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 Book 4:
INSTINCT
M.M. Crumley
For really good friends. 
The ones you'd do anything for
 




Chapter 1
 

 
Doc Holliday seethed with fury as he studied his wrecked suite. Half the entrance wall was missing, all the furniture except one couch was tossed against the wall beside him, and there was a dog-shaped hole in his bedroom wall. Even the chandelier, which he'd gone through the trouble of smuggling home from Russia, had been broken and was shattered all over the sitting room floor.
He forced his hands to unclench, but they tightened right back up. In spite of all their interactions over the last hundred years, the Jury family still didn't know him. An oversight they would soon come to regret.
Beyond the broken door and debris, the elevator door slid open, and Jervis stepped out, stance lithe and cautious, but he relaxed as soon as he saw Doc.
"The cameras went out all over the building," Jervis said as he navigated through the broken doorframe. "What happened?"
"The Jurys," Doc replied flatly.
Jervis cocked a single eyebrow. "But you didn't touch Mrs. Jury."
"No. I did not."
"So why...?"
"I don't know." Rage cascaded through Doc, and he struggled to control it. He could be mad. And he was mad. He was very, very, very mad. But it needed to be contained. Perfectly contained and sharpened to a needle point. 
Jury's witch hound butted against Doc's leg, and Doc absently ran his hand over Brute's silky head. "It's alright, boy," he said. "We'll find him."
Jervis looked between Doc and Brute for a moment, then said softly, "Where is Mr. Jury?"
"The Jurys took him."
"I see. What can I do, sir?"
For a moment, Doc considered hunting them down right that second, dragging them to the ground, and beating them each to death with their own limbs. But that wouldn't do, and he knew it. That was definitely the anger talking.
He could suddenly see himself facing his father over a marble chessboard. "Strategy, my boy," his father said cheerfully. "That is how you win at chess."
"Strategy," Doc growled. "Strategy."
"Sir?" Jervis questioned.
"I'm going to talk to a Jury expert," Doc said. "When I get back I want Sidney and Julian LaRoche, Bennie, Simon, and Fernsby here, and if they don't want to come, convince them to."
Jervis's lips turned upward in a very cold, sharp smile. "Certainly, sir."
Doc glanced at the couch where Jury had been sitting. It was the only piece of furniture that hadn't been overturned or broken. He could still see Jury standing and following them meekly out the door, and he wondered briefly if he'd been compelled to go. But even if Jury had gone willingly, he hadn't wanted to go, otherwise the entire Jury family wouldn't have shown up to escort him home.
It was starting to make sense now. Jury's short temper as of late. His offhanded comments about his family and having nothing to lose. He'd known they were coming for him. He'd known, and he'd said nothing. Normally, Doc would have been seriously annoyed at Jury, but he didn't have room to be mad at anyone else.
"It's nothing personal, John," Abigail had said right before she'd knocked him out with a gigantic magic fist.
She was wrong. It was very personal indeed.
It was only when Doc reached the elevator that he realized Brute was right behind him.
"Stay," Doc commanded, pointing towards his suite. Brute glared at him and stepped forward when the elevator opened. "I said 'stay'!" Doc snapped.
Brute shrugged and walked into the elevator.
"No!" Doc exclaimed. He did not need a witch hound dogging his steps. There was nothing Brute could do to help, and besides that, he would probably drool all over Doc's upholstery.
Brute tilted his head as if to say, "Are you coming?"
Doc sighed. It was clear he wasn't going to win this fight. "Fine," he muttered. "But I'm in charge." He swore Brute smiled.
Within the hour, Doc was banging on the Baker family's front door. For a moment no one answered, but finally Doc saw the peephole darken, and then Frankie cracked the door.
"Doc?" she said worriedly. "Is something wrong?"
"Why're you here?" he asked. "Where're Mr. and Mrs. Baker?"
Frankie shrugged. "They aren't here very often."
"But Johnny and Jules were kidnapped!" he exclaimed. "Surely... They should be here."
She shrugged, and the anger rolled through him once more. This time at himself. By the time he'd finished killing the last of the Acolytes, the children had already been ushered home, and he'd just assumed Johnny and Jules were with their parents. He'd assumed wrong.
"So you live here with them?" he asked, for the first time wondering how old she was. Perhaps she was a witch nanny instead of a witch babysitter. 
"Most of the time."
He supposed that explained why they kept showing up at his door at all hours of the day.
"Are they doing alright?" he asked.
Jury's kidnapping had practically wiped Edgar from Doc's mind, but the children were probably still reeling from their experience. After all, Doc wasn't the only one who had suffered a loss today. Out of the forty-two children Edgar had stolen from the witch academy, sixteen had been murdered before Doc and Jury had showed up.
"They've been better," Frankie said with a shrug.
"I'm sorry. I should've come by sooner. I didn't realize..." He trailed off. They weren't his responsibility, and he resented that he already felt like they were.
"Anyway," he said. "I need to see Jules. It's important."
"Okay." Frankie's eyes suddenly looked past Doc, and her mouth dropped open. "Is that..." she stuttered. "I mean... It's... Um..."
"It's a witch hound," Doc said dismissively. "Johnny's idea, if you will recall."
"What... What is it?" she whispered, stepping backward.
"Technically, magic and a whole helluva lot of evil vampire blood."
Frankie's faced turned white.
"But," Doc hastened to add, "he seems really nice." It sounded sketchy, even to him. To be honest, he hadn't yet formed an opinion about Brute besides that he was stubborn and didn't like following orders.
"He?" Frankie asked.
