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Chapter 1
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"What in the name of faro are you doing?!" an irritated voice demanded from the doorway.
"Drinking," Tetrarch Doc Holliday replied, wishing the slur he'd added to the word was real and not just for show. "As anyone with half a mind could see."
Aine stomped into Doc's new office and tapped her foot angrily as she glared at him. "And when was the last time you left this room?"
"Whenever I did," he snarled. It had been nearly three weeks, but who was counting? He certainly wasn't. "I'm the tetrarch, remember? I can do what I want now."
"Really?" she said, voice full of sarcasm.
"Really," Doc drawled, leaning backwards. "I get to sit behind this big stupid desk all day and listen to people complain about how all their problems are someone else's fault."
"You usually tell those people to go away," Thaddeus pointed out from his position on the corner of the desk.
"No one asked you, Thaddeus," Doc snapped.
"Why did you bring me here if I'm not ever allowed to speak?" Thaddeus grumbled.
"Because you wanted to get out."
"This isn't what I had in mind," Thaddeus complained "I haven't seen Rosa in weeks."
"Goddamn, Thaddy! You wanted out; I brought you out!"
"You don't let me speak," Thaddeus complained.
"Do you really want people to know that you're a talking plant?" Doc ground out. "Do you have any idea what they would do to you?" He laughed sharply. "Oh, that's right, you do. They'd do to you exactly what you would do to you."
"That was uncalled for," Thaddeus said softly.
"You're acting like a child," Aine chastised.
"So what?" Doc shot back. "I'm the goddamn tetrarch. I can act like a child if I want to. And besides, children aren't allowed to drink," he said, casting her a peevish grin over the top of his nearly empty whiskey bottle.
She glowered at him, an edge of disappointment around her lips. "This is serious, Doc," she said insistently.
"And I'm being serious," Doc replied. "This is what I do now. I'm not allowed to take care of problems on my own; I have people for that. I just sit here, drink, and listen to what others have done for me. It's fantastic. I've nothing but time now," he confessed.
"I've already beaten myself at chess a hundred times, won thirteen hundred games of solitaire, and six hundred games of devil's grip. Lady Luck loves me."
He leaned back with a tight grin, propped his feet up on his desktop, and started shuffling the deck of cards he was holding.
"My god, Doc!" Aine burst out. "You're not even wearing shoes!"
"So?"
"So?" she exclaimed. "You're the tetrarch, in your office, supposedly conducting business. The least you could do is wear shoes!"
She circled his desk and glared down at him sternly. "Why're you acting like this?" she demanded, brows furrowed. "I get you don't want to be tetrarch, but I've never seen you... You're... You're not acting like yourself at all."
She stopped talking and took a cautious sniff. Her nose crinkled, and she asked, "And when was the last time you showered?"
He shrugged. Showers were pointless. Shoes were pointless. Life was pointless.
"Goddamn it, Doc! Look at me!"
He didn't. Instead he started placing cards on the desktop for a game of five card stud. "Sit," he said, gesturing to the chair opposite him.
"No!" she snapped.
"I said sit," he growled.
"No! Look at you... You... You goddamn reek!"
"It keeps away the riffraff. If you're not going to sit, then leave."
"Doc—"
"I said GO!" he yelled, fury coursing through him. Fury at everyone and everything. Fury at the Hidden and the council. Fury at Simon. Fury at Ahanu and even at Andrew for needing him. "GO!!" he shouted again, pointing towards the door.
"No," she said quietly. "I won't." Then she sat across from him and looked at her card.
He stared into her placid green eyes for a moment, then dealt two more cards. They played in silence for several hands, and Doc won every single one of them. Which made him want to laugh. Goddamn, he was lucky. Just not ever how it counted.
He dealt another hand.
"Please tell me what's wrong," Aine pleaded softly.
He closed his eyes briefly and quickly calculated how many days he had left. Six weeks and five days. Practically forever.
His eyes didn't want to open again so he slapped himself violently, forcing back the darkness that tried to pull at him, tried to reel him in.
"Doc!" Aine gasped.
"What?" he asked, blinking wearily and meeting her concerned gaze.
"Why did you do that?"
"Almost feel asleep."
"When was the last time you slept?"
"Don't know," he mumbled, dealing another card.
"Why aren't you sleeping?"
"Can't."
"What is going on?" she demanded, voice tinged with fear.
"Nothing," he whispered, head dropping to his desk as the darkness momentarily won.
"You cannot avoid me forever," the Black Shaman hissed, running her cold claws down his chest. "Come to me. Come to me now."
"DOC!!!!"
Aine's banshee shriek pierced Doc's consciousness, and he woke with a jerk.
"What?" he asked.
"What the hell is going on?!" Aine was gripping his shoulders, eyes frantic; and Doc started to laugh. "Why're you laughing?" she demanded.
He tried to tell her, but he couldn't. He couldn't stop laughing. It was too funny. Because it was so not funny. The absurdity of it all was brutal.
Aine slapped Doc hard across the face, and he abruptly ceased laughing and demanded, "What was that for?"
"Tell me what's wrong," she ordered.
"I'm the goddamn tetrarch," he retorted. "If I want to tell you what's wrong, I will." Aine took a deep breath, eyes furious, and Doc held up his hand. "Fine, I'll tell you. If you're going to scream, I can't afford not to."
She raised an eyebrow. "What?"
"Can I at least pour myself a drink?" Doc asked wearily.
"I think you've had enough," she said.
"It's not like it matters," Doc muttered. "I couldn't get drunk if I wanted to."
"I can see that," Aine said dryly.
"Sit," he sighed.
He stared at her, trying to think how to say it. She wasn't the first person to storm into his office lately and demand answers, but she would be the first person to get them. He obviously didn't quite trust Simon enough to confide in him, but he couldn't say why he hadn't told Jury or Jervis. He just... hadn't.
"There's something I have to do," he said with a sigh. "And I'm running out of time, but I don't... I can't do it. I don't know how. And I'm... not... I can't."
"Why not?" she asked.
"I just..." He closed his eyes, but opened them immediately. The darkness was too close, and he didn't dare keep them closed for long.
"One, I honestly don't know how to do it. It's an impossible task; like turning straw into gold."
"Rumpelstiltskin did it."
"Yes, but he was a magic elf or something."
"More likely a fairy," she corrected.
"It doesn't matter," he ground out, "because I'm not Rumpelstiltskin and I'm not magic."
"You've never let an impossible problem stand in your way before," she said. "What's the real issue?"
"I'm dying," Doc said flatly.
"You're what?!" Aine exclaimed, eyes wide with shock.
"Dying."
He opened his desk drawer, but he'd already drank the last bottle of whiskey, which was very shortsighted of Jervis. It was almost as if he'd done it on purpose.
"I'm not ready," Doc said with a disgusted shake of his head.
"I don't understand," Aine said. "How can you be dying? You're immortal; you haven't aged a day since I was born."
"I know," Doc said as he pulled a knife and rolled up his sleeve. He grinned slightly before making a small cut on the underside of his forearm. Blood welled, then dripped slowly from the cut onto his desktop. They both watched in silence. The blood continued to drip.
"It's not... healing," Aine whispered.
Doc didn't respond, just rolled his sleeve back further to reveal the rest of his arm and the multiple cuts along it, every single one of them crusty with blood.
"How?!" she gasped.
He shrugged.
"Goddamn it! Don't you dare make me scream!" she threatened.
"Please don't," he said. "I don't think I could handle broken eardrums right now."
"Well?"
"It's a rather long story, but there's a shaman named Meli. She's the single most powerful shaman in the world." He paused. "That's actually not true. Her sister is. But Meli is the single most powerful evil shaman."
"And?" Aine prodded.
"She's dead. Or sort of dead. And I'm supposed to wake her."
"What?" Aine interrupted. "If she's evil, why would you wake her?"
"Her brother asked me to, and even though I don't particularly like him, I can't see past this moment, and he apparently can."
"What does that mean?"
"It means that I have to believe he wouldn't ask me to do it unless it needed done," Doc said firmly, nearly convincing himself. "Anyway, I have six weeks and five days left, but I don't know how; and I... Well, you saw," he said, gesturing vaguely at his bloody arm.
"But that doesn't explain why you're not healing," Aine pointed out.
Doc flipped over her cards to make sure he'd won the hand. He had.
"Did I not mention she's a death shaman?" he said offhandedly. "She feeds on death, specifically violent death."
"So?" Aine asked, volume of her voice rising slightly.
He sighed. "So do I."
"I don't understand."
"I am loving this conversation," Thaddeus interjected.
"Shut up," Doc retorted without any real heat.
"You're out of whiskey," Thaddeus sneered.
"I'll buy more."
"Enough!" Aine snapped. "Doc, explain, now!"
"That's how I heal," Doc said carelessly. "How I live, how I am. I kill people and steal their life force, essence, whatever."
Aine's eyes narrowed as she processed that. After a moment she said, "So why isn't it working?"
Not exactly the response he'd expected. "That's it?" he asked, studying her pale face.
"What did you expect?"
He shrugged. "Perhaps a little horror or shock. Maybe a horrified gasp."
"I've known you all my life," she said, shaking her head with exasperation. "And I know what sort of people you kill. If you get something out of killing them, that's just a smart trade, isn't it?"
"I suppose so," he said with a soft chuckle.
"You still haven't explained why you're not healing."
"Meli's become linked to me somehow, and she's stealing all my kills," Doc said flatly.
"Oh," Aine breathed. "I see."
"Just like Sofia," Thaddeus said thoughtfully.
"Exactly like Sofia," Doc replied. "Except there doesn't seem to be a proximity factor."
"Interesting," Thaddeus mused.
"Sofia?" Aine asked.
"Bosch's daughter."
"What?!"
"Did I not tell you about her?"
"No!" Aine said, glaring at him irritably.
"She was also a death shaman. I ate her," Doc added with a slight grin.
Thaddeus choked, but Aine actually giggled.
"Anyway," Doc said. "I'm sitting here, pretending to be the tetrarch, and racking my brain, trying to think of... Well, anything, but I'm coming up short."
"Let me see if I've got this," Aine said. "You've been moping in your office for three weeks straight—"
"If you already knew the answer," Doc interrupted, "why did you ask the question?"
"I wanted to see if you'd be honest," Aine said haughtily. "And you weren't. I learned it from Mom," she said as an aside. "Anyway, as I was saying. Moping in your office, smelling like a piece of haddock, because some evil bitch lady is stealing your kills and making you mortal again." She stopped talking and stared at him.
"Yes?" Doc said cautiously, aware he was about to get outplayed.
"I guess they were right," she said with a shrug.
"Excuse me?" Doc demanded.
"You're excused," she replied with a smirk. "No one really expected you to actually be the tetrarch. Not really. You're a... Well, a placeholder until a real tetrarch can be elected."
Doc let out a slow irritated breath. It's not as if he didn't know what she was doing, but goddamn if it wasn't working.
"I see," he said vaguely.
"Some of the common people had high hopes," she went on, "but it's not as if they're not used to being disappointed by politicians."
"Goddamn it, woman," he muttered.
"What?" she said innocently. "I'm just telling you what everyone already knows. Some of the elite witches are already campaigning for your removal."
That sealed it.
"Enough," Doc said, standing. "I think your job here is done."
She smiled brightly. "So you'll be going home and taking a shower?"
"Do I have a choice?" he snarled.
"No."
"Just go," he ordered.
"I'll see you at the Banshee tonight?"
"Is that a question or an order?"
"What do you think?" Aine asked cheerfully, kissing him lightly on the cheek and gliding out of his office.
Doc watched her go with a grimace. He did not want to be the tetrarch. He did not want the future of the Hidden to rest in his hands. But it did. And he'd be damned if he was going to let everyone else suffer just because he was having a bad week.




Chapter 2
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"Lovely to see you at home, sir," Jervis said as soon as Doc exited his car.
"Aine called you?"
"Yes," Jervis said, lips twitching slightly.
"I could do with less meddlesome people in my life," Doc grunted.
"Could you, sir?"
"No," Doc sighed. "Here, take Thaddeus," Doc added, shoving Thaddeus's pot into Jervis's arms. "He wouldn't shut up the entire ride home."
"It's called brainstorming!" Thaddeus snapped.
"It's called nattering," Doc replied.
"Forgive me for caring about you."
"You're forgiven."
Thaddeus grunted and fell silent as Doc and Jervis stepped into the elevator.
"Shall I have Pierre send up a meal?" Jervis asked.
"Please."
"Steak?"
Doc's stomach growled, and he grimaced. His stomach wasn't usually hungry. If his stomach was hungry... He'd rather not think about it.
"Yes?" Jervis asked.
"Yes. The works. And coffee. Lots of coffee," Doc said.
Jervis sent him a sideways look. "For you, sir?"
"Yes," Doc ground out. "I need your help," he added as they entered his suite.
"Sir?"
"It's nothing," Doc said. "I just... Come up with the food." Jervis nodded, eyes narrow, and Doc tried to grin. "Don't forget the coffee," he said lightly before closing the door in Jervis's face.
Doc padded into his bedroom, tossed his smelly clothes into the trash, and studied himself in the mirror. He looked like he'd just crawled out of a casket. He had dark rings under his eyes, his hair was matted, and his facial hair was overgrown, at best. He was a little embarrassed that he'd spent the last three weeks hiding in his office, but the idea that he might actually die had caught him a little off guard.
He leaned closer to the mirror in an effort to count the wrinkles around his eyes when suddenly Meli was staring back at him, dark eyes glowing with malice. Power poured from her like ocean waves, coating Doc in her hatred, her greed, her pain. He knew she wasn't really there, peering at him, knew it was just a memory; but the fear skittering through him was real. He could feel the invisible chain tethering her to him, draining him of life, making her stronger and making him weaker.
It felt strange to feel so much fear. He'd never been so terrified before, not even when he'd been lying on death's door, waiting for the final stroke of midnight.
He wasn't afraid of being mortal; he'd been mortal before. He was afraid of her; which irritated him because he'd never been afraid of anyone before. He could have said it was Andrew's fault for filling his head with horror stories of her wickedness, but in truth, he knew it was just him. He loathed being in her presence and felt sick every time she touched him. He watched her hand reach out of the mirror towards his face, and he shuddered.
He turned from the mirror, from her gaze, and stepped into the shower, hoping to wash away the taint of her, but he couldn't. Even though the water was boiling hot, all he could feel was her icy claws peeling away at his skin.
As soon as he was certain he no longer smelled, he toweled off, shaved, and quickly dressed.
The silence in his suite that he normally tolerated and sometimes enjoyed was overwhelmingly claustrophobic, and he suddenly longed for the clatter of the roulette table, the tumbling of dice, and the soft feathering of the cards.  Doc sighed heavily, feeling strangely like himself, but a very old, dead version of himself. A self he hadn't felt in a very long time.
He opened his bedroom door, relieved to see that Jervis and the food were already waiting for him. He sat without speaking and quickly ate the entire steak, trying not to worry about how hungry he was.
"Are you feeling alright?" Jervis asked.
Doc didn't fail to notice Jervis had used his basement tone. The tone that implied they were on equal footing. In truth, they were always on equal footing; Jervis just liked to pretend to be subservient.
"No," Doc said frankly. "I'm dying. Or I'm mortal. I don't know. Either way, I'm hungry, and that's not good."
"And what makes you say this?" Jervis asked.
"The damn Black Shaman is eating my kills."
"You're quite certain?"
"Pretty certain. At first I just suspected because I didn't absorb any power during the fight at the summit, but I thought, maybe I didn't kill anyone I could absorb." Doc stared moodily at his plate. "So I went on a bit of a killing spree just to check... Well, you get the idea."
"I do."
"I need to find a way to wake her and sever our connection," Doc said. "Not necessarily in that order," he added. "I'd happily sever the connection first if I could figure out how."
"There's probably not much precedence for this sort of situation," Jervis said.
"I know," Doc sighed. "And I suppose, in the meantime, I should also handle my duties as tetrarch."
"I'm sure Mr. Redgrove will be delighted to hear that."
"I'm not doing it for Simon," Doc said. "I'm doing it for me. Normally I don't care much what other people think of me, but I find I want to be a better tetrarch than Mitcham was."
"That shouldn't be overly difficult," Jervis stated.
"Not better just by not doing anything; better by... Well, doing something."
"Understood."
"I just... Damn..." Doc finished his food and drank an entire cup of coffee in one go. His mind was feeling fuzzy around the edges, and he hoped the coffee would help him think.
He rolled back his sleeve and stared at his arm. The open cuts stared back at him, bloody edges mocking him. It had been a long time since he'd had to think like a mortal, and he wasn't sure he remembered how. He was quite certain if he handled this the same way he handled everything else, he was not going to make it.
"What exactly have you done to your arm?" Jervis inquired.
"I was just testing a theory."
"I doubt it was necessary to test it more than once," Jervis ground out.
Doc grinned sheepishly. "Probably not. I'm not ready," he added. "I never am. I've spent the last three weeks wasting my life because I... Goddamn it, Jervis, I actually..." He trailed off because he didn't know how to say that he was actually a little bit scared.
"I understand," Jervis said. "If I was suddenly mortal... I don't know what I would do."
"It's stupid, isn't it?" Doc laughed. "Mortals only have a handful of good years, and no matter how many years I have, I'm never ready."
"Maybe it's just us," Jervis suggested. "My father was only four hundred when he decided he was ready to move on."
"Willingly?" Doc asked skeptically.
Jervis nodded, eyes lost in memory. "We had a furnace, stoked by these bellows. They were enormous bellows. And one day he just walked into the flame."
"No," Doc hissed with a shudder. "Die in a gunfight, yes. Die in a swordfight, yes. Die in Silbu's arms, probably. Walk into a blazing furnace, absolutely not! You?"
"I've not ever been possessed with the desire to burn alive," Jervis said calmly. "I find that I enjoy life, and perhaps I will enjoy the afterlife just as much, but I'm not going to chase after it."
Doc nodded, thinking of Andrew and that quiet moment in the tree when Andrew had chosen to leave his body and go... Where? Where had Andrew gone? Doc grinned, knowing that if Jane had her way, she and Andrew were both nestled against the mother, waiting for Doc and Pecos to join them.
"I've rather gotten used to immortality," Doc added, pushing thoughts of Andrew away. "And I'm afraid I don't know how to operate as a mortal, if you understand my meaning."
"Yes," Jervis said. "And I'll see what I can do."
That had been a long way of saying that Doc wasn't very careful or concerned about injuries normally. In a really good fight he easily sustained enough injuries to kill him three times over, but suddenly that was no longer an option.
"I'll be going out to the Banshee tonight," Doc added. "Aine's orders."
"Plenty of time," Jervis said. "I'll have Pierre send up another steak."
"Thank you, Jervis."
Jervis smiled the slightest smile possible and said, "Always."
As the door closed behind Jervis, Thaddeus said, "I have no idea what you did to deserve that man's loyalty."
"It was nothing," Doc said offhandedly. "He has an antiquated sense of honor is all."
Thaddeus sniffed. "So you're eating now?" he asked stiffly.
"I always ate."
"More for the sake of eating than for eating's sake," Thaddeus intoned.
"What?" Doc laughed.
"You know what I mean."
"Yes, I know what you mean. Weren't you listening? Mortal. As in eat or die?" Doc questioned.
"How very frustrating for you."
"Watch it, or I'll lock you in a closet," Doc growled. "Now be quiet, I need to think."
"Quite a difficult task I would suppose," Thaddeus murmured.
"That's it!" Doc said, grabbing Thaddeus's pot.
"Stop!" Thaddeus exclaimed. "I'm sorry!"
"Too little, too late," Doc said firmly as he shoved the pot into one of the empty kitchen cabinets and closed the door.
"It's dark!" Thaddeus howled. "Let me out!"
"Not until you've learned your lesson," Doc retorted.
He stalked back to the sitting room and plopped onto the couch. He wasn't sure that moving from his office to his suite had done much good. He didn't smell any longer, but he was still mortal and therefore dying. Granted he was only thirty-six so he was dying really slowly. On the other hand, one good fight, one well-placed knife thrust, one on-target bullet, and he'd be dead. Forever.
And there were those lines around his eyes. He'd never had those before. What if he was dying quicker than normal? To make up for lost time? Or maybe Meli was not only eating his kills but also eating him, consuming him one little bit at a time.
"Goddamn," he muttered. "Enough brooding already."
It was pathetic to feel sorry for himself. He'd lived a hundred and thirty some years as an immortal, and they had been damn good years. His mother and Francisco hadn't even had forty as mortals, and the years they had had were riddled with pain.
He stood and began to pace. A hundred and thirty years or not, he wasn't ready to walk into the furnace. He wasn't going to die. Not today, not tomorrow. Meli could suck up all his kills, but he'd find a way around it. He'd find her, he'd wake her, and he'd turn her loose on the world. He shuddered, remembering the cruelty in her eyes. It had to be done though. Ahanu had said that it had to be done.
"Six weeks and five days," Doc said. "Plenty of time."
If he was doing this though, he needed a plan. A solid plan. A solid multifaceted plan. He paced some more, shuffling his cards as he did.
First things first, he needed to find her. Meli didn't know where she was, and Ahanu wasn't going to tell him, so Doc was going to have to go looking. Then once he found her, he just had to wake her. That was it. His job was done.
He blindly pulled a jack from the deck and stared at it. Too easy. Find and wake. Too, too easy. Nothing was ever that easy. So he'd have to plan for difficulties. He frowned at the jack. The head kept morphing into Meli's hard eyes.
There was something he was missing. Something right in front of him. Too close to be noticed. His head started to loll forward.
"Right," he sighed, shaking himself and forcing his eyes open once more. "Mortals need sleep. Food and sleep."
He was beginning to suspect he wasn't going to be able to do this on his own. He drank the entire pot of coffee while he tried to order his thoughts, but he couldn't order them; they kept slipping away, like water between his fingers. The weeks he'd gone without proper sleep were beginning to affect him.
"Shamans," he murmured. "I hate them all." Ahanu, Meli, Sofia; nothing but trouble. Trouble. Too much trouble. His head started to fall forward again, and he forced it back up. He couldn't do this for long; he needed sleep. Sleep without her.
He wished he could eat her. Shamans made the best meals. He grinned lazily. And lovers. Ms. Goodhunt, with her wild hair and rounded curves. Shaman. Sleep. Dreams.
Doc's tired mind kept bouncing between those three words. Shaman. Sleep. Dreams. Sleep. Dreams. Shamans. Dreaming. The dreaming. Shamans.
"Damn, I'm stupid when I'm mortal," he chuckled, pushing off the couch to stand. He pulled out his phone and called Jervis.
"Sir?"
"Is Emily available to drive me somewhere?"
"Certainly. I'll have her meet you in the garage."
Doc only managed to get to the parking garage by sheer force of will. It was almost as if finally admitting his mortality out loud had reminded his body of its inherent need for certain things. He walked blindly down the row of supercars, searching for Emily but not really seeing anything.
"Sir?" Emily said from behind him.
He turned and smiled drunkenly. "Emily."
"Are you okay?"
"Not really." He handed her a slip of paper with Ms. Goodhunt's address written on it. "Take me here, please."
"Yes, sir."
"Let's take..." The cars were blurring together, making a strange rainbow of colors and curves. "The corvette," he said, waving vaguely and hoping she'd lead him to it.
He felt her hand on his elbow, and he let her guide him. He heard the car door open, he felt her hand urge him inside, and he managed to focus long enough to slip into the passenger seat. His last thought before he blacked out was that he was glad he trusted her.
"I do not like being left alone," Meli said darkly, lips twisted in a snarl.
Doc swallowed a sigh and forced a smile to his lips. "But how can I possibly find you if I'm here with you all the time?"
She studied him with narrow eyes. "Have you found me?" she demanded.
"No," Doc said.
"Why not?" Her features suddenly turned sharp, and her eyes blazed with anger.
"It's not easy locating a dead shaman," Doc said carefully. "I'm trying."
She forced her face to smooth and smiled at him. It was not a pleasant smile. "I know you are trying," she said, running her fingers through his hair. "It pleases me that you are trying, but I am lonely. Tell me about your time."
Dangerous topic. Fortunately he'd lived a long time.
"What do you want to know?" he asked, wishing he could cut off her hands so they could never touch him again.
"I once saw something called a train," she said carefully. "Do you have those?"
"Sure," Doc replied easily. "There're a lot more back East than out West though. Was the one you saw the transcontinental railroad?" he asked. "Can you believe it? A train from coast to coast?! Amazing!"
"Yes," she purred. "I believe that was it. Rather obnoxious thing."
"It's loud; that's a fact," Doc said, falling easily into a chatty persona he'd sometimes used to distract people from his hands. "I can't imagine what they'll do next."
"I remember a time when everything was quiet," Meli said softly.
"How old are you?" Doc asked, even though he already knew.
"I witnessed the rise of the first white man's city," she replied. "And I wept."
The sadness in her voice made him pause for a second, but he forced himself to look away from her. He couldn't get drawn into her game. Perhaps she had wept. He would have wept if he were her, but that moment was gone. Whatever sadness she might have felt had turned into crystalized evil.
"You are silent," she said.
"I'm white," he mused. "You must hate me."
He felt her cold hand rest on his shoulder. "Not you," she promised. "You are different. You will help me. Save me, and I will save you."
"Save me how?" Doc asked, turning just to get her hand off of him.
"When I remake the world," she promised, eyes black with hatred, "I will keep you to serve me."
He smiled to keep his lips from saying something stupid, and when he had himself under control, he said, "That's very kind."
She pressed her cold dead lips to his and whispered, "I am very kind."
"Wake up!" Emily yelled, slapping Doc's cheek.
"Goddamn!" Doc snapped, jerking upright.
"Oh thank god," she hissed in relief. "I'm so sorry I slapped you, sir. I mean I realize I shouldn't have, but you wouldn't wake up and—"
Doc held up his hand. "Hush," he said. "You're fine."
He looked out the window and saw they were parked outside of Ms. Goodhunt's house. One of the windows winked at him, and he rolled his eyes.
"Wait here," he told Emily. "I don't know how long I'll be. It could take... a while."
"Yes, sir," she said, face still lined with concern.
He stood and walked towards the house. The ten minutes sleep, regardless of the company, had revived him somewhat, but he was smart enough to know it wasn't enough. He raised his hand to knock, but before he did, the door swung open on its own.
"Thank you, Apollo," he said softly.
"Apollo quite likes you," Ms. Goodhunt said, suddenly appearing in front of Doc. "He doesn't often like people, but he likes you. You look rather... peaked. Are you feeling alright, Mr. Holliday?"
"No," he said with a grin. "And call me Doc."
"Then you must call me Bluegrass," she said with a blush.
"I'd like that," Doc said, another wave of exhaustion trying to pull him under. "Do you think I could trouble you for some help?" he asked.
He didn't hear her answer, just her exclamation of surprise as his face slammed into the floor.




Chapter 3
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Doc sat on his throne and enjoyed the utter silence. There were no voices, no shadows, no ghosts. Meli wasn't handing him goblets of blood or whispering in his ear. Her cold hands weren't touching him. It was just him. Him and nothing else.
He sighed happily, leaned his head against the bones of his throne, and drifted through the empty darkness.
After a while, his mind began to wake, and the darkness shifted into colors and thoughts. Memories played across the screen of his eyelids. Francisco knocking him on his ass over and over until he learned to correct his stance. Mother passing him a glass of sweetened tea. Ilde, his nanny, tucking him into bed and quietly whispering a story about a little boy who traveled into a magical world of talking animals.
For a moment Doc played a round of poker with Charlie, but just before Charlie could win, the table faded away and Doc was running a footrace against Andrew's son, Bill. A woman laughed, and he was lying in bed next to Kate. Then he was chasing a flirty sprite across a green meadow, following the tinkle of her giggles.
The dream blurred, shifted, then abruptly sharpened; and Doc was standing beside a freshly filled grave, and, somehow, he knew it was his. Snow fell softly on his head, and he could feel the chill of the breeze. Across the expanse of dark dirt, Kate was weeping, but he knew she'd be all right. Kate was a survivor; she'd never needed him.
He watched her leave, watched the snow pile on his grave, watched Tozi and her daughter shovel the dirt away from his casket. He watched it all, every moment. The ride in the wagon, the endlessly painful tattoo, the death that had saved him. The beginning of his immortality. 
And then the dream shifted, and he was watching from the shadows as Andrew carried Charlie's body into a dark cave. The cave faded away, and Doc felt the weight of a shovel in his hands as he and Andrew dug out Doyle's grave, burying him next to his wife and son. As the last shovel full of dirt hit the ground, Doyle's gravestone blurred; and Doc was holding Bill's hand as Jane sung the spirit of Brings the Rain home to his people.  
"Death follows you," a voice said from behind him.
It wasn't Meli; he knew it wasn't Meli. The voice was too warm, too full of life.
He turned, grinning sadly at Bluegrass, and said, "I think perhaps we just happen to be in the same place at the same time."
"Perhaps," she said. "Shamans tend to have a longer life span than most," she added. "I've made a habit of not getting close to mortals."
"By the time I realize what's happening," he said softly, "it's usually too late."
"You weren't meant to be immortal," she said.
"Maybe," he replied, thinking of the resolute look on Tozi's face as she drove the needle into his skin time and time again. "Why're you here?" he asked.
"I'm here because you've been asleep for twelve hours, and I was beginning to worry about you."
"Oh no," Doc said. "Aine's going to kill me."
"Aine?"
"My... She... Anyway, what time is it?"
"Midnight."
"I still have time," Doc said a little desperately. "I have to go. But I'll be back; I still need your help." He turned in a full circle, then asked, "How the hell do I get out of here?"
She laughed softly and said, "Wake up."
Doc sat upright and glanced around. He was in the sitting room where he'd spent many happy hours making love to Bluegrass, and she was sitting in the chair opposite him.
"I have to go," he said again. "I'll be back. Thank you!" Then he ran from the room, not feeling the least bit surprised when the front door swung open at his approach.
"Sorry!" he said as he slid into the passenger side of his car. "I didn't mean... Anyway, take me to the Banshee."
"You look better," Emily commented as she began to drive.
"I should," Doc laughed. "I had a twelve-hour nap."
Emily cast him a dubious look, but didn't respond.
When she pulled up to the Banshee, Doc exited the car and said, "You can go on home; I'll be alright."
"Jervis told me to stick with you, sir."
"I don't suppose I outrank Jervis?" Doc asked.
"I don't suppose you do," Emily replied.
Doc laughed. "You may as well come in then."
"Yes, sir."
Doc tried not to sigh as Emily followed him to the door instead of walking alongside him. "You don't have to follow me, you know," he pointed out as they passed through the Hidden entrance.
"Just doing my job, sir."
"Did Jervis actually tell you to protect me?" Doc inquired quietly.
"It's possible," she murmured.
"Remind me to kill him."
She actually laughed, and he shook his head in disgust.
A faint buzz erupted among the tables as Doc stepped into view. He strolled through the room, nodding vaguely as several people greeted him solicitously with a "Tetrarch Holliday". Others cast him curious looks, and a few brave ones actually glared at him. He allowed a faint grin to remain on his face. He hadn't been out in public since the summit, and he found he did not enjoy his new position.
"Doc!" a friendly voice called out. "Over here!"
Doc changed directions, grinning genuinely when he recognized Hedgerow, a gregarious faun he'd met in Norway several years ago.
"Hedgerow," he greeted, sitting in the empty chair beside him. "Nice to see you again."
"I haven't had a good game since you left, so I thought I'd hunt you down," Hedgerow joked, wispy eyebrows waggling.
Doc laughed, knowing Hedgerow was lying. Hedgerow liked to win, needed to win in fact, so he hated playing Doc.
"But I hear you're the tetrarch now, so you're probably much too busy to play little ol' me," Hedgerow said dejectedly.
"Oh, I don't know about that," Doc replied.
"I was just getting ready to try my luck at roulette anyway," Hedgerow said.
"We both know that's not true."
"Then how about we try your luck at roulette?" Hedgerow suggested cheerfully.
"Aine doesn't like it when I play the luck games," Doc said with a shrug.
Hedgerow chortled and said, "Then we should definitely do it; I'd like to see her all fired up."
"You really wouldn't," Doc said. "And furthermore, absolutely not."
"You can't lay claim to every girl," Hedgerow said slyly. "And the ladies assure me that I'm quite handsome in my human form."
"You're not, I don't, and Aine is not for you."
"You should let Aine speak for herself," Aine said firmly from behind him.
"Aine, darling," Doc drawled as he turned.
"Don't Aine darling me," she snapped. "And you," she pointed at Hedgerow, "No."
"But you haven't even seen my human form," Hedgerow said pleadingly.
"I actually quite like your faun form," Aine retorted, "but I don't fraternize with clients; it's bad form."
"Then I swear off gambling here and now. On my mother's life, I'll never touch another card again," Hedgerow exclaimed.
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"What?" Hedgerow said. "I don't like my mother." As he spoke, the cards behind him floated into the air, and he took a quick glance at them. "Fold," he said, and the cards drifted back to the tabletop.
Aine laughed loudly, then gestured for one of her security guards to come over. "Keep a close eye on this one, will you?"
"Yes, ma'am."
"What's that for?" Hedgerow grumbled. "This isn't one of those no powers casinos, is it?"
"Not at all," Aine said cheerfully. "Please carry on. Doc, this way, please."
"When did you become my manager?" he grumbled as he followed after her.
"Since you stopped taking showers."
"I took a shower."
"Because I told you too. You look better."
"I had a nap."
"And just because I'm managing you doesn't mean you get to manage me," she stated irritably.
"He's a faun."
"So? I like fauns. They're quite well known for their... vim and vigor."
"Exactly!" Doc exclaimed.
"Exactly," Aine smirked.
"I cannot have this conversation with you," Doc said. "Where're we going?"
"Simon wants to see you."
"Simon," Doc sighed.
"You can't be mad at him for doing the job you gave him."
"I can." Doc took several more steps, then added, "I'm not, but I could be, if I wanted to. I am the—"
"Tetrarch," Aine interrupted. "Yes. We all know."
"Well, I am," Doc grumbled, keenly aware of how much he suddenly sounded like Jury. "Have you... um... seen Jury lately?"
"You mean since you yelled at him and told him to take his whiny, aristocratic self elsewhere?"
Doc cringed. "Were those my exact words?"
"Pretty sure."
"Well?"
"He's fine."
"Good. Is he... mad at me?" Doc asked casually.
"For being an ass, no. He's not an idiot, Doc; he knows something's wrong."
She pushed open the door to one of the Banshee's VIP rooms and ushered him inside. Simon was already sitting at the table, shuffling a deck of cards with one hand.
"Tetrarch," he said softly.
"Goddamn it, Simon."
Simon grinned and said, "Doc."
Doc sat and studied Simon's serious face. He'd made Simon's life fairly hellish over the last few weeks. It hadn't been intentional, but he'd still done it.
"I apologize for my recent behavior," Doc said. "I was having a little trouble adjusting to my new situation, and I didn't handle it well." That was true; he couldn't be held responsible for how Simon chose to interpret it.
"You've no need to apologize to me," Simon shrugged.
"Not making this easy, are you?" Doc noted.
"You didn't ask for this," Simon said. "It was thrust upon you."
"That is true," Doc said. "Given a choice, I would not be here. But I am here, and I'm ready to... take on the mantle of tetrarch."
"The people of the Hidden will be pleased to see you take charge," Simon said solemnly.
"I doubt that," Doc muttered. "You should know that I have a personal problem I need to take care of as well so I won't be available at all times, but tell me when and where you need me, and I'll be there."
Simon nodded and dealt Doc five cards. Doc studied them, then slid two cards back across the table to Simon. Simon gave him two fresh cards, and Doc revealed his royal flush.
"Unbelievable," Simon muttered.
"Believe in luck yet?"
"There has to be a logical explanation," Simon argued.
"Yeah," Doc grinned. "Luck."
"That's not logical."
Doc sighed. "You've seen Jury glamour someone, right?"
"Yes."
"How's that logical?"
"It has to do with the reflection of air and—"
"Never mind," Doc said. "Has Dublin returned yet?"
"No."
"Who's in charge of the Magistratus while he's gone?"
"Sagena."
"Excellent choice," Doc said, forcing his mind to stay on task and not drift into the memory of Sagena's arms.
"I thought so as well," Simon said.
"Status reports on the other cities?"
"There've been no further riots, and those who openly supported Mitcham's plan to attack the norm world have been arrested."
"What happens to them now?" Doc queried.
"I was going to ask you."
Doc could feel a headache coming on, but he ignored it and dealt another hand. "Explain," he said as he looked at his cards.
"Under Mitcham's rule, people were either arrested and locked in Blackwater or they just disappeared."
For a moment Doc was in Mitcham's dank dungeon, opening door after door, smelling the stench of death.
"What's Blackwater?" he asked, reminding himself that Mitcham's dungeon was gone.
"The Hidden's prison."
"So Mitcham just decided?" Doc asked. "No one else had a say in what happened?"
"Precisely."
"Is that the way it used to be?"
"No."
"You're really filling in all the blanks today," Doc grumbled. "We need to deal with Blackwater soon. I highly doubt if anyone Mitcham locked away deserved it. As for Mitcham's supporters, we either have to execute them or release them."
"What?" Simon asked, hand pausing in mid-deal.
"There's no point in locking people up forever," Doc said. "It's cruel, really, and completely without gain on either side."
"But that's the way things have always been done," Simon pointed out carefully.
"I don't care," Doc said. "I've been locked in prison before, and it didn't change me."
That wasn't precisely true. He'd learned to study a woman's motivations more carefully before sleeping with her, but the actual stay in prison hadn't made him a different person.
"We'll create a council of seven to interview the prisoners," Doc decided. "After each interview, they'll cast blind votes in favor of release or execution. Majority rules."
Simon didn't speak for several minutes. Finally he said stiffly, "If that is what you wish."
"It is." Doc wanted to rub his aching temples, but he kept his hand on the table and asked, "What else?"
"There are several things we should go over, but they can wait until morning."
"Fine," Doc said. "I hate my office so come by my hotel suite, and if I need to meet with anyone, I'll go to them."
"It's not wise to meet people on their own turf," Simon pointed out. "Home field always has the advantage."
"That may be true for most people," Doc said, "But I'd rather see them in their element; it tells me more about them." He grinned. "After all, I'm a gambler; I always have the advantage."
Simon glanced down as Doc revealed his full house. "I can see that," Simon grumbled with an irritable shake of his head. "I'll see you in the morning, Tetrarch," Simon added as he stood. "Can I trust you to be awake and clothed by nine?"
Doc started to say yes, but then remembered it was past midnight already and mortals needed a little something called rest. "Better make it noon," he said.
"So be it."
After Simon had left, Doc stared at the table, musing. His multifaceted plan was off to a rocky start. He'd known from the beginning that his rule as tetrarch was going to be difficult. He didn't always see things the same way other people did. Furthermore, he'd been on the wrong side of the law enough to know that there weren't always clear cut definitions of right and wrong.
Evil was much easier to define. There was never a valid reason to rape someone or to beat a child. And rulers like Mitcham were evil because everything they did was for their own gain and they abused anyone they needed to in order to achieve their goals. But as far as the people who had believed in Mitcham's propaganda, they could go either way.
He felt a whisper of air as the door swung silently open and closed behind him. It wasn't Emily or Aine because they would have immediately said something. There was also more than one person. Maybe three or four.
Not immortal anymore, Doc reminded himself as he calculated his next move.
He leaned forward as if he was looking at something, then slid under the table just before a knife whistled through the space his head had only just vacated. Another knife thudded into the tabletop, the tip breaking through the wood a mere inch from Doc's face, and Doc scrambled towards the other side of the round table, a knife in each hand.
When he'd reached the other side, he turned briefly to count the pairs of feet. There were four of them, and if he wasn't mistaken, they were dressed from head to toe in black. He paused for a second to process what he was seeing, but he didn't believe it. There was no way he was being attacked by ninjas; and if he was, he'd never hear the end of it from Jury.
He jumped to his feet, tossed a knife, and dived back under the table as four knives sunk into the wall behind him. On the other side of the table, one of the assailants dropped to the floor, Doc's knife protruding from his chest, and Doc grinned. He may be mortal, but he could still throw a knife.
"Enough games," someone hissed. "You two, go around."
Doc rolled under the table to the other side and slammed his heel into the speaker's knee. The man stumbled forward, and Doc leaped upward, stabbing his knife deeply into the man's throat, somewhat surprised by the amount of resistance he encountered.
Doc could hear the pad of feet on the table behind him so he dropped to the floor, hissing as a knife tore through the flesh on his arm. He knocked the attacker backwards with his elbow and rolled quickly to the other side of the table once more. He didn't stop rolling until he hit the wall, then he somersaulted along the wall once and landed on his feet, knives ready to throw.
The remaining black clad ninjas were on either side of him, short swords in hand, but Doc was faster, and by the time they reached him, the knives protruding from their chests had already done their job.
"Typical," he grouched as he stepped to the side to avoid their fall. "Ninjas never attacked me when I was immortal."
He prodded one of the still forms with his toe. There was no telling if they were really dead or not; he'd just have to do it the old fashioned way.
"Never leave one alive," he said, palming a knife and kneeling down to stab the body in front of him through the throat.
He heard the scrape of a shoe just one second too late. Even as he ducked forward, the knife tore through his back. Doc kicked out with his foot, knocking his attacker backwards, then threw three knives, one after the other, watching with grim satisfaction as they punctured the ninja's chest.
Doc quickly stabbed the bodies on the floor beside him, then crossed the room and stabbed the final body through the heart.
That done, he slumped into one of the chairs and breathed shallowly, trying not to vomit. He hadn't felt pain like this in years, and he didn't like it one bit. He hadn't realized how much the spell Tozi had placed on him had changed him.
"Are you alright?" Emily asked from the doorway.
"Maybe," Doc said.
"What the...?!" she suddenly exclaimed. "Are those ninjas?! Where the hell did they come from? I was watching the hallway the entire time!"
"They probably had a witch with them who camouflaged the air in front of them," Doc replied offhandedly.
"I'm so sorry," Emily said worriedly. "I swear I was watching! Are you hurt? Dear god, you are hurt!" she gasped, grabbing ahold of his arm.
"I'm fine," Doc said evenly, nudging her away. "Just run ask Aine to bring the kit."
"Yes, sir."
Emily rushed from the room, and Doc tried to work out the puzzle in a vain effort to keep his mind off the pain. The ninjas had known which room he'd be in, so they were very well informed. Or they had a nest of fairy wasps inside the Banshee. Or a horde of mice. Or perhaps several sneaky spiders.
He wasn't making sense. The point was someone had actually tried to assassinate him. He grinned. He'd only been tetrarch for a month, and they were already trying to kill him.
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Emily was frantic by the time she and Aine returned with the kit. "Jervis is going to kill me," she said, fluttering around Doc like an anxious butterfly.
"Relax," Doc ordered her. "Have a drink of whiskey."
"But they nearly killed you! And I was supposed to be watching you!"
"They didn't nearly kill me," Doc said. "And it's not your fault. I'm fine. Sit, drink, then take a look around the Banshee to see if there are any bugs or mice or whatever. Anything a Myhanava can use."
"Yes, sir," she said, eyes still wide with worry.
"Are you really okay?" Aine asked, sharp eyes quickly assessing him.
"I'm fine. I'm sure it's just a little cut."
"Can you take off your shirt?" she asked. "It would make it easier. If not, I can cut it open." 
Doc stood and struggled out of his jacket, vest, and shirt, hearing Aine's sharp intake of breath when she saw the wound.
"It's a good thing Lady Luck loves you," she mumbled. "That one nearly did you in."
"Hardly," Doc drawled.
"Hum. Well, in the words of a doctor I know, this is going to hurt," Aine said, lifting the whiskey bottle and pouring out some amber liquid onto his back.
Doc hissed as the whiskey seared his open flesh. Being mortal was awful.
"It needs stitches," she added.
"I hate this," Doc said irritably, taking the bottle from her.
"Don't be a baby."
"When was the last time you were stitched up?" Doc grumbled.
"When I was ten."
"I told you to be careful up there."
"I was careful," Aine insisted. "There was a gust of wind."
"Sure there was," Doc chuckled.
He laid his head on the table, exhaling slowly as the needle pierced his skin; and for a second the darkness swallowed him.
"You taste of blood," Meli whispered, tongue slithering over his arm.
Doc tried to step away, but he was too tired to move, which didn't make any sense. He was dreaming. How could he be tired? He knew the answer to that though. He wasn't just dreaming; he was inside the dreaming, and what happened here was just as real as what happened in the Banshee. Which meant that Meli's tongue was actually touching his skin. Bile tried to climb up his throat, but he swallowed it and tried to focus on anything but her.
"What a delightful snack," she said, fingertip circling the wound on his back. "There were four, were there not? You killed them well."
He felt her tongue skim over his bloody back and fought not to shudder.
"There was a time when I had worshipers," she said, voice dreamy. "They slaughtered many in my name. So many that the blood ran like water. I dream of those days."
He didn't bother to respond, just tried to ignore her, even though such a thing was impossible.
Pain suddenly shot through his arm; and he snapped awake, lifting his head wearily.
"Sorry," Aine said. "You drifted off. I just poured whiskey on your arm."
"Thanks," Doc said. "I don't want to drift off."
Aine glanced across the table at Emily and didn't say anything further, just began to stitch closed the cut on his arm.
"It's done," she finally said.
"Good. I need food."
"Seriously?" Aine asked.
"What part of our earlier conversation did you not fully understand?" he growled.
"Sorry, I just... Are you going to be okay?" she asked worriedly.
"I'm fine. If I wasn't you'd know."
"I don't like this," she whispered.
"Neither do I," Doc said. "But it'll all turn out; it always does."
"You are lucky," she offered with a lopsided grin.
"Extremely," he agreed.
"I'll send in some food."
"Thank you," Doc said. "And thanks for stitching me up."
"I had a good teacher," she said softly. "Now put your shirt back on," she added briskly, "you'll scare my serving girls."
"You know that's not true," he laughed.
"That tattoo's absolutely hideous," she said. "They'll run screaming."
"Liar."
She rolled her eyes and left, leaving Doc no choice but to struggle into his torn and bloodied shirt on his own.
When he was dressed, he sat and said, "Anything?"
Emily's eyes were closed, but she said, "No. Just the usual."
"Would you be able to tell if something was being ridden?" he asked.
"Yes."
"Good enough," he said.
He knew Aine would take a thorough look at her security, and if she found anything she'd let him know. He had a suspicion there wouldn't be anything to find though. Witches were like wild cards; they could be used in a variety of different ways.
"After I eat," Doc said, "I'll need you to take me back to Ms. Goodhunt's."
"Yes, sir."
Emily opened her eyes and studied him, chewing her lip nervously. "Do you think... Will Jervis..."
"Don't worry about it," Doc said. "Jervis knows how hard it is to keep an eye on me. I was once imprisoned and locked in a box under Jervis's watch. It was completely my fault of course, but still, he was watching."
By the look on her face, Emily didn't believe him. He didn't blame her. Jervis was a force to be reckoned with.
"Were you really locked in a box?" she asked.
"Yep," Doc said. "And not for the first time either," he added, remembering the weight of the dirt on his coffin lid. "Anyway, enough about that, tell me about the people in the Hidden. What do they need?"
"What?" Emily asked, eyes full of confusion.
"What do the people of the Hidden need? What do they lack?"
"Why're you asking me?"
"Because you're one of them. And not one of the upper echelon; I assume they have everything they need. It's the other Hidden residents I'm concerned with."
"I don't even live in the Hidden," she argued.
"But you have family in the Hidden."
"I'm just one voice," she claimed.
"You're a wise voice," Doc said firmly. "Now, I'm ordering you tell me what, in your opinion, the Hidden lacks or needs or could do without."
She stared at him skeptically but finally said, "There's not much space left inside. There's hardly any room for the children to play or even... There's not any nature," she said sadly.
Doc absorbed that and walked through the Hidden in his mind. Emily was right. With the exception of the upper blocks, almost all of the Hidden was city. No parks, no trees. Nothing.
"Where does the food come from?" he asked.
He listened carefully as she explained things to him, and by the time he'd eaten and they had arrived back at Bluegrass's house, he had a good idea of what he needed to address with Simon going forward.
"This time I'm ordering you to go home," he said as he exited the car. "I'll call Jervis when I'm done."
"He told me to stay with you," she argued.
"You've been with me for over fifteen hours now; you could use a break. Go home. Take my car."
She struggled with indecision for a moment, but he raised an eyebrow and stared down at her, and she finally caved. "Yes, sir."
He nodded and walked across the cracked pavement towards Apollo. Bluegrass must have been expecting him because she opened the door herself with a softly spoken, "Doc."
"Bluegrass." He smiled at her, wishing he was a little less mortal at the moment.
She led him down the hallway to a large kitchen filled with pots and pans and jars. It smelled of the woods on a warm summer night.
"Sit," she said. "I made you some tea."
He took the delicate cup without comment. He couldn't remember the last time he'd drank tea. It was nice. Comforting. Normal.
"You said you needed my help," Bluegrass reminded him.
"Yes."
Doc took a slow sip. It was the perfect temperature, and it tasted like... It tasted like the first time he'd landed a strike to Francisco's face. Like victory. 
"Well?" Bluegrass prodded.
"Sorry. I... um... This is rather difficult," he said. "We haven't known each other long, and there really aren't that many people I fully trust, so I'm..."
He sighed and studied her round, open face. He'd liked her from the moment he first met her. And not just in the way he liked women in general. Some women he enjoyed. Some women he enjoyed in bed. Others he enjoyed both in bed and out of bed. Bluegrass was that kind; rarer and far more valuable.
"I've a death shaman attached to me," he said simply. "She's there when I sleep, and she's... blocking my ability to heal and... Well, be immortal. More or less."
Her eyes sharpened. "She must be quite powerful."
"The most powerful," he said dryly.
"Not... You don't mean the Black Shaman?" she asked incredulously.
"You know her?"
"Of course not! I know Ahanu, her brother."
"Why am I not surprised?" Doc said wearily.
"I was under the impression that the Black Shaman was dead?" she said, eyebrow raised.
"She was, is... Kind of?"
"What does that mean?"
"She was defeated, but she's not completely dead."
"I see. But why did she choose you?"
"Because Ahanu put a little x on my back and said 'pick this one'," Doc growled.
"Why would he do that?" she demanded, her disbelief clear.
"Because he's a meddlesome ass."
"That may be true," she allowed. "Although he did help me free the women inside the paintings."
Doc had nearly forgotten about the paintings. "You freed them?" he asked.
"Yes." She grinned widely, eyes sparkling. "And they asked me to pass on their gratitude."
"You did the work," Doc countered. "I'm glad you were able to free them."
"So am I. But what is it you need from me?" she asked.
"Can you sever the connection between Meli and me?" he inquired hopefully.
"I'm sorry I can't," she said apologetically. "The most I can do is shield you for a while, like earlier today. Apollo is quite well guarded. Not anyone can enter, dreaming or otherwise, whom I don't invite."
As much as he liked the idea of staying with Bluegrass, he'd been hoping for a more mobile solution.
"My friend had a dreamcatcher to block her interference," Doc remarked.
"And it worked?"
"Yes."
"That's quite fascinating," she said. "I rather thought they were just a tourist item."
"So you can't make one?" Doc asked.
"I'm afraid not. The only thing I can do is offer you my bed to sleep in." She blushed furiously. "Not like that; I mean, like that's fine too, but not like that."
He grinned. "I never have seen your actual bed."
Her face turned an even darker shade of red. "It's upstairs... I mean..." She gulped. "I... I can show it to you if you like."
Doc grinned widely. "I'd like that; although I feel the need to point out that I'm feeling a bit mortal at the moment so my stamina is subpar."
Her eyes sparkled with laughter, and she said, "I'm pretty sure I have enough stamina for the both of us."
Doc's skin began to tingle with anticipation. "Is that so?" he asked.
"Truly." She stood and held out her hand to him. "I was just reading about a new technique. It was quite adventurous, and if you're willing..." She trailed off and began to blush again.
"Please," he said, taking her offered hand. "Lead the way."
Bluegrass really did have enough stamina for both of them; and afterwards, Doc drifted off into a pleasant sleep, haunted by nothing more than his own memories and the press of Bluegrass's thighs against his own.
He woke to the sound of her humming and felt quite satisfied until he tried to roll out of bed and realized how stiff and achy he was. He hadn't hurt this badly in... He couldn't actually remember.
"Are you alright?" Bluegrass asked softly.
"Yes," he murmured. "I just... hurt."
"I have a salve," she offered. "It will help."
He rolled onto his stomach and tried not to move as her warm hands gently rubbed the salve over his aching wounds.
When she was finished, she whispered, "I can take your mind off the pain... If you'd like."
"I would like that very much," Doc growled, rolling over and pulling her to him.
"Well, then..." she giggled. "I better get to it."
After she had thoroughly distracted him, Bluegrass fed him three plates of food and invited him to return whenever he needed a rest.
"What if I don't want a rest?" he asked, pulling one of the pins from her hair.
"Stop that," she laughed, batting at his hand. "You're welcome anytime, for any reason. Now go! I'm busy."
Doc chuckled and walked out into the morning sunshine. He strolled along a block, then flagged down a taxi and asked the driver to take him to Dulcis.
It was only when he was inside the lobby that he realized he'd forgotten to ask Bluegrass if there was any way to block Meli from stealing his kills.
"A moment of your time?" Jervis said, intercepting Doc.
"I don't know," Doc replied. "What time is it?"
"Approximately ten fifteen, sir."
"Then yes."
Jervis stepped into the elevator and pushed the button for the sub-sub basement.
"Rather foolish of you to go out without taking precautions," Jervis chided, leading the way into the room.
"It wasn't really planned," Doc said. "I blacked out and overslept."
"I see. You do look better."
"I can sleep without interference at Ms. Goodhunt's house."
"Excellent, but not a good long term solution."
"I'm aware of that, Jervis. I'm mortal, not stupid."
"Aine said you were nearly killed."
"Hardly," Doc replied.
"She said it took seventeen stitches."
"Is that all?"
"Hans," Jervis said sternly.
Doc grinned. "You never call me by my name."
"You rarely deserve it."
"I'm fine, Jervis. Truly. If I were that easy to kill, we never would have met in the first place."
"There's no point in taking risks," Jervis pointed out.
"Life is a risk; I've just gotten used to taking it for granted." Doc shrugged. "In fact, maybe it's a good thing."
Jervis raised an eyebrow.
"For instance," Doc said, "Bluegrass taught me a very interesting position last night. That would've never happened if I hadn't been mortal. So you see, it may appear to be a bad thing, but it could be a good thing in disguise."
Jervis rolled his eyes and yanked a grey vest from a wooden hanger. "Here. Put this on."
"What is it?" Doc asked.
"A protection vest. Should repel any sort of direct attack. Knife, bullet, sword. Mr. Jury spent all day yesterday working on it."
"So he's not mad at me?" Doc asked.
"I'm sure a sincere apology would go a long way."
"I swear I spend half my life apologizing," Doc grumbled as he traded out his vest for the new one.
"I wonder why that is," Jervis mused.
"Hush you," Doc said. "I liked it when I was just regular old Doc Holliday. Ever since I've become the tetrarch, you've started treating me like a mindless child."
"That's because you've been acting like one."
"Have not!" Doc retorted. "That doesn't count," he quickly added.
Jervis raised one thin eyebrow.
"Don't be too hard on Emily," Doc said, changing the subject. "It wasn't her fault. She was watching the hallway, but I imagine the assassins had a witch with them who glamoured it to look empty. It's how I would've done it."
"The elite witches do appear to have an axe to grind with you," Jervis said.
"I wonder why," Doc chuckled.
"Could it be because you made a mockery of the entire Jury family?" Jervis suggested.
Doc shrugged. "If they'd only been polite about it, I'd have gone about it a different way."
"Naturally."
"I've a meeting with Simon," Doc said.
"I know."
"Of course you do," Doc grunted. "Is there anything you don't know?"
"The position Ms. Goodhunt taught you last night."
"And you never will," Doc smirked.
"Who do you want on the council to judge Mitcham's followers?" Simon asked several hours later.
Doc rubbed his aching temples. They'd already spent hours going over budgets and laws and petitions, and he was nearly ready to scream.
"Sydney LaRoche," Doc said. "Bluegrass Goodhunt and Julia O'Connell."
"She's a norm," Simon pointed out. "And she was targeted by Mitcham's men, so some might construe that as a conflict of interest, especially if Mr. LaRoche is already on the council."
"Fine," Doc muttered. "Darius Collins. He's also a norm, but he knows about the existence of the Hidden."
"How?"
"I told him."
"This is why people don't like you."
"People can go... Anyway," Doc said, deciding it was better not to say what people could do. "I'll write down his number for you."
"Who else?"
Doc thought for a moment. "Kaasni. I don't know her last name. She's a serpent who lives in the same quarter as the LaRoches. She's a Mitcham sympathizer. In fact, she and Darius used to play chess together until Kaasni turned into a norm hater."
"Are you sure it's wise to put both of them on the council?"
"It'll make it more interesting," Doc replied, thinking over his choices so far. He had a Mitcham sympathizer, a norm, a shopkeeper who'd been targeted by Mitcham, and a wise shaman. Who else should he pick to round it out?
"Hedgerow," Doc said. "He's a faun. You'll be able to find him at the Banshee."
"I don't know him," Simon said.
"He's from Norway."
"Why would you pick someone from Norway?" Simon asked.
"Because he has no interest in our politics."
Simon gave Doc a long look, but wrote the name on his list.
"Abigail Jury," Doc said.
Simon didn't even bother arguing.
"And Ian Comyn. He lives outside the Hidden; he owns a record store called Vinyl Island."
"He's a cryptid?" Simon asked.
"Yes."
"What species?"
"He'll tell you if he wants to," Doc said.
Simon's ear twitched as he wrote the final name on the list.
"Are you regretting your decision?" Doc asked, grinning faintly.
"What decision?"
"Your decision to convince me to kill Mitcham so the council could vote me in as tetrarch," Doc said evenly.
Simon looked up from his pad with blank eyes. "That would be an extremely elaborate scheme," he said softly.
"True, but you're a powerful and successful business man; elaborate schemes are probably second nature to you."
"Probably," Simon said, teeth showing slightly. "And no." He closed his notepad and stood. "I think that's enough for today. Will you be available tomorrow?"
"I need a few days to run an errand," Doc replied. "I'll let you know when I return."
"Very good."
Doc watched Simon leave with a grin. He wasn't sure if Simon's end game was the same as his, but it didn't really matter. When the cards were finally revealed, Doc's hand would win. It always did.




