change the past wouldn't erase Gac from history. It would merely change him. And to some extent, they already share their memories even if they don't realize it. Furthermore, not a line," he said firmly. "There is a version of time for every decision, every misstep, every fork in the road. If Gac changes time, there will always be a version where Custer loses. It just won't be part of our reality anymore. It will be shifted outward, with all the other discards."
Doc couldn't even begin to wrap his mind around what Ahanu was saying, but he understood the part he needed to. It was indeed possible for Gac to change time. And it was impossible to know if it would affect Andrew or not.




Chapter 9
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For a moment, Doc just stared blindly out at the trees surrounding Ahanu's cabin, but then he forced himself to focus on the problem instead of riding the wave of fear that wanted to take him out to sea.
He needed to remove Gac from existence, and the only way to do that was to draw him inside the tattoo. But how? He didn't know how to draw a person inside his tattoo without killing their physical form first.
"Is there a reason you did not handle Gac when you were still fae?" Ahanu suddenly asked.
"Yeah," Doc muttered. "I didn't want to be fae anymore."
"I see."
"You don't," Doc sighed. "At the time, I had no notion of Gac trying to change history. I didn't even think it was possible. And I thought I knew how to kill him; I just didn't know how to carry it out."
"A miscalculation on your part," Ahanu stated.
"I see that now," Doc said. "But honestly, it was too easy as a fae. I'm practically choking on fear right now, and I haven't felt fear in over fifty years. It's kind of refreshing. In a terrifying way."
"You are a very strange man, John Holliday."
Doc snorted softly before saying, "I've got it figured out. All I have to do is turn the spider thread into a lasso so I can rope Gac."
Ahanu raised one eyebrow and said, "I think you may have skipped ahead in the conversation."
"It doesn't matter," Doc sighed. "I may as well get to it."
"Are you certain the time is right?"
"No. But what else am I going to do? If I wait too long, it will be too late."
"And if you dive too early, you will hit the rocks."
"I'm naming this headache Ahanu," Doc muttered.
Ahanu sent a smoke ring into the air and said calmly, "There are many headaches named Ahanu."
"Just say what you're trying to say," Doc ground out.
"I am just suggesting you take a moment to practice."
"Practice what? Roping? I wasn't serious."
"I think you may be more dense than Andrew," Ahanu sighed. "Is there no way that you can attempt to achieve the containment of a soul?"
"No," Doc said. "Not unless I crack open that rock Jury put all those souls in. Oh," he murmured. "I see. But it's not the same. It wouldn't be in the dreaming. And furthermore, I can't even see them in the real world."
"Material," Ahanu corrected. "This is perfectly real."
"You know what I mean."
"And you know what I mean," Ahanu said. "I think it is time for you to wake up."
Doc sat up with a sharp inhale.
"I didn't do it!" Jury exclaimed as he jumped away from Doc.
Doc glared at him. Jury had clearly done something, but he hadn't woken him; that had been Ahanu.
"What happened?" Jervis demanded.
Doc held up his hand and said, "Give me a moment."
Ahanu, like Yiska, was only as helpful as he had to be. It was almost as if they had made some sort of pact to not give out information freely. Ahanu had been trying to tell him something without telling him. But what was it?
The dreaming was as real as the material realm. If he died there, he died here because if his spirit was convinced he was dead, his body would follow suit. But the death of his physical body did not mean the death of his spiritual body. Hence the problem with Gac.
"I can't think," Doc muttered. "My head is all jumbled and stupid. I need... I need clarity. What I really need... I need to kill someone."
"I don't have anyone scheduled," Jervis said.
"Surely there's someone out there who needs killed," Doc replied with frustration.
"Can't you do something normal like go to the Banshee or find a woman?" Jury asked.
"It's not the same," Doc replied. "When I'm killing, there's a moment of silence; and for just a second, everything becomes totally clear."
"You have issues," Jury said.
"Are you helping me or not?" Doc snapped.
"I always do," Jury snapped back.
"Hush, the both of you," Jervis said firmly. "I'll make a call and get some names. In the meantime, try to behave."
Neither of them spoke until Jervis was gone, then Jury said petulantly, "You made Jervis mad."
"You made Jervis mad," Doc countered.
"I don't know why I try to help you. You never appreciate it."
"Of course I do," Doc retorted. "I say thank you, don't I?"
"Oh yeah. You certainly do," Jury growled. "In that tone."
"I don't have a tone."
"You goddamn do! You're such a goddamn pain in the ass! I'm going to the kitchen!"
Jury stood with a huff and stomped from the room. Doc watched him leave, grinning slightly when the door closed and he was all alone. That was certainly one way to get rid of his guard. Jury was so predictable.
Doc stood and walked over to one of the freestanding mirrors. As he had suspected, there was a very detailed drawing of male anatomy on his cheek.
It took him a moment to find a bottle of whiskey and a scrap of shirt, and then he scrubbed the drawing from his face before drinking the rest of the whiskey.
His mind was running in a loop, repeating everything Neassa, Bluegrass, and Ahanu had said to him over and over and over, but none of it made any sense. He didn't feel any closer to understanding how to kill Gac than he had at the start.
He reached into his pocket for his phone, startling slightly when his fingers brushed something silky. He pulled the spider thread from his pocket and gazed at it in wonder. He hadn't expected it to leave the dreaming with him. In fact, he was certain that his phone hadn't been in his pocket when he'd put the spider thread into it.
He retrieved his phone with his other hand and studied both it and the spider thread. The phone hadn't gone in with him, but the spider thread had come out with him. Why? Just one more question to answer. Just one more mystery to solve.
He shoved the thread back into his pocket and texted Jervis. "I'm going upstairs. Let me know when you've found someone."
"And Jury?" Jervis texted back.
"He's throwing a fit in the kitchen."
"I told you to behave."
"I did. Jury's the one throwing the fit."
"More than likely because of something you said."
"I'm not sure I like it when you take his side," Doc replied before returning his phone to his pocket.
He wasn't trying to push them away. It was just easier to get things done when no one was looking over his shoulder. No one had ever understood that about him.
He loved going into battle with Jervis and Jury at his side, but when it came to something like this, something that didn't make sense and that only Doc could do, he preferred to mess it up on his own.
A few minutes later, Doc opened the door to his suite and paused just inside, overwhelmed by the sudden onslaught of memories.
He had carried Lena over the threshold and spent days making love to her when Jervis had declared the suite ready to inhabit. She'd later given him the Tiffany lamp that stood in the corner of the sitting room as a housewarming present.
And Andrew had given him the wooden bookshelf under the window. Andrew had chosen each of the leather-bound classics that filled the shelf, and Doc had read every single one of them.
On the top of the bookshelf, sparkling like diamonds and casting light across the room, sat Bree's collection of blown-glass paperweights. He could remember when she had picked out each and every one of them.
His suite was so full of memories that it almost hurt to be welcomed home by them, but they were also part of the reason he always came home.
"It's fine," Thaddeus sighed. "I speak, but nobody listens. I am just a plant, after all. No one listens to plants. I may as well accept my fate and stop trying to be more."
"I'm terribly sorry, Thaddy, old boy," Doc drawled. "I just got carried away there for a moment. You wouldn't believe the day I've had."
"I wouldn't believe anything you've had," Thaddeus grumbled.
"I'm not sure that makes sense."
"I know what I mean! Where have you been?!" he demanded.
"Somewhere," Doc replied. "I'm back now. Although I do have to go into the dreaming."
"The dreaming?" Thaddeus said, voice suddenly bordering on cheerful. "I wish you could take me."
Doc stared at Thaddeus's pot, entranced by the idea of seeing Thaddeus as he really was.
"Were you bald?" Doc asked.
"No!" Thaddeus spat. "Why would you ask such a thing?"
"You're a scientist who never went outside; I just always imagined you bald."
"I had a full head of hair," Thaddeus stated. "I think," he added.
"You think?"
"I didn't often take stock of my appearance. The last time I remember looking in a mirror, I had a full head of brown hair."
"I would like to see you," Doc said. "As you."
"That would be nice," Thaddeus said dreamily.
"But I'm afraid this isn't the time for it. There may be ninjas," he lied, just to keep Thaddeus from begging.
"Ninjas?" Thaddeus murmured. "In the dreaming? How awful. That's not how I imagined it at all."
"It's full of surprises," Doc said. "I've got to go out. Is there anything you'd like before I do?"
"Brandy," Thaddeus said. "If you're not going to be here to converse with. Things do get rather boring, you know."
"I'm sorry," Doc said.
"Are you quite certain I can't have a television?" Thaddeus pleaded.
"I wouldn't want to rot your wonderful mind," Doc said cheerfully.
"I'm sure," Thaddeus grumbled.
"It's only because I care about you," Doc said as he poured brandy into Thaddeus's pot.
"Yes. You care about something," Thaddeus muttered. "I've yet to discover what."
Doc chuckled softly and said, "Sleep well, old boy."
"Not because you told me to," Thaddeus grumped. "Because I want to. In grass. Tall grass. It's green."
"Everything is green when you're drunk," Doc whispered.
He softly stroked one of Thaddeus's leaves before walking over to his safe and opening it.
The stone with the souls from Andrew's city was right there at the front. Doc picked it up and studied it curiously. He had no idea how to open it, and no idea what to do once he had.
People with bodies he understood. Stab them in the heart, break their neck, cut off the supply of blood to their brain, and they died. Spirits had no tether; they were just free-floating bits of soul with no form and no presence. How exactly was he supposed to work with that?
His phone beeped, and he pulled it out and read Jervis's text.
"Brett, Bennie's nephew, the one who took over Bennie's business, swears on his mother's life that there is a drug dealer working out of one of the houses on Washington Street."
Doc pressed the call button, and when Jervis answered, Doc said, "You know I don't normally bother with drug dealers."
"I do know. But these particular drug dealers are supposedly using children to deliver the goods to the local schools."
Drug dealers it was.
"Address?" Doc asked.
Jervis told him and then said, "If you go running off without him, he'll be very annoyed."
"I'm just killing a handful of drug dealers, Jervis. It's an easy task, and I'd rather he wasn't there to steal my kills."
"For the record, I did suggest you take him."
"You're a paragon of virtue," Doc chuckled.
"I don't know that I would go that far."
"I'll see you in a bit," Doc said before disconnecting.
He examined the rock for another moment before slipping it into his pocket, and then he headed for the door. Washington Street was a little ways away, but not so far that he couldn't walk there.
Once he was out on the street, he headed towards Washington, whistling as he did.
Even though he didn't normally bother with drug dealers, he had killed drug dealers in the past. It just depended on what sort of drug dealer they were. In Doc's opinion, a drug dealer who walked around offering product and taking money from buyers was no different than many of the medical doctors out there. They both exchanged product for money, oftentimes without any thought for the consequences to the buyer or patient.
If a person was looking for drugs, they would find them, one way or another. No one had ever forced whiskey down Doc's throat. He'd drunk it willing, knowing that at some point, he'd lose his control. He'd wanted to lose his control.
He only took issue with drug dealers and medical doctors when true innocents were harmed in the process.
In many ways, he held doctors to a higher standard though because their very office was an institution of trust. When a person went to a street dealer, they knew they were dealing with the devil. But people trusted doctors, trusted that they knew what they were doing, trusted that they were upholding their oath to do no harm, and trusted that a doctor would never lie to them.
Doc had firmly believed in that oath, and he still did. He would never harm someone under the guise of helping them. Not ever. However, he had long ago learned that his talent didn't lie with helping people as a surgeon. He helped people in a way that most people couldn't; he completely eliminated the bad; something most people in polite society would never dream of doing.
"Cleaner world," he could still hear Andrew saying. "Cleaner world, Doc."
That's what Doc was doing now. Making the world just a little bit cleaner. Gac and people like him spread sickness and disease; it was Doc's job to stop the spread and to heal the people it touched.
There might not be anything he could do for Gac's latest meat suit, but he'd saved the soldiers in Andrew's city from being destroyed. He couldn't change the fact that Deysi had been raped as a child, but he could give her a safe home with parents who would protect her. He couldn't change that he had killed Abby in the first place, but he had been able to release her. Whether or not it made sense, he was a healer.
His pace slowed as that thought bounced around his mind. He didn't typically see himself that way. He almost always saw himself as the destroyer, not as the protector and certainly never as a healer. But for some reason, in this moment, he could accept such an idea.
He purposely cleared his mind as he turned onto Washington Street. He scanned both sides of the road, looking for signs of criminal activity, but at a glance, there was none. That didn't actually mean anything; smart criminals rarely advertised what they were doing.
But even smart criminals would often give themselves away if there was a big enough payoff.
Doc pulled a roll of cash from his pocket and wadded it up a bit. Then he roughed up his hair, pulled most of his shirt out of his pants, and rebuttoned his vest so that it was misaligned.
Properly mussed, he closed his eyes and let himself remember being mortal. Mortal and dry. He usually got the shakes, just a little, not much; and he could control those if he tried. His fingers always showed it though. And he'd always smoked more when he was dry, not that he was planning to light up a cigarette. He couldn't bear the thought of smoke inside his lungs. Not these lungs. So the shakes would have to be enough.
He suppressed a grin, but he did allow himself a moment to enjoy the anticipation. It had been a long time since he'd walked into a building and killed everyone, and he was looking forward to it.
When he and Jury had taken out Gac's guards, Doc had been more focused on Gac than on the process of getting to him. Consequently, he hadn't really taken the time to savor the process.
Anticipation was vibrating through him, pushing away any thoughts that had been cluttering up his mind and allowing it to narrow down on the moment that was coming.
Doc inhaled and exhaled deeply before carefully cloaking his predator side and giving himself over to the role he was playing. With a nearly imperceptible shake, he glanced over his shoulder, and then he walked swiftly up the street towards the address Jervis had given him, eyes darting from side to side.
When he reached the address, he strode halfway up the sidewalk towards the front door, stopped, looked behind him, shook his head, and walked away. For some reason, withdrawal had always made him a little nervous, like someone was watching him; and he imagined that sensation now, letting it direct him as he glanced over his shoulder and walked around the house towards the back door.
Maybe no one was watching him, in which case he was putting on a show for nothing, but since the thought had occurred to him to put on a show in the first place, he was willing to bet money someone was, in fact, watching.
He knocked lightly on the door once, then he turned in a circle before pounding on it. When the door still didn't open, Doc looked from side to side and then pulled out his cash and thumbed through it as if he was trying to decide how much he could afford to buy.   
A moment later, the door opened, revealing a plain woman of middle age.
"What do you want?" she asked.
The woman's tone wasn't unpleasant; and in other circumstances, Doc would have liked to see her smile. He suppressed his charm though and said rather quickly, "Is this the place?"
"What place?" she replied.
"The place," he said insistently, letting the shakes into his face for just a moment. "My dealer's out. But someone told me I could get more here."
"Get more what?" she asked.
"Look, I've got money," he said as he pulled out the wad from his pocket. "I just need a little to get me by."
He didn't know exactly what kind of drugs they sold so he was hoping that her greed was greater than her caution.
The woman's eyes dropped to the money, and Doc could tell that she was mentally counting it. When she looked up again, she smiled slightly and said, "Come in, and we'll see what we have for you."
Greed trumped caution every time, Doc thought as he carefully controlled his body so it didn't telegraph his satisfaction.
Once the door was closed behind him, Doc quickly took in the scene; but it was just a porch, and there was no sign of drugs or children. Deciding whether or not Bennie, or in this case Brett, was lying to him was always the most difficult part.
"Just through here," the woman urged, gently prodding him towards an inner doorway.
He almost didn't catch his smile in time. She was going to make it easy on him by being both cautious and greedy.
"Who was it who told you you could get more here?" she asked as they walked down the hallway.
"I can't tell you," he said, shaking his head. "He wouldn't like it if I did."
"I think you will tell me," she murmured. "No one ever tells Blockhead no."
"Blockhead?" Doc asked.
Just then he stepped into a room completely devoid of furniture; and the door shut firmly behind him, confining him with a gigantic brute of a man.
"Blockhead, I presume?" Doc drawled as he straightened his posture and readjusted the buttons on his vest.
"You're not a junkie," Blockhead said, face incredibly intelligent for someone with a name like Blockhead.
"No, I just needed a snack, and you were close by."
Blockhead flexed his massive hands and said, "I think you're a little confused about your size."
"I think you're a little confused about how much size matters," Doc replied, anticipation spiking.
Blockhead was clever, and he was tough. He was going to make a fantastic meal.
With one final knuckle crack, Blockhead stepped towards Doc. Doc didn't move backwards, and Blockhead paused, clearly confused by Doc's lack of fear.
"All I have is a knife," Doc said. "And I promise not to use it."
Blockhead was too smart not to be worried; Doc could see the concern in his eyes now. And the confusion.
"Would you like me to make the first move?" Doc offered.
That was too much of a blow to Blockhead's manhood. His lips curled back, and he snarled as he rushed towards Doc, meaty hands grasping.
Doc stepped quickly to the side, but kept his leg extended. Blockhead tried to turn, but didn't manage it in time, and he tripped over Doc's leg and stumbled into the wall.
Blockhead regained his balance and spun around, fist plowing through the air towards Doc's head. Doc ducked and stepped forward, coming up inside Blockhead's massive arms. Doc only held back a little as he slammed the heels of his hands into Blockhead's ribs, pleasure filling him when he felt the man's ribs give way beneath the force.
Blockhead cried out in pain, but he still managed to wrap his arms around Doc's shoulders. Blockhead began to squeeze, and Doc hooked his foot behind Blockhead's leg and pushed forward. They fell to the floor, and Doc quickly straddled Blockhead's gigantic chest and, ignoring Francisco's rule, began to punch down into the man's face as hard and as fast as he could.
Blood spewed past Doc's hands, but he didn't stop punching until a burst of heat rushed into his chest. It hit him with enough force that he jerked backwards, and he gave himself over fully and completely to the sensation, allowing it to fill him.
He barely heard the door open, barely heard the woman gasp, barely felt the bullets slam into his chest. He never opened his eyes, never turned from the heat, just drew his knife and threw it, knowing he had hit his mark when a second wave of heat tore into him.
They weren't witches, but they were still pretty damn good. 
He could hear footsteps pounding down the hallway, and since the heat was beginning to ebb, he opened his eyes and stood.
At this point, it didn't matter if they used children or not. They had been going to kill him for simply knowing the location of their base, and so they would all die.
A man skidded into the room, gun in hand.
"What the fuck?!" he exclaimed. "Who the fuck're you?"
Doc smiled at him before saying, "Health inspector. You got an F."
A bullet pierced Doc's arm, but before the man could get off another shot, Doc leaped forward, grabbed the man's shirt and pushed him up against the door jamb. With his free hand, Doc slammed the door on the man's head with enough force to break it in half.
As heat poured lazily through him, Doc dropped the body and stepped over it into the hallway.
There was a group of men gathered together at the end of the hallway, and as soon as they saw Doc, one of them yelled, "Shoot him!" But it was too late. Doc had already loosed several knives, and they each hit their mark. All of the men fell, except one.  
"I'm afraid I have to keep you alive," Doc drawled as he walked towards the man. "I don't have time to torture answers out of you, unfortunately; but you're going to wish that I did," he added.
Doc was right in front of the man now, and he plucked the gun from the man's trembling hand before knocking him gently on the side of the head with it.
The man crumpled to the floor, and Doc used one of the other men's belts to bind his hands to his feet.
Once the man was properly bound, Doc quickly swept the entire house. There were no more dealers except a teenage boy in one of the upstairs rooms, hiding in a closet.
"You can come out," Doc said after he'd opened the door. "I'm not going to hurt you."
"That's what everyone always says, but it's a lie," the boy spat.
"Not when I say it," Doc replied. He could see the signs of drug abuse in the boy's face, and he wished he'd come sooner, before this boy had ever gotten addicted. Once again, he'd gotten there a little too late to fully save anyone. 
"Come out," Doc urged.
"No."
"Alright. Stay," Doc agreed.
He shut the door and leveraged a chair underneath the handle. If he let the boy run, he'd end up working for someone else who would pay him with drugs. This was the only way for the boy to get help.
When he was certain the door was secure, Doc walked to the window and called Jervis.
"I told you he'd be unhappy," Jervis stated.
"Is that Doc?!" Jury yelled. "Tell him I want my knife back!"
"I'll apologize later," Doc said. "Right now, I need you to send a crew over here to keep a watch on the place, interrogate the leftovers, and clean up any loose ends."
"Done," Jervis said.
"There's a boy here, maybe fifteen. He's an addict. Send someone to pick him up and deliver him to Klaus for rehab."
"Klaus retired seven years ago," Jervis said.
"Did he?" Doc asked. "Has it been that long?"
"He's taken up fishing. In the Caribbean."
"Send him my regards," Doc said. "I assume you replaced him?"
"Yes."
"Then you know what to do."
"Yes."
"Tell Jury that I'm on my way to Tucker's."
"I will do that."
"Thank you. And Jervis?"
"Yes?"
"I'm on my way to Tucker's."
"No need to say it twice."
"I wouldn't want anyone to say I hadn't told them," Doc chuckled. "Also, I need a change of clothes."
"Of course you do."
Jervis disconnected without saying anything more, and Doc settled in to wait for the crew.
It was clear to him now. He knew exactly what to do, and it was so simple that he couldn't understand why he'd had trouble seeing it before. He'd go to Tucker's, and together they would go into the dreaming and release the souls.




Chapter 10
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Just outside of Tucker's house, Jury intercepted Doc and demanded, "Why are you at Tucker's?"
Doc swallowed a sigh. This was exactly why he shouldn't have told Jervis where he was going.
"I'm going to go into the dreaming with Tucker to release the souls from the rock. The ones that you put there, remember?"
"No," Jury snarled. "If I can't go into the dreaming with you, neither can Tucker."
"It's a little different."
"Why?"
"One, magic definitely doesn't work in the dreaming."
"How could you possibly know that?"
"That's where Ahanu's cabin is."
"Oh," Jury said, face turning a tad green. "Fine. What's number two?"
"There really isn't a number two," Doc admitted.
"Then I could still go in with you," Jury insisted.
"Yes, you could." Doc waited just a moment before adding, "But then who would watch over our physical forms? And draw penises on our faces?"
"Noticed it, did you?" Jury asked with a wide grin. "Is it penises? I always thought it should be penisi. Makes more sense."
"I think it would actually be penes," Doc mused.
"Maybe you're right. Anyway, you make a good point. I would certainly hate for someone less artistically inclined to make a hash of your face."
"So we're agreed," Doc said.
"Not really. But whatever."
Jury moved out of the way, and Doc stepped forward and knocked on the door.
"I love how you always assume people are going to be home when you arrive," Jury said with a laugh.
"You're always home," Doc countered.
"I am not always home," Jury shot back. "I just usually happen to be home when you drop by," he added softly.
"I guess I'm just really lucky," Doc stated with amusement.
As the words were leaving his mouth, the door swung open, and Tucker exclaimed, "J-Dog and the Boogeyman!"
"No," Doc said.
"Yeah, man," Tucker said as he pulled them both inside. "It helps me remember who you are, you know? So I'm not like all freaked out when you drop a fool without warning." Tucker cleared his throat and said a little sheepishly, "Like now."
"What do you mean like now?" Doc demanded.   
Tucker swallowed visibly and said," You got blood in your hair, dude. Although it would probably be more accurate to say you have hair in your blood; you get what I'm saying?"
"Yes," Doc ground out. "I get what you mean."
He cast Jury an irritated look, but Jury just chuckled and said, "Payback." 
"Explain the plan to Tucker while I wash off my hair," Doc ordered.
When he reached the bathroom, Doc stared at himself in the mirror. There was splatter all over his face, and his hair was dark brown, the color of dried blood. He'd still been riding the high when James had arrived with his clothing, and he'd changed where he was and left, without giving any thought to his hands, face, or hair.
It was a good damn thing he hadn't walked here. Jervis got very annoyed when he had to deal with the local authorities.
Doc removed his vest and shirt and carefully washed the blood from his hair and skin. The clarity he'd had back at the drug house was getting more muddled by the minute.
Tucker needed an object to call forth a spirit, but Doc wasn't asking him to summon a particular spirit; he was asking him to release them all. Tucker could surely manage that without anything to focus it.
He frowned as regret tried to worm its way into his mind once more. If he'd kept the fae power, he'd know exactly what to do right now. He'd always known exactly what to do when he was fae. It had been easy; he had simply been able to see the correct path.
But that wasn't him. He never knew which path to take; he just sort of wandered around, but he'd stumbled across all sorts of wonderful people by just wandering around. Lady Luck loved a wanderer, and she had absolutely no use for a fae.
He hadn't been wrong to give the fae power back to Mattasavi. It had been the only way. But it had left him feeling a little lost. He just needed to remember who he was and how he operated, and he needed to remember how to depend on luck.
That's what he was doing right now because his plan for Tucker to release the souls was so madcap that it would certainly require luck to see it through.
Doc ran his hand through his hair one final time, then he exited the bathroom and walked towards Tucker's game room, hoping that Jury had explained things so that he didn't have to.
"I'm not sure I understand the plan," Tucker said when Doc entered the room.
"That's because there is no plan," Jury said. "He's just pretending like it's a plan."
"It's as much of a plan as usual," Doc shrugged.
"Okay, but I'm not sure I can just go to sleep with J-Dog watching me," Tucker complained. "And it's not like even night yet. I don't go to sleep in the middle of the day."
"Can't you make an exception?" Doc asked.
"I can try, but I'm not promising anything," Tucker said as he wiggled around in his huge leather recliner.
After a moment or two of twisting and grunting, Tucker reclined his chair and closed his eyes.
A few seconds later, he said, "I can tell you're both watching me. Aren't you supposed to be going to sleep too, D-Dog? And J-Dog, there's some chips in the kitchen."
"I just ate," Jury said.
"There's some chips in the kitchen," Tucker repeated insistently.
"Right," Jury said, rolling his eyes. "I'm going."
With a swallowed laugh, Doc stretched out on the couch and closed his eyes. It wouldn't be a struggle for him to fall asleep, but without Bluegrass's guidance, he wasn't entirely sure how he was going to find Tucker once he was inside the dreaming.
Despite his worry, when Doc opened his eyes to the dream world he was inside Tucker's house. Apollo and Tucker were already there, and they were arguing fiercely.
Doc watched them with amusement. For some reason, he found it funny to see the stout Apollo quarreling with Tucker's ten-year-old form.
"The least you could have done was consult with me first!" Apollo shouted.
"So you could say no?" Tucker shouted back.
"No!"
"It's not even my idea," Tucker went on. "It's the Boogeyman's, and if the Boogeyman wants to do something, we're doing it!"
Doc wouldn't have believed that he preferred D-Dog, but he did.
"Who ever heard of releasing souls into the dreaming?" Apollo exclaimed. "It's madness!"
"Is it?" Doc asked. "Why?"
Apollo turned to face him and said, "Because it is!"
"Because it's never been done?" Doc asked. "That hardly makes it madness."
"Why does it have to be done in the dreaming?!" Apollo demanded.
"Because I can't see spirits in the material realm," Doc said patiently. "But I can see them here."
"And that is important because?" Apollo ground out.
Doc swallowed a sigh before saying, "Because I'm going to eat them. If they're evil."
"See?" Tucker hissed. "He's the Boogeyman. And he gets you while you're sleeping."
"I don't think you're helping," Doc said.