"I guess," Doc shrugged. "His name's Brute."
"Brute?"
"Yes."
Brute had sat on the floor beside Doc and was studying Frankie with that gimlet eye Doc was coming to recognize.
"It's a she," Frankie said.
"What? Who?"
"Brute. Is a girl." Frankie wasn't pale anymore; in fact, she was edging towards Brute in a cautious manner.
"Jury called it a he. It's a he," Doc argued.
"No," Frankie insisted. "It's a she."
"How can you tell?"
"How can you not tell?"
"Goddamn it!" Doc growled. "I don't have time for this! What does it matter if it's a she or a he?!"
"I just think she might appreciate being called a she," Frankie said woundedly.
"It's a dog made of blood," Doc ground out. "I highly doubt that it cares."
Brute gave him a hard stare and licked Frankie's hand. "I think she does," Frankie insisted. She was scratching under the hound's chin now, a happy smile plastered on her face.
"Strategy," Doc whispered. He wasn't in a hurry. He didn't need to be in a hurry. He needed to take his time and arrange his pieces the way he wanted them, so that when it was time, he could move in swiftly for the kill.
"Alright. She's a she," he agreed. "Can I talk to Jules now?"
"She doesn't like her name."
Doc swallowed an exclamation of disgust and said, "How do you know?"
"I don't know," she said. "I just know."
Doc's lip twitched. He couldn't count the number of times he'd had to wait for Andrew to finish having an argument or discussion or something or other with his cantankerous horse. Maybe Frankie really did know.
"So what should we call her?" he asked.
"Boudica," she replied without hesitation.
"The warrior queen?"
"I don't know," Frankie said. "That's just what she wants to be called." She seemed a little surprised at herself, and Doc grinned. Perhaps Frankie belonged in the Hidden more than she thought she did.
"Boudica it is," he said, studying Brute, or Boudica, with a slight sense of unease. How much of her was Jury and how much of her was Elizabeth Haddock?
Boudica grinned at him, and his eyes narrowed. "I'm watching you," he warned.
"Me?" Frankie asked.
"No... Never mind. May I speak with Jules now?"
"Yes, sorry," Frankie blushed. "They're in the kitchen."
He followed her down a short hallway into a bright kitchen. Johnny, Jules, and Addison were sitting around the kitchen island, sipping hot cocoa.
Jules' and Johnny's eyes were both rimmed with red. Seeing their tear-stained faces and sad eyes made the rage claw its way forward again. He pushed it back firmly.
"Doc's here," Frankie said.
"Doc!" Johnny exclaimed, jumping down from his stool and taking a step towards Doc before halting and stuttering, "You're... you're okay?"
"Yes," Doc grinned. "It's kind of my thing."
"But you were... burned and..." Jules stammered, eyes wide with disbelief.
"I thought you knew," Doc said. "Didn't Dr. Feyrer cover it in her book?"
They both shook their heads.
"I'm immortal," he said.
"Yes, but..." Jules trailed off.
They were all four staring at him, and he sighed. He hated explaining it. When he put it into words it sounded so... villainous.
"When I kill someone," he said slowly, "I absorb their energy, and if I'm burned or cut or something, the energy heals me."
"Oh," Johnny breathed, eyes widening. "You're like an energy vampire."
"I suppose," Doc acknowledged. It was better than most of the things he'd been called.
"So you can't die?" Jules asked.
"I'm sure I could," he shrugged. "I just haven't yet."
"Wait," Frankie said. "You eat people?"
Doc grinned at her. "Yes."
She paled. "Johnny said vampires aren't allowed to kill people anymore."
"They aren't, but I'm not a vampire. To live, I kill. If it helps, I only kill bad people."
Frankie frowned. "Who decides if they're bad?"
"Me."
"Define bad," she demanded.
She would not like his definition of bad. Not one little bit. He'd once killed a man for being profusely vulgar in front of a group of small children.
"Enough about me," Doc said cheerfully. "How are you two doing?"
"We're fine," Johnny said, ducking his head.
Doc recognized that look. It was the look of someone who felt like they should have done something to stop bad things from happening. It was a look of shame.
He took a deep mental breath, kicking himself as he did. He should have talked to them sooner instead of assuming they understood what had happened and were handling it well.
"You do realize that you were abducted by Cynric Jury?" he asked, sitting across from them.
A startled laugh jumped from Jules. "That's ridiculous!" she exclaimed.
"He was the head," Doc said.
Jules' face turned chalk white. "No," she breathed. "It can't... He couldn't... Oh my god! Seriously?"
"Seriously. There was nothing either of you could have done to prevent him from kidnapping you and the others, and certainly nothing you could have done to save their lives."
"But—" Johnny started to say.
"No," Doc said firmly. "Nothing. It was sheer luck that I managed to kill him. If it hadn't been for the Stone of Alarius, we'd probably all be dead right now."
"But—" Jules began.
"No," Doc interrupted again. "Nothing you could have done. Be happy you're alive. This is one day you might not have had otherwise. Savor it, enjoy it, let the wonder soak into your skin."
"But—" Johnny said.
"But nothing!" Doc exclaimed. "I have it on good authority that Cynric Jury is, or was, the most powerful witch in the world. What could you possibly have done?"
"Nothing," Jules said softly.
"Exactly." He studied them and added, "You have to let it go. Promise me you'll let it go?"
Jules and Johnny glanced at each before meeting his eyes again and saying in unison, "We promise."
"Good. Remember that promise every time the guilt tries to get you." He stopped himself from saying that he knew all about guilt. That was beside the point.