Chapter 5
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Doc knocked on the door to Jury's suite, but Jury didn't answer. No one did. As Doc turned to leave, a Dulcis employee looked up from dusting the paintings in the hallway and said, "If you're looking for Mr. Jury, sir, he moved out."
"He what?!" Doc snapped.
"I'm sorry, sir," the employee stuttered.
"When?" Doc demanded.
"Last week, sir."
"Thank you," Doc said, trying to keep his tone civil. "Nice work on the paintings; they absolutely gleam."
"Thank you, sir," the man said, beaming.
Doc stepped into the elevator and called Jervis. "Why didn't you tell me Jury moved out?" he demanded as soon as Jervis answered.
"I assumed Mr. Jury would have let you know."
"I hate it when you lie to me."
"It's possible I'm not lying," Jervis replied calmly.
"Possible, but not probable," Doc grunted.
"He bought a building on Downing Street," Jervis said.
"Whatever; just text me the address," Doc ordered.
"How did your meeting go?"
"Terrible. How do politicians stand it? I got a hand cramp from signing all those papers."
"What a terrible trial."
"Don't start with me!" Doc snapped. "You know I hate signing things. And signing 'Tetrarch John Holliday' takes forever. Simon won't let me sign anything 'Doc' because he insists it's not my proper name. Goddamn rules and regulations."
"It could always be worse, sir. He could make you sign 'Tetrarch Doctor John Henry Holliday'."
"Good god, Jervis!" Doc exclaimed. "Why would you even say that?!"
"Seemed to fit the moment."
"Not hardly! If he does, I'm taking it out of your salary, and either way, I'm getting a stamp made."
"Can't," Jervis stated. "Not official."
"I don't feel like you're on my side right now," Doc complained.
Jervis laughed softly. "I'll text you Mr. Jury's address. Do try to stay alive."
Doc rolled his eyes and disconnected. It's not as if being mortal was a big deal. Most of the people he knew were mortal, and it's not as if they walked around inside armored boxes. He was going to be just fine.
"Goddamn jinxed myself," he sighed as the elevator doors slid open to reveal the five ninjas waiting for him inside the parking garage.
As Doc was trying to decide which one to leave alive, a knife slammed into his chest and rebounded thanks for Jury's magic vest.
"Forgot I was mortal," Doc muttered as he dived behind his Mercedes AMG GT, cringing when he heard the clunk of several knives against the car's side.
"Can you at least try not to hit the cars?!" Doc yelled.
Another knife slammed into the car's body.
"Goddamn it!" Doc snapped as he stood and stalked towards them. "I said not to hit the fucking cars!"
Knives flew from his fingers with deadly accuracy, killing all five of his attackers in seconds.
He stared at the corpses in irritation. "Now why didn't I just do that in the first place?" he muttered. His leg suddenly buckled under his weight, and he glanced down at the knife protruding from it. "Now I remember," he sighed.
He managed to stand, walked unsteadily over to double-kill the bodies, then limped to the elevator, calling Jervis as he did.
"I require your assistance in my suite," Doc said.
"Sir?"
"And there are some bodies in the parking garage."
"I'll be right up," Jervis said.
Doc retrieved his medical kit from under his sink and waited patiently for Jervis to arrive.
"What did I say?" Jervis snapped when he saw the knife handle sticking out of Doc's leg.
"I didn't expect to be ambushed in my own parking garage," Doc retorted. "I thought we had airtight security."
"We do," Jervis said.
"Obviously not!" Doc snapped. "Now pull it out." Doc had already cut away a section of his pants, and he was holding a jar of powdered yarrow in one hand and a cotton pad in the other.
"On the count of three," Jervis said, wrapping his hand around the handle. "One, two—"
"Goddamn it!" Doc yelled. "That wasn't three!"
Blood oozed from the wound, and Doc dumped the entire jar of yarrow onto it before applying pressure. "I am not enjoying this," he muttered.
"I thought you said it was a good thing," Jervis pointed out.
"I lied," Doc said. "I still hurt from yesterday, and it's goddamn annoying. I should at least be able to heal as fast as Doyle. You think he'd still be sore? No!"
He checked under the pad; the bleeding had slowed enough that he could stitch it. "And furthermore, I hate stitching myself up. The cowboys never needed stitches. Doyle got into this fight with a bear once, and... Never mind," Doc said, shaking his head. "The point is, he didn't need goddamn stitches!"
The cowboys hadn't been quite normal though, Doc mused as he began to stitch his wound closed. Andrew had taught him that some people, people like Doyle, Charlie, Jane, and Joe, all used the power, whether they knew it or not. Doc had never fully grasped what the "power" was; he figured it was like luck; unless you grasped it, you simply couldn't grasp it.
Andrew had grasped the power though, and he loved to talk about it and how it worked. He'd explained to Doc in great detail how each of his companions used the power, but one thing they all had in common was that they healed faster than normal people. Not through any conscious thought on their own part, not like Andrew, but simply through their connection with the power.
Doc couldn't "feel" the power, but he'd seen the evidence of it more than once, and he'd always assumed it was the reason Jury healed quicker than most people, but he wasn't sure. Maybe all witches healed swiftly because of their connection to the elements. If that were the case, he wished he was a witch right now, because being just a regular mortal was awful.
Doc tied off the stitches and laid his head on the back of the couch with a sigh. "I honestly had no idea ninjas were still a thing," he grumbled. "It's rather obvious, isn't it? Running around wearing black from head to toe and toting swords?"
"Perhaps not as obvious as you would think," Jervis replied, "since they managed to sneak past both my security and the Banshee's."
"I told you they had a witch," Doc said. "This is like Bosch all over again. I want to know who hired them so I can pay him a visit."
"I'll see what I can find out, but it would help if you left one alive next time," Jervis chastised.
"Sorry," Doc shrugged. "I was in mourning. Did you see what they did to my car?"
"No. Is it worse than your leg?"
Doc glared at Jervis. "You can't stitch a damn car, Jervis. I'm going to Jury's now. I'll take the kit with me, just in case. Semper paratus," he muttered under his breath.
By the time he reached Jury's, Doc was in a foul mood. He was in a foul mood because someone was seriously trying to kill him. He was in a foul mood because his leg, his back, and his arm all ached. He was in a foul mood because if he ran a red light and someone crashed into him, he might actually die. But at least he knew his recollection of mortality was accurate.
"Where's Jury?" he snapped when Sami Caruso, Jury's manager, met him in the lobby.
She took a step back and said with a perfectly benign grin, "He said if you're in a bad mood, he's not available."
"What makes you think I'm in a bad mood?" Doc snarled.
"Well," Sami said, red lips pursing, "I don't know you all that well yet, but I'd say the snarl you're currently sporting is a clue."
Doc glared at her, but she was simply too good-natured, and he couldn't keep it up. "I'm sorry," he chuckled.
"Bad day?"
"Pretty much," Doc said. "Where's Jury?"
"Top floor," she replied. "You'll need the code to get up there though."
Doc waited patiently. She didn't offer it up.
"May I have the code?" he asked. "Please?" he added for good measure.
"No."
Doc's eyelid twitched. "Why not?"
"Mr. Jury said you have to call him and ask for it."
"No," Doc growled.
"Then I'm afraid I can't let you up," Sami said, tone not even a little apologetic.
"Go away," Doc ordered. "Before I kill you."
She grinned widely, then turned on her red heels and hurried back to her office.
Doc leaned against a marble column and called Jury.
"Yes?" Jury answered cheerfully.
"Are you trying to irritate me?" Doc demanded.
"Is it working?"
"Yes."
"Was there something you wanted?" Jury inquired innocently.
"You know what I want."
"I'm afraid I'm currently occupied."
"I'm sorry," Doc ground out. "I shouldn't have called you... an aristocrat."
"I am an aristocrat," Jury replied.
"Then what's the problem?"
"I have another call coming in," Jury said.
"No, wait," Doc sighed. "I'm sorry I called you a whiner."
"Code's 110887," Jury said. "Get it?"
Of course he got it. How could he forget the day he'd "died"? "Why would you do that?" Doc demanded.
"Because you would've never guessed it!" Jury laughed.
Doc disconnected and took a deep breath. He was not going to kill Jury; that would be counterproductive.
It only took him a few seconds to reach the top floor where he found Jury waiting in the open doorway of his new apartment, looking far too relaxed for Doc's taste.
"You look like shit," Jury said.
"I spent six hours going over paperwork with Simon."
Jury cringed. "That sounds absolutely awful."
"I hate being tetrarch," Doc complained. "I'm much more suited to a warlord type position."
"I could see that actually," Jury said with a laugh. "Come on in."
Doc crossed the threshold and gazed around Jury's apartment in shock. The walls were full of framed artwork and lined with bookshelves, and the bookshelves were packed full of books and other odds and ends.
"What happened to less is more?" Doc asked.
"That was the old me," Jury said. "This is the new me. What do you think?"
"I'd rather you had a faro table," Doc said, running his hand over the polished wooden side of the pool table dominating the center of the room. "But this makes more sense; seeing how it's the only game you can win at."
"You're just jealous because you didn't think of it first," Jury retorted, tossing Doc a pool cue. "I'll even let you break."
"I'll take that small kindness," Doc muttered.
Over the next hour, they played six games, and Jury won every single one.
"I like this," Jury sighed, plopping into one of his huge leather recliners and snapping out the footrest.
Doc chuckled as he sat across from Jury in the other recliner. "Goddamn," he muttered as he sank into the leather and all his aches faded away. "I could sleep in this."
"You can sleep anywhere," Jury laughed. "I've seen you sleep upright at a ship's taffrail."
"I learned it from Andrew," Doc said.
"Andrew," Jury mocked irritably. "Was there anything that man couldn't do?"
"When are you going to get over it?" Doc asked. "You were just a pup, a spoiled pup at that. So he laid you flat on your ass a couple times. It's not like you didn't deserve it."
"All I did was ask Joe's daughter how she took her tea," Jury grunted.
"It wasn't what you asked, it was how you asked it," Doc said. "And you damn well know it. You should consider yourself lucky he didn't kill you."
Jury made a ball of magic light and threw it at Doc's head. Doc batted it away, laughing when it flew straight back into Jury's face.
"She'd been lucky to have me," Jury grumbled.
"Not then," Doc said. "You were a spoiled brat."
"She was a spoiled brat."
"Can we move on? It was a hundred years ago. And she's dead."
They didn't speak for a moment, then Jury muttered, "I hate mortals."
"Speaking of mortals," Doc said carefully.
"Yeah?"
"I... um..."
Jury's eyes narrowed. "Please don't say it," he said.
"Alright," Doc agreed. "I won't. I need to make a road trip. You want to come?"
"Are you seriously saying..." Jury began. "You're not actually..."
"Not technically, I don't suppose. But Meli's sort of blocking my ability to eat people right now."
The color left Jury's face, and he said, "But that means..."
"I could die anytime," Doc confirmed. "But I'm pretty sure that was always the case."
"No, it wasn't!" Jury exclaimed. "You wouldn't make it ten minutes as a mortal!"
"I've already managed four weeks."
"Oh holy shit! You've been mortal this whole goddamn time?!" Jury was suddenly looking a lot less relaxed.
"Pretty much. But look on the bright side, I've only been attacked by ninjas twice."
"You were attacked by ninjas?!" Jury was on his feet now, pacing like mad. "And you won?"
"I'm still me," Doc said irritably.
"Exactly!" Jury snapped. "You lack any concern for your body whatsoever. I once saw you let a man shoot you six times in the chest!"
"I'd already used all my knives."
"You didn't have to just stand there and take it!"
"I wanted him to think he'd won," Doc explained.
"Do you hear yourself?! Oh fuck, what're we going to do?"
"To begin with," Doc said slowly, "I thought we'd not panic."
"I'm not panicking!" Jury snapped.
"And secondly, we're going to Arizona."
"What?! Why the hell are we going to Arizona?"
"It's the only way I know how to get into the Underworld."
Jury abruptly stopped moving and stared at Doc in disbelief. "You cannot be serious," he stated.
"I am." Doc tilted his head, then added, "Mostly serious, anyway."
"No," Jury said flatly.
"No?"
"No."
Doc grinned slightly and drawled, "And how exactly are you going to stop me?"
"I'll shove you in the hole."
"The hole."
"Yes, the goddamn hole!"
"Will you come visit me?"
"Goddamn it, Doc! This isn't funny!"
"I know. I'm the one who's been stabbed three times."
"Already?!" Jury exclaimed.
"Ninjas, Jury. Try to keep up."
Jury started pacing again. "So that's why Jervis asked me to make an armored vest."
"I thought you knew," Doc remarked.
"No, he just said he needed one."
"I'm surprised you bothered."
"He said that you said you didn't think I could do it," Jury grunted.
"I didn't say that," Doc laughed. "It works great, by the way."
"Of course it does!" Jury snapped. "I made it. I don't know why you had to goddamn test it out so soon though."
"It wasn't my fault," Doc said. "Ninjas."
"I can't believe you fought ninjas without me," Jury grumbled. "That's just... rude. Does Jervis know you're going to Arizona?"
"We're going to Arizona," Doc corrected. "And I'll probably have to tell him at some point since you've all suddenly turned into a bunch of mothering hens."
"Mothering hens," Jury snorted. "You barely manage to stay alive as an immortal."
"I never had any trouble before you," Doc said, starting to feel a little irritated.
"What about that one time—"
"Enough!" Doc snapped. "Are you coming or not?"
"Whatever. I get to drive though."
"Obviously. Why else would I have asked you?"
"I hate you."
"Then why are you so upset?" Doc laughed.
"Because... Because I just got my pool table so I could beat you, and now I won't get to use it," Jury spat.
"One more game?" Doc offered.
"No! When you say it that way, it sounds so final."
"I'll be fine," Doc assured him. "I'll text you Bluegrass's address, and you can pick me up in the morning."
Jury glared at him. "And what are you doing at Bluegrass's?"
"Sleeping," Doc laughed.
"Really," Jury snorted.
"Mostly," Doc replied with a wink.
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"Why do I feel like we're sneaking out of town?" Jury asked the next morning as he drove towards the interstate.
"Because we are."
"You didn't tell Jervis, did you?"
"I'm going to text him. Did you get the supplies?"
"Five ice chests filled to the brim with food," Jury said proudly. "And you said my truck was too big."
"It is too big," Doc muttered.
"I'd like to see you fit even one ice chest in any of your cars."
"I could do it," Doc said with a shrug. "I'm pretty sure they make ice chests that are only about this big." He held his hands out in front of him in a small square, and Jury burst out laughing.
After a moment, Jury asked, "Do you have a plan?"
"Not really."
"Wonderful."
"All I know is that Meli is dead. Or mostly dead. And when we meet in the dreaming or whatever it is, I glow a little rainbowy, like when I was in the Underworld. I don't usually glow in dreams, even if they are real dreams, so I figure the Underworld is the best place to start looking for her, especially since I know spirits pass through there," Doc explained.
"I think we should be trying to get her off your back, not going out looking for her," Jury pointed out.
"I only know four shamans," Doc countered. "Meli's the problem, Bluegrass can't sever the connection, Ahanu got me into this mess to begin with, and the only time I can talk to Señora Teodora is in the dreaming, which I can't do right now because—"
"I get it," Jury interrupted. "You're saying you're fucked."
"More or less." Doc fell into silence as he watched the traffic pass. He wanted to wait until they were an hour or so away from the city before texting Jervis to let him know what they were doing. He wasn't a match for Jervis in his current condition. He snorted softly. He'd never been a match for Jervis; no one was.
The passing vehicles blurred, and in his mind Doc was walking down a cobbled street in a small German town. He'd just left a pub called the Broken Antler and was considering whether or not he needed to leave the town altogether.
It had taken him only a few hours to understand the various complexities of skat, the most popular German card game, but once he'd figured it out, he'd won nearly every hand. Which made him more popular with the ladies and marginally less popular with the men. The curse of a lucky gambler.
He entered the inn he was staying at and asked for a pint of beer. He preferred whiskey, but Germans really liked their beer and they tended to give him rather strange looks when he asked for a pint of whiskey.
He sat at the bar and shuffled his cards, listening with one ear to the innkeeper's whispered conversation with his wife. No one seemed to realize that even though Doc spoke very poor German, he understood it just fine.
"Heinrich saw the ghost again last night," the man said softly as he filled Doc's beer.
"Hush, husband. You've heard the mayor's position on the 'ghost'. It's not to be spoken of."
"Bah! Just because it's not to be spoken of, doesn't mean it's not there," he retorted. "The factory had to close down again because another foreman didn't show up to work. They lost an entire hour's worth of work."
"That's bad for everyone," she whispered back. "There's no money if the factory shuts down, and I don't know what that has to do with a ghost," she pointed out, pushing a plate of sausages towards Doc.
"Thank you," Doc said, making sure to utterly butcher the pronunciation.
"They say it's the ghost of an old landowner. They say he's angry at the repression of his people."
"That's seditious talk," she said urgently. "You'll get us both thrown in jail if you keep it up."
"All I did is say what they say," he grumped.
"You tell Heinrich to keep his opinions to himself from now on!" she snapped.
Doc stopped listening. He didn't care about local politics, and he was fairly certain ghosts didn't exist, so he figured Heinrich had seen nothing more than a white goat or a strange mist.
"Your bill for the day," the innkeeper told Doc stiffly, handing him a small slip of paper.
"Sorry?" Doc asked, mainly for his own amusement.
"This is your bill," the man said slowly. "Coin. You owe me."
"Right." Doc grinned and pulled out his purse, winking at a passing serving girl as he did.
He paid the bill, collected his clothes and his horse, and left town. A smart gambler always knows when it's time to move on.
He rode towards the next town, amusing himself by reciting various jokes Andrew had told him over the years. When he ran out of jokes, he studied the landscape and wondered what the hell he was doing in Germany.
He lied to himself and said that he was sick of seeing the same old towns and needed a change of scenery, but deep down he knew the truth. He'd run away.  
He'd been laughing at something Jane had said to Andrew just after Andrew had blown out his ridiculous birthday candles; and then he'd stopped laughing because he'd suddenly realized that no matter how many people he knew, he'd always be alone.
Andrew was aging. It wasn't overly noticeable; perhaps nothing more than another crease around his eyes. But in twenty more years, there would be a lot of creases. A lot of aging. And then in twenty more years...  
When Doc looked into the mirror, he was exactly the same. Exactly the same as he had looked twenty-three years ago. And he would look exactly the same in twenty-three more years.
He hadn't fully considered immortality and all its benefits when Señora Teodora had offered him another round at the table. He'd just taken it.
He didn't regret it. He wanted to live. Wanted as many rounds at the table as he could get. But he was beginning to realize it might be a bit lonely sometimes. He didn't particularly want to watch Andrew die. He didn't want to watch any of them die. He'd watched his mother die, and that had been enough.
He shook off his melancholy thoughts and focused on the dirt road in front of him. It was nearly dark, and he'd stopped passing wagons and foot traffic a while ago. The darkness didn't concern him though; there was nothing inside it he couldn't face.
"Are you asleep?!" Jury snapped suddenly, jarring Doc back to the present.
"No... Just thinking."
Jury heaved a sigh of relief. "Good. It's suddenly occurred to me that this might be a problem."
"What might be?"
"This whole driving to Arizona plan."
"Why?"
"It's a fifteen hour drive, and when I drive, you sleep."
"I see," Doc said. "Maybe not my best plan."
"I suppose you can drive some," Jury allowed grumpily.
"That's very kind of you."
"Shut up."
Doc laughed softly and said, "Maybe you can help me work out some political points along the way."
"Do I have to?"
"It'll help keep me awake."
"Fine," Jury grumbled.
"Tell me about Blackwater," Doc said.
"Why?"
"I'm going to shut it down."
Jury started laughing. "Ninjas weren't enough for you, huh?"
"What?"
"You're going to make a lot of enemies if you do that," Jury cautioned.
"Elite enemies?" Doc asked. "Or just regular enemies?"
"Elite."
"Excellent," Doc said. "So where is it?"
"About that..."
"I'm not going to like this, am I?"
"Well, it's like this," Jury said slowly. "You know how the Hidden is only possible because the witches worked together to hide everything?"
"Yes."
"And the witches make the portals that connect one section of the Hidden to another."
"Yes."
"And the witches—"
"Get to the point," Doc ground out.
"Right. Can you hand me a sandwich?"
"Not until you tell me about Blackwater."
"But I'm hungry," Jury complained.
"Now," Doc demanded.
"Just because you're the tetrarch doesn't mean you can use that tone with me and just expect me to answer you."
"Jury..."
"Fine. The witches built Blackwater."
"So?"
"Well, it doesn't technically exist."
"I'm not following you," Doc said.
"Truly not following me or I'm-going-to-pretend-not-to-follow-you-so-I-can-get-more-information-out-of-you not following me?"
"Jury..."
"Never mind. Blackwater does not exist. Here." Jury gestured vaguely. "In this plain."
"That doesn't clear it up!" Doc snapped, starting to get truly irritated.
"It's like the hole," Jury said. "You know the hole I open up to get whiskey from your cabinet?"
"Yes."
"So you know the space in between? The space I shoved Sofia into?"
"Yes."
"It's like that."
Jury didn't go on; it was as if he thought he'd somehow said enough for Doc to make perfect sense of it.
Doc frowned at the passing landscape. The mountains were zipping past at a terrifying rate, and he considered reminding Jury of exactly how mortal he was at the moment, but decided he preferred it when Jury had forgotten.
"So the prisoners are just wandering around in some sort of grey void?" Doc finally asked.
"Of course not!" Jury snorted. "That'd be ridiculous."
"Goddamn it! Explain!"
"Each prisoner is encased inside a... a holding cell I guess you would say. A box. It's the perfect system. No guards, no staff, no nothing."
"How long has Blackwater existed?" Doc asked softly, working hard to keep the fury he was starting to feel out of his tone.
"Ever since the inception of the Hidden," Jury said with a shrug.
"And how many prisoners have been sent there?"
"I don't know. Probably thousands."
Doc pressed his finger to his skull trying to ease the sharp ache that was throbbing between his eyes. "And is anyone ever released?" he ground out.
"Not that I know of."
"And no one sees this as a problem?"
"How do you mean?"
"You're sounding very much like a Jury right now," Doc said flatly.
"What the hell do you mean?"
"You see no problem with the fact that the Hidden authorities have just been shoving people willy-nilly into a void for over two hundred years, never releasing them, just letting them rot there?"
"They shouldn't technically rot," Jury said defensively. "Each cell is warded. Prisoners have no powers, and they just sort of sit there." Jury suddenly brightened and said, "It's almost like being in stasis, if that were a thing."
"Oh, well that's better then, isn't it?" Doc snapped. "I've inherited a goddamn mess."
Just thinking about Blackwater made him furious. It was too close to being nailed inside a coffin, only worse, because you would eventually die inside a coffin, and he was beginning to suspect the prisoners in Blackwater would never die. He couldn't fathom the cruelties people came up with, and he couldn't fathom how they thought locking someone away for all time was somehow kinder than just ending their life.
"Is there a specific spot they insert the prisoners from or can they do it anywhere?" Doc inquired.
"A specific spot," Jury muttered. "You can't have the grey space all cluttered up; it would make a goddamn mess. After all, that's technically what you pass through when you change neighborhoods. There's a name for it; I just never use it because it's a little pretentious."
"Yes?"
"Ager nihilo."
"The field of nothing?" Doc asked.
"Yes," Jury sighed. "Pretentious AND totally lacking in imagination."
"When you put Sofia inside, could she walk around?"
"No, that would be dangerous," Jury said. "It's fairly unpredictable. At least that's what the magicticians say. I imagine it's a little like... I guess the only way to explain it is it's like raw magic. I'm not sure that's completely accurate, but in any case, you have to impose a structure on it to use it. And if you're moving through it, you have to be fairly certain of where you're going or... Well, you need to be fairly certain."
Doc cringed. He utterly hated magic. "So when you put your hand into my kitchen?" he asked.
"I know your suite like I know Ms. Baker's backside," Jury said dreamily. He sat up straight and exclaimed, "That didn't come out right! Not little Ms. Baker; the other one, big Ms. Baker. Shit! I mean the aunt!"
"I know who you mean," Doc chuckled.
"Goddamn," Jury muttered. "The point is I wouldn't be able to reach into Ms. Goodhunt's house or the Banshee. Or even my new apartment."
"Is that why there isn't a system in place to travel from one country to another or even one city to another?" Doc queried.
Jury shuddered. "The witches' council worked for years on a system that would allow longer travel, but it was a disaster. By the time they shut it down, they'd killed twenty-nine witches, lost seventeen, and lost parts of six."
"Parts?" Doc said.
"Parts," Jury confirmed. "Inanimate objects can be sent long distances, similar to the library system, but people simply can't travel long distances. It's too dangerous."
"I see," Doc said. "So circling back to Blackwater, how do I shut it down?"
"Can I have my sandwich now?" Jury demanded.
Doc rolled his eyes as he fished two sandwiches out of the ice chest in the back seat and handed one to Jury.
"It won't be easy," Jury said around a humongous bite.
"Why not?" Doc asked around an equally large mouthful.
"For one, you'll need the witches to help you, and..." Jury paused, gestured with his sandwich, and said, "They don't exactly like you."
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"I can think of at least nine witches who like me," Doc said an hour later.
"The Bakers and the triplets don't count," Jury said, parking the truck at a gas station.
"Why not?"
"They're all too young to vote."
"The triplets can't vote yet?" Doc asked in surprise.
"Not hardly," Jury snorted. "They're only forty or so."
"I remember you at that age," Doc sighed. "So impressionable."
"Shut up and fill the tank," Jury said. "I'm going to go get some coffee."
As Doc waited for the tank to fill, he considered his options and decided he didn't like any of them. This is why he hated politics. He wasn't allowed to kill people in order to solve his problems, even though all the other politicians did; which meant... he had to play nice. Or worse yet, make concessions or agreements or deals. He hated making deals; someone always lost out.
But if it meant closing down Blackwater, he'd schmooze the goddamn witches. He'd schmooze them until they absolutely loved him. He grimaced. Maybe just until they were willing to help him.
"I'll drive," he said when Jury returned.
"Whatever," Jury grunted, tossing Doc the keys. "Did you text Jervis yet?"
"I will."
"Coward."
Doc didn't argue with that assessment. There was a part of him that sometimes worried Jervis would get fed up with him and leave, and there was no way he could handle that. Jervis was absolutely essential to him. He needed Jervis and knowing Jervis was there, no matter what, was somehow soothing.
"I'm napping," Jury said. "Keep yourself awake."
Doc rolled his eyes, pulled out onto the highway, and called Jervis.
"I thought you wanted to live," Jervis said when he answered.
"I do."
"Then why am I considering putting an end to your life?" Jervis asked calmly.
"Because you care?" Doc offered.
"I would have come with you," Jervis said stiffly.
"I know," Doc said, "it's just that... Well... Jury's more..."
"Malleable?" Jervis suggested. "Easy to control?"
"You make it sound so cheap," Doc said. "To put it bluntly, you are rather managing."
"You mean I don't allow you to rush foolishly into unnecessary danger?"
"You can't honestly know whether or not it's unnecessary until after you've rushed into it," Doc countered.
"I can."
"Beside the point," Doc said hurriedly. "I'm fine. Jury's here to watch my back. I have the med kit, food, and I slept for ten hours straight before leaving."
"Semper paratus," Jury mumbled sleepily.
"Exactly," Doc said. "Anyway, I'm fine."
"And what exactly are you fine for?" Jervis asked.
"About that..."
"Yes?" Jervis said, tone as sharp as one of Doc's knives.
"Well, I had an idea and..." This is why he hadn't wanted to call Jervis. "I'm going into the Underworld," he said quickly.
"I see."
"I thought it would be a good place to look for Meli."
"I see."
"It's perfectly safe," Doc lied.
"If that's true why didn't you tell me before you left?"
"I knew you would insist on coming," Doc said. "And I just... It's better if you don't. Who knows what's in there, and I wouldn't want anything... The point is you should stay at Dulcis."
"So now you're treating me like a child," Jervis stated.
"No! Goddamn it, Jervis! Just stay in the goddamn hotel!" Doc took a deep breath. "I'm sorry," he said.
"I understand," Jervis said tightly.
"Would you pass on a message to Simon for me?" Doc said, trying to change the subject.
"Certainly," Jervis said. "It falls under my managerial duties."
"Don't be like that," Doc pleaded. "If I thought I'd be in any real danger, you'd definitely be here. Tell Simon I want to shut down Blackwater, and I need to know which witches I'll have to cozy up to to get it done."
"Cozy up to?"
"Yes, that's apparently how politicians accomplish things. By pretending to like people they don't like," Doc explained.
"Not really your area."
"I know," Doc sighed. "But I'm trying it out."
"I'll let him know, sir."
"Thank you, Jervis. And..." Doc paused. He wasn't always good at saying what needed said, but he knew he needed to smooth things over with Jervis. "You know that I... What I mean to say is... Hell, Jervis, don't make this hard on me. Without you I'm just a wandering gambler; you know that."
"Hardly, sir. And without you, I'm dead."
"Maybe," Doc allowed.
"I'm giving myself a raise for the trouble you've caused me today."
"Double it," Doc said. "No, triple it."
"Done."
Doc disconnected with a grin. That part of him that worried Jervis would get fed up with him was wrong because no matter what happened, no matter how stupid he was, he could always count on Jervis.
They'd already passed over the border of Colorado and were driving through a relatively dry portion of Utah. It didn't resemble the lush, green forests of Germany at all, but in his mind Doc was once again riding down that German road he had once traveled.
The moon rose behind him, illuminating his way; and Doc whistled softly as he rode under the arching arm of a tree. The night was quiet, and the stars shone brightly in spite of the light of the moon. It was exactly the kind of night Andrew would enjoy.
Doc reminded himself that he preferred cities and crowds. He liked the lights of the pubs and gambling halls. He enjoyed the sounds of chaos. He was certainly not enjoying his silent ride from one town to another.
He startled slightly when a tall, thin shadow moved onto the road. "What do you want?" Doc snapped, feeling annoyed at himself for not noticing the man sooner.
"I don't speak English," the man replied in flawless but strangely accented German.
"I speak very poor German," Doc replied in very poor German.
"So you said," the man replied.
Doc grinned slightly, remembering the same conversation taking place in a dark alley a couple weeks previously. "You're the man from the bad street," he observed.
"And you're the man who was looking for a bad street," the man replied. "What are you looking for now?"
"Nothing," Doc shrugged. "Just moving to the next town."
"Most people don't travel at night," the man said.
"I'm not most people. Do you have a name? I weary of calling you 'the shadow' in my head."
"You may call me... Jervis."
"Very well, Jervis. Do you chat with people on this road often?" Doc asked with a low chuckle.
"No."
Doc frowned. Jervis clearly wasn't going to be overly forthcoming, which was fine except he'd seen the man fight, or more accurately seen the aftermath of his fight, and he wasn't thrilled at the idea of Jervis being somewhere on the road behind him.
"Are you going my way?" Doc asked casually.
"Yes."
"Then we can travel together," Doc offered.
"You're riding a horse," Jervis pointed out.
"I'm happy to walk," Doc responded, easily dismounting and walking towards the other man. The moon was high enough now to illuminate Jervis's lean, pale face, and Doc studied him for a moment, before grinning widely and saying, "I do believe you're the ghost Heinrich saw."
Doc's phone rang, interrupting his memory, and he glanced at the screen and cringed. It was Aine. Whatever she had to say he didn't want to listen to right now, so he pushed the ignore button and fumbled around blindly in the ice chest for something to eat. His hand returned with an apple. He hadn't eaten an apple in years, but suddenly it sounded absolutely delicious.
He took a cautious bite and savored the flavor. "I don't like this," he muttered as the juice soaked into his tongue. "I don't like this one bit."
Which was strange. A month ago he would've been delighted to actually get drunk. Just once. Just so he could forget everything for an hour or two. But now that he probably could get drunk, he wouldn't touch a whiskey bottle for money. He had to stay alert and focused. He didn't want to pass out and spend a night with Meli's claws on his skin.
He shook his head to clear it and focused on the road in front of him. There was a sign indicating they had nearly reached the edge of a Hopi reservation, and Doc briefly considered making a detour to see if he could find a medicine man who could make him a real dreamcatcher but decided against it. He'd be suspicious of such a request, and he didn't suppose they would be any different.
"Wake up," he said, elbowing Jury in the shoulder.
"Wha..."
"Wake up; I'm drifting."
Jury sat bolt upright. "Don't you dare scratch my truck!"
"Not literally," Doc laughed. "Mentally."
"Oh," Jury said, sitting back. "Who cares? You're always drifting."
"But I don't want to."
"I see. In that case, I met Amy again last week."
"You didn't," Doc chuckled.
"Yep. Saw her just a second before she saw me, made myself blond and sort of swaggering."
"So blond," Doc said.
"Pretty much. She loved it."
"I'm beginning to think you owe that woman an apology."
"Nah. It's not like I'm lying to her," Jury said. "Besides, even if I was, I make up for it with pleasure."
"Sure you do," Doc replied.
Jury shrugged lazily, but didn't bother to defend himself.
"I noticed you kept Sami," Doc said, changing subjects.
"She's a bulldog," Jury said. "In fact, I think if she and Jervis went toe to toe... Well, he would probably still win, but she'd at least stand a chance."
"I think if Jervis and Sami went toe to toe, they'd have other things on their minds," Doc said with amusement.
"That's so weird to me," Jury stated. "Jervis is so... Jervis."
"And you're so you," Doc chuckled.
"Not the same."
"Speaking of you being you, if I can't find Meli in the Underworld do you think you could find her?" Doc asked.
"Me?"
"Yeah, you."
"How could I possibly do that?"
"You find things. You know? And I was wondering if... Well, I mean... Is it possible to bring something back from the dreaming that you can use to track her? Like a piece of her hair?"
"I don't know why you're asking me," Jury snorted. "I'm not a damn shaman. But it's not like she's actually there, right? What I mean is it's just her spirit. She's dead. There isn't a body. I think I'm starting to confuse myself," Jury muttered.
"Now you know how I feel when you try to explain magic."
"Don't even go there. I'm still mad at you."
"For what exactly?"
"For... For paying attention!" Jury snapped. "I'm going back to sleep."
Within minutes Jury was snoring again, and Doc was left alone with his thoughts. To keep his mind from wandering, he went over every single paper he'd signed for Simon in excruciating detail.
After another hour, he stopped for gasoline. Jury didn't wake up, so Doc filled the tank, stretching slightly to try to loosen the unusual stiffness in his back.
"You should try yoga," a voice from behind him said.
Doc turned and grinned slowly as he took in the willowy blond filling her Jeep at the other gas pump.
"I hear good things," he drawled.
"It really increases your flexibility," she replied with a wide smile.
"I'm a fan of increased flexibility," Doc said.
"Who isn't?" she laughed. "Are you going to be in town long?"
"I'm afraid not. I'm headed down to do some exploring in the Sonoran Desert."
Her eyes drifted slowly over his form, taking in his lightweight wool pants and vest. "You don't seem the type," she said lightly.
"I'm not," he agreed.
"As it happens, I'm headed that way myself to do a bit of photography; maybe I'll see you there."
"I'd like that," Doc said.
"And if I do, I'll teach you my favorite yoga pose," she promised with a wink as she stepped into her Jeep.
Doc smiled slightly as he watched her drive away. He may be mortal, but he could work with it.
Jury finally woke five hours later as Doc slowed to enter a small Arizonan town.
"Where the hell are we?" Jury grumbled.
"Why."
"Why what?"
"Why. That's where we are."
"What?"
"It's a town," Doc laughed. "Named Why."
"Why?"
"Yes."
"No, I mean why did they name it Why?"
"Who knows," Doc said.
"Are we stopping here?"
"No, I'm just trying to get my bearings. I haven't been here in... fifty years or so. It's changed."
"Things tend to do that," Jury said softly. "I've never gone back to New Orleans."
"Me neither," Doc said.
"The places where we hung out have probably been torn down by now," Jury added.
"Probably."
"God, I loved those twins."
"Loved?" Doc inquired, grinning widely.
"Loved what they could do," Jury sighed.
"They were fairly talented," Doc admitted.
"It's strange," Jury murmured.
"What is?"
"Living like we do, not really changing while everything changes around us. My grandfather, Drustan, he's nearly a thousand years old. Can you imagine that? All the things he's seen change? All the people..." Jury trailed off.
"You and I are young by comparison," he said after a moment. "I can't even imagine what Denver might look like in a hundred years, let alone a thousand."
Doc couldn't either. He remembered a time when there were no phones, not much in the way of electricity, and cars were just an interesting idea. But the idea of all the changes that might come paled in comparison to the number of people he'd have to watch die.
"I'm not like you," Jury said softly. "I always knew I'd have to go back home, and so people are like apartments to me. Easy come, easy go. I don't know how you do it."
Doc didn't respond, couldn't think of how to respond. He did it because he had to, not because he wanted to. People died. It was part of life. Just not part of his life.
"Here," Jury said, handing Doc a jar full of sludge.
"What's this?" Doc demanded.
"Just drink it; you'll like it."
"I doubt it," Doc muttered.
They were quiet for a while, then Doc said, "Here's the thing, I'm pretty sure I can get there, but not on this road." It was already dark, but it had been dark the first time he'd been there as well.
"What are you suggesting?" Jury said in a tone that said he knew perfectly well what Doc was suggesting.
"I suggest we go off-road."
"I thought as much," Jury grumbled.
"Then why did you bother asking?"
"I just wanted you to confirm your insanity."
"Well?"
"But I just had it waxed," Jury whined.
"This is a truck, yes?"
"Yes."
"It has four wheel drive, yes?"
"Yes."
"It's entire purpose in life is to drive over rough things," Doc pointed out.
"Not really," Jury said. "It's entire purpose is to look amazing."
"You're pathetic."
"Look who's talking; you have every supercar ever made."
"That is not true at all. I only have fifty of them."
"Well I only have a truck and a Jeep," Jury retorted.
"What about the Mercedes?"
"Are you kidding? I don't drive that! It's a one of a kind!"
"I will buy you a new truck," Doc sighed.
"Fine," Jury said. "I was getting over this one anyway."
They were already well outside of Why now so Doc glanced in his rearview to make sure no one was following them, then cut off the road into the desert.
"You better hope we have enough gas for this," Jury grumbled.
"I filled up half an hour ago," Doc replied, searching for landmarks. Man liked to tear down things and build up different things in their place, but nature tended to keep her rocks where they were. "Trio tower," he noted, driving past a tower of large rocks.
"Ingenious name," Jury mocked.
"Shut up; I'm trying to concentrate."
He could still remember running into the dark, completely fed up with it all, and he could still feel the shock that had reverberated through him when the being had told him there was no death.
Part of him had wanted to die that night, just to prove the being wrong, just to show it what death looked like, what it felt like. But he hadn't. And now he was back, traveling nearly forgotten paths, feeling old grief, and still wondering exactly what the being had meant.
"I don't believe it," he said after driving for over an hour.
"Don't believe what?" Jury asked sullenly.
"Yiska's hut. It's still there. And someone's living in it."
"What're you talking about?" Jury asked.
"The hut. Don't you see it?" Doc pointed towards the small structure with orange glowing windows.
"No."
"What? How can you not see it?" Doc demanded. "It's right there." He parked the truck several feet away, jumped out, and walked over to the hut's door. "See?"
Jury exited the truck and stared at Doc, concern in his eyes. "Doc, there's nothing there."
Doc knew instantly Jury wasn't lying. One, he just couldn't lie that convincingly; two, his eyes were focused on a point far past the hut. Jury clearly couldn't see the hut at all. So was it really there? Could it be?
Doc turned slowly, heart pounding in his chest. It looked just as he remembered. Adobe walls a reddish brown, stone path leading up to the wooden doorway. He reached out his hand, trying to stop it from trembling, and touched the door. It was warm under his palm. He knocked and waited, breath held.
The door opened, and Yiska smiled up at him, looking just as he had fifty years ago.
"Yiska," Doc breathed, stepping backward.
"I've been waiting for you," Yiska said calmly.
Doc glanced back at Jury. "Do you see him?"
Jury's eyes swept the plain. "See who?"
"I don't understand," Doc muttered, coldness sweeping over him. "Who are you?"
"Yiska," the old man replied.
The cold was seeping into Doc now, pulling him towards the darkness. "No," Doc muttered. "What are you?"
"Your guide," Yiska replied just as Doc lost his battle with unconsciousness.
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"How dare you betray me!" Meli hissed angrily in Doc's ear.
Doc struggled to open his eyes. He'd been in the desert, and Yiska had been there, which made no sense. But now...
"I smell power on you, a woman's power, a shaman," Meli ground out, claws ripping through the skin on his back.
Doc gasped in pain and twisted away from her. "I don't know what you're talking about!" he exclaimed, rolling to his feet.
"You lie!" she accused, face tight with fury. "All white men lie!"
Doc held her gaze and said firmly, "All MEN lie; in fact, all people lie, but I'm not lying to you. Why would I lie to you?"
He could tell that his words didn't penetrate her anger because her expression didn't change, and her eyes grew darker. She was furious. Insanely furious.
The darkness began to swirl around her, lifting her higher and higher until she towered above him. "You must be punished for your insolence," she declared.
Doc stared at her in dismay. Unlike Andrew, he didn't wield the power. Or he did, but in an elemental way that he had absolutely no control over. He had nothing here. He couldn't form a knife out of power to defend himself with. All he could do was... run.
Her hand turned into a sharp black spike, and Doc watched her carefully, waiting for the tell. Her eyes tightened; and he dashed forward before she could stab him, zipping through the darkness that surrounded her and running as fast as he could away from her.
"Coward!" she screamed.
The wind picked up, blowing like a hurricane, surrounding him with dust and darkness, and Doc lost his footing and landed awkwardly on the suddenly rocky ground. Stones pierced his hands, and he could smell his own blood. He didn't bother telling himself that he shouldn't be bleeding; he knew it was real.
The rocks tore at his skin as he struggled to his feet, and pain spiked through his feet as he stumbled forward. His efforts were useless though because the darkness suddenly wrapped around him like a snake, tightening more and more until Doc could hardly breathe.  
"You are mine," Meli hissed. "I chose you. You belong to me."
"I'm trying to save you," Doc gasped out, "but I can't do that if you kill me." A rib cracked beneath the pressure, and Doc bit back a cry of pain. "I haven't betrayed you," he whispered. "I swear."
The pressure suddenly faded, and Doc was looking up into the panicked face of Jury.
"Doc! Are you okay? You're fucking bleeding! Why the hell are you bleeding?"
"Meli," Doc croaked. "She apparently doesn't like Bluegrass."
"What? Goddamn it, Doc! This is fucking insane! Why's she trying to kill you? I thought she wanted your help."
Doc hissed in pain as Jury helped him sit upright. He'd forgotten how awful it felt to have broken ribs.
"She's crazy," Doc said softly. "Her mind is... broken."
"Come inside, and I will tend your wounds," Yiska said from the doorway of his hut.
"Do you still not see the hut?" Doc asked.
Jury looked behind him. "No. Were you drinking whiskey while you drove?"
"I wish," Doc said. "I'm going inside; Yiska will take care of me."
"Doc, there is no inside!" Jury exclaimed.
"There is," Doc said, pushing carefully to his feet. His hands were still bleeding, and his feet hurt when he put pressure on them, so he knew that inside his shoes his feet were cut to shreds.
"Doc..." Jury pleaded.
"Trust me." Doc limped to the doorway and walked through it. He heard Jury gasp, and then the door closed behind Doc, and he was encased in the comforting warmth of Yiska's hut.
"Lie down," Yiska said. "I will tend your wounds."
"I can't lie down," Doc argued. "If I fall asleep, more of this will happen."
"Not here," Yiska said firmly. "You can rest here."
There was something so solid about Yiska, so perfectly stable, that Doc believed him without question. If Yiska said he could rest, he could rest, so he sprawled out on the small bedroll by the fire and drifted into oblivion.
Doc was aware of his wounds being tended, but his mind drifted free of his body, drifted out of his body, like he thought it might do if he had died.
He could see his body on the floor. He could see Yiska wrapping a cloth around his chest. Then he was beyond the hut. He could see Jury pacing over the ground where the hut was but wasn't, blue magic jetting frantically from his hands. Doc wanted to say something, wanted to tell him to take a nap, but he couldn't; he'd already moved beyond Jury. He could see the whole of the desert now, sprawling out beneath him, and it was glorious.
Then a spark of pain hit him like a lightning bolt, and he sat up with a muffled curse.
"Sorry," Yiska said. "Your shoulder was dislocated."
"It's fine," Doc said, blinking wearily. "Can't we let Jury in?"
"This journey is not for him," Yiska said. "He cannot see me."
"Have you been here, this whole time, waiting for me?" Doc asked.
"Time means nothing to me," Yiska said. "I am here, or I am not here."
"So are you an Underworld being?" Doc inquired, mind dizzy.
"No. I am a Gatekeeper."
Doc was too tired for riddles, and he nearly said so, but Yiska put his hand on Doc's head, pushed him back, and said, "Rest."
When Doc finally woke, he felt more rested than he could ever remember feeling. His sleep had been completely dreamless, like a sleep of nothingness, and he almost felt capable of facing Meli in person.
"How long was I out?" he muttered with a yawn.
"Two days," Yiska said calmly.
"WHAT?!" Doc exclaimed, stumbling to his feet and running towards the door. "Jury must be going out of his mind!" As soon as Doc opened the door, a pair of hands grabbed him and yanked him into the fading sunlight.
"What the fuck?!" Jury snarled.
"I'm sorry," Doc said hurriedly. "I didn't know; I was passed out."
Jury didn't let go of Doc's shoulder, just stood there holding it and looking down at Doc like he was trying to decide whether or not he should kill him.
"I've been blasting magic into this goddamn hill for two days straight," Jury growled. "It's been boiling hot, it's been freezing cold, I was stung by a scorpion, and all the ice in the ice chests melted and the food spoiled. I have no phone signal so I couldn't call Jervis to tell him to come kill you, and I couldn't leave because you goddamn know I'd never have been able to find my way back here."
"I said I was sorry," Doc pointed out. "And there wasn't even a question mark at the end."
"Not good enough," Jury hissed, eyes red and mildly crazed. "Not fucking good enough."
"I'm sorry," Doc said again. "Would you let me go now so I can at least get dressed?"
"If by getting dressed you mean disappear into the house that isn't fucking there, then no," Jury said, tightening his grip.
"You're going to bruise my delicate mortal skin if you're not careful," Doc joked.
"I don't fucking care!" Jury snapped. "Do you have any idea... Of course you don't. You were goddamn sleeping!"
"Not sleeping. More like a coma," Doc offered. "From my injuries."
Jury's nostrils flared.
"I'm sorry," Doc said again. "Really, really sorry; I didn't know."
"Goddamn," Jury said wearily. "It's fucking exhausting trying to keep you safe."
"Look, why don't you take the truck back to Why and just relax?"
"Are you fucking serious? Just leave you alone in the fucking Sonoran Desert?"
"I'm not alone," Doc said patiently. "Yiska is here."
"There is no fucking Yiska!" Jury yelled.
"There's also no hut, Jury, but I disappeared into it, right?"
"I suppose," Jury said, rubbing his eyes.
"It's almost dark," Doc prodded. "Go back to Why, get a hotel room, and get some sleep. I'll be fine. Yiska's an excellent guide."
"I can't," Jury insisted. "Who would watch your back?"
"It's just the Underworld," Doc said dismissively. "I'm pretty sure Yiska won't let you in, and it's not dangerous at all, just unusual. Kind of like a disco bar, you know?"
"You said there were all sorts of strange creatures there," Jury argued.
"Not dangerous creatures," Doc lied. "Just strange."
Lack of both sleep and food was impairing Jury's judgement because he was wavering. Doc just needed to push him over the edge.
"There's no shelter where I'm going," Doc said. "You'll just have to sit out in the cold or under the hot sun for as long as I'm gone; and if I recall Yiska said there was a rattlesnake nest right there somewhere."
"Fine," Jury muttered. "I'm going, but if anything happens to you..."
"I'm leaving you all my supercars," Doc said with a grin.
Jury rolled his eyes. "As if I care."
"That's why I'm leaving them to you," Doc laughed. "Now go. Get yourself a gigantic meal; sleep for a day; see if you can find yourself an intriguing Arizonan girl to pass the time with."
"Just swear to me you'll be careful," Jury said.
"I will be," Doc said, trying to hurry him to the truck. If Jury thought about it very long, even in his exhausted state, he'd realize that if he left now he would have absolutely no way of finding Doc again. Fortunately, Jury really wasn't at his best when he hadn't had any snacks or rest.
"I wonder if any of the restaurants serve sopapillas," Doc said offhandedly.
"Oh god, I love sopapillas," Jury muttered.
But he had slowed considerably, and Doc could tell he was questioning whether or not he should go so Doc said longingly, "I'd kill for a hot shower right now."
Jury laughed. "I think you said that backwards. You'd take a hot shower to kill right now."
"That makes no sense," Doc chided. "Get out of here before you collapse on your face."
He prodded Jury in the back, moving him towards the driver's side, ignoring the prickle of guilt he felt for running him off.
"I don't think—" Jury began to say.
"You're no good to me exhausted," Doc interrupted. "I need you fresh. Go on. I'll be there soon."
Jury climbed into the truck, and Doc heaved a sigh of relief as Jury drove away. As soon as the truck wasn't visible anymore, Doc turned around, halfway expecting Yiska's hut to be gone. It wasn't, so he walked back inside and started dressing.
"Will you take me to the entrance?" he asked as he buckled his knives into place.
"That's why you came," Yiska agreed.
"Are you the gatekeeper of the Underworld?" Doc asked as they journeyed across the cool desert sand.
"I am the Gatekeeper of the keys."
"The keys?"
"There are three keys. The Underworld is one."
"What are the other two?" Doc asked.
"You are not here for the other two."
"I see." Doc knew better than to keep asking. Cryptic beings loved being cryptic. It was one of the most annoying things about Ahanu.
"Are you human?" Doc asked.
"I am what you see me as."
"I see," Doc said again; he really didn't though.
Instead of talking, he focused on the landscape surrounding him. Part of him remembered exactly how to get there, and he could see they were drawing near.
His heart began to speed up in anticipation. It was possible he could end this today. He'd walk into the cave, find Meli, drag her spirit to the entrance... Then what? Did she need a body? Could she make a body?
If he ever saw Ahanu again he was going to see just how invincible he really was.
"Before you enter," Yiska said, pausing in front of the cave mouth, "you should know there are beings inside who will not want you to leave. There are those who will gladly help you, and those who will pretend to help you but feed you lies. It is up to you to know the difference."
"So just a normal day," Doc said.
Yiska smiled. "Perhaps. May the wind make your feet swift."
"Thanks, I think."
Doc faced the cave mouth and took a step forward. With each step the darkness of the cave closed around him more and more, and then without warning the world around him ceased to be. The darkness of the cave was gone, replaced by a light spectrum that couldn't be analyzed or understood.
There was no sun, but there were thousands of suns. It was dark and light at the same time, but also neither. He was standing on the ground while floating in the air. He had the strangest sensation he was actually upside down.
Doc gazed at his arm, knowing what he'd see, but he was still astounded by the rainbow of colors pulsing inside him. He'd changed in fifty years. The colors filling him were brighter; and there were more of them. He traced a thin line of purple spiraling through his arm and wondered whose life it was.
He'd never fully accepted the idea that he carried the spirits of everyone he'd ever killed around inside him, but when he was in the Underworld, it was a hard concept to argue with. He watched the purple line dance with a blue line and wondered what would happen to them when he died.
He snapped out of his musing when he felt something twist around his feet. He tried to step backwards, but found he couldn't, and he glanced down, startling slightly when he saw the huge black serpent that had curled around his legs and was holding him in place. The serpent's head slithered upward until it was level with Doc's own.
"What are you doing here, human?" it hissed.
"I seek answers," Doc replied.
"Answers are not free," the serpent said. "Give to me, and I will give to you."
"Give you what?" Doc asked. "I have nothing."
"I want... a note of music."
Doc held the serpent's sparkling green gaze and tried to understand what it was asking for. Finally, on a whim, Doc hummed a song Ilde used to sing to him. He didn't know the words; they'd been in Ilde's native tongue, but he knew the melody, remembered it like yesterday, remembered Ilde's voice floating softly through the room.
The vise around his legs loosened, and the serpent withdrew. "Very clever," it said. "Your payment is accepted. What do you wish to know?"
"I'm looking for a shaman, a woman; her name is Meli. Is she here?"
"You will have to guard your words more wisely," the serpent hissed. "Where is here? Right here, right now, no. But because you gave me a beautiful song interlaced with a beautiful memory, I will give you a straight answer; others will not be so kind."
Doc bowed his head slightly, accepting the serpent's rebuke. He had been very careless in his phrasing, and he knew better than that.
"I do not know of Meli," the serpent went on. "Her name is dark though, and the vibrations that come from you when you speak her name tell me you do not really want her. If you must seek her, look in the caves."
"Thank you," Doc said sincerely. He knew better than to ask which way the caves were. One question, one payment, one answer. He'd just have to let Lady Luck lead the way.
He closed his eyes and turned in a circle, stopping when he felt one of his feet drag across the ground, then he opened his eyes and headed the way he was facing.
Strange creatures with six wings and long tails flew overhead, but as he walked one dipped down towards him and flew beside him.
"Come with me," it urged happily. "I will take you high."
"Thank you," Doc said. "But I need to walk."
The creature frowned. "I want you to fly."
"I have no wings," Doc replied.
It smiled cruelly. "So you don't."
It spun away from him, and Doc sighed in relief. The only weapons he possessed in the Underworld were his mind and his hands; and he knew that wouldn't get him as far as he'd like. The creatures here were far more cunning and vicious than he was, but that had never stopped him before. If he had to fight, he'd fight. And if he fought, he'd win.  
The ground in front of him suddenly broke open, and Doc fell forward into the darkness, plummeting face first until he hit the bottom with a crash. He lay perfectly still, trying to allow his eyes time to adjust to the drastic change in colors. In contrast to the light aboveground, the light here was made up of strange hues of grey and brown, red and black.
"What is it?" a voice near his head whispered.  
"It looks tasty," another voice said.
"It is a man," a third put in.
"What is man?" yet another asked.
"They live outside the heart," the third voice said. "They are not like us; they thrive on pain."
"We thrive on pain," several voices chorused.
"You do not understand, children," the third voice said. "They cause pain, love pain, give pain, take pain, but it serves them in no way. We consume pain."
Doc stood warily, wishing he could see the source of the voices. "I'm seeking answers," he said loudly.
"Ask," the third voice commanded.
"I'm looking for Meli. She also consumes pain."
"Meli!" all the little voices sang. "Meli, Meli, Meli!"
"Is she here, with you?" Doc asked, trying to be specific.
"Feed me, and I will tell you."
From their own words, Doc knew these beings ate pain so he closed his eyes, searching for a painful thought. Bree's face swam into his mind. She was but a child, young and full of life. But with every day that passed she grew older and older. More brittle. More fragile. He wanted to save her. Make her immortal, so she could live forever. But he knew he couldn't. He also knew that even if he could, she wouldn't want it. And so she would die. Just like everyone else.
"Delicious," the voice purred. "Meli is not here, with us."
"Thank you," Doc said.
He didn't want to stay in the pit with these creatures any longer than he had to, so he looked around, searching for a way to leave. As he did, the earth-tone lights unexpectedly shifted, illuminating a pathway up the side of the ravine.
He walked to the bottom of the ravine and looked upwards. As far as he could tell there was no end. He sighed and began to climb. And climb. And climb. The ground was like an escalator, only it was moving backwards. For every step he took, the top, if that even was the top, seemed farther away.
He trudged on, replaying a game of poker with Charlie in his mind. It had been one of their last games, the game where he'd won Charlie's cards, and Doc had always wondered if Charlie had let him win on purpose. He'd never know the answer though; not unless he stumbled into Charlie's spirit.
He shook his head. He'd never run into Charlie's spirit. Not ever. He had to believe that wherever Charlie was, he was finally with his people. That he was finally free.
Doc didn't know what existed after death, but whatever it was he knew it couldn't be anything like life. There surely couldn't be social classes and hierarchies. Everything had to finally be equal, level-footed, impartial. There would be no haves and have nots. Otherwise there really was no point.
The ground changed under Doc's feet, and he looked around him. He'd reached the top of the cliff and was standing at the edge of an upside down forest, for that was truly the only way to describe it. There was no way to go but forward so Doc pushed through a web of stringy roots and walked slowly deeper into the network of strange trees.
While he walked, he looked around, searching for the spirits he knew passed through the Underworld. He'd only ever seen wisps of glowing light, not ever anything that he could say for certain a spirit. But the Underbeings said spirits passed through, and they had to be telling a truth of some sort. How else would his death cult have been able to raise number seven from the dead?
"Psst," a voice said as Doc was stepping over a leafy mound.
Doc paused and searched for the speaker. All he could see were dark red tree trunks, pulsing with life.
"Look up," the voice suggested.
Doc looked up and saw a monkey-like being sitting on a large overhanging root. The being waved; Doc waved back.
"Not many come this way. Why you come? What you want?" the creature chattered.
"I'm looking for a spirit. A woman named Meli," Doc said.
"Meli. Meli. Meli. Pretty name. Pretty spirit?"
"No," Doc said firmly.
"Maybe, maybe. Come with me."
The creature scrambled over the high roots, heading deeper into the darkness of the woods, and Doc followed it from the ground. After a while the trees opened, revealing a large flat rock.
"Sit, sit," the being said, pointing towards an arching limb near the rock.
Doc sat. In the Underworld he was just a visitor, and as such, he had to ebb and flow with the whimsies of the creatures he met. If he didn't, he'd learn nothing. 
"Smoke with me," the creature urged. A pipe of blood-red wood appeared in its claw-like hand, and it held the smoking pipe out to Doc expectantly.
Doc cringed inwardly, but he didn't actually have lungs here; he was only spirit. "What is it?" Doc asked skeptically.
"Chaos," the creature giggled.
Fantastic. Doc took a long slow draw of the pipe and returned it to the creature.
"Make trees dance," it cackled wildly.
Doc lifted his heavy eyes and saw that the trees were swaying now, moving in time to a sound he couldn't hear.
"Dance!" the creature cried. "Dance!" The trees responded, moving faster and faster, so fast it nearly made Doc sick to watch them, but he couldn't look away.
As the trees danced, lights swirled between them, sailing past Doc's face. He watched blearily as the monkey-creature plucked strands from the air and swallowed them whole.
Smoke drifted slowly from Doc's lips as he watched the trees undulate. The longer he watched, the more they blurred until they were nothing but a blood red mass.
Whispers sang past his ears.
"Who are you?"
"What are you?"
"Give to us!"
"Feed us!"
Doc steadied his breathing and closed his eyes. The whispers continued.
"Feed..."
"More..."
"More..."
Doc closed his mind. He had enough memories and emotions to feed the entire Underworld, but they were his, and he didn't want to share them. He didn't want to feed them. He didn't want their tongues lapping at his mind like Meli lapped at his blood.
"Open your eyes!" the monkey creature demanded.
Doc opened his eyes. The trees had stopped dancing, and the creature was studying him seriously.
"See Meli," it said. "She dark, like death."
"Yes," Doc agreed.
"She is not here, with me. I see her far away. In a crater, deep in a bed of flesh. She live there."
Doc stood, anticipation singing through his veins. "Which way do I go?" he asked.
"More words, more dance," the creature laughed.
Doc sat back down with a sigh, but without warning the trees and the creature vanished, and he was standing next to a boiling green river.
Goddamn it," Doc hissed. He turned, steadying himself when he saw the large creature standing beside him.
"I know you," the lithe five-headed creature said. "You have been here before."
"Yes," Doc said. "I remember you."
"Why have you come again? You made your deals, and my brothers upheld their end of the bargain."
"I know, and I thank them. Today I am looking for someone."
"You were looking for someone before."
"No," Doc argued. "Well, yes. I was looking for answers before, and maybe I did think I could talk to Andrew one last time... If he was here. But that was different. Andrew wanted to leave, and I think... It doesn't matter what I think," Doc said with a dry chuckle. "I'm looking for a spirit that is neither dead nor alive. She's... asleep, and she wants to wake up."
"Dangerous," the creature said, shaking one of her heads.
It was. It was dangerous to save Meli, unwise; perhaps even a little insane. But to not save her was unthinkable. Andrew had to fight her. Andrew had to win. Andrew had to be... Andrew.
"Her name is Meli," Doc said. "She's a very powerful shaman."
"She is crooked," the creature said.
"Yes!" Doc said excitedly. "Do you know her?"
"I once watched her from afar, but she is not here. I do not know where she is."
"No," Doc argued. "The monkey man said she was here. He said she was in a crater."
"She is not here," she said firmly.
"Here as in right here or here as in the Underworld?" Doc demanded, frustration rolling through him.
"The Underworld," she said. "Not here. Anywhere here."
"But don't all spirits pass through here?"
She shrugged. "Only if they want to."
Doc wanted to scream. Either they passed through the Underworld or they didn't.
Four of her five heads smiled at him. "Modern men depend on logic and reason to guide them. They forget intuition; they forget instinct; they forget the whisper of the mother and the gentle nudges of the universe as it flows around them. You are here because you see more than logic. You can walk among us because you have no use for reason. Some spirits pass through, and others do not. You will not find Meli here."
Had the monkey creature lied to him? Or was she the one lying? She seemed sincere, but it was difficult to watch five heads at once. Perhaps only one of the heads was sincere, and the other four were lying through their teeth.
"You must go now," all the heads said at once. "It is dangerous for you to be here."
"It's no more dangerous than last time," Doc argued.
"That is not the truth," one head said. "Every time you come, you feed the beast," another added.
"What beast?" Doc asked.
"The beast," a third head said emphatically. "There is something we lack, something we cannot make or create, something we crave," the forth said. "You have it in spades," the fifth added, eyes gleaming.
"What are you talking about?" Doc demanded.
"You should not come again," all five heads said together. "One day the beast will consume you, and if it does, the gate will be broken."
"What gate?" Doc asked.
"The gate," one head replied. "Go now!" she ordered, slamming her hand into his chest.
Doc flew backwards, tumbling head over heels through clouds and grass and water, until he landed with a solid thump at Yiska's feet.
"That was a waste of time," Doc muttered, staring up at Yiska face.
"Was it?" Yiska asked with a wide smile.
"Meli isn't there. Or she is. I don't know." Doc sat up and shook his head in frustration. "Goddamn monkey thing. I don't know which of them was lying to me. Can I go back in?"
"Not today," Yiska said firmly. "Your ride is here."
"My ride?"
Doc looked past Yiska, eyebrow arching in surprise when he recognized the blond from the gas station. She was several feet away, studying him with an amused look.
"Who are you talking to?" she asked.
Doc checked from the corner of his eye to make sure Yiska was still there. He was, and he winked at Doc before turning to walk away. The woman's eyes never left Doc's face; she clearly couldn't see Yiska any more than Jury could.
"I have a nasty habit of talking to myself," Doc drawled, gaining his feet with as much grace as he could manage from his sprawled position.
"They say that's the first sign of insanity, you know."
"They say a lot of things," Doc shrugged. "I never listen to them."
"That's probably smart," she laughed. "Did you say something about a ride?"
"Only if you don't mind."
"Of course not." She looked past him into the dark mouth of the cave and asked, "Was there anything interesting in there?"
"Not to speak of," Doc said easily. "Just a little trickle of water at the back."
"So not what you were looking for?"
"Afraid not."