"Sorry, D-Dog. I was just playing it out like a video game."
"Don't," Doc said sharply.
"Okaaay," Tucker said as he stepped away from Doc.
"I'm sorry," Doc said. "I shouldn't have snapped."
He studied Tucker for a moment before saying, "I like this version of you."
Tucker looked down, face wrinkling in disgust. "I don't understand why it won't age," he grumbled. "You can't tell me that my soul is really still ten. I have a bank account now, and I know how to use it. I have a calendar and clients. I am not this!"
"No," Doc allowed. "You're not. But your body is gone. Perhaps your spirit just doesn't know how to portray you anymore."
"Why can't I be Tucker?"
"Because that's not you," Doc said.
He wanted to wrap his arms around the small form of Tucker and hold him tight, just for a moment; but he knew that Tucker was not really the child he was seeing. Not anymore. Tucker was maturing into a fine man; even if he did dye his hair pink.
"Why are you looking at me like that?" Tucker demanded. "It's the look Sissy used to give me when I did something wrong, but she had decided to let it go."
"You haven't done anything wrong," Doc said, giving into temptation for a second and ruffling Tucker's curly black hair.
"Stop that!" Tucker snapped. "I'm not ten!"
"I know," Doc laughed. "Alright," he added. "Time to get to work. First things first; we're going to the next level."
"Sweet!" Tucker exclaimed. He stuck out his tongue at Apollo and added, "I told you it's just like a video game!"
"It's nothing like a video game!" Apollo shot back.
"Apollo is right," Doc said. "If you die here..."
"I know, I know," Tucker muttered. "If I die here, I'm really dead."
"There are no extra lives," Apollo stated.
"I get it," Tucker said. "Can we just get on with it? I have an appointment at nine tonight. It's a séance, and I love séances. I never know who's going to show up," he added happily.
Doc grinned at him before closing his eyes and imagining the three of them on the grassy plain. Yiska hadn't said how to reach the other level of the dreaming, and he certainly hadn't actually showed Doc how to do it. Not really. But he had. There was nothing to it. It was just like zapping. All he had to do was believe they were already there.
When he opened his eyes again, they were exactly where he'd wanted them to be. Falling wasn't necessary; it was optional.
"Goddamn Yiska," Doc muttered under his breath.
"Where are we?" Tucker asked.
"A different level," Doc replied.
"Yeah, but where?"
"Your guess is as good as mine," Doc shrugged.
"This is beyond me," Apollo said softly. "I only ever learned to navigate the two uppermost layers."
"Don't shamans have access to all the layers?" Doc asked.
"I'm not a shaman," Apollo said. "I'm merely a man. I was an adept in the Eleusinian Mysteries. I learned to navigate my own dreams before I died, and that is why I'm here, how I found Bluegrass, and why I followed her home. It's rather silly, especially considering what we were all striving towards, but I wasn't..." Apollo shrugged and said, "I wasn't quite ready to part with the material world, as foolish as that may seem."
"Not foolish at all," Doc said.
"Why are we here?" Apollo asked.
"Because in this layer everything is very real."
"I don't get it," Tucker said.
"Neither do I," Doc admitted.
He reached into his pocket, a rush of relief filling him when he felt the stone. He hadn't been certain that it could actually come into the dreaming with him; he'd just guessed that it would. This whole farce would have been completely pointless without the stone; and now that he knew it was here, he just had to figure out the rest. 
"As you said, it would be foolhardy to simply release them so we'll have to find a way to contain them first," Doc said thoughtfully.
He built a cage in his mind, and it was suddenly there, looking every bit as real as a cage should.
"Wow!" Tucker exclaimed as he reached out a hand and grabbed one of the bars. "How did you do that? It's really amazing," he went on before Doc could respond. "But they're spirits. Will it really stop them?"
Tucker closed his eyes, and then he walked right through the cage bars.
"An adult would never think to try that," Doc argued.
"Maybe," Tucker agreed as he walked through the bars once more.
Doc sighed and erased the cage with his mind. He couldn't take any chances. Not with these souls.
It really was the impossible problem. How could he contain them while he interviewed them? And once he knew which, if any, were evil, how did he eat them?
"I don't know what to do," he finally said.
Tucker made a strange noise before exclaiming, "You're kidding, right? I don't like it when you say that. It gives me the creeps."
"Perhaps all you need to do is ask," Apollo suggested.
"Ask what?"
"The question."
Doc stared at Apollo before saying, "What question?"
Apollo shrugged and replied, "The question you need the answer to."
Doc's mind started racing. Was it possible that Apollo was speaking of the same question Yiska had mentioned such a long time ago? Doc pulled up the memory, trying to remember every word Yiska had said.
He'd been angry with Yiska for being evasive, but Yiska was always evasive, only giving as much as he had to at the time.
Doc had asked him a question, to which Yiska had responded, "That is not my answer to give."
"Do you have any answers that are yours to give?" Doc had demanded. 
"Yes."
"Well?"
"You have not yet asked the question."
"My patience is thinning."
"In that case, you only need to look to your left," Yiska had said. And then he had left.
"Look to your left," Doc murmured.
It was no clearer to him now than it had been when Yiska had said it.
"Tell me about the left," Doc said as he began to pace.
"The left?" Apollo replied. "As in?"
"The left side, the left hand, left anything."
"Ah." Apollo's chest puffed out, and he said, "That is an interesting topic for discussion. The Greeks disdained the left hand, but the Romans originally considered the left hand to be lucky. They were soon educated," he added, "and changed their minds. Now across the entire world, the left is associated with bad or evil. It's also associated with the devil, betrayers, and women," Apollo went on.
"You know what I think?" Tucker broke in.
"No," Doc replied. "I couldn't possibly."
"Yeah, well, Apollo gave me the whole left hand verses right hand lecture a couple months ago, but I think that Caesar dude just wanted his army to function a certain way and that's why he started dissing the left hand."
"Rhetorically, the child does raise a valid point," Apollo allowed.
"I'm not a child!" Tucker shouted.
"Hush, both of you," Doc admonished.
He kept asking questions and getting useless answers. Would it have killed Yiska or Ahanu to give him more than just vague clues? He was running out of time. He didn't know how he knew that; he just knew.
He gazed at the stone in irritation. He had wanted a chance to figure out how to bind a soul to him which is why he'd gone down this side road in the first place. But he didn't have time to mess around. Right this second, somewhere else in the dreaming, Gac could be talking to Custer, telling him everything he needed to know to change the world.
"We're just going to have to do this the messy way," Doc sighed.
"I don't like that," Tucker said. "Messy bad. Everyone knows that."
"Have you seen your kitchen?" Apollo snorted.
"Yes!" Tucker snapped. "I told you I'm going to hire a housekeeper. Mundane tasks like dishes are just so mundane."
Apollo cleared his throat.
"Sorry," Tucker muttered. "I find it boring to do mundane tasks such as washing the dishes."
"I don't like that," Doc said, a little surprised at himself. But it hadn't sounded like Tucker at all; it had sounded like a Jury.
"It's cool, dude," Tucker said. "I never actually talk like that. Apollo just says I should know how to talk proper in case I ever get a job for someone really posh like the king of England. He said it's a whole knowing the rules so you can break the rules kind of thing."
"Ah," Doc said. "That I can understand."
Apollo was lucky too, because Doc had been about to boot him somewhere else. But in spite of Apollo's condescending tone, Doc could see the affection in his gaze when he spoke to Tucker.
"I want you to open the stone," Doc said, trying to get everything back on track. "And I'm going to dump the souls inside of me."
They both stared at him, mouths agape.
"Waitawhat?" Tucker gasped.
"What he said," Apollo muttered.
"Just open it up," Doc repeated, "and I'll do the rest."
"I dunno," Tucker said, shaking his head emphatically. "Without a cage or anything? What if they get loose?"
"They won't," Doc insisted.
"How could you possibly know that?! You've never done this before."
"I just know," Doc shrugged.
"Then how come you don't 'just know' how to kill Gac?" Tucker demanded. 
"It hasn't come to me yet."
"But this did?"
"Yes."
"Your logic is all screwed up, D-Dog. It doesn't make any sense."
"That's because it's not logic," Doc said with pretend patience. "It's instinct, gut level, with a sprinkling of luck."
"Stupid, that's what it is," Tucker muttered. "Two plus two is four. It's not ever five hundred sixteen."
"Unless it is," Doc stated.
"I don't care if he is the Boogeyman, we are not inviting him to our weekly logic meetings," Apollo said sternly.
"I agree," Tucker replied.
"Motion carried?"
"Carried."
"I don't have time for you to dither around," Doc growled. "Can you open the stone or not?"
"Sure," Tucker said. "Just give us a minute."
Tucker took the stone from Doc's hand; and he and Apollo examined it, whispering back and forth as they did.
Doc watched them, exerting careful control over his body which suddenly wanted to pace impatiently.
There's more than enough time, he told himself firmly. There had to be enough time. He refused to consider that he would lose, even if he hadn't yet won against Gac. Every time they met, it had ended in a stale mate, but this was the game Doc won.
"I think we got it," Tucker suddenly said.
"There will only be one or two seconds before the souls start to pour forth," Apollo said.
"So you'll need to move fast," Tucker went on.
"Otherwise, we'll have more than a mess on our hands," Apollo declared.
"I get it," Doc snapped.
"Here," Tucker said as he handed the stone back to Doc. "You hold it."
"Give me a minute to prepare," Doc said.
He closed his eyes and tried to visualize his tattoo. For just a moment nothing happened, but then he remembered Andrew's words, and he reminded himself that he knew the tattoo as intimately as he knew a woman. He knew every twist and turn, every nook and cranny. And that meant he could see it without seeing it.
His tattoo began to take shape in his mind, twisting slowly into place, and Doc looked beyond the first layer to the chasm within. There was no need to unlock the gate; it was always open from the outside.
Now that he had the image of the tattoo in his mind, he shifted his inner vision to his hand. He wasn't intimately familiar with the stone, but he only had to study something once to remember it.
The empty space in his hand shifted until the stone was lying in his palm, just like an egg, waiting to be cracked open and consumed.
"I'm ready," he said, hoping that he really was.
"Are you sure?" Tucker demanded. "'Cause there are no takebacks."
"I'm sure."
"I don't really think that was one of those lies you talked about. The ones that save lives," Tucker accused. "I think it's just a lie."
"Would you rather know the truth?" Doc offered, wishing he could open his eyes long enough to see the expression on Tucker's face.
"I suggest we proceed," Apollo said before Tucker could respond.
"Sounds good," Doc drawled.
He kept his inner eye on the rock, waiting for the moment.
Apollo and Tucker both started speaking, and Greek words washed over Doc. There was power to the words; he could feel it; and as he watched, tiny cracks of light fissured all over the stone. Each fissure grew wider and wider; and then suddenly, light burst from one of the fissures and Tucker shouted "now!"
Doc immediately moved his hands towards his chest and pressed the fracturing stone against the middle of his tattoo.
"I claim these souls as mine," he murmured. "They belong to me."
It wasn't the same as consuming the life force of a person, but Doc could feel heat rushing through his tattoo into the chasm beyond, and he could hear the screams of the souls as they were ripped from the stone. Their angst nearly overtook him, but he focused on his hands and the words he'd thought to say.
"I claim these souls," he said firmly. "They belong to me. I claim these souls."
He wasn't yet sure how he would sort them. After all, he had no evidence about them one way or the other. They could be innocent or evil. Releasing them was just the first step.
A fresh surge of emotion careened into him, and he struggled to keep his hands in place. The stone was fiery hot now, and he could feel it burning into the flesh of his palms.
"I will not yield," he murmured. "These souls are mine."
The screams turned into shrieks of fury, and they pounded at Doc like ocean waves.
"Mine," he hissed as he tightened his hands around the molten stone. "Mine!"
The shrieks bombarded him, tearing through his entire body. The souls were resisting him. They didn't want to be contained anymore; they wanted to be free. He couldn't let them be free though. They had joined with Gac, and so there were surely some of them who deserved to be kept from returning to the earth.
"You are mine," he insisted, pushing all of his intent and all of his power into his words.
The heat of the stone was pouring into him with such intensity that he could feel it melting his chest and his hands, and the pain was so fierce that he had to hold his fists tighter just to keep them closed.
The souls were still fighting his grasp, but he could feel them weakening, and he knew that he just had to hold on for a few more moments. Just until the last soul was inside of him.
A shriek of utter fury pulsed through him, but then all was silent.
His vision was still turned inward, and he could no longer see light coming from his hands. He cracked open one eye and opened his fingers just enough to see that the rock was gone, turned to lava in his hands. The souls were no longer inside of it; he had captured them all.
"I did it," he murmured with satisfaction.
And then he turned away from the pain and fell into the darkness of oblivion.
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"Knight Protector."
Doc opened his eyes, quickly coming to his feet when he saw the figure standing in front of him.
He didn't speak. He was in the presence of the mother; there was nothing he could say. Nothing.
"Thank you for releasing my child," she said.
She didn't look like she had before. Her eyes were still emeralds, but her body was in the form of a tree. It didn't matter what she looked like though. He recognized her. He recognized her voice, and he recognized her presence.
"You have taken others though," she said. "Who do not belong to you."
He bowed his head in supplication and made no excuses. He had taken others.
Her hand, fingers made of leaves and bark, brushed under his chin, coaxing him to look at her.
"I do not accuse you. I thank you. They were lost, and you have helped them find their way. If I may have your permission to release them."
She was the mother. She didn't need his permission.
"I do not own you," she said softly. "A soul cannot be owned. You do not own the souls inside you. You collect them and keep them so their taint does no further damage. I ask your permission to release the souls who do no harm."
"Yes," Doc said. "Do as you wish."
The hand of bark and leaves settled on his chest, and the tips of the fingers grew longer and longer until they were drilling into the flesh of his chest, into his tattoo.
Doc watched in awe, feeling no pain.
When the mother removed her hand, the twigs of her fingers were curled around a multitude of shiny orbs. As soon as her hand was completely free, she opened it, and the orbs lifted from her hand and drifted to the ground all around them.
For a moment they just lay there, like shiny bubbles, and then they burst, revealing the spirits within.
Doc's ears were suddenly assailed with the sounds of joy.
"You have done well today," the mother said, her voice rushing past him like a river. "You do well every day. I honor you."
The blackness suddenly returned, and Doc sat up with a gasp.
"D-Dog!" Tucker shrieked. "Are you okay? Your hands, and then your chest, and you fell, and then I couldn't wake you, but Apollo said you were okay because your hands turned back into hands, even if that doesn't make sense because they were like little strips of burnt jerky, but they did."
"Hush," Doc laughed. "I'm fine."
"What the hell happened?" Tucker demanded.
He was on his knees next to Doc, ten-year-old face scrunched up with worry and fear.
Doc leaned towards him and hugged Tucker's head. "I'm fine," Doc whispered. "I'm sorry I worried you."
"I wasn't worried," Tucker mumbled, quickly returning Doc's hug before pulling away. "Not much," he added.
"Of course not," Doc said.
He stood slowly, noticing the gaping hole in his shirt where his tattoo was. He thought of a new shirt, and a fresh white shirt instantly took its place.
"Okay, so like that," Tucker babbled. "You said it's real here, but your hands were like burned to hell and you're fine now, and your shirt just poof, new shirt. How is that real?!"
"I don't know," Doc admitted. "I don't think the shirt is real, just like the bars of the cage weren't real. The burning was real, but I heal, and that's what I did. The point is we did what we came here to do, and it's time to wake up."
Before Doc had opened his eyes, Jury said, "I hate being your friend. If I could, I would go back to New Orleans and beat myself over the head just before I met you."
"And then you'd go home, train under Drustan, marry Marie Baudelaire, and raise psychotic Jury children," Doc replied.
"If it's put into context, not such a bad life," Jury stated.
Doc sat upright, not entirely sure why Jury was complaining. He wasn't complaining in his normal complaining tone either. He was complaining in his serious tone.
"What exactly..."
Doc trailed off when he felt the lump of rock slide from his hand. He picked it up and studied its twisted form before glancing down at his shirt. Or what was left of his shirt. A gigantic hole had been burned through it. The only thing remaining was his knife harness.
"I put a protection spell on this one," Jury muttered. "Just in case. I guess it worked."
"Fudge monkey," Tucker whispered. "Your shirt's burned. Just like... Just like... Shit."
"I told you the other shirt wasn't real," Doc murmured.
"But the burning was," Tucker breathed. "Your hands."
"Are we done here?" Jury asked, tone flat.
"I'm sorry," Doc said.
"You're always sorry," Jury replied.
"So it's like magic?" Tucker asked. "You make things appear that aren't there?"
"I guess," Doc replied.
Except his throne room. The throne room was really, truly there.
"I'm leaving," Jury said as he stood.
"I'm coming with you," Doc stated.
Tucker cast a look between them. "I think I'll stay here," he said. "Apollo might need something."
"Thank you," Doc said. "Both of you."
"Yeah, anytime. I'm sorry we couldn't do it the way you wanted to. But look, you figured it out; you can figure out Gac too."
Doc smiled at him before running after Jury.
"It's not like I knew that was going to happen," Doc said.
"I tried to wake you."
"I was in the middle of something; it's best you didn't succeed."
"Then what's the point, Doc? Why I am here? I can't help you; I can't protect you; I can't do anything. I may as well just... Not. You don't need me. You don't need anyone. You're basically a god."
"I need you," Doc insisted.
"To what?!" Jury snapped. "Make you a new knife, track someone down for you, give you a glamour? You can hire people to do that!"
"Not like you can, and that's not why."
"There is no other reason!" Jury spat.
"Are you really that stupid?" Doc shot back. "I need you. You and Jervis both. You're the only reason I'm still here, still functioning, still... still me. I need you. Not your magic, but your company and your presence. Just like you need me."
Jury shuffled his feet back and forth, cleared his throat, and said, "I knew that, obviously."
"I know."
"Sometimes..."
"I get it," Doc said. "It doesn't hurt to be reminded."
"Yeah. That's pretty much what I was going to say," Jury said awkwardly. "We better go; Jervis is waiting for us."
"You drive," Doc said, tossing him the keys.
"You know how I feel about your stupid supercars," Jury grumbled. "Not enough leg room."
"You can either have impressive height or you can be comfortable in a supercar," Doc said.
"I'll take the height."
"I thought that's what you'd say."
They didn't talk as Jury drove them back towards Dulcis, and although Doc tried to think about what he'd learned in the dreaming, he thought about Jury instead. He understood exactly why Jury was upset. Doc was asking a lot from him. It was so much easier to be the one getting burned than to be the one watching.
There were far too many times when he had felt that horrible impotence that came from knowing he couldn't do anything to change things. He'd felt it every day his mother had been sick. He'd felt it every time Francisco coughed. He'd felt it when he'd found Lena dead in her bathtub. He'd felt it when Janey and Doyle and Bill and Charlie had died. He'd felt it when he'd sat in the tree with Andrew, waiting, knowing Andrew was going to die too. He felt it every time he noticed a new wrinkle on Bree's face.
It was part of the reason that he did everything he could. He didn't ever walk away from the chance to make things better. He didn't ever look the other way. If he could change things, he did. But it hardly made up for all the times he hadn't been able to do a damn thing.
It wasn't until they were in the elevator that Doc spoke.
"I am sorry," he said.
"I know," Jury replied. "You don't have to keep saying it. You'd better change your shirt or Jervis will know what happened," he added.
"You didn't tell him?"
Jury just shrugged.
"I always hate it when he breaks my nose twice in one day," Doc said carelessly.
They had reached Doc's suite now; and at Doc's insistence, Jury waited for him in hallway while Doc tiptoed inside and changed. It wasn't that he didn't want to talk to Thaddeus. He just didn't want to talk to Thaddeus right now.
Luck was with him though because he managed to get in and out without alerting Thaddeus to his presence.
"You're even avoiding Thaddeus," Jury stated when they were inside the elevator once more.
"I'm not," Doc insisted. "I spoke to him... Yesterday? I don't actually know how long I was in the dreaming."
"Just half a day," Jury replied. He reached out and pressed the lobby button. "All that stress made me munchie. I'll be down in a bit."
The doors opened, and Jury stepped out without another word. Doc swallowed a sigh as the doors closed behind him. Everything was just a little bit off, and he wasn't sure if he was causing it or if Jury was.
Jervis wasn't in the sub-subbasement when Doc arrived, and so Doc paced. He paced around wardrobes, he paced in front of the tapestries, and he paced past Lena's bathtub. He paced past a huge stack of steamer trunks, but he didn't really see any of it. He kept his mind completely focused on Gac. It wasn't just a chess game this time. It was a race. Doc needed to figure out how to kill Gac before Gac figured out how to reach his younger self.
Doc had finally verified that it was actually possible to eat a loose spirit, so all he had to do now was find Gac and shove him inside the chasm. In the words of Ollie Graves, easy peasy. 
Doc paced to the end of a narrow walkway and turned around, startling at the presence of Jervis directly behind him.
"You know I hate that," Doc growled.
"I spoke; you just didn't hear me."
"Why are you talking in German?" Doc demanded. "What have I done?"
"Sit with me," Jervis replied.
He was still speaking in German.
"No," Doc said.
"Hans. Sit with me."
"I don't want to," Doc said. "Not unless you have some insight in how to find Gac."
"Hans."
It was how Jervis said it that finally made Doc move towards the chairs. His tone hadn't been mad or angry; it had been pleading.
Doc sat, even though he didn't want to sit. He wanted to pace. He wanted to solve this problem. He needed to be busy; his fingers needed to be busy. They were twitching slightly from the inactivity, but he managed to still them.
Jervis sat across from him, silver eyes intent.
Doc looked away from him, confused by the emotion he saw there. Concern.
"I understand the need to distract yourself," Jervis said softly. "But speaking as someone who didn't, you need to know that it's important to take some time to... grieve."
Doc nearly asked Jervis to explain himself, but instead he said, "I'm working on Gac."
"Yes. Without even pausing to take a breath, you ran after Gac the moment you returned. Which is a fairly poor plan since you don't know how to defeat him, but that suits you just fine as long as you can throw your entire being into solving the problem."
"It is a problem," Doc insisted. "He's trying to rewrite history."
"It would need to be a fairly large problem, wouldn't it?"
"What are you driving at?" Doc finally demanded.
"To distract you."
"From what?"
"Grieving."
Doc held Jervis's eyes, even though it was difficult, and said firmly, "I don't know what you're talking about."
The side of Jervis's mouth curved, and he said, "It's been a long time since you've lied to me. I had assumed you would come to terms with things in your own time, but you are making blind and foolish decisions, and I won't stand by and watch you hurt yourself just so you don't have to feel. Not again," Jervis said softly.
"I don't know what you're talking about," Doc said once more.
"What do you think Pazach is doing right now?" Jervis asked.
What was Pazach doing? And when was he doing it? And where? They were surely all right. Doc had taught them to always be all right.
"And the others?" Jervis inquired. "What were their names? Yuzu?"
"Yuvum," Doc corrected.
"Ah. The only sprite you've ever made friends with."
That wasn't true. He'd made friends with Yuvum's entire family. There were many of them.
"The parents were all slaughtered, you said. How many little ones were there?"
"Thirty-six," Doc murmured.
"So for more than fifty years, you taught and loved and raised thirty-six children," Jervis said softly.
That wasn't right. By the time Doc had left, there had been more than that. The cubs had had children, and some of those had had children.
"Your children," Jervis pressed. "You never have been able to leave a child unprotected; and if you cannot find a family for it, you will be the family."
"What are you doing?" Doc snapped.
"Forcing you to grieve."
"I don't have time to grieve," Doc shot back.
"If you don't take the time, you will lose," Jervis said, voice hard. "You are fighting with half a mind, trying so hard to stay busy so that you do not have to think of them, so that you do not miss them, so that you cannot feel the pain of losing them."
"There is no pain," Doc said.
"Really?" Jervis snarled. "Pazach is dead."
"He's not!" Doc exclaimed. "He's fine. When I left him, he was fine."
When he'd left him. When he'd left them. He'd left them. He'd abandoned them. He'd walked away without even saying goodbye. He couldn't have said goodbye. He couldn't have.
Doc surged to his feet and said, "I should check on Jury."
"Sit," Jervis ordered.
Doc ignored him and moved towards the door. He'd made it no more than two steps when Jervis wrapped his arm around Doc's neck and pulled him backwards.
"Sit," Jervis hissed.
Doc didn't bother to reply. Instead, he twisted, nearly breaking free of Jervis's hold; but Jervis pushed him forward and forced him to his knees.
Doc struggled against Jervis's grip for another moment, but Jervis was using all of his strength, and Doc simply couldn't match it.
"Let me go," he ordered.
"Not until you listen."
"I don't have time for this."
He could hear the panic in his voice, and he told himself it was because of Gac. Gac was the problem, and Jervis was keeping Doc from him.
"Let me go," Doc tried once more.
"No."
"So be it," Doc snarled as he grabbed the back of Jervis's head, yanked his knife free, and stabbed it into Jervis's spine. Jervis's grip loosened slightly, and Doc rolled to the side, kicking Jervis off of him as he did.
Doc quickly scrambled to his feet, hoping to make it to the door, but Jervis was already standing. Without taking his eyes off of Doc, Jervis reached over his shoulder and tugged the knife from his neck. He licked the blade clean before dropping it, and then he cocked his head and said, "Are you quite certain this is how you want to do this?"
Doc drew a knife with each hand before making a come-at-me gesture.
"As you wish," Jervis said.
His fangs descended, and Doc threw his first knife. The knife tore through Jervis's chest, but it didn't slow Jervis one little bit.
Just before Jervis reached him, Doc threw the other knife and then dived behind a wardrobe. Jervis flung the wardrobe to the side, but Doc had already drawn two more knives, and he leaped forward, stabbing both of his knives into the sides of Jervis's throat. Doc ripped the knives towards himself, and blood spewed everywhere, but Doc knew better than to wait to see how affected Jervis would be.
He quickly shoved both knives into Jervis's heart and ran for the door. He didn't make it far before Jervis's hand clamped around the front of his throat, stopping him dead in his tracks.
"You shouldn't have run," Jervis chastised. "You know better than to run. I'm sorry, Hans," he added with regret. "You just have to trust me."
A second later, Jervis's teeth tore into the side of Doc's neck. Normally, it took at least four minutes for vampire sedative to take effect. But not with Jervis. Jervis's sedative went straight to Doc's mind and started shutting things down. The last thing Doc heard before the blackness swallowed him was "Pazach is dead".
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It wasn't like the dreaming. Here there was only oblivion and unrelenting darkness. This was where Doc had gone to escape the memory of Lena's empty, dead face. Jervis's last words, however, had stolen oblivion from him.
"Pazach is dead."
"He isn't!" Doc yelled. "He isn't! Goddamn you, Jervis!"
He knew it was useless to fight the oppressive blackness. Depending on how much was injected, vampire sedative could last for hours. But he needed to fight it. He had to. He couldn't pace here. He couldn't fight Gac here. He couldn't do anything here. He was trapped.
"Pazach is dead."
"He's not," Doc insisted.
He knew Pazach wasn't dead. But he may as well be because Doc would never see him again. Not ever. It wasn't like Andrew or Francisco. Pazach was truly gone. Maybe someday, a hundred years or more from now, he would show up in Doc's throne room, but maybe not.
Doc didn't know how time worked, and he didn't understand his throne room either. It all seemed a little backwards. Or forwards. He didn't know. He couldn't possibly know.