"I also need you to promise me you won't tell anyone what I just told you," he added. "Besides Jury and I, no one knows about Cynric. We pinned the whole thing on Edgar, and I'd rather people didn't know about the world's most evil and powerful witch rising from the dead; it could cause a whole rash of problems."
Doc didn't want anyone to know that the undead artifact actually worked. The horrors it could unleash... He shuddered at the thought. He'd put it in the safe with the fetishes, and it would stay there until Jury had the time to unmake it.
"How can you be positive it was him?" Jules demanded, eyes narrow.
Doc shrugged. "Edgar said it was, and I don't think anyone else would have been able to do all the glamours and the teleportation and all that. I've been told a hundred times now that there's not a single modern witch strong enough to pull it off."
"You have a point," she said. "I really wish we knew for sure though."
"You and me both," Doc muttered. "Promise me you won't tell anyone."
"We won't," they said together.
"Frankie?" Doc questioned.
"Who would I even tell?" Frankie snorted. "I'm not even sure I know what you're talking about."
"I'm sure Jules will explain it to you," Doc drawled.
Frankie laughed, then caught his eyes and said, "I promise."
"Addison?"
Addison narrowed her eyes. "What do I get?" she asked.
Doc growled softly. "What do you want?"
"I want to know the name of the unicorn you kissed."
Doc pretended to ponder her request. "I don't know," he said gravely. "That's an awfully high price."
"Then I'm telling Mom."
"Addison!" Jules gasped. "You can't! Doc asked us not to."
"I want a unicorn name," she said petulantly. Her bottom lip popped out, and her little fists clenched, and Doc knew she was on the verge of screaming.
"You win," he sighed. "Her name is Liadawn."
"Liadawn," Addison breathed. "Liadawn."
"Now do you promise?"
"Yes. I'll never tell. I promise. Liadawn." She smiled at Doc happily, then suddenly said, "Cocoa? Frankie put three scoops of unicorn breath in it. Maybe it's Liadawn's breath."
"That sounds delightful," Doc said.
While Johnny and Jules whispered inside their magic bubble, Frankie poured Doc a cup of cocoa, and Addison gave him a plate full of lumpy chocolate chip cookies.
"Frankie and I made them," Addison said proudly.
"I'm sure they're delicious," Doc lied before eating one with a grin.
Johnny and Jules cringed, and the cookies on their plates suddenly disappeared.
Doc dropped one of the cookies into his cocoa and watched it sink to the bottom. "I'm afraid you owe Dr. Feyrer an apology, Jules," he said absently, trying to judge whether or not he could fit the rest of the cookies inside the cup as well.
"Why?" she asked, eyebrows drawing together.
"I conducted a case study, and her theory about the power increasing on the way in seems to hold true."
"What? A case study? How?"
"Never mind," he said. "I'll explain in more detail when you're older."
"Why older?" Johnny asked.
"It was a tad gruesome."
"Cool! Can you tell me now?"
"No."
"Why not?" Johnny begged.
"Are you older than Jules?"
"Well, no, but..." Johnny sighed. "Never mind."
"I'm still not convinced," Jules suddenly said. "Are you absolutely sure it was Cynric Jury? I mean, it's not like Mr. Achaean was trustworthy, right?"
He grinned and phrased his reply the same way he would have to Thaddeus. "I based my original supposition on the fact that Edgar was obsessed with Cynric, and then there was the powerful witch head that had no body. Ring any bells? And finally, Edgar called it, the head, Cynric. Are there any other powerful Cynrics running around?"
"Well, no. But how did Mr. Achaean find the head? And why were they here? In Denver? Why weren't they in England or something?"
"All good questions," Doc cringed.
"What was their plan?" she demanded.
"I don't know," Doc ground out.
"Then how do you know you stopped it?"
Doc sighed heavily. "If I could do it over, I wouldn't kill Edgar so that you and I could have answers to all those questions; but I can't, and so, unfortunately, our questions will never have answers."
"But—"
"No," Doc said firmly. "They will never have answers. Johnny, maybe you and Addison could keep an eye on Jury's witch hound. It's, I mean, she's in the other room. Apparently her name is Boudica."
Johnny's eyes widened. "Witch hound," he breathed. "You actually made one?"
"Jury did."
"How did he do it?"
"It's best not to say."
Johnny didn't wait for Doc to go on; instead he and Addison dropped from their stools and ran into the next room. Doc watched them go with a hint of unease. If Elizabeth Haddock was somehow part of Boudica...
"Frankie, would you please keep an eye on them?" he asked.
"Sure."
"What's wrong?" Jules asked as soon as they were alone.
"I need to ask you some questions about the Jurys."
"Alright."
"Why would they take Jury?" Doc asked, anger fighting to break free.
"You don't know?" Jules asked, face baffled.
"Don't know what?"
"Thomas Jury is engaged to be married."



Chapter 2
 

 
Doc stared at Jules, trying to make sense of her words. "What?" he finally said, lacking anything more clever to say.
"It's tradition," Jules said slowly. "Each member of the Jury family is contracted to marry another member of a powerful witch family."
"That's ridiculous. Why do they bother?"
"To keep the bloodlines strong," she said like somehow he should have known.
The Jurys' obsession with bloodlines was starting to annoy him. "So when did Jury get engaged then?" he asked.
"Thomas Jury has been engaged to marry the daughter of a prominent French family since he was twenty or so."
"I see," Doc said, afraid that he really did.
"Her name is Marie Baudelaire," Jules added, tone edged with irritation. "She's beautiful, or so I hear. They say her hair is like spun gold."
"So why did they come for him now?" Doc asked. 