Chapter 9
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"I never did get your name," Doc said as he followed the woman down a narrow path.
"I never did tell you," she replied. "I'll trade you mine for yours."
A strange tingle ran over Doc's neck. Her words felt more binding than normal conversation; almost as if she had followed him out of the Underworld, and he suddenly felt certain he didn't want to trade.
He quickly shifted through his mind and remembered a name he'd used only once before. "Marcus Nettle," he said easily.
"You're from the South?" she asked.
"That's another trade altogether," he replied. He didn't speak with much accent anymore, if any, so he suspected she already knew who he was.
"Very true," she laughed. "My name's Katherine. Katherine Hamel."
"From the Continent?" Doc guessed.
"I was raised in the States," she said, a trace of irritation to her words, and Doc knew instantly she was lying. She was attempting to cover her accent which sounded very different than someone who spoke with only a slight accent.
They walked in awkward silence for a moment before she made a play to regain control of the situation. "Did you get your stiffness worked out?" she asked slyly.
"Still a little stiff in places," he drawled.
"I'd be happy to help you relieve it," she offered.
"You did promise to teach me your favorite yoga move."
She smiled and said, "So I did. Where are you headed?"
"Why."
"Not much there," she said. "I rented a house in Ajo; it's about two hours from here. If it's okay with you, we'll go there first. It's where I left my yoga mat," she added with a wink.
"I look forward to it," he said.
He loved it when a woman knew what she wanted, but he wasn't a complete idiot. Katherine was after something besides yoga moves and sex; he just didn't know what it was yet.
They walked a little further before reaching her Jeep, and once they were bouncing over the non-existent road, she handed him a bottle of water. He took it gratefully; he'd never been so thirsty in his entire life. At least not that he could remember.
He unscrewed the lid, frowning when he noticed the seal had already been broken. Which wouldn't normally bother him except Katherine was not what she seemed and he was currently mortal. He pretended to take a drink, then slipped the bottle under his seat.
He cast a sideways glance at Katherine before leaning his head against the headrest and studying her in his mind. She was clearly from Europe, but what area? He replayed her words, focusing on the way she'd pronounced each syllable, and after a moment he grinned.
"Do you miss France?" he asked, without opening his eyes.
He felt the Jeep jerk sideways. He'd surprised her.
"What makes you think I'm from France?" she demanded.
"I've an ear for accents."
"That's too bad," she murmured.
The Jeep was slowing down, and Doc opened his eyes and glanced up at the hot noonday sun. "Can't we wait until we get to your rental?" he asked.
"I suppose not."
He readied himself without moving and waited for her to make her attack.
"It's a shame, really," she said, smiling at him. "I really was going to teach you that yoga move."
"Pretend I didn't say anything," Doc suggested. "I can easily forget you're from France for three, well, better make it six, hours."
The Jeep came to a full stop, and she cut the engine and turned to face him. "That sounds delightful, truly," she sighed. "But I have a job to do, so no. It's nothing personal."
"It never is," Doc said. "May I suggest that if you're not personally involved with the Baudelaires, you walk away now? I'll pay you whatever they were going to pay you, and you can disappear, start over, open a photo gallery."
"You don't know the Baudelaires well, do you?" she snorted.
"Actually, it's you who don't know me," Doc said regretfully.
She laughed loudly. "No matter what you've managed to do, you're just a man. You've no powers, no abilities, you're just very, very lucky."
"That's true," Doc agreed. "I am extraordinarily lucky."
"I don't believe in luck," she said, leaping over the console and driving a knife towards his throat.
"God, I love a woman who knows how to use a knife," Doc said, blocking her wrist with his forearm. Before she could react, he twisted away from her and slammed his foot into her gut, pinning her to the driver's side door. "You sure you want to do this?" he asked.
"You don't stand a chance," she hissed, turning her knife towards his leg.
Doc struck her head with his other foot, shoving her into the window hard enough to shatter it, and quickly scrambled out his open window while she struggled to get free of the cab.
In seconds she was on the ground across from him, wiping a trail of blood from her chin. "Lucky shot," she snorted, pulling a knife with each hand.
"You don't believe in luck," Doc said easily. He knew he was mortal and he should end it as quickly as possible, but a small part of him was hoping she would change her mind. It had been years since he had met a woman who could wield a knife like she could, and he was beginning to wish he'd kept his mouth shut and let things play out.
She rushed towards him, knife blades sparkling in the sunlight, and Doc drew two knives of his own, blocking her every thrust. She growled angrily and turned a blade towards his head. He ducked her thrust and plowed into her, driving her to the ground.
He landed on top of her, knocked the knives from her hands, and pinned her wrists to the ground. "Have you had enough?" he asked.
"Ha!" she snarled. "I was just testing you."
She trapped one of his ankles and rolled him so she was on top, then she drew another knife and stabbed towards his throat. He blocked her with his forearm, but she pushed forward, and her knife sliced through the flesh on his shoulder. Pain shot down his arm, but he just grinned and rolled them both so that he was on top once again.
"Impressive," he praised, turning her knife against her and placing the tip against her neck.
"I can do better!" she snapped, reaching for another knife and thrusting it towards his chest.
"How many knives do you carry?" he asked as he blocked her thrust.
"As many as I need," she snarled, turning the knife towards his wrist.
The blade nicked his skin, and he grinned at her before trapping her wrist once more and knocking the knife from her grip. He kept her wrists pinned to the ground as he stood, then he stepped backwards, giving her the opportunity to gain her feet; but instead of standing, she flung out her hand and a rush of air slammed into him, carrying him backwards and pinning him against an outcropping of rock.
"Ah, witch assassin," he said softly. "I suppose I should've seen that coming."
She stood with a smirk and spun her hand upwards. The five loose knives on the ground rose into the air and pointed straight at his chest.
"It was a pleasure getting to know you," she shrugged.
"That was only the tip of the iceberg," he grinned. "Stick around and I'll let you discover my hidden depths."
"Oh, I'll be sticking around. It's you who won't. It's pathetic, really," she said, French accent taking over her words. "They say you took out the entire Jury family. They must not be nearly as powerful as they pretend."
"I assure you they are every bit as powerful as they pretend," Doc replied. His heart was pounding, but he held himself steady because he'd already seen what Jury's vest was capable of. "Do your worst," he drawled.
"Cocky bastard," she laughed.
The knives jetted through the air towards him, and Doc pushed up on his toes a little just to make sure they would hit the vest. He didn't look down when they struck him with enough force to break another rib, just watched her face as the disbelief settled over it.
"How?!" she demanded.
"Come here, and I'll tell you."
She snarled and stalked forward angrily. "I'll just kill you a different way," she exclaimed.
The air around his face tightened, but beneath his vest he felt the amulet of Amos the Betrayer quiver against his skin, and he grinned at her.
"No!" she screamed. "You're just a man, just a puny, pathetic man!"
The air holding him in place hardened even more, but even as another rib cracked, Doc just continued to smile at her. Anger and confusion swept across her face, and she stepped forward once more, evaluating him. As she did, the air holding him loosened marginally, and Doc leapt forward, knife in hand, and shoved the blade through her neck.
Her eyes widened in horror, and her hands wrapped around his arm, struggling to push him away. Then a watery gasp slid past her lips, and the life left her.
Doc collapsed to the ground with her and just lay there, staring up at the harsh empty sky. It was goddamn hot. An arid breeze rushed over him, drying out his lips, and he sighed. He was so thirsty. So thirsty that if he thought it would actually ease his thirst, he'd lick the blood from his knife.
"Should probably get out of the sun," he muttered, rolling to his stomach. He hissed in pain as he stood, trying to ignore the broken ribs poking against his flesh and the brutal ache in his head.
He left Katherine for the buzzards and climbed into her Jeep. He was lost in the desert, dehydrated, bleeding, in severe pain, and his stomach was howling with hunger, but he was alive. Which was more than he could say for her.  
By the time Doc reached the outskirts of Ajo, he was nearly delirious from blood loss and thirst. He parked in front of the first store he saw, a little market called "The Corn Basket".
He walked unsteadily inside and croaked, "Water?"
The woman behind the counter looked up from her book and gasped, "Are you okay?"
"Water."
"Sorry! Yes!" She dropped her book and ran down one of the aisles, returning quickly with a bottle of water.
He took it from her, ripped off the cap, and started drinking.
"Stop!" she exclaimed, knocking the bottle from his hand.
Doc glared at her.
"You can't drink that quickly," she explained. "You'll get sick."
"I knew that," Doc mumbled. "Just forgot."
"Sit down," she said, gesturing towards her chair. "I'll get you another one."
Doc sat, shivering in the air conditioning of the store. The Jeep had an open top and no air conditioning, and the abrupt change in temperature was shocking.
"Here," she said, pressing another bottle into his hands. "Sip."
"Thank you," he said, taking a slow sip. Water had never tasted so good.
He felt her drape a blanket over his shoulders and didn't argue. He was too tired to argue. When the bottle in his hands stopped fluctuating between three to five bottles, Doc finally took a good look at his helper. She was an older woman with lovely eyes, and she was standing beside him, eyebrows furrowed with concern.
"I'm fine," Doc assured her.
"You're bleeding," she argued. "I'll call an ambulance, but it will take them a while to get here."
"I'm fine," Doc repeated. "No ambulance needed. Thank you for your help."
"But your arm," she said. "You're bleeding, and the cut is... I think it needs stitches."
Doc glanced at his shoulder and sighed. He had yarrow in the kit, but the kit was in Jury's truck. "If you have some string and a needle, I'll just stitch it up myself," he said.
She paled and said, "I don't think that's a good idea."
"Wouldn't be the first time," Doc replied wearily.
She frowned but walked away, returning quickly with string and a needle. "I don't have any spirits to sterilize with," she apologized.
"No matter," Doc replied, threading the needle and beginning to sew the wound closed. He didn't feel a thing, which was worrisome. He had a feeling he was a little worse off than he'd like to be.
When he was finished, he asked, "Do you think I could use your phone?"
"Of course!" she exclaimed. "It's right there," she added, pointing under the countertop.
Doc picked up the receiver and dialed Jury's number.
"Who is this?" Jury snapped.
"Me."
"Goddamn it, Doc! I'm so mad at you right now I—"
"Do you think you could be mad at me later?" Doc interrupted. "I'm in Ajo. At a place called The Corn Basket. Could you come get me?"
"I'll be right there. Don't move an inch! Do you hear me? Not one fucking inch!"
"Not moving," Doc said. "I swear."
He replaced the receiver and smiled at the hovering woman. "I'm not to move from this spot," he said. "If that's alright with you."
"No, please, stay."
"What's your name?" Doc asked.
"Kaya."
"Lovely Kaya, I think you may have just saved my life."
She blushed and stammered, "I just gave you water. Anyone could've done that."
"But not anyone did," Doc pointed out. "You did." He glanced around the immaculate store. There was no one there. "You're not very busy today."
"I'm not busy any day," she said sadly.
"Why not?"
"There isn't much money here, and many people shop at the dollar stores. I sell better food, but my prices are higher."
"I see," Doc said. "Do you like it here?"
"Here?"
"Ajo? Arizona?"
"It is home," she replied simply.
"Where would you go, if you could?"
"I don't..."
"Anywhere," Doc urged.
"My husband and I used to talk about buying an RV and traveling," she said wistfully. "I've always wanted to see Colorado."
"You would like it there," Doc said. "Why don't you talk about traveling anymore?"
Her cheeks turned red with embarrassment. "We don't have the money," she whispered. "The store is... Well, you can see for yourself, and my husband can't find work anymore. They say he's too old, but he's stronger and smarter than the young bucks they hire," she said fiercely.
"Lovely Kaya," Doc said with a grin. "I want to reward you for saving my life."
"I didn't save your life," she stuttered. "There's another store a block away."
"I'm quite certain I wouldn't have made it another block," Doc said seriously. "If I had blacked out... Let's just say you saved me, because you did."
He glanced around her empty store and said, "I need to expand my horizons, keep it fresh, broaden my portfolio. Pretty sure those are all things," he chuckled. "I'd like to buy your store and everything in it. What do you say to... five million dollars?"
Kaya's jaw hit the floor, but then she started laughing. "Drink some more water," she laughed. "You're delirious."
"Quite," Doc said. He winked at her, picked up the phone, and called Jervis.
"Yes?" Jervis said sharply when he answered.
"It's me."
"What did I say? Malleable."
"It wasn't his fault. I manipulated his tired mind. He never stood a chance."
"Precisely," Jervis said tightly.
"I'm sorry; I'm fine; give yourself a raise," Doc sighed.
"Are you truly fine?"
"A little banged up. Tired, hungry, in need of a hot shower, but otherwise fine. The Baudelaires sent me a lovely note letting me know what they think of my position. It was very different than the..." Doc paused and smiled at Kaya, then said, "the notes I received earlier this week."
"I see," Jervis stated.
"Anyway, I have a business deal I need you to take care of. There's a store in Ajo, Arizona. The Corn Basket. I'd like to buy it from Kaya for five million."
"You realize you're overpaying a bit," Jervis pointed out.
"I owe her."
"Ah."
"Will you set it up?"
"I'll take care of it."
"Thank you," Doc said.
"Do try to make it home alive," Jervis replied.
"Noted," Doc chuckled.
He hung up the phone and smiled widely at the confused looking shop owner. "Jervis will be in touch," he said.
Before she could reply, the door flung open; and Jury stomped into the store, eyes furious.
"I swear on the souls of my ancestors, the ones who are dead anyway, that if you ever trick me like that again, I will find a way to permanently glamour you to look like a literal ass!" Jury snapped.
"An ass?"
"An ass! You knew I wasn't thinking straight!"
"Did I?"
"Goddamn it, Doc! Do not fuck with me right now!" Jury yelled. He suddenly blushed furiously and turned to acknowledge Kaya. "I apologize, madam," he said stiffly with a slight bow. "I should've waited to berate him until we were in private."
"It's okay," Kaya stuttered.
"It's not," Jury said. "If my mother were here... Well, we're better off not saying what she would do. Are you ready to go?" he asked Doc.
Doc stood, groaning slightly as pain swept over his body. Both Kaya and Jury started forward, but he waved them back. "I'm fine," he muttered. "Just... stiff."
He dropped several hundred dollar bills on the counter. "For the water," he said. "Jervis will be in touch." He grinned at her, then shuffled slowly out the door, knowing Jury would follow him.
"What the hell happened?" Jury demanded as he pulled out onto the road; not back towards the Sonoran Desert, Doc noted.
"Well, I went into the Underworld. That went about as expected."
"Did you find Meli?"
"No. One being said she was there in a crater somewhere; another being said she absolutely wasn't there."
"So not super helpful."
"Not really. Do you have food?" Doc asked.
"No. There is literally nothing in Why."
"Nothing?"
"Nothing," Jury said firmly.
"Then turn around and get some food for the road," Doc ordered. "I'm famished. Oh, and some water."
"You couldn't have said something when we were there?" Jury grumbled.
"My mind is still mushy from the heat."  
Jury flipped a u-turn on the highway, and in moments he was pulling back into the small grocery store's parking lot.
"I'll stay here," Doc said. "I'm too tired to move."
"I hate this new you," Jury muttered. "Hungry, tired, limping. Goddamn, it's like I hardly know you."
"Sorry," Doc said, trying to keep his eyes open.
Jury slammed his door, and Doc stared fixedly at the store's freshly painted sign. He could not fall asleep. He could not. He couldn't afford to fall asleep in the condition he was in, but he was just so goddamn tired.
The sign blurred, and he slapped himself and sat upright. Pain shot up his side, and he welcomed it. Anything to stay awake.
Heat waved off the parking lot, and his eyes followed it into the sky. There was one lone cloud, drifting slowly across the expanse of endless blue. He watched it waver and dip, and then his eyes slid closed and the darkness took him.
Meli was waiting, mad eyes hungry with greed.
"What did you kill?" she demanded. "It tasted... like power. Pure power."
He didn't respond, just stood there wearily. "Where are you?" he asked.
"I told you I do not know." Her eyes flashed angrily, and the darkness around her slithered.
"Are you in the Underworld?" Doc asked.
"I do not know what that is," she replied.
"Have you seen anyone else?"
"No."
Where could she be, and how could he possibly do this if he couldn't find her? It was an impossible task. And why did Ahanu need him to do it anyway? Why couldn't Ahanu just snap his fingers and be done with it?
"Perhaps you deserve a reward for feeding me," Meli said slyly. "I was angry with you before, but you showed me your loyalty. The sacrifice you made was worthy of a god."
She was drifting towards him, moving without any obvious motion on her part, and he suddenly felt like he was being stalked by a lion. There was no point in running; he knew he couldn't run fast enough, but he wanted to.
"My loyal champion," she whispered, hand cupping his cheek. "You fight for me when no one else will. I will grant you a reward for your loyalty, for your servitude. I will show you the world as I see it."
She wrapped her hand around the back of his neck and pulled his face towards her, placing her forehead on his so his eyes were boring into hers.
And suddenly his eyes were not his own. A village lay before him, full of life, but all he could see was the blood pumping through the villagers' bodies. Blood that should be his.
"Attack," he urged, his voice her voice.
Screams filled his ears, and he reveled in them, basked in their terror, felt the power flow into him with every death caused by his servants' hands.
A mother ran screaming from her hut, child clutched in her arms, and he waited eagerly for her to be slain, cut down, slaughtered. And then she was. She was slaughtered, hewn in two, her child with her; and he laughed, licking the splatters of blood from the backs of his fingers.
Part of him rebelled. He clawed at her, fought her control, tried to close his eyes, but he was part of her, and he couldn't.
"Watch," she demanded. "Watch."
Even as he gloried at the power sweeping through him, he wept as her servants burned huts to the ground, villagers still inside. He gagged as he feasted on the corpses, gagged as he swallowed their blood.
A gust of hot wind suddenly broke through Meli's icy hold on him, pushing her back and freeing him from her gaze.
"What are you doing?" Meli screamed, black tendrils stretching from her fingers, grasping for him. 
"I'm not..." Doc said helplessly, powerless to stop Meli or the force pulling him free of her.
"You are mine!!!" Meli howled angrily, but then he was gone, free from her reach, her voice, her claws.
"You were never hers," a voice said firmly.
"Tozi," Doc breathed happily. "I've missed you."
"I see that," she said, turning him to face her.
"Thank you," he said, pulling her towards him, basking in the warmth of her touch.
"You are not hers," she repeated, lips touching his. "You will never be hers."
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Doc couldn't say how time worked in the dreaming, but it seemed like hours before Tozi finally pulled away from him and began to dress.
"I have missed your touch," she said simply as she started braiding her long dark hair.
"I've missed you," Doc replied, running his fingers through the silky ends before she managed to complete the braid.
She smiled, kissed him gently, then pulled away, once more stern Señora Teodora instead of Tozi.
"It doesn't work," he said, standing. "I'm attracted to both versions of you."
"I can see that," she laughed. "But I have to go. I have severed her connection to you. She will no longer be able to reach you through the dreaming or steal your kills. You are free of her."
"Thank you," Doc said, relief coursing through him. "Although I'm not entirely free of her. I've been tasked with waking her."
"Waking her?" Tozi said, lips tightening.
"Yes."
"Why?"
"So Andrew can truly end her," he said.
"I don't know what games Ahanu is playing," she said darkly, "but I suggest you tread lightly."
"I have to do it," Doc said.
"If you must," she said irritably. "I cannot help you outside of the dreaming though, remember that."
He started to say something more, but she was already gone.
He woke with a yawn and stared out the truck's windshield. It was dark, and there were lights in the distance.
"Where are we?" he asked.
"Couple hours from Denver," Jury said.
"Really?" Doc replied in surprise.
"You were out when I got back to the truck," Jury said with a shrug. "You wouldn't wake up, but you weren't bleeding, and after a while you seemed pretty content, so I just let you be."
Doc moved cautiously. He still hurt like hell. And he was hungry, ravenous really, but it wasn't the same as before. He wasn't hungry for food; he was hungry for power.
He grinned and said, "I'm starving; let's go start some trouble."
"There's food in the back," Jury said.
"Not that kind of hungry," Doc drawled.
Jury glanced at him. "Do you mean..."
"Yes."
"So you're saying..."
"Señora Teodora severed the connection."
"Fuckin' A!" Jury exclaimed. "Where do you want to go?"
"I don't know," Doc said. "You think we can find someone or should I call Bennie?"
"Call him," Jury said. "We're going through Dillon soon, and I doubt we'd be able to drum up any real trouble on our own. I charged your phone," he added, tossing it to Doc. "But just for the record, I'm still mad at you. And there weren't any sopapillas in Why."
"You can shoot me later," Doc promised. "Just to make sure I'm working properly."
"Deal," Jury said.
Doc laughed as he powered up his phone and dialed Bennie.
"Bennie here."
"It's Doc."
"My favorite tetrarch," Bennie said scathingly.
Doc cringed. He'd forgotten he was tetrarch for a moment; it had been a nice moment.
"I'm on I-70, headed towards Dillon, then Lakewood. You think you can scrounge me up a meal plan?"
"For you, anything."
"Can you make it a big one?" Doc asked.
"What did I say? For you, anything."
"You don't have to kiss my ass," Doc said irritably.
"I'd never dream of it," Bennie replied. "I'll text you what I find."
Bennie disconnected before Doc could thank him, and Doc tossed his phone onto the seat with a grunt. "I hate being tetrarch," he said. "Everyone treats me differently."
"Not everyone," Jury pointed out.
"No, but it feels like it. People who never liked me, like that one fellow who runs that dance hall, the Pink Flamingo, are sending me gifts. And people I had an accord with, like Bennie, are treating me like I'm a dangerous snake."
"You are a dangerous snake," Jury said. "You have the potential to change things, and that frightens people. People would rather things stay the same than risk any type of change."
"But things need to change," Doc argued. "Did you know there aren't any parks in the lower Hidden?"
"I had noticed," Jury said. "I suspect its part of the reason witches tend to live outside if they can. At least the Bakers have a lawn."
"And there's Blackwater," Doc said.
"I'm not arguing with you," Jury pointed out. "I'm just saying people are scared of change."
Doc's phone beeped, and he looked at the screen. "Got you a good one," Bennie texted. "Two brothers brought up on assault charges last year. They nearly beat a boy to death, but the charges were dropped because the boy refused to testify against them."
Bennie included their names and an address in Dillon, then went on to say, "There's a rapist in Lakewood you can probably get too. Fifty-two year old teacher. He was fired last year for sexually assaulting three of his students. It went to court, but he was found not guilty. Not enough physical evidence." Bennie sent another address and signed off with, "I'll send you a few more in case that's not enough for you, on the house."
Doc gave Jury the address in Dillon, then frowned at his phone, rereading the last line. It wasn't normal for Bennie to include meals on the house, not unless he wanted something. Doc was definitely going to have to have a talk with him sometime soon.  
A charged feeling of excitement filled Doc as Jury parked down the street from the brother's address. He supposed if he were inclined to get philosophical about it, being mortal for a month had given him a greater appreciation of being immortal. But in truth, being mortal had just reminded him of how much he hated being mortal.
"You can handle this on your own, right?" Jury asked skeptically.
"It's just two brothers, and I only have..." Doc paused to count. "Five broken ribs and about twenty-nine stitches. I'll be fine."
"If you say so. Yell if you need me," Jury said as he leaned back his seat and closed his eyes.
Doc nodded and stepped carefully from the truck. Everything hurt. At this point, not hurting was just a vague memory. He forced his back to straighten and walked steadily to the door. He knocked and masked his surprise behind indifference when a woman opened the door.
"I apologize for disturbing you, ma'am," he said. "I'm looking for Adam and Will Jackson."
"My boys?" she said irritably. "Whatever you think they've done, they probably did, but they have their reasons so you can just leave them be."
Boys? Apparently he and Bennie needed to have a very long conversation. It was possible Bennie was not being on the up and up; it wouldn't be the first time.
"It's not like that, ma'am," Doc said, deciding quickly on a course of action. He could see the telltale signs of cruelty around Mrs. Jackson's eyes, and he had the feeling if he played his hand right, he could have a three course meal instead of two.
"My name's Tom Mackey, Mrs. Jackson, and I operate a training academy for boys to help... enhance their natural abilities. We offer one hundred percent job placement in the private security sector upon graduation." He was taking a gamble with that line since he wasn't sure how old the boys were, but he'd risk it. "I learned about your boys through the recent court case, and I feel they're excellent candidates for my program."
Her eyes narrowed. "Is that so?"
"Yes, ma'am," Doc said. "Would it be possible to meet them? I have a fool-proof way of knowing whether or not kids will get on at the academy, and I don't want to get your hopes up if they won't fit in."
He really just wanted to lay eyes on them first to make sure they were old enough that he felt justified killing them. He didn't typically kill children unless he had a very good reason.
"Does it cost much?" she asked.
"Not a dime," Doc said. "We have a number of sponsors who support the academy, so the boys will receive room, board, and schooling at no cost to you."
"I like the way that sounds," she declared. "Come on in."
He stepped into the house and found himself surprised at its brightness and order.
"Sit down," she said, pointing towards a perfectly straightened couch. Then she stared at him for a moment, as if only just noticing how disheveled he was. "Do you have some ID, Mr. Mackey?" she asked.
"Certainly," he replied easily, pulling out a thin wallet and removing his Tom Mackey ID. He handed it to her, as well as a crisp business card that read "Tom Mackey, Acquisitions Director". It was a vague title, and could be interpreted a hundred different ways.
"I apologize for my appearance," he said as she studied his license. "I was in a bit of a fender bender on my way here, but I've traveled several hours and didn't want to miss the opportunity to meet with Adam and Will."
"I see," she said. "I'll go get them."
While he waited for her return, he made a mental note to do some cursory research on Bennie's future meal plans so he didn't run into another mess like this one.
"Boys," Mrs. Jackson said, pushing two sullen teenagers into the living room. "This is Tom Mackey. He runs a school he thought you might be interested in."
Doc stood and shook both their hands. It was there, just like it was with their mother; the hard glint to their eyes, the cruel edge to their lips. But he had to be sure.
"Good to meet you," Doc said. "I read about your recent situation, and I must say I was glad to see your names were cleared."
The three of them had sat across from him, and they were eyeing him rather suspiciously.
He sat back with a grin and said, "The academy I run is designed to cultivate strength and cull out weakness."
Mrs. Jackson visibly relaxed.
"A society that caters to weakness will crumble and decay," Doc said emphatically. "We believe in strengthening the strong. Which I believe you are. I just have a few questions to make sure we're on the same page, then I'll tell you more. Sound good?"
"Sure," Adam shrugged.
"Tell me about this boy you beat. What was your motivation?"
"He refused to pay!" Will burst out. "No one refuses to pay."
"Pay?" Doc asked.
"This is a little embarrassing," Mrs. Jackson broke in, "but it does help pay the bills. The boys provide protection at the school from bullies."
"We only do it for the money," Adam said defensively. "Those little punks wouldn't make it a day without us watching their backs."
"I see," Doc said slowly. "Are you saying you take money from weaklings and protect them from the strong?"
They all three blushed, and Adam said, "It's not quite like that, I mean, well, we are the strong."
"Ahh, so you take money in exchange for NOT exerting your strength over the weak. It's a protection racket."
"Maybe," Adam said evasively.
"That's rather clever of you," Doc mused. "You still crush the weaklings, but you do it in a way that benefits you."
"Exactly!" Will said. "It's perfect, isn't it?"
"And this was the first person to refuse to pay?" Doc asked.
"Nah, but we always make quick work of them," Will said. "They come around real quick once we've given them a fist or two to the head."
"So what was different about this boy?" Doc inquired. "You nearly killed him, didn't you?"
"Would have if that goody two-shoes, nosy neighbor hadn't interfered," Adam growled. "But we got her too, didn't we?" He fist-bumped his brother, and their mother smiled at them both.
Doc had nearly heard enough. "What about the boy?" he asked.
"As soon as the media hubbub dies down we're gonna jump him," Adam said darkly. "I've got a brick with his name on it."
"Excellent," Doc said, standing. "I've made my decision."
"What do you think?" Mrs. Jackson asked, standing as well.
"Your boys would definitely fit in well at my camp," he said. "Vicious to the core. What I didn't expect was you."
"Me?"
"You. You raised them to be vicious," Doc said evenly. "You raised them to take advantage of the weak, to crush others under their heel, to be cruel."
Confusion filled her eyes, and she said, "I don't understand."
"The charges against your boys were dropped, but I've found them guilty. I've found all of you guilty."
In one swift movement, he pulled his knife and shoved it through her heart. His tattoo flared immediately, pulling her life, her power, her spirit into him, powering him, healing him; and he breathed in relief, relishing the rush of heat.
Around him, outside of him, he heard the confused yells of the boys, he felt them push at him, but he was mesmerized by the power, mesmerized by Mrs. Jackson's dead eyes, mesmerized by the blood flowing from her wound onto his hand.
And suddenly he was seeing through Meli's eyes again. He was consuming flesh; he was drinking blood; he was reveling in the torture and pain of the innocents. He shook his head, trying to clear it. Mrs. Jackson wasn't innocent; she had deliberately raised monsters.
Something cold slashed at his arm, and he returned to the present. "You fucking bastard!" Adam was yelling. "We're gonna kill you!"
The butcher knife sliced towards Doc's arm again, and he stepped backward. He wasn't thinking clearly yet. He was still overwhelmed by Meli's blood lust and hatred. He could still taste the human flesh; he was still tortured by his disgust and uncertainty.
For a moment, reality became slow and blurred. He was there, blocking their attacks, but his mind was elsewhere, struggling with his intentions. The pleasure he'd felt from Mrs. Jackson's death was too reminiscent of the pleasure Meli felt.
Both boys rushed him, eyes fierce with hate, knives in hand. Doc knocked their hands to the side and kicked one into the other so they both crashed to the floor.  
"Did the goody two-shoe send you?" Adam snarled as he gained his feet. "When we're done with you, we'll slice her to shreds. Apparently breaking all the bones in her hands wasn't a good enough lesson."
Reality clarified. It wasn't the same. He was not Meli. He did enjoy the kill, but he didn't kill the innocent. He killed the guilty. He killed the vicious bottom feeders that society couldn't seem to eradicate. He killed the powerful who used their position for cruelty and evil. He killed rapists, rapists of every kind.
He enjoyed the kill. He enjoyed the surge of power. He enjoyed immortality. But it was not the same as Meli.
"Come and get me then," Doc drawled.
The boys rushed him once more, and he let them come, let them think they might win. At the last moment, he drew his own knives and sliced right through the flesh and bones of their wrists.
"Guess what?" he said as they screamed in horror and tried quite uselessly to stanch the blood flow. "You forgot to pay me."
He punctuated his words by thrusting his knives into their necks and watched with satisfaction as the brothers fell to the floor. Doc's tattoo flared once more, and he breathed it in.
He was whole again. Immortal. Extremely difficult to kill. He grinned as a shudder of heat pulsed through his bones and the weariness of the last several weeks dropped from his shoulders. This is what it felt like to be alive.
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"Next," Doc said cheerfully as he climbed back into the truck.
"Took your sweet time," Jury yawned.
"Bennie was playing games again."
"With the tetrarch?" Jury said, gasping in pretend horror.
"Apparently."
"You look better."
"I goddamn feel better," Doc said. "It's..." He took a moment to stretch; nothing ached, nothing pulled, nothing was broken. He rolled up his sleeve. Every single cut had healed, and he gazed with pleasure at his flawless skin. "Fantastic," he breathed.
"Don't gloat," Jury muttered.
"Please, you know you heal faster than normal people. Normal people don't get shot seven times, then go home and have sex."
"I don't heal as fast as you do," Jury countered.
"I can't do magic," Doc said with a shrug.
"Don't pretend like that makes us even."
"It doesn't," Doc laughed. "Just makes it so you're not quite so far behind me."
"You're a terrible politician."
"Really?"
"Really. I'm a witch, and you're supposed to be winning me over, but all you're doing is making me mad."
"Here," Doc said, reaching into the ice chest. "Have a sandwich."
"Better," Jury grunted, snatching the sandwich from Doc's hand.
"Anyway," Doc said, "I think this calls for a celebration. And you know what that means?"
"No way," Jury declared. "It's too far."
"What do you mean it's too far?"
"It's like twenty miles away. I'd probably get back a stub!"
Doc raised his eyebrow.
"Ah, fuck it," Jury said. Blue magic burst from his hand, and a strange grey hole opened up in front of him. He shoved his hand into it with a visible cringe, but his face brightened when his hand returned with a whiskey bottle. "I did it!" he exclaimed.
"Yeah, you did," Doc laughed, taking the bottle from him.
"That was so fucking stupid," Jury muttered. "I don't know why I let you talk me into these things."
"I didn't talk you into it," Doc argued. "You wanted to do it; to prove that you could."
"I just remembered I'm mad at you," Jury snarled.
"You are?"
"Shut up. I have to drive now," Jury snapped, shifting into first gear and pulling out onto the road.
Doc chuckled softly and took a long swig of whiskey, enjoying the pleasant burn. "I missed you," he said with a sigh.
"You've got to be fucking kidding me," Jury growled. He reached over and flipped on the radio, drowning out whatever Doc might have said in return with loud rock music.  
Doc grinned and stared out the window at the lights passing them by. He really did enjoy the city, but there was something to be said for the quiet desolation of the desert or the soft pleasure of a field of green grass or the expanse of a wide open sky.
He glanced at Jury and wondered if living in a city for a witch was a little like feeling mortal. Like there was a black shadow on your back sucking up all your power, eating it before you could have it.
Doc turned off the radio and asked, "Did you get a power boost when we were in the desert?"
"It's hard to say," Jury muttered, "seeing as I was busy trying to break into an invisible hut for two days."
"Did you or didn't you?"
"Yeah," Jury shrugged.
"What's it like?"
"Hard to describe," Jury said.
"Try."
Jury snorted but said, "You know how a flashlight still works when the batteries are low, and you don't even realize it's not working at full power, but then you put new batteries in and the beam is so intense you don't understand why you didn't see it before? It's like that."
"Why do witches live in cities then?" Doc asked. "Why did they bother to build the Hidden? Why don't they just... I don't know, live outside?"
Jury shrugged. "Who knows? I live in the city because I like being around people. I also make a small living off witchcraft, and I can't do that in the woods."
"I still don't know why you work," Doc chuckled.
"I'm the only Jury to ever go off on their own," Jury said. "Having an income makes me feel..."
"Superior?" Doc offered.
Jury laughed. "In a strange way, yes. Like I can do something none of them can. As for the other witches, I suppose it could be about money too. People, even witches and cryptids, have to eat. So they have to have jobs and incomes and all that junk, right? It's not like Fernsby would have a very large clientele out in the mountains."
Doc frowned as he considered Jury's words. Without the Hidden, witches would just be norms. They couldn't display their skills or walk around like they owned the place. They'd have to hide what they were. Their very lives depended on it because for hundreds of years the norms had tried to hunt them down and kill them. Witches needed the Hidden if they wanted to be real, practicing witches. Which was curious. Because without the witches, there was no Hidden.  
"So where're we going?" Jury asked, interrupting Doc's train of thought.
"I think I better look up the next one beforehand," Doc said. "Bennie's on my do-not-trust list right now."
"I thought Bennie was always on the do-not-trust list."
"He is, but there are levels," Doc said. "And right now he's at the bottom."
"Oh, levels," Jury snorted. "Where am I?"
"Right at the very tippy top," Doc said cheerfully.
"That's better than the middle, I suppose," Jury muttered.
Doc laughed loudly. "You know you're on my other list; the short one."
"Right," Jury sighed dejectedly. "The people you want to eat someday."
"You would probably be very tasty," Doc agreed.
"Don't you dare lick your lips when you say that!" Jury snapped.
"You brought it up. I meant my people I actually trust list."
"Sure you did."
"Hush," Doc ordered with a laugh. "I'm trying to work."
He typed in Caleb Harris, Lakewood and read the articles that pulled up. Bennie did appear to be telling him the truth, but was it the whole truth? Doc put Harris's name into the assessor which revealed that Harris was married. He probably had a handful of kids too. It was just like Bennie to send him something like that. He'd probably sold him out to the ninjas too.
"Goddamn Bennie," he muttered.
Doc memorized Harris's phone number and called him.
"This is Caleb," a deep voice answered.
"Mr. Harris, this is Tom Mackey. I apologize for calling you so late at night, but I just came across your profile online and I think you would be the perfect candidate for a position I'm looking to fill. Is there any way you could meet me at the Icy Lady? I believe it's not far from your address."
"What type of position?" Mr. Harris asked suspiciously.
"I need a manager for a new branch I'm opening."
"I don't have any managerial experience," Mr. Harris countered.
"I realize that," Doc said easily. "But I've read through your profile, and I still think you're the right fit. Will you meet me?"
There was a heavy pause, and Doc heard a woman's voice talking in the background. Finally Mr. Harris said, "I'll be there in fifteen minutes."
"Excellent. I can't wait to meet you in person."
The Icy Lady turned out to be a rather dark bar filled with lots of leather. It was perfect for the business meeting Doc had in mind.
"Sweet," Jury said from behind him. "Pool tables."
"Don't cause any trouble," Doc warned him.
"Please, how can winning cause trouble?"
Doc rolled his eyes and turned as the door opened behind him. A rather fit man walked in, sharp eyes quickly finding Doc in the darkness.
"Mr. Mackey?" the man asked.
"Guilty," Doc replied. "Mr. Harris, I presume?"
"Caleb's fine."
Caleb shifted as he spoke, and Doc could tell he was uncomfortable.
"Lousy place for a business meeting," Doc apologized, gesturing towards a booth in a corner.
They sat across from each other, and Doc studied the man carefully. There were none of the telltale signs, but that didn't always mean anything.
"I'll cut right to the point," Doc said. "I think you're the perfect man for the job. The only thing holding me back is that business at your last job."
"That's what holds everyone back," Caleb said bitterly.
"It's no big deal," Doc said casually. "I just need some assurance that you wouldn't do that type of thing when you're on the clock for me."
Caleb's eyes turned hard with anger. "I didn't do it," he ground out. "I never touched those girls; I never touched anyone. They ruined my goddamn life, you know that? Ruined it!"
Doc swallowed a sigh of disappointment. Caleb was completely sincere in his denial, which meant that Doc now owed him a job.
"What exactly happened?" Doc asked.
"Those goddamn girls," Caleb muttered angrily. "They got it into their heads that they wanted to go to Princeton, which is ridiculous." Caleb gestured in frustration. "I just mean for them. The only reason they wanted to go there was to pick up rich men. They didn't have the grades or the... It wasn't going to happen."
"I see," Doc said.
"They wanted me to change their grade in my class, and I said no," Caleb explained. "I offered them extra credit to help bring up their grades, but they weren't interested in that. They tried to bribe me, and when that didn't work..." He trailed off, then said softly, "You probably know the rest."
"I do," Doc said.
Caleb's shoulders slumped in despair. "The court said I'm innocent," he sighed, "but I still can't get work, so if you have a job, I'll take it."
Doc grinned and said, "I do have a job for you, Caleb." He just didn't know what it was yet. He reached out his hand and shook Caleb's hand firmly. "Thank you for meeting me here," Doc said. "My manager will call you first thing in the morning with the details of your employment."
Caleb's tired eyes brightened somewhat. "I look forward to it, sir."
"Now if you'll excuse me, it looks as if I need to bail my associate out of some trouble," Doc said. "I suggest you go ahead and take off."
Caleb glanced over his shoulder at the pool tables where a brawl was currently taking place, Jury somewhere in the middle.
"Should I call the police?" Caleb asked.
"Oh no," Doc said. "I've got this. Go on."
Caleb left the bar, but not without casting several unsure glances over his shoulder. As soon as he was gone, Doc waded into the fray, clocking anyone who tried to stop him with his elbows.
"I told you not to cause trouble," he chastised as he took his position at Jury's back.
"I didn't," Jury insisted with a grin. "I was just winning is all."
They both dodged, and the men trying to hit them ended up punching each other. As the two men fell backwards, Doc kicked another man in the knee, then smacked someone over the head with his forearm. A pool cue cracked over Doc's head, breaking in two, and Doc snatched a broken piece as it fell and glared at the man holding the rest of it. The man dropped the cue and ran.
A blast of noise suddenly blared through the room, and a woman yelled through a bullhorn. "That's enough now! Everyone stop, or I'm closing for the night!"
The fighting abruptly halted. "That's right," the woman commanded. "Everyone settle down and come have a drink. First rounds on the tall man who keeps winning."
A rough cheer went up, but underneath it, Doc heard Jury exclaim, "Hey, that's me she's talking about. If she thinks I'm paying..." Jury trailed off, and Doc followed his gaze towards the leather clad woman standing on the bar counter.
"Sound good, tall man?" the woman asked, winking at Jury.
Jury nodded and started through the crowd towards the bar. Halfway there, he paused and turned. "Here," he said, tossing his keys to Doc. "Take the truck; I'll find my own way home."
The woman hopped from the bar and greeted Jury with a sly smile. "Think you can beat me?" she asked, running her hand over Jury's bicep.
"I'm happy to try," Jury replied.
"Good luck," Doc said, shaking his head as he headed towards the door.
"Ah, the reprobate returns," Thaddeus sniped when Doc entered his sitting room some time later.
"Forgot to get you out of the cabinet, didn't I?" Doc asked regretfully.
"Did you put me in a cabinet?" Thaddeus replied. "Surely you wouldn't have done that? And left me there for hours, in the dark, alone, breathing tainted air? Surely not you."
"Sorry," Doc said. "I'm afraid I had some things on my mind."
"I'm sure that in your position it's quite difficult to remember the little people."
"I'm not going to apologize again," Doc growled. "So take it or leave it."
"I think I'll... leave it."
"So be it," Doc said, snatching the half empty bottle of whiskey off the coffee table and pouring it into Thaddeus's pot.
"I was the injured party!" Thaddeus sniveled.
"Maybe," Doc agreed. "Now you'll have even more to complain about to Rosa tomorrow."
"A plague on both your houses," Thaddeus murmured.
"That makes no sense, old boy," Doc chuckled.
He went to his room, tossed his ruined clothes into the trash, and took a long, leisurely shower. Everything felt more pleasurable, more perfect, now that he was free of Meli's taint.
"Five weeks and four days," Doc muttered as he shaved. "No big deal. I have no idea where she is, and no connection to her whatsoever, but I think I can still pull it off."
As he picked out his clothes he tried to think of a way to find her, but he was at a loss. His last attempt to find a dead person had ended in disaster.
He dressed carefully, adjusting his vest and making sure his knife harness was tight, then he studied his reflection and pushed all thoughts of Meli from his mind. She would have to wait because today he was playing tetrarch.
He glanced at the clock. It was nearly six which meant the Bakers would probably be showing up any time now. Or not, he thought with a frown. He honestly couldn't remember the last time the Baker children had come by. Of course, he hadn't actually been here; he'd been in his office.
"Have the Bakers been by lately?" he asked Thaddeus.
"Power is exponentially greater if you divide it by green," Thaddeus said laboriously.
"What?" Doc asked.
"Exponentially!"
"I guess I'll have to wait for you to sober up," Doc muttered. He called the kitchen and placed a large breakfast order, then texted Simon. "I just ordered breakfast."
"I'll be there soon," Simon texted back.
For the first time, Doc wondered how Simon actually made it to Dulcis without anyone noticing him.
"How does Simon get here?" Doc texted Jervis.
"Through the Hidden entrance I had installed in the basement several years ago," Jervis replied.
"You really do think of everything."
"I do try, sir."
"Is it an open doorway?" Doc asked.
"I'm not going to dignify that with a response," Jervis stated.
"So no?"
"No."
"How do you know when someone is trying to come through?"
"If someone wants entrance to Dulcis through the Hidden door, they have to contact me first," Jervis replied.
"Of course, because you think of everything."
"That is correct, sir."
"Meet me downstairs after Simon leaves?"
"It would be my pleasure."
Doc cringed. He hated it when Jervis said it would be his pleasure. Jervis's pleasure was rarely anyone else's.
A few minutes later someone knocked on Doc's door.
"Come in," Doc called out.
A Dulcis employee entered, pushing a tray of food; and Simon followed him.
"Tetrarch," Simon said.
Doc sighed. "Advisor."
Simon's lips twitched. "Jervis delivered your message."
"And?"
"You're certainly going to make a name for yourself."
"Excellent," Doc laughed.
He thanked the Dulcis employee, then gestured for Simon to sit at the table.
"Am I expected to eat all this?" Simon asked, studying the trays full of food.
"I expected more company," Doc said. "But it appears it's just you and me." He filled his coffee cup with whiskey, added a dollop of coffee, and took a sip. "Eat first or shall we get right to it?" Doc asked.
"I can multitask," Simon replied, taking a bite of omelet.
"Very well then. First things first, who do I need on my side to shut down Blackwater?"
"Pass the whiskey," Simon said.
"That bad?"
Simon actually grinned. "Let's just say life has become much more interesting since I met you."
"You're welcome then," Doc said cheerfully. "Do you have a list?"
"I have a list, but mainly, you'll need to convince the witch's council."
"I don't suppose Phillip Jury's on the council?"
"He was, but he recently resigned."
"Convenient," Doc said.
"Unfortunately, the council is entirely made up of male witches, so that's a point against you. Maybe a couple points."
"Are you saying males don't like me?" Doc asked with a grin.
"Not at all. I'm merely suggesting that male witches are not among your main advocates."
"What can I do to change their minds?"
"I'm working on it," Simon said.
"Excellent. In the meantime, how much money is left over from Mitcham's estate?"
"Approximately six billion."
"I can work with that," Doc mused. "Exactly how far apart can the connecting Hidden doors go?"
"I'm not sure. I'll have to check with one of the makers."
"Witches again?" Doc asked with a sigh.
"Yes. Why?"
"The Hidden is too small," Doc said. "It's full of buildings and structures, and the cryptids have completely lost the nature they came from. I'm going to use Mitcham's money to buy up tracks of land under a norm non-profit. We'll have to structure it just right in order to keep the norm government off our backs, but I'm sure you can handle that."
Simon had stopped eating and was staring at Doc in confusion. "And then what?" he asked.
"We'll turn the land into recreational areas. Lakes, forests, whatever we can do. We'll have to do something to protect the areas from norms though..." Doc trailed off, then shrugged and said, "I haven't figured out all the details yet; in fact, I'm going to leave most of the figuring out to you. And we obviously don't have enough money to cover every single city within the Hidden, but if we play our cards right we can build one or two of these areas inside each state with a series of small tracts of land serving as doorways out to the recreational areas."
Simon blinked and opened his mouth, but nothing came out.
"Is there a problem?" Doc asked. "I thought it was a pretty good idea, but if you don't think it will work, we can think of something else."
"It's not that I don't think it will work," Simon said slowly. "It will work. It'll take years to build and set up, but we can definitely do it."
"Then what's the problem?" Doc asked.
"It's just... I can't believe... No one's ever thought of it before. We've just accepted our ten percent and tried to be content. I'm not sure it's ever occurred to anyone to really expand the Hidden, let alone build parks and nature areas for the Hidden residents."
"I'm sure it's not strictly legal according to the original agreement," Doc said with a shrug. "But you're a savvy businessman, and I think you'll find a clever way around such mundane legalities. Besides, it's not as if I'm planning to tell the norm government what I'm doing."
"It's a... It's a good plan," Simon said softly.
There wasn't even a trace of sarcasm to Simon's statement, and Doc grinned at him before asking, "Have you heard from Dublin?"
"He checked in yesterday."
"And?"
"Ella Glass has been neutralized."
"Is neutralized politician speak for killed?" Doc asked.
"Yes."
"Good. When you speak to him again, let him know the Baudelaires sent an assassin after me, so he's going to want to be careful."
"The ninjas?" Simon asked.
"No, a witch," Doc replied. "How did you know about the ninjas?"
Simon barely even paused before saying, "Aine informed me."
"I see," Doc murmured. "Any idea who sent them?"
"Would you like me to write up a list?"
Doc laughed. "Exactly how many enemies do I have?"
"A few."
"Do you think there'll be more ninjas?" Doc asked offhandedly.
Simon frowned. "Do you want there to be?"
"Maybe," Doc said with a chuckle. "I was feeling a little... distracted when they attacked me last time; I might like to have another go."
"You're a very strange man," Simon said.
"Not the worst thing I've been called. Is it, Thaddaeus?" Doc called out.
In the sitting room Thaddeus muttered, "The sum of all the parts is green."
"He's really stuck on green," Doc said. "Do we have any more business we need to cover today?"
"There are some people who would like to meet with you soon," Simon said. "Council members, a few merchants, the school board."
"Set it up," Doc said.
Simon stood and headed for the door, but halfway there he stopped and turned back to face Doc. "You've the makings of a great tetrarch," he said solemnly. Then he bowed slightly and left.