He'd stripped himself of the fae power the second he'd been able to because he had known he wouldn't be able to control himself. He would have given into temptation at some point, and he would have gone back to them.
Just to see them, to check on them, to make sure they were all right. As a fae he could have done that. As Doc, he couldn't. He would never ever see them again. They were gone.
"It's not important," he hissed. "Gac is important. Gac is the threat. Gac is the problem. Gac, Gac, Gac."
It didn't matter how much he said it though, his mind kept shifting back to the forest. With his children. His many, many children. How he loved them. He loved them so much that his heart ached with it. He loved them every bit as much as he loved Bree, and he missed them just as fiercely, even more since he knew they were lost to him forever.
Doc tried desperately to shift his thoughts. He couldn't think of them right now. The grief was too great, too strong, and he couldn't deal with it. He never had been able to deal with grief.
When Andrew had died, Doc had jumped off the deep end into insanity. Bree was the one who'd brought him back. When Lena had died, he'd offered himself up to oblivion; Ana and Ina had brought him back.
This time, he'd run right into the dreaming, where Jervis and Jury couldn't follow him; and he'd kept his mind completely focused on Gac.
He had to keep his mind focused on Gac because he could not give himself over to the grief. He didn't know how to, and even if he did know, he was afraid it would break him. And what would he do then? How would he recover and move on?
He couldn't see that far ahead anymore. He couldn't tell. And he was frightened. He was frightened to face what he'd never been able to face. He wasn't sure he'd be able to withstand it. He just had to keep moving forward. It was the only option.
He would wake up, and he would make Jervis understand that. He would promise not to run this time; he would promise not to lose himself to insanity or oblivion. He'd promise not to start a cult. He'd promise not to run away to parts unknown, and he would explain that the dreaming didn't count.
He just couldn't think about Pazach. He couldn't. 
"Pazach is dead."
Doc tried to curl in on himself, but he had no form. He couldn't hide from the words, and he couldn't hide from the emotion they pulled forth in him.
"He's not," he whispered. "He's not. He's just dead to me."
He had no eyes, but he could somehow feel the tears breaking free. And he wept; grief and sadness tearing through him like a flashflood.
He wept for Pazach. That Pazach would have to face each day without Doc, just as Doc had to face each day without Pazach. And he wept for Pazach's children. He wept for all the forest creatures, for their families, for their sweet, kind hearts. How he had wanted to care for them forever. And how he hoped he had performed his task well. How he hoped that they never forgot the lessons he had taught them.
Pain filled him, and it was too much. He couldn't bear it. He'd rather be ripped apart than face this pain.
"Jervis!" he screamed. "I can't!"
"You must," a voice whispered back. "You must."
He couldn't. He couldn't. He refused.
He tried once more to break free of the inky blackness holding his mind in place. He tried to tear at it; and when that didn't work, he imagined being back in the basement, but his mind didn't budge. He was stuck here. All alone with his grief and his sadness.
"Gac," he whispered. "I have to kill Gac."
But Gac wasn't here. The only thing here was Doc's grief.
He already missed them, and he'd only been gone a few days. How much more would he miss them in a week or a year? It was better to forget them if he could, to lock them away and never think about them again.
A memory suddenly pushed its way into his mind; and he was there again, in the burned-out forest, guarding the children while they slept inside the cave. Just before dawn, Pazach crawled out from under the others and sat beside Doc.
"What do you see?" he asked.
"Everything," Doc replied. "Already life is pushing through the burn. You can't see it yet; it's still hidden, but it is there, pushing forward, and soon it will burst forth, all the stronger for it."
"Can you really see all that?" Pazach asked with awe.
"Yes."
"I wish I could."
"I couldn't always," Doc murmured. "It was a gift. One I would rue, except it brought me to you."
"Are you leaving?" the child asked, eyes large with fear.
"No," Doc replied.
There was no doubt in his mind that these children needed him, that they wouldn't survive without him. 
"How long will you stay?"
"As long as it takes," Doc promised.
He was fae. He could stay here for a hundred years and return to the exact same moment in time. Jervis and Jury wouldn't miss him for a second, and the Baker children would never know he was gone.
"I'm glad," Pazach whispered. "I'm scared."
"I know," Doc said.
He could feel Pazach's fear; it filled the boy to the brim.
He placed his hand gently on Pazach's shoulder, surprised when the child leaned into his side with a yawn and said, "Thank you."
Some of the fear overwhelming Pazach faded, replaced with a sense of wellbeing. Because of Doc. Because of Doc's promise to stay.
A soft snort told Doc that Pazach had fallen asleep again, and Doc sat there, gently holding the boy until the light of the sun woke him for the day.
The memory faded as sobs tore from Doc's lips. He had never cried for anyone. Not ever. He had not sobbed for Andrew or Lena, and he had certainly not sobbed for his mother. Instead he had forced every emotion into Francisco's box and locked it there.
He tried to find Francisco's box so he could force these emotions inside as well, but his grief was blinding him to everything else. He couldn't find the box, let alone open it.
He was drowning in grief. It was too much. He missed them too much. He could have stayed longer. He could have stayed for a hundred years or more. Why had he come back when he had? Couldn't he have waited?
"Please," he cried. "Let me out! Please!"
There was no response.
Doc tried to turn from the pain again, tried to force anger into its place. Anger at Jervis for forcing this upon him, but the anger wasn't strong enough to overtake the grief.
Just when he was afraid he was going to break apart from the weight of it, a hand wrapped around his and pulled him free of the darkness.
"What is wrong, tonto de mi vida?" Tozi asked as she wrapped her arms around him.
Doc tried to turn away from her. He didn't want her to see him this way. He didn't want her to see him weeping.
"You are in pain," she whispered. "Let me ease it."
Her hand moved over his hair, soothing him; and he stopped fighting her. He needed someone to keep him from breaking. He needed someone to keep him from hurling himself off the edge of sanity. He needed her.
She was singing softly, cradling his head against hers, and he closed his eyes and let her words wash over him. He could still feel his grief, but with her holding him, it somehow became manageable. 
"Rest," she murmured. "Rest."
A different kind of oblivion overtook him. A real oblivion. One with no pain.
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When Doc opened his eyes, Tozi was lying beside him, studying him frankly. Her hair was unbound, she had a contemplative look on her face, and her slender fingers were splayed across his chest. She had never looked more beautiful to him.  
"Thank you," he whispered.
"What troubles you?" she asked softly.
"The shadows," he replied.
"The shadows?"
He didn't want to explain it to her. The grief was still too fresh, too raw; but he suddenly knew why Jervis had insisted he face it. Jervis didn't want him to run from the grief and leap off the cliff. Not again.
"I'm in pain," Doc said.
He could feel the tears gathering in his eyes, and he hated them, but he let them come.
"My children are gone; and I miss them."
Confusion filled her face, but she didn't demand answers. Instead she curled into his side and said, "Tell me about them."
Doc closed his eyes and thought of Pazach. "Pazach is the eldest," he said softly. "He's grown now. A fine man. He has two cubs, Adina and Dorin. They have his power. Such power," he murmured. "It's pure and unfettered. After all these years I'm still surprised at the things they can do."
Tears were burning his eyes, and he tried to blink them away.
"Tears open the heart," Tozi said. "They are not a sign of weakness, but of strength."
"I don't feel strong," he replied.
With a gentleness he hadn't known she possessed, she said, "No one does when tears are flowing. Tell me more about them."
It was difficult for him to go on, but he did.
"Pazach's sister, Kamŭk, she's a clever thing. She showed me where the rivers meet underground."
Doc could still feel her little furry hand holding his as she pulled him through the forest.
"They live simply," he said. "But well. They are never in want of food or shelter. The only thing they were ever in want of was teeth. I gave them those. I gave them teeth."
A memory tore at him, too strong to resist; and he and Pazach tumbled across the lush grass. Already Pazach was nearly as strong as Doc. When they landed, Pazach's hand was at Doc's throat, short claws extended.
"Good," Doc said. "Again."
He could have prevented Pazach's victory, but he tried to fight neither as Doc nor as fae but as a man. Just a man. And a normal man was no match for Pazach.
"I gave them sharp teeth," Doc murmured.
"So they could defend themselves," Tozi surmised.
"Yes."
"Even when you aren't there."
"Yes," he whispered.
More tears slipped down his cheeks, but her arm across his chest kept him from wiping them away. He didn't want to cry. He never cried. Tears and sadness, grief, belonged in the box.
He pulled Francisco's box to the forefront of his mind.
"No," Tozi said softly. "Don't run away."
"I'm not," Doc replied, eyes still on the box. "I'm saving it for later."
That was a lie. He never opened the box. Not to let anything out. It was no different than his tattoo. It was open from the outside, but never ever open from the inside.
"Don't," she urged. "Why did you leave them?"
He couldn't think about that. He couldn't look at it.
"Tell me, please," she said.
"I forgot who I was," Doc admitted. "Maybe. Maybe I had to forget; I don't know. I didn't remember ever not being fae. I didn't remember ever not being with them, but I suddenly knew I didn't belong there, knew I was needed someplace else. If I had remembered who I was, I wouldn't have needed to go right then when Jervis and Jury called to me. I could have stayed for longer. But I don't know that it would have ever gotten any easier."
In fact, he knew that it wouldn't have. He'd left before anyone had died. He'd left before he could see the age in Pazach's fur. He'd run away, just like he was always running away from Bree. He'd left because he wanted to, not because he had to. He'd chosen to leave.
The knowledge that he'd chosen to leave them made him feel absolutely wretched. He couldn't have watched them age and die though. He could not have watched Pazach die. It would have killed him. And even if Doc had been able to do such a thing, at what point would he have felt free to leave them? When Pazach's children were dead? When Pazach's grandchildren were dead? No. Just like Andrew's descendants, they hadn't needed him, not anymore.  
"They didn't really need me any longer," he said, more for himself than for her. "They have their teeth, and they have Pazach. Pazach is a good leader. Better than I could ever hope to be."
"But they were part of you, and you miss them," Tozi said.
"Yes."
He turned his head away from her so she couldn't see the tears.
"Tonto de mi vida," she whispered as she turned his face back towards hers. "I can only love you more for having tears to shed."
He pulled her to him and buried his face in her neck. His children were lost to him. Worse than dead, they were completely gone, and he missed them terribly. He wanted to forget them. He wanted to put them in the box, like he had Francisco and his mother and Andrew, but he couldn't. He had to face it; he had to face his grief. He had to mourn them. It was the only way to keep from falling.
He let the memories sweep over him, and he wept until he had no more tears and no more energy to spare.
Tozi held him without ceasing, but when he finally stopped weeping, she pulled away and braced herself on one elbow beside him. She brushed her fingers softly over his face and began to sing once more. The sound was a balm to his aching soul, and he closed his eyes and let her voice sooth him.
After a long time, she stopped singing and said, "They made you happy, yes?"
"Yes."
"Tell me something that made you laugh."
"I know what you're doing," he murmured.
"Do you?"
"Yes."
"Then there is no resistance," she stated.
He opened his eyes and gazed at her.
"You astound me," he said as he wrapped a strand of her silky hair around his finger.
She raised an eyebrow.
He grinned and said, "Fine. Pazach made a game out of sneaking up on me. It wasn't easy, but he sometimes managed it. He would enlist one of the others to distract me, and then he'd jump up behind me and push me into the water and maybe toss a frog into my face."
Doc chuckled softly at the memory and added, "I decided to repay him by asking a flock of birds to... um, well, drop their waste on his head. Our war eventually ended in a draw."
"Certainly neither of you won," she laughed.
"No," he replied, laughing with her.
She cupped his cheek and said, "You cannot have joy without sorrow. You cannot have happiness without grief. You cannot have love without hate. You cannot have life without death. To all things there is a balance, and to try to escape the shadows when you enjoyed your time in the sun will never serve you."
Doc frowned, but before he could tell her his opinion of such a philosophy, she said, "Tell me more about your time with them."
For hours they lay in the grass talking, and there was nothing Doc didn't tell her. He told her about the fire, about the rebuilding; he told her how the children had learned when and how to kill. He told her the names of everyone. He told her the names of their children. He told her which flowers bloomed first in the spring, and which mushrooms were the last to fade. He told her what it felt like to lay in the snow under the most expansive sky he'd ever seen.
By the time he'd run out of things to say, he could think of Pazach without wanting to run away, and he could speak of them without his heart clenching. Tozi had helped him hold onto the joy of being with them, and he had replaced his grief with happy recollections of their time together.
"Thank you," he murmured as he threaded his fingers through her hair. "I could not have faced this without you."
"I have felt your pain before," she said. "And I am sorry that I have not always been here for you."
"I have managed," Doc drawled.
He traced his finger over her shoulder and said, "I have spent my time grieving, and now I'd like to bask in the sun."
She rose up and lifted her leg over his waist so that she was mounted on top of him.
"I prefer to bask in the moon," she said.
"I've really no preference as long as I'm basking with you," he replied.
She smiled down at him; and for a moment, he just stared at her, completely in awe of her beauty. She was absolutely magnificent.
He smiled slyly and said, "Do you remember how you said you could only love me more?"
"Is that what I said? Are you certain you heard correctly?"
"I am," he replied.
"Emotions," she murmured. "Heat of the moment."
He pulled her to him and kissed her thoroughly, telling her with actions what he could barely say. Once more, she had saved him. She had held onto him so tightly that he hadn't been able to fall, that he hadn't lost himself to the grief, and he could only love her more for it.
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"I saw the mother again," Doc said after he had pleased Tozi so well that she was simply spread out on the ground beside him, body soft with pleasure. "She has eyes like emeralds."
"I know," Tozi said.
"You've seen her?"
"Yes."
She didn't offer any further explanation, and he didn't ask her to. Perhaps someday he would be able to hold her while she cried or listen to her while she spoke of things that made her happy, but he knew this wasn't that day. Maybe he would never have that day.
There was Tozi, the woman he held in his arms right now; and there was Señora Teodora, the woman he had met all those years ago. He wanted to know them both, but Tozi only ever let him close to her body, not her mind or her heart.
"What is the mother?" he asked.
"You may as well ask what is life," she replied.
"What is life?" he asked with a grin.
"It's not the absence of death," she said softly. "Because death is part of life. It is not merely physical, because we are very much alive, right here, right now, and yet we are nowhere near our physical forms."
Her eyes were intense as she went on. "Flowers are alive in a way that we could never comprehend. They breathe life. And we cannot understand the way of stones, which vibrate with a life force so pure and so strong that with just a mere touch, they can change us."
Her face turned grave, and she said, "Man wants so much to be like the mother, to be the giver of life, but all that he creates," she spat the word, "is dead. It has no soul, no breath. Man turned his back on all that is good, all that was given to him, gifted to him, and he sits in his work room and dreams up new horrors. And when one horror fails to impress, he devises yet another horror to replace it."
A shudder tore through her, and she whispered, "I don't know how anyone can stand to be surrounded by it. It has no soul."
Doc wasn't entirely certain which aspect of modernity she was speaking of, but he had a suspicion that whatever she meant, it was similar to Jury's aversion to plastic. An aversion that Doc now understood. The fae part of him had shunned everything that had been stripped of life, even his lovely supercars.
"Would you burn it all down?" he asked.
"In a heartbeat," she said without a moment's hesitation.
He pressed his lips to her neck and murmured, "Maybe someday you'll have the chance."
A different voice suddenly infiltrated Doc's consciousness. A worried voice.  
"Are you sure you didn't overdose him?" Jury demanded. "He's been asleep for five days. I'm pretty sure that's not normal."
"He's fine," Jervis replied, but his voice wasn't certain.
"I have to go," Doc said regretfully. "Thank you."
He tasted Tozi's lips one last time, and then he opened his eyes and sat up, startling both Jury and Jervis.
"Goddamn it!" Jury yelped as he jumped backward. "I thought you were half dead!"
"I'm fine," Doc chuckled. "I was asleep."
With a frown, he turned his gaze towards Jervis and said, "And you... I won't give you the satisfaction of saying you were right."
"I wouldn't even ask," Jervis said. "Are you... Have you..."
"I'm fine," Doc said softly. "I will always miss them, but with only a small amount of effort, the memory of them brings me joy instead of grief."
An expression of longing crossed Jervis's face so quickly that Doc almost missed it.
"In time," Doc promised him.
Jervis nodded and turned away.
Doc stood and stretched his arms above his head. "Was I really out for five days?"
"Yes," Jury said. "I ran the kitchen out of steaks."
"That's not ideal."
"They got more," Jury said defensively.
"I don't care about the steaks," Doc laughed. "I care about Gac."
"Are you still on that?" Jury sighed. "I thought the whole point of this was to get you off Gac."
"No, I think the point was to clear my mind so that I didn't do something stupid like fail to capture Gac for the fourth time. Or something more drastic," Doc admitted. "I do have a history." He caught Jervis's eyes and said, "You were right. Thank you."
"I thought you weren't going to tell him that," Jury complained.
"I changed my mind."
"Shall I leave the two of you alone so you can have a moment to hug it out?" Jury muttered.
"Oh, no," Doc replied. "If we were going to hug, we'd want you in the middle."
"Never," Jury said firmly.
"We'd call it the Jury Sandwich."
"That's not funny," Jury said.
"I'm laughing," Doc replied. "And Jervis is smiling, so that's basically laughing for Jervis."
"I'll leave," Jury threatened.
"You can't. Because then we'd just be two slices of bread without any meat."
Doc was so amused by the look on Jury's face at his words that he started laughing.
"You're sick," Jury said, but he was smiling; and it was only another second before he was laughing as well.
Jervis was watching them with a thin grin, and Doc threw a candlestick at him and said, "If you don't watch it, Jury and I will be the bread instead."
Jervis rolled his eyes, but in spite of his efforts not to, he joined them laughing.
"There," Doc said a few minutes later. "Isn't that better? Now we're ready to kill Gac."
"Goddamn it," Jury grumbled. "Gac, Gac, Gac. I'll be glad when he's dead just so you stop talking about him. What's the hurry anyway?"
"I'm pretty sure he's going to try to change history."
Jury paled and said, "In a way that affects us?"
"There's no way to be sure."
"That's certainly not good," Jervis stated.
"Maybe it wouldn't affect us at all," Doc said. "But I don't think we can risk it."
It was the same reason he'd woken Meli from the grave. The three of them, four including Andrew, had had too much impact on too many lives to simply sit back and see what happened if Gac succeeded.
In the best case scenario, it only shifted things a little and the ripple didn't extend through all time. In the worst case scenario, in one way or another, Doc and everyone he loved were erased from reality.
And since that was an option, Doc needed to figure out how to find and eat Gac. Immediately.  
"I know that I can put Gac's soul inside me," Doc said. "And in the dreaming, I can see him. I can see his spirit form. That's all he is in the dreaming, after all. Spirit. A shaman named Neassa bound the spirits of her family to her with spider thread, but I don't think that's really an option. My problem is this. How do I keep Gac from zapping around while I shove him inside?"
Jury and Jervis both stared at him.    
"Witch," Jury said flatly.
"Vampire," Jervis stated.
"So?"
"I don't do the dreaming, and I don't do souls," Jury said.
"You put the souls into the rock," Doc countered.
"Hardly. I just made the rock capable of holding souls, and I powered Bree and Tucker's effort. That's what I did."
"That doesn't mean you don't have anything to contribute," Doc said.
"If you say so," Jury muttered.
"I think perhaps in this instance your time would be better spent talking to dream walkers," Jervis said. "And people like Tucker who can see ghosts."
"Tucker can't help," Doc said.
"What about Bree?" Jervis asked.
"I don't know," Doc admitted.
"Aine's closer," Jury suggested.
"Aine is closer," Jervis said.
Doc hated to waste even more time running around, but he didn't know enough yet to even pretend as if he could successfully defeat Gac.
"I'll go with him," Jury offered. "And keep him from getting distracted by the tables."
Doc rolled his eyes. He wasn't a child. He could certainly control himself, especially when the fate of his entire family was on the line.
Or not, Doc thought as soon as he was inside the House of Banshee. He could hear the dice clacking against each other as they rolled; he could hear the chips jangling onto the table. He could smell the cards and the sweat and the fear. Mix it all together, and it tasted like luck.
"Doc," Jury hissed.
"What?"
"You're drifting."
"I'm not," Doc retorted.
He had just been planning to take the long way around to Aine's office. Just in case there was something he needed to see.
"For fuck's sake," Jury muttered as he grabbed Doc's arm and started towing him towards the back.
Their presence as they moved through the room did not go unnoticed.
"That's Doc Holliday," someone whispered.
"I can't believe the Jury family still has anything to do with him. Don't you know what he did?"
"No, what?"
"He burned the Jury estate to the ground and confiscated all their assets. He was tetrarch at the time, and no one could stop him."
"Did you hear that, Jury?" Doc chuckled. "According to rumor, I stole all the Jury family assets."
"If you listen closely enough, you also killed my sisters' husbands, took my sisters to your bed, staked my father out in the Sahara Desert, and seduced my mother."
"I am a busy boy," Doc drawled.
"That's barely half of it," Jury snorted. "There's one story circulating about how you feast on witch flesh, and that's what has kept you alive all these years. In those stories, I'm basically your familiar and I guide you to your next meal."
The Jury of old would have been utterly horrified by such rumors, but Jury's tone wasn't the slightest bit angry. In fact, he sounded mildly amused.
"There are other rumors," he went on. "But those are mostly among the less elite. You single-handedly freed every single prisoner within the Hidden. You freed the people from the evil rule of Mitcham. You're the guardian spirit of lost children, the avenging spirit of the innocent, and the spirit of death. A new cult within the Hidden has been birthed in your name. They're called the Docians, and they worship an effigy that is built in your image."
Doc cringed and said, "I prefer the other rumors."
"I thought that you would. Half of the Docians are imps. Their main act of worship is consuming whiskey in your name."
"I don't mind that," Doc chuckled. "You're very well informed," he added.
"I've been having lunch with Mother once a week. She tells me things."
"I see."
"I still don't like her," Jury insisted.
"I don't see why you would."
"And that strange child you gave her has this crazy idea in her head that I'm somehow her big brother."
"Della," Doc said.
"Whatever," Jury retorted. "You know how I feel about children."
Doc knew exactly how Jury felt about children. It was best when they were kept fifteen arm lengths away. Otherwise, you might get attached to them. And getting attached to a child would only lead to pain. Everyone knew that.
"At least she's a witch," Doc said softly.
"A goddamn powerful one," Jury declared. "Mother has no business raising an inferno with that much power."
Doc didn't bother to say so, but he was absolutely certain Abigail Jury was up to the task. After all, Doc had raised an inferno, and Pazach was much more powerful than Della.
Jury gave Doc a sharp tug and muttered, "You don't even like roulette."
"But the marble could bounce into any of the trays," Doc said, eyes watching the wheel spin. "It'll land on eighteen," he predicted.
It did.
"Lucky," Doc breathed.
"Goddamn it, Doc," Jury huffed. "If you can't stay focused..."
Doc's vision suddenly went black.
"Really?" Doc drawled.
"Really. This way you can't see anything," Jury replied as he continued to pull Doc forward.
"I can still hear," Doc pointed out.
And then he couldn't.
It was very much like being locked away in a casket, and he had to focus not to panic. He could feel Jury's hand on his arm; he knew he wasn't truly trapped, and if he wanted to break free, all he had to do was knock Jury out. Assuming Jury hadn't bothered to tie off the spells.
Before Doc could decide whether he was grateful or annoyed, his vision suddenly returned. A quick glance told him that they were inside Aine's office. Aine left her desk to greet them, and although Doc couldn't hear her, he easily read her lips.
"What on earth are you two doing?"
"Jury blindfolded and ear plugged me," Doc said. "To get me past the roulette table."
"Oh," she nodded, like that somehow made perfect sense.
"I still can't hear," Doc said pointedly.
Jury moved in front of him and said, "I know."
"If I kill you, will I be able to hear?"
"No."
"What if I maim you?"
Jury laughed, and the magic impeding Doc's hearing faded away.
"I didn't like that," Doc said.
"It was either that or carry you over my shoulder," Jury stated. "And I figured we have enough rumors flying around about us that we could do without that one."
"My favorite is the one where you both belong to a secret sect of cryptids called the Cleansers, and you've arisen from relative obscurity to rid the Hidden of its filth," Aine said.
"That could be real," Jury shrugged.
"That's why I like it," she grinned. "You obviously didn't come to play faro so why are you here?"
Doc assumed that Aine had the same abilities as Bree, but he'd never actually asked her. He didn't like to think of her suffering like Bree had.
"You can... see souls, like your mother?" he asked carefully.
"I'm a banshee, Doc. It's sort of what we do."
"Do you ever interact with them?" Doc inquired.
"The souls?"
"Yes."
"Only if they need help," Aine replied. "Otherwise, I let them find their own way."
"Could you... hold one in place?"
"Why would I do that?" she demanded.
"I think maybe you'd get further if you just clued her in," Jury said lazily as he settled himself in one of her velvet chairs.
"Clued me in on what?"
Doc quickly explained about Gac and what he needed to do. When he was finished, Aine just stared at him.
"How do you get into things like this?" she finally asked.
"He's a trouble magnet," Jury murmured.
"This one's not even my fault," Doc said. "Technically, it's your fault. For suggesting I play Gac in the first place."
"How was I supposed to know he was an evil maniac?"
"You're supposed to be able to read people," Doc retorted. "That's even more important for the owner of a gambling hell than it is for a gambler."
"First thing," she growled, "this is not a gambling hell! It's an establishment. Second thing, I keep an eye out for drunks, lechers, and people who don't really have money to lose. Half the people on the floor down there are probably evil, and you've played most of them at some point or another."
"You made her mad," Jury taunted.
"Can we get back to the point?" Doc asked.
"What point?!" she spat.  
"Do you have any insight into how I can capture Gac?"
"I don't understand what the problem is," she said. "I've never been into the dreaming, at least not in the way you mean, but as I understand it, it's real. So shouldn't you just be able to grab him?"
Doc stared at her. Surely he wasn't overcomplicating it that much. Or was he?
When he'd tortured Gac in the dreaming, Gac hadn't been able to get away, but that was before Gac had known how to navigate the dreaming. If Gac thought of someplace else, wouldn't he go there, just like Doc did? But if Doc was holding him, wouldn't he go with him?
He tried it from another angle. Neassa had needed to bind her family's souls to her. But, she'd been traveling in the material realm, not the dreaming realm; and she'd needed to make sure the souls stayed with her.
"I love that look," Jury snorted. "The I-just-realized-you're-right look."
"It can't be that simple," Doc insisted. "Can it?"
"It's what you'd do in the physical world," Aine pointed out. "And the dreaming is just as real. The only difference is that it's your spiritual form instead of your physical form. Unless, of course, you're in the layer of dreaming that's mostly thought."
"For someone who's never been in the dreaming, you certainly know a lot about it," Doc pointed out.
"When I was little, Mom took me to this lecture on the dreaming. The lecturer had all these crazy theories about the dreaming. He said that it was more real than here, that it was the true world and this was the dream. But that wasn't what stuck with me," she said intently. "He theorized that souls, or ghosts, dead people, live in the dreaming; and from that point forward I read everything I could about the dreaming. Not very many shamans write about it though, so most of it is just theoretical junk."
"I see," Doc mused. "I obviously came to the right person. You'd enjoy speaking with Tucker's house."