"Witches aren't allowed to marry until they're of age," Jules explained.
"Which is?" Doc asked, feeling his heart sink.
"One hundred and twenty-five. Witches aren't even considered adults until they're one hundred and twenty," Jules added.
"I see."
He stared sightlessly into his murky cocoa cup. All this time Jury had known. He'd known, and he'd never said a thing.
"When's the wedding?" Doc asked.
"Eight days," Jules said. "Three days after his birthday."
Not as much time as he'd like considering what he was up against. 
"He doesn't want to get married," Doc said softly. "He told me so."
"Doesn't matter," Jules said matter-of-factly. "The Jury family is religious in their adherence to the old ways. For instance, they return to their place of origin every five years, and, while they no longer practice blood magic, they perform a sacrifice of magic. It's very complicated."
She paused, then added, "And when they work with magic, they only use Latin, which I personally always thought was silly. Why don't they use Gaelic?"
"I feel like we're getting off track here," Doc said.
"Sorry. It's just that what Thomas Jury wants doesn't matter. It's all about the bloodline. Even the 'witch rules' don't really hold sway over the Jury family. Phillip and Abigail Jury chose to have eleven children because they were the only Jury branch in North America and one of the first witch families to settle here."
"So?"
"So, it's been a witch law since the late 1600s that witch couples are only allowed to have two children. Because we live so long. Otherwise, there would be too many of us."
"What about your family?" Doc asked.
"Johnny and I only count as one."
"That makes no sense."
She grinned. "A lot of the witch laws don't. But please don't tell anyone I said that."
Doc nodded, not that he was paying much attention anymore. He was thinking about Jury, running through their many conversations in his head, trying to remember all the hints and clues Jury had dropped along the way.
He remembered Jury's face when he'd answered Doc's knock a couple months ago. He'd worn a look of intense irritation, but underneath there had been an expression of acute relief. He remembered Jury's emphatic statement that he wasn't interested in the white picket fence and two point five children. Jury hadn't been lying because he didn't like being lied to.
"If he doesn't go through with the wedding," Jules said softly, interrupting Doc's memories, "it would reflect very badly on the Jury family as a whole."
"So?" Doc snapped. "They have enough children to carry on the name and to have little witches and do whatever it is they do. They don't need Jury."
"You don't understand," she said sadly. "He really doesn't have a choice."
"He really does," Doc insisted.
"Not if he doesn't want to be ostracized by the entire elite witch sect."
"Who needs them?" Doc grumbled.
"You're not a witch. Furthermore, depending on the engagement contract, the penalty for breaking the contract might be very high indeed."
"Penalty?"
"Sure," she said with a shrug. "Contracts like that always have a steep penalty."
"Will you have an arranged marriage?" he asked, feeling unaccountably irritated at the thought.
"No," she replied. "We're working-class witches; it's not important who we marry."
"Why not?" he demanded.
"It's sort of like royalty," she tried to explain, "only based on power. The elite witches are the most powerful, and they do everything they can to stay that way. If you were to put it on a scale, Thomas Jury is a ten, at the top; Johnny and I are twos."
It was always about power. Thaddeus had wanted to measure it; Bosch had wanted to steal it; the Jurys wanted to hoard it; Doc was beginning to hate it. Power wasn't what made you powerful. You were what made you powerful. All you had to do was look at Andrew, and you understood that as a bone-deep truth.
Doc took out his cards and began to shuffle. He dealt two hands of gin, trying to think. He frowned at his hand, barely seeing the cards there.
He had two choices. Walk away and let Jury's life play out as it was planned or interfere based on his instinct and what he knew of Jury. He'd hazard a guess he knew Jury better than anyone else, and he knew for a fact Jury wasn't interested in getting married or carrying on the Jury family traditions.
"Gin," Jules said.
"What?"
"Gin."
He glanced down. He'd been playing without thinking, and Jules had ginned him. Now he knew how Jury always felt.
"Well done," he said with a wide grin.
"Thank you."
"Exactly how loyal is your aunt?" he asked. "The one you said works for the Jurys?" Ideas were finally taking shape.
"What?"
"How loyal is your aunt?"
"To the Jurys?"
"Yes, to the Jurys."
"She's worked for them for two hundred years," Jules said.
"So?"
"I don't know; I never asked," she hedged.
She was lying. Doc grinned. "You think she could be persuaded to help me?"
"Help you what?" Jules asked suspiciously.
"Break out Jury."
"You can't!" she exclaimed. "You're... You're just a man, and they're witches. Lots of them. Lots of sevens and eights, nines and tens!" she exclaimed. "You wouldn't stand a chance."
"I love those odds," Doc said.
"You're insane," Jules said firmly. "They'll kill you."
"I seriously doubt it."
She stared at him in disbelief for a while, and he watched her calmly, waiting for her to make up her mind. She was going to help him because she didn't want Jury to marry Marie Baudelaire any more than he did.
"I don't think..." she began.
He grinned.
"I can't believe I'm even thinking about it," she muttered.
She wasn't just thinking; she'd already decided.
"If my parents find out, they'll kill me."
"I won't tell them," Doc promised. "In fact, as far as I'm concerned, you and I never even had this talk."
"Are you sure he doesn't want to get married?" she demanded.
"Absolutely."
"I'll call her," Jules said.
"Only if you're absolutely certain she'll help me. Otherwise she'll give me away."
"Oh, she'll help you," Jules insisted. "Thomas is her favorite because he's the only Jury child who ever bothered to learn her name."
Doc grinned. The Jurys truly were the elite, and in the end that would be exactly what would bring them down.