Chapter 12
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"Swords or fists?" Jervis asked as the huge metal door closed behind them, sealing them inside the sub-sub basement.
"Are you really still mad at me?" Doc asked. "After all, you don't normally go on adventures with me anymore. How was I supposed to know you wanted to come?"
"Swords or fists?"
"Fists," Doc sighed, beginning to unbutton his vest.
"No knives," Jervis said.
"Obviously," Doc muttered. "You specifically said fists because this isn't a fight-to-the-death match, it's a punish-me-for-making-you-worry match."
"I never worry," Jervis said flatly, removing his own shirt and revealing a tight torso laced with muscle and one very gigantic hideous scar.
"Do you think you could take it easy on me?" Doc asked wistfully. "I just got my stamina back and—"
He didn't get to finish his sentence because Jervis moved forward quickly and punched him square in the face.
"Goddamn it!" Doc growled, stepping backwards. "You didn't let me finish!"
Jervis shuffled in once more, hands moving like lightning, and Doc flung up his hands, desperately hoping to block the most vicious of Jervis's blows.
Doc broke away from Jervis and breathed steadily, focusing on Jervis's scarred chest, watching for signs of movement. A slight twitch told him Jervis was about to attack, and Doc dodged while blocking one fist with his forearm. Instead of moving away, he punched out with a hammer fist, but Jervis blocked it and landed a hard uppercut to Doc's jaw.
Doc recoiled, settled his stance once more, focused and waited. Jervis moved in again, so fast that he was nearly on top of Doc by the time Doc even realized he'd moved.
Doc ducked, using both arms to shield his head, and rammed into Jervis with his elbows. He kept one arm over his head but used the other hand to deliver a solid blow to Jervis's ribs, but he only managed to get in two hits before Jervis brought down his fist on Doc's spine.
"Goddamn!" Doc hissed, falling to his knees. "You broke a goddamn vertebra!" The pain pulsing through his body abruptly faded as the bone healed, and Doc stood with a snarl.
Jervis was waiting patiently, lips tweaked up at the corners ever so slightly.
Doc closed his hands into fists and reminded himself that he couldn't kill Jervis so he didn't have to hold back. He stepped forward, hands at the ready, but didn't quite duck fast enough to avoid Jervis's fist as it plowed into his face.
Doc quickly recovered and struck Jervis in the chest, pushing him backwards, but only for a second. Before Doc could get in another hit, Jervis was on him, fists flying so fast Doc couldn't see to block them. Doc's head spun as hit after hit slammed into it, and before long Doc was lying on the floor, gazing up at Jervis's rigid face, and trying to count the stars that were erupting across the ceiling.
"Been practicing?" Doc slurred through swollen lips.
"No."
"Good. Don't. Ever."
Jervis offered Doc a hand, and Doc took it, allowing Jervis to pull him upright and help him over to one of the chairs.
"That was uncalled for," Doc said, carefully touching his face. It was healing quickly, but he was still covered in blood. "What if you'd knocked out a tooth?"
"I'm not sure if you're familiar with them, but there are these fellows, I believe they're called dental surgeons..." Jervis said.
"Ha ha ha," Doc muttered. "Are you better now?"
"Marginally."
"Goddamn rule number five," Doc sighed. "I hate that it works."
"What?" Jervis asked.
"Just something Andrew used to say," Doc replied, wiping the blood from his face with a scrap of ruined shirt from a different day Jervis had been mad at him. "Now you've had your fun; are we good?"
Jervis studied him, then shrugged.
"You do know that no matter what you do, no matter what I do, I am eventually going to die someday?" Doc said. "It's... It's kind of how things work, and I'm not going to hide in my room, scared to go out because today might be that day."
"There's certainly no need to rush headlong into unnecessary danger though," Jervis argued.
"That's what I do, Jervis, you know that. Otherwise, you and I... Well, you wouldn't have had the pleasure of kicking my ass just now."
Jervis sat with a sigh, for once relaxing his rigid posture.
"I'm not walking into the furnace," Doc said sincerely. "You know me better than that."
"We made a deal," Jervis said, eyes boring into Doc's. "I watch your back, and you watch mine."
"And we do!" Doc exclaimed.
"No, you watch my back, and I stay here and keep Pierre from murdering the busboys."
"You and I both know you do far more than that," Doc chastised. "And if you're unhappy, all you have to do is say so."
"It's not like that," Jervis said stiffly. "Where was I when you were getting attacked in the desert or when ninjas were destroying one of your favorite cars?"
"You were where you needed to be," Doc said sincerely. "We can't walk around inside each other's pockets; you know that. But we're always here for each other. Always."
Jervis's mask of indifference fell away, and he stared at Doc with anguished eyes. "You're all I have left," he said softly.
Grief rolled through Doc like a tidal wave. He and Jervis needed each other. They'd both lost everything and would lose everything again and again and again. Without each other, there was no anchor in the storm, no shelter from the wind and rain, no cessation from the madness of eternity.
Doc struggled to say something, anything that would return the sentiment, but he couldn't find the right words.
Jervis knew him though, knew Doc wanted to say something but couldn't, and he changed the subject by saying offhandedly, "Sami taught me a game I think you might lose at."
"Really?" Doc asked.
"She calls it Egyptian Rat Killer; it depends more on speed than luck."
"Luck and speed are not mutually exclusive," Doc drawled.
"Shall we test that theory?" Jervis replied.
When Doc returned to his suite, he had a bruised hand and, if he thought about it long enough, a bruised ego. But that was neither here nor there. Jervis was no longer mad at him, and that was the thing Doc chose to focus on.
There had been plenty of things in Doc's life that he hadn't considered lucky. The tuberculous that had killed his mother and brother was one of them. But other times it seemed as if his life was practically infused with luck. For instance, he always met the right people at the right time, and what was that if not a form of luck?
Meeting Jervis on that dark road in Germany had been nothing short of extraordinary luck. For both of them.
When Doc had met Jervis, he hadn't known there were other immortals in the world, and he'd just begun to realize the burden of being one.
Doc poured himself a glass of whiskey; and as he stared into it, the amber swirl morphed into the mists of that long-ago night, and he was once again walking the road of his memory.
"Rumor has it you're the ghost of an old landowner," Doc said as he and Jervis ambled along the empty road.
"Your German really is atrocious," Jervis replied.
"I speak lovely French if that helps," Doc laughed.
"It does," Jervis said in flawless French.
"So you are an aristocrat," Doc replied in equally flawless French.
Jervis just grunted.
"I've got nothing but time," Doc said. "I can play this game all night. Your father disowned you for marrying a maid. Your family was on the wrong side of a political brawl. You were switched at birth with a spy, and you're really the prince of England in disguise."
Jervis said nothing.
"Alright," Doc said. "You're the illegitimate son of the Russian czar and... the German empress!"
Jervis snorted in disgust, then held up his hand for silence. "Someone is coming," he said softly in French.
"A traveler?" Doc asked.
"I doubt it."
Doc dropped his horse's reins and pulled two of his knives just as a group of men rushed from the woods towards them. The men seemed intent to kill, so Doc hurled both his knives, hissing in irritation and pain when a crossbow dart tore through his shoulder.
He pulled his last knife and threw it at the man reloading a crossbow, grinning in satisfaction as his knife ripped through the man's throat. Beneath Doc's shirt, his tattoo was burning, charging him up; and Doc scanned the edge of the trees, searching for another attacker to kill, but there were none.
"Weren't there a lot of them?" Doc asked, turning to look for Jervis. "Oh," Doc said softly. "I'd have never guessed that. I mean... That is to say... Are you Dracula?"
"Is there anyone who hasn't read that book?" Jervis growled irritably, dropping the man he was holding and licking the blood from his teeth.
"But you are a... a vampire?" Doc asked, skepticism filling him even as the words left his mouth.
"That is the modern term for it, I suppose," Jervis replied, watching Doc warily.
"Modern term?" Doc repeated, counting the corpses littering the ground. While he'd killed three men, Jervis had killed fifteen.
"I am a blood-drinker," Jervis allowed.
"So not the illegitimate son of the empress?"
"No."
"But you are an aristocrat?"
"I was. Many years ago."
A suspicion was beginning to form in Doc's mind. "How many years ago?" he asked.
"Nearly six hundred."
"You're immortal," Doc breathed, awe overriding his initial caution.
"Yes."
With that Jervis leaned over and grabbed the arm of the dead man at his feet and carried him into the woods. Doc jogged after him, grabbing a corpse of his own to dispose of.
"I have so many questions," Doc said excitedly.
"I have no answers," Jervis replied.
"But surely—"
"No," Jervis said firmly.
Doc fell silent, and they cleared the road without another word.
"When we reach the city," Jervis finally said, "I will go my way, and you will go yours."
"Fine," Doc agreed. He was bursting with questions, but he was wise enough to know Jervis had no intention of answering them. "Would you mind pulling the dart out of my shoulder before we get going though?" Doc asked.
A light flared, and Jervis lit a cigarette, then held up the burning end to Doc's shoulder. The crossbow dart was sticking out both sides.
"I'll have to push it further through to break off the tip, then pull it out," Jervis observed.
"Fine."
"It would be better to wait. You'll bleed."
"It'll be fine," Doc said. "Just do it."
"But—"
"If you don't, I'll dig it out with my knife," Doc stated.
Jervis gave him a shuttered look, then slammed his palm into the back of the dart, pushing the arrow head the rest of the way through Doc's flesh. Doc swallowed his gasp of pain and watched as Jervis broke off the tip, then yanked the dart out the other side.
"Thanks," Doc grunted.
Jervis didn't respond. He hadn't looked away from Doc's shoulder, and he was watching it heal with a look of bewilderment. When the skin had closed completely, he caught Doc's gaze and asked, "What are you?"
Doc refocused on the whiskey glass in his hand, but he could still remember the look in Jervis's eyes when he'd asked Doc what he was. It was probably the same look that had been in Doc's eyes when he'd realized Jervis was immortal. A look of hope.
"Easily the third luckiest moment of my life," Doc muttered as he downed his glass of whiskey.
Doc's door suddenly swung open, and Jury swaggered into the room, still wearing his clothes from last night.
"Enjoy your evening?" Doc asked with a grin.
"Did I ever!" Jury exclaimed. "Thorn is... an amazing pool player!"
"Please tell me you had the decency not to do it on the pool table?"
"Can't," Jury laughed, flopping onto the couch next to Doc. "So what's our plan?"
"What plan?" Doc asked.
Jury gave him a look and said, "Our plan to find Miss Deatheater Shaman Lady."
"I'm pretty sure you said that was my problem."
"I changed my mind. I'm allowed to do that. You may be the tetrarch, but I'm fifteenth in line for a dukedom. And after things come to their inevitable conclusion and you kill my father and three of my brothers, I'll be eleventh," Jury said with a laugh.
"I can't kill your father!" Doc retorted. "He's a male witch, and apparently my approval rating with male witches is not very high."
"Don't do that," Jury complained.
"Do what?"
"Talk like a fucking politician! I hate it."
"I don't suppose you can close down Blackwater on your own."
"God no!"
"Then I'm taking up politics," Doc stated.
Jury shuddered and took a swig from the open whiskey bottle. "I don't like this side of you."
"It's not a side," Doc argued. "It's a temporary... suit."
"Let's focus on the non-temporary suit," Jury said. "Bad shaman."
"I have five weeks and four days to figure it out," Doc said dismissively.
"Forget that," Jury said. "How're you going to find her?"
"I don't know. Señora Teodora severed the connection so I can't try to grab a piece of Meli's hair. She may or may not be in the Underworld, and Yiska didn't seem keen to send me back in. One being said not all spirits pass through the Underworld, so... I don't really know where else to look."
"Here's what we're going to do," Jury said. "You're going to call Pierre and order him to make a batch of sopapillas. A big batch. Huge! I want sopapillas coming out my ears. I'm going to go home for a much needed shower. When the sopapillas are done, come pick me up, and we'll go see a necromancer I happen to know."
"I'm sorry," Doc said. "Did you just say necromancer?"
"Yeah."
"Explain."
"Meli's basically a ghost; she's neither dead nor alive, so we need someone who can talk to ghosts."
"But ghosts aren't..."
"Real?" Jury laughed.
"Well, they aren't... Are they?"
"I guess we'll find out," Jury laughed. "Don't forget the sopapillas."
Doc still hadn't found his voice by the time the door closed behind Jury.
"Ghosts?" he said to the empty room. "As in... ghosts?" His mind was spinning. He'd long ago discounted the idea of ghosts. People were either dead or they weren't. They didn't just wander around howling into the night and moving random objects. Or did they?
"Take me with you," Thaddeus suddenly demanded.
"What?"
"It's the least you can do after the cabinet incident. In twenty-five years I've never asked you for a single thing, you have to give me this."
Doc burst out laughing. "Never asked for a single thing?! You ask for things every day."
"I do not," Thaddeus said defensively.
"You asked me for a companion, a television, brandy, a trip outside—"
"But I knew you'd never get me any of those things. Please," Thaddeus pleaded.
"Very well," Doc sighed.
Three hours later, Doc knocked on Jury's door, Thaddeus in one hand and a box full of crispy sopapillas in the other.
Jury yanked open the door, grabbed the box, and opened it. "I said a bunch!" he complained. "This is hardly any."
"There're seventy-five sopapillas in that box," Doc drawled. "There's no way you can eat them all."
"Is that a bet?" Jury asked, eyes sparkling.
"I think I liked you better when you were morose all the time."
"Fifty merlins says I can eat them all by the time we get where we're going."
"Not in my car you're not," Doc retorted.
"Fine, I'll eat them right now."
"A hundred merlins says you puke," Doc said.
"Deal!" Jury declared. "Why is Thaddeus here?"
"He begged."
"I did not beg," Thaddeus said, tone beleaguered.
"You did."
"I merely pointed out that the fresh air might be good for me."
"He hates fresh air," Doc mouthed to Jury. "He made me roll up the car windows."
Jury laughed and stuffed another sopapilla into his mouth. "So good," he mumbled.
"Should I sit down?" Doc asked. "How long is this going to take you?"
"Not long," Jury said, licking honey from his fingers. "Tell Pierre he's a god."
"No. He already has an inflated sense of ego. If he gets any more difficult, Jervis might kill him."
"That would be a crime against humanity."
"I'm pretty sure Jervis doesn't care about humanity," Doc laughed.
"Don't be so goddamn literal," Jury retorted. "You know what I mean. Now shut up so I can enjoy this."
Doc rolled his eyes and started wandering around Jury's large apartment. It wasn't a loft like his last place; instead it had three very large rooms, not including the kitchen or the bathroom.
"I see you took my advice," Doc said. "Next time someone comes knocking we'll have lots of walls to duck behind."
"Don't you dare say that!" Jury snapped. "If you jinx my new place, I'll set all your cars on fire."
"Testy, isn't he?" Thaddeus said.
"Doc has singlehandedly destroyed at least three of my previous homes," Jury pointed out.
"Singlehandedly implies that I'm the one who actually destroyed them," Doc replied. "And that is simply not the case."
"Your villains, your fault," Jury said. "You owe me a hundred merlins."
Doc turned around. The sopapilla box was empty, and Jury looked happy and content.
"Impressive," Doc drawled.
"I worked up an appetite," Jury said with a wink.
"You're both disgusting," Thaddeus muttered.
"You're just upset because you're a plant," Jury snorted. "You haven't touched a woman in, what, two hundred years?"
"Why... I... That's..." Thaddeus sputtered angrily. "Reprobates, both of you!"
"So true," Doc said. "Now watch your mouth, or I'll leave you in the car."
"I wish I'd never met you," Thaddeus hissed.
"I'm sure Davis Brenner would be delighted to have you back," Doc said. "Especially if I tell him you talk."
"Davis is dead," Thaddeus said stiffly.
"That's alright. I'm sure I can find someone else who would be thrilled to have a talking plant," Doc said pointedly.
"I apologize," Thaddeus ground out.
"Excellent," Doc said. "Now let's go."
"You still owe me a hundred merlins," Jury said.
"You know I'm good for it."
"Just reminding you."
After Jury managed to fold himself into Doc's car, he said, "Head out to Commerce City."
They drove in silence until Jury said, "Turn here."
"You sure?" Doc asked. The area they were in looked mostly abandoned and, as a whole, rather inhospitable.
"Yep."
"If you'd told me, I would've brought a different car," Doc stated.
"You like to be flashy."
"I just bought this one," Doc said. "It's a Koenigsegg Gemera, not that that means anything to you," he grumbled. "It cost me nearly two million dollars, so when it gets stripped, you're paying for it."
"No reason to get fussy," Jury grunted. "I'll throw a glamour over it."
"Good idea," Doc agreed.
"Park here," Jury said, gesturing towards a rough parking lot in front of a dilapidated building covered with colorful and somewhat graphic graffiti.
"You cannot be serious," Doc said.
"Just park."
Doc parked with a sigh, picked up Thaddeus from the floorboard, and exited the car. He closed the door and stared sadly at his lovely curvy beautiful car.
"Make it a junk heap," he ordered.
"Obviously," Jury muttered.
The car shimmered in the sunlight, then somehow shifted into a beat-up old car on blocks.
"Better," Doc said.
"That took a lot of juice," Jury replied. "It's a good damn thing I ate all those sopapillas."
"Let's just do this, whatever this is," Doc muttered.
Jury knocked on the garish red door, and after a long moment it swung open, releasing a cloud of smoke into the air.
The man standing in the doorway had pink spiky hair and was wearing zebra striped pants and no shirt. "J-Dog!" he exclaimed enthusiastically. "Long time, no see!" Then he and Jury engaged in an overly complicated handshake.
"I'm so glad you asked to come, old boy," Doc muttered.
"I think I'd like you to leave me in the car," Thaddeus replied.
"Oh no, you're definitely coming with me."
"Come in," the man urged. "Who's your friend?"
"You cannot be serious," Doc hissed. "This is your necromancer?"
"Relax," Jury said, following the man inside.
Doc glanced back at his car. It still looked like a junk heap, and there was no one around that he could tell. Still...
"Come on!" Jury ordered.
Doc stepped inside and closed the door behind him.
"This is Doc," Jury said. "Doc, this is—"
Whatever Jury said was lost beneath a loud wave of rap music.
"Sorry!" the supposed necromancer yelled. "I'll turn that down."
Silence fell, and Jury said, "Doc, this is Nevin Tucker."
Nevin Tucker smiled widely and said, "But you can call me Tucker."
"I see," Doc said, ignoring Tucker's outstretched hand.
Jury glared at him. "Play nice," he mouthed.
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"Any friend of J-Dog's is a friend of mine," Tucker said happily.
Doc rolled his eyes.
"So what's up?" Tucker asked, flopping onto a beanbag chair and picking up a can of orange soda.
"Doc's looking for a ghost," Jury said, sitting on one of the other tattered beanbag chairs littering the room's floor.
Doc's eyelid twitched, and he forced his free hand not to rub his aching head. As if this... this... Whatever he was could possibly be of any help.
"Sweet," Tucker breathed, rubbing his hands together. "Where do we start?"
"Hold up," Doc said. "Let's start with you. Jury said you're a necromancer."
"What's that?" Tucker asked.
Doc cast Jury a dark look, but Jury just laughed and said, "A necromancer talks to the dead."
"Oh," Tucker said. "Yeah, I can do that."
"Really?" Doc said flatly.
"Really. But only like sorta dead people. You know, people who don't really want to be dead and are kinda like hanging around."
"I see," Doc ground out.
"If you look at Bill here," Tucker said, pointing to the chair beside Jury. "He died right here in this room. Drug deal gone bad."
Doc looked at the empty chair, at Tucker's earnest face, and at the chair once more. "You're saying there is a ghost sitting in that chair?" he asked.
"For sure, dude. Bill was trying to get enough money together to pay for his daughter's surgery. She's got something wrong with her back, I guess; he used a weird medical term. Anyway the drug deal was a quick fix, and he won't move until he gets paid. You see?"
"No."
"He knows he's dead," Tucker said. "But he can't let go of the need to get the money. See?"
"I'm not sure Doc's following you," Jury broke in. "Maybe you should start at the beginning. Your beginning."
"Oh, yeah, that makes total sense!" Tucker exclaimed. "I'm a ghost, man!"
"Jury," Doc growled.
"Just hear the kid out," Jury suggested.
"Kid?" Doc repeated.
Tucker started laughing. "You should see your face, man. You look like you're about to kill someone."
"That is, in fact, a very real concern," Doc drawled.
"Oh," Tucker said, sitting upright. "Sorry. Okay, let's see. Okay, this isn't my body. See I was in this building, and it totally blew up. There was this cop in there too, not a bad guy really; he was trying to get me out, but he didn't. Anyway, I died. Like major died. Like I'm not even sure they had anything for the body bag."
Tucker tossed his empty soda can over his shoulder and opened another one. "Anyway, Tucker, 'cause that's the cop's name, not mine, but I had to use it once I was him—"
Doc growled slightly, and Tucker cleared his throat and said, "Sorry, what I'm trying to say is he died too, but like his body was okay; he just up and left. And I thought, well if he's not using it, I'll take it. See?" Tucker grinned happily.
Doc looked at Jury. Jury shrugged. "Are you out of your mind?" Doc mouthed.
"He's telling the truth," Jury mouthed back.
"How could he possibly be telling the truth?"
"I checked him out. Trust me."
"Trust you? Really?"
"Really," Jury mouthed with a laugh.
"Are you guys talking in code right now?" Tucker burst out. "That is so cool! I wish I could do that."
Doc studied Tucker carefully. If he was lying, he was a very, very good liar. Or completely out of his mind. "How old are you?" Doc asked watching Tucker's face carefully.
"Well, I was ten then," Tucker said. "So I'm probably, I dunno, like maybe fourteen? I think that's right. It's hard to keep track," he added with a shrug.
"I see. And now you can see ghosts?"
"Yeah, pretty cool, huh?" Tucker exclaimed.
Doc sighed, wishing that instead of Thaddeus he was holding a bottle of whiskey. He had a bad feeling that Tucker was going to be a hundred times worse than the Underworld.