"I'm sorry, did you say I'd enjoy speaking with a house?"
"Yes. The house, Apollo, is a ghost. In a house. For some reason," Doc tried to explain. "He was an adept in the Eleusinian Mysteries."
"The Eleusinian Mysteries?" Aine stuttered. "You're not kidding?"
"No."
"When can I meet him?" she asked excitedly.
"You'll have to go through Tucker," Jury spoke up, eyes still closed as if he was sleeping. "Are you sure you want to do that?"
"Who's Tucker, and I don't care," she said. "I mean, do you understand what you're saying? The Eleusinians are nearly three thousand years old. And you're telling me that I can actually speak with one of them? I..."
She sat down and fanned her hands in front of her face. "I can't believe it. I just can't believe it."
"She's going to be even less believing when she meets Tucker," Jury said.
"Who's Tucker?" she asked again.
"He's a ghost, in a body; and he's set up a business to help other ghosts," Doc said.
"Oh!" she exclaimed. "Ghost Guy! I've heard of him."
Doc arched an eyebrow and said, "You have?"
"You need to get out more," Aine laughed. "There's been a lot of talk about him lately. Most of his clients are pretty tight lipped, but he did a séance for Mrs. Randlewood last month, and she's been telling everyone about it. Apparently, three different ghosts came. One of them was Mrs. Randlewood's husband, and he was able to tell Ghost Guy where he hid the family's valuables. Mrs. Randlewood is over the moon, and she's been singing Ghost Guy's praises ever since."
"Even I didn't know that," Jury said.
"I'd love to meet him," Aine went on. "I would've already called him, but I've been busy. His house, Ghost Guy's house, is the Eleusinian?"
"Yes."
"I can't wait," she breathed.
"Is she fanning over Tucker?" Jury asked in a staged whisper.
"I think so."
"I don't know how I feel about that. She never fanned over me."
"She's known you longer, I guess," Doc suggested.
"All the more reason to fan. I thought we had something," Jury sniffed as he stood.
Aine's eyes were twinkling when she said, "You know how I feel about magic."
Jury gasped and said, "You wound me. Doc, we're leaving."
Doc grinned at her and said, "I guess we're leaving. I'll give Tucker your number."
"Be careful, Doc," Aine said sternly. "Please."
"I always am," he lied.
"I'm serious—"
Whatever else she'd been going to say was cut off by Jury's magic ear plugs. Doc grimaced as pure black settled over his eyes, but he didn't fight it when Jury took his arm and led him from the room.
It wasn't until they were outside the Banshee that Jury let the magic blinders drop.
"That may not have helped us in the rumor department," Jury said offhandedly as they walked back towards Dulcis. "Several people tried to talk to you, but I gave them the look."
"The Phillip look?" Doc asked.
"That's the one."
"It'll be fun and interesting to see what comes of it," Doc chuckled. "Do you really think it's as simple as just holding Gac?"
"That's what you'd do to me if you were trying to kill me and I kept running away," Jury replied.
"And it's what Andrew did to Meli," Doc mused. "How could I not have thought of it?"
"Being fae muddled your brain," Jury offered. "A lot."
Jury was quiet for a long moment, then he said softly, "You are better now, right? Jervis's plan worked?"
"You mean his vicious plan to get me to face my grief and deal with it before I did something stupid?" Doc asked.
"That's the one," Jury said. "And don't forget that not very long ago, you used a similar plan on me."
"I didn't use vampire sedative," Doc pointed out. "I simply didn't move away from the door like you asked me to."
"You didn't answer my question," Jury stated.
"Yes, I'm better," Doc said. "I've always run," he admitted. "It's what I do. I run away from things that make me feel bad. I don't regret doing it. It's led me to many of the most important people in my life, but I can see how this one time, it was best to do things Jervis's way."
"Because of Gac?" Jury asked.
"No," Doc said. "The grief was greater this time. I never wanted Andrew to leave, but he was old and he was happy and ready to go. But this is different. I lost all of my children in one moment. All seventy-two of them."
"I'm sorry," Jury said. "I know how much you love children."
"I hate children," Doc retorted.
"They're very short," Jury said. "And they're always asking questions."
"And they make you feel bigger and stronger than you really are," Doc murmured.
"But in fact, they're actually the thing making you weak," Jury agreed.
"Yes," Doc said. "That's pretty much it."
It was too. It was impossible to shield his heart against them, and once they got in, they had hooks instead of hands. When they looked up at him with their big eyes, Doc felt as if he could do anything and conquer anything, but at the same time he was absolutely terrified that he would fail them.
He hadn't failed Pazach though. He knew that for certain. He may have failed Bree a thousand times, but he had done exactly what he'd set out to do for Pazach. He'd shown them how to always be free.




Chapter 15
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There was no argument from either Jervis or Jury when Doc stretched out on the fainting couch once more and fell asleep. At this point, he rather wished they could come along. Such a fight would certainly be more fun with them by his side. He didn't suppose he needed them though. Gac was just one man. One deranged, completely insane man.
Doc opened his eyes to his empty throne room and swallowed a sigh. He might know how to bind Gac and kill Gac, but he still had a problem. He didn't have the slightest clue how to find Gac.
He stood and walked to the edge of the onyx floor.
"Yiska?"
Several minutes passed, and Doc was about ready to call again when Yiska suddenly appeared right in front of him.
"Was that better?" Yiska asked. "I waited."
"No," Doc said. "That was not better."
"You are very difficult to please," Yiska sighed.
Doc rolled his eyes before saying, "My enemy, Gac. Can you tell me where to find him?"
"No."
"You can't tell me or you don't know?"
"Both," Yiska replied.
"Fine," Doc said. "How many layers are there?"
"The three uppermost layers are for the living."
"Does that answer the question I asked?" Doc demanded.
"No."
"How many layers are there?"
"The three uppermost layers are for the living," Yiska repeated.
Doc swallowed a snarl and said softly, "How many layers are for the dead?"
"The three middle layers are for the dead."
"Now we're getting somewhere," Doc said cheerfully. "What are the three lower layers for?"
"There are three lower layers," Yiska said, pleasant smile on his face.
"There are nine layers," Doc said.
"Yes."
"How do I access the lower layers?"
"The three upper layers are for the living."
"So I can't access the lower layers," Doc surmised. "Because I'm living."
"Your words, not mine," Yiska stated.
"Can I access the lower layers?"
"No."
Doc wanted to strangle him, but he didn't. Instead he said very carefully, "But can Gac?"
"Interesting question."
Doc reconsidered strangling him.
"You have many friends," Yiska said. "You might consider consulting them."
And then he was gone.
Doc wished he'd given into temptation; after all, it wasn't as if it would have killed Yiska.
"Which friend should I ask, Yiska? Are they living or dead, Yiska? Could you point me in a direction, Yiska?"
Doc growled softly, but then he yelled, "Come back! I have another question. A different one."
Yiska reappeared in front of him and said, "Yes?"
"My shirt is real," Doc said. "I came in with it, and if it burns in here, it's burned out there."
"Yes?"
"I'm getting there," Doc snapped. "I can imagine a new shirt or no shirt." To illustrate, he thought his shirt away. "But I don't understand," he said as he gestured towards his naked chest. "That shirt is real, but now it's gone." He laid his hand on his chest, just to check. There was nothing there but skin. "It's gone," he repeated. "Where did it go?"
Yiska smiled slowly and said, "Is it not obvious?"
"No."
"It's in the closet."
Doc didn't have to suppress the urge to kill Yiska because Yiska was already gone. 
"In the closet?" he grumbled. "Really? What goddamn closet? I hate it here," he muttered as he strode back to his throne and sat down. "Absolutely hate it."
He fumed over Yiska's response for another moment or two, and then he started to review what he had learned. There were nine layers to the dreaming. The uppermost three were for the living. The middle three were for the dead. And the lower three were for only Yiska knew.
Doc knew that Gac had access to this layer so either Gac was still considered living or he could traverse at least six of the nine layers. Doc hoped it was the first thing because he wasn't sure how he would find Gac if he was inside one of the middle layers. After all, Yiska had said that Doc couldn't access them.
Doc held out his hand, grabbed the goblet of whiskey that instantly appeared, downed the whiskey, and tossed the goblet over his shoulder. And, since he still hadn't thought of anything clever, he pulled out his cards and shuffled them absently.
Doc cut the cards with one hand, closing his eyes when he caught the scent of wood smoke. He could still see Charlie's hands holding the cards and dealing them out. And he could see Charlie's grin. It was a winning grin. It had always been a winning grin, Doc thought as a memory overtook him.
"You guys need to wrap this up," Andrew complained. "We've got that thing. Like now."
"Two more hands," Doc said.
He didn't mean it. They always played until one of them was out of money. Usually Doc.
"Call," Charlie said.
Cautiously optimistic, Doc laid down his two pair.
Charlie grinned and laid down a two pair as well, only his were better.
"Hell," Doc muttered.
Charlie took the cards and began to shuffle them.
"If you keep messing around, we're going to lose them," Andrew pressed.
"You're such a liar," Doc laughed. "We all know Charlie can find them; Charlie can find anyone."
"What if it blizzards?" Andrew demanded.
"It's summer," Charlie said.
"It could rain."
"Probably just make it easier," Charlie said as he dealt once more.
"You guys are ridiculous! What do you expect me to do while you play all day?!"
"It's not like you need us," Doc said.
He picked up his cards, anticipation filling him. He was going to get a straight this time. He could just feel it.
"I do need you," Andrew muttered. "It's not fun to kill everyone on my own."
Doc did get a straight, and he still lost.
They played six more hands before Doc was out of money. By then, Andrew was practically climbing up the trees.
"They're gone by now," Andrew grumped as they mounted up.
"Doesn't matter," Doc said. "Charlie can find them."
Doc lifted his head, eyes refocusing on the barren landscape around him, and breathed, "Charlie."
He didn't expect Charlie to appear from thin air like Yiska so he was a little surprised when a voice behind him said, "You still got the cards."
Doc leaned around his throne, grinning widely when he saw Charlie standing there. Charlie returned Doc's grin, walked around the throne, and sat on the bone footstool.
"Game?" Doc asked.
Charlie tilted his head and said, "That ain't what you needed."
"No," Doc admitted. "But I think we have time."
Charlie shrugged and said, "There's always time."
Doc shuffled the cards and dealt out hands. 
"Pretty good shape still," Charlie said as he viewed his hand.
"Jury put a protection spell on them."
"Wouldn't have thought he had it in him."
"For the spell?" Doc asked, a little surprised. Jury had always been powerful, just not as incredibly powerful as he was now.
"No, the thoughtfulness," Charlie stated.
Doc laughed and said, "He hides it."
They continued to play, silent except for what words needed to be said. They hadn't played each other in years, but nothing had changed.
Charlie won seven hands, and Doc won two.
"You've still got it," Doc said as he put away the cards.
"There's this idea that death makes you less," Charlie said. "It ain't true. How's Pecos?"
"He's figuring things out," Doc said. "It's not going to be easy, but he'll find his way."
Charlie nodded, eyes shadowed; but a moment later he grinned and said, "With his fists if he has to, right?"
"Right," Doc laughed.
Andrew and the cowboys had always been like that. Always laughing, always poking fun at each other, always thoroughly enjoying every moment. It was what drew Doc to them in the first place. But one and all, their eyes held shadows and their hearts held grief. Pecos had been one of those shadows.
They had missed Pecos, probably as much as Doc missed Pazach. He hadn't fully understood it then. He hadn't understood how one person could be in a different time than the people who knew him. But he understood now, and he understood the pain that came with it.
"Pecos knows he has a second home at Dulcis," Doc said softly. "And since Aylen can zap them around, he might actually visit sometimes. He's not very thrilled about modernity, but I took him out with me a bit ago, and he had a good time."
"Took him out killing?" Charlie asked.
"It was actually one of those things where we couldn't kill anyone," Doc explained. "But he did this thing with his rope and a gigantic hunk of concrete. It was... Pecosy. I think that's the term Andrew would have used."
"It is," Charlie agreed with a grin.
"And I'm sure he'll feel a little more chipper when he finds Widow Maker. I can't believe he hasn't already. I hinted pretty broadly that Widow Maker was still running around. How can a horse be a hundred and forty plus years old anyway?" Doc demanded.
"How can you?" Charlie replied.
"Are you saying Widow Maker eats souls? Because I would actually believe that."
Charlie laughed softly before saying, "You called me for a reason."
"Yes, but when you got here, I didn't want to waste all of my time with you."
"Time is never wasted," Charlie shrugged.
"You're too wise," Doc sighed. "It was the only thing I never liked about you."
"I thought it was my habit of takin' all your money."
"That too."
"So there were two things."
"Probably twenty," Doc chuckled. "But I can't remember the others just now. Can you still find anything?"
"My physical form is gone, but it don't change who I am," Charlie said.
"That would be a yes?" Doc prodded.
"Yes."
"How does it work?" Doc asked. "The man I'm looking for hasn't been around in a while."
"Can you show me where he's been?"
"Probably not," Doc admitted.
He could show Charlie the edge of the throne room, but he wasn't taking any risks this time. He needed to be certain Charlie was seeing Gac's trail and not someone else's.
"But I know someone who can," he added before calling out, "Bluegrass?"
He always felt a little awkward when he tried to call someone. He didn't feel as if Bluegrass or Charlie or Yiska should just be hanging around, waiting for him to phone in. And maybe they weren't. Maybe time played a factor. Maybe his call reached them three years from now, but they came to him when he needed them.
"Coffee while we wait?" Doc asked.
"Does it taste like Doyle's?"
"Usually," Doc admitted. "I can try for subtle, but I honestly think that you were the only one of us to master it."
"It's our heritage," Charlie said. "Janey's boys were even more subtle."
"Two Stones was never that subtle," Doc snorted.
"He could be if he wanted to," Charlie countered.
"When did he ever want to be?"
"There was a time here and there," Charlie chuckled.
"If you say so," Doc shrugged.
He thought of Charlie's smooth coffee. It lacked the bite of Doyle's, and it never tasted burnt. He held out both hands, plucked two goblets from the air, and offered one to Charlie.
"It's good," Charlie said after a sip. "Cups are kinda frilly though."
"Stupid gaudy goblets," Doc muttered. "They're the only thing I can't control."
"What do you mean?"
"This room is mine," Doc said. "I can make it a saloon, a bedroom, a valley, whatever I want." As he spoke, the throne room shifted around them, changing to meet his demands. "But I can't change the goddamn goblets," he sighed as everything shifted back into place.
Doc frowned, remembering the tea cups in his mother's parlor and wondering why they hadn't been goblets if her parlor was still his throne room.
"Showing off again?" Bluegrass suddenly asked, humor in her tone.
"I wasn't trying to," Doc shrugged.
"How can I help?"
He hated that he only called her when he needed something. He should have called her just to talk or explore. And he should have been calling Charlie long ago so they could play cards by a smoky fire in the woods. Otherwise, they really were lost to him.
"I'm sorry," he said softly.
"Whatever for?" Bluegrass asked.
"For treating you as if I only value you for what you can do."
It was one of the reasons Jury threw fits, and why Doc tried to go out with him every now and then just to play.
"Don't be silly," Bluegrass chuckled. "It's not as if you don't stay busy, and I've never once felt that you didn't appreciate me for myself. Now what is it you need?"
Doc wanted to press the point, but instead he said, "Would you please show Charlie where Gac has been?"
"Certainly," Bluegrass said easily.
As Doc and Charlie walked with her towards the barren landscape beyond Doc's throne room, Doc said to Bluegrass, "There's a shaman in the lower level named Neassa. She is the daughter of Cathassach. She's lonely," he added softly, "and I thought perhaps you could visit her."
"I would love to," Bluegrass said.
"If the uppermost layers are for the living, how can you both be here?" Doc asked.
"I suppose it depends on your definition," Bluegrass replied.
Doc swallowed a sigh. People in the dreaming were deliberately vague, almost to the point of ridiculousness.
He was just opening his mouth to ask what she meant, when she pointed towards the ground and said, "The man Doc is looking for has been here." 
"I see the trail," Charlie replied. "Thanks."
"You are very welcome," Bluegrass said. "Good luck on your search," she added. As soon as the words left her mouth, she was gone.
Doc sighed and said, "Will I understand the dreaming when I'm dead?"
"Some do," Charlie replied. "Now hush. I'm trackin'."
Doc rolled his eyes and dropped behind Charlie so he wouldn't be tempted to talk while Charlie did his thing.
The landscape around them shifted as they walked, and Doc could tell they weren't walking in an actual line. They were skipping whole sections of the earth, going from one area to another without touching any of the space in between.
At some point, Charlie stopped and studied the surrounding landscape.
"He moved," he said.
And with that, everything changed. Instead of shadows, the trees around Doc were solid and the grass beneath his feet was soft and green. The sky was vibrant blue, and the sun hung in the middle of it.
For some reason, a reason Doc couldn't quite understand, it was one of the most peaceful places he had ever been; but it was marred, stained by an oily black footprint.
"Is that his?" Doc asked.
"Yes," Charlie replied.
"How come I can see it now?"
"Different house," Charlie replied.
"House?"
"Floor, layer, whatever you want to call it."
Charlie was moving again, following the greasy black stains through the woods.
"Odd he came through here," Charlie said absently as he continued forward.
"Why?"
"Place for spirits to rest. 'Specially troubled spirits, ones who struggled much in life. They rest here 'til they're ready to move on."
"Wait," Doc said. "Does that mean we're in one of the three middle layers?"
"Yes."
"How? Yiska said I couldn't access them."
"Not without the presence of a spirit."
"I am a spirit," Doc argued.
"You're still tied to the earth; I'm tied to the spirit. Ain't the same."
"Oh," Doc said.
Absolutely nothing about the dreaming made sense to him. His shirt went into the closet. There were nine layers, only three of which were accessible to a spirit tethered to the earth. It contained all of time, and it was very real but also only thought.
He was looking forward to fighting regular people in the regular world when he was done with Gac. The dreaming was too confusing and muddled to make sense of. Like Tucker had said, in the material realm, there were rules. Two plus two equaled four. Every single time.
Usually, Doc amended.
"He didn't stay long," Charlie stated after a while. "He was looking for someone, he found them, and then he returned to one of the lower houses."
"Where would he go if he was looking for a past version of himself?" Doc asked. "A live version."
"Either the seventh or the eighth house," Charlie replied.
"Isn't that backwards?" Doc inquired. "Shouldn't it be the second or third?"
"Only if you think the state of livin' is the most important," Charlie shrugged.
Doc did. He really, really did.
Things shifted again, and Doc knew they were back in the second layer. He wasn't going to call it the eighth. That simply made no sense to him.
Charlie took several steps and stopped.
"He'll know you're comin'," Charlie said softly. "There's a lookout."
"Of course there is," Doc sighed.
For a second, he thought about throwing a Jury and cussing up a storm. If Gac knew they were coming, he would run.
Maybe.
Gac was arrogant, after all; and he thought he'd already beaten Doc. So there was an outside chance he wouldn't run. 
"Keep going," Doc said.
"We shouldn't leave the lookout," Charlie pointed out. "He'd be behind us."
"Never leave one alive," Doc murmured as he slowly scanned the landscape. "I can't see him," he said.
"You gotta adjust your vision," Charlie replied. "He ain't here; he's in the ninth, looking in."
"You're killing me, Charlie," Doc sighed. "I thought the layers were on top of each other. Now you're telling me they're side by side?"
"They are whatever they need to be."
"Have I mentioned how much I hate the dreaming?" Doc snarled.
Charlie chuckled softly and said, "You sound just like the boy."
"I'm pretty sure he hates the dreaming too," Doc grumbled.
"I don't hate anything," Andrew whispered over Doc's shoulder.
Doc jumped sideways and snapped, "Don't do that!"
"But I can basically zap now," Andrew said. "I can't not use it."
"You can," Doc insisted. "And why are you here?"
"I heard someone say never leave one alive. That's my cue," he added with a grin.
"You can't kill a spirit," Doc pointed out. "Only I can kill a spirit."
"Yeah," Andrew said with a crooked grin. "So how about a game of catch and release?"
A surge of excitement rushed through Doc, and he said, "Sure." He'd never thought that he'd get to hunt with Andrew again. He'd thought those days were over, gone, and done. But here they were, in the dreaming, ready to start a war.
"Where is he?" Andrew asked.
Charlie pointed to the left, and Andrew disappeared. A moment later, a rift emerged in the shifting landscape and a man flew through it, screaming as he tumbled towards Doc.
Doc rushed forward with a wide grin and plowed into the man. As they fell to the shifting ground, Doc wrapped his arms around the man and held him tight.
They hit the ground with enough impact that Doc felt it in his teeth, and part of his mind wondered at that. How he could feel things when he didn't actually have a body? Someday he was going to sit down with someone and figure out the mechanics of the dreaming. Not today though. He had a different objective today.
He tightened his grip and closed his eyes. The man in his arms was struggling, but Doc ignored him, focusing instead on his tattoo. It took a moment for him to build it in his mind; and once he had, he looked past the outer lines into the chasm. This was where the man in his arms belonged. And despite the fact that the man felt solid, he was just a soul. A loose soul working for Gac. A loose soul just waiting to be shoved inside Doc's prison.
Doc turned his inner vision from his tattoo towards the man in his arms. The man seemed as solid as the rock Doc had held earlier, but Doc reminded himself that the man was spirit. In the Underworld, he'd be nothing more than a colored trail of light.
Doc tried to look beyond the man's outer shell to the wisp of color inside. He stared at the man, forcing his vision to see deeper and deeper, into the heart of the man's essence, which was bound up in a thread of green.
"I've got you now," Doc muttered as he reached out his hand and wrapped the thread around his finger. He twisted his hand until the thread was tight, and then he yanked it towards himself and held it to his chest where the chasm was the darkest.
"I claim this soul as mine," Doc said.
The mother didn't own him, but regardless, he belonged to her, just as this soul belonged to him.
He met a moment's resistance, but that was it. There wasn't even a shriek as the soul rushed inside of him.
Just as the last bit of light disappeared into the chasm, the form Doc was holding disappeared, and Doc dropped onto the ground. He opened his eyes and rolled onto his back, grinning up at Andrew.
"That was different," Doc stated.
"You just... ate that guy," Andrew said.
Doc stood and drawled, "Yes, yes, I did."
"Cool," Andrew breathed, eyes bright with excitement. "Super cool."
"I didn't think I'd be able to do it in this level," Doc murmured, mind still trying to order the dreaming in a way that made sense.
"Why not?" Andrew asked.
"Ahanu and Neassa kept mentioning how real the other layer is so I thought I'd have to do it there."
Without warning, Andrew punched him in the face. Doc flew backwards, tumbling head over heels for quite a while before crashing to a halt.
"That was pretty real, wasn't it?" Andrew yelled.
Doc stood with a snarl, flinching as the shattered bones in his cheek grew back together.
"I was just trying to make a point!" Andrew shouted.
There was humor in his voice, and Doc shook his head irritably. With effort, he controlled his urge to retaliate and began the walk back.
"Are you pups done playin'?" Charlie asked when Doc reached them.
"Are we, Doc?" Andrew teased.
"I was never playing," Doc replied, and he gestured for Charlie to continue.
Charlie grunted softly, but he started walking once more, and Doc fell into step behind him.
"What are you doing?" Andrew demanded.
"Hunting Gac," Doc replied.
"That's not what I mean. I broke half your face. You're just going to let it go?"
"Yes."
"Are you sure you're Doc?"
"Yes."
"I don't believe you."
Doc shrugged and continued after Charlie. Andrew followed him, grumbling the entire time.
"The old Doc wouldn't have let that go, you know. He'd be boiling mad, and he would have come at me with knives and anything else he could get his hands on."
"I've matured."
"No one asked you to do that," Andrew complained. "What would Janey say?"
"Good riddance?"
"You're freaking me out," Andrew muttered.
Since Andrew was behind him, Doc allowed himself to grin. He hadn't matured at all, but he had learned some patience. Coming at Andrew head on was doomed to failure. He'd wait until Andrew wasn't paying any attention, and then he'd poke him so full of holes that he looked like a goddamn fountain.
"'Nother lookout," Charlie suddenly said.
He pointed in a direction, Andrew disappeared with a mutter of "it's not the same", and two seconds later a man barreled through the air towards Doc.
Doc tackled him, and once they were on the ground, he repeated the process he'd used with the other man; but this time, he was able to accomplish it much faster.
When Doc rolled onto his back, Andrew was studying him curiously.
"Where do they go?" he asked.
"Inside my tattoo," Doc replied.
"So when you kill someone in the physical world, you suck up their life potential and their spirit?"
"Something like that," Doc agreed as he took Andrew's offered hand.
He controlled his expression, not giving anything away until the moment he was on his feet and he yanked Andrew towards him instead of letting go.
Doc's hand moved like lightning as he stabbed into Andrew again and again and again. It was only a few seconds before Andrew pushed Doc away from him; but by then, Doc had managed to stab him twenty-five times, all in vital organs.
"I knew you weren't more mature!" Andrew crowed.
The entire front of Andrew's shirt was covered in blood, but Doc could tell that he'd already healed.
"You've gotten faster though," Andrew said happily. "And that hurt in all the right places."
"Children," Charlie sighed.
"You play games with cards," Andrew pointed out. "It's just as childish. Maybe a little more so," he added with a snort. "Which reminds me of a joke—"
"We should probably get going," Doc interrupted. "Now."
"I can talk and walk," Andrew said.
"But you shouldn't," Doc said firmly. "Charlie needs to focus."
Charlie was already moving away from them, and Doc hurried to catch up with him. He wasn't sure how everything worked, but he knew that Charlie wasn't just walking normally; if Doc let too much space build up between them, Charlie might disappear.
Doc wasn't sure why that mattered. Charlie could find them if they fell behind, or Doc could think himself back to his throne room. But in spite of that, the idea of being lost inside the endless dreaming made him feel very claustrophobic. Like he was out in a boat, drifting off to nowhere.
"Did I tell you the joke about the mushroom hunter?" Andrew whispered.
"No," Doc said, welcoming the interruption to his dismal thoughts.
"He was a real fun guy," Andrew said with a loud snort. "Get it? Fungi?"
Doc tried not to laugh. Andrew didn't deserve laughter for that joke, but he couldn't help it.
"See, told you I could walk and talk," Andrew chuckled. 
Doc rolled his eyes and gestured for Andrew to be quiet.
"I was quiet," Andrew whispered. "You're the one who laughed."
This time, Doc ignored him.
Andrew told six more jokes and they killed three more lookouts before Charlie stopped and said softly, "I think we're close now."
"Close to what, exactly?" Doc asked.
Charlie didn't answer, and that strange sense of panic started twisting around inside of Doc again. He'd thought it had only been there because he was pushing aside his grief over Pazach, but that was clearly not the case. He was terrified. Terrified that life as he knew it was hanging in the balance and he was going to be too late to save it. 
Was it truly possible for reality to change? He'd never seen it happen; he'd simply accepted Andrew's word that it could be done.
Neassa also believed it was possible. And Ahanu. Which meant that Doc believed it as well; and that wiggly sensation in his chest, that building terror, was his instinct, his intuition, trying desperately to warn him.
He felt certain that nothing had changed yet. He was still the same, and so were Charlie and Andrew. A spike of fear suddenly hit him, along with the realization that he probably wouldn't even know if he was different. Was it possible for time to warp, changing him as it went, and he not even know the difference?