"Just tell her I want to talk to her," Doc said, "and I'll call her once I'm there."
"Alright," Jules said, a gleam of conspiracy lighting her eyes.
"You're not going to go all ruley on me, are you?" Doc asked.
She thought about it for a moment. "No," she finally said, voice solemn. "I don't think I am."
When Doc arrived home, his door and wall had already been replaced. Jervis was nothing if not efficient.
Doc opened his door, not the least bit surprised to see that everything was once again in perfect order. Jervis was standing just inside; and the LaRoches, Simon, Fernsby, and Bennie were occupying the sitting room, sitting as far apart as possible, studying each other warily.
"Glad to see your mission was a success," Doc said.
"Certainly. May we speak in private for just a moment, sir?" Jervis asked.
"Sure. I need some whiskey," Doc said, walking towards his kitchen.
Doc uncorked a bottle and drank half of it, waiting for Jervis to speak.
"Am I right in assuming that the Jurys have taken Mr. Jury home with them?"
"Yes."
"For his wedding, I presume?"
"Does everyone know except me?" Doc demanded, ignoring the anger that tried to surge.
"I'm sure it's common knowledge to most of the witch sects, but other than that, probably not."
"But you knew?"
"Actually, since Mr. Jury showed no inclinations towards marriage, I had thought perhaps he had managed to escape his fate."
"His fate is Marie Baudelaire," Doc said flatly.
Jervis's face twitched almost imperceptibly.
"You don't like her?" Doc asked.
"I don't believe I said that, sir."
"You didn't have to. Your face actually moved, which must mean you dislike her quite a lot."
"What I wanted to say, sir, is are you certain this is the best course of action? Perhaps Mr. Jury is looking forward to his nuptials."
"He's not."
"You're certain."
"A hundred percent." Doc took another drink. "A solid seventy-eight percent," he amended. "I've jumped off cliffs with less certainty."
"So you have."
"I'm not wrong," Doc insisted. "I didn't see it before, but these last hundred years he's been trying to get all his living in. Trying to squish it into what little time he had, trying to experience everything, because he knew that when he hit a hundred and twenty-five his life was done."
"Done, sir? It's just marriage."
"It's not just marriage. It's the end. The end of Jury and the beginning of Thomas Jury, distant heir to a dukedom, one of the witch elite. He's been slumming it. Running around with a nobody, an outsider, a miscreant. It may have started as an extended holiday, sort of like a witch rumspringa, but it's not anymore. It's who Jury is."
"If you're certain, sir."
"I am!" Doc snapped, slamming his hand onto the countertop hard enough to rattle the glasses. "What about his vlog? His apoplectic fits of cussing? His oversized vehicles? His fascination with long-legged women? His love of the woods? The irritating little spells he invents to complicate other people's lives? His bloody witch hound?" Doc exclaimed, pointing at Boudica, who was sitting calmly beside him.
"You don't think I want to keep his damn dog, do you? And do you think Sir Thomas Jury, husband of Marie Baudelaire can own a witch hound? Do you think he can cuss until he's blue in the face? Do you think he can have a vlog, posting witch secrets to the world at large? Do you?!" Doc demanded.
"No, sir."
"Then yes, I'm goddamn certain!"
Jervis inclined his head slightly and followed Doc as he walked back into the sitting room.
"Why am I here?" Simon asked, eyes narrow.
"Because I need you," Doc replied. "I need all of you. There is, however, one caveat."
"Whatever it is, we ain't interested," Julian snapped.
Doc smiled thinly. "You help me, and not only will I pay you, but I'll also owe you a favor. I take my favors very seriously. In fact, having a favor from me is worth more than all the relics in your shop."
Julian snorted. "You've got a real high opinion of yourself, don't you?"
Doc had known they were going to be difficult; in fact, he'd planned on it. But he was wise enough to know that Simon would not appreciate being strong-armed, and he did not want to make an enemy out of Simon. He actually liked Simon, and he was well aware that Simon was much more useful as a friend. Furthermore, Doc still hadn't made time to rendezvous with Simon's sister Sagena, and he was rather looking forward to it.
"Jervis, would you please escort Simon out?" Doc requested. "Simon, I apologize for the inconvenience. If it's alright by you, I'll come by your office in a bit."
Simon stood, straightened his suit coat, and said, "I look forward to our discussion."
As soon as Simon was gone, Doc smiled coldly at the LaRoches. "We haven't known each other very long," Doc said easily, "but I can assure you, and Bennie here will attest to it, that you do not have a choice. You will help me, one way or another."
Julian's eyes turned angry. "And how exactly do you plan to make us? Magic don't work on us," he scoffed, gesturing towards Fernsby.
Doc hadn't forgotten that they were impervious to magic, but he also knew there were different kinds of magic. Just because they could see through glamours didn't mean they couldn't be hypnotized, but that wasn't why Fernsby was here.
"I don't believe in compulsion," Doc said. "I will, however, torture you in order to get what I need. Or you can help me willingly. It doesn't really matter to me. Either way, once your task is complete, you will allow Fernsby to hypnotize you. If you refuse, I'll kill you."
Julian stood.
"Sit," Doc commanded.
Julian stepped forward, stopping suddenly when one of Doc's knives nicked his ear.
"That was your only warning," Doc drawled.
"Sit, boy!" Sydney ordered. "You're letting your temper get the better of you. Sit, and let the man speak. What makes you think you don't want to help him in the first place? You're picking a fight before you need to, just like you always do."
"But, Pops—"
"No buts," Sydney gruffed. "You're likely to get yourself killed and then where would I be? I'd have to will the business to your cousin, gods forbid."