Chapter 13
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"So how do you normally find a ghost?" Doc asked, sitting rather stiffly on one of Tucker's extremely suspicious looking beanbag chairs.
"It's like this," Tucker said excitedly. "Sometimes people hire me to investigate a possible haunting. Like most of those aren't real, but I always tell people I helped the spirit move on 'cause it helps them relax, you know? Hey, I finally scraped together enough money to get some cards printed. Check it out, J-Dog!"
Tucker leaned forward and handed Jury a black business card with a white ghost outline on it and the words "Ghost Guy" printed in white underneath. "Pretty dope, right?" Tucker asked.
"Pretty dope," Jury agreed.
"Have you ever looked for a specific ghost?" Doc asked, trying to keep the conversation on track.
"Just Bill here, but I gotta say not many people pay to find ghosts, you know?"
"Why were you looking for Bill?" Doc queried, forcing his tone to be patient. Even though Tucker looked like a thirty year old, he acted like a child; which sadly lent some truth to his story.
"See Bill and I used to live in the same building, back when I was me, and when I heard that he'd been killed I wanted to know if he'd like moved on, so I came to check it out. You dig?"
"No."
"Bill was nice to us," Tucker explained. "Used to bring home food from where he worked that was headed to the dumpster and give some to me and Sissy. I wanted to make sure he was alright."
"But he's not."
"No, he won't leave 'til he gets paid. I told you that," Tucker said with a shake of his head.
"Do all ghosts stay where they died?" Doc asked in concern.
"No way. That'd be weird," Tucker snorted.
"That's the thing that would be weird?" Doc ground out.
"For real, man. I like you. You give off a real evil businessman vibe."
Doc sent Jury a look that said quite clearly "I'm going to kill you later", then asked, "Why doesn't Bill go home?"
"Without the money? No way."
Doc couldn't help it; he rubbed his temples. "Let's try this again," he said slowly. "I'm looking for a ghost. I don't know where she is. Do you think you can find her?"
Tucker shrugged and said, "I dunno."
"I think we're done here," Doc said.
"Wait, wait, wait!" Tucker exclaimed. "Look, I said I don't know; you didn't want me to lie, did you? I've never tried it, but I'll give it a go. You know?"
"No, I don't know," Doc growled. "But I've got nothing to lose, so fine. But I'm not coming here again. It's... filthy. I have a house you can live in while you work, but if you haven't found anything in three weeks, you're on your own."
"Whoa, man," Tucker said, hands raised. "Slow down. I can't leave Bill."
"Why the hell not?"
"'Cause he's my homie!"
Doc was never leaving the house without whiskey again. "How much money does Bill need?" he asked irritably.
"What?" Tucker said.
"How much money does Bill need?" Doc repeated slowly.
"Um..." Tucker looked at the empty chair, then looked back at Doc. "He says he needs a hundred thousand," Tucker said.
"Done. I will pay for his daughter's surgery. Hell, I'll pay three times that."
"What?" Tucker said again.
"I said I will pay him the hundred thousand dollars," Doc ground out. "He can come with us, and we'll do it right now."
"What?"
"Goddamn it! Do you not hear me? We are leaving this condemned wreck right now, so if you have anything you want to keep, grab it, and let's go."
"But... but..."
"If you don't want the job, that's fine," Doc said, moving towards the door.
"Wait, man! I didn't say that. I just... Gimme a sec!" Tucker yelped, scrambling to his feet.
"He's just a kid," Jury whispered. "You might want to take it easy on him."
"I am taking it easy on him," Doc replied. "Furthermore, I'm offering him a job and getting him out of these rat infested ruins."
"He might like it here," Jury said defensively.
"Tucker!" Doc called out. "Do you enjoy living here?"
"What?" Tucker asked from a corner.
"Do you enjoy living here?"
"Well, I mean, it doesn't cost much. And Bill's here."
"If you really are a necromancer, I'll give you a permanent position," Doc offered.
"Really?!" Tucker exclaimed. "That would be awesome, man!"
"There you have it," Doc said to Jury.
Jury's face was pensive. "You always do that, don't you?"
"Do what?"
"Save people. It's like your thing."
"No, my thing is killing people," Doc retorted.
"Maybe," Jury said.
"I'm ready," Tucker announced, bouncing up and down on his toes beside Doc.
"Put on a shirt," Doc ordered.
"Well, but..."
"No shirt, no ride," Doc said. "Shirt. Now."
"Man," Tucker complained. "I hate shirts. They cover up my fine abs. I mean, look at these things! I don't even work out; the body just came this way!"
"Now!" Doc snapped, rubbing his forehead once more. "He's about to give me a permanent headache."
"He grows on you," Jury laughed.
"I hope so, for his sake, because I'm considering shipping him up to Alaska where he'll always have to wear shirts."
Tucker had returned, expression sulky, but chest covered, and Doc said. "Is Bill with you?"
"Yep."
"Let's go then."
Doc pushed open the door, squinting from the violent change from darkness to light, and sighed heavily. "Goddamn ninjas."
"Ninjas?" Jury said excitedly. "Here?"
Doc thrust Thaddeus into Tucker's arms and said, "Don't drop Thaddeus, and stay out of the way."
"Wait? What? Why?" Tucker asked.
"Shut up, and do what I say!" Doc ordered, pushing Tucker behind the wall as a barrage of throwing stars splintered through the door.
"I can't fucking believe it!" Jury exclaimed, pistol already in hand. "We're fighting ninjas, Doc. Ninjas! Ninjas and sopapillas in the same day! And Thorn!" Jury laughed excitedly. "This day couldn't get better!"
"Maybe," Doc muttered. "Three," he added as he threw several knives and ducked back inside the doorway.
"You can't count it before you've actually killed them," Jury complained from the other side.
Doc's tattoo was beginning to heat, and he grinned and tapped his chest. "But I did kill them."
"I'm going to win this one," Jury insisted.
"I bet you a thousand merlins you don't," Doc retorted.
"You're on," Jury said, then he ran through the door, gun blazing.
Doc laughed and followed him, immediately blocking a knife thrust from one of the assailants. Doc rolled his arm and caught the man's hand, then drove his own knife through the man's throat. He ripped his knife free, then hurled it towards another ninja, splitting the man's head in half.
"Five!" he called out.
"Seven!" Jury yelled.
"We'll see about that," Doc muttered, throwing five knives in rapid succession. One of the ninjas managed to knock Doc's knife from the air, and Doc grinned, turning to face him.
"Who sent you?" Doc asked, picking up a broken board and using it to catch all six of the throwing stars the man threw.
"A mutual friend," the man replied. He had no accent, and his voice told Doc nothing about where he was from. "You've proven to be difficult to kill, but we always get our man."
"Not this time," Doc said, allowing the man to run at him, short sword brandished. Doc ducked the first swing, then used his board to block the man's fierce slashes. After a few easy blocks, Doc knocked the sword from the man's hand and thrust the jagged board through his chest.  
"Ten," Doc counted, casting a glance towards Jury. A throwing star was protruding from one of Jury's shoulders, but he was grinning as he used Doc's brand new car as a shield.
Doc hurled several knives, quickly killing six more ninjas. "Sixteen," he said, sinking to his knees beside Jury. "And what part of new car did you not understand?"
"I forgot," Jury said, shooting over the hood. "The glamour is so convincing, and the throwing stars really pull the entire look together."
"We should leave one alive," Doc said as he yanked the throwing star from Jury's shoulder and tossed it. The star landed with a thwack, fracturing one of the ninja's heads.
"You leave one alive," Jury commanded. "I'm on a roll."
Doc stood to throw another knife, eyes widening when he saw the flaming bottle flying through the air towards them. "Oh hell," he hissed, lunging sideways and pushing Jury to the ground, covering him as best he could as the Molotov cocktail hit the ground and exploded into flames.
Heat seared through Doc's pants, and he rolled away from his car, taking Jury with him. Doc lay there for just a second, taking stock, but he could still feel all his parts so he sat upright and slapped his pant leg to put out the fire.
A quick look told him that the ninjas hadn't advanced around the car yet so he stood and drew his knife. "Novelty over," he muttered as he stalked through the black smoke. A ninja leaped at him, and Doc's hand shot out and thrust his knife through the man's eye. He ripped the knife free and slashed it across another ninja's throat, barely noticing the cold blade that sliced across his arm.
He threw the bloody knife at another man, then paused and counted. There were only three ninjas still standing, and he needed one of them alive. He drew two knives and tossed them, killing two of the ninjas instantly.
The third ninja rushed him, staff in hand. At the last second, Doc stepped to the side and grabbed the ninja by his neck. The assailant struggled against Doc's hold, slamming the staff backwards. Doc grunted as the staff bounced off his head, but he didn't loosen his hold as he carefully applied enough pressure to render the ninja unconscious. The staff hit once more, then clattered to the ground as the attacker went slack.
"Goddamn ninjas," Doc muttered, lowering the unconscious man to the ground and turning to survey his car. Jury had dropped the glamour at some point, and Doc could see every bit of damage. All of the side windows were broken, there were throwing stars poking out of the passenger door, and without even looking, he knew the paintjob on the driver's side was completely ruined from the fire.
"That was flipping amazing!" Tucker exclaimed. "You were all like throw, throw, throw; and they were like throw, throw, throw!" he said, throwing pretend knives as he did. "Then you jumped on J-Dog and totally saved his life, and then you were like, 'I'm done with this, ya'll' and you just straight killed them! Boom shakalaka boom!!"
Jury burst out laughing, but Doc just shook his head. There simply weren't words for Tucker's... enthusiasm.
The ninja at his feet grunted, and Doc bent down and removed his mask. "This is not my day," Doc muttered staring at the ninja's smooth face.
"Have fun with that," Jury said from over Doc's shoulder. "You must really be losing your touch if you didn't even notice."
"They all look the same," Doc insisted. "Now shut up and get me the zip ties from the glove box."
"You just carry zip ties around with you?" Jury laughed.
"Obviously," Doc ground out.
"Why didn't you kill her?" Tucker asked suddenly.
"Didn't I tell you to stay inside?"
"Yeah, but that was before when there were ninja stars zipping through the air. Oh wow! They totally trashed your car, man."
"Would you please shut up?" Doc said as he zip tied the woman's hands behind her back, then zip tied her feet together and used her mask to gag her.
"So what're you gonna do with her, huh?" Tucker asked.
Doc sighed. "It doesn't concern you."
"I bet you're gonna like torture her for information."
"It's like he already knows you," Jury chuckled.
"Shut up, both of you!" Doc snarled. "Just shut up." He tossed the woman into the backseat before turning to face Tucker. Tucker's hands were empty.
"Where the hell is Thaddeus?" Doc demanded.
"Who what now?"
"Thaddeus! The plant! What did you do with the plant?"
"Oh, yeah, that. I left it by the door, man. I wasn't gonna ask, but why the hell're you carrying around a plant anyway? That's kinda weird."
Doc didn't respond, just turned on his heel and ran back to the building, heaving a sigh of relief when he saw Thaddeus's pot sitting unharmed on the doorstep.
"Are you alright?" Doc asked, kneeling beside the plant and looking it over.
Thaddeus didn't answer.
"Do not toy with me, Thaddeus," Doc snarled. "Are you alright?"
"I'm fine," Thaddeus conceded. "Just a little shaken. And one of my leaves has a nick."
Doc ran his hands over Thaddeus's leaves; there was indeed a slice through one of them. "I'm sorry," Doc said. "Does it hurt?"
"Does it hurt? It's part of me, isn't it?"
"Dude's weird with his plant," Doc heard Tucker whisper loudly.
Doc turned with a snarl. "You... You... Get in the car, right now. And if you value your life, you will not speak again until I give you permission to."
Tucker paled and nodded quickly. Doc turned back to Thaddeus and said, "I'm sorry, old boy. This is why... Well, it's probably best if I don't take you out."
"I can see that." Thaddeus said. "I'd like to go home now. I think that was quite enough excitement for one day. But don't you dare put me in the back seat with that... that urchin. I can't imagine what you're thinking taking him under your wing."
"I'm not... Oh hell. I need whiskey," Doc said. "Lots of whiskey."
It felt as if it took hours to get everything settled. First, Doc had to count the bodies and call the Worms. Then they had to wait for the Worms to arrive.
Once that was taken care of, Doc drove to one of his nearby safe houses and dropped off the ninja he'd captured, leaving her in the care of several Dulcis employees.
Then he followed Tucker's ridiculous directions to a rundown building near the capital, where Doc met Bill's wife and daughter. With Bill supposedly standing nearby to witness, Doc transferred three hundred thousand dollars into their bank account. It took a while to revive Bill's wife after she fainted, but after assuring her that the money was indeed hers, Doc ushered Tucker back out to the car.
"Is he gone?" Doc asked.
"Who?"
"Bill," Doc ground out. "The entire reason we came here."
"Right, sorry, I was just..." Tucker was staring up at the building, a melancholy look on his face.
"Where's Sissy?" Doc asked gently.
"Gone."
"As in she moved elsewhere?"
"You could say that," Tucker said, voice flat.
They stood there for a moment, Tucker watching the building and Doc watching Tucker, before Doc asked once more, "Did Bill leave?"
"Yeah, man," Tucker said with a one-shouldered shrug. "He jetted just as soon as the money went bing. Good guy; I'm gonna miss him."
Doc nodded, pushed Tucker into the back seat, and drove to Dulcis to pick up James, a vampire employee who had worked at Dulcis for nearly twenty years.
"This is Tucker," Doc said as James climbed into the back of the car. "Tucker, this is James. He's going to give you a few crash courses on what it means to be an adult."
"Come on, man. I don't need a babysitter; I've been living on my own for like four years now."
"And how is that going for you?" Doc asked.
"I get by," Tucker said petulantly.
"Figure out how to drive a car yet?" Doc inquired.
"Like I even need to know! There's public trans everywhere!"
"Here's the deal," Doc said. "You either accept James' input, or I take you back to your hovel. Your choice."
"You're cold, man," Tucker muttered.
"Is that a yes?"
"Whatever."
"Excellent. The first lesson he'll teach you is basic hygiene."
"What's that?" Tucker asked.
"James will explain it to you; won't you, James?"
"Yes, sir," James replied with a chuckle.
"Perfect. Once James has covered that lesson with you, I'll come by, and we'll talk about Meli."
"Who's Meli?"
"The ghost I need to find."
"I dunno, man," Tucker mumbled. "When you said her name just now... It was like you stuck a shard of ice in my ear."
Doc studied Tucker in the rearview mirror. His face was all screwed up, and he was rubbing the sides of his head agitatedly.
"You'll be alright," Doc assured him. "Just don't go looking for her without me. Got it?"
"No worries, dude. I already don't like her."
Once Tucker was securely settled in a different safe house, Doc deposited Jury at the entrance of his building.
"Don't forget you owe me nine hundred merlins," Doc said before Jury left the car.
"I think your count's off," Jury muttered. "I'm pretty sure I killed twenty-three of them."
"You may have wounded twenty-three of them," Doc said, emphasizing the word wounded. "But I actually killed twenty-five, while you only killed twenty-one."
"I want a recount," Jury grumped.
"I'll let the Worms know," Doc laughed. "See you later... J-Dog."
"No," Jury said, shaking his head. "Tucker's the only person who can call me that."
"That's harsh. After all, we've been friends for a hundred years now and you only just met Tucker," Doc pointed out, working to keep his lips from grinning.
"I'll start calling you Johnny," Jury threatened.
"You do know how to make it hurt," Doc laughed. "I'll see you later."
He drove back to Dulcis, parked his ruined car next to the damaged Mercedes, and headed to his suite.
"I'm utterly exhausted," he said as he and Thaddeus rode the elevator down.
"If I never see Mr. Tucker again," Thaddeus intoned, "it will be much, much, much too soon."
"Jury says he grows on you."
"Dear god, I hope not."
Doc chuckled softly. "Sorry that didn't go exactly like you'd hoped," he said as he placed Thaddeus carefully on his stand in the sitting room.
"It's quite alright. I probably should have known better."
"I'll take you someplace fun next time," Doc promised.
"Please don't mention it," Thaddeus moaned. "If it's not too much trouble, I could use some brandy to soothe my nerves."
Doc retrieved a bottle of brandy and a bottle of whiskey from the kitchen. "Sleep well, old boy," he said, dumping the entire bottle of brandy into Thaddeus' pot.
"Feeling better already," Thaddeus murmured.
Doc grinned and took a swig of his whiskey. The evening had not gone at all as he'd expected. Tucker was... The only word he could think of was Tucker. He sincerely doubted Tucker would actually be able to help him, but he knew enough to know that sometimes the card you didn't think you wanted turned out to be the most valuable.
He finished off the bottle before picking up his phone and calling Jervis.
"Sir?" Jervis answered.
"I forgot to ask if you got Caleb settled?"
"I did. He'll be heading up your Arizona project."
"Ah. Out of curiosity, what is my Arizona project?"
"There's practically nothing there," Jervis said. "But I knew you'd want to do something to help the community, so I decided to turn it into a makers building. We'll invite community members to participate, and we'll sell their artwork and various sundries online. Similar to the business we have in Alaska."
"I like it," Doc said.
"Naturally. It was your idea."
Doc laughed before asking, "Did you look up the girls who falsely accused him?"
"I did," Jervis stated.
"And?"
"I've decided to handle them myself."
"Not quite bad enough to kill, huh?"
"Debatable, but a terrifying incident might help them reevaluate their life choices."
"I don't envy them," Doc chuckled. "Those goddamn ninjas destroyed my Koenigsegg," he added sadly.
"I noticed," Jervis replied.
"I only drove it twice."
"I know, sir. I'll have it repaired."
"Can we make the windows bulletproof this time?"
"Certainly."
"Thanks," Doc said. "Give yourself a raise."
"Done."
Doc disconnected and stared at his ceiling. He was procrastinating, and he knew it. May as well get it over with, he thought with a sigh as he headed towards the door.
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Doc sat across from the bound and gagged ninja and studied her regretfully. She glared at him, and he gently pulled out her gag.
"I need to know who hired you," he said apologetically.
She spat on his shoes.
"I was afraid you'd say that," Doc sighed. "I really prefer not to torture women. Which is ridiculous because you did try to kill me, and if you were a man I wouldn't even blink at it, but I've still got a bit of Southern gentleman in me, and I'd just rather not."
Her face twisted into a sneer, but she didn't say anything.
"I'm going to give you a choice," Doc went on. "You can just tell me who hired you, and I'll kill you quickly. Or if you'd rather, I can have you hypnotized to retrieve the information, then kill you quickly. If neither of those options work for you... I'll have to torture it out of you."
Her facial expression didn't change, and she said, "I don't know who hired us, but I wouldn't tell you even if I did. Honor is everything."
"Is it really?" Doc said wearily. "Honor is such a changeable word. Like morals and good. Everyone has their own definition."
Her eyes narrowed, but she didn't respond.
"Even if you don't know who hired you," Doc pointed out, "you know where your leader or boss is, and he will know who hired you. Shall I call Fernsby to hypnotize you?"  
Her nostrils flared with fear. "I'd rather be tortured," she spat.
"You really wouldn't," Doc said.
"I'll never talk," she said proudly. "I will die with my honor intact."
"Fantastic," Doc muttered, popping the cork on his whiskey bottle and taking a sip. "Somehow this is all Jury's fault," he complained as he drew his knife. "I'm not sure how, but it is."
She sat up straighter in her chair, eyes widening slightly, readying herself for whatever it was he might do. Doc placed the knife blade gently on her hand.
"I really don't want to do this," he said. "Please just tell me."
"Weakling," she spat.
He pressed the blade into her flesh and cut through the space between her fingers. She didn't even whimper, although tears of pain welled in her eyes.
It had been a very long time since he'd tortured a woman. Logically, he knew that his reticence to do so didn't make much sense. Women were not inherently weaker than him; they did not need his strong arm to protect them. In fact, he couldn't count the number of times a woman had saved his life instead of the other way around. But no matter how illogical it was, he didn't like doing it.
He cut through the tip of her finger and watched as blood rushed to the wound and oozed out onto the chair. A small mewl of pain whispered through her lips, and he looked at her. Her face was hard, unyielding.
"Just tell me where your leader is," he said.
"Never."
"Never is a very long time when you're being cut into tiny pieces," Doc stated softly, cutting off another fingertip.
He cut off pieces of her fingers and tiny strips of skin for as long as he could stand it, then he stood and said, "I'm going to leave you alone to think for a while. Unfortunately, I can do this for as long as necessary."
She greeted his words with a whimper of pain, and he hoped that meant she was considering giving him what he needed.
He walked through the house to the back deck, sat on the porch chair, and gazed up at the few stars he could see. He remembered quite clearly the first time he'd tortured someone. He'd never seen the value before, never been in the position to need information badly enough to strip away pieces of another human being to get it.
The stars faded, replaced by soft candlelight, and Doc was back in another moment, another time, torturing another person.
"Tell me where he is," Doc snarled, slowly and precisely cutting off the man's ear.
"I can't tell you," the man sobbed. "I can't."
"I don't see why not," Doc countered "If you tell me, the pain will stop."
The straw under his feet was already soaked with blood, and he honestly didn't know how much longer the man would last. Hopefully long enough to tell him where they had taken Jervis.
He hadn't known Jervis long, maybe a week or so, but in that short time they had formed a firm bond, a bond Doc wasn't interested in losing. And that's why he was torturing this man inside this stinky shack deep within the forest.
Doc studied the bloody man clinically. Unless he wanted to start in on the man's legs, he was running out of pieces to cut off, but he needed to cut off something. Given enough pain, the man would eventually break; Doc was sure of it.
He fished inside his saddle bag for the small pouch of surgical tools he always carried with him. "It just so happens I remembered to bring my scalpel," he said conversationally. "And do you know what scalpels are good for?"
The man shook his head fearfully.
"I'll tell you then," Doc said, placing the scalpel against the man's cheek. "It has a very thin blade, you see, so I can slide it right under your skin and, with a little effort, peel your skin right off."
Then, to the man's horror, Doc illustrated the technique he'd just described. Multiple times.
"I don't know anything!" the man screamed. "I swear I don't know anything!"
"Seems like you would have said that six hours ago if that was the case," Doc said casually. "I can think of three more things you don't need in order to talk. Your eyes and your manhood."
"God, no," the man sobbed. "I can't... You're a monster. Just like him, a monster!"
"Then tell me where he is, and I'll join him," Doc suggested, holding the tip of his scalpel a hairsbreadth away from the man's eye.
"He's underneath the church!" the man burst out. "Master, forgive me; he's underneath the church."
"Is that truly where Jervis is?" Doc demanded. "Remember, I know where you live, where your wife lives, where your children sleep." He had no intentions whatsoever of hurting the man's family, but it was a useful leverage point.
"Yes, I swear; just end it," he whispered. "Just end it."
Doc stabbed the man through his heart, then dragged his body out into the woods and covered it with debris. Afterwards, he bathed in the stream and put on fresh clothes. It was time to go to church.
"She's asking for you," one of the Dulcis employees said from behind Doc. Doc shook free of his memories and followed the employee back inside.
She'd been crying, and Doc steeled his mind against it. Almost every man he'd ever tortured cried eventually, and their tears had never swayed him. Doc sat across from her without a word and waited for her to speak.
Finally she whispered, "My name will be stricken from the record."
"They'll never know," Doc promised.
"How can you say that?" she countered.
"I didn't leave any of the bodies behind so they'll never have any way of knowing which of you talked or even if any of you did talk. What does it matter anyway if they remove your name from a book?"
"It would bring dishonor to my family."
Doc chose not to comment. He could go on for hours about the concept of honor and families and what should really be important to people, but he doubted if she was in any condition to listen, let alone be convinced.
"Will you kill them all if I tell you where to find them?" she asked.
"Not if they don't try to kill me first."
She breathed laboriously as she considered that, and she finally said, "I will not tell you where they are, but I will tell you how to contact the master."
"What good does that do me?" Doc asked.
"He will meet with you in person if you express a desire to hire him," she whispered. "He always does."
"I see," Doc said.
"And in exchange for this information, you will end this?" she asked desperately.
"Yes."
"You swear?"
"I swear," Doc said solemnly.
"You must send a request for services to his PO box," she said. Then she gave him an address in New York City. "I swear to you he will reply," she added. She raised her head and stared at him with anguished eyes. "Now kill me."
"Even in the face of great pain, you protected your family and those close to you," Doc said. "You die with honor." He waited long enough to see the comprehension light her eyes, then he shoved his knife swiftly through her heart.
His tattoo heated slowly, and power coursed through him. He allowed himself to embrace it, refusing to feel regret about her death. She had chosen her path. He had chosen his.
After the heat had faded, he glanced at his watch. It was late, but he had time for one last stop.
"Can you tell me where Bennie is?" he texted Jury.
"Give me one minute."
Doc headed out to his car and halfway there, his phone beeped. "Thirty-five seconds!" Jury texted. "A personal best."
"And?" Doc texted back.
"You could at least pretend to be impressed."
"I don't know what your personal worst is," Doc replied. "For all I know you only shaved off two seconds."
"This is why you don't have more friends," Jury said before texting Doc the address.
"Thank you," Doc said. "Very impressive work."
"See, now I think you're just giving it to me," Jury replied.
"You're never happy."
"Thorn's on her way over to break in my pool table," Jury wrote. "I'm very happy."
Doc sent him a yellow puking face, chuckling as he did.
Doc didn't bother to knock on Bennie's door when he arrived. If he knocked, Bennie would crawl out the back window. So instead, Doc broke the lock and walked right in.
"Complete violation of rights!" Bennie snapped from behind his desk. "I'm filing a complaint with the council. Tetrarch Holliday breaking down doors and harassing law-abiding Hidden citizens."
"Law-abiding is debatable," Doc drawled. "And you're not inside the Hidden."
"Why're you here?"
"I wanted to talk to you about my last meal plan," Doc said, sitting across from Bennie.
"It was on the house."
"I can see why. I noticed you neglected to mention that the Jackson brothers were only teenagers."
"Did I?" Bennie asked innocently. "I was sure I told you."
"Have I offended you in some way?" Doc asked.
"How could you have offended me?"
"That's what I want to know."
Bennie stared at Doc. Doc stared at Bennie. Neither said anything.
Finally Bennie sighed and said, "Doing business with you is... bad for business."
"How so?"
"Before you were just Doc Holliday, annoyance to a select few, but nobody paid much attention to you; you were just another client on a long list of clients. Then you started slapping beehives and making people mad. First the witches, then the cyclopes and the Zenius. Then to make matters worse, they made you the tetrarch."
Bennie sat back with a sigh. "I'm a business man, Doc. I got all sorts of clients, and some of them don't want anything to do with you."
"I see."
Bennie awkwardly stacked some papers. "You really are one of my best clients, and in spite of some of our... misunderstandings in the past, I like you, I do; but you're putting a cramp on my business 'cause no matter how hard I try to keep it quiet, word spreads."
"So you want me to take my business elsewhere," Doc stated.
"In short, yes. Just until you stop making waves. After a while, people'll forget they hate you, and everything can go back to normal."
"Bennie, Bennie," Doc chastised. "You still don't know me, do you?"
Doc left without another word. He wouldn't particularly miss Bennie, but they had had a certain rapport. Beyond that though, Bennie was going to be damn difficult to replace. Unless... Doc grinned widely and pulled out his phone, dialing Jervis as he drove.
"Sir?"
"Did the LaRoche's leave town?"
"No."
"Good. Bennie fired me."
"You mean you fired Bennie?"
"No. He fired me. Said I'm bad for business."
"Is that so?" Jervis said, a hint of steel to his tone.
"I don't care about that," Doc said. "But we need a new go-to man, and I was thinking Sydney and Julian together might just be able to pull it off. And, although I don't want to play this card, they do kind of owe me."
"That they do. It would have been much simpler just to kill them."
"Exactly. Will you have a talk with them and see if they'll do it?"
"Consider it done."
Doc disconnected, parked, and exited his car, walking swiftly to the elevator. The entire day had left a bad taste in his mouth. He needed peace and quiet, some undisturbed sleep and some whiskey.
When the door of his suite closed behind him, he heaved a sigh of relief. For a minute or two he could just be Doc. Not the tetrarch, not the shaman waker, just Doc Holliday, immortal being who couldn't keep his goddamn hands out of other people's business.
He took a ridiculously long shower because he could, because Andrew wasn't around to make fun of him, and because modernity meant having as much hot water as you wanted as long as you were rich as sin.
When he was finished, he wrapped a towel around his waist and padded into the kitchen to get whiskey. He carried two bottles back to the couch and sat exactly in the middle. He took a long hard swig from a bottle and stared sightlessly across the room.
What would Francisco think if he saw me now? Doc thought. He'd laugh. That's what he'd do. He'd laugh. Doc chuckled softly at the thought of Francisco laughing so hard he couldn't even stop.
Doc took another drink then laid out his cards for a game of solitaire. He played for a few minutes, then gazed indifferently at his four stacks of complete suites.
Things were going well, all things considered. He'd survived his brush with mortality. Tozi had severed the connection between Meli and him. He had a plan for the Hidden. He knew how to find the ninjas, and he now had a necromancer in his employ. Maybe. He still wasn't convinced of Tucker's abilities. But all in all, not a bad couple days.
Today the tides were in his favor. Maybe. He still wasn't sure about Tucker. And his car was, to use Tucker's words, totally trashed. And Bennie had ditched him. So maybe the tide was out. It was hard to tell sometimes.
For instance, the tide had definitely been in when he'd met Jervis, but then it had immediately rushed out, leaving all manner of sea life on the beach to die.
Doc shook his head, trying to clear that strange image from his mind. He was obviously too tired to make logical plans right now. He'd sleep and try again tomorrow.
As soon as Doc fell asleep his mind was back in that shack hacking that man to bits, demanding to know where Jervis was. He only knew Jervis was missing because they'd planned to meet outside of town the night before, and Jervis hadn't shown up.
Doc hadn't thought much of it at first. But later that night he'd been in the local pub, and he'd overheard two men talking about a shipment of chains they'd just brought in. Which wouldn't have interested him except for the way they talked about it. Secretive.
He'd invited them both to play skat, and he'd carefully wrung more details from them as he'd deliberately lost most of his money both to the cards and multiple rounds of beer.
The two were local men, brothers, and they worked at the nearby factory; but they also did odd jobs for the factory's owner, an aristocrat who lived just outside of town. The count had sent them word several days ago that he needed a shipment of chain picked up and delivered, but when Doc had inquired where the chain was headed to, the brothers immediately stopped talking, even though by that point they were quite drunk.
He probably would have let them go, but as they left the pub, he heard one of the brothers say, "I don't think it'll hold him though, do you? I heard Franz say he killed fifty men before they managed to subdue him."
And so Doc had followed the man home, snatched him from his doorstep, and tortured him until he'd confessed that Jervis was underneath the church.
And that's why Doc was watching the village church from a distance, observing the odd villager enter and exit. He hadn't stepped foot inside a church since his mother's funeral. Not because he was angry at god or anything so mundane, but because he'd realized then, in his moment of grief and distress, a moment that was being shared by more than a hundred other people, that churches were simply boxes full of sadness, nothing more.
Doc approached the church casually, eyes scanning the perimeter and windows, accounting for all the exits. A smart gambler always knows where the exits are. He entered the front door and walked slowly towards the altar, keeping his face forward, but moving his eyes around the room. He'd obviously never been inside a German church, but everything looked exactly as he'd expected it to. It's not as if they were just going to put up a sign that said "follow the arrows to find the evil vampire".
A priest drew near to him and said, "How may I help you, my son?"
Doc swallowed a snort and said politely in careful German, "I was just seeking a few quiet moments with god." He tried to put the proper emphasis on "god", but judging by the way the priest's eyebrows shot up, he hadn't quite managed it.
"I'm feeling a little lost," Doc added for good measure.
"Then you've wandered into the right place, my son. Stay as long as you need."
Doc felt a slight rush of air behind him, and the priest's eyes shot over Doc's shoulder and narrowed. "At least you can admit you are lost," the priest said wearily. "I must attend to the count's men," he apologized.
"I'm quite alright on my own," Doc said, taking a seat in one of the velvet coated pews and bowing his head, but keeping his eyes open.
Twelve men walked past him and started talking quietly to the priest. Doc couldn't quite hear what was said, but he knew from the priest's gestures that he was unhappy they were there. After a brief argument, the men stalked past the altar and through a narrow doorway at the back of the nave.
Doc stood. If he followed them, they would lead him straight to Jervis.
"There's nothing but death through that doorway," the priest cautioned.
"But not mine," Doc drawled with a wink.
He ran across the nave and through the narrow doorway, but the men had already disappeared. There was a doorway on either side of him, as well as a door leading back outside. He studied the floor, searching for signs that might tell him which way they had gone, grinning when he saw a pinch of dirt on the floor near the door to his left. He pushed it open slowly, revealing an empty room. Which didn't surprise him. The dead man had said Jervis was underneath the church.
Doc searched the floor for hatches, and when he didn't find any, he turned to study the walls. There were several scones lining the walls, and one of them was missing its torch. Doc stepped up to it and gave the fixture a pull, grinning when the wall in front of him cracked open.
A thrill rushed through him at the sight of the secret passageway behind the heavy stone. When he was a boy he'd begged his father to install a secret passageway, but his father had insisted it would never be secret unless all the men who had built it died.
Doc stepped into the dark passageway, stood still for a moment to allow his eyes time to adjust, then sneaked down the narrow staircase. When he reached the bottom, he immediately realized he was inside the church's catacombs. It was nearly pitch black, but he could see the shadowed recesses inside the stone walls, and he knew they were filled with bones.
Beyond the hallway, past the rows and rows of bones, there was a tiny flicker of light, and he crept silently towards it. The light slowly grew larger and brighter, and Doc could hear the murmur of voices. As he neared he was able to make out the words being said.
"You're the last of your people, you filthy mosquito. And you will die here today at our hands, just like the rest of your worthless family."
There was no response, and Doc hurried forward, heart pounding, fearing that he was already too late. He burst into the well-lit room, knife drawn, quickly took in the scene, then thrust his knife through the closest man's heart, yanking the man's sword from its sheath as the dead man fell to the cold stones.
With angry shouts, the remaining men rushed him, swords drawn, and Doc fought savagely, blocking slash after slash, but he was quickly losing ground. If he didn't break through them, he was going to get skewered to the wall.
"You fellows don't sound German," he said in English. "Where're you from?" There was no response. "Just making conversation," Doc said. "Mostly so you don't notice me doing this." Doc hurled the coins from his pocket at their faces, rushed to the left, swinging his sword out viciously and tearing through one man's throat.
Before they could turn to face him, he leaped over the dead man, and cleaved through two more men. By that time, the remaining men had reformed and were advancing slowly towards him in an impenetrable line.    
"I wish Andrew was here," Doc muttered as he took a small step backward. He'd killed four of the twelve men, but eight men with swords was still a lot of men with swords.
A sudden thought occurred to him. It was risky, and more than a little stupid, but it required a massive amount of luck to work, and those were almost always Doc's best plays.
His tattoo was still on fire from the last three men he'd killed, so he knew he could withstand a few sword wounds; and if his plan worked, he wouldn't be backed into the wall.
"Do you know in America nobody uses swords anymore?" he said. "It's guns now. I've always been a knife man myself, but I only have three knives and there're eight of you, and I'd have to drop the sword to get them, so I'm in a rather tight spot. I'd have to be out of my mind to do this," Doc added, hurling his sword towards them and dropping to the floor.
As soon as his body hit the stones, he rolled towards their legs like a log. He moved so quickly they barely had time to realize what he was doing before he slammed into their legs, knocking them over. He rolled through their tumbling forms and leaped to his feet behind them.
Most of the men were flailing about on the floor, but two of them had almost regained their feet. Doc flicked two of his knives into them, then grabbed a sword from the floor and started hacking, brutally slashing into the men's exposed backs and limbs.
Blood spewed from Doc's sword as he hacked from side to side, aiming at anything that moved. Within seconds, there was nothing left to cut and what remained of the eight men lay at Doc's feet in a mess of bloody parts.
"I cannot believe that actually worked," Doc muttered with a slow exhale.
He turned from the mutilated mess, hissing softly when his eyes landed on Jervis's still form. His body was stretched across a large wooden table, his arms and legs bound with heavy chains and pulled in a hideous fashion towards the floor. The floor beneath him was coated in blood, and more blood was dripping from the metal spike that had been driven through Jervis's chest.
Doc took a step towards Jervis, sorrow nearly overwhelming his senses. "Jervis?" he hissed, knowing it was futile. There was no way Jervis was still alive. Not only were his limbs bloodied and broken, but the twisting metal spike had torn right through his heart.
Doc turned his angry gaze towards the chains holding Jervis in place. He may have been too late to save him, but he certainly wasn't going to leave him like this. The chains were connected to the floor by a locking pin, and Doc yanked it free, flinching as Jervis's limbs collapsed. He carefully began to work at removing the chain from one of Jervis's wrists, gasping in surprise when Jervis's hand grabbed his.
"Blood," Jervis hissed. "Need blood." Jervis's eyes were open now, wild with pain.
"Blood?" Doc repeated dumbly. "What do you..." Then he remembered the woods and the blood dripping from Jervis's fangs.
Doc grabbed one of the dead men and carried the corpse to the table, leveraging the man's neck over to Jervis's face, but Jervis turned his head away.
"It's blood!" Doc snapped.
"Dead," Jervis managed to whisper.
Dead? Of course it was dead. "Oh," Doc said, understanding causing him to flinch. He stared at Jervis's broken body. He glanced at all the dead men on the floor. "Goddamn it!" he exclaimed, then he rolled back his sleeve and placed his arm against Jervis's exposed teeth.
Doc watched in morbid fascination as Jervis's fangs descended and tore into the skin of his forearm. For some reason it didn't hurt much, which Doc didn't understand. In fact, the longer he watched Jervis consume his blood the less he cared. It was only when his head began to spin that he started to worry.
"That's probably enough," he said shakily, but Jervis didn't seem to hear him. The room was spinning towards black now, and Doc snapped "Enough!" and tore his arm free despite the fact that Jervis's fangs were still deeply embedded.
Jervis blinked wearily, eyes still mad with pain.
"I've got to get that thing out of your chest," Doc said, shaking his head to clear it. He walked around the table, forcing his addled mind to focus. If he just tore the spike free it would probably do more damage than Jervis could sustain. As it was, Doc couldn't begin to imagine how he was still alive.
There was a long shaft attached to the end of the spike, leading back to a handle; and that's when Doc realized what it was. It was a gigantic screw, and they'd screwed it right through the middle of Jervis's heart.
"This is going to hurt," he said softly, cranking the handle counterclockwise. The screw began to twist, ripping at Jervis's flesh as it did; and Jervis writhed in pain, crying out in agony.
"I'm sorry," Doc whispered, knowing Jervis couldn't hear him through the pain. "I have to do it."
Doc turned the handle as quickly as he dared, steeling himself against Jervis's cries of pain. After what seemed like an eternity, the screw finally broke free; but even then Jervis didn't stop fighting against his chains. Doc forcibly held down Jervis's legs to get the chains off his feet. He then moved to the side and removed the chain from Jervis's wrist. The second the chain slipped to the floor, Jervis threw off Doc's grasp and wrapped his slender fingers around Doc's throat, crushing with deadly intent.
"It's me," Doc croaked. "Hans. Let me go."
Doc's words must have filtered through Jervis's madness because he blinked twice, struggling to focus on Doc's face, then he dropped back onto the table, exhausted. His chest was spewing blood, and Doc could tell it wasn't healing.
He quickly freed Jervis's other hand, then pulled him upright, intent on carrying him outside, but just one look at Jervis's face told Doc he wouldn't make it up the stairs. The hole in Jervis's chest hadn't closed at all, and what was left of his heart was simply wasting what little blood Jervis had left inside him.
Doc gripped Jervis's face in his hands. "Look at me," Doc begged. Jervis's eyes fluttered open. "You're going to die unless... Goddamn it, Jervis, just remember who I am." And with that Doc bowed his head, exposing the back of his neck, and lowered Jervis's mouth to his flesh.
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Just as Jervis's fangs pierced his neck, Doc woke with a gasp and sat up in bed, heart pounding, hands feeling his neck for bite marks, but there were none.
"Not quite the rest I was hoping for," he muttered, dropping back onto his pillow.
He didn't remember anything past the pain of Jervis tearing into his neck. Of course, at the time, he hadn't known vampires injected a sedative when they bit. The next thing Doc remembered of that night was waking up a day later with one hell of a headache and a constant companion.
Doc rolled over and checked the time. It was still dark out, but it was very nearly morning so he got out of bed, dressed, and quietly left his suite, riding the elevator all the way down to the sub-sub basement.
He'd come very close to losing Jervis that night. And Jervis had come very close to losing him. It was not an incident Doc wanted to repeat.
Doc walked into the room, stopping in front of one of Jervis's tapestries. In this one Jervis was dancing with a lovely woman, a crown of chamomile flowers gracing her head. The expression of happiness on Jervis's face was completely unrecognizable, and the only way Doc knew it was him was because of Jervis's distinctive eyes. 
The door behind Doc opened and closed, and Doc knew it was Jervis. "Do you ever miss Germany?" Doc asked.
"No. I miss the land of my youth, but I do not miss Germany."
"I dreamed of you last night," Doc said. "Down in the catacombs."
"Not a pleasant night then," Jervis stated.
Doc shrugged. "I've had worse."
Doc turned to look at the tapestry of Jervis leading the hunt. His eyes were every bit as fierce as they had been when Jervis had explained to Doc why he'd been bleeding to death underneath a church.
Jervis had said that over a hundred years ago an ancient secret society, for lack of a better term, had approached his family and asked for their cooperation. In what exactly, Jervis had never said. The family had politely declined and summarily been hunted down and destroyed. Jervis was the last of them. The very last of his ancient line. The last guardian of his people, the last heir to the throne.
"This year's been rather strange, hasn't it?" Doc asked, trying to turn his thoughts in a different direction.
"A little out of the ordinary perhaps," Jervis allowed. "But I've learned to expect the unexpected."
"The Black Shaman is not so terribly different from you and I," Doc muttered. "She fights death tooth and nail, and she feeds on other people's lives."
"I haven't killed anyone in over fifty-three years," Jervis said dryly. "It's bad for business."
"I kill more than enough for both of us," Doc admitted. "I purposely don't keep track."
"You're quite selective though," Jervis pointed out. "It's not as if you'd just kill anyone. Remember that time in Bulgaria when you nearly died because you couldn't find someone 'worthy' of death?"
"I've never had such a hard time finding a criminal," Doc mused.
"Exactly. I've never known you to kill someone off-hand or without thought, and I rather doubt if the Black Shaman cares who dies, just so long as they die."
"That's true," Doc allowed. "She actually prefers to feast on the innocent," he added, remembering her surge of unfettered joy when the mother and child had been murdered.
"What do you think would happen if I didn't wake her?" Doc asked softly. Just asking the question made him sick to his stomach.
"I imagine things would... change," Jervis said.
That was the problem, wasn't it?
"I went to Europe to get away from Andrew for a while," Doc said solemnly. "I'd just realized they were all aging, and were eventually going to die. I hadn't thought about it before, not really, and I wasn't ready. I didn't want to see it happen."
"I see."
"I remember feeling... lost suddenly. Like I did when I finally understood that Mother was going to die and I would never see her again. Even though I knew death was part of life, a necessary part of life, I fought it. I was so young, and she was so young... I felt the same way about Andrew."
Doc closed his eyes, once again seeing his mother's pale face, lifeless and cold. Then he saw so many more, face after face after face, all dead. All gone. All leaving him for something else.
"I'm afraid without you," Doc whispered, "I'd be a little less sane."
"Likewise," Jervis replied softly.
"It's imperative I wake her," Doc said. "Absolutely imperative, because if I don't..." He shrugged helplessly.
"I believe you owe me a game of chess," Jervis said. "Last time you weren't in the least bit focused."
Doc chuckled. "You're right; I wasn't. I basically let you win."
"I never said that," Jervis snorted.
"It was implied," Doc drawled.
"Is it safe to come up?" Doc texted later from the lobby of Jury's building.
"Probably," Jury replied.
"I'm not playing pool with you," Doc texted from the elevator.
"Don't be a spoilsport."
Jury opened the door before Doc knocked and said, "You're just afraid I'll beat you again."
"I know you'll beat me again," Doc laughed. "I'm going over to see if James has managed to teach Tucker how to use deodorant. You coming?"
"As curious as I am to know how Tucker will take to personal hygiene, I've got other things to do today. Let me know how it goes though."
"I'm taking whiskey," Doc said with a laugh.
As soon as James opened the door of Doc's safe house, Doc knew things were not going well.
"I'm not sure I'm cut out for this, sir," James immediately said. "I've had to stop myself from biting him at least five times."
"He's a little... overwhelming," Doc admitted.
"A little?!" James exclaimed.
"Take the rest of the day off," Doc offered. "Come back in the morning."
"Thank you, sir," James said, eyes bright with relief.
"Take the car from the garage," Doc said. "It's not as if Tucker can use it."
Doc didn't have to say anything more; James rushed from the house as if he was afraid Doc would change his mind.
"Tucker?" Doc called out. Tucker didn't respond, and Doc found him sitting on the floor in the living room staring at the wall. "What're you doing?" Doc asked.
"Watchin' TV."
"There's not one," Doc pointed out.
"Yeah, so I'm having to pretend."
Doc raised an eyebrow. He was beginning to wonder if Tucker was a bit cracked in the head.
"You know there's not one single ghost in this whole block?" Tucker asked, eyes still glued to the wall.
"How do you know?"
"I can feel them. My skin just sorta tingles, and the closer I get, the weirder it feels. There's nothing good on today," he added, pointing what Doc assumed was an invisible remote control at the wall.
"It does look rather beige," Doc commented.
Tucker burst out laughing. "You're a riot, man! James is so stiff it's like he has a stick shoved up his ass."
"James is in my employ," Doc said firmly. "And he's trying to do his job."
"I'm not a job, dude!" Tucker jumped to his feet and started pacing. "I don't think I can do this, man. I'm not cut out for all this suburban crap. When I first dropped into this cop guy's body, people wanted me to do things a certain way and act a certain way, and I just can't. I'm not that guy!" Tucker exclaimed, hands clenched for emphasis.
He stopped in front of Doc and gestured wildly. "I mean, what, you want me to wear a suit and tie and slick back my hair and talk all slow and ordered like, and I can't do it, man! I just can't. Just take me back and leave me be!"
"Have you had breakfast yet?" Doc asked offhandedly.
"What?"
"It just occurred to me that James may not have thought to get you food, and I think I saw a bagel place on the way here. Do you like bagels?" Tucker just stared at him. "Come on," Doc said, heading for the door.
Tucker didn't speak at all while Doc drove to the bagel place. He didn't speak when they went inside and Doc ordered for him. He didn't speak when Doc ushered him back outside and drove to a nearby park.
Doc settled at a picnic table and pushed one of the bagels across the table towards Tucker. Tucker lifted it suspiciously but devoured it immediately, just as Doc had suspected he would. Doc pushed another bagel across the table. Tucker devoured that one too, then eagerly drank the coffee Doc handed him.
"Here's the thing," Doc said as Tucker started in on his third bagel. "You were ten, and then you were suddenly twenty something. That's a pretty big jump, and I'm guessing you haven't had anyone to help you out along the way. To be honest, you've made it further than I would have. I was a tad spoiled at ten," Doc added with a shrug.
"I'm not trying to change you," Doc promised. "Do I like your hair? No. I loathe it; deeply. But it doesn't matter if I like your hair. What matters is if you like your hair. On the other hand, you're not going to get very many clients if you don't know how to properly bathe. I can smell you from here."
Tucker sniffed his armpits and said defensively, "It's not that bad."
"It truly is," Doc said firmly. "I imagine it's also difficult to run a business with no phone and no internet."
"I got all that, dude. I just go down to the local library, and they hook me up." Doc raised an eyebrow, and Tucker dropped his head. "I get what you're saying," he muttered.
"If you don't like the house," Doc said, "we'll find you something more suitable. You want to keep wearing zebra pants, fine. Just learn how to wash them."
Doc watched Tucker gnaw on the last bagel. "If you want me to take you back to your hovel, I can do that," Doc said. "However, in my world a man of your skills has value. If you really can do what you say you can do, all I have to do is whisper a word in a few people's ears, and before you know it Ghost Guy has more jobs than he can even handle."
"That does sound nice," Tucker admitted softly.
"Give it time, and you won't have to depend on anyone for anything," Doc said. "You'll be... free."
Tucker didn't respond, but Doc saw the longing that crossed his face.
"Do we have a deal?" Doc asked.
"Yeah," Tucker said with a wide grin. "We got a deal."
"Excellent. Now I had a thought this morning. I don't know where Meli is." Tucker cringed when Doc said Meli, and Doc made a mental note to call her the Black Shaman instead. "But I know where she's been. Have you ever been inside the dreaming?"
Tucker blinked at him. "What?"
"The dreaming," Doc repeated. "It's real dreams."
"Like you die and you're dead?" Tucker asked.
"Exactly."
"So if I fell off a cliff and didn't wake up before I hit the ground, I'd be splat?"
"Yes."
"That sucks."
"Sometimes," Doc agreed. "Sometimes not," he added, thinking of Tozi. "I think if we sent you into the dreaming, you might be able to find her."
"On my own?" Tucker demanded.
"I'll go with you."
Tucker's eyes brightened. "Cool. I didn't think it to look at you, 'cause you're not all that big, like J-Dog, but you fight like a demon. You were knocking those ninjas down left and right! Hey, can I call you Demon Dog?"
"No," Doc said flatly.
"What about DD?"
"No."
"Doctor Demon?"
"Absolutely not."
"The Demon Doctor!"
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"Just Doc then?" Tucker asked sadly.
"Just Doc."
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After filling Tucker's refrigerator with food and introducing him to the concept of shampoo and deodorant, Doc left Tucker on his own and headed home.
His phone rang halfway there, and he answered it without looking.
"You need to make an appearance," Aine said.
"Aine, love, I'm doing well, thank you for asking," Doc replied. "I'm immortal again, and I'm well on my way to working things out."
"Don't try to turn this on me!" she snapped. "I've called you thirty-one times in the last five days!"
"Did you leave a message?" Doc asked innocently.
"You and I both know you don't listen to your messages." She took a deep breath, then said, "I'm happy you're you again."
"Jervis told you, didn't he?"
"It's not like you bothered," Aine retorted.
"I'm busy," Doc said. "In case you didn't remember."
"Yes, but you can't keep hiding out; people are starting to wonder."
"I'm not hiding," Doc countered. "I'm working."
"But nobody knows that, do they?"
"How did politics even catch on?" Doc muttered. "I don't have time to run around kissing babies."
"Just go to the theater or attend a function. That's all."
"I don't have time," Doc argued.
"Make time," Aine insisted. "The witch academy is hosting a gala tonight; you should be there."
Doc didn't immediately respond, and when he did his voice was deceptively relaxed. "How often do you talk to Simon?"
"What do you mean?" she asked.
"You know what I mean," Doc replied.
Aine sighed and said, "Simon knows you're more likely to listen to me than to him."
"And he tells you what he wants me to do, you call me up and prod at me, and I do it?" Doc asked, voice flat.
"It's not like that at all," Aine insisted. "You know me better than that. Simon just mentioned that you need the support of the witches to shut down Blackwater."
"Exactly how close are you and Simon?" Doc inquired.
"Fairly close," she muttered.
"I see. I thought you didn't fraternize with clients," Doc ground out.
"I only say that to the clients I'm not interested in fraternizing with," Aine retorted.
Doc disconnected without saying anything further. He wasn't mad. He was never mad at Aine. He knew her well enough to know that she probably thought she was doing him a favor, and unlike Jury, Doc didn't take offense when people lied to him. Lying was simply part of life. But he did not like it when people tried to manipulate him. He was not a pawn; he was the goddamn tetrarch.
His phone rang, and he ignored it. It was true if Simon had suggested he attend the gala he might have ignored him; however, if Simon had specified why he wanted Doc to go to the gala, Doc probably would have done so.
His phone rang again.
"What?" he said.
"It's not as if I've had the opportunity to tell you," Aine complained.
"What about when you came by my office earlier?" he asked pointedly. "At Simon's request, I'm sure."
"It's truly—"
He cut her off and demanded, "Did you tell him I was mortal?"
"Absolutely not!" Aine exclaimed. "Goddamn it, Doc. I've known you all my life. You're... You're... I'd never do anything to hurt you."
"And Simon?"
"You and I both know that Simon wants what's best for the Hidden; and yes, he will absolutely use you to accomplish that."
"He's too stiff for you," Doc declared.
"He loosens up," Aine shot back.
"I thought you liked fauns."
"I just said that to annoy you."
"Fine. I'll be there," Doc conceded. "But tell Simon if he wants me to do something in the future to be a man and ask me himself. Actually, forget that, I'll tell him."
"Be nice," Aine pleaded.
"I'm always nice," Doc drawled.
When Doc reached his suite, he readied himself for his evening instead of calling Jury as he'd intended.
"I hate tuxedos," he complained to Jervis when he came up to fix Doc's tie.
"They're rather ridiculous affairs," Jervis agreed.
"Aine is seeing Simon."
"Ah."
"Ah what?"
"Just ah."
"I don't like it," Doc muttered. "What if he's just using her to get to me?"
"She is a grown woman, yes?"
"Define grown," Doc retorted.
"She manages all aspects of her life on her own."
"If you put it that way," Doc admitted.
"Would you rather she grow old alone?"
"I'd rather you not talk," Doc snapped.
"I don't think that will change anything," Jervis pointed out.
"Fine. I like Simon. Most of the time. Some of the time. And I'm sure he and Aine will get along fine. And if they don't..." Doc grinned fiercely. "I'll send you to visit with him."
"It would be my pleasure," Jervis responded.
Doc texted Simon as he rode the elevator up to the parking garage. "I'm leaving now. I expect you and Aine to meet me outside the gala."
"Aine?" Simon texted back.
"Is your relationship a secret for some reason?" Doc replied, pleased Aine hadn't warned Simon that Doc knew.
"No. I just wasn't aware you knew."
"So you were hiding it from me?"
There was no response. Then Doc's phone rang.
"Yes?" Doc said.
"I can't have that discussion by text message," Simon said stiffly. "Aine didn't want to tell you."
"Ah."
"I apologize for not informing you; I realize how this looks."
"As a general rule, Simon, your personal life is your personal life, and as such, none of my damn business. However, Aine is... very... important to me," Doc said.
He'd never been able to clearly define his relationship with Aine. The idea that he was her grandfather was simply ludicrous, and she'd certainly never seen him as such. She was one of the few women Doc had always considered perpetually unavailable, but she hadn't always agreed with that assessment. Regardless, Doc cared for her deeply. Always had, always would.
"As I was saying," Doc continued, "I would have liked to have known, but I'm sure Aine appreciates you respecting her request. However, do not think that my relationship with her will make me more inclined to... do things." Doc put a certain emphasis on "do things".
"I understand," Simon said.
"Good. One last thing," Doc said cheerfully. "Aine is a keeper, not the kind of woman you dally with or string along. With that in mind, if you should ever hurt her in a manner that is avoidable, and I'm making allowances for typical relationship woes, I will kill you in such a slow and brutal way that you will beg for death."
"I understand," Simon said softly.
"Excellent. See you in a few."
Doc disconnected before walking down the line of cars and climbing into the one he liked the least. The way things had been going lately, he didn't want to risk it.
When Doc approached Aine and Simon, there was a small part of him that wanted to permanently remove Simon's hand for the possessive way it wrapped around Aine's hip, but instead he smiled and greeted them both.
"Aine, darling, you look lovely. Simon..." He studied Simon carefully; he looked impeccable, as usual. Doc shrugged. "You'll do."
"I told you to play nice," Aine hissed.
"I am," Doc grinned. "He's still alive, isn't he? Shall we?" Doc added, gesturing towards the entrance of the witch academy.
Simon nodded, and they proceeded to the door. Once inside, Simon introduced Doc to the headmaster of the academy, Mr. Rhysand.
"Tetrarch Holliday," Mr. Rhysand stuttered, hands flapping nervously. "I'm surprised to see you here."
"Why?" Doc asked intently. "Was I not invited?" He felt more than heard Simon sigh and forced himself not to grin.
"Not invited?" Mr. Rhysand repeated, eyes widening fearfully. "No, I mean, yes! Of course you were invited; and we are, naturally, honored and overjoyed you chose to attend our little gala."
"Naturally," Doc said acidly.
"We know you have other guests to attend to," Simon broke in smoothly, "so we won't keep you."
Mr. Rhysand nodded gratefully and rushed away.
"You did notice that the headmaster is both male and a witch?" Simon asked pointedly.
"I did," Doc grinned.
"Would it have been difficult to go out of your way to be... pleasant?"
"It would have, actually. I'm walking a fine line here, Simon. No one respects a leader who ignores insults and slights. From now on, I expect to be personally invited to everything."
"Noted," Simon said wearily. "There are several couples here who are predisposed to like you because you saved their children from Mr. Achaean."
Doc waited patiently for the but.
"But," Simon went on, "there are several other couples here whose children you were too late to save, and they might be predisposed to dislike you."
"Because I arrived late on purpose," Doc drawled.
Simon ignored that and said, "I'll introduce you to a few of the grateful couples, but I don't want you to ever mention the Achaean incident."
"He's rather managing," Doc whispered loudly to Aine.
"I quite enjoy it," she responded with a wink.
Doc rolled his eyes and said, "Let's get on with this."
For the next hour he allowed Simon to tow him around the room and introduce him to the various witches present. Doc was polite and reserved, observing and filing away tidbits of information as Simon and Aine did most of the talking.
"Excuse me for a moment," Doc said after he'd memorized yet another name and face. "I need a bit of refreshment." He left before they could argue with him and walked swiftly towards the bar. "Whiskey," he told the woman behind the counter. "Large glass, fill it to the top."
"Not enjoying yourself?" the woman laughed.
"It's debatable," Doc muttered. "What's your name?" he asked.
"Beth."
"Are you a witch?"
"No."
"Good," Doc said emphatically, taking the whiskey from her hand and drinking it down. From his vantage point, he could see the entire room, and frankly, he didn't like what he saw. He'd always known that the Jurys were elitists; they'd made it excruciatingly clear. Multiple times. But he was beginning to think all witches were elitists.
"Are you a cryptid?" he asked Beth.
"I'm inside the Hidden, aren't I?" she replied.
"But not a witch?"
"No."
Doc's eyes swept the crowd one more time. He counted four obvious cryptids. Simon, Aine, a man he knew was a shapeshifter, and a tree spirit he hadn't yet met. That was it. Everyone else in the room passed for humans, even if they happened to be something else underneath.
Doc gestured for Simon to come over, then asked him quietly, "Why aren't there any other species here?"
"What do you mean?"
"It is a witch academy, yes?" Doc inquired.
"Yes?"
"When I was in Connecticut, Thane specifically said that all the species have some type of witches. So why aren't there any other species here?"
Simon studied Doc with narrowed eyes. "You're going to make this difficult, aren't you?"
Doc glared at a passing witch, then glanced back at Simon. "No."
"Yes, you are, but if you will listen to at least one piece of advice from your personal advisor..."
"Yes?" Doc muttered.
"One thing at a time. You want to close Blackwater, let's do that first. Once that's accomplished if you want to fight the witches tooth and nail in an effort to open the witch academies to all species of witches..." Simon shrugged wearily and said, "Just one thing at a time. Please?"
"And that's why you're my personal advisor," Doc said with a wide grin.
"Did you enjoy your night on the town?" Thaddeus asked several hours later when Doc slumped onto the couch.
"No," Doc said flatly. "Simon led me around the room like a prize horse, and I had to pretend to like people and compliment their... their... goddamn work in the Hidden."
"Terrible," Thaddeus murmured.
"That wasn't the worst of it! He forbade me from associating with any of the women. Forbade me! The goddamn tetrarch! I even had to send the triplets away, and you know how difficult that was for me."
"Identical in every single way," Thaddeus said softly.
"Exactly!" Doc exclaimed. "If I had to rate it, I'd put it in the top five worse nights of my life."
"Really?" Thaddeus said. "Would you mind if I asked the other four?"
"The night I died, the night Andrew died, the night Mother died, and the night I realized there was no point cheating at poker because I always win anyway."
It was silent for a long moment. "Interesting," Thaddeus finally said.
Doc downed half his bottle of whiskey, then asked, "Did you recover from the ninja debacle?"
"Mostly. Rosa put me in the sun and misted me regularly."
"Remind me to tell Jervis to give her a raise," Doc chuckled.
"As if I'm difficult work?" Thaddeus complained.
"I wouldn't want to stand over you with a misting bottle," Doc said.
"I regale her with stories; it's more than worth her time."
"Two raises," Doc laughed. "I'm going to bed now. I need a good night's rest because... Well, I've devised a terrible plan, and I'm going to need all my energy to convince Jervis and Jury to get on board with it."
"And that's different how?" Thaddeus mocked.
"It's not particularly," Doc replied, gazing at his empty bottle. "It's just that if my plan goes awry, which it's bound to do, we'll probably all die."
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"Are you out of your fucking mind?!" Jury exclaimed.
"I can't think of any other way to do it," Doc shot back.
"Any other way would be better!"
"But there are no other ways!" Doc argued.
Jury turned to glare at Jervis and snapped, "Don't you have anything to add?"
"It's a plan," Jervis said slowly.
"Are you fucking serious?" Jury snorted. "That's it?! It's a plan? I could say that about goddamn anything. I plan to blow off my head later; I plan to go swimming in a shark tank; I plan to cut off my fucking hand and see if it'll fucking grow back!"
"I'm open to suggestions," Doc pointed out, interrupting Jury's rant.
"I don't fucking have any because no one in the history of the goddamn world has ever gone out of their way to wake up a goddamn evil shaman! What the fuck's wrong with you?!"
Doc stared at Jury. Jury was absolutely right. If they did this and it didn't work, game over. Forever. But if they didn't do anything at all, history would change, and that meant Doc stood to lose nearly everyone he'd ever cared about. Attempting to wake the Black Shaman was truly the most selfish thing he'd ever done, but he couldn't not do it. He couldn't stand the idea of not having the life he'd lived. He'd rather die with them at his side than live without ever having known them.
He met Jervis's eyes and silently begged for understanding. Jervis nodded imperceptibly and stood.
"It'll take me a while to arrange everything," Jervis said, tone completely emotionless. "I'll get started right away."
"Tell me you're kidding?" Jury snapped. "You have to be fucking kidding me!"
"It's a plan that requires skill and luck," Jervis said stoutly. "And those are two things Hans has in spades."
"Two things Hans has in spades," Jury mocked as Jervis left the room. "You better hope this plan fucking kills you, because if it doesn't, I think I might."
"Calm down," Doc said easily. "I've had much worse plans."
"Name one."
"For instance, when we went after Mitcham, I didn't actually have a plan at all. It just sort of came to me while we were there."
"Do you have any idea how many laws you're suggesting we break?"
"No, and it's probably best if you don't tell me," Doc said. "Now that I'm a politician I need to have plausible deniability."
"I'm pretty sure that's not how it works," Jury sighed.
"Really? I'm sure I've heard it both ways."
"You haven't," Jury stated.
"Are you done throwing your fit?" Doc asked.
"What can I do?" Jury snorted. "If Jervis is even on board I don't see how I have a choice."
"That doesn't make any sense," Doc argued.
"Just... just give me the goddamn artifact," Jury ordered. "And call me when you're ready to leave."
Once Jury was gone, Doc ran through his plan once more. Jury was right; it was lousy. But a gambler had to play the cards he was dealt or fold, and Doc hated to fold.
He still had two more people to convince though so he'd better get with it.
Bluegrass smiled widely when she opened the door for Doc. "I see you're back to your old self," she said immediately.
"I am. Thank you for noticing."
"It's hard not to," she replied with a tiny giggle.
"I want to thank you for your hospitality," Doc said with a slight bow. "And I'd like to ask for your assistance once more."
"I owe you my life," she said solemnly. "If I can help you, I will."
"Perhaps we could sit?" Doc suggested. "I could go for a cup of your tea right now."
"Certainly," she said, blushing bright red.
When they were seated at her small kitchen table, Doc opened his mouth to explain what he needed, then shut it with a sigh. "To be completely honest," he said, "I don't like dragging you into this mess."
"Why don't you explain it to me, and I'll decide for myself," Bluegrass said firmly.
"I suppose that's fair," Doc agreed. "You remember how I said Meli had attached herself to me?"
"Yes."
"Well the reason that happened is because Ahanu asked me to wake her."
"That's insane," Bluegrass stated. "She's a plague; she infects others with her sickness, her darkness, and they serve her. Her servants slaughtered entire tribes of people in her name, but for no purpose other than her own pleasure. Why in the name of Badb would Ahanu want you to rouse her?"
"I cannot possibly speak for Ahanu, but I do know there is a version of the near future where Meli wakes up and battles my friend Andrew. And this time he kills her for real. Permanently."
Doc took a sip of his tea and tried to think what to say next. "Andrew fought her once before, and he thought she was dead. He always theorized that the deaths from all the wars and just humanity being humanity woke her."
"But it was you?" Bluegrass asked.
"Maybe." Doc shrugged. "It's not as if I can remember what happened in a different timeline. Who, besides Ahanu, really knows? All I know is that Ahanu said it was imperative I wake her up soon."
"I see. Are you suggesting that she might awake at some point on her own regardless of your interference?"
"That thought had crossed my mind."
"And if she awakes at the wrong time, your friend will not be there to defeat her?"
"That's the story I'm telling myself," Doc said.
"But?" Bluegrass asked, sharp eyes piercing his.
"I'm afraid I'm only going through with it for selfish reasons of my own," he admitted.
"I find that hard to believe."
Doc laughed sharply. "You don't know me that well yet."
"Actually I think I know you quite well," she countered. "And I have yet to see you do anything selfish."
"Shall I write you a list?" he offered.
She laughed and refilled his teacup. "What do you need from me?" she asked.
"I just told you that I'm going to let loose one of the most evil beings to ever walk the face of the earth, and you're alright with that?" Doc asked in disbelief.
She smiled gently and said, "Yes."
Unbelievable. Either some of Mitcham's legendary persuasiveness had rubbed off on Doc or luck had taken up permanent residence on his shoulder.
"Can you take someone with you into the dreaming?" Doc asked.
"I've never... Well..." She pursed her lips together thoughtfully, then said slowly, "I don't see why not."
"What about two someones?"
Doc was pensive as he drove towards Tucker's house. He'd convinced Jervis, Jury, and Bluegrass, but for some reason he had a feeling Tucker was going to be the most difficult to convince.
And why shouldn't he be? There was no real reason why he should put his life at risk to help Doc. On the other hand, if Tucker wanted to be in the business of necromancy, there were probably going to be some occasions when the job put him at risk. Doc would just have to hope for the best though because he wasn't sure Tucker was mature enough to realize that.
Doc heard the shouting as soon as he exited his car, and he rushed inside the house, knife drawn. Tucker was standing on one side of the kitchen island, a dinner plate grasped firmly in his hands; and James was on the other side, eyes sharp with anger, fangs exposed.
"You!" Tucker shouted when he saw Doc. "You left me here with a bloodsucking vampire, man! What the flipping hell is wrong with you? He tried to eat me!"
"I seriously doubt that," Doc said calmly.
"Do you see his fangs?" Tucker exclaimed, voice verging on pure panic.
Doc sighed. "I apologize for this, James; you may go."
"How the hell..." Tucker hissed. "You can't turn this on me. I'm the... the wounded one here! Not you! Not your vampire servant! Me!"
James snarled, and Doc took his arm and led him towards the door. It didn't bode well for Tucker that after only twenty-four hours with him, James had completely cracked.
"Go on home," Doc suggested. "Tomorrow you can report back to Dulcis for your regular duties."
"He's... He's... I can't..."
"I understand," Doc said soothingly. "I'll take it from here."
"I'm sorry, sir," James mumbled, fangs finally retreating. "I shouldn't have let him get under my skin."
"I don't think that's even possible," Doc chuckled. "Go on."
Doc returned to the kitchen. Tucker was still brandishing the plate.
"You'd be better off breaking it and using one of the shards as a knife," Doc said casually.
Tucker slammed the plate onto the counter. It broke into bits, and he picked up two pointed pieces and gestured towards the door. "He's a vampire!" he yelled.
"Yes."
"Vampires aren't real, dude!"
"Neither are ghosts," Doc replied calmly.
"Shit!" Tucker paced back and forth for a moment before turning with a wild gesture and saying, "It's daytime! He can't be out!"
"Can't he?" Doc asked.
"Can he? Oh hell," Tucker moaned. "Everything I know is wrong. Movies, man, they lied to me."
"I find it a little surprising you hadn't already figured that out," Doc drawled.
"Are aliens at least green?" Tucker demanded.
Doc shrugged. Since he'd never met one or seen any evidence that they existed, he had no opinion about aliens one way or another.
"Is snow really frozen rain? Or is it just... snow?!"
"Could go either way," Doc said earnestly.
"Do girls like hot bods?" Tucker asked.
"Depends on the girl," Doc replied.
"I don't know what to believe anymore," Tucker moaned. "What if it's all lies?" he went on. "Oh good gravy, are hamburgers really made out of ham, but they lied to us and said it was cow so we'd eat more? I'm so confused."
"Sit down," Doc ordered, rolling his eyes. "And just assume that everything anyone ever told you is a lie unless you can verify it yourself. Now about James—"
"You mean the vampire?!"
"No. James. James is a person," Doc said firmly. "He is also a vampire. He is not a monster or a creature of evil. He's a thinking, talking, living person, just like you."
"How can you be sure?" Tucker prodded.
"Trust me," Doc said. "If James had wanted to eat you, you would have never even known."
"That does not make me feel better," Tucker complained.
"I think perhaps you're not quite ready to be on your own full time," Doc decided. "How about I set you up at my hotel? You can get room service and ease into adulthood a bit slower."
"One question... Is that where James works?"
"Yes."
"Then hell no, man!"
"You're starting to be difficult," Doc said wearily. "There are species in this world that you've probably never even imagined. They are not bad or good. They are just people. Now, if you can't see that, I'll have to have Fernsby hypnotize you, and after that I'll toss you back into that trash heap you were calling home."
Tucker stopped pacing and stared at Doc. "But you said..."
"Since you're a ghost, I honestly expected you to have a more open mind."
"Oh." Tucker sat at the table, face looking both young and forlorn. "Sissy always said we shouldn't jump to conclusions about anyone before we'd had a chance to get to know them."
"Wise woman," Doc said.
"Yeah." Tucker cleared his throat. "Tell James I'm sorry. I... It just... Surprised me."
"You can tell him yourself tomorrow," Doc said firmly. "Now—"
"Was I hearing things or did you just say 'hypnotize'?"
Doc sighed. Apparently they were taking the long way around.
"As in make me cluck like a chicken?" Tucker demanded.
"Not exactly," Doc said. "How about I just give you a quick summary and then we can move on to the issue at hand?"
"A what?" Tucker asked.
"Summary. The highlights, the important parts. Anyway, humanity is just one species of many." Doc paused to let that sink in. If he wanted to get anywhere with this he needed to explain it as if Tucker was just a child, which he actually was. "There are vampires, like James, witches, like Jury, and others."
"Others?" Tucker asked in awe.
"Yes. You'll be meeting Bluegrass Goodhunt later; she's a shaman. There are banshees and tree spirits and Nimerigar. Just like James, they are only people, neither good nor bad, but with the potential for either."
Tucker just stared at him.
"Humans are scared of anything different than them," Doc explained, "and so these people, called cryptids, hid. At some point places were built inside regular cities called the Hidden for the cryptids to live in. You can't see these places unless you've been given the sight."
Tucker opened his mouth, but nothing came out.
"It's a lot to take in," Doc acknowledged. "I'll take you inside soon, but today we need to talk about Meli." Tucker flinched. "Sorry," Doc said. "The Black Shaman. That's another name for her."
"Why do you want to find her anyway?" Tucker asked, finally finding his voice. "She... Her name... She's bad. I can just feel it."
"She is bad," Doc admitted. "Very bad."
"I don't get it. Why do you want to find her then?"
"Because I have to," Doc said. "If I don't bring her back now, she could wake later, and then there won't be anything to stop her from destroying... everything."
"Wait up," Tucker said. "Did you just say bring her back? I thought you just wanted to find her?"
He'd known Tucker was going to be difficult.
"It's important she fight a man named Andrew," Doc explained. "He's the only one strong enough to kill her."
"She's already dead!" Tucker retorted. "Why can't we just leave her that way?"
Why indeed? Because Ahanu had said it was time.
"Because it's better now than later," Doc said.
"How do you know that?" Tucker demanded.
"I just do."
"That's not good enough!" Tucker was shaking his head emphatically. "She's bad. I know she's bad. She's also dead. Leave her dead."
"You don't understand," Doc said. "She's not like you or me. She's dead now, but she has power, she gains power, she becomes more powerful with every day, with every violent death."
Tucker glared at him. "If J-Dog hadn't vouched for you I wouldn't even be here."
"Jury's one of my oldest friends," Doc said.
Tucker started pacing. "I still don't get it," he said. "Sissy always said we should let sleeping dogs lie. I don't actually get what that means, but it doesn't sound like we're doing it."
"My mother used to say the same thing," Doc mused. "But I have to admit it's not a proverb I live by. I'd much rather get the dog while it's sleeping so I know it's not behind me."
Tucker stopped pacing and stared at him again.
Doc grinned and said, "The thing is, Tucker, I have to do this. It's important, and I can't walk away. You don't have to come; no one's going to make you, but I have this strange feeling you'll make it a hell of a lot easier to find her. It won't be fun. You'll see things you'll wish you hadn't. And there's a chance we all die."
"That's it?" Tucker exclaimed when Doc didn't go on. "We might die? And you think that's a good argument?"
"No," Doc said. "It's not a good argument. It's the truth."
Doc stood on his deck overlooking the dark street below. He'd managed to convince them all to cooperate with his absolutely terrible plan. And what did it say about him that he was willing to put all their lives in danger to save the past?
It was all connected. All of it. If Andrew didn't defeat the Black Shaman, he didn't go to the past to live permanently. And if he wasn't in the past, Doc would never meet him, which would literally change everything Doc had ever done.
He would never have gone to Germany and met Jervis, which meant that he wouldn't have ended up in New Orleans where he met Jury. He'd never know about the existence of the Hidden. He wouldn't have started a death cult. He wouldn't have been there to save Bree and raise her. He wouldn't have watched Aine grow up.
A wave of panic clawed at his mind, but he pushed it back. He couldn't fail. It was impossible for him to fail. Simply impossible.
He drank three bottles of whiskey and played fifteen games of solitaire, but he still couldn't stop thinking about all the things that could go wrong. His mind kept going over all the possibilities, playing all the angles, trying to account for all the cards.
"Thaddy, are you awake?" he finally asked.
"Unfortunately," Thaddeus responded.
"Please don't take this the wrong way, but my mind just won't stop..."
"Analyzing your absolutely terrible plan?" Thaddeus offered.
"Exactly. Would you please, and understand I mean this in the most complimentary way, would you please drone on about something utterly boring for a while?" Doc held his breath, waiting for Thaddeus to fly into a self-indignant rant.
"Did I ever tell you about the components for my power rating machine?" Thaddeus finally said, voice dry and flat.
"No," Doc said, grinning slightly.
"It was a masterpiece. I corresponded with Alessandro Volta for quite a while trying to work out some of the more challenging parts. He wasn't as brilliant as Mr. Franklin, not by a long shot, but he did have some rather clever insights along the way."  
Doc stretched out on the couch and let Thaddeus's words flow over him like babbling water. And then Thaddeus fell away, and Doc was asleep.
Doc grinned as he sat on his horse and watched the sunrise. He knew this moment. Any second now Andrew and the others would ride over the hill beneath him. He would watch them for a while, then ride down to greet them and ask if they were going his way.
The sun rose slowly, casting light over everything, and Doc waited. And waited. The sun was high in the sky by the time Doc admitted to himself that Andrew wasn't coming. Which didn't make any sense. Andrew always came.
Doc rode down the slope and gently trotted in the direction he knew Andrew would have come from. He rode all day long, but didn't see another soul.
Fear flooded him, and he turned his horse around, galloping towards Andrew's ranch. Somehow time leaped forward, and he was standing outside the ranch house, just standing there looking up at the door. He already knew Andrew wasn't there though. He'd seen Doyle from a distance, and the look on Doyle's weathered face had told him everything he needed to know.
Something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong.
Suddenly he was back in the woods, on foot now, running between the trees, screaming "Ahanu!" at the top of his lungs.
No one came. Doc was all alone.
The ground beneath his feet shifted, and Doc was standing in his throne room, but it was empty. The shadows that normally haunted him were gone. The only one still there was Francisco.
"What's wrong, pup?" Francisco asked.
"Everything," Doc said. "Absolutely everything."
"Let's start at the beginning and work our way back," Francisco said reasonably. "That way we can figure out where it went wrong."
"I don't need to," Doc whispered, collapsing on his throne. "I don't need to. It was me. I failed. I failed, and now everything is gone."
"It can't be that bad," Francisco reasoned.
"Can't you hear me?!" Doc yelled, anger and grief crashing through him like a raging river. "I lost everything! Everything!"
He dropped his head into his hands. If everyone was gone, there was simply no point.
"You haven't lost me," Francisco said gently, placing his hand on Doc's shoulder.
Doc looked up into Francisco's familiar face and whispered, "Oh, but I did."
The color in Francisco's face began to fade, then his features melted slowly into the onyx ground, leaving nothing but a formless black shadow. A gust of wind ripped across Doc's face, blowing the shadow away, and leaving Doc all alone. All alone on his meaningless throne.
Doc woke to the sound of his own anguished cry. The room was silent and dark, and he was alone. He stumbled upright but heaved a sigh of relief when he recognized the familiar walls of his suite.
"I can't lose," he whispered desperately, pushing back the panic that tried to overwhelm him at the thought.
The second a gambler decided that losing wasn't an option luck abandoned him to his fate.
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Doc didn't bother trying to go back to sleep. Instead he sharpened his knives, which he knew was meaningless since his main knife self-replicated over and over and over, but it calmed his mind and made him feel like he was somehow preparing for the fight.
If they really found her, part of him reasoned that Meli should be pleased to see him. But on the other hand, she was completely crazy and he wasn't sure she considered things logically at this point. Maybe she never had.
When his knives were so sharp that a slip of silk didn't even pause as it was sliced in two, Doc took a shower and got dressed. Now he was ready, and all he had to do was wait for Jervis to be ready. He absolutely hated waiting.
He stalked moodily into the sitting room. It was nearly morning, and he watched the clock tick away the seconds, anticipating the arrival of the Baker children. They didn't come.
"When was the last time you saw the Bakers?" Doc asked, shaking Thaddeus awake.
"Wha?" Thaddeus murmured.
"When was the last time you saw the Bakers?" Doc repeated.
"It's been quite a while," Thaddeus said sleepily. "Of course, we didn't leave the office for a few weeks there."
That was true. Perhaps they'd come by several times and found he wasn't here.
"I should've called them," he said ruefully.
"Ms. Baker would have appreciated that, I'm sure," Thaddeus said. "Just as I would have appreciated a kinder awakening," he muttered.
"Sorry about that," Doc said.
His phone beeped, and he glanced at it. Simon had texted. "If you are not otherwise engaged today, we should meet with some of your constituents."
Doc frowned. He hated politics. He hated political terminology. He hated running around playing nice with people he'd probably happily kill if he knew their secret secrets.
He texted Jervis first. "How close are we?"
"Another day," Jervis replied.
Doc sighed and texted Simon. "I'm at your whimsy."
"It's not my whimsy," Simon pointed out. "Personally, I could go another day or two without seeing you."
"I've always appreciated your frankness," Doc wrote.
"I doubt that. Come by my office."
"I'm on my way."
For the next several hours, Doc and Simon traveled through the Hidden, meeting with various people. Doc lied so much he almost started to think he was telling the truth.
"Your children are delightful."
"I'm a fan of your work."
"Can't wait to discuss this topic further."
"I'm looking forward to modernizing the Hidden."
"Witches are the foundation of the Hidden, without them, everything falls apart."
By the end of the day, Doc was ready to climb into his car and drive out into the woods to live. Forever.
"How soon will the election occur?" Doc asked Simon. They were sitting across from each other in Simon's office; each sipping a well-earned glass of whiskey. 
"The council has decided that the election will be held in two years time."
"Two years!" Doc exclaimed.
"That gives the candidates time to campaign," Simon said solemnly. "This isn't like norm elections," he added. "Tetrarchs serve a term of ten years. That's a long time, and the people need to be able to make an informed decision."
"I don't think I can do it that long," Doc said.
Simon studied him over the rim of his glass. "Two years is nothing to you," he said firmly. "Furthermore, we need time to complete all the changes you want to make. What's the point of being leader if you bail out before anything is actually accomplished?"
Doc snorted and held out his glass for a refill. "Are you sure you aren't a Zeniu under all that fur?"
Simon laughed softly. "Pretty sure."
"I'm not going to say you're right, but you might not be completely wrong," Doc drawled.
"High praise indeed."
Doc downed his whiskey and said, "If something were to happen to me, who would become tetrarch?"
"Your second in command," Simon said.
"So you?" Doc clarified.
Simon didn't immediately respond, but he eventually nodded and said, "I suppose so, why?"
"Just checking. I'll be out of town for a day or two," Doc said as he stood. "I trust you can handle matters in my absence?"
"Is there something I should know about?" Simon asked.
"Definitely not," Doc replied with a wide grin, shuffling out the door and running away despite Simon's harsh demand that he stay and explain.
"I do hope you have a more permanent solution in mind," Jervis said stiffly as soon as Doc exited his car.
"More permanent solution to what?" Doc asked, heading towards the elevator.
"I am referring to Mr. Tucker," Jervis ground out.
"Oh." Doc tried not to laugh, but he didn't quite manage it.
"I will happily take a bullet for you," Jervis said solemnly. "I will jump in front of a speeding train or cut off my own arm if that's what you need. But I draw the line at... him."
"I'll figure something else out," Doc promised, working to keep his face blank.
"He's... He's..."
"He's just a kid," Doc pointed out.
"No. He's not. He's a half-man in a man's body. He's more than capable of not... not... being that."