The terror was suffocating him and blinding him to everything else, so he pulled out Francisco's box and shoved the terror inside of it. He was here now; and as long as he was here, he would do what needed done. Nothing else mattered.  
"I can sense 'im," Charlie suddenly said. "One house away. It ain't just 'im," he added. "There's more."
"More what?" Andrew inquired.
"Spirits. A lot of 'em," Charlie said thoughtfully.
Doc didn't like the sound of that one bit, and he began to wonder if Gac had run around and found all of his old troop members in order to build his army.
"How easy is it to navigate the layers of the dead?" Doc asked. "If I wanted to find everyone I ever knew, could I do that?"
"Might be difficult," Charlie replied. "Dependin' on who you are and how skilled you are. But these souls are different than that. They feel stagnant, impure. I don't think he selected 'em one by one; I think they were already gathered and he just snatched 'em up."
Doc tamped down the building terror and said, "Can we get a look without being seen?"
"They already know we're comin'," Charlie pointed out.
"Still," Doc pressed.
"I got this," Andrew said. "Done," he added before Doc could say anything.
As far as Doc could see, nothing had changed; but there was a faint shimmer in the air about them now; and he knew Andrew had materialized one of his shifting camouflages.
"Guess that answers that question," Doc muttered.
"Which question?"
"About whether or not you still have the power."
"I always told Janey you were smarter than you looked," Andrew chuckled.
Doc rolled his eyes, startling slightly when he realized that the ground had solidified under his feet. They'd moved layers again.
He glanced around and immediately saw where Gac was holed up. There was a large fort complex right in front of them, and it was surrounded by a wooden pike fence. Doc hadn't seen anything like it in a really long time.
"Curious," Charlie murmured.
"Shit," Andrew hissed. "Is that... Please tell me that's not..."
"It is," Charlie said.
"Fort Abraham Lincoln?" Andrew exclaimed, tone full of disbelief. "How the hell is it here? And who the hell are we hunting?"
"Gac," Doc said carefully. "Why?"
"Gac?" Andrew spat. "As in George Armstrong Custer?"  
"Yes," Doc replied, astonished that Andrew had deciphered Gac's name so quickly.
"How?" Andrew demanded.
"After he died, his wife found a way to force his spirit into other bodies. We had a bit of a scuffle, more than a bit," Doc amended, "and now I'm pretty sure he's trying to reach a version of himself before he died to tell him how to win the battle."
"Why don't you tell me these things?" Andrew growled.
"I didn't know you knew him, but you do?"
"I think things would have gone better if I hadn't let Ahanu talk me out of it," Andrew grumbled. "It would have been the same in the end, only the Lakota and the Cheyenne wouldn't have gotten blamed for it."
Doc wasn't sure that it would have been the same in the end, especially if Ahanu had intervened. It could have theoretically changed just as much as Gac was attempting to change now.
"So Custer is here?" Andrew asked.
"Yes."
"And you're gonna do to him what you did to those other guys?"
"Yes."
"Excellent," Andrew said. "Janey's gonna be pissed she missed it. This is a great day."
"Only the present version," Doc amended. "Gac. If Custer is here, I can't kill him."
"That's hardly any fun," Andrew complained. "What do you need from me?"
"I'm going after Gac," Doc said. "I can't risk him getting away from me again."
"Charlie and I will clean up the rest," Andrew volunteered.
"About that," Doc said.
"What?" Andrew sighed.
"You can't kill a soul."
"I know that," Andrew shrugged. "But I can sure as hell round 'em up. I learned a new trick," he added with a grin. "Wanna see it?"
"Do I?" Doc asked hesitantly.
"You do. You ready to ride, Charlie?"
Before Charlie could respond, the space beside him shimmered and shook until it took the form of a large golden horse.
"How do you like that?" Andrew asked happily. "I call them Widow Maker Minus Two-Point-Oh, just in case Widow Maker ever gets wind of them."
Another golden horse materialized next to Andrew, and it shook its head violently and let out a low nicker.
"How?" Doc asked, mind struggling to understand how such a thing was possible.
He could imagine a shirt, but he couldn't sit on the shirt and ride it. Andrew hadn't imagined these horses though; he'd made them with the power. 
"How not?" Andrew shrugged. "I'd make myself a rope to catch any stragglers, but we both know how that would turn out. I could probably make Charlie one though."
"Don't bother," Doc said as he tossed Charlie the spider thread.
"Do you want a horse?" Andrew asked.
"No!" Doc exclaimed.
There was no way in hell he was getting on a Widow Maker made of pure power.
"That's too bad," Andrew stated. "We'd all three look super cool riding in on our golden mounts."
Andrew pulled himself up onto his horse, and Charlie followed suit.
"You're just gonna walk?" Andrew asked.
Doc nodded.
"You're making me feel silly for having a horse," Andrew said.
Doc shrugged.
"The least we can do is clear a path for you," Andrew suggested.
Doc had been hoping to sneak in, which was the opposite of Andrew and Charlie galloping in on two golden horses; but he'd already determined that there wasn't any way to get to Gac without revealing his presence. He'd also realized that if he ate any souls along the way, Gac would definitely run. Gac's belief that he was unbeatable in spirit form was the only advantage Doc had; and he needed Gac to continue to believe that, right up until it was too late.




Chapter 16

 
[image: ] 


Doc continued to stare at the open gate of the fort for a long moment, trying to decide what to do. Knowing Gac, he would be in whatever house he'd occupied when he'd been Custer. But what was he doing here? Why wasn't he out looking for his younger self?
Unless... his younger self was already here.
The terror ballooned and became a weight sitting on Doc's chest. Everything was getting very muddled. How much would history change if he ate both Custer and Gac?
He shook his head with frustration. He couldn't kill Custer. He knew he couldn't. As much as it grated him, if Custer was here, he had to be allowed to live so that he could die at the Battle of Little Bighorn. However, if Gac had given Custer any hints on how to survive the Battle of Little Bighorn, that was a tremendous problem.
"Doc?" Andrew prodded.
"I'm thinking!" Doc snapped.
"Think faster. Widow Maker Minus Two-Point-Oh is getting antsy."
"I'm not sure what to do if Custer is already there with Gac," Doc admitted. "I'm afraid we're just going to have to wing it."
"Best plan ever," Andrew declared.
Doc ignored Andrew and looked up at Charlie. Of all of them, Charlie was the only one who understood subtlety. Or planning.  
"Do you have any ideas?" Doc asked.
"You can't eat Custer," Charlie said. "But you also can't let 'im go."
Doc had already figured that out.
"You'd better keep this," Charlie said, tossing the spider thread back down to Doc. "You might need it. Other than that, my only advice is to win."
"Thanks," Doc drawled. "That was inspiring."
"I aim to please," Charlie said, eyes twinkling.
"Nailed it," Andrew said. "Are we doing this?"
"Why are you so impatient?" Doc demanded. "I'm trying not to rush in half-cocked and muck everything up. Again."
"I haven't had a good fight in a long time," Andrew said. "I just really wanna get to it."
"Fine, go," Doc said. "Clear a path to Gac. He'll be in the largest, fanciest house."
"Got it," Andrew said. "Here, Charlie, have a whip," he added.
Whips fashioned solely of golden light suddenly appeared in both his hands, and he tossed one to Charlie before snapping the other one overhead.
Andrew's fake Widow Maker reared in the air and took off galloping towards the gates, Charlie just a horse length behind him.
Doc dashed after them, grinning when he heard Andrew's wild yell and the sharp snapping of the whips. It had been a long time since he'd heard a whip snap. He hadn't realized that he'd missed it.
He raced quickly across the fort grounds in Andrew's wake, searching for the largest house there. Doc only had to fight a man once, and he ended the fight easily with one hard punch that sent the man reeling backwards.
It only took him a minute to locate the house he assumed Gac would occupy; and once he had, he quickly ran up the front steps, pausing only briefly before he pushed open the door and stepped inside.
He knew immediately that Gac was inside; he could feel his presence. Without pausing, he strode forward and stepped into the parlor, fears confirmed when he saw the twisted form of Gac sitting across from a perfectly formed man with golden hair.
"Well hell," Doc muttered.
Gac smiled. It was not a pleasant smile. It was the type of smile that implied murder and mayhem. It was the type of smile children and dogs ran from. It was a smile of pure evil.
"Mr. Holliday. Welcome. It took you longer than I expected. George and I have spent quite a while comparing notes. He's heading out in a day or two to quell the uprising. Perfect timing, wouldn't you say?"
Both men smiled, and Doc fought the urge to knife them through the hearts. Never had anyone grated him quite so much as Gac and Custer did. He'd rather sit and have tea with Phillip Jury or Solomon than spend another moment here with the golden twins.
"Would you care to sit?" Gac offered. "You may as well. I've already won. As soon as George awakens, history will begin anew."
Gac's words highlighted yet another problem. Even if Doc somehow managed to bind Custer, how could he possibly keep him from waking up? He wasn't like Gac. Custer had a body to return to, a body that wanted him to return.
As Doc tried to determine his play, Gac turned to the chessboard that was on the table beside him and moved his white queen to a different square.
"Checkmate," he said, voice taking on that greasy quality Doc so hated.
"Only if you're playing chess," Doc shrugged.
"But we are," Gac said.
"You are," Doc agreed.
That was what made Doc such a wild card. His tendency to forget the rules, to forget whatever game he was in the middle of playing, and start playing things his way. It was how he usually beat Jervis. It was how he had made it out of so many inescapable situations. It was how he'd beaten Gac in the first place, if he'd only known he could eat a soul back then.
He honestly wasn't sure how he was going to pull this off, but if he knew anything about luck, it was that she loved a gambler, a gambler in life, a gambler in love, a gambler in war. All Doc had to do was roll the dice.
"I nearly laughed when I realized what you were doing," Doc said, affecting a tone of disdain. "And I didn't come here to stop you. Why would I stop you?"
Gac's face didn't change, but his eerie eyes narrowed.
"I couldn't ask for a better outcome," Doc went on.
"Why's that?" Custer asked.
"Don't engage with him," Gac ordered. "He's trying to manipulate us."
"I'm not trying to manipulate anything," Doc shrugged. "I think it's really great what you've done. Sacrificing yourself to save your younger self is almost noble. I didn't think you had it in you."
Doc could tell the exact moment that his words set in. Gac's eyes suddenly widened, and he leaned back in his chair, a strange look on his mangled face.
"I didn't think it was actually possible," Doc said, watching Gac as he spoke. "Because if Custer here wins, you will never exist. That seems a little time paradoxy to me. But the reality is, there will always be a memory of this timeline or this history, and it's that memory that will change things. It's the memory of you," Doc said emphatically, pointing at Gac, "that will change things. Young Custer here will prevail, and he'll go on to be the hero you've always dreamed of. He'll carry the memory of you with him, of course, and I'm sure he'll never ever forget you."
Doc was fairly close to them now, but he needed just another minute to get the second slip knot tied into place. Tying knots wasn't his specialty in the best of circumstances, and tying them inside his pant pocket was far from best.
A shriek sounded from outside, and Gac glanced towards the window. Doc subtlety shifted so he was blocking the view, and continued to speak. "Of course, the Battle of Little Bighorn is a rather small thing. It only became so famous because of your ignominious defeat. YOU only became so famous because of your ignominious defeat. That's why they named towns and parks after you, otherwise you probably would have been forgotten just like everyone else who fought in the wars. But that's not the point, right? The point is to erase that black mark of defeat off your permanent record."
"That's ridiculous," Custer said haughtily. "My name will always be synonymous with military victory. Ask anyone about George Armstrong Custer, and they'll tell you."
"Did you find that to be true?" Doc asked Gac.
"Why are you listening to him?" Custer demanded. "You said yourself that he's nothing but a filthy gambler."
"I take offense," Doc said. "I shower often. Sometimes three or four times a day depending on how sloppy I am."
Gac didn't respond, and Custer made a frustrated grunt and said, "It doesn't matter anyway. As soon as I wake up, I'll be out of your grasp forever."
"I'm not trying to stop you," Doc murmured as he slid one step closer.
"Guards!" Custer snapped. "Remove this man from my presence."
There were no guards to come, but before Custer realized that, Doc jumped forward and pinned him to the chair with his elbow. With his other hand, Doc quickly wriggled the slip knots over both of Custer's hands and the arms of the chair he was sitting in, then he jerked on the spider thread to pull it tight, yanked it over Custer's shoulder, and pinned it to the back of the chair with his knife. He wasn't too worried about Custer trying to break free because if he did manage it, Andrew would catch him. The only thing he was really worried about was Custer waking up. 
Finished with Custer, Doc leaped towards Gac. Gac had already stood, but before he could do anything else, Doc tackled him, and they rolled across the wooden floor of the parlor.
"Why do you persist in this?" Gac demanded. "You know you can't kill me!"
"Figured out how," Doc replied as he wrapped his arms around Gac's shoulders and held him tightly.
Gac began to laugh.
"Even I know it's impossible to kill a spirit," Gac stated haughtily. "The Indians used to say 'what the mother has given, no one can take away'. As wrong as they were about most things, that wasn't one of them."
"Maybe you can't," Doc agreed. "But I sure as hell can."
He closed his eyes and turned his attention to his tattoo, barely noticing Gac's struggles to break free.
"Guards!" Custer and Gac bellowed simultaneously.
Doc ignored them, too busy visualizing his tattoo. As the outer lines began to solidify, Doc turned his attention deeper and gazed into the inky depths of the chasm within.
Now that the tattoo was in place, Doc switched his inner vision towards Gac. All he had to do was look past Gac's exterior to the thread of light inside, but Gac was fighting him with such intent now that it was making visualization difficult.
"I'm doing you a favor," Doc hissed. "This way you'll always be famous."
"Release me!" Gac ordered, a note of panic in his voice.
Doc just needed him to be still for one second, just long enough to catch hold of the thread.
"George! Help me!" Gac ordered.
"I don't see how it matters," Custer's irritated voice replied. "You'll be dead soon anyhow."
"I am a god!" Gac shrieked. "A god! You cannot harm me!"
"That's what they all say," Doc muttered as he struggled to hold Gac in place.
Gac was thrashing around so much that Doc still couldn't visualize the man's symbolic spirit. Frustrated, Doc opened his eyes, intent on bashing Gac's head into the floor until he couldn't move anymore, but hissed in dismay when he saw a gun barrel pointing right between his eyes. He tried to roll to the side, but he was too late. Gac had already pulled the trigger, and Doc saw the flash of light right before the bullet slammed into his face.
He'd never taken a bullet point blank to the face before, and it hurt. A lot. It hurt so much that for just a second he lost touch with the rest of his body.
He heard rather than felt the impact of several more bullets, but the pain was so far removed that he was quite certain the bullets hadn't even hit him.
He blinked, trying to clear his vision and lifted his head, but all he could see was a shiny pair of black boots. He heard another gun shot, and his face slammed back into the floor.
"When will you ever learn?" Gac sneered. "I'm a god, Mr. Holliday."
Doc only barely heard Gac's words. He was fading into darkness, but just before he slipped into the black depths, he reached out his hand and dropped it on top of Gac's shoe.
Now that all the distractions were gone, now that he couldn't see Gac or hear Gac or feel Gac moving, Doc's vision was crystal clear. He could see inside his tattoo, and he could see the spirits floating within. But most importantly, he could see Gac's thread. It was pure red.
In his mind, Doc reached out his other hand and grabbed hold of the shimmering thread of light. He twisted it around his fingers, and then he yanked.
Even inside his cloak of darkness, he heard Gac's shriek, and he smiled. Gac wasn't going to get away. Not this time. He may have a gun, but Doc had a soul-devouring tattoo.
"Checkmate," Doc managed to mutter as he dragged Gac's soul towards the gaping entrance of his tattoo.
He felt Gac set in his metaphysical heels, but Doc was stronger by far. He tightened his grip, and he wrenched Gac's soul closer inch by inch.
"NO!!" Gac screeched as Doc pressed his hand to his chest.
"Yes," Doc whispered. "You are mine. I claim your soul as mine."
"You can't do this to me!"
"I can; I am."
In spite of the temptation to glance up at Gac, to see the expression on his face, Doc kept his vision focused inward. Gac was still fighting him, but his struggles were useless because his soul was already being sucked into the chasm.
Doc heard the gun fire again and again; he heard Gac screaming, but he knew he was going to win. The second Doc had touched Gac's thread, he'd won.
"You can't do this!" Gac screamed. "You can't—"
That was it. That was all he said because just then the chasm pulled him fully inside, and Gac's soul was finally trapped, encased inside a prison with no escape.
It was done. Gac was gone. It was impossible to kill a soul, but Doc had removed him from the earth and taken him permanently out of play. All that remained now was to deal with the mess Gac had left behind.
And as soon as Doc's eyes had healed, he was going to do just that. 
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Doc couldn't say how long he stared sightlessly up at the ceiling. It was probably only a couple of seconds, but for some reason the passage of time seemed vastly different without senses.
He wondered if this was what death felt like. Complete and utter silence. Complete and utter darkness. He hoped not. The boredom would kill him.
He wasn't dead yet though. His ears were beginning to regain their hearing, and he could hear Custer rocking his chair back and forth. Doc imagined that watching Gac be consumed had given Custer an urgent desire to break free or wake up, whichever came first.
Doc tried to force vision into his eyes, but he still couldn't see. He wasn't entirely sure why his eyes still hadn't healed; he could only guess that it took his body longer to heal in the dreaming or that he'd sustained much more damage than he'd realized. The rest of his body was fine though, so he got up onto his knees and started crawling towards the noise.
"Stay away from me!" Custer ordered.
Doc adjusted his course, heading straight towards Custer's ragged breathing. He reached out one hand to feel for Custer and received a kick for his trouble.
He blinked rapidly, trying to force vision back into his eyes. A sliver of light slipped through, but he still couldn't see Custer.
He held his eyes closed for a moment, and when he opened them again, he could see a rather fuzzy image of Custer, and more importantly, he could see that Custer was fading.
Doc quickly stood, hurled himself forward, and grabbed Custer. The chair rocked backwards, and they both fell, but Doc didn't let go when they hit the floor.
Custer shrieked for Doc to release him; and when he didn't, Custer began to hurl insults and curses at him. Doc didn't care though; the only thing he cared about was keeping Custer from leaving the dreaming.  
"Mind if I ask what you're doing?" Andrew inquired from behind him.
"Holding him," Doc replied.
"I can see that. But why?"
"Because Gac already talked to him, and he was trying to wake up," Doc explained. "I'm keeping him here."
"Why don't you just kill him?"
"You know I can't do that," Doc said.
"Fine," Andrew sighed. "But if this all goes to hell, don't say I didn't suggest it."
"Noted. Could you give me a hand?"
"I ain't touchin' him," Andrew snorted. "Not unless you let me kill him."
Custer had screamed through their entire conversation, and Doc was beginning to consider killing him, just to shut him up. On one hand, he knew that if he killed Custer here, Gac would never exist. Such an action would save all of the lives Gac had stolen over the years; but Doc had no way of knowing what else would change, and he knew he couldn't take the risk.
"Could you gag him?" Doc demanded.
"That I can do," Andrew said cheerfully. "And with pleasure."
Once Custer was gagged, Doc said, "Could you untie the thread now? Then we'll get him out of the chair and tie him to me instead."
"You're making me touch him," Andrew complained.
"Yes."
"I don't want to."
"Andrew..."
"I'm doing it. Now I wish Janey WAS here."
Doc snorted and said, "I'd almost feel sorry for him if she was."
"He smells," Andrew muttered as he worked on untying the thread. "Who puts cinnamon oil in their hair? It's like standing next to a cider vat."
"Are you helping me or complaining?" Doc snapped.
"I can multitask."
"Multitask faster!"
"He's free."
Without releasing his hold on Custer, Doc carefully stood. He had a theory that so long as he was holding onto Custer, Custer wouldn't be able to wake up. It was just a theory, but thus far it seemed to be working. 
"Tie his hands behind his back," Doc said.
"I know how to tie people's hands," Andrew said irritably.
"I've never seen you tie up anyone," Doc pointed out.
"You just weren't around."
"Really? Who did you tie up?"
"That guy that one time."
"Sure you did."
"Shut up," Andrew grumbled. "I'm trying to work."
"I thought you could multitask," Doc mocked.
"I can. When annoying people aren't yapping at me."
"Probably shouldn't have married Janey then," Doc shot back. He immediately cringed and added, "Please, I beg you, do not tell her I said that."
"You scared of a girl, Doc?" Andrew laughed.
"No. I'm scared of Janey."
"Yeah," Andrew sighed. "Isn't she great?"
"Are you about done?" Doc demanded.
"Oh yeah. I was done ages ago."
"I'm going to kill you."
"Can't kill a spirit, Doc."
"You know that I can," Doc growled.
"Yeah, but you would never kill me."
Doc refused to admit that Andrew was right. Instead he held out his hand and said, "Tie the other end to me."
"You sure about this?"
"Yes."
"I guess it's kinda like what I did to Meli," Andrew mused as he tied the thread around Doc's wrist. "Although I have to admit that if we were using Custer's hair as a rope, I wouldn't be helping you."
"Could you possibly shut up?" Doc asked.
"Probably," Andrew said cheerfully. "It's done," he added.
Doc tested the knot with his other hand, and then he let go of Custer. Custer jerked away from him and tried to run, but Doc yanked on the cord, and Custer fell to the floor. His face was red and furious, but he couldn't speak around whatever it was that Andrew had shoved into his mouth.
Custer closed his eyes, and Doc watched him carefully, trying to gauge whether or not Custer could wake up; but his body stayed just as solid as ever.
"What's our plan?" Andrew suddenly asked.
"Gac already talked to him, so we can't let him go back," Doc replied, eyes still on Custer. "Not unless..." Doc quickly worked it out in his mind, then he said, "Actually, I think that might work."
"What might work?"
"I'll call Bluegrass, she'll go to Apollo, Apollo will go to Tucker, and Tucker will go to Fernsby. Then Tucker and Apollo will bring Fernsby to me in the dreaming."
"Okay?" Andrew murmured. "And this game of telephone helps us how?"
"Fernsby can hypnotize Custer so he doesn't remember any of this."
"Hypnotize," Andrew said flatly. "I think I see some of your brains on the floor," he added. "You want me to scoop them up and put them back in?"
"It's a thing," Doc snapped.
"If you say so," Andrew chuckled. He waved his hands in front of Doc's face and said, "When I snap my fingers, you'll think you're a chicken."
"The scary thing is Jury could actually do that."
"Tell me you're kidding," Andrew said.
"I'm not. He's probably the most powerful compulsor to ever exist."
"I don't like that," Andrew muttered.
"Nobody does," Doc shrugged.
He headed for the door and immediately jerked to a halt. He glared at Custer, feeling a wave of disgust for the man. He was still lying on the ground, face beet red, eyes wild with hate. Doc jerked on the thread, but Custer only moved a couple of inches.
"Either stand of your own accord, or I'll drag you," Doc threatened.
Custer made no move to stand.
"So be it," Doc shrugged.
He walked back towards Custer, easily avoiding the kicks aimed in his direction, and twisted his fingers into Custer's greasy hair. He jerked a little harder than necessary, and then he dragged him towards the door.
"You're actually a little scary like this," Andrew said as he followed Doc. "I love it."
"You always were attracted to dangerous people," Doc replied.
"That's hardly true," Andrew snorted. "Enrica's not... Well, Annabelle isn't. That's for sure."
"She came to you, not the other way around," Doc pointed out.
"What about..." Andrew sighed. "I give up," he shrugged.
"I want to hear it."
"Low, Doc. Low."
"It's the rule."
"Not one of my rules." Andrew grumbled. "You were... not wrong."
"Doesn't count, and you know it," Doc stated.
"Fine. You were right. Happy now?"
"Very."
Doc dragged Custer down the porch steps and out into the yard, grinning when he saw Charlie guarding the listless souls Gac had gathered. Charlie and Andrew had gone through the trouble to round them up and put them inside the corral, but the souls weren't even trying to escape. They were just standing there, looking out at Charlie with vague looks of lazy anger.
"Come over here," Doc told Charlie. "I want to try something."
As soon as Charlie was out of the way, Doc closed his eyes and visualized his tattoo. As the black chasm came into view, he felt an intense rush of satisfaction from the knowledge that Gac was trapped inside. He had finally stopped Gac from hurting anyone ever again.  
Doc's only regret was that he hadn't reached Gac before Gac had reached Custer. If he'd only realized what he needed to realize a day or two sooner, he could have stopped Gac in time. He couldn't blame Jervis though. Doc had needed to grieve; otherwise he wouldn't have been fully inside his head. Like he was now.
He turned his vision away from his tattoo towards the direction of the corral. The blackness was filled with strands of light; souls that were ready to be reaped. Doc grinned widely; he was about to have a feast that would make an under being jealous.
He reached out his free hand and swooped it through the souls, catching the threads as he did.
"You belong to me," he said. "I claim these souls as mine."
He pressed his fist to his chest, marveling at the sight, marveling at the rainbow of colors that tore into him and filled the abyss within with flickering lights. There was no resistance; there was no struggle. He had claimed the souls. They were his.
In his mind, he turned his gaze back to the corral, but there was nothing but blackness there now. All the souls were inside him, safely tucked away until they were nothing but dust.
"Did I get them all?" he asked as he opened his eyes.
"That gave me chills just now," Andrew breathed. "How the hell do you do it?"
Doc grinned and said, "Just do."
Charlie laughed, and Doc winked at him.
"I just remembered something," Doc said with regret.
"What's that?"
"There's no magic in the dreaming. Magic comes from the elements, and there aren't any."
"And that's a problem?"
"I don't think Fernsby can hypnotize without magic," Doc said.
"I see," Andrew mused. "So back to the drawing board?"
"I guess," Doc sighed.
He couldn't just drag Custer around for all eternity. He needed to send him back so that history played out like it was supposed to, but he couldn't send him back with his memory of Gac. So what the hell was he going to do?
"This whole Gac thing has just really dragged on," Doc said, frustration filling him. "After you killed Meli, I was so happy because at last time was set. The loop had been closed, and everything was good. But now... I just really want to kill him and be done with it."
"I'm fine with that plan," Andrew shrugged.
Doc glared at him.
"Fine," Andrew muttered. "You know what we need? Some coffee."
"Why not?" Doc said. "Forest," he added. "I'm in the mood for a forest."
The seemingly solid buildings of the fort began to wobble, and then suddenly the buildings were gone, replaced with tall green trees and wavy green grass.
Even though Doc could still feel Custer's hair in his hand, he glanced down to make sure Custer was still there, and he was.  
"This isn't one of our forests," Andrew pointed out.
"No. It's Pazach's," Doc said softly, trying to ignore the longing ache he felt at the sight of it. "Are you going to do that thing you do with the fire?"
"Sure, but first we need the crew."
The air all around them wavered, and suddenly Joe and Doyle were there as well.
"We're just missing Pecos," Andrew said softly.
"And me!" Janey snapped.
She hadn't been there a second ago, but now she was standing right behind Andrew, furious look on her face.
Andrew rolled his eyes and pointed at Custer.
"What?" Janey growled as she turned to look. Her eyes widened, and she hissed, "Hell and damnation, is that Custer? You know I can't be anywhere near his stupid hair. You're still in trouble though," she snarled, and then she was gone.
"I guess everyone has zapping powers once they're dead," Doc said, a little bothered by the thought.