"He started it," Julian growled.
"Yeah, he did. He's clearly got some business he wants to discuss, so he started it. You got all mouthy, and now we know where we stand. At the end of a short rope. Are you satisfied?" Sydney demanded. "I could've done without it myself."
"Pops—"
"Sit!"
Julian sat, face mutinous.
"Thank you, Sydney," Doc said.
"Thank me with money, not words," Sydney retorted.
"Always. Now back to my caveat. As soon as you've given me what I need, you must allow Fernsby to hypnotize you so you forget all about it."
Julian's mouth opened, but Sydney elbowed him and said, "That's really gonna cost you."
"Just one problem," Julian broke in. "Who says we can be hypnotized?"
"Let's just hope that you can," Doc replied.
"I don't like this," Julian hissed to Sydney.
"The way I see it," Sydney said in a low tone, "is that we don't got much choice."
"But—"
"Does he look like he's messing around?" Sydney asked.
"I don't give a cat's shit what he looks like!" Julian snapped.
"Maybe you should start," Sydney said carefully. "One, he can hear you. Two, we stand to make quite a bit of money from this deal. Three, how do you expect me to explain to your momma that you wouldn't shut the hell up so now you're dead?"
Julian and Sydney glared at each other for a moment, then Julian ducked his head in submission. Doc grinned, feeling a rush of satisfaction. He had the upper hand, and they knew it.
"I'm losing money here!" Bennie snapped from behind Doc. "What is it you want?"
Doc sat and looked between them. "The list is rather long," he said.
Sydney pulled a notebook out of his shirt pocket, took a pencil from behind his ear, licked it, and sat forward, poised for action. Julian ground his teeth, but opened the journal he carried with him everywhere.
Bennie sighed, muttered "It's gonna cost you quadruple quadruple," and gestured for Doc to continue.
"This is fantastic!" Fernsby said jovially. "I've no idea why Father hated you so much."
Doc laughed and said, "You'll find out soon enough."
Bennie's face fell. "You can't kill him," he insisted. "He's the only one I got."
"I've no intention of killing him."
"I don't believe you," Bennie grunted. "You wrote the book on how to make enemies and then kill them. Let's get on with this; I don't have all night."
"Just one moment," Doc said. "Fernsby, Jervis is going to escort you to a room downstairs."
The room was quite nice, but it was really just a witch cage in the basement. Doc had had it built just in case. Just in case of what, he'd never been sure, but it was coming in handy now. 
At that exact moment, Jervis appeared in the doorway. "Mr. Fernsby, if you will follow me."
Fernsby stood and, for a second, seemed to consider his options. He studied Doc's impassive face, then said with a chuckle, "I think I'm starting to get it."
"It's just temporary," Doc said carelessly. "And the food is good."
"What more can a man ask for?" Fernsby said.
Doc waited until the door closed behind Fernsby before saying, "Sydney, I need any artifact you have that protects against magic or neutralizes magic or any variation of that sort. Drains magic, weakens magic, turns magic to the side. I don't care; I want it. If you know of an artifact nearby, acquire it."
"Hum," Sydney mused. "That's really, really gonna cost you."
"I really don't care," Doc said firmly. "Get it done. But just so we're clear, Jervis handles my bills, and sometimes he doesn't like what he sees."
Sydney paled slightly and cleared his throat nervously. "Artifacts," he said, scribbling something down in his pad.
"Julian," Doc said, meeting Julian's angry eyes. "First of all, simmer down. Nothing ever goes right if you're angry."
Julian opened his mouth to say something, but his eyes suddenly grew very sad, and he just nodded.
"Excellent. I need all the intel you can get me on the Jury family, the American branch, and the Baudelaire family, specifically Marie. I want to know where the Jurys live and where the Baudelaires are staying. I want floor plans, maps, entrances and exits. I want a list of servants. I want a detailed map of the surrounding area. I want to know when Jury's wedding is; I want the guest list; I want an invitation."
"Is that all?" Julian asked, voice seething with sarcasm.
"Right this moment."
"When do you want it by?"
"Tomorrow."
"You can't be serious," Julian protested.
"I'm very serious. One more thing, if you alert the Jurys, on purpose or by accident, there will be nowhere you can hide from me."
"I don't like you," Julian snarled.
"Most people don't," Doc said easily. "It's part of my charm. Right, Bennie?"
"Definitely," Bennie snorted.
"Now for you, Bennie, old friend."
"Don't old friend me. I already know where this is going, and I protest. Futilely, but I do."
Doc grinned ruthlessly. "I want plastic."
Bennie groaned. "Why're you doing this to me? If word gets out..."
"It won't," Doc said "because no one in this room will remember what happened after tomorrow. You'll just be richer and happier for it."
"I have a reputation," Bennie insisted. "It's taken me years to get this far."
"Your reputation is built on selling anyone and everyone out to the highest bidder. Everyone knows that."
"But I do it with style; plastic is crass."
"I have a list," Doc said cheerfully.
"Fine," Bennie grumbled. "Get on with it."
"I need..." Doc did some mental calculations. "I need at least fifty of those plastic coffins Bosch had."
"Fifty?!"
"Twenty- four at the bare minimum. Fifty would be better though. I don't really have a solid plan at this point, and I don't know how large the Baudelaire family is. I want plastic netting, plastic sheets, plastic gags, a batch of plastic knives and swords like Bosch had. I want a semi-truck with solid plastic trailer sides. And make sure there're shelves for the coffins in it."
"You seriously expect me to pull all this together in twenty-four hours?" Bennie stuttered.