Doc had never seen Jervis so worked up, and it said a lot about Tucker's ability to get under people's skin. After all, Jervis not only handled the Dulcis staff and guests all day, every day, but he also dealt with all of Doc's various other enterprises. In over a hundred years, Doc had never seen him visibly angry, but in less than eight hours, Tucker had Jervis's nostrils flaring with fury.
"Sorry," Doc said. "I'm sure he'll... Well, I'm sure he'll at least... mature?" he finished lamely.
"I highly doubt it."
"Are we almost ready to go?" Doc asked, trying to distract Jervis.
"Nearly. I'm having difficulty procuring enough sacrifices," Jervis said.
"Need some help?"
"It would move things along. There are only so many people I trust to procure said sacrifices."
"Give me a list."
"I'll text it to you."
"I'll take one of the vans," Doc added.
Jervis opened his mouth to say something, but Doc interrupted him. "Don't even start, because I have at least one car I could fit a body into."
"Is that so?" Jervis intoned.
"If they weren't overly tall," Doc said resolutely.
"I see."
"Don't you have things to do?" Doc asked.
"Quite a few actually, since you dumped Mr. Tucker into my lap."
"Look, it was either that or let James kill him."
"In that case..."
"Go away," Doc sighed as he opened his suite door. He closed the door in Jervis's face, then took a shower in the wishful hope that it would remove the memory of his day spent politicking. It did not.
Once he was dressed, he studied Jervis's list in between large sips of whiskey. There were five names on it, all men, all suspected rapists.
"I think I'll start with Mr. Manker," Doc muttered. He opened one of his kitchen cabinets and grabbed two rolls of duct tape and a bag of zip ties, then he headed down to the lobby.
The elevator doors opened, and the first thing Doc saw was Tucker, leaning on the reception desk, pink hair glistening in the diffused lights. He looked completely out of place among the crisply uniformed staff and plush clientele.
"What're you doing?" Doc asked, approaching him.
"Hey, D-Man... Sorry, Doc. What're you doing? Oh, you got duct tape. That's bad. Are you planning on kidnapping someone?"
Doc swallowed a sigh, and smiled pleasantly at the couple now watching him keenly.
"My younger brother," Doc apologized. "He's lashing out. You try, but..." He shrugged helplessly, and the couple nodded in understanding.
Doc turned back to Tucker and said, "Come with me." He led Tucker into one of the staff closets and said sternly, "You're going to have to develop some social IQ if you want to survive in this world."
"Social what now?" Tucker asked.
"Social IQ. If I was planning on kidnapping someone, do you really think I would want you to announce it to a room full of hotel guests?"
"Oh," Tucker said softly. "Probably not, man. Sorry 'bout that. But are you?"
"Yes. Obviously." Doc rubbed his forehead. "I want to like you, Tucker, really I do; but you're making it difficult."
Tucker hung his head and muttered, "Sorry."
"I want you to go to your room and stay there until I come for you. You can order a reasonable amount of room service, and I'll have Jervis send up some books that might... expand your mind."
"Jervis is a little bit freaky, man. He's like... I dunno, but I don't like him," Tucker said emphatically.
"He doesn't care much for you either," Doc retorted.
"That's cold!" Tucker exclaimed. "He barely knows me!"
"You do see how that doesn't make sense?" Doc asked, voice laced with frustration.
"What?"
"Never mind," Doc sighed. "Go to your room, and stay there."
"I don't see why you gotta treat me like a child," Tucker complained.
Doc refrained from pointing out the obvious and said, "This is part of the job. Stay in your room, and I'll pay you a bonus."
"I'm on it!" Tucker yelped, ripping open the door and running for the elevator.
Doc shook his head and left the building, taking the keys from the Dulcis employee waiting outside and climbing into an unmarked Dulcis van.
"Give everyone who's even talked to Tucker a bonus," Doc texted Jervis.
"Excellent idea, sir."
Doc drove to Mr. Manker's house and parked on the street. He knocked on the door, but no one answered, so he broke the lock and went on in. No one was home, which annoyed him, but he decided to wait for a while to see if Manker returned.
He wandered through the house, opening drawers at random, looking for nothing in particular. Nothing in particular turned out to be a well-worn journal. Doc opened it and scanned several pages. After a minute, he snapped the journal closed with a hiss of disgust.
At least he didn't need to bother interviewing Manker. Manker had taken the time to detail all his "conquests", as he called them, in gruesome detail. Doc's only regret was that he wouldn't be able to torture him first.
Doc headed downstairs when he saw a pair of headlights turn into the driveway. There was a coat closet just inside the entryway, and Doc stepped inside it and waited.
He heard the sounds of laughter as Manker walked towards the door. He wasn't alone; there was a woman with him, and Doc quickly evaluated his options. He could sneak out once they were past, but he couldn't be sure the woman wasn't Manker's next victim. He'd just have to play the cards the way they had been dealt.
The door opened, and Doc heard Manker say, "I apologize for the detour; my boss really needs that paper. Make yourself at home while I email it over to him."
A shadow passed the closet, and Doc could tell it was male, so he slammed open the door, knocking it into Manker. Manker fell to the floor with an exclamation of surprise, and Doc dropped beside him, wrapping his arm around Manker's throat to choke him out.
The woman started screaming, which Doc had expected, but he ignored her while he blocked Manker's useless attempts to claw at his arm. Once Manker had collapsed into unconscious, Doc released the choke hold and quickly zip tied Manker's wrists together.
Only then did Doc look at the woman and put his finger to his lips. She abruptly stopped screaming, terrified eyes wide and unblinking.
"Mr. Manker is not a nice man," Doc said calmly. "He's a rapist, and if I hadn't been here tonight, you would've been his next victim."
She didn't believe him, but that didn't matter.
"I'm going to take Manker with me," Doc said. "I suggest that when you call the police, you tell them to take a look at the journal upstairs by his bed."
He put a piece of tape over Manker's mouth and duct taped his legs together before picking him up and putting him over his shoulder.
"Have a pleasant evening," Doc drawled, then walked past the quivering woman and out into the night.
It didn't take Doc long to round up the remaining men on Jervis's list; and so when Doc returned to Dulcis, it was with Manker and four other men trussed up in the back of the van.
The same employee was waiting for him, and Doc handed him the keys and said, "The packages are in the back."
"I'll take care of it, sir," the man said.
Doc walked through the lobby and into the elevator, nodding genially at the tall woman already inside. She studied him appraisingly, then gave him a feline smile. The air between them sparked, and as she exited onto her floor, she paused, arching her eyebrow in invitation.
Jervis hadn't texted him yet, and there was nothing waiting for Doc in his suite except silence, if he was lucky, and whiskey.
Doc grinned slightly and stepped from the elevator, lightly wrapping his arm around her slender hips. Neither of them spoke as they approached her room, and Doc allowed himself to enjoy the feel of her body beside his.
As soon as they were inside her room, she pushed him against the wall and kissed him fiercely, and Doc let everything else go and focused solely on her.
Several hours later, having learned what pleased her several times over, Doc leaned against the headboard with a satisfied sigh.
"Your tattoo is very detailed," she murmured, tracing her finger along one of the edges. "Did it hurt much?"
"Considerably," Doc replied.
"It feels powerful, and I recognize the symbols for life and Luna, but nothing else. What does it mean?" she asked.
"Your guess is as good as mine," Doc shrugged lazily. "It was a gift from a friend," he added, running his hand along her flawless shoulder.
"Must have been a very good friend," she mused.
"She saved my life," Doc said simply.
"And this?" she asked, lightly touching the Amos the Betrayer amulet. "It's very... ugly, so I suspect you have a reason for wearing it." She draped her naked leg over his as she said it, and heat pulsed through him.
He smiled regretfully and said, "It's there to remind me to watch my back."
"Watch your back?"
"Why didn't you try to kill me as soon as we were inside your room?" he asked.
Her eyes widened. "Kill you?"
"I know you're a witch," Doc explained patiently. "At some point there, sparks of magic were actually bursting from your eyes."
"You're very good," she purred, walking her fingers slowly down his stomach.
"Are you saying the Baudelaires didn't send you to kill me?" Doc asked, struggling to keep his focus.
"What?!" she exclaimed, sitting upright. "The Baudelaires? Why would they..." Her face suddenly paled, and she scuttled away from him. "You're Tetrarch Holliday," she whispered in horror.
"You didn't know?"
"No. I'm sorry..." she stuttered, previous confidence completely gone. "I didn't... I swear I don't work for the Baudelaires. They're not... our kind of witches," she said emphatically.
"I can see that," Doc said. "I'm sorry I thought you did. It's just they very recently sent a female witch to kill me, and in the midst of things, when I realized you were a witch, my addled mind assumed you were one of theirs."
"No, I swear," she insisted.
She started hastily donning her clothes, and Doc stood, feeling rather annoyed that he'd ruined such a lovely moment. He gently tipped up her head so she was forced to look at him, and said, "Why're you acting scared?"
"I'm not... I mean... It was... It's just, I had one job, one task, and I blew it!" She started pacing angrily, dress only half buttoned. "Dad's never going to trust me again! With anything!"
"Let's backtrack," Doc suggested. "What are you supposed to do exactly?"
"Arrange a meeting with Tetrarch Holli..." She trailed off and stared at him with panicked eyes. "You. Arrange a meeting with you."
"Why's that a problem?" Doc asked.
"We just... And then... And, oh my god..." she said with a breathy moan.
Doc quickly put on his pants so he would be less inclined to convince her to do it all over again.
"I still don't see why that's a problem," he said.
"How can you not see how that's a problem?!" she exclaimed. "It's not like you're going to take me seriously now. You've seen... things!"
"Ah," he murmured. "I think we should start over. I'm Doc Holliday, otherwise known as Tetrarch Holliday, although I would really prefer you not to call me that unless we're in public and you feel like you have to. And you are?"
"This is a little backwards," she muttered.
"Your name wasn't necessary before," he said gently. "Knowing your name doesn't change who you are."
She blushed, straightened her back, and said, "I'm Isabel Naese. My father is the head of the Northwestern witches."
"Very nice to meet you, Isabel," Doc replied, giving her a slight bow. "You said something about a meeting?"
"Father would like to meet with you, but he dislikes leaving our estate, so he was hoping you'd be willing to come to him."
His face must have given something away, because she hurriedly added, "He's very sensitive to energy patterns and ley lines. It's difficult for him to travel."
Doc didn't know the first thing about ley lines and energy patterns, but he did know that witches were affected by different types of energy so he was willing to take her word on it.
"Very well," he said. "I will go to him. However, I have a previous appointment. I'm leaving in a handful of hours so I'll have my assistant call you, and he'll handle the details."
"Really?" she exclaimed. "Even after..."
"One has nothing to do with the other," Doc said firmly. "I thoroughly enjoyed the time I spent with you, but it has no bearing at all on what we do outside of this room." He picked up his shirt and put it on, retrieving his knives and vest as he did.
"Just so I'm completely clear," she said, face creased with confusion. "Even if we were to do that again, you would still... conduct business with me?"
Doc swallowed a sigh and said, "I would gladly repeat the events of the night with you as many times as you like. It will not in any way affect the way I view you when your clothes are on." He considered that. "Let me rephrase. It will not affect the way I view you when we are conducting business. Different business. Good god, woman, you know what I'm trying to say!"
"I think so," Isabel said with a little laugh. "Thank you. My father is very excited to meet you."
"That's excellent as he is both male and a witch," Doc muttered.
"What?"
He grinned at her. "I have to go, but I'll have Simon call you."
She nodded awkwardly, and he stepped closer. "I like the woman I met in the elevator," he murmured. "The bold one, the one who wasn't afraid. Next time I see you, that's the woman I'd like to see."
She grinned and said, "I'll see what I can do."
"Excellent." He winked at her, then left.
As he approached his suite, his blood thrummed anxiously. It was time; he could feel it. Just then Jervis texted. All he said was "ready".
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"Nope, not happening," Tucker said, turning around and walking back towards Doc's car.
"What do you mean?" Doc snapped.
"It's a plane," Tucker replied as if that somehow said it all.
"So?"
"There's simply no explanation for how those giant fake birds stay up in the air, man. I don't trust 'em, not one little bit! You said we could die, but you didn't say anything 'bout dying in a plane crash!"
Behind Tucker Doc saw Jervis turn, fangs descended, and Doc shook his head emphatically.
Jervis raised an eyebrow and said in perfect German, "It will hardly hurt, and with luck he won't wake until we land."
"Noted," Doc replied in a poor imitation of perfect German. "But let me try it my way first."
Jervis rolled his eyes and went to supervise the men loading a large crate into the cargo hold.
Tucker was watching Doc curiously. "Was that German?" he asked.
"Yes, but back to the point, planes are just as safe as cars," Doc said reasonably. "In fact, I've wrecked at least a dozen times or more, but I've never been in a plane crash."
"It's all about probabilities, dude," Tucker said, sweat seeping from his forehead. "You ride in a car one to three times a day, every day, so it follows that you're more likely to have a car accident. But you only ride in a plane once or twice a year, if that, and it only takes one plane wreck, man, and you're dead. Dead as a freaking doornail."
Doc blinked in surprise. Tucker had actually managed to put together a reasonably intelligent sentence.
"Probability is a science," Tucker insisted. "You can't argue with it. Just like with a pair of dice," he went on. "No matter what, seven is the most likely number to be rolled. That's just a fact!"
"There may be hope for you yet," Doc drawled. "That being said, you have to get on the plane. I weary of driving places, and this way we can play poker."
"Poker's an old guy game," Tucker snorted.
"Forget what I said about hope. Get on the plane."
"No."
"You're putting me in a really bad spot, Tucker. If you don't get on that plane willingly..." Doc sighed. He was who he was, and he wasn't going to force Tucker to do anything. He couldn't.
"Here," Doc said, handing him a hundred dollar bill. "Get a taxi to take you back to Dulcis."
"Wait, what?"
"You said no; so I'll do it without you."
"You said you needed me," Tucker argued.
"I'll figure out another way," Doc shrugged, heading towards the plane's staircase.
"Wait!" Tucker said. "Oh hell, I'm coming."
Doc hid his grin as he ducked into the interior of the plane. It wasn't a large plane; it had only a cargo hold and eight passenger seats, but it was perfect for the trip they were about to embark on.
Bluegrass was already sitting in one of the seats, and Jury was sitting across the plane from her.
"J-Dog!" Tucker exclaimed. "How's it going, man?"
"Fine," Jury said abruptly, casting Doc a dark glare.
"Still mad at me?" Doc asked.
"Are we still going forward with this 'plan' of yours?"
"Afraid so."
"Then yes, I'm mad at you. And I don't understand how I let you talk me into these things. It's goddamn ridiculous." He glanced at Bluegrass and said, "Apologies for my language."
"No need," she laughed. "You are the witch who managed to make use of the stone of Alarius," she observed.
Jury actually blushed. "Only for a second," he muttered.
"Very impressive," she stated. Her eyes moved to Tucker, assessing him thoroughly. "And you are the young man who sees ghosts."
"Tucker," Tucker said enthusiastically.
"On the outside," she replied.
"What's that mean?" he asked.
"I think you know," she said, smiling gently.
"We're ready," Jervis suddenly said.
"Fantastic," Doc muttered, dread settling in his stomach like a lump of lead.
Tucker talked the entire trip, penduluming between wild panic and childlike enthusiasm.
"Is there even air up this high?" he demanded at one point. "I can't breathe! I mean, I really can't breathe! Help me, J-Dog!"
Five seconds later, he was bouncing up and down on his seat saying, "I've never left Denver before! Whadda you think it's like out there? Will there be fries?"
Doc brooded in the corner, nursing his bottle of whiskey, and tried, completely without success, to block out Tucker's voice.
When they landed, Tucker ran from the plane with an excited yelp, threw himself on the ground and kissed the asphalt.
"I'm beginning to have some doubts about my plan," Doc grumbled as he followed Jury down the staircase.
"He'll pull it together," Jury said, pausing at the bottom and taking a long look at the city alongside them. "This is it?" he complained.
"What?" Doc asked.
"Andrew's home town?"
"Yes."
"I've seen better," Jury grunted.
Doc burst out laughing. "You hold a grudge longer than anyone I know."
"I'm just saying I've seen better. So are you going to tell me what's really going on?"
"What do you mean?" Doc hedged.
"Well, we're out here at this... subpar city, about to wake a shaman known for her evil and cruelty, and you and I both know, favor or not, you would never be here if it was as simple as Ahanu just asking you to."
"That's not true," Doc argued.
"Look, I learned a lot from my recent brush with marriage. If I had just told you a hundred years ago what was going on, you probably could've gotten me out of it without making a handful of powerful enemies."
"Maybe, but I had such fun doing it," Doc chuckled.
"None the less, just be straight with me. Why're we really here?"
Doc studied the city skyline and wondered if Andrew was currently enjoying his final days with the cowboys. Or maybe that wasn't how time worked. He really didn't know.
"If I... If we don't do this... it could change the entire course of time," Doc said carefully. "Well, at least from a certain point in the 1800s forward."
"How so?"
"If this Andrew, here and now, doesn't fight and defeat the Black Shaman here and now... he won't go back in time to stay in the past."
"So?"
"So I would never meet him," Doc said softly.
"I see," Jury muttered.
"I'm not sure you do," Doc said. "Because it rather snowballs from there."
"Not meeting Andrew means not meeting Jervis and not meeting Jervis means not meeting me," Jury pointed out.
"You do get it," Doc said.
"Which means..." Jury said slowly. "Which means I go home with Edward instead of telling him to fuck off." Jury's face turned green. "And it also means I'd be married to Marie Baudelaire right now."
"Actually, you'd probably be dead," Doc corrected. "She wasn't planning on keeping you."
"You don't think I could've convinced her?"
"You now? Maybe. A version of you without my influence, absolutely not."
"Thanks for your vote of confidence," Jury said sourly.
"Just saying," Doc retorted.
Doc watched Jervis unload the crate. In that version of reality, the one where Doc didn't meet Andrew, Jervis never left the church's catacomb. Instead he bled out on the floor and ceased to be. In that version of reality, Bree was killed alongside her family. In that version of reality, those women were still inside the paintings.
"And if you weren't there to stop him," Jury mused, "Bosch would've succeeded in taking over the Hidden. And who knows how that would've turned out." He cringed. "Worse yet, Edgar would've finished raising Cynric from the dead, and I have a very good guess how that would've turned out."
"Maybe," Doc allowed. "Or maybe not. Maybe somebody else would have stepped in."
Jury snorted.
"Or maybe I somehow caused those things to happen in the first place," Doc threw out.
"We both know that's not true. You didn't even know Bosch or Edgar," Jury stated.
"I'm just grasping at straws here," Doc said. "I keep thinking I really shouldn't be doing this. And then I think, I don't have a choice because... Well, because."
"Yeah," Jury said. "There really isn't another option. I should have known," he added with a shake of his head. "Jervis didn't even argue with you. That should've been like a giant neon sign saying 'no other options'."
Doc grinned, but he couldn't quite bring himself to laugh. "There's just one thing I can't figure out," Doc said worriedly. "How are we going to get away from her once we've woken her up?"
"That is a problem," Jury said.
"I thought about trying to bind her somehow, but all Ahanu asked me to do was wake her, and I don't want to screw up everything by doing something I shouldn't." He studied Jury's face and said, "I suppose this could be the one."
"Nah," Jury said. "Doesn't feel right. We're going to win this one. Hands down. I can feel it."
Jury was notoriously wrong about things like this, but Doc chose not to point that out. Instead he grinned, even though he felt sick to his stomach, and said, "Shall we then?"
"Yep. Semper paratus," Jury added, picking up the ice chest by his feet.
"Semper paratus," Doc agreed, picking up Jury's enormous duffle bag. "What the hell do you have in this thing?"
"Stuff," Jury responded.
"Stuff," Doc mocked, rolling his eyes.
"It's not nearly as heavy as your crate," Jury pointed out. "Jervis very nearly didn't get it into the back of the moving truck."
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"Just saying," Jury laughed.
Doc led the way to the car, guilt gnawing at his insides. He didn't want them to be here, but no matter how he figured it, he needed them. It was the only way he could succeed.
He still had five weeks left. He could go home, work up a different plan, try a different angle, do anything but this. He tormented himself with that thought as he climbed into the car, but deep down inside he knew there was no other angle. This was it. Assuming all his assumptions about finding Meli within the dreaming weren't completely wrong.
"So where're we going? Huh? Huh?" Tucker asked excitedly from the backseat of the car.
"To an abandoned warehouse Jervis purchased yesterday," Doc said, following Jervis out onto a frontage road.
"No way, man! You didn't seriously make me get on a plane just so we could go to an abandoned warehouse. I could've taken you to a bunch of them without ever stepping foot outside the city!"
"True, but I wanted to be here," Doc countered.
"Long way to go just to see nothing," Tucker muttered. "Can we at least stop and get ice cream first?"
"Ice cream," Jury murmured dreamily.
"This is not a sightseeing trip!" Doc snapped. "And no, we're not getting ice cream."
Beside him Bluegrass giggled softly.
"I'm pleased you can see the humor," Doc drawled.
"I'm sorry," Bluegrass laughed. "It's just... He's sweet, really."
"Sweet?!" Tucker exclaimed. "You best not be talking about me, grandma! I'm not sweet! I'm cold and hard and sharp like a... like a piece of sharp glass! So there!"
Doc meet Bluegrass's twinkling eyes, and they both started laughing. Tucker mumbled something to himself about respect, but Doc tuned him out and focused on Bluegrass.
"Thank you for coming," he said.
"I haven't been on an adventure in quite a while," she replied simply.
"Why not?"
She shrugged easily. "Sometimes I think I got so used to having adventures inside my mind I forgot that there's a whole world out there, waiting for me." She laughed softly. "I doubt that's a problem you've ever had."
That was true. Doc was usually too busy to live out adventures inside his head, but he knew exactly what she meant.
"Do shamans live as long as witches?" Doc asked, wondering how long she had been alone.
"It depends," she said with a shrug. "The triad, of which Ahanu is the middle,
are truly immortal. If unopposed, they'll live forever, but their immortality was formed through blood magic. Most shamans are merely born," she explained.
"Have you known Ahanu long?" Doc asked.
"He comes and goes," she said. "But to answer your question, I think it depends on the shaman. I'm a hundred and three years old, and as you can see I've chosen to let myself age a bit. I didn't want to run around looking like a twenty year old forever. After all, there is a seriousness that comes with age, a respect."
She paused to consider her next words. "My mother didn't live past ninety. My father wasn't a shaman, so had died when I was young, and my mother missed him. I can't give you a broader answer because I don't actually know many shamans. It's a smaller collection than witches, and I hypothesize that we're not a species so much as an aberration."
"An aberration?" Doc asked.
"Yes. Just like you might find a piano virtuoso among a tone-deaf family. Among humanity, there are always those who stand out, see the world differently, create something unfathomable to others. A shaman is like that. We see a current no one else can."
"A little like the power," Doc mused.
"The power?"
"That's what Andrew called the living pulse within people. He suggested that some people connect to it differently and use it in very specific ways. For instance, someone might be a genius at bookkeeping, and Andrew would have said that's the way they used the power."   
"Fascinating," she said. "I would like to meet him."
"You can't," Doc replied. "He's dead. Or will be. It's confusing."
"I see."
Tucker and Jury were arguing furiously in the backseat, and Doc listened for a moment, but the only word he caught was vanilla, so he turned his attention back to Bluegrass.
"Which layer of the ether do you tap into?" he asked.
"That's a curious way of phrasing it," she said. "But like Ahanu, I reside in the middle."
"That's certainly better than the death end of things," Doc said.
"You can be a death shaman without being evil," she said firmly. "It's rather cyclical really. One being's death renews another being's life. You understand?"
He certainly did, but the time for talking was over because Jervis had just pulled inside a large empty warehouse.
Doc parked beside the large truck and turned around to look at Tucker. "Help Jervis unload the crate."
"Please?" Tucker prodded.
Doc grinned sharply. "Tucker, would you please help Jervis unload the crate?"
Tucker turned a shade of green and said, "I preferred it the first way."
As soon as Doc exited the car, Jury tugged him aside and said, "I have a thought."
"I'm all ears."
"That would be repulsive," Jury snorted. "Remind me to glamour you with huge ears next time."
"Huge ears AND a huge ass?" Doc asked.
"Think you can work with that?" Jury mocked.
"Sure. I'll just find a woman with an ear fetish."
"Pass!" Jury laughed. "So here's what I'm thinking. You said you don't know how to get away from her once she's alive again, right?"
"Right."
"What if we wake her inside the space?"
"The grey space?" Doc asked. "The field of nothing?" he added for good measure.
"Yeah."
"Explain."
"We go into the space, then you go into the dreaming from there, then we wake her and leave her; making the assumption that she'll find her own way out," Jury explained.
"One question," Doc said. "Have you ever actually gone into the space?"
"Well..." Jury rubbed the back of his neck, then said, "No. But there's a first time for everything, right? Besides, I put Sofia in there and she came out alright."
"It requires a witch to open the grey space, yes?"
"Yes."
"And there are witches imprisoned in the grey space as we speak. Correct?"
"Yes."
"What's keeping them from getting out?"
"Ha!" Jury exclaimed. "I knew you weren't paying attention! There are wards, remember? And anyway, I'm planning to install a back door."
"You may think I don't pay attention," Doc drawled, "but didn't you say it was fairly unpredictable?"
Jury shrugged.
"And you also said that you wouldn't want to walk around in it?"
"That's what I said."
"But now you're saying we should?"
"No," Jury declared. "That would be insane. I'm saying we make a box inside the grey space, step into the box, do what needs done, then step back out. I thought about it a lot, and I'm ninety... six percent certain it'll work."
"A lot?" Doc said. "You mean from the airport to here, in between arguing with Tucker?"
"Precisely," Jury said with a wide grin. "Look, I think we can both agree that your plan is not great, but if we can somehow contain her for just a minute, that might be all we need to get out of there."
Doc sighed heavily, then nodded. "If you think it'll work, let's do it."
"Alright!" Jury said, rubbing his hands together.
Doc glanced around the mostly empty warehouse. The sick feeling in his stomach wasn't going away. He didn't normally plan for things like this; he just broke down doors and got to it. This was like trying to plan for a poker game; it was impossible to figure out your bets if you hadn't even seen your cards yet.
"Are you ready?" Jury asked a few minutes later.
"Ready as I'll ever be," Doc replied.
They were all standing in the middle of the warehouse, bags and the ice chest at their feet, crate at their back.
"I've never tried to make such a big hole," Jury said thoughtfully. "We should probably be pretty quick about getting inside so I don't use up too much power."
"You said the grey space is like raw magic," Doc pointed out. "Can't you power up once you're inside?"
"I really don't know," Jury said. "But I guess we'll find out."
Jury's hands began to glow, and his lips moved although no words came out. The air in front of them started to wobble strangely, then suddenly it split open and started to tear. Magic flowed from Jury's hands into the tear, working like a wedge to spread the opening further and further apart.
"Get moving," Jury ordered through pinched lips once the hole was big enough to walk through.
Doc tugged on Tucker's arm and pointed at Jury's bag and ice chest. Tucker nodded shakily, eyes wide with wonder and fear. Then Doc helped Jervis wheel the huge crate through the wobbly opening.
The field of nothing was composed of odd grey ripples. Through the hole, Doc could see the warehouse clearly, but then Jury stepped through, and the doorway snapped closed behind him.
A wave of claustrophobic fear washed over Doc, and he forced himself to exhale. It was nothing like being closed in a casket. In fact, if he focused beyond the ripples he could actually see the echoes of the warehouse around them. They hadn't gone anywhere; they were exactly where they had been, just not.
"This is weird, man," Tucker hissed. "How long we gotta stay in here?"
"Hopefully not long," Doc said, studying Jury's face. He was still deep in concentration, and the magic flowing from his fingertips was crackling along the greyness.
"There," Jury finally said. "I think I got it."
"Think?" Doc asked.
"Hope?" Jury offered, shrugging one shoulder.
"Let's go with think," Doc muttered. "You know what you need to do?" he asked Jury.
"Easy peasy. I worked out the words last night."
"And?"
"I even experimented on a goddamn rat. Just like you asked me to," Jury grumbled. "You know I'm not into that shit."
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"Yes, it worked! The rat came back to life. I hesitate to point this out, but it is a little different since the rat still had a body to inhabit, and I can't say for sure if I actually raised a rat or not, since it couldn't talk to me, but yeah."
"Good enough," Doc said and turned to Jervis. "Are you ready?" he asked.
"Always."
"I would do it if I could," Doc apologized.
"You know me well enough to know I'll lose no sleep over slicing the throats of fifty worthless men. I was selective," Jervis added. "I didn't just grab them at random."
"I know," Doc said. "Thank you, Jervis. I... Well, you know."
"I do indeed. Now let's get this over with. After all, Dulcis won't run itself."
Doc nodded, ignoring the weight in his throat. There was nothing left to do but leap into the dreaming and hunt down Meli.
Bluegrass had been busy marking out a complicated pattern on the floor, and now she turned to him and said, "It's done. Lie down."
"Tucker," Doc said. "You think flying to another city is exciting, just wait until you see the dreaming."
"I'm actually a bit carsick, man," Tucker shuddered. "And I'm kinda freaking out. This is... I don't..."
"All a bit much," Doc finished. "I'm sorry. I threw you right into the deep end of the pool."
Tucker's face screwed up, and he said, "What pool, man?"
"No, I mean... Never mind," Doc sighed. "I'm asking a lot from you. If you don't want to go, we'll go without you."
"No," Tucker said, shaking his head. "Being Ghost Guy is not as much fun as I thought it would be, you know? Nobody ever believes me, you know? They say they do, and sometimes they pay me to make things go away, but nobody really believes me."
Tucker glanced at Jury. "J-Dog here though, he had my back, and I know you don't like me much, but you're real nice. Nicer than anyone else I've ever met, 'cept for Sissy. Nobody's nicer than Sissy." Tucker paused, eyes sad, then said, "There's all this stuff out there like vampires, and I didn't even know about it, but it's kinda exciting, so yeah, I'll do it. I will. But I gotta say, I'm pretty freaked out, man."
Tucker was chewing his lip nervously. "I've already died once, and maybe it wasn't that big of a deal really. It did hurt for second, but I don't want to die again yet. You know?"
"I know," Doc said. "And you won't. Just listen to me, and stay by my side. Alright?"
"Alright. Let's do it!" Tucker grinned queasily and laid down on the symbol. Doc laid down on one side of him while Bluegrass laid down on the other.
"Just promise me one thing, man," Tucker said nervously.
"What's that?"
"After this, we'll get ice cream."
"Deal," Doc said with a chuckle just before the darkness ripped him under.
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The darkness slowly fell away, replaced with a twilight brightness. Above them the sky was laid out in brilliant beauty, stars sparkling like millions of tiny flashing diamonds.
Doc was utterly awed. He had forgotten what the night sky could look like; and in that moment, he finally understood Andrew's fascination with the night sky.
"Wow!" Tucker gasped. "It's like... Wow!"
Tucker's voice sounded strange, and Doc turned to look at him, stepping backward in surprise when he saw a small gangly boy standing there instead of the man he'd grown used to.
"There's so many," Tucker whispered, pointing upwards.
"Is that what you really look like?" Doc asked.
Tucker looked down. "Oh wow! I guess it is. Or was. I mean, I still look ten! Shouldn't I have grown?"
"Spirits do not always change the way we want them to," Bluegrass said. "The dreaming has a tendency to show us as we are."
"That's not fair!" Tucker exclaimed. "I've grown all kinds."
Doc glanced at himself. His chest was glowing rainbowy, just as it did when Meli visited him. So far, so good.
"What is this place?" Tucker asked softly.
"It is a reflection of all thought and time," Bluegrass said. "It is everything and nothing. It is all people. It is the beginning. It is the end."
"Okay," Tucker said slowly. "So how the heck are we supposed to find anything in here?"
Doc was wondering that himself.
"The best thing to do is start with the last place Doc saw her," Bluegrass suggested.
Doc frowned, running through memories in his mind. He could remember the first time he'd seen her. She'd been in his throne room, standing over his shoulder. But now that he thought about it, she'd always been there. Waiting for him.
"She's in my throne room," he said. "Or was anyway."
"Your throne room?" Tucker laughed. "Like a king?"
"Not exactly," Doc replied. "You wouldn't understand. Can you find it?" he asked Bluegrass.
"Certainly," she smiled. "This is my realm." She closed her eyes and started humming.
"What's she doing?" Tucker asked.
"I don't know," Doc replied.
"Well, why's it taking so long?" Doc raised an eyebrow, and Tucker slouched and muttered, "Sorry." 
The landscape around them started to shift, and shadows passed by them, moving, talking shadows. People.
For a second they were standing inside the coliseum, only it was whole and there were figures milling about inside it. A second later it was in ruins, and then it was gone, replaced by a grassy field full of the changeable shadows of wood sprites and water spirits.
The scene around them shifted, and suddenly they were moving along the sidewalks of New York City. Then Doc blinked, and the sidewalks were gone, replaced with tall trees and gentle deer.
"Dude, are we going forwards or backwards?" Tucker whispered.
"I have no idea," Doc replied.
They passed through an endless barrage of houses and gardens, woods and deserts, and yet they arrived at their destination in just a few minutes. Or so it seemed.
"Curious," Bluegrass breathed, standing just at the edge of the black onyx floor.
Tucker stopped hurling just long enough to say, "Creepy, you mean."
"It's not that bad," Doc said defensively.
This was his place. Whenever he slept, unless he was dreaming of something, he came here. Although he had to admit that looking at it from the outside was not quite the same.
A barren landscape of cracked earth surrounded Doc's throne room, although room wasn't quite the right term. It was a gigantic open area that seemed to have been painstakingly carved from the black rock. And in the very middle sat his throne of bones. It was larger than he'd realized, quite large in fact, and the bones were stacked together in the oddest ways to make up its form.
The shadows of his family weren't here right now, but he understood that. The shadows weren't here because they were only in his mind.
He strode across the slick black stone, drawn to the throne like a fine woman, and sat on it, keenly aware of the coldness of the bones beneath him.
Bluegrass hadn't moved. She remained at the edge of the room, and she gazed at him with slightly narrowed and confused eyes.
"This is here," she said carefully.
Doc looked around him, then back at her. "Yes?"
"Only here," she said.
"I don't understand," Doc replied.
"Did you build it?"
"How could I have built it?" Doc asked. "It was just here one day."
"Recently?"
"No."
Doc flexed his hand, barely suppressing a twitch when he felt the slender column of a goblet suddenly resting between his fingers. He glanced into it and took a cautious sniff; it was only whiskey. He drank it down, then dropped the goblet, ignoring the fact that it never hit the ground.
"You are not quite as you seem," Bluegrass stated, taking a small step backwards.
"I'm exactly as I seem," Doc said dismissively. "Besides, we're here to find M..." He glanced at Tucker and finished with, "the Black Shaman. Do you see anything, Tucker?"
"Dude, I told you I was car sick. That ride she took us on to get here... My mouth tastes like puke. Is that weird?"
"Probably not," Doc said. "Because this is the dreaming, not just a dream."
"Right. As in die equals dead," Tucker muttered.
"Precisely. She was right behind the throne once," Doc said. "Can you sense her, or whatever it is you do?"
Tucker stepped onto the black stone and walked towards Doc. "You've got a real evil king vibe going on right now. Like an evil orc king; yeah, that's about right."
"Orc?" Doc asked.
"Yeah, they're the bad guys in this one video game, but the humans and elves always win, so it's no big deal."
"I see," Doc muttered.
"I'm not saying you're evil, dude, I'm just saying you give off that vibe. I don't think you can sit on a frigging throne made of bones and not give off a bad guy vibe. You know what I'm saying?"
"Can you get on with it?" Doc growled.
"Sorry, man. Just gimme a sec."
Tucker meandered around the throne several times before saying, "Okay, I don't know how to explain this, but people give off a... color. So they walk past, and they leave a trace behind. It doesn't last long, just kinda fades. And you'd think since there's billions of people, it would be this big mess of light that made no sense at all, but that's not true."
He stopped in front of Doc and said, "Your light's weird, like a... well kinda like your chest is right now. All shifty and changeable. Most people aren't like that. She's green," he added, gesturing over his shoulder towards Bluegrass.
"Anyway, what I'm trying to say is that ghosts give off a sharper, purer light; probably because there's no body in the way of things. That's just a guess though. I have to make things up as I go along, but J-Dog said that was okay."
Tucker didn't go on; he just stood there, staring at a spot past Doc's shoulder.
"Did you have a point?" Doc finally asked.
"Yeah! Sorry. The only spirit that shows up here," he said, moving his hand in a circle, "is you. And that. Whatever that is."
Tucker was pointing at the floor, but Doc didn't see anything other than the floor.
"I've never seen... It's like the underside of black." Tucker shuddered. "I don't like it. Are you sure we have to do this?"
Tucker's young face was anxious, and Doc ignored his urge to comfort him. Tucker wasn't ten any longer. He was a man. More or less.
"Yes," Doc said.
"I'm gonna want a triple scoop," Tucker said, walking across the stone floor and into the wasteland beyond.
Bluegrass joined them, and they followed Tucker as he cut a pathway across the dreaming without looking right or left as he went.
"How come all the people are just shadows?" Doc asked Bluegrass as they followed after Tucker.
"There are layers," she replied. "We're in the middle, but most people only ever skim the surface. They dream of nothing, which is just as well. Only a few descend into the depths and truly exist within."
"If you were trying to contact someone outside of the dreaming, how would you pull them in?" Doc asked.
"Just find them, and give them a little tug," she replied.
"Why wouldn't you step onto the floor?" Doc inquired casually.
"I'm not sure," she replied. "It... I felt as if... it was alive somehow."
"Interesting," Doc said.
"I've never seen anything... That was only here, do you understand? Your room doesn't exist in the world, only here, and that is... I don't know what that is," she said with a perplexed shrug.
"I see," Doc said.
"Do you remember when it first appeared?"
"No," Doc said. "I know it was after I became immortal, but in my mind it's as if it's always been there."
"That's... You have to understand," Bluegrass said, "everything that is here, that exists in the dreaming, also exists in the real world. Everything! There is nothing that doesn't. Nothing except..."
"My throne room?" Doc offered.
"Exactly! And it doesn't make sense. You're not a shaman; you don't walk the dreaming, so how..." She trailed off and glanced around them. "Something isn't right," she said. "Tucker, stop!"
Tucker skidded to a halt and turned around. "What's up?" he asked.
Bluegrass's eyes were narrowed as she searched the shadows surrounding them, but Doc couldn't see what the problem was. They were currently inside a forest. It didn't shift quite like the other places seemed to, but stayed just as it was. A thick mist was hanging on the trees, curling around them, wrapping them up tight, and Doc could see shadows sneaking between the trees, rifles in hand.
Doc's eyes followed the movement of one of the shadows, and without warning everything crystalized and became clear. He saw the man creep up behind a native girl gathering flowers, he saw the man's hand wrap around her mouth, he saw the knife sink deeply into her back, and then she fell, her blood staining the flowers beneath her.
He felt her pain, her fear. Her whimper of terror became his whimper of terror. She flinched as gunshots broke the silence of the forest, and he flinched with her. His eyes spun as hers did, and everything went black.
Then he blinked unsteadily, bleary eyes staring up at the misty canopy above him. He was seeing through her eyes, feeling her pain. She rolled to her stomach and began to crawl along the ground, pain and fear clawing at her entire being.
At the edge of the clearing, she managed to gain her feet, and she stumbled towards one of the burning huts, words Doc didn't understand streaming through her lips as she passed the dead forms of her people.
"Aylen," she gasped, falling to her knees beside the still form of another girl. She pulled the body into her arms, hugging it to her chest and wept deeply, sobs wracking her frame.
Suddenly she spun around, pinning Doc with her black gaze. "You did this!" she accused in broken English. "You did this!"
Someone grasped his hand tightly and yanked. Doc turned, and instantly the mists returned and he was staring into Bluegrass's frightened eyes.
"This is wrong," she said.
"What's wrong?" he asked, gesturing for Tucker to come back.
"I don't know," she hissed. "It's just wrong. Everything about it is wrong!"
"That is because it is mine," a voice hissed from the mists.
Doc froze, searching for Meli, but he couldn't see her. The mist was too thick.
"This is my dream," Meli said. "My nightmare."
"That's her!" Tucker exclaimed, scuttling behind Doc and gesturing wildly towards Meli's voice. "I found her!"
"That you did, boy," Meli said. "That you did. I suppose I should thank you for bringing me the traitor and his woman."
"Is she talking about you?" Tucker asked. "Why is she calling you a traitor?"
The girl, Doc thought. The girl was Meli. This truly was her nightmare, the day of her death, the death of her tribe and her siblings. It was the death of Meli, and the beginning of the Black Shaman.
"I'm here to bring you back to life," Doc insisted, pushing away the sorrow he suddenly felt for her. "Isn't that what you want?"
"You are lying," Meli hissed, suddenly right in front of him. There was only the faintest trace of that girl left in Meli. That girl had loved, and the woman in front of him knew only hate. "You are always lying!" she spat.
"Not to you," Doc said.
He watched her weigh his words, but in the end, madness won.
"You should never have come here," she hissed. "I will destroy you, I will tear your hearts from your chests, and I will drink your blood until I am once again strong."
"Bluegrass," Doc said calmly, "take Tucker and go."
"But—"
"You know what to do now, so go do it."
Meli grinned fiercely. "They can run, but they will never escape," she purred. "I know them now. And they will die."
There was a flash of green light, and Doc knew they were gone because with Bluegrass's absence he could feel the cold wafting from Meli, the hatred, the pain.
"Shall we play a game?" she asked, trailing her fingers down his cheekbone. "There is one I know; it is called touch tag."
Doc saw her fingers shift into sharp points, but it happened so fast he only just realized he should move when her fingers speared through his chest. She tore them free with a twisting motion, and Doc fell to the ground with a gasp, overwhelmed with pain.
"Delicious," Meli murmured.
Doc glanced up and fought back a gag as he watched her lick his blood from her fingers.
"I have missed blood so much," she moaned, eyes closed. "And your blood is... perfection."
Doc took a deep breath, then pushed himself to his feet. He only had one goal here, and it was to provide Bluegrass with an anchor.
"I have more," he said, hoping those weren't the last words he spoke. He would rather die after saying something impressive like "checkmate" or "bet you didn't see that coming".
"Yes, you do," she purred, gliding closer.
Blackness began to flow from her in long tendrils, and Doc watched in horror as the tendrils encircled his legs, twisting tightly to hold him in place. Meli wrapped her hand around the back of his head and pulled him to her. She pressed her cold lips against his, pressing harder and harder until suddenly he was completely surrounded by her.
She was coating him like tar, and he could feel her all over him, biting into him like a hundred rats at once. For a moment he forgot what he was doing and tried to fight her, but he couldn't. He couldn't breathe; he couldn't move; he couldn't do a thing. She had wrapped him up in a cocoon of her, and she was slowly sucking him dry.
Now, Bluegrass! he screamed in his mind. But how could she hear him? He was here, dying. Trapped by his own goddamn trap. What a perfectly stupid way to go.
But he could get in one last hit, couldn't he?
"Andrew's going to kick your ass," he hissed into the goop surrounding him.
The teeth abruptly stopped gnawing.
"What did you say?" she demanded.
"You heard me."
"Repeat it."
The tar coating Doc's face loosened slightly, and he grinned. "I said Andrew's going to kick your ass."
Meli howled with rage, and the darkness tightened down on Doc, crushing his bones.
Maybe not my smartest plan, he thought as sparks began to burst behind his eyelids from the pain.
At that exact moment, a hand reached out and grabbed his, tugging fiercely.
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Doc sat up with a gasp.
"You alright, D-Dog?" Tucker asked anxiously. "You're bleeding all kinds."
"Did it work?" Doc demanded, flinching as several ribs and his sternum snapped back together.
"Did what work?" Tucker asked.
"Goddamn it, Tucker! Stay focused! Is she here?"
"Right. The evil lady," Tucker said slowly, glancing past Doc. "Yeah. She made it." He chewed his lip and took a step away from Doc. "She's right behind you. And... Um... Well... She looks hella pissed."
"I may have made a slight tactical error," Doc admitted as he stood.
"What do you mean?" Jury demanded, looking up from his makeshift altar.
"It doesn't matter," Doc said, wishing he could see her. "Is there a way to get them out of here before we do this?" he mouthed to Jury.
Jury shook his head.
"Are you sure?" Doc asked.
"Yes," Jury mouthed back. "If I open it up, there's a pretty good chance the ghost slips out, and then we're back to square one, only worse."
"Goddamn," Doc muttered.
"What did you do?" Jury asked.
"Let's just say that when she comes to it's not going to be pretty. Are you ready?"
"As ready as I'll ever be."
Doc slowly surveyed the scene. Tucker was backed against an invisible wall, face tight with fear. Jervis was standing stoically, long, thin sword in hand. Behind him, the crate was open, and Doc could see the huddle of figures within. Bluegrass was standing in the middle of her symbol, eyes wary.
"I'm sorry," Doc said, addressing them all. He didn't have to say anything more. They all knew they were stuck in a cage with a psychotic ghost, and they all knew that Jury was about to bring said psychotic ghost back to life.
Doc moved Bluegrass over by Tucker, then nodded to Jury. Jury nodded back, licked his lips nervously, opened his mouth to speak, then reached into his ice chest and pulled out a sandwich. He ate it quickly, then cleared his throat and started speaking in Latin.
Doc didn't bother translating. Instead he strode into the crate, pulled one of the bound men to his feet, and walked him up to the altar, turning him so he was facing it.
From the other side, Jervis thrust his sword through the man's throat, then cut down the front of the torso. Blood cascaded onto the altar, seeming utterly out of place in such a colorless space.
When the flow of blood had slowed to a dribble, Doc tossed the corpse to the side and retrieved another man. He did this eleven times before the blood on the altar began to writhe.
Jury's words stuttered to a halt, and the three of them stared at the boiling blood. The sickness in Doc's stomach tried to claw its way up his throat, but he suppressed it, and went to get another sacrifice.
By the twenty-third man, the blood had begun to take shape, and Doc swallowed bile as he watched it. He glanced over at Tucker and raised his eyebrow.
Somehow Tucker understood what Doc was asking and said quietly, "She's in the blood, dude. She's..." Tucker gagged, but managed to say, "She's eating it."
Doc was suddenly possessed with a wild urge to stop, to just walk away, to just not, and he caught Jury's eyes over the altar.
"You can't," Jury said firmly. "You may not see this, but you've changed too many people's lives to walk away. We have to do this. Even if we die right here, we have to do this."
"If you walk away," Jervis put in, "Everyone you've ever saved will be lost."
Nameless faces passed through Doc's mind. Hundreds of them, but in between the nameless ones were faces he knew. Ana and Ina. Dublin. Darius. And so many others. He couldn't say that he was the only person who could have saved them, but he could say he had been the one to do so, and if he didn't do this, they were as good as dead. If lives were like ripples in a pond, the changes would go on forever and ever.
He nodded resolutely and brought out another man.
Blood was spilling over the edges of the altar and onto the ground by the time Jervis cut open the forty-first man; but by that point, Meli's new body was fairly well formed.
"More?" Doc asked.
"Yes," Jury replied, sweat pouring down his face. Magic had been flowing from his hands the entire time, pulsing into the blood like a heartbeat, but Doc could see he was wearing down.
"There's not enough power yet," Jury ground out.
Doc moved quickly to get another man. And then another. And another, until all fifty men were dead, lying in a heap on the floor.
"I'm trying," Jury muttered. Magic was still flooding from his hands, filling the fully formed body, pulsing through it, but it was still just a body of blood.
"Let me help," Bluegrass said quietly, moving beside Jury and laying her hand on his.
The magic stream flared brightly, and all at once the body began to change. The blood became skin and lips and hair, and then without warning, the eyes snapped open and the mouth gasped for air.
Jury's magic pulsed once more and then faded as he dropped to his knees by the altar. Doc didn't move, just stared at the body in horror. It was her face and her eyes. They had done it. They had succeeded. They had woken the Black Shaman.
"I'm alive," Meli whispered in awe. "You... You brought me back." Her face hardened, and without moving, she was standing right in front of him. "Why?"
Doc kept his gaze locked on her, hoping that if he did she would forget about the others and focus only on him.
"I made a promise," he said.
"To wake me? Where is... the boy?"
Doc knew she meant Andrew, but he raised an eyebrow in question and said, "What boy?"
"You know what boy," she hissed. "You said his name."
"Oh, Andrew?"
"Yes." Her eyes glittered with pure hate. "I am stronger now," she purred. "I do not need the white coyote's strength. I do not need anyone's strength. I am..." She tossed back her head and breathed deeply. "I am!" she laughed. "I am!"
Doc risked a glance behind her, heart plummeting when he saw that they hadn't escaped yet because Jury, the one person who knew the escape route, had blacked out. His only play was to try and keep her distracted long enough for Jury to recover.
"The boy may have power," she said, lips curved cruelly upwards, "but he is no match for me. He never was."
"That's funny," Doc said casually. "Seeing as how you've been dead for a hundred years."
Her nostrils flared, and she drew closer. "I can taste your fear," she whispered. "But your fear is a lie. Everything about you is a lie. You do not fear me. No." Her fingers grazed his cheek, drawing blood. "You fear for them. You are weak, just like him."
She started to turn away from him, but he couldn't let her do that. He wouldn't. He drew a knife and stabbed into her back, ripping at her flesh. She neither acknowledged his attack nor bled from his knife, but part of her flesh uncoiled like a black snake and flung Doc across the cage.
"Get out of here!" Doc yelled just before he slammed into the invisible wall surrounding them. He hit the ground, but scrambled to his feet and rushed forward, wrapping his arms around her waist. He held her for a mere second, and then he was holding nothing.
"Foolish man," she murmured. "I am a god. Do you not see that?"
Doc dashed past her, skidding to a stop in front of Jury's prostrate form and the others. "Wake him up!" he ordered.
"I can't!" Bluegrass exclaimed.
"Can you get us out of here?" Doc asked, eyes glued on Meli's slowly approaching form.
"I don't know," Bluegrass stammered.
"I suggest you figure it out," Doc said, grinning weakly at Jervis as he took his place beside Doc, sword raised.
"So foolish," Meli murmured. "Would you like to see a display of my power?"
"Not really," Doc retorted.
"It will be fun though," she said, tilting her hand upward and saying, "Arise."
"I really wish she hadn't said that," Doc muttered, turning his head to the side and watching impassively as the dead men they had sacrificed struggled to their feet and formed a staggered line.
Even though zombies could only be destroyed by a raging inferno, none of these zombies were witches, and they didn't have any weapons, so there was a very good chance that Doc and Jervis could dispatch them quite quickly by slicing them into little tiny pieces. And then they'd deal with Meli.  
"Tucker, you and Bluegrass need to pull Jury over to the wall of this thing and wave a sandwich under his nose," Doc ordered.
Tucker didn't respond, and Doc looked back at him. His mouth was slack with horror as he watched the zombies walk sedately towards them.
"Tucker!" Doc snapped.
Tucker looked at Doc and whispered, "I don't wanna die."
"We're not done yet," Doc promised. "Move Jury to the wall and wave a sandwich under his nose, now!"
He turned to Jervis and said, "You can't kill them so aim for their limbs."
It was so like Meli to waste time like this. Instead of just killing them, she'd made it into a game. And that was why she would lose.
He and Jervis backed up slowly as Tucker and Bluegrass struggled to drag Jury.
"That's as far as we can go, man," Tucker gasped.
"Then this is where we make our stand," Doc said.
The zombies were approaching slowly, walking upright just as if they hadn't had their insides sliced completely open.
"If Andrew were here," Doc said offhandedly. "He'd tell a stupid joke or something, but I can't think of anything really funny to say."
"It's just as well," Jervis said. "This feels like a serious moment."
The zombies were quite close now, and Doc pulled two knives and leapt forward, slicing as quickly as possible. He aimed for arms, ignoring grasping hands and ominous faces. He'd cleaved through the entire first line when he dropped back for a moment, trying to catch his breath.
"It's no good," Jervis said.
"What do you mean?" Doc asked, turning to look at Jervis's pile, but there wasn't a pile, just a group of zombies moving steadily closer.
"You didn't get any?" Doc asked in surprise.
"I got them all," Jervis said. "Arms and legs both."
Doc's eyes slid sideways and widened in horror when he saw a long black tendril climb out of a zombie's fleshy shoulder, crawl across the ground into a loose arm, then pull it back into place and stitch it on.
"Shit," Doc hissed. These weren't anything like the zombies Cynric had made. When he'd sliced those zombies to pieces, they'd stayed in pieces. 
He lunged forward again, slicing wildly from side to side, cleaving through bone and sinew, but there were too many of them, and they were just pawns without any thought or pain. A hand clawed at his face, and he sliced it off, trying not to despair when he saw that the hand didn't even reach the ground before a black tendril grabbed hold of it. He redoubled his efforts, cleaving through necks with one hand and punching away the loosed heads with his other hand.
The hair on his neck tingled, and he suddenly realized that they had surrounded him. He spun, trying to break through, but they tore him to the ground as one, piling on top of him as they did.
Doc fought viciously as the zombies clawed at him, ripping his clothes, tearing at his skin; but there was nothing to kill, nothing to harm. He gave up fighting them and tried rolling to the side, but their weight was too great.
Doc exhaled in relief when Jervis's hand suddenly grasped his shoulder and pulled him free from the mass of flesh. Then Jervis stepped between Doc and the zombies, sword perfectly balanced in his hand.
The zombies moved forward, but Jervis was faster, smarter, and deadly accurate. His sword sang as it severed heads from necks and arms from shoulders. In seconds the entire hoard was just a pile of body parts, and Jervis wasn't even breathing heavily.
"Impressive," Doc said.
"Pointless," Jervis returned.
The zombie parts squirmed like a mass of maggots, and Doc hissed in frustration as he watched Meli's black tendrils reach out and pull part after part back together, making her zombies whole once more. Beyond the zombies, Meli was smiling; and Doc wished he had the power to hurt her.
"Fuck!" Jury suddenly exclaimed. "How did fucking zombies get in here?"
"Never mind that," Doc said in relief. "Just open the door."
"The door," Jury muttered. "I can do that. I think."
Although Doc didn't turn around, his face must have given something away because Meli's eyes left his and focused behind him.
"No," she said firmly, fashioning a spear of darkness from nothing and hurling it straight at Jury.
Doc kicked away the zombie trying to pull him to the ground and leaped upward, gasping as her spear tore through his chest. Cold shot through him like shards of ice, turning his insides and limbs numb, and he tumbled to the ground.
The spear had already dissipated, but the wound it left behind was real. Blood poured from Doc's chest onto the ground, and Doc fought to block the pain and yelled, "Get out!"
Jury didn't move though, and Doc saw a second spear flying through the air, heading straight for Jury's chest. Doc struggled to his feet, but his limbs were so heavy, so numb, he couldn't move fast enough. Everything seemed to slow as he watched the spear spiral through the air.
"Get out!" Doc yelled again, lunging for Jury but knowing he was too far away.
Jury seemed frozen. He didn't move, just stood there in shock, staring at Meli. The spear started to descend, and Doc yelled "No!", but it was already done. Bluegrass had stepped in front of Jury at the last second, and the spear had pierced her chest, throwing her backwards.
Jury immediately flew into action, grabbing Bluegrass just before she slammed into the wall. Then Jury turned and tore open a doorway back into reality. He flung Bluegrass through it, grabbed Tucker, then leaped through the hole himself. Doc watched numbly, only moving because Jervis was pulling him forward. As soon as he and Jervis were through, the rift snapped closed, cutting off Meli's screams of rage.
Doc stumbled to his feet, ignoring the fierce pain in his chest, and rushed over to Bluegrass. "Hold on," he ordered, trying to find her wound through the blood.
"Doc," she whispered. "It's alright."
"It's not alright!" he exclaimed. "I'm not letting you go. I can fix you."
He cut away the torn fabric of her dress, hissing in frustration when he saw the gaping hole in her chest. "I can't stitch this," he hissed. "I need... We have to find someone."
"Doc," she said once more, wrapping her hand around his as he tried to remove the bone fragments from her flesh. "Stop," she insisted. "I'm dying."
"No!" Doc argued.
"It's not up to you," she whispered. "A kiss for the road?"
Doc grasped her hand tightly. He knew she was right; there was no saving her. The spear had completely obliterated her lung; she was already dead.
"Thank you," he whispered, lowering his lips to hers.
"No, thank you," she breathed, returning his gentle kiss.
That was her last breath. He felt it leave her, and then her hand released his, and he knew she was gone.
"Goddamn it," he muttered, furious at himself. Tears spilled down his cheeks, and he let them come. It was his fault she was dead. She'd died because of him.
"I'm sorry," Jury said, placing his hand on Doc's shoulder. "She saved me. I couldn't move. I just... It's like I was frozen. I could see it coming, but I couldn't... And then... I'm so sorry, Doc."
Doc didn't respond. He didn't need to.
"We can't stay here though," Jury said. "We need to go."
"Just a goddamn minute," Doc hissed.
"Yeah, but Doc, she could break through the wall any second now, and I don't want to be here when she does, do you?"
Doc really did. He wanted to stand right here and wait for her, kill her like she'd killed Bluegrass; but he couldn't, and he knew it. He'd done his part; it was Andrew's fight now.
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No one spoke as Jervis drove them back to the airport. There was nothing to say. They had completed their task. It wasn't a victory or a win, but it was done.
Doc carried Bluegrass's body onto the plane and laid her gently on the floor. He couldn't believe she was dead. He carefully tucked a wisp of her wild hair behind her ear before turning from her and slumping into one of the chairs.
His chest still ached slightly from Meli's spear, but the flesh had closed, unlike Bluegrass's flesh. Hers would never close.
"Are you alright?" he asked a silent Tucker.
"I..." Tucker shook his head, eyes solemn.
Doc studied him, still seeing that frightened ten year old he'd seen in the dreaming. "You did good," Doc said gently. "Thank you."
Tucker shrugged, closed his eyes, and curled on his side in his seat.
Since Tucker was in no position to talk and Jervis was nowhere to be seen, Doc moved to sit across from Jury. He needed to talk about something or he'd just think about Bluegrass's dead eyes.
"If the city around the Hidden is on fire," Doc asked thoughtfully, knowing Meli's future plan of attack. "Will the Hidden suffer?"
"Yeah," Jury said. His voice lacked any enthusiasm, and he seemed drained. 
"I'll have to let Simon know that we need to evacuate the Hidden residents," Doc mused.
"Are you sure that's a good idea?" Jury argued. "Wouldn't that change things?"
"I doubt it," Doc said. "Andrew was never aware of the existence of the Hidden. It's possible the cryptids were always evacuated. Or not. Who knows?"
"I thought you told him," Jury said.
"You told me not to."
"But I didn't think you listened," Jury muttered. "Is she really going to take over that whole city?"
Doc nodded.
"And Andrew stops her? Just Andrew?" Jury demanded.
"Yes."
"That's fucking insane," Jury muttered. "I only really caught a glimpse of her, but when she looked into my eyes, I swear my spirit turned tail and jetted somewhere else."
Jury looked out the window and didn't speak again, so Doc went to find some whiskey. He didn't figure anyone would be in the mood for ice cream when they landed. He certainly wasn't. He wasn't in the mood for anything.
Bluegrass was going to haunt him for a long time. Not her actual ghost; he was sure Tucker would have said something if Bluegrass hadn't gone wherever it was she wanted to go. But the idea of her, the loss of her, the memory of her.
It annoyed him that he was still so ill-equipped to deal with death. People died all the time. It was part of life.
"It's different for us," Jervis said, handing Doc an open whiskey bottle. "I don't know why."
"Thank you for saving me in there," Doc said.
"It was the least I could do."
"You've never done the least."
"Neither have you."
"If I had been faster," Doc pointed out, "I could've saved them both."
"Speaking as someone whose chest has been forcibly removed, I'm a little surprised you were able to move as quickly as you did." Jervis paused, then said softly, "I might have been able to save her, but I was keeping the zombies away from you."
Doc sighed and said, "I suppose the point is that we didn't save her; she saved us. If Meli had managed to kill Jury, none of us would have made it out."
"I know," Jervis agreed solemnly.
"Will you see to it that her body is taken care of?" Doc asked. "I don't think she'd want to be buried. I don't really know what she'd want."
"I'll take care of it," Jervis promised.
"Thank you, Jervis."
Jervis moved away, but Doc stayed where he was, whiskey bottle in hand. The Black Shaman was awake, and it was well within Ahanu's timeline. Now Andrew could fight her, and Doc's life would continue forward as it had or was. Part of him felt relieved, but the other part of him wondered if it was truly worth it.
How many people inside Andrew's city would die now? And what about the cost to Andrew? His family. His soul. Was there any part of Andrew that had ever wished it had been different?
It was too late for regrets though; Doc had already set the dice in motion.
When they landed, Doc climbed into his car, gesturing for Tucker to join him. "I'll take you back to Dulcis in a minute, but first I have to... Well, you'll see."
Doc drove slowly through the traffic, but still arrived at Bluegrass's house much too soon.
"Why're we at a church?" Tucker asked, voice still subdued.
"It's not a church," Doc responded. "That's not right," he said. "It is a church, but this portion at the back is actually a house; you just can't see it."
"What?"
"It's part of the Hidden," Doc said. "Remember what I said?"
"Right, I forgot. There's really a house there?"
"Yes." Doc stared at Apollo's glowing windows and muttered, "And now I have to tell Bluegrass's house that she's dead."
"Wait, what?"
"Just come on."
Doc approached the house, feet heavy. The door swung open, and he stepped inside, grief filling him at the realization he'd never see Bluegrass's smile again or hear her giggle or drink her tea while talking softly.
"I'm sorry, Apollo," he whispered. "I got her killed."
The house was silent, and Doc just stood there, not sure what else to say.
"This is cray cray," Tucker whispered from behind him.
Doc had forgotten Tucker was even there, and he almost told him to leave, but then he saw the look of awe on Tucker's face and asked, "What's... cray cray?"
"This house," Tucker breathed. "It's... It's a ghost."
"What?" Doc asked.
"I dunno, man; I've never seen anything like this. It's... It's... got a spirit inside it. I can see it."
Doc started to ask something, but before he was able to form the words, he realized the lights inside the sitting room were flickering. He stepped inside the room, and the flickering stopped.
"This was her house?" Tucker asked. "It's really dope. I mean, look at all this stuff she had. What's that thing? It looks sinister." Tucker was pointing at an old spinning wheel, and his face suddenly paled. "It talks," he whispered.
"Apollo talks?" Doc asked.
"This day is..." Tucker trailed off, then nodded. "The house says you need to take this book here. Bluegrass wrote some notes in it or something. He said it's major important."
Doc picked up a leather-bound journal with a moon embossed on the front and said, "This one?"
"Yeah. That's the one."
"I'm sorry," Doc said once more, staring up at the ceiling.
"Apollo says all things die," Tucker said carefully. "He said it's important you remember that."
A shiver ran down Doc's back at Tucker's words, but he shook off the strange feeling and studied Tucker thoughtfully. Then he looked around the room once more. The thought of Bluegrass's house sitting empty and collecting dust didn't sit right with him, but he couldn't be sure Apollo wouldn't rather have it that way.
"Tucker," Doc said, "Would you step into the hallway for a moment?"
"Yeah."
Tucker left the room, and Doc said softly. "That boy is Tucker. He's only fourteen. He's a ghost inside a man's body, and he's having a bit of a hard time. I was wondering... Do you think... I mean, I don't think Bluegrass would've liked you being alone."
The lights flickered once, then Doc heard an exclamation of surprise from the hallway.
"Are you serious, man?!" Tucker yelped. "That would be awesome! Hey, DD, I mean Doc, Apollo just asked me to stay!"
Doc grinned. Jervis would be very pleased.
Doc was exhausted when he finally made it back to his suite so he was rather less than thrilled to see Ahanu sitting on his couch smoking a pipe.
"Put that out!" Doc snapped.
"You can't even smell it," Ahanu replied.
"I don't care, and I don't know why you're here, but you have two seconds to explain before I try to see what can kill you."
Ahanu grinned. "I thought you'd be pleased to see me."
"Whatever gave you that idea?" Doc snarled.
"This is the last time."
"In that case, I'm thrilled. Now leave!"
"Bluegrass was a great loss," Ahanu said softly.
"You don't need to tell me that," Doc retorted, dropping onto the other couch with a sigh.
"I know," Ahanu said.
"I did what you wanted," Doc said wearily. "Why are you here?"
"To tell you there wasn't any other way."
"Maybe," Doc said.
"For over four hundred years I've watched the currents of time," Ahanu said seriously. "It was the only way, the only time, the one window of opportunity."
Doc nodded. He didn't entirely believe Ahanu, but he wasn't going to argue. "I have one question though," Doc said.
"One question, one favor," Ahanu replied slyly.
"Absolutely not," Doc ground out. "You... I... She..."
"I'm only teasing," Ahanu chuckled. "Go on."
Doc glared at him, then said, "I just don't understand the timelines. When Andrew fought her the first time, I'd never met him, so why the hell would I have woken Meli up in the first place? I don't care what Jervis says, there is absolutely no way I would've done it if it hadn't been for... for..."
"All the people you would have lost?" Ahanu supplied.
"Something like that," Doc muttered.
"There are two ways to look at it," Ahanu said gravely. "Meli is evil; she will always be evil, and she would have always awakened, with or without you. If you gaze through one window, the time is right and young Andrew Rufus is ready. If you gaze through another window the time is wrong. Meli is ready, and Andrew Rufus is nothing out of the ordinary, just a boy or a man, but not a god. A gambler like you knows the difference, knows which bet to make even if it seems like a loss." 
Ahanu paused and gazed at his pipe. When he didn't continue, Doc prodded, "And the second way?"
"One wasn't enough for you?"
"You said..."
"As you wish," Ahanu said. "Time is finicky. Some see it as a river, some see it as an ocean, some see it as a chocolate bar or a cup of coffee."
"What?" Doc exclaimed, rubbing his head. Time travel talk made his head hurt even more than Tucker did.
"Or maybe it's a quilt," Ahanu mused. "My point is time is indeed all those things. You really can't go around putting labels on it."
Check that, Ahanu made his head hurt worse than Tucker did.
"But, as I was saying, Meli will find her way out soon, and when she does, she will do... what she does; and then Andrew will do what he does. Finally," Ahanu added emphatically.
"Finally?" Doc asked.
"I've finally found the right window," Ahanu said with a wink.
"What?!" Doc exclaimed, but it was too late. Ahanu was already gone.
"I do not like him," Doc muttered. "Not one little bit." He leaned his head onto the back of the couch. It was time for a vacation. Somewhere warm, with lots of exposed skin and whiskey.
His phone beeped, and he glanced at it.
"Are you available to review a few papers?" Simon had texted.
The pain in Doc's head intensified. He'd forgotten he was the goddamn tetrarch.
"Now?" he texted back.
"If you're not busy."
He was busy. He was busy taking a goddamn shower and a goddamn nap.
"I'll be there in an hour," he replied with a sigh.
For several hours Doc and Simon went over Hidden business, beginning with working out a plan to evacuate the Hidden from Andrew's home town.
"May I know why we're evacuating the city?" Simon had asked.
"Call it a gambler's hunch," Doc had replied vaguely.
Then they had finalized the dates for Doc's meeting with Isabel's father, and they had argued about Blackwater. Those were the exciting parts. After that, Simon pushed papers in front of Doc for him to sign.
"I think you actually enjoy this," Doc grumbled as he signed another paper.
"I wouldn't say I enjoy it," Simon said. "I enjoy that you don't enjoy it."
"You're a cruel man, Simon," Doc grumbled.
"I think that's all for today," Simon said, pushing over one final piece of paper.
"That's good, because I can't feel my hand anymore."
"Can't be that different from dealing faro."
"It's very different," Doc retorted.
"Just one last thing," Simon said. "The Sons of Solomon have requested a meeting."
The air in Doc's lungs froze; his heart stopped beating; time itself seemed to halt. "What did you say?" he whispered, even though he knew exactly what Simon had said.
"I said the Sons of Solomon have requested a meeting."
"Who?"
Doc saw Simon's lips move. He heard the words he spoke, but he didn't hear them in Simon's voice, instead he heard them in Jervis's very precise German. "An arcane order," he'd said. "Called the Sons of Solomon".
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Today was the day. He had waited and waited. He'd been patient, so patient. But the day had finally come. He was of age; he was a man. He would hunt, he would kill, and he would don his pelt.
He'd woken long before sunrise, and he waited impatiently for the first ray of sun to touch his teepee. His father would come for him soon.
Olikii nearly jumped to his feet with excitement when the flap of his teepee finally opened, but he reminded himself he was no longer a boy, and rose with careful grace.
"It is time," his father said.
Olikii stepped through the opening into the dawning light and stripped off his clothes, standing naked before the day and feeling the cool rush of dawn. All the men of his tribe stood before him, ready to bear witness. Olikii's father handed him a knife, a single knife, without even a sheath to carry it in.
No one had to tell him what to do. Olikii knew. His mother had sung the song to him for as long as he could remember. He grinned, took the blade, and ran past his tribe into the surrounding forest.
He'd had a vision during the night, and he knew he was seeking a cougar. A sleek, strong, deadly cougar. A frisson of fear ran down his spine. Cougars were the most powerful hunters in the forest. Only one other tribe member wore a cougar pelt. Even his father, chief of their people, only wore a bison pelt. Olikii calmed his racing heart. If the Blood Goddess had shown him a cougar, a cougar he would be.
He slipped from tree to tree, searching, seeking, looking for signs, but he saw nothing. The forest was quieter than normal; the birds silent; almost as if they knew he was hunting. He padded softly through the forest all morning and into the afternoon. He saw squirrel and deer and rabbit. He saw porcupine and the tracks of a raccoon. He saw the closed face of an owl sleeping for the day, and he saw a fox slink into a hole, but he did not see a cougar.
He was growing hungry. He had not eaten since the night before, but no warrior ate during their hunt, no matter how long it took; he would wait.
He stopped to sip from a trickling brook, drinking deeply of the water, and imagined the glory he would receive when he returned with his cougar pelt. His mother would be honored among all the women. His father would be proud, knowing his son would one day make a worthy chief. His feeble brother would be jealous. And when his tribe next went hunting, Olikii would lead.
He lay on the grassy bank, watching the clouds pass overhead. The grass cooled his hot skin, soothing his hunger and his desire to kill. A large, black bird flew overhead, and he spit to the side. Filthy creatures; ravens. Olikii's father had killed more ravens than anyone else in the tribe, but Olikii would soon surpass him. 
He sat upright and tested the blade of his knife. It was sharp; so sharp he knew if he ran it even lightly over his skin it would draw blood. He closed his eyes, remembering the taste of blood. Soon he would be the one to kill. He grinned. Perhaps, like him, the cougar would come for blood.
Olikii stood and walked to a nearby tree, squatting and bracing his back against it, waiting. The sun continued to pass overhead, but soon it would be twilight. He heard the soft pad of paws and readied his body. As the rabbit passed, Olikii leapt from his hiding place, grasping the rabbit with his hands and twisting its neck.
Olikii grinned when the rabbit's neck snapped, feeling a burst of energy. He ran his knife along its side, slicing open its hide and spilling its blood. He was hungry enough to wish its meat was for him, but he'd not anger the goddess by eating before his task was completed.
He rubbed the warm blood on the grass. A little here, a little there, all the way to a bush where he dropped the body among some grassy fronds. Then he crept behind the bush and settled in to wait yet again. He should have known better than to try and hunt the cougar; the cougar was not the hunted; it was the hunter.
Twilight began to glisten. The deer took their last drink before running into the bracken. The owls woke. The brave creatures of night wandered here and there. And still Olikii waited. He didn't wiggle, didn't move, didn't flinch. He ignored the insects crawling over his skin. Ignored the snake resting on top of his foot. Ignored the spider attaching its web to his ear. He ignored everything and waited for his prey to come.
Just as the full moon began to shine through the tree branches, Olikii caught sight of two glowing orbs. The orbs flashed on and off, and Olikii knew it was time. The cougar, his cougar, had arrived.
He swallowed a gasp as it stepped into the moonlit clearing. He'd never seen such a large one, and when the cougar moved, its muscles flexed and stretched under its skin.  
Olikii's heart began to hammer, but he stilled it. This was his destiny. This moment was his from his birth, from his first breath of air. The Blood Goddess had chosen him. He would not fail.
The cougar lifted its head and sniffed the air. It sniffed the ground. Olikii did not know what it smelled, but he soon would. The cougar took one step forward, and Olikii slowed his breathing. Excitement was dulling his fear, but he still must be patient.
The cougar paused, seeming to sense something in the air, and Olikii knew he couldn't wait, couldn't let it run away. He summoned all his strength and leaped from the bush, tackling the cougar, wrapping one arm around its neck and stabbing into it with his knife.   
The cougar jerked and twisted, and Olikii's grip wasn't tight enough so he tumbled from the cougar's back, leaving his knife buried deep in its flesh. The cougar growled, anger and fear rolling off it as it stared at Olikii, then it turned to run away; but Olikii bounded from the ground and grabbed the cougar's neck once more.
It growled loudly, paws batting at Olikii, sharp claws just grazing the side of Olikii's face. Olikii struggled to keep his grip as he ripped his knife from the cougar's flesh and stabbed again and again, again and again. The cougar howled in pain and ran through the forest, trying to knock Olikii off.
But Olikii was too strong. He held on, stabbing over and over, until so much blood stained the forest floor that the cougar stumbled and fell awkwardly to the ground. Olikii dodged a wild paw and stabbed his knife deep into the cougar's throat. The cougar jerked one final time, and then its life was gone. The cougar was dead, and Olikii was very much alive.
Olikii surveyed his kill with excitement. He and he alone had killed the greatest hunter of the forest. He threw back his head, laughing out loud. How silly he'd been to be so frightened this morning. The Blood Goddess had chosen him; he would never fail. He knelt beside the cougar reverently, running his hand over the cougar's head. How beautiful it was. How powerful. How perfect.
He lifted his knife, and he began to skin. He cut carefully, slowly, with precision. This was as important as the hunt, perhaps more so. He cut for hours. Slowly inching along, removing the hide from the flesh. When he was finally done, the pelt was perfect, complete, not a tear nor a rip. The skin was so perfect it looked as if it might stand at any moment; rise and hunt. The Blood Goddess had given him that; the gashes that had slain the cougar had closed as he was working.
Olikii smiled at his work, proud. But the hunger was strong within him now, so he settled on his haunches and began to eat. First the eyes for vision; then the heart for strength. He ate and ate and ate until he was full to the point of bursting. He'd never felt so strong, so powerful, so alive.
He carefully rolled his pelt, tucking it under his arm. Then he slung the half-eaten carcass over his shoulder and began the long walk home. He arrived at dawn, just in time for the sun to illuminate his blood-covered skin. Just in time to greet a new day and be reborn.
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As soon as Olikii stepped into view, he heard his father shout, "Here is my son; returned from the hunt. Look at what he brings!"
Shouts of admiration filled the morning air, and Olikii grinned, knowing his father and his people were proud of him. His mother came forward and held out her hands. Olikii gave her the pelt, and she bowed to him. He knew the women would tend to his pelt, preparing it for him. His father led Olikii to the stream, where Olikii bathed the blood from his skin. The breeze dried him, and then Olikii spread the precious blood-oil over his body, the oil that would guard him through the ritual.
When he was done, Olikii basked in the sun, soaking in its golden rays, waiting for night to fall. He dreamed the Blood Goddess visited him, but he couldn't see her face. Her hunger was strong, and it made him hungry. He wanted so badly to hunt, to kill, to eat.
At last the day was done, and it was time. Olikii stood, walking naked into the circle of his tribesmen, towards the raging bonfire. He paused, standing tall before his father, the chief.
"My son," his father said. "You are now a man. A strong, worthy man. You join us, your tribesmen. You hunt with us."
Olikii knelt before him, and his father pulled the red-hot brand from the fire, pushing it into the tender skin of Olikii's chest. Olikii grinned, refusing to show any pain, even though the burning hurt worse than anything he'd ever experienced. It seared through his skin, scorching into his very soul. He breathed deeply the smoke of his own burning flesh and waited for the pain to pass.
When the brand was removed, the symbol of his tribe was melted into the flesh of his chest. He was truly a man. He had passed her test. Time for his reward. His mother carried the cougar pelt into the light of the fire, and Olikii took it with trembling hands. How long he had waited, but he didn't have to wait any longer.
He carefully placed the cougar head over his own head, covering his face like a mask, and pulled the pelt around his body. It was cold to the touch, but as soon as he began to speak, began to chant the words of power, the words of transformation, it warmed against his skin, growing hotter and hotter, fusing to his flesh.
He gasped as the pelt wrapped around him on its own, covering his body, giving him the body of a cougar. He trembled in pleasure as his eyes changed and everything grew sharp. He stretched his hands and his paws moved, claws extending. He opened his mouth and a growl whispered past his lips. He was Olikii, cougar, and he felt the urge to hunt, to kill. He felt the hunger of his new body, of his new skin. All reasoning, all thought, all distractions faded away. It was only he, the cougar, awaiting the kill.  
He heard a terrified shriek, and he knew the hunt was on. His first hunt. His first hunt for her. His first sacrifice. He dropped to all fours and waited patiently. It wouldn't do to end the hunt too soon. He must give his prey time to run. Time to fear. And time to hope, so he could crush it. 
His blood was rushing, filling his ears, urging him on; he couldn't wait much longer. He yearned for the hunt. Hungered for blood, for fear, for death. He padded softly to the edge of the village, feeling his paws spread on the ground. He licked the grass. He could smell his prey, could smell the fear, the terror.
He began to lope softly into the woods. Never had his vision been so sharp. It was night; the moon had yet to rise, but he could see the burrow of the rabbit. He was not interested in rabbit though. Wouldn't be satisfied by rabbit. Not anymore. 
He ran faster. He wanted to make his first hunt last, but he was hungry. And he wanted to please her. She had chosen him for this task. He wanted to honor her, to give her everything she asked for. He ran faster and faster, following the scent of terror and desperation.
His eyes caught a glimpse of black hair streaming past a tree. His ears heard the panicked pad of bare feet. He could taste the fear. He ran forward quickly and jumped, pushing the woman to the ground with his paws, ripping out her throat with his teeth, tasting her blood.
Never had blood tasted so good, so dark, so terrified. For you, my goddess, he thought, kneeling to the dark. For you. Then he tore the woman into pieces and devoured her flesh, her terror, her fear, knowing he was not alone, feeling the Blood Goddess beside him, feeling her approval, her pleasure.
When his hunger was at last sated, Olikii ran swiftly back to his village. As soon as his tribesmen saw him, their cheers lifted the dark, and the feast began. Prey ran screaming into the woods, and Olikii's tribesmen donned their pelts and went hunting. Shrieks and growls, terror and hunger, fear and power filled the night, feeding the tribe, feeding the Blood Goddess, feeding the dark.
When dawn finally broke, it was greeted by the quiet weeping of the remaining prey and blood-soaked, gore-stained ground. Even the women and children had feasted on the remains, leaving none for the birds.
Olikii lay dreaming, still wrapped in his cougar skin, still wearing his claws, covered head to foot in blood. He dreamed he had eaten his brother, and he woke smiling. 
In a matter of months, Olikii was the most powerful man in his village. He knew, and they knew, without doubt that he could defeat any of them except his father. He was not yet sure he could defeat his father so he would wait until he was sure. Until then, he would be his father's most valuable warrior, most skilled hunter, most powerful ally.
When the snow began to melt, Olikii knew they would soon go on the hunt. Their prey was dwindling, and before long they would be forced to eat animal like any common man. Olikii spit at the thought. As if animal flesh could even began to feed his hunger. As the sun began to turn, Olikii killed the remaining sacrifices, and the women hung the flesh to dry. It was time.
His father led, but Olikii was right by his side. They traveled west, searching. It didn't take long to find a small, vulnerable tribe. Olikii and his father sat together on a ridge looking down at the village beneath them.
"I count a hundred warriors, maybe a hundred and ten," Olikii said softly.
"We have more," his father replied.
"Kill the warriors, and take the women and children?"
"Kill whoever you want. Take what is left. There are many more tribes. We attack at sunset," his father added decisively.
Olikii smiled. It was not hard to follow his father; he was a good leader.
Olikii stared into the village wondering who he would kill, whose blood he would taste, whose life he would end. His blood pumped excitedly, and his heart hammered madly. His first village. Was the Blood Goddess as excited as he was? Would she feast with him? He walked slowly back to their camp, savoring the moment, knowing he would never live this moment again.
As the sun slipped behind the hills, Olikii's tribesmen donned their pelts. There were bear and elk, bobcats, bison, and many other creatures, but Olikii was the only cougar among them. He'd killed the only other one months ago.
He paced impatiently, but his father finally nodded, and Olikii grinned. It was time. Time to kill. Olikii loped softly towards the village, leading the attack. As they grew nearer, he felt the air change. She was there; she was with them. He was in the presence of the Blood Goddess. He'd never been so excited for the kill, not once. His tongue couldn't wait to taste hot blood. 
He charged into the village, claws outstretched, tackling a youth and ripping his head from his shoulders. Screams erupted, breaking the silence of the evening, and even though the village warriors put up a valiant effort, it was not enough.
Olikii killed and killed and killed. He tore a squalling baby from its mother's back. He ripped an old woman from her fire. He clawed open the chests of many warriors. He killed until her satisfaction pulsed through his very blood. She was pleased; he had pleased her. Only then did he stop.
He was saddened for the moment to come to an end, but he removed his pelt and knelt before his father, seeking his approval.
"You did well, my son. Be the first among us to feast."
Pleasure thrummed through Olikii. "Thank you, Father. You honor me."
He chose the youth he'd first killed. He ate the eyes for vision, then the heart for strength. He ate and ate, until he was full to bursting, feasting as much on the screams of the remaining villagers as on the flesh of his kills.
When the warriors had finished feasting, the women and children came and ate their fill as well. A few warriors stood guard over the prey, but the others slept, full and content. And when the sun rose, the women would begin the long process of stripping the remaining meat and spreading it out to dry. In a couple of days, they would move on, taking their prey with them, enjoying the hunt as they went.