"Not really," Andrew said. "We have to be called. Ish," he added.
There was already a merry fire burning in front of Andrew, and he moved to the side so Doyle could make coffee.
It was Joe who finally asked the question.
"Why are you dragging Lieutenant Colonel Custer around by his hair? I was under the impression we decided not to do that."
"Ahanu decided," Andrew grumbled. "Not me."
"You didn't have to listen," Doyle pointed out.
"It's Ahanu," Andrew growled. "He laughs in the face of ripping time apart by the seams. Laughs, Doyle. And he came to me, and he said, 'I wouldn't do that if I were you.' What the hell did you expect me to do?"
"Let me shoot him?" Doyle shrugged.
"Ahanu or Custer?" Andrew asked.
"Both."
"Go right ahead."
"Don't!" Doc exclaimed when Doyle drew his gun.
"Why not?" Doyle grunted.
"If you kill him here, he dies."
"You can't kill a soul," Andrew pointed out.
"I know that," Doc ground out. "But if you make a soul think it's dead, its body will follow suit. If a live person dies in the dreaming, they're dead in the material world."
Andrew shuddered and said, "I knew that. Just forgot for a second."
Doc sat across the fire from Doyle, and although he made sure to keep the spider thread twisted tightly around his hand, he kicked Custer away from him before he took the cup of coffee Doyle offered him.
He sipped it quietly, looking at them with half a grin. It was just like old times. They were sitting around the fire, drinking burnt coffee, and trying to figure out how to unmess the mess they were in. The only thing missing...
Beautiful music from Joe's harmonica began to spin into the air, and Doc closed his eyes with a sigh. Nothing. Nothing at all was missing.
He'd almost forgotten what it had felt like to be with them like this. It didn't matter if he didn't know what to do. It didn't matter that Custer was lying on the ground behind him, trying very hard to wake up. These men surrounding him didn't accept failure as an option. Somehow, they would win. They just had to figure out how.
It was a long time before any of them spoke, but Charlie finally broke the silence by saying, "We got to return 'im soon. Otherwise his body'll get restless."
"Are you sure magic won't work here?" Andrew asked.
"No. Yes?"
"Which is it?"
"Magic doesn't work at Ahanu's cabin. Which is in layer three of the dreaming."
"Layer three or layer seven?" Andrew asked.
"I'm not doing it backwards like that," Doc grumbled. "It makes no sense."
"Since you're the only one still alive, not counting Custer of course, I vote for backwards," Andrew said.
"Agreed," Charlie murmured.
"Don't care," Doyle growled.
"Don't need you anyway, you grumpy old man," Andrew said, grinning widely. "Unless Joe decides to vote with Doc. Joe?"
"If you're not sure magic doesn't work," Joe said, completely ignoring Andrew's question, "perhaps we should give it a try, whatever it is."
Joe was right. There was no reason to discount Fernsby without even trying first. It wasn't as if Doc had any other options; it was pretty much Fernsby or nothing.
Furthermore, Doc simply couldn't understand how there were no elements here. There were trees everywhere, and trees were made up of elements. He'd seen that when he was fae. He'd seen the elements that comprised everything. Elements were the building blocks of all organic life. The grass, the rocks, the clouds.  
The stone with the souls inside of it was from the material realm, and he'd brought it into the dreaming with him. It had certainly been made up of elements. Even his clothes were made up of elements, and they obviously came into the dreaming as well, otherwise, his shirt wouldn't have burned.
But the fact remained that Ahanu's cabin was in the dreaming, and Jury hadn't been able to do magic while he was there. And that was why Doc was so confounded.
He tapped his finger absently while he tried to fit all of the pieces together. Jury hadn't been able to do magic, but magic clearly worked here because Doc's knife operated just the same as it did in the material world. He'd drawn two knives when he'd attacked Andrew, and that meant the knife had replicated. So theoretically, just because there were no elements inside the dreaming didn't mean that magic didn't exist in the dreaming. If only there was a way to bring the elements inside the dreaming to power Fernsby's magic. 
"I think I've got it," Doc said. "Maybe," he amended. "I guess we'll see," he added with a grin.
He stood, Southern rules not completely forgotten, and said, "Bluegrass?"
It was less than a minute before Bluegrass arrived. When she did, she looked at Custer curiously and said, "That's not him."
"No," Doc agreed. "This is a new problem. I have a message for Tucker. Would you please take it to Apollo? I can't leave Custer here alone."
"Oh," she murmured. "That's his younger self."
"Yes."
She made a humming noise and said, "I hope you have a plan."
"So do I," Doc said. "This is very important. I need Tucker and Apollo to bring me Fernsby in the dreaming. Quickly. BUT, before they come in, I need Jury to fashion Fernsby something that contains all the elements Fernsby might need to hypnotize someone. Quickly."
"Oh dear," Bluegrass said. "I hope you have a backup plan?"
"I don't."
"I see. I will relay your message," she said. "And I will wait for them and bring them to you."
"Thank you, Bluegrass," Doc said.
"You're certainly never dull," she replied.
"What do we do now?" Andrew demanded once Bluegrass was gone.
Doc wanted to pace, but since his plan hinged almost entirely on luck, he grinned with pretend confidence and said, "Charlie and I have a game to finish."
At his words, Joe started playing his harmonica once more and Doyle pulled out a piece of wood and started carving, but Andrew groaned.
"You know I don't have any hobbies," he grumbled. "Sitting around the fire is pure torture for me."
"Drink the coffee," Doc suggested as he started shuffling.
"Drink the coffee," Andrew grumbled. "That'll take me all of two minutes. Bunch of ingrates. The least you could do is fight me."
Andrew continued to complain, but Doc blocked him out, and tossed a pine needle onto the betting pile. Money wasn't necessary. Winning was. 
Doc and Charlie had been playing for quite a while when Andrew said, "Hey, Doc, is he supposed to be doing that?"
"Doing what?" Doc asked absently.
"He's kinda flickering."
Doc looked up from his straight flush and said, "What?"
"Custer!" Andrew snapped, gesturing behind Doc.
Doc quickly turned around.
"Goddamn it!" he hissed when he saw Custer's fading form. "He's waking up!"
"I thought that's why you tied him to you!" Andrew exclaimed.
Doc didn't have time to respond, he didn't have time to do anything, so he did the only thing he could think of. He flung himself on top of Custer, grabbing a hold of what was left of him, and went right along with him. 
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Doc didn't even have to open his eyes to know that his gamble had worked. He could feel that he was in someone else's body, and he hated it. It wasn't so much that he felt disconnected and loose, which he did; it was that he didn't fit. He felt like a foot inside a very misshapen shoe. 
Even though he didn't need to verify that he was inside Custer's body, he opened his eyes, just to double check. He wasn't really connected to the eyeballs, not the way he would be if the body was his, but he could still see out of them. And he could see that he was inside a military tent, and he was pacing. Only it wasn't him. It was Custer.
Doc's mind began to panic. What had he been thinking? There was no good outcome for this. None. Had he really thought there would be?
He was inside a maniac's body. In 1876. And what about his own body? Was he still tethered to it? Did it think he was dead now? It was too late to worry about any of that. What was done was done. The important thing now was to stop Custer before he did anything to change history.
"Smitty!" Custer suddenly yelled.
Like talking to someone, Doc thought as he tried to figure out how to take over Custer's body. He'd never been inside someone else's body before, and he didn't have the slightest clue as to how he could make it his.
The tent flaps opened, and a man marched in.
"Yes, General Custer, sir?" he said stoutly.
Custer sighed and said, "What have I told you?"
"It's your proper rank, sir," Smitty said stubbornly.
"Yes, but there are those who don't see it that way. I'll simply have to prove myself once more!" Custer exclaimed as he slammed his fist into his palm.
"An easy task for you, sir," Smitty said.
"Quite. Get the major in here; I'm changing the plan."
Doc quickly locked away the panic that tried to derail him. He knew it was possible to take over a body; he'd seen Gac do it. He just had to figure out how.
He closed his eyes and focused on the darkness. After a second, he was able to see his own light. It was rainbowy and vibrant. He could see Custer's light as well. Just like Gac's, it pulsed a deep red.
A body, or vessel, was only big enough for one soul. That was why Doc was hiding in the corner, trying to take up as little space as possible. But what if he tried to fill the space? Ten to one odds, he could fill it better and with more panache than Custer had ever dreamed of.
Doc imagined himself as large as possible. He imagined himself as a fae. He imagined himself full to the brim with witches and overflowing with power. He felt himself expand; he felt himself fill the shoe; he felt himself slide into all the hidden crevices. He'd done it; he could feel that he had done it; it was his body now.
He opened his eyes. He could see perfectly, and the eyeballs moved at his command.
With a grin, he opened his mouth and yelled, "Smitty!"
It felt strange to speak with someone else's mouth, especially when the owner of that mouth was screaming from somewhere inside Doc's head.  
Smitty was already outside the tent, but it only took him a few seconds to heed Doc's order.
"Yes, General?" he said as he poked his head back inside.
"Forget about the major," Doc said. "We'll proceed as planned."
"Are you certain?"
"Are you questioning me?" Doc snarled.
"Of course not, sir."
"I didn't think so," Doc spat. "Go!"
"Yes, sir," Smitty muttered.
As soon as the tent flap fell back into place, Doc closed his eyes so he could deal with Custer.
"You can't do this to me!" Custer screamed. "I am George Armstrong Custer! Get out! NOW!!"
"Not so nice, is it?" Doc muttered.
He was hopeful that Custer wouldn't remember any of this, but he considered it rather poetic that he was doing to Custer what Gac had done to so many people.
Doc paced the tent for a moment, thinking. Everything inside the tent just served to remind him that he was in 1879. Fifty some years ago, the concept of traveling through time would have baffled him, but today it hardly seemed important. On the other hand, if he couldn't figure out how to get out of 1879, it would be very important indeed.
Custer was still screaming, and he was beating at Doc's soul, hammering at him with whatever it was spirits used to attack. Doc closed his eyes and tried to look inside. He couldn't actually see Custer's form; he couldn't see his own form either. All he saw was spirit.
Doc knew that in a battle of spirits, he'd win; but unless he was planning on driving Custer's body into the grave, this wasn't where he wanted to conduct his fight. He needed to finish this in the dreaming. And to do that, he'd have to use the same tactic he had used on Gac; he'd simply go to sleep.  
Doc sat on Custer's bed and closed his eyes. Then he reached out with his mind, grabbed Custer's spirit, and held it tightly. He waited a second to make sure Custer couldn't pull free, and then he lay down and told himself to go to sleep.
Seconds later, he opened his eyes to the dreaming, grinning fiercely when he saw that Custer's hair was gripped firmly in his hand.
"Please tell me that you just went into Custer's body," Andrew said happily. "And tell me that you pissed his pants or something really demeaning so he feels like an idiot when he wakes up."
"Yes and no," Doc said. "Sorry."
"Drat."
Custer was screaming again, and Doc wanted to beat on him until he shut up, but he didn't want to mar Custer in any way, so he just grabbed a handkerchief from Joe and stuffed it into Custer's mouth.
Andrew started gagging.
"What the hell is wrong with you?" Doc demanded.
"You just stuffed a used hanky into his mouth," Andrew said with a slight heave.
"Get over it, boy!" Doyle snapped.
"But it's gross!" Andrew insisted.
"It's Custer!" Doc exclaimed. "Who the hell cares?"
"I suppose that's a point," Andrew muttered.
Doc rolled his eyes, kicked Custer lightly in the ribs, and glanced around, looking for Bluegrass and hoping she arrived soon. Doc wasn't sure how much longer he'd be able to stop Custer from waking up. They had to end this. Now.
"D-Dog!"
Doc turned with a grin, a wave of relief rushing through him when he saw Fernsby standing between Tucker and Apollo. Bluegrass nodded Doc's way and disappeared.
"I brought you Ferndizzle!" Tucker announced before Doc had a chance to say anything.
"Ferndizzle?" Doc asked with a raised eyebrow.
"Yeah, the Fern-Man, Fern-Sauce, Hypnomatic!"
"I see," Doc murmured, trying not to laugh.
"You needed me," Fernsby said as he glanced around curiously.
"Yes, I need you to hypnotize this man."
"Very good," Fernsby said jovially. "I should warn you that I'm not sure how long this talisman Mr. Jury crafted will last. He wasn't overly convinced it would work; so we should make it as succinct as possible."
"Alright," Doc said, trying to think carefully. It was no different than dealing with a genie. He just had to work everything into the phrasing.
"I want him—"
"Does he have a name?" Fernsby interrupted.
"George Armstrong Custer," Doc said before continuing. "I want him to forget the dreaming, to forget a man named Eli Gac, to forget me, to forget anything Gac might have told him, to forget anything he ever learned inside the dreaming."
He paused, trying to decide if that covered it all.
"I want him to forget ever meeting an older version of himself," he added since he wasn't sure how Gac had introduced himself.
"Ookie dookie," Fernsby said cheerfully. "Prop him upright, and we'll give it a go."
Doc yanked on Custer's hair and pulled him up onto his knees so he was facing Fernsby.
Fernsby pulled his heavy golden medallion from his pocket and started swinging it in front of Custer's face.
Doc had seen Fernsby hypnotize people so many times that he knew the process, and he could tell instantly that it wasn't working.
"Where's the orange stuff?" Tucker asked.
"Magic," Fernsby said somewhat tersely. "There is none here. Give me a moment."
Custer's body began to shimmer, and Doc yanked sharply on his hair and said, "Stay. We need to hurry," he added. "I'm not sure how much longer I can keep him here."
"Just a moment," Fernsby said.
Fernsby was holding something in his other hand, the one not holding the medallion; and Doc assumed it was the talisman Jury had made. A talisman full of elements.
He refused to consider failure. As illogical as it might be, the talisman would provide Fernsby with enough magic to hypnotize Custer. It would.
"Custer, George Custer," Fernsby chanted. "Listen to me."
Doc held his breath, exhaling in relief when Fernsby's signature orange magic stuttered from the medallion and swirled towards Custer's eyes. 
"Custer, George Custer, my dear friend. This place, the dreaming, it isn't a reality or a memory, you couldn't remember this place if you wanted to, it's gone, removed, it never was," Fernsby sang softly.
His magic didn't have its usual flow. It was choppy and a little weak looking, but Custer was responding to it. His eyes had glazed, and he was gazing up at Fernsby raptly.
"Custer, Custer, understand, you've never known nor heard of a man named Eli Gac. You've never met a past version of yourself, and what a silly concept to even entertain. You are a man of the world, not of ridiculous fantasies."
Fernsby took a deep breath and said quickly, "Any words you may have heard, any thoughts developed, in the dreaming, in this place, are gone. Lost. Never to be recovered. Custer, Custer, know this well, you have no knowledge of the future. You have no knowledge of your future self. You have no knowledge of Doc Holliday. You have no knowledge that will change the outcome of your coming days."
The magic sparked and faltered for a moment, and Fernsby began to talk much quicker.
"Custer, you will sleep and when you wake it will be less than a dream; you'll not remember a thing. You went to sleep. You woke. There was nothing in between. Sleep now!"
Custer slumped forward at the same moment that Fernsby's magic sputtered to a halt.
"I think we did it," Fernsby gasped.
Doc had been hoping for a little more than think, but he trusted Fernsby's ability enough that he was willing to risk it.
In spite of his misgivings, Doc released Custer's hair and murmured, "It's time to wake up."
Custer's body began to slowly fade, and this time Doc allowed it, watching the space Custer occupied until there was nothing there.
Doc frowned at the empty space, feeling a little discontented. Normally when a battle was over he knew it because his opponent's body was in a complete state of disrepair, but not this time. There was no body and no evidence of a battle. It was disappointing, to say the least.  
"That's it?" Andrew suddenly asked.
Doc shrugged. He wasn't sure, and he was beginning to wish he'd just accepted the risk and killed Custer.
"How do we know if it worked?" Andrew demanded.
"You're here," Doc replied. "And I'm here. So... I don't know; that's good, right?"
"I dunno," Andrew said with a shrug. "Would it take a minute?"
Doc had no idea. He didn't understand time at all. Would it have changed immediately? Or would it take a minute? Would he even know if it had changed? If Andrew suddenly disappeared, would he disappear as well? Would he be back in his coffin under the snow, dead at the age of thirty-six?
He didn't know, but he knew someone who would.
"Let's go see Ahanu," he said.
"Ahanu," Andrew grinned. "I haven't seen him in forever. Is it weird that I'm kinda looking forward to it?"
"Yes," Doyle said.
"No," Doc countered. "He's grown on me."
"I've got no desire to see that old coot," Doyle said. He pointed at Doc and added, "Stay out of trouble, boy."
"It just doesn't sound the same," Doc muttered.
"It ain't supposed to," Doyle said with a sharp grin.
And then he was gone.
"Good to see you," Joe said before he disappeared as well.
"I enjoyed the game," Charlie stated.
He gripped Doc's shoulder, and Doc returned the gesture, wishing it didn't have to be this way, wishing he could take them back with him. Not that they'd be interested in going. They seemed content with death.
"I miss you," Doc said softly.
"Always here," Charlie replied.
With those words, he disappeared, and it was just Doc, Andrew, Fernsby, Apollo, and Tucker.
"Who were those dudes?" Tucker asked. "The blond guy looked hella mean. Like..." He shuddered and said, "Hella mean."
"He is," Doc laughed.
"What're we doing now?" Tucker asked.
"Going to see a shaman," Doc replied.
"Oh, cool!" Tucker breathed. "Can I go? I wanna go!"
"If my skill is no longer required," Fernsby said, "I'd like to go home. This place is making me... ill," he murmured. "A place without magic..." He cringed and said, "I can't imagine anything worse."
"I will return Mr. Fernsby," Apollo offered. "I trust you'll bring Tucker back to me in good condition?"
Doc wanted to be offended by the question, but he simply couldn't be.
"Yes," he promised.
"Very good."
Once Apollo and Fernsby were gone, Doc turned to Andrew and said, "Andrew, this is Tucker. He's a ghost. In the material world, he inhabits a body that looks about thirty."
"Cool," Andrew said.
"Nah, man, the cool thing is the abs!" Tucker said.
"He's very proud of his abs," Doc allowed.
"If you got 'em, flaunt 'em," Andrew said.
"Exactly," Tucker grinned. "You're the guy who killed the creepy lady."
Andrew grinned widely and said, "That's me."
"Cool," Tucker said.
Doc watched them evaluate each other before sidling over to Andrew and nudging him in the ribs. "You should do the thing."
"You think?" Andrew asked.
"Yeah."
"The thing?"
"Definitely."
"If you really think so," Andrew shrugged.
Doc nodded. It would have only taken him a second to move them to Ahanu's; but at this point, the die was cast. Custer either remembered or he didn't, so it didn't much matter if they took the long way there.
"You ever ridden a horse, Tucker?" Andrew asked.
"No, man," Tucker said.
"Would you like to?"
With those words, the air around them began to shake; and suddenly, there were three golden translucent stallions standing before them, pawing the ground with their sharp hooves.
"Whaa?" Tucker gasped. His eyes were wide with awe. "How did..." he sputtered.
"The power," Andrew said, patting one of the horses. "These horses are pure power."
"Power?" Tucker repeated. "What power?"
"The power that lives inside all of us," Andrew said with a wink.
He tapped Tucker lightly on the nose before lifting him up onto one of the horses. With a shriek, Tucker wrapped his arms around its neck.
"It's so high!" he exclaimed. "What if I fall?"
"Widow Maker Minus Two-Point-Oh would never let you fall," Andrew said with a shrug.
"This is worse than an airplane," Tucker moaned. "Seventeen times eighty-nine is one thousand, five hundred thirteen, but if you divide that by—"
"Tucker," Doc interrupted. "You'll be just fine. I promise."
"If you say so, D-Dog," Tucker said. "I trust you."
With a tiny whimper, Tucker released his death grip on the horse's neck and sat up slightly.
"It really is super cool," he said, face still tight with fear. "I never knew anyone who rode a horse." He shrugged and said, "I mean, I guess you guys, but I meant..." He trailed off with a whispered "never mind".
Doc approached his own horse warily. Widow Maker Minus Two-Point-Oh was based off of Widow Maker, and Widow Maker would never hurt a child. Not ever. He'd happily buck Doc though, and the only time Doc had been stupid enough to mount Widow Maker, he'd done just that.
With a slight cringe, Doc grabbed the mane and mounted. The horse reared wildly, and Tucker screamed.
"It's fine!" Doc shouted. "It's only doing this because it's me. Yours won't do this."
Andrew's laughter rolled over Doc, reminding him of that day when they'd first met. Doc hadn't been wrong. A man who could laugh like that definitely knew how to live.  
"Lead the way!" Andrew shouted.
Doc tried to force his horse under control, and when that failed, he sighed and said, "I'd like to go to Ahanu's, please."
The horse immediately settled, and Doc nudged it forward. They were already in the right layer; all he had to do now was move them in the right direction. He imagined Ahanu, imagined his cabin, and imagined it right over the next hill. He didn't want to be here all day, but he also wanted to give Tucker a chance to ride.
Doc could hear Andrew talking to the boy, coaching him as they rode; and he smiled. They might look frightening to an outsider; but one and all, they were big softies when it came to children. If Doyle had stuck around, he would've been the one making sure Tucker was all right instead of Andrew.
Since both Tucker and Andrew were occupied, Doc let himself think about Gac and Custer. Even without the raging and bloody battle, he knew he'd captured Gac; and he was satisfied with that. It was Custer he was struggling with. He had no idea if Fernsby's hypnotism had actually worked, and even if it had, it had been such an anticlimactic ending.  
"It's time to wake up," he muttered sarcastically.
What a ridiculous way to end things. He surely could have thought of something a little snappier.
They'd just reached the top of the hill, so Doc pushed aside his annoyance and thought of Ahanu. Suddenly they were right outside his cabin, but Ahanu was nowhere to be seen.
"He's usually right here," Doc said.
"Just waiting for you?" Andrew asked.
"I don't know," Doc admitted. "I never have to wait long in the dreaming, but I figured it was sort of a time folding thing."
Tucker snorted, and Andrew said, "What?"
"Oh, nothing," Tucker said.
"Come on," Andrew prodded. "Snorts always mean something."
"It's just that D-Dog never has to wait for anything."
"What do you mean?" Doc asked.
"You can drive from one end of Denver to the other without ever hitting a single stop light," Tucker said. "I've never seen you get caught up in a traffic jam. People are always home when you show up. You hardly ever stop for gas, at least not as often as other people do, and you can drive right past a cop going fifty miles over the speed limit, and they don't even seem to notice."
"What are you implying?" Doc asked with a grin.
"You can pick a number and get it with every roll," Tucker went on, "and I'm sure if you wanted to, you could stroll right across the interstate during rush hour without the least trouble."
"You're saying I'm incredibly lucky," Doc drawled.
"Luck or something," Tucker admitted. "Whatever it is, it can't be added up."
"So what you're really saying is that Ahanu is here," Doc said. "He's just hiding."
"What?" Tucker asked, face screwing up with confusion. "I didn't say that."
"That's actually what I heard," Andrew said.
Andrew leaped from his horse and lifted Tucker down from his, then without a word of warning, the horses simply dissipated and Doc dropped to the ground.
Doc stood, ignoring Andrew's peals of laughter, and stomped up to Ahanu's door.
"I know you're in there!" he called out as he knocked. "We'll leave faster if you just open up."
The door swung open, and Ahanu stepped out onto the porch. "You did not truly know I was inside," he said.
"I did," Doc shrugged. "What I don't know is why you were hiding."
"I cannot do what you want me to do," Ahanu said.
"How do you know what I want you to do?" Doc demanded.
"I have my ways," Ahanu said mysteriously.
"I need to know if anything changes," Doc insisted.
"And I cannot be the one to tell you."
"Why not?" Doc demanded.
"Because I can't." Ahanu looked over Doc's shoulder and grinned. "You look well," he said to Andrew. "But the three of you cannot be here. Be gone."
Ahanu clapped his hands together, then waved them back out, and Doc felt something push at him.
"Ahanu," he growled.
"I'm sorry," Ahanu said.
The next thing Doc knew, he was staring up at the sub-subbasement ceiling.
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"Tucker!" Doc exclaimed as he sat up. "Call Tucker!"
Fury rushed through him. He didn't care that Ahanu wouldn't help them. Ahanu was difficult at the best of times, and it honestly didn't surprise Doc one bit. He was angry because he'd promised to protect Tucker and he had failed.
"Are you alright?" Jury asked worriedly.
"I'm fine," Doc replied. "Tucker."
"He's fine as well," Jervis said.
Doc turned to look at Jervis, relief filling him when he saw that Jervis was on the phone. Doc could just barely hear Tucker talking, and he suppressed a grin at the disgruntled look on Jervis's face.
Jervis tried to say something but had to pause and listen to whatever Tucker was saying, then he started to speak once more, paused again, and snarled slightly before saying firmly, "Yes, Mr. Tucker. I will tell him."
Jervis put away his phone and stared at Doc.
"Well?" Doc prodded.
"Mr. Tucker is fine."
"What did he want you to tell me?"
Jervis sighed. "He said thanks. He was glad he got to meet Andrew; and he enjoyed riding a horse, even though it was scary."
"You're adlibbing," Doc accused.
"Yes, yes I am."
"Wait," Jury said, tone confused. "How the hell did he meet Andrew? And why were there horses in the dreaming? Are there always horses? What happened with Gac? Is he dead?"
"Gac is dead, and Custer is hopefully neutralized," Doc said.
He ignored Jury's other questions. For some reason, he didn't like to talk about his throne room or the dead who came to him there.
"Ahanu would neither confirm nor deny Custer's imminent demise," Doc admitted.
He was relieved to see Jervis and Jury, and he was relieved that they didn't seem to have changed. Not that he would remember if they had, but the fact that they both remembered Gac implied that everything was still the same.
Maybe. Time was tricky, and Doc wasn't sure it could be trusted. There had to be a way to verify whether or not time had changed.  
His eyes landed on one of the mirrors, and he smiled.
"I think I've just thought of a way we can find out," he said as he stood. "You coming, Jury?"
"You didn't answer my questions!" Jury snapped.
"Sure I did."
"Goddamn it, Doc! Do you have any idea how bored I've been just sitting here watching you?"
Doc pushed open the sub-subbasement door and walked out into the hallway.
"We'll go to the club," he promised. "Any club you want. Except Abandon," he amended as he strode towards the elevator.
"I don't care about the goddamn club; I want to know about Andrew," Jury insisted.
Doc didn't reply, just stepped inside the elevator and pushed the lobby button. The elevator began to move, and Doc hummed softly.
"Doc!"
"What?"
"Where are we going?"
"Ursula's."
"Ursula's? Why? And  what makes you so sure she's even in town?"
He didn't know. He just knew that when he needed people, they were there.
Doc cast a quick glance at his left shoulder, a curious sensation filling him. Was Lady Luck really just sitting there, watching everything he did, influencing everything, but sometimes flittering away for a break and leaving him to flounder? He didn't believe it. It was far more likely that Lady Luck had once touched him and left just a little bit of herself behind.
"Doc!"
"What?"
"The door's open."
Doc grinned and stepped out into the lobby, bowing slightly towards the group of women gathered there. A few of them twittered softly, and Doc smiled at them, eyes promising nights of long pleasure.
One of the women shifted away from the others, and Doc approached her casually.