"Alright," Doc allowed. "You can have thirty-six."
"Fine," Bennie sighed. "But only because when I'm done with you I'll be able to retire to Fiji."
"I have a few of the plastic guns already," Doc said, "but I'll need bullets for them. Jervis will give you what I have." Bennie nodded.
Doc looked around the room, studying each of them. Finally he said, "So what else do I need to launch an attack on the Jury family?"
"An army?" Sydney suggested. "A witch army," he added.
"The luck of the gods," Julian said flatly.
"Nah," Bennie said nonchalantly. "I think you have it covered. I've got a few odds and ends you might find useful that I'll include. Just one question, do you know how to drive a semi-truck?"
He did not. "No," Doc said slowly. "Is it difficult?"
Bennie shrugged. "How the Great Blind would I know? You want a semi with a sleeper in it?"
For a moment in his mind, Doc was there again, walking across that parking lot with Jury. Jury was laughing and saying something ridiculous about how he was going to buy a sleeper semi so they could cruise around the states, but he'd known he wouldn't. He'd known. Jury had known it was their last hurrah. And he hadn't said a thing. Goddamn him for being such a stubborn ass.
Bennie cleared his throat.
"Yeah," Doc said. "I want a sleeper. And hire someone to teach me to drive it."
"Is that it?"
Was it? Was he honestly going to do this? Just him and some plastic junk verses the entire Jury family?
The thought that Jury was suddenly lost to him, gone, forever beyond his reach made him a little queasy. Losing Andrew had only been manageable because he'd known Jury was out there somewhere, making love to a long-legged mermaid. He hadn't planned to lose Jury for hundreds of years, but if he married Marie Baudelaire, Jury may as well be dead. He would certainly never burn down the town again with the reprobate known as Doc Holliday.
If he thought for a second that Jury wanted this, that Jury wanted to become Sir Thomas Jury, son of the elite Jurys, he'd just walk away. He'd go to... Somewhere, anywhere.
Australia was probably nice this time of year. While he was there he could find a shaman and learn to navigate the dreaming so he could find Tozi and maybe, just maybe, have another last conversation with Andrew. One that ended without Andrew dying.
But that was beside the point, because he wasn't going to Australia. He was going to take on the Jury family with just a truck full of plastic junk. Because Jury needed him.
"I think that's it," Doc said.
"Good," Julian grumbled as he stood and headed for the door, Sydney and Bennie right behind him.
And then Doc was alone with his thoughts.
"That was rather enlightening," Thaddeus said.
"I forgot you were here," Doc sighed.
"I noticed."
"I'm sorry. It's just..."
"I know. I was here. Jervis was kind enough to repot me in a yellow pot this time. I'm getting rather sick of moving though. It makes me quite nauseous."
"Sorry, old boy."
Neither of them spoke for a long time. Doc stared at the couch where he'd last seen Jury, and who knew what Thaddeus was looking at.
"I'm sorry," Thaddeus said stiffly. "If it helps, I rather got the impression he didn't want to go. It was hard to tell for sure from the floor, but that was my impression."
Doc nodded.
"You really think you can get him back?" Thaddeus asked.
Doc shrugged. "I just killed Cynric Jury. What chance do the other Jurys stand?"
"You did what now?" Thaddeus questioned.
"Killed Cynric Jury. Weren't you listening?"
"When?"
"When Jury and I were talking, before... Well, before."
"I was asleep," Thaddeus grumbled. "The explosion woke me."
"Oh. Well, you were right."
"I'm sorry?"
"They really should have burned Cynric's head."
"I'm not sure I understand what you're saying," Thaddeus said. "Are you trying to say... Well, do you mean to say... What are you saying?"
"I'm saying Edgar had Cynric's head in a box. Cynric was the witch."
"I realize you're in the middle of something," Thaddeus said evenly, "but would you be able to perhaps tell me what happened?"
Doc grinned. At least Thaddy was the same old Thaddy. Although he'd honestly preferred the blue pot.



Chapter 3
 

 
It took Doc three hours to explain the whole Cynric and Edgar fiasco to Thaddeus. Mostly because Thaddeus interrupted about every other sentence to ask a question. Doc was beginning to understand why that was so irritating.
"But Ms. Baker is hale and hearty?" Thaddeus asked with concern once Doc was finished.
"Yes. Johnny and Jules are both fine."
"That's good. I quite enjoyed her company."
"I'm sure the feeling is mutual," Doc chuckled.
"I really wish you had brought Edgar back with you," Thaddeus muttered. "I'm curious to know where he found Cynric's head. Let alone how he brought him back to life."
"Please don't," Doc said.
"Don't what?"
"I can't handle it if you start adding more questions to my questions. Then I'll be tempted to take that damn artifact and raise Edgar just so I'll know what the hell they were planning."
Thaddeus snorted. "Well, you did at least destroy Cynric's head?"
"Eeeh..."
"Eeeh what?" Thaddeus demanded. "You did, didn't you?"
"The thing is, in the end, there was no head."
"What about the stone?"
"No stone," Doc sighed.
"That's not good."
"I agree, but Jury doesn't seem to think it's a problem. He assumes Cynric exploded."
"No offense meant," Thaddeus said slowly, "but Jury does not share our keen attention to detail. Did you see the head explode?"
"No. I saw..." Doc closed his eyes and tried to remember. The cracks were in Cynric's chest. Growing larger and larger. Cynric's head was on fire, his hair was burning, his eyes were balls of lava, but when the explosion happened, it was Cynric's body that had torn apart. "No," Doc said. "His body exploded."