Chapter 3
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The next morning Olikii basked naked in the sun outside the defeated village, reliving the hunt, reliving every kill, tasting the blood on his lips.
He'd dreamed of the Blood Goddess again, and he longed to see her, to be in her presence. If he pleased her enough, if he gave her enough blood, maybe she would come to him and gift him with the vision of her loveliness.
Not one of their tribe had ever seen her, not once. In their two hundred years of worship, all they knew of her was the occasional vision, and Olikii longed to be the one. The one to see her. The one to kneel at her feet. To carry word of her back to his people. He knew she was pleased with him. He had felt it. She had been with him during the hunt. She had fed as he had fed. If only he could serve her more.
He stretched lazily, enjoying the heat, paying no attention to the screams. Prey was always screaming. They were weak; it was their way. But after a moment, he stopped and listened. These sounds were different. Voices were raised in argument, and they were the voices of his own people.
He growled, rolling to his feet, grabbed his pelt, and ran towards the village center. There were two men, white men, filthy blood, standing in the village center speaking to his father. How had they gotten so close? Why hadn't his father gored them already?
He felt a bit of fear wave off his father, and he frowned. What weakness was this? Had his time come so soon? Was today the day he became chief?
Excitement rushed through him as he pulled his pelt over his head, silently singing the words, grinning as it fused to him, making him more. If he was going to kill his father, he wanted to do it as his cougar self, his true self. He stalked slowly through his people, closer and closer, drawn by his father's fear.
Behind him, he felt his warriors don their own pelts. They were his now. He could feel it. He was their chief. They would follow him because he was strong; he felt no fear. But his father was weak. Olikii padded closer and closer, hunger devouring him.
His father was arguing with the white men. The taller white man said something about letting the prey go, and Olikii laughed. They always let the prey go. Eventually. It was so much more satisfying when they ran.
Olikii crouched, readying himself, and the taller one glanced past Olikii's father, and his bright-blue eyes met Olikii's, holding them, showing no fear, no terror, just understanding and irritation.
"They're skinwalkers," he stated, hand shifting towards his gun.
The other man followed the first man's gaze, and his sharp, scarred face grew even harder. Agitation rolled off him in waves, but it wasn't because of Olikii.
"Damn it, Pecos," he snapped. "Didn't I say we should come in the back way?"
Olikii growled. Who were these men? Why weren't they trembling in fear? No one stood against Olikii's tribe. No one. They served the Blood Goddess. They were more powerful than all the other tribes. They could defeat more than a hundred warriors without losing a single man. And these two white fools dared not to fear them? When Olikii was done with his father, he would tear the flesh from their filthy bones, and he would feast on it.
"Well, you was itchin' for a fight, Doyle," the tall one drawled. "Now you got one."
"I was itchin' for a fight with you," the scarred one retorted.
The tall one shrugged. Olikii saw his father step forward, knife in hand. A sharp bang rang out, and his father slumped lifelessly to the ground. Olikii growled helplessly. The tall one had stolen his kill. How dare he?
No matter, Olikii thought; hunger making his tongue sweat. He'd never tasted the blood of a white man before and today he would. Olikii gathered his strength and jumped, flying over his people, claws outstretched, tongue ready to taste the tall one's blood, teeth ready to rip his heart from his chest.
The tall one looked up, eyes never changing, fear never coming; and Olikii jerked in surprise as the man's fist swung up and slammed into his jaw. Olikii flew backwards, crashing into his clansmen and tumbling across the ground.
He leaped to his feet with a snarl. No one had ever touched him before. No one. He'd rip the tall one's hands from his arms before he killed him.
He pounced, jaws spread wide, but again he was met with pain. Confusion flooded his mind as he dropped to the ground at the tall one's feet. He tried to stand, but a terrible pain spread through his chest, followed by numbness.
He gazed at the man in confusion and saw that the man's fist was covered in blood. Olikii turned his head slowly and stared at his own chest, stared at the fist-sized hole and the blood pumping out of it. He could feel the cougar's power leaving him. He could feel his strength fading. He was dying, but he couldn't be dying. He was her servant. She wouldn't let him die.
He turned his face to the sky, waiting for her to appear, waiting for her to save him, to rip the heart from the white man and feed it to him. But then he felt it. Her displeasure. Her disappointment. Her indifference. He had failed her, and she had turned her back on him. His last thought before the darkness took him was that he would never see her beautiful face.
The Blood Goddess felt a surge of irritation as she watched every one of her skinwalker worshipers die at the hands of two paltry white men. The skinwalkers had failed her, but at least their deaths had fed her. She sighed, soaking in their pain and confusion, watching as the tall man tore through her most devoted servants.
As she watched, her irritation was replaced with hunger. A deep, yearning hunger; a hunger that only the death of this tall man could satisfy. With his strength and power flowing through her, she would finally be strong enough, powerful enough, to undo the wrongs that had been done to her people.
Fortunately, the Black Shaman was not the only one watching that day. And instead of hunger, the other watcher was filled with hope. Small and fledgling, but bright.
He'd tried many times to send the Black Shaman to her grave, but he had never succeeded. He couldn't succeed. He knew that. He'd watched the currents of time enough to know he didn't win. Except once, when he did.
That moment had hinged on a man named Andrew Rufus, but try as Ahanu might, he could never get the timing just right. It was possible though that with just the slightest bit of meddling and the folding of time just an inch or so, it would finally work.
And if it didn't, he'd just try again. And again and again.  