"Are you enjoying your stay?" he asked, Southern drawl more prominent than usual.
"Immensely," the woman replied.
"Excellent," he said. "I'm James Logan, but please call me Doc."
"Doc," she murmured. "I'm Nadia."
"So lovely to meet you, Nadia," Doc said as he lifted her hand to his lips.
He'd already evaluated her, and he could tell that Nadia was looking for a good time and that was it.
"My friend and I are going to a club after a bit," Doc said. "Would you and your friends like to join us?"
Regret crossed Nadia's face, and she said, "I'd love to, but we have plans for the evening." She glanced back at her friends, then handed him a slip of paper. "Text me the address," she whispered. "I'll see if I can sneak away."
"I will," he said before sketching another bow and returning to Jury's side.
"You're losing your touch," Doc said as they walked outside. "There were nine ladies there."
"And you picked the only available one," Jury shrugged. "Furthermore," he grumbled. "I'm still too mad at you to bother with flirting. What the hell happened?"
Jury hailed a taxi, and once they were both inside, Jury gave the driver an address.
Curious, Doc thought. He hadn't actually known that Ursula was still in town. He also hadn't known where she was staying. He'd offered her a room at Dulcis, but she'd obviously chosen a different place to stay.
"See much of Ursula?" Doc asked.
"I'll answer your question after you answer mine," Jury said flatly.
"Deal," Doc said in French.
He quickly told Jury most of what had happened, leaving out exactly how many times Gac had shot him in the face and the bit at the end with the campfire.
When Doc had finished, Jury said, "Charlie and Andrew were there? How is that possible?"
"You owe me an answer now," Doc pointed out.
"Goddamn it, Doc! Yes, I see Ursula sometimes. I'm not falling madly in love with her if that's what worries you. I'm too selfish for that, and so is she. We both come from power-mad, elite witch families," Jury added with a shrug. "And sometimes it's nice to be around someone who understands. So the talisman worked?" Jury questioned.
"Yes," Doc said. Before Jury could hammer him with more questions, he added, "Fernsby's magic was weaker than usual, and it almost ran out before he was done, but it did work."
"I wasn't sure it would," Jury mumbled absently. "I wonder if there's a way to test it."
Doc hoped there wasn't. He didn't like the idea of witches in the dreaming, even if he had been the one to put them there.
Before Jury could say anything further, the taxi pulled to a stop. Jury exited it and handed the driver a hundred dollar bill. Then he walked towards the front of the building.
"Thank you," Doc told the driver before following after Jury.
"Do you want your change?" the driver called out.
"Keep it."
Doc and Jury walked across the lobby and up a single flight of stairs. Neither of them said anything until they were standing outside of what Doc assumed was Ursula's apartment.
"Ten merlins says she's not home," Jury said.
"Twenty merlins says she is."
"Deal."
Jury knocked, and several seconds later, Ursula opened the door. She was smiling, but then she saw Doc.
"Oh, it's you," she said, smile fading.
Doc cast Jury a grin before saying, "Sorry to impose upon you, but I was hoping you could look at something for me."
Ursula shrugged and opened the door wider so they could enter.
"Wait," Doc said. "I forgot the hair."
"No worries," Jury said. "I put it in storage."
He ushered Doc through the doorway and closed the door behind them. Once inside, blue magic twisted off Jury's hand and opened up a grey hole. When it was big enough, Jury stuck his hand inside and felt around.
"Not it," he muttered. "Not it. Got it!"
With a triumphant snort, he pulled out his hand, revealing Custer's framed hair wreath.
"I love you," Doc said happily.
Jury winked at him and handed the wreath to Ursula.
"This again?" Ursula grumbled. "I hate this thing. It's repulsive. And not very smart. What kind of idiot displays his hair where just anyone can access it?"
"Someone who doesn't believe in witches," Doc said.
"We'll have a hair burning party before we go to the club," Jury said.
"Maybe Ursula will come to keep you company," Doc said. "Since I'll be busy with Nadia."
"Ten merlins says she won't be able to sneak away," Jury said.
Doc grinned widely. "Twenty says she will."
"You're on."
"Did you consider for a moment that I might not be available to go clubbing?" Ursula asked haughtily.
Doc snorted and said, "No."
"It's not as if I just sit around waiting for you to show up!"
"Don't mind Doc," Jury said soothingly. "It's got nothing to do with you. It's his luck. Things always go his way."
"Unless they don't," Doc said. "Now, Ursula, could you please do your thing?"
She sighed, but she turned and walked into another room. Doc followed her, not the least bit surprised to see a large mirror dominating most of the wall. Ursula sat in front of the mirror and touched Custer's ridiculous hair with one finger. Grey magic swirled off of her hand before twisting through the hair and into the mirror.
Doc held his breath. When Ursula had done this before, it had pulled up the same series of images over and over. She'd never been able to see past the final minute of Custer's life. If the same thing happened this time, Doc could finally rest easy.
An image began to solidify in the mirror, and Doc had to stop himself from cursing.
The image wasn't the same. The mirror always opened with a horse falling. Every single time, but not this time.
Doc could see horses moving; he could see the surrounding grasses; he could hear the sounds of battle. But it was different than it had been in the past. He was seeing things he'd never seen before.
Bile started to climb up his throat as he tried to figure out the ramifications. But surely if there had been any ramifications, he would have noticed by now.
A horse suddenly crashed to the ground, filling the entire mirror with dust, and Ursula jerked backwards.
Doc heaved a sigh of relief and grinned widely. They'd done it. They'd preserved the timeline.
He watched with satisfaction as Custer tried to rally his men and failed, and he watched as a bullet tore through Custer and he fell to the ground. Dead.
Nothing had changed. Gac had tried to change the outcome of this moment, but he had failed. Doc had finally won.
"Double checkmate," Doc whispered.
The image in the mirror began to fade, and Jury announced, "Crisis averted. For a second there, I was a little worried."
"Me too," Doc admitted with a laugh. 
"Can we go burn the hair now?"
"One more time," Doc said.
Ursula sighed, but her magic swirled out once more. This time the mirror opened on the horse falling, and they watched again as Custer died and the mirror faded to black.
"Satisfied?" Jury asked.
"Yes."
"Good," Jury said. "I know the perfect place to burn it."
"I can't believe you just broke into the Botanic Gardens," Doc grumbled an hour or so later.
Jury shrugged and said, "Since my anonymous donation paid for more than half of it, I figure I basically own it. Although I wasn't overly thrilled when they built it on top of a cemetery. Norms," he snorted.
"They lack the finer senses," Ursula agreed.
Doc frowned, not sure how long he could put up with two snobby witches. The more he was around her, the less he liked the idea of Jury spending time with Ursula. She was too Juryesque. 
There was no reason to be offended by the idea of a garden built on a cemetery. If he could, Doc always had parks built any place people had been tormented or killed. As an offering of rest. So he imagined that if there were any souls within the Botanic Gardens, they didn't much mind. But perhaps Jury and Ursula weren't thinking about the dead; perhaps they were only thinking about the living.
The lines between the two were beginning to blur for Doc. Andrew and Charlie were very much alive. Doc would go so far as to say that they were just as alive as he was. The only difference between them was that they could no longer affect the material plane, and he could. He liked the material world though, and he was in no hurry to leave it.
And since he was in no hurry, he pulled himself back to the present as Jury led the way down darkened pathways.
Jury finally stopped inside a small garden area with an English-style glass gazebo and placed the framed hair wreath onto the ground.
"I don't feel like we have to say anything," Jury said as he stepped away from it. "By all accounts, Custer was a jerk; and we know how he ends up, so it's not as if we're trying to help him." 
"Why are we burning the hair?" Doc asked curiously.
Jury sighed and said, "After all these years, you still don't know?"
"I get that hair is connected to its owner, and if Custer were alive, we could use it to track him or do any other number of things. But he's dead. So why does it matter?"
"With a run-of-the-mill norm, it probably wouldn't," Jury allowed. "But as I said, Custer was a jerk. Hair isn't just connected to you, it's part of you. It contains the essence of you, the essence of your spirit. If we left it lying around and someone who knew what they were doing came along..."
Jury trailed off with a shrug, and Doc said firmly, "Burn it."
The last thing he wanted was for anything containing the essence of Gac to continue on in the world.
Jury snapped his fingers, and the hair wreath burst into flames.
Doc watched the hair curl and melt for a moment, but then he closed his eyes and stared at it with his mind's eye. He could actually see it. It was vague and faded, but he could see the red light of Custer's spirit wafting into the air.
"No," he said as he reached out and grasped the little red tendrils. He pulled them towards his chest with a whispered, "You belong to me." 
As soon as he'd pressed his hand to his tattoo, the red wisps of spirit followed after it, diving into the depths of the chasm.
Doc studied the area once more, searching for signs of Gac; and when he was satisfied that he'd contained the last of the man, he opened his eyes. Both Ursula and Jury were staring at him.
"What?" Doc asked.
"I don't know why you think I'm scary," Jury muttered. "You terrify me."
Doc shrugged and said, "Dancing?"
"I guess," Jury said, narrowed eyes still on Doc. "We'll have to go to a norm club, although I still don't think Nadia will show."
Jury was wrong. Nadia did show.
"You owe me forty merlins," Doc mouthed to Jury as Nadia pulled Doc out onto the dance floor.
"I'll take it off your tab!" Jury shot back.
Doc laughed, and then he turned his attention to Nadia and gave himself completely over to dancing.
They had danced for some time when Nadia leaned into Doc and said breathlessly, "I can't dance anymore. I can't even feel my feet!"
"We can't have that," Doc replied as he scooped her into his arms.
With a giggle, she wrapped her arms around his neck and said, "What do you intend to do about it?"
"I suggest a long soak in the bathtub, followed by a foot massage," he replied as he strode carefully through the dancers towards the door.
"That sounds lovely," Nadia murmured. "What next?"
Doc settled her inside the taxi and sat beside her before saying, "A calf rub."
"And then?"
He wanted to touch her, to show her what was next, but they were inside a cab. He never did rush jobs, and he never performed in public.
To satisfy his desire, he leaned into her and whispered against her neck, "I wouldn't want your thighs to feel left out."
Her breathing hitched, and she whispered, "Only my thighs?"
"There are a few other parts of you that deserve attention," Doc murmured.
"Such as?"
"Your fingers," Doc said, taking her hand in his.
He brushed his thumb lightly down one finger and over the palm of her hand.
She swallowed a moan.
"Your wrists," he added as he trailed his thumb over the inside of her wrist.
Her entire body was pressed into his side, and he could feel the heat of her, the ache and the need. He would give her what she wanted; he just couldn't do it yet.
The taxi pulled to a halt in front of Dulcis, and Doc exhaled with relief. He handed the driver an entire roll of money before pulling Nadia to her feet and escorting her across the lobby into the elevator.
"When I'm done with your hands," Doc murmured, "I'll turn my attention to your shoulders. And your neck."
Her hair was in an elaborate twist up on her head, and he traced one finger down her exposed neck, stopping at the top edge of her dress.
"And then?" she breathed.
He pressed his lips to the skin under her ear and whispered, "I couldn't possibly say without seeing what's under your dress."
Just then the elevator doors slid open, and Nadia grabbed his hand and pulled him down the hallway to his door.
"Hurry," she begged.
He pushed open his door and drew her inside the room with him. Once they'd crossed the threshold, he closed the door and turned her around so her back was against it. 
"I can't hurry," he murmured as he feathered his hands down her arms. "If I hurry, I'll miss something, and you deserve my attention everywhere."
With those words, he kissed her, without hurry, without rush, but with intensity, so she could feel his desire for her, so she could feel his need.
It was mid-morning by the time Doc felt that he'd given every bit of Nadia the attention it deserved. And by that time, she was so sated, she hardly moved when he rolled to the side and lazily traced his finger over her ribs.
"You're a god," she sighed.
"Hardly," he chuckled.
His hand molded to her hip, and she moaned softly before slapping him away and saying, "God, I wish I could stay, but I can't. My sister's wedding is today. I have to go. What time is it?" she asked as she sat up.
"At a guess, somewhere around ten."
"In the morning?!" she shrieked. "Oh my god, she's going to kill me! I have to go! I'm so sorry," she added as she quickly kissed him.
She hopped towards the bedroom door, trying to put on her dress and her shoes at the same time. A second later, Doc heard the front door slam closed.
"She was lovely," Thaddeus murmured.
"She is, isn't she?"
"I like it when you share," Thaddeus sighed.
"I wouldn't want you to get suicidal again," Doc said.
"That was an accident," Thaddeus grumbled.
"I'm sure that it was."
"Damn you. You always take nice moments and twist them."
"She had lovely thighs," Doc said, hoping to distract Thaddeus from his rant.
"She did," Thaddeus agreed.
"Brandy?" Doc offered.
"Please."
Doc swallowed a laugh as he stood and walked over to the cabinet. He hadn't immediately noticed that Thaddeus was in the bedroom last night; and by the time that he had, it had been much too late to move him.
He poured most of the bottle into Thaddeus's pot and said, "Lovely dreams, old boy."
"Lovely indeed," Thaddeus murmured.
Doc retrieved a bottle of whiskey for himself and took a large drink before picking up his phone and looking at the screen. Jervis had texted him sometime during the night. The text didn't say much. Just that Virgil Graves had died, and Ollie Graves had requested Doc's escort to the funeral.
Doc had no interest in going to a funeral, and normally he would have said no, but it was Ollie. He couldn't tell Ollie no. And she hadn't liked Virgil anyway, so it wasn't as if they'd actually be mourning anyone. They'd just be going out for a stroll through the cemetery.
He texted Jervis an affirmative, and then he headed towards the shower. He'd had a very productive couple of days. He liked knowing that Gac was gone for good. Gac would never hurt anyone ever again. He couldn't threaten Tucker or the Bakers, and he couldn't rot bodies just because he'd had the bad luck to die.
Jervis had teams out looking for Gac's remaining houses; and with any luck, they'd find everything, burn everything, and kill anyone who needed it.
Doc stepped into the shower, closed his eyes, and let the water pound down on his head. It didn't require any effort now to see his tattoo. He hardly had to think of it, and it was there.    He could see the souls inside of it, drifting around; he could even spot Gac's soul; the color was unmistakable.
He hadn't understood the tattoo at all when Tozi had first put it on him. All he'd understood was that it was the thing that kept him upright, and the thing that kept him from coughing out his lungs. His tattoo had kept him alive, but that was hardly the whole of it.
His tattoo was an office. Tozi hadn't required an oath from him, but there was an oath to give. He would do no harm. Not to innocents at any rate. He was a weapon for the mother. His purpose was to protect her and to protect her innocent children. To protect them, he destroyed.
A noise infiltrated his thoughts, and he opened his eyes with a frown. Someone was in his sitting room. Singing.  
"They call her Lola, Lola the bearded lady, but I just call her baby!"
Doc rolled his eyes, turned off the water, and grabbed a towel off the rack. After he'd dried his face and hair, he wrapped the towel around his waist and padded softly over to the bathroom door.
He opened it and leaned on the door jamb, then asked, "What are you doing?"
"Singing," Jury replied with a grin. "Lola, Lola! They call her the bearded lady!"
"But I just call her baby," Doc finished.
"I ordered breakfast," Jury said.
"I'll get dressed."
Jury had already started singing again so Doc walked back into his bedroom to dress. He believed Jury when he said he wasn't falling madly in love with Ursula, but it was a little concerning that Jury was singing. Jury didn't often sing. And when he did...
Doc tried to prepare his mind for the worst before he joined Jury at the dining room table.
"The new chef really does make the best pancakes," Jury said around a mouthful. "You've got to try them."
Doc took a plate of pancakes and poured syrup over them, but before he ate any, he dumped whiskey into his coffee and drank the entire glass.
"You're certainly cheerful this morning," Doc said casually.
He took a bite, silently admitting that Jury was right. They were remarkably tasty pancakes. He'd only had better once. At the ranch.
"Ursula and I were making sure all of the mirrors were in working order last night when she had a brilliant idea," Jury said.
"How brilliant?" Doc asked, worry starting in the pit of his stomach.
"Maybe the most brilliant idea ever," Jury replied. He leaned forward, grinned widely, and announced, "We're going treasure hunting."
Doc wasn't sure what he'd been expecting, but that wasn't it.
"Treasure hunting?" he asked.
"With my skills and her vision," Jury said, "we should be able to find anything. Think of it, Doc! Spanish gold, the real Seven Cities of Gold, the treasure of King John!"
"I thought you weren't ever going back to England," Doc pointed out.
"Fine, we'll skip that one," Jury shrugged. "But what about the Dutchman's mine?"
"I'm not really sure how Ursula's vision is going to be particularly helpful," Doc mused. "After all—"
"Hush!" Jury said. "It's a brilliant idea, and it's going to work splendidly." He took his final bite of pancakes, stood, and said, "And you're not invited because you owe me. Here's the list of things I want," he added as he tossed a piece of paper Doc's way. "I expect all of them by the time I get back."
Doc picked up the list and read through it. Then he read through it again.
"You can't be serious," he said.
There was no response. Doc looked up, but Jury wasn't there. He had left while Doc was reading the list.
"Jury!" Doc yelled. "Get back here! You can't be serious! You have the fucking Fountain of Youth on here!"
"I know!" Jury yelled from the hallway. "Good luck, Doc! See you in a couple of weeks!"
"Shit," Doc hissed as he looked at the list one more time. Jury was out of his mind. There were things on the list that Doc wasn't even convinced existed, and the ones that did exist were so far out of Doc's reach that it wasn't even funny.
"And leprechaun gold!" Doc shouted, even though he knew Jury was long gone. "Goddamn leprechaun gold," he muttered. "He can't be serious."
It was on the list though, and he'd promised Jury that he'd get whatever stones and water he wanted. So he would. Somehow, someway, he would. After all, Doc Holliday always honored his favors.
He'd just start with the easiest thing and work his way up. He reviewed the list once more, ordering them in his mind. When he was done, he sighed heavily. It looked as if he was headed back to the eighth continent. Hopefully, for the last time.
... ... ... 
Thank you so much for reading this installment of The Immortal Doc Holliday Series. Keep scrolling for more...




Read Next: The House of Graves Series

 
From the world of Doc Holliday, read this great new series today! 
 
[image: Book 2]
Chapter 1
 
It wasn't raining, but it should have been. In movies and on television shows whenever someone died it was raining at the funeral; and everyone was standing there in black clothes, huddled beneath black umbrellas while the rain pounded down on them and filled the dark hole beneath the casket with water, making a crappy situation that much worse.
It should have been raining.
But it never rained during funerals in Colorado. It stayed sunny. There were supposedly three hundred glorious sunny days a year in Colorado, which only left sixty-five gloomy days for people to be buried during, sixty-six if you counted leap year.
If only her dad had had the good grace to be buried on one of those rare cloudy days because today's cheerful disposition was at complete odds with the way everyone was feeling. Or maybe it was just her. Maybe it was just her feeling sad and gloomy.
Tessa Graves took her eyes off her dad's coffin and studied the people standing near her. The funeral was in the norm world, so many of her father's associates were missing. Not that he'd ever socialized with obvious cryptids outside of work. The Graves family was above that.
Maybe, Tessa thought, eyes pausing on the lean man standing beside Aunt Ollie.
He wasn't an obvious cryptid. He wasn't even classified as a cryptid. But if you knew him long enough, it became rather obvious that he was not a norm.
Doc Holliday. The only mortal immortal. Once a family friend, but no longer, so she wasn't sure why he was here. And she wasn't sure why Aunt Ollie was holding onto his arm. He had left them, not the other way around.
Tessa glared at them, irritated by the way Doc was touching Aunt Ollie. Ollie was too old for Doc now. She was over fifty, and Doc still looked thirty. He always looked thirty. He'd looked thirty when he had attended her stuffed animal tea parties when she was seven, and he had looked thirty when he'd kicked her off his case and slammed the door in her face a year or so ago, and he looked thirty now. He never changed.
How annoying, Tessa thought irritably.   
Her father had grown older every single year. His hair had turned grey. He had started collecting wrinkles. He had even used a cane to walk. The doctor said he'd died of a weak heart, but how could a man like Virgil Graves have a weak heart? It didn't make sense. Nothing made sense anymore.
Tessa growled softly, irritated at everything. Why was Ollie whispering in Doc's ear when she should have been paying attention to the minister's sermon? Why was Grandma Gisele scribbling away in her stupid notebook? Why were so many people yawning? Didn't any of them care? Didn't they care that Virgil was dead?
Magnus was the only other person who looked upset. But he always looked upset, so Tessa wasn't even sure if he was upset about Virgil or if that was just his face.
"I hate this," she muttered. "It's stupid."
Only she knew her dad had expected it, wanted it. He'd listed the particulars in his will; he'd specified the gravestone and the flowers and the sermon. If he was a ghost, which she hoped he wasn't, he was probably watching right now, counting everyone just to make sure there was a good turnout. He'd be disappointed though, because there were a lot of empty chairs.
Virgil Graves was a highly respected investigator. Everyone who was anyone within the Hidden brought their cases to him. He had the best track record in the business. You brought a case to him, and he solved it. That was his promise, and he always delivered.
But even though Virgil was a highly respected investigator, it turned out that he wasn't really anybody's friend. Or nobody was his friend. Tessa wasn't sure. She had expected flowers and cards when he had died last week. Loads of them. Instead, she'd gotten phone calls asking about cases. So long as Graves, Graves, and Graves was still in business, the passing of the senior Graves didn't bother anyone.
Except her.
A bead of sweat rolled down her back, and she glared up at the bright blue sky. "Just one freaking cloud," she hissed. "Is that too much to ask?"
"Talking to yourself again, dear?" Grandma murmured. "Men don't find that attractive, you know."
"I don't care what men find attractive," Tessa whispered. "Why aren't you paying attention?"
"I've heard it all before," Grandma said, tone a little bored. "He goes to a better place, we'll all miss him, blah, blah, blah. We would've been better off giving his body to the Worms. It would have been cheaper too. That headstone he wanted costs us a pretty penny. Have you ever seen anything so ludicrous?"
"Hush," Tessa hissed. "The minister is talking."
"A minister!" Grandma snorted. "At a Graves' funeral. The very idea! Virgil must have gone soft in the head."
"Grandma!"
"Sorry, dear."
Grandma wasn't sorry though. She was never sorry. Which was why she lived out in the country and not in the townhouse. The townhouse wasn't big enough for both Grandma and Dad. Except Dad was gone now, and it was just Tessa. Just one Graves. There was no Graves, Graves, and Graves. Just Graves.  
Another bead of sweat. Aunt Ollie actually laughed out loud. Grandma was still scribbling in her notebook. Magnus had fallen asleep, and five of the attendees had already slipped away.
Why did nobody care?
She wanted to scream, but she was Virgil Graves's daughter. He wouldn't want her to scream at his funeral, so she wouldn't. She bit her lip and listened to every word the minister said, trying not to notice that Grandma had nailed it.
The end finally came, and everyone walked away. Even Grandma left. And Aunt Ollie. And Magnus. Nobody even bothered to do the dirt thing.
It was just Tessa.
Tessa and Doc.  
"Why are you here?" she demanded, pissed that of all the attendees he was the only person who had bothered to stay.
"Because Ollie asked me to come," he said easily.
There was only the slightest hint of Southern accent to his words; so slight that no one else would have noticed it, but somehow she knew that he could turn it on at will. How did she know that? She couldn't remember, but she could hear it in her mind.  
"Why did she ask you?" she demanded, putting as much venom into the word "you" as she could. Trying to remind herself that she didn't like him; she hated him.  
"Because I hate funerals even more than she does."
"Then why did you come?"
"For Ollie," he said.
She despised the patient, steady nature of his tone, and she fought the urge to kick him in the shin.
She studied him from the corner of her eye for a moment, cataloguing him, just because she couldn't help herself. He was wearing a fitted suit with a vest, just like always, and it did nothing to hide his natural litheness. He managed to look solemn, even if he didn't look sad, and it irritated her. He was always so polite, always so kind. 
She suddenly felt like they'd been here before. Standing at the edge of a grave. Looking down at it. She tried to focus on the feeling, and a strange urge took hold of her, making her want to reach out and grasp his hand. She wanted the comfort of it; she remembered the comfort of it. She shook her head; Doc was not a comfort; he was a cad.      
"Ollie's too old for you," she spat, trying to dispel the warmth of the moment.
Doc laughed.
And that's when it decided to rain.
Not a real rain though. Just one of those crappy rains where you think it's actually going to rain but all it does is get everything dirty.
Tessa was really not in the mood for that kind of rain right now.
"Ollie's gone," she growled. "Why are you still here?"
"There's something I wanted to tell you, if you'll listen," he said.
He bent and grabbed a fistful of dirt. She hated him for it. She hated that he was the only person who had bothered to throw dirt onto her dad's coffin.
"Death isn't real, Tessa," he said earnestly as he tossed the dirt onto the embossed coffin lid. "Virgil's not dead; he just changed shapes is all."
"He is not a ghost," she said emphatically.
"That's not what I mean," he replied, shaking his head ruefully. "If you ever need anything," he added, "you know where to find me."
With that, he turned and left.
"You know where to find me," Tessa mocked quietly. "Even if I didn't know, I could still find you," she hissed. "Because that's what I do."
She sighed, irritated at herself. Irritated at the sun that was still shining even though splatters of rain were doing their best to wash the dirt off her dad's coffin.
"I'm sorry, Dad," she said softly.
She didn't really know why she was sorry; she just was. She was sorry no one else seemed to care. She was sorry it wasn't raining, not really. Ten drops didn't count as rain in the grand scheme of things. She was sorry the engravers hadn't included quite as much filigree as she'd asked for. There was a lot to be sorry for.
She picked up a clump of dirt and sprinkled it over his coffin. She was going to miss him. Apparently, she was the only one who was going to miss him. Except maybe Magnus.
For the first time in years, she didn't know what to do. She was now the lead investigator of Graves, Graves, and Graves, and she didn't want to be.
Her phone vibrated. She ignored it, but her mind didn't. What if it was about a case? Her dad would understand her answering the phone at his funeral if it was about a case. What he wouldn't understand was if she didn't answer the phone. Virgil was a business man first. Everything else came second.
She glanced back at the empty chairs, an uneasy feeling crawling up her spine. She hated to think that there was a reason no one cared. She hated to think that Virgil was the problem, not everyone else.
No. She refused to believe that. They just didn't understand him. Not like she did. There was nothing as thrilling as a new investigation, nothing as thrilling as discovering a fresh lead. They had had that in common. And sure, sometimes it was all-consuming. Tessa had botched almost every date she'd ever been on because she was thinking about a case. Her dad had understood that. They had understood each other.
She glanced sideways at her mom's gravestone, frowning when she saw that her dad's gravestone was so large it actually cast her mom's into shadow. Then she snorted, annoyed at herself for even noticing it, not that she could turn that part of her brain off; she wished that she could.
She wished she could stop counting people. She wished she could stop noting the color of the clothes they were wearing. Doc had been wearing a blue suit. The shade had been nowhere close to black. Most of the people here today hadn't been wearing black, and she had mentally filed away that offense, just in case.
She shook her head in frustration. This is exactly what she meant. Not wearing black didn't mean they didn't care, just like Virgil's humongous gravestone wasn't a sign or an indication of her dad's feelings about her mom or anyone else. Virgil was dead. He didn't have feelings anymore. And Mom was dead. They were dead together. The first Graves to be buried in a norm cemetery in over two hundred years.
Which shouldn't have been that odd since they were norms, and that's what norms did. Buried people in cemeteries. Especially norms who lived outside of the Hidden. 
Tessa had never really understood why they didn't live in the Hidden. It would have made more sense. After all, they didn't take cases from norms. That was the entire purpose of the sign. Graves, Graves, and Graves, Hunc Quaesitorem. Norms would see the sign and keep walking. Cryptids would see the sign and know that this was an investigative firm that catered to cryptids. But if they had lived in the Hidden, they wouldn't have needed to bother with subterfuge.
Virgil had once explained why they didn't live in the Hidden. He'd said that, like the witches, the Graves were far too important to be confined to the Hidden. Tessa had wanted to argue with him. She had wanted to say that if they were really that important, their clients would always come to them, not the other way around. But he'd used that tone. The tone he used when he wasn't in the mood to be argued with.          
Her phone beeped again. This time, she pulled it out, keyed in her code, and glared at the screen, impatiently reading the text message from Tony.
"Found the kid, boss, now what?"
Tessa sighed heavily. She hated being the boss. How could Tony not know what to do now? The kid had been missing, Tony had found him, now he needed to return him to his parents. Easy. Child's play, really.
This is why her dad had had a weak heart. Because he'd been the boss, and he'd had to deal with complete and total idiots day in and day out.
"Return him to his parents," Tessa typed quickly, trying not to take out her anger on her phone. It didn't deserve to be stabbed to death just because Tony was an idiot.
She put away her phone with a sigh and turned back to talk to her dad. There were several men watching her now, waiting.
"Can I just have a second?" she asked.
"Sure, lady, but we get off at five, and it's already four. If you want 'im buried proper, you might wanna hurry."
Could this day suck anymore? She didn't see how. In fact, if the earth opened up and she was suddenly swallowed by a gigantic worm with teeth, she'd only consider it an improvement.
"Bye, Dad," she said, mentally crumpling up the speech she'd been going to give him and throwing it away. She couldn't say all that stuff with a bunch of strangers watching her. Besides, he was dead; he couldn't hear her anymore. If she had wanted to tell him how much she loved him and how much she was going to miss him, she should have done it before he died.
She tossed the wilted flowers she was holding onto the casket lid and walked off.
It was the end of an era. Virgil Graves was dead. Soon to be buried. There were only three Graves left. Grandma, Aunt Ollie, and Tessa. But only one of them was an investigator. Tessa was going to have to change the sign. Or give into Grandma's demands, get married to some undetermined hunk, and pop out two point five kids. Tessa cringed. She'd change the sign.
Her car was still where she'd parked it earlier, which wasn't surprising except Aunt Ollie had ridden with her, and she was nowhere to be seen.
Tessa cringed again, trying not to imagine Doc and Ollie "arguing", as Grandma had called it when Tessa was a kid, in some dark corner. Ollie was way too old for Doc. Except Doc was nearly two hundred years old, so maybe he was too old for Ollie. Either way, the thought of the two of them together sickened her.
Never mind that if she'd had the chance to "argue" with Doc a couple of years ago, she would have happily taken it. That was before he'd slammed the door in her face. And fired her firm. Twice.
Sleeping with Doc now would be like sleeping with the enemy. Ollie should know better. Tessa certainly did.
But Ollie wasn't like her. Ollie was flighty. Ollie didn't care about the Graves name or the stain that sleeping with the enemy would put on it. There was no point trying to change her though. Virgil had tried often enough, and it had never made a difference. Ollie continued to be Ollie.
Tessa sighed as she climbed into her classic green Challenger. Virgil had always said it was impossible to change people once they had set in their heels, and Tessa believed him. Ollie would never change.
Ollie wasn't her problem though. Graves, Graves, and Graves was; and now that the funeral was over, there was nothing left to do except get back to work. And getting back to work meant that it was time to start looking through her dad's paperwork.
Virgil and Tessa had split the case load years ago. She handled her cases, and he handled his. Or one of his four investigators handled his. Tessa could have hired some help for herself, but she liked to work alone.
As a rule, she didn't pay much attention to Virgil's cases unless he involved her, which he rarely did. But now that Virgil was dead, all the cases were hers; and she needed to know exactly what her investigators were working on and what they were doing. Besides being stupid.
She read through each of the files, noting what needed to be done, who needed to be called, and which investigators she needed to yell at. And then, she went through the files again. Looking for the file that wasn't there.
She was certain that Virgil had recently taken on a case for the Cadwel family. She knew that because he and Mr. Cadwel had met not very long ago. The Cadwel case file wasn't here though. Which didn't make sense because Virgil was rigid about his filing system. It didn't matter if he was just looking for a lost dog, there would be a file on it. So the Cadwel file had to be here somewhere.  
As she combed through his office once more, she wondered if she had it all wrong. Maybe Virgil and Mr. Cadwel had just been having tea and chatting about the weather or the stock market. But then she remembered all those empty chairs at Virgil's funeral. Their meeting had definitely been business.
"Magnus!" she yelled.
Magnus didn't hurry. Magnus never hurried. The house could have been on fire, and Magnus would have calmly collected the silver before leaving in a very sedate manner. Just one more reason why Tessa hated this day. She was now responsible for Magnus.  
"Magnus!" she yelled again, trying to inject a note of command.
"Yes, Ms. Graves?" he said from the doorway of Virgil's office.
"Do you know where Dad's other case files are?"
"Other case files, miss?"
"Don't play dumb with me!" she snapped.
With Magnus, she was better off playing like she knew more than she actually did. She was certain there was at least one missing case file, but she didn't know if there were any others.
Magnus stared at her for nearly a minute. She stared right back at him. Sooner or later he would have to accept that Virgil was dead and she was now in charge.
At least she hoped he would accept it.
He raised an eyebrow, and she nearly broke and just told him she wanted the Cadwel file, but she didn't. She forced all her anger at all those people wearing cheerful colors to Virgil's funeral into her eyes and continued to stare at him. He switched eyebrows. She lowered hers. He sighed.
She tried not to smile, but she knew she'd won.
"I'm not sure of the wisdom of this," he muttered. "But you are the last Graves."
"I am," she said sternly.
"I don't count your aunt," he said with derision. "She's too flighty to be a Graves."
Tessa didn't bother to defend Ollie. She was flighty.
"And your grandmother isn't a true Graves; she married in."
Also true.
"You are the final Graves."
She wished he'd stop repeating it. It made her feel a little lonely. And worried. If she died, the Graves line was done. Maybe she should marry a hunk. He'd just have to take her last name instead of the other way around, like men marrying into the prestigious Jury family were forced to do.
She couldn't say she hated the idea, but it wouldn't help her with Magnus. And furthermore, just the thought of bringing a kid into a house with Magnus made her cringe a little. She'd just have to make sure she didn't die.
Magnus pulled a key from his vest pocket and walked slowly over to the end of Virgil's bookshelf. With all the speed of a glacier, he moved a book about the English countryside, revealing a small lock.
Tessa's heart began to hammer. It didn't surprise her that her dad had a hidden safe. It did surprise her that she didn't know about it. She was his heir, after all, his partner.
What else hadn't he told her?
She brushed that thought from her mind as soon as it entered and watched as Magnus inserted the key and turned it. The entire bookshelf, except the part with the key, slid into the floor, revealing a small room and two large wooden filing cabinets.
The day had just graduated from crappy to really crappy. There were a lot of cases in there. A lot of cases that Virgil had never told her about. And why? Why hadn't he told her about them?
"Alphabetical?" she inquired softly.
"Of course," Magnus replied. "You should probably know that if anyone besides me or you tries to open it..."
He didn't go on. She didn't need him to. She knew exactly what would happen.
"Are you sure I can open it?" she asked sternly.
"Of course I'm sure," he said.   
He handed her the key, turned, and left the office.
She frowned after him. If she couldn't open it, Graves, Graves, and Graves was finished because she'd be nothing more than a wisp of ash on the carpet.
"Mental note to self," she murmured. "Hire a witch to check the spell."   
But she'd do that tomorrow. Today she was looking for the Cadwel case.
Her legs didn't want to move forward, but she forced them to. Her hand was trembling, and she didn't know why. They were just folders. Probably Virgil's past cases. Probably he just didn't want them cluttering up his office. That was all. And he hadn't told her because the cases were closed. There was really no need to tell her. That was it.
With that shoddy deduction, she almost turned around and walked out. But she didn't. She took the final step and reached out her shaking hand to open the top drawer of one of the filing cabinets. She flipped carefully through them, recognizing most of the names, but not finding Cadwel. She opened the next drawer.
Cadwel. Right at the front.
She pulled the file free. She opened it. She read the first line.
"Shit," she hissed.
It wasn't raining outside, but it was sure as hell pouring in here. Her dad was a liar. Virgil Graves was a liar. Nobody was at his funeral because they all knew. Everyone knew but her. She was a fool. She was the very last Graves, and she was a goddamn fool.  
Now type in The House of Graves Book 1 or Click Here to Keep Reading on Amazon   
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Chapter 1
 
Worst summer ever, Andrew Rufus thought sullenly as he tossed his baseball towards the ceiling for the fifteen hundredth time. He was bored. So bored that he might actually consider reading one of the books his mom had brought back from the library.
He glanced at the stack of books and shuddered. He didn't give a crap about leprechauns or the secrets of Middle-earth. If only his mom would bend on the no television in his room rule. After all, it's not like he could help the fact that he had a broken leg.
He tossed the ball again, but he wasn't paying attention so it slipped from his glove and rolled onto the floor. "I guess that's that," he muttered.
He counted the neon stars on his ceiling, but he already knew there were a hundred and six of them. He'd known that since yesterday morning.
"You need anything, baby?" his mom hollered up the stairs.
"How 'bout a TV?" Andrew yelled back.
"Anything you can actually have?"
"No," he grumbled.
"Alright. My online meeting's about to start. I'll check on you when it's done."
"Whatever."
"I heard that!"
"Whatever," Andrew mouthed sulkily.
If he didn't do something soon he was going to scream, so he grabbed a book from the pile at random and read the title. American Folklore: Pecos Bill and Others. Gag me, Andrew thought, but it had to be better than a book about how to trap leprechauns. And if it wasn't, he'd hobble to the window and hurl himself to his death.
He flipped to the beginning of the story and started reading. He rolled his eyes after a line or two and stifled a yawn. Boring, he thought as he scanned the page. Exactly how long were these cowboy dudes going to keep riding into the sunset? A car chase would definitely be more exciting.
The sun blinded him for just a minute, and he closed his eyes, rubbing them with the back of his hand. He squinted at the page, trying to see the words clearly, but they kept blurring into a mess of brown. Maybe the pain pills were finally taking affect.
He read another line but abruptly coughed as dust swept down his throat, choking him. He reached blindly for his cup of water. His fingers grazed the smooth glass, then he heard it shatter on the floor.  Another cough racked his frame, and he dropped the book and struggled to his feet.
The earth suddenly shifted beneath him, and he flung his arms out to the sides, trying to grab hold of his dresser, but there was nothing there, and he started to fall. "No," he whispered fearfully. He didn't want to fall. What if he hurt his leg?
He flexed his legs in fear, gasping in relief when he didn't hit the floor. But then he lurched forward and backward and forward again. What the hell was going on? Was he having a seizure?
He blinked frantically, trying to clear the dust from his eyes so he could see again. He squinted and realized he actually could see, but all he could see was dust. It didn't make sense. Nothing was making sense.
He glanced down, wondering where the floor was. "Holy crap!" he gasped. There was no floor. There was no floor because he was sitting on a horse. A horse. Not just sitting. Riding. That's why he was lurching back and forth. He grabbed hold of the saddle thingy and held tightly, then stared at his hands in utter dismay. Those weren't his hands, but how could they not be his hands? He released the saddle with one hand and felt his face.
"Oh hell," he whispered. It wasn't his face. He knew it wasn't because it was rough and full of angles. It wasn't his nose or his hand or his body. Those weren't his legs. What the hell kind of medicine were they giving him anyway? This had to be a hallucination. It just had to be.
The horse suddenly leaped into the air, and Andrew jerked in terror, grasping the saddle tightly. The horse landed easily, but Andrew didn't. "Crap!" he hissed as he slid precariously to the side. He flung his arms around the horse's neck, hugging it for dear life and desperately hoping it would stop soon.
Then he heard it. An angry voice, gruff and gravely, yelling, yelling very loudly, INSIDE Andrew's head.
WHAT THE HELL'S GOIN' ON?!
Andrew couldn't help it. He screamed; he screamed at the top of his lungs. But the more he screamed, the more the voice inside his head yelled.
WHAT THE HELL YOU DOIN'?! STOP THAT SISSY CRYIN'! RIGHT NOW!!!
Andrew's mind raced, trying to figure out what was going on, but he simply couldn't think. The voice in his head was too loud. Why was there a voice in his head? Where was his body? Where was he? What was happening?
Who are you?! the voice snapped. You some kinda witch?
"Witch? What? No," Andrew stuttered, eyes widening when he heard his own voice. It didn't sound right at all. It was deep and menacing, like the voice inside his head. He stared at his hands again. They moved when he moved them, but they just weren't his hands. The wide, red gash from his fall wasn't there. These hands had thin, white scars across the knuckles; they were callused, sun-browned, and huge.  
He squeezed his eyes shut. He must have fallen asleep reading that stupid book, and now he was dreaming. That was it. He was dreaming. All he had to do was wake up. He pinched himself. It hurt, but he didn't wake. He slapped himself. Tears welled in his eyes it stung so badly, but he still didn't wake up.
What the hell you doin'?!
"Trying to wake up," Andrew mumbled, weirded out that he was having a conversation with someone he couldn't see. Like he was talking to himself, but he wasn't. It felt like madness.
Wake up?
"I'm asleep; that's the only explanation."
Asleep? I ain't asleep. GET THE HELL OUTTA MY BODY!! NOW!
"I don't know how."
Try! the voice snapped.
"How? I don't know how I got in here." Andrew was trying to remember if he'd ever had a conversation in a dream before, but the voice just wouldn't shut up.
GET OUT!!!
"I already told you, I can't!"
Do it anyway!
"How?"
Just do!
Andrew rolled his eyes and glanced around. This was surely the most vivid dream he'd ever had. It was so vivid he could feel the heat and taste the dirt. Maybe he should back off the painkillers.
"It's just a dream, you know," Andrew said. "I'm sure I'll wake up soon, and then you'll have your body back." What a dorky thing to say. When he woke up, the dream would be gone.
He relaxed his stranglehold on the horse and sat up straighter in the saddle. He wasn't so scared now that he realized he was in a dream. He was certain he could ride a horse in a dream, and if he fell, he'd just wake up. Besides, the horse wasn't actually moving anymore. Surely he could sit on a horse without falling.
When I get my hands on you, I'm gonna tie you in a knot.
"A knot?" Andrew laughed. "Is that really the best you've got?"
You laughin' at me?
"A little. Be pretty hard to tie someone into a knot. Beat me up, sure. Tie into a knot? I don't know."
Who the hell are you?!
This was bizarre, but his mom hated it when he was rude, so Andrew sighed and said, "Andrew Rufus; and you?"
Pecos Bill.
Andrew burst out laughing. Now he knew it was a dream. He felt stupid for not realizing it right away; everything had just felt so real. The sun was burning down on his back. He could feel sweat beading on his skin; he could feel the roughness of the horse's hair beneath his hands; he could feel the grainy dust in his eyes. He'd never had such an intense dream before. It was so real, so vibrant. It had to be the drugs.
What's so funny? Pecos snapped.
"Nothing, it's just… I really am dreaming."
What the hell you talkin' 'bout?! Ain't no dream! What'd you say your name was? Andrew, Andrew Rufus, Andrew thought, wondering if he needed to speak out loud for Pecos to hear him. Ain't never heard of you, Pecos growled back.
Course not. You're not real. I'm real. I'm dreaming, so I've heard of you 'cause you're in that dumb book I was reading before I fell asleep. What?!
Andrew sighed. Dreams weren't usually so complicated. When he woke up, he was tossing the pills in the trash. Listen, I'm not really here. You're not really here. This is all just a dream. Ain't no damn dream! Pecos sputtered. Get out of my body right this minute…
Pecos went on and on, but Andrew wasn't listening because he'd just noticed three other riders heading towards him. They were already fairly close, and Andrew could just make out their faces. He was suddenly very glad he was dreaming because he didn't know how to make the horse move again, and if this were real life, he'd be riding the other way. He'd never seen such scary-looking dudes.
They had serious expressions on their faces and guns on their hips. Lots and lots of guns. And knives. They were riding into the sun, so their faces were shining, and a shudder ran down Andrew's spine when his eyes locked onto one of the men.
"Somethin' wrong, Pecos?" the man demanded as they stopped their horses beside Andrew's.
Andrew gulped. "Um… I…" He didn't go on, just stared at the man in horror.
He had a stone-hard face, brilliant, blue eyes, and a scar running from his nose to his ear. His tight blond goatee was broken in the middle by another scar which made him look rather sinister. In addition to his frightening face, he had a ridiculous amount of guns strapped all over him, maybe six or eight, and Andrew was certain he wouldn't have any problem using them.
Andrew tore his eyes away and looked at one of the other men. He instantly regretted it. These dudes were so creepy Andrew wished he could wake up right now. He'd never be mean to his mom again. He'd tell her he loved her, because he did. He'd promise to never climb a tree, ever again. He'd keep both feet on the ground, and he'd swear off painkillers for the rest of his life.
The second man wasn't wearing a hat, and his skin was as dark as the surrounding dirt, maybe darker. His hair was loose, flowing down his back in a shimmery, black wave, and Andrew guessed he was Native American, but he wasn't sure. His dark eyes were unfathomable, unreadable, but the worst part was that, in addition to a bow and a few guns, he was wearing so many knives Andrew didn't even try to count them.
Andrew shuddered, wondering what Pecos must look like if these were the type of guys he hung out with, and glanced at the third man. He actually looked normal enough except he had the widest and curliest mustache Andrew had ever seen. His eyes were a laughing brown, and his lips were curved in a slight grin. He even seemed to be wearing a normal amount of weapons, but Andrew couldn't be sure. He'd never been around anyone who carried a gun or a knife before, let alone eight of them. He wasn't sure how he'd imagined these guys because he was positive the book hadn't been all that descriptive.
"Pecos?" the blond man asked again, a thread of annoyance in his tone.
Listen you coward, you body thief, you slimy snake! Pecos yelled. Get the hell outta my body right this damn minute or I'm gonna truss you up and leave you for the coyotes! How's that better than a knot? I mean, how're you gonna do it?
Pecos growled, and Andrew glanced between the three men, feeling trapped, like the time Chuck had pulled a prank, but Andrew had been caught holding the spray can.
He opened his mouth to reply to the blond man, but Pecos started yelling again, so loud that Andrew flinched. Shut up so I can think! Andrew snapped. Shut up?! Shut up?! This is my body! You shut up, damn it! Right now it's my body! So you shut up! You ain't no man; you're just a coward!
I'm not a coward or a man, so there! Andrew thought angrily. His head was starting to ache. There was just too much going on. Could your head even ache in a dream? I'm only thirteen, Andrew added. And I didn't steal your stupid body; why would I even want to? I just kinda ended up here. And it doesn't matter, 'cause THIS IS A DREAM!!!
This was getting weirder and weirder by the second. He'd pay good money for his mom to wake him and tussle his hair. She could call him "baby" and sit by his bed all day asking him how he was, and he wouldn't even mind.
Pecos was still yelling, but Andrew tried to ignore him because the mustached man was talking.
"You alright, Pecos?"
"Um… yeah, just thinking," Andrew replied awkwardly.  
"Thinkin' 'bout what?" the blond man snapped.
Andrew cringed. The blond guy freaked him out. He looked like the kind of guy who shot first and didn't bother to ask questions, ever. "I don't know… Just thinking."
The knife man had been watching Andrew or Pecos, whoever he was, intently, but now he spoke. "You wantin' to change your plan?"
Andrew grabbed at that. "Plan? What plan exactly?"
The blond man frowned deeply, but the knife man smiled slightly and replied, "The one you just made."
Andrew sighed; that had really cleared things up. "Let me think about it," he stalled. Help me out here, Pecos? Ain't helpin' you, boy! You need to disappear. I really wish I could, but I can't. I've never tried to wake up in a dream before; I don't know how to do it. I done told you boy, ain't no dream, Pecos said in a weary tone.
Of course it is, but I still don't wanna get shot to death by your gun-happy friends. They'd like an answer, and I don't have any idea what they're talking about.
Ain't gonna shoot me. No, but they might shoot me, and see, I'm in your body in the middle of… of… Andrew looked around. There was nothing as far as he could see except dirt, rocks, little scrubby plants, and what he assumed were cactus clumps. He wasn't sure because he'd never seen actual cactuses before.
Why are we in a desert? Ain't a desert, boy. Just a bit of dry land is all. We ridin' to stop the snake. Andrew accidentally laughed. "Sorry," he said quickly. "Just thought of something funny. Still thinking," he added when the blond man opened his mouth to speak.
Four guys to stop one measly snake? You're kidding me right?! You're supposed to be a western legend! You fight things like tornados and rustlers and blue cows or something, right? Watch it, boy… Or what?
Andrew was beginning to enjoy himself. He hadn't had any fun in days; not since that stupid, wild, grey cat had knocked him out of the tree. Sure the cowboy dudes were scary looking; but it was a dream; and as such, nothing really bad could happen. And if it did, he'd just wake up. Like that one dream he'd had where he'd shown up to school naked. He'd woken just as the bell rang and right before everyone could file out into the hallway and laugh at him.
This ain't a dream or a pleasure trip or a damn party! If you don't get outta my body right now folks're gonna die! Andrew rolled his eyes. What did it matter if people died in a dream? It's not like they were real. THIS IS REAL!!! Can't you feel it?!
Andrew shook his head, annoyed that Pecos was so serious. It's too bad he hadn't had a baseball dream instead. One with Willie Mays and Derek Jeter and Babe Ruth. Andrew would pitch and see if they could get a hit. Now that would have been fun.
The only thing I can feel is the sun, Andrew complained. Is it always this hot? That's just it, boy. When's the last time you felt the sun in a dream? Andrew chose not to think about that. It was weird that he was so hot, that he was sweating, that he could feel the breeze cooling him down, but there was an explanation for that. His pain pills clearly had some terrible side effects. They were probably experimental. He shuddered, wondering what else they were doing to him.
I can't believe this, Pecos sighed. You've gotta be the densest boy on earth. Andrew frowned. I'm not dense! If I believed you, a figment of my imagination I might add, THEN I would be dense! Fine, just keep on ignorin' your senses, and while you do, people'll die. Thanks to you.
Whatever, let's get back to the plan. You're riding to stop a snake. Is that the whole plan? Yep. Andrew rolled his eyes. Great plan, super involved, covers all the fine points. Boy… "I'm good," Andrew said out loud. "Um, lead the way somebody." He figured it couldn't hurt to play along until he woke up. It was certainly better than counting the stars on his ceiling. Again.
The blond man glared at him, but knife man nodded, turning his horse and riding away. The other two followed him, and Andrew sat, watching them. Um, how do I make the horse go? Not THE horse; her name's Dewmint. Okay, how do I make Dewmint go? Pecos sighed. Pick up the reins, tap with your heels, nice like. Reins? The leather straps, Pecos ground out. Oh. Andrew picked up the reins and tapped with his heels.
Dewmint started walking, and Andrew gasped, clutching her mane with his hands. What you doin'? Trying not to fall off! Ain't you never ridden before? I've never even touched a horse before, let alone ridden one! Andrew was suddenly very aware how far away the ground was. Are all horses this tall? Dewmint ain't that tall, just sixteen hands. Hands? Pretty sure we measure in feet. Boy... Never mind; how do I go faster?
Andrew didn't actually want to go faster, but the others were already far ahead of him, and he figured he should probably catch up. Dream or no dream, he didn't want to get left behind in the desert or really dry landscape as Pecos called it. Heels. Oh. Andrew tapped his heels again, and Dewmint sped up.
Andrew closed his eyes in fear. But that was even worse, so he opened them again. This is stupid, he thought. Why am I scared? It's a dream! A super realistic dream, but a dream. Never seen such an idiot in all my days, and that's sayin' somethin'. Oh, shut up, Andrew snapped. You don't exist, and even if you did, which you don't, it's not possible to take over someone else's body. It's just not. That kinda crap doesn't even happen in movies. You know why? 'Cause no one would believe it!
Andrew tried to relax as Dewmint moved across the ground. He was still far behind the others, so he nudged her again. She sped up, and Andrew clutched the reins in terror. She was going so fast and everything was so bouncy, he felt like his back was breaking. He clenched his jaw to keep his teeth from clanking together with every step the horse took. Downright embarrassin'. Of all the body thieves, I get a sissy, city slicker boy.
Excuse me! I'm not a sissy or a… well, I guess I am a city slicker and a boy, but I'm not a sissy! So you take that back! Ain't takin' nothin' back. What the hell you doin' here? I told you already! I'M DREAMING!!! So stop asking!
If Pecos would just shut up, this could be the most epic dream ever. He was riding a horse, something his mom would never let him do; he was outside, instead of stuck in his room with a busted leg and no TV, riding through a landscape he'd never seen before; and he had guns, and they were probably loaded. Don't you dare touch my guns, boy, Pecos growled menacingly.
Can't stop me, Andrew laughed.
He tried to look around, but it was hard because when he took his eyes off Dewmint's head, he felt like he was falling. But when he managed to look right for a second, he realized there were two more horses running behind him, reins attached to his saddle. He looked forward again and saw the others had extra horses too. Why do you have so many horses? Ridin' hard. So? If you weren't a city slicker you would know! Whatever.
Andrew glanced over Dewmint's head and saw waves of heat rolling off the dirt into the air. He'd never been able to see so far in all his life. He'd always been surrounded by buildings or trees. It felt so empty. He wondered if the desert really looked like this. He didn't think he'd seen many pictures of the desert, so he wasn't sure what his mind was basing this on. He heard Pecos sigh. Ain't a dream, boy. It's real; as real as the nose on your, I mean MY, face. Andrew shook his head. It's not real! It's a dream. But since you're clearly not gonna shut up, tell me more about your plan.
Dewmint was going really fast now, and Andrew was having a horrible time sitting upright. He kept sliding from side to side and having to wiggle back into the middle of the saddle. Relax your back, Pecos chided. Andrew tried, but every time Dewmint's hooves hit the ground, he jerked.
No wonder people don't ride horses anymore, he thought as he dragged himself upright. Whadda you mean people don't ride horses? Can you hear everything I think? Mostly. Well stop! It's annoying. Whadda you mean? Where I'm from, or when I'm from I guess, people drive cars and trucks and stuff. Cars? Like a… a wagon that doesn't need horses. Andrew shook his head with irritation. Why was he explaining this? It didn't matter if Pecos knew what a car was. He was going to disappear as soon as Andrew woke up. Andrew pinched himself just to check, but he stayed right where he was.
He frowned, looking around in confusion. Everything was super, super real. The details of the landscape, Dewmint's mane, the heat of the sun, the smell of dust, the thirst in his throat, the ache in his rear, the voice in his head. All of it FELT real. But that would mean… He shook his head emphatically. Why was he even considering it?
So what about this snake you mentioned? Pecos chuckled softly. You ain't gonna like the snake, boy.
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