Still need to see how Doc's friend Andrew Rufus became a legend? 
 

 
If you haven't already read THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS, the entire seven book series is available on Amazon.com under M.M. Crumley or THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS. That being said, here's an amazing excerpt to wet your palate.
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They rode quickly south, but not before the zoldiers burst from the trees and started firing. One of the spare horses went down, and Andrew quickly sliced its lead and kept going. Another group of zoldiers charged through the trees in front of them, and Doyle turned to the east.
The zoldiers leaped at the horses, knives in hand. One grabbed Doyle's reins, but Doyle pulled his sword and sliced through the zoldier's arms before it managed to stab him. The arms fell to the ground, but the zoldier kept running after them.
Pecos punched a zoldier trying to grab his horse in the face so hard the zoldier flew into a tree with a crash. Andrew hugged Widow Maker's neck, trying to stay tight behind Doyle and the others.
He could feel Widow Maker straining and knew Widow Maker wanted to run ahead. "We have to stay with the others," he whispered in Widow Maker's ear.
Something heavy suddenly crashed into him, crushing him into the saddle. Andrew almost fell to the ground, but he managed to hold his seat.
An arm wrapped around Andrew's neck, and he felt something cold slip into his side. He blinked in confusion. Had he just been stabbed? He pulled his knife with a jerk and sawed through the arm around his throat, but the zoldier just switched arms. Warm blood oozed down Andrew's sides, both of them.
Pecos! I need you! he yelled in his mind. Pecos turned abruptly and rode back towards Andrew. As he rode by, he reached out an arm and ripped the zoldier from Andrew's back, tearing the zoldier's head off as he rode and hurling it into the forest.
Andrew flinched as pain rushed up his sides. He'd never been stabbed for real before, just dream stabbed, and he thought it might actually hurt worse than being shot. He wondered how deep the knife had gone. He glanced at his side. There was so much blood.
Was he dying? How fast could a knife wound kill you, anyway? He knew the answer to that. The zoldier just hadn't gotten him in quite the right spot.
He was feeling woozy all over, but he jerked upright when Pecos pushed his shoulder, straightening Andrew in the saddle. "Hold on, boy," Pecos snapped. "And heal yourself, damn it!"
Widow Maker jumped a fallen log, and Andrew gasped as fiery pain shot through him. He closed his eyes and focused on the pain, reaching for the power, asking it to heal him.
The power slid into his sides and stitched his wounds closed, healing him. Andrew sighed in relief, but wobbled in the saddle. He must have lost a lot of blood. He had to figure out how to focus the power to heal while he was under attack. One of these days he was going to get into trouble.
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Diana finished dressing, grabbed her laptop, and headed for her front door. That's when she saw it. A dead bunny, spread out on her entryway rug, intestines forming a heart shape around its dismembered body.
She froze, feeling cold and terrified all over. There was a dead bunny on her floor. A dead bunny. Dead and cut into little pieces. Like a jigsaw puzzle that needed put back together.
Diana wanted to scream, but the scream got caught in her throat. It was choking her, but so was the fear. Somehow she knew that her crazy, odd, annoying, sexually inappropriate stalker had broken into her house and left her this bunny. While she was sleeping. In bed. All alone.
He could have watched her, could have touched her, could have raped her or killed her in her sleep. But he hadn't. He'd left her a present or a warning or a something else instead.
She stared at her front door, part of her mind realizing that the dead bolt and chain lock were both still locked. How had he gotten in? When had he gotten in? Was he still here?
A floorboard creaked, and she spun with a shriek. She didn't see anyone, but she could feel him. He had been here. He could still be here.
She bolted up the stairs, heart pounding, whole body shaking in horror, and locked herself in the bathroom. She leaned against the door, listening, waiting for his fists to pound on the door demanding entrance, but all was silent. Too silent.
She turned from the door to stare at the tub. The shower curtain was closed. Had she closed it last night? Did she usually close it? That didn't seem like something she would do. What if he was in there, waiting for her, waiting to dismember her like he had the bunny?
Her breath came faster and faster. She had to check. She had to look behind the curtain. She imagined him behind it, crouching in the tub, villainous face grinning with glee, hands getting ready to grab her.
Anger suddenly filled her. If he was in there, he'd better get ready for a surprise because she wasn't that girl. She wasn't going to scream and beg "oh please don't hurt me!"
No; she was going to bash his head in with... She glanced around the room trying to figure out exactly what she would bash his head in with, but there weren't a lot of options. She finally grabbed the toilet plunger. It wasn't much, but it was all she had. Then she ripped the shower curtain open, body poised to attack. The tub was empty. He wasn't there.
She leaned against the bathroom counter, adrenaline making her shaky and sick. When her heart had calmed a little, she pulled out her phone and looked for Detective Reynolds' phone number. Surely now he would do something.
She grimaced. What? What would he do? He would look at her with that same fake concern he always used and say, "I'm sorry, Ms. Flynn, but there's nothing I can do."
One, she didn't know who the stalker was. She had theories, sure, but Detective Reynolds wasn't going to go around harassing people over theories. Especially not hers.
His advice had been to move. And if she didn't want to move, install a security system. And if neither of those worked, she could always move back in with her dad.
Diana swallowed a self-deprecating laugh. That's exactly what she was trying to avoid. She had finally managed to make it on her own. Finally. She'd gotten a job outside of Flynn Inc. She'd bought her own house. She'd moved out, and she was making it. There was no way in hell she was going to let some weirdo stalker take it all away. No; she was staying put. Which meant... She needed to figure out who Mr. X was so she could turn him over to the police.
She stared at her locked bathroom door. She couldn't exactly do that from inside her bathroom. Nope. She was going to have to open the door.
She thought about calling Josh and asking him to come over and check the house, but she couldn't do that. It'd be like opening the door to an elephant. One foot in, and the whole damn house goes down. 
She'd just have to do it on her own. But surely she could find a better weapon than a plunger. She searched the bathroom cabinets, but unless Mr. X was the kind of man who ran from tampons, she didn't have anything better.
She unscrewed the plunger part and hefted the stick in her hand. It wasn't much, but her ex-husband Sean swore it was possible to beat a man to death with a rolled-up newspaper, so she should surely be able to defend herself with a stick.
She took a deep breath and unlocked the bathroom door. Her bedroom looked empty, but there were plenty of dark spaces, hidden spaces, spaces where a crazy stalker could hide. She wasn't sure if she should check inside the closet or under the bed first.
If she did the bed first, he could sneak up on her from the closet. If she did the closet first, he could sneak up on her from under the bed. She needed two sets of eyes. Which she didn't have.
"Show yourself," she demanded. "I have a gun."
That was probably a stupid thing to say considering what she really had was a plunger stick, but it didn't matter because nobody rolled out from under the bed.
She gripped the stick tightly and walked slowly towards the bed, glancing back towards the closet just before she yanked up the sheet and looked underneath. Nothing. Not even a speck of dust.
She checked the closet next, then the entire top floor. Then the entire bottom floor. Her house was empty. Just her and a dead, dead bunny.
Diana stood in the hallway, plunger stick in hand, and stared at the bunny. It couldn't have been deader, but part of her expected it to jump up and hop away. Or maybe jump down a hole Alice in Wonderland style. This whole thing was unreal.
Why had Mr. X suddenly gone from creepy notes outside to dead bunnies inside? It didn't make sense.
She didn't want to deal with it, but since she was the only one here she walked into the kitchen and raided Matt's stash of rubber gloves and trash bags. Matt was a neat freak, which explained why there wasn't any dust under her bed, or anywhere else for that matter.
She wasn't particularly neat or clean or organized, except when it came to work. She didn't care about things like cup arrangement or shirt color organization. She didn't like to wash dishes or clothes, and she hated cleaning house, especially dusting.
That's probably why she'd fallen for Matt in the first place. He was everything she wasn't. He cleaned and cooked and organized and did all those other things Diana didn't care about. But what she liked most of all was that he didn't harass her to change; not like Sean had. He didn't argue with her and tell her things she didn't want to hear.
She pulled on a pair of rubber gloves and went back to the dead bunny, gently picking its dead little body off the floor. It felt soft and floppy in her hand, and she swallowed a gag. She couldn't believe she was touching it. She should have called Josh. No. Elephants and houses.
She dropped the bunny into the trash bag, and that's when she saw the note underneath it. She opened it slowly, leaving dark, bloody smudges on the red envelope.
"Why deny me?
Why ignore me?
Don't you love me?
You should adore me.
My love is this bunny.
Easily broken.
I love you.
I need you.
Don't make me kill you.
XOXO."
Diana's hand trembled as she shoved the note into the trash bag with the bunny. Mr. X had never threatened her life before. What had changed?
"Why ignore me?" Was all this just because she hadn't read his note last night? A frisson of irritation ran through her. She hadn't opened his note because she hadn't wanted to. She was sick of reading them. Sick of knowing he was out there, thinking of her and watching her.
If she didn't want to read his note, she damn well wouldn't, and no dead bunny was going to change her mind. He was just trying to frighten her, control her, get her to dance to his tune, but she'd had enough of that to last a lifetime.
"Don't go outside in the wind, Diana. You'll catch cold." "Watch your step, Diana; the sidewalk's slick." "You look a little worn out, Diana; go lie down."
It wasn't her fault she had been premature. It hadn't made her weak though. Short, yes. Weak, no. In spite of every single doctor's dire predictions, she was perfectly fine. They had prodded her and poked her, measured her and weighed her, and they had all found her wanting. But she wasn't. She was strong. She was capable. She didn't get sick at a single drop of rain.
She refused to be scared. She wasn't scared of the rain, and she wasn't scared of Mr. X.
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M.M. Crumley grew up in the woods of Colorado. She spent most of her time outside weaving stories in her mind while she explored.
About her writing, she has this to say:
"My characters are real to me, and on the page they become three dimensional. They are not stagnant. They change; they screw up; they conquer their fears. Sometimes they're unlikable. Sometimes they're broken. Sometimes they're on top of it all. Sometimes trouble finds them, sometimes they go looking for it, and sometimes that trouble defies explanation."
She also writes psychological thrillers under the name M.M. Boulder.
Follow M.M. Crumley on Amazon.com to receive notifications of new releases or sign up for her VIP email at www.loneghostpublishing.com/
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Fellow literary critics, I'm sure you are asking yourself why you
should bother leaving a 5 star review for the Doc books. I ask myself
that same question, but if you don’t... who will? I certainly can’t. T
don’t have hands anymore, not that anyone ever remembers. I point
this out because people who don’t like something ALWAYS make
time to leave a critical review, which confounds me, but I digress,

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

the hero of the series.

Thave it on good authority that =
leaving a review only takes a second,
and it encourages other readers to give
these wonderful books the chance they
deserve. You wouldn'l want Lo deprive
them of my company, would you?

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

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

just a plant... you take what you can get.
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