"Curious. And where is the undead artifact now?"
"In my safe."
"Hum."
"Hum, indeed," Doc sighed, staring at Boudica's sleeping form.
He didn't like how the Cynric and Edgar thing had played out; it had left him with too many questions and not enough information to make solid guesses. Normally he'd sit here and obsess about it for days, but he couldn't. He had more important things to do.
He just couldn't stop seeing that vague look of despair that had crossed Jury's face when he'd said he didn't have anything to lose. He'd meant it. He'd honestly meant it.
It was the same look that had been on his face a hundred years ago when Doc had first faced him over a poker table.
"All in," Jury had said, pushing his chips into the center of the table.
Doc had studied him for a moment. He hadn't known Jury's name yet, but he knew Jury had a terrible hand, and he knew Jury knew he had a terrible hand. Why would he go all in? Unless he wanted to lose.
"Fold," Doc said. Ordinarily, he would have taken the win without a second's thought, but for some reason he was intrigued by this brooding young man with his obvious wealth and curious sense of despair.
Jury sighed and pulled the chips back towards him. The dealer dealt another hand.
"I'm Doc Holliday," Doc said casually. They'd been playing for two hours already; it was a rather strange thing to say at this point.
"Jury," the brooder grunted.
Doc chuckled softly as he examined his cards.
"What's funny about that?" Jury demanded.
"Nothing at all. I sometimes call myself jury as well, just not in that fashion."
"What?"
"You know, judge, jury, and executioner," Doc said cheerfully.
Jury just grunted and examined his cards. He had another lousy hand. Doc could tell because he sighed irritably when he got bad cards. "All in," he said again.
"Why do you want to lose?" Doc asked.
The onlookers gathered around the table groaned. "Just take his money!" someone hollered.
"He's got plenty!" someone else shouted.
Jury didn't even seem to notice them. "What does it matter to you?" he said.
"Fold," Doc said, placing his cards face down on the table.
"Goddamn it, man!" Jury exclaimed. "What's wrong with you?!"
"You want to lose," Doc said, "and I don't understand why."
Jury stood with a growl, fingertips glowing a vivid blue. "I said 'all in'," he snarled, eyes bright with rage.
Doc grinned slowly. "If you insist." He'd never met a witch before, but he understood power, and he suddenly knew this man had a lot of it.
Doc pushed in his chips and flipped his cards. He had two pair. Jury had nothing.
"Was that so hard?" Jury snarled, grabbing his coat from the back of his chair and storming from the room.
"I rather like him," Doc said, gathering his winnings.
No one else said a word. They were still trying to wrap their minds around the glowing fingers.
Doc tossed a chip to the dealer, then ran through the gambling hall after Jury.
Someone knocked on Doc's door, bringing him back to the present. It was Jervis. Doc could tell by the short, hard sound he made.
"Come in," Doc called.
"Fernsby is settled below, sir. What else can I do for you?"
"Have you ever been to Connecticut?"
"No."
"Me either. Jury wouldn't step foot in Connecticut, and I never had any reason to go there."
"I've been," Thaddeus said.
"Two hundred years ago, old boy."
"Yes, but I doubt if the Jury family estate has changed much," Thaddeus said irritably.
"Estate?"
"Yes. They are the elite. Did you just expect them to live in the city with the riff-raff?"
He'd never really given it any thought; but knowing the Jurys, they would want to be as far away from the riff-raff as possible.
"The estate is located outside of West Hartford," Thaddeus said. "It's hard to recall, but I believe it covers about a hundred acres or so."
That was not ideal, but just like being glamoured with a well-endowed ass or pimply face, he could work with it.
"Is the estate surrounded by woods?" Doc asked.
"It was then; I can't say about now."
"Thank you, Thaddeus," Doc said as he stood. "You've been invaluable."
"Pour me a glass before you leave, will you?" Thaddeus asked.
"Certainly." Doc dumped a bottle of brandy into Thaddeus's pot and followed Jervis out the door.
Without a word they stepped into the elevator. Jervis pressed the hidden button for the sub-sub basement, and they rode down in silence.
They stepped into a short hallway, Jervis keyed in a code on the thick metal door, and they walked through it into a large open basement, closing the door securely behind them.
The walls were lined with bits and pieces of their history. A wanted poster was hung near the door, a rather accurate drawing of Doc in the center. There was a rack of repeater rifles next to the poster, a worn leather whip dangling from one of the barrels.
A suit of armor was standing somewhere near the back, surrounded by tapestries depicting the hunt. The same man was leading the hunt in each of them. Doc wouldn't have been able to recognize him if it weren't for the eyes. Jervis could change his face, but he couldn't change his eyes, and the same silver-blue, hard as ice eyes stared out from the tapestries as were studying him now.
"This whole thing is a mess," Doc sighed, flopping onto an old fainting couch.
"Shall I come with you?"
It would certainly be easier with Jervis at his side, but he didn't care to bring more attention to Jervis than was necessary.
"No, you stay. I'll probably need your assistance in other ways. Give me odds."
"Twenty to one," Jervis said offhandedly.
"I've faced worse," Doc said. "Although I do wish I understood witches a bit more. They're like a wild card. I always hated wild cards."
Jervis chuckled dryly. "I think you have that backwards."
"What backwards?"
"You're the wild card."
"Really?"
"There is no possible way the Jurys could calculate any of your moves. They have no reference for your way of thinking, for your style of battle, for your wit. The Jurys, on the other hand, are all very clear cut. Philip is the king, Abigail the queen, Jury the Jack, the other children are tens and nines. They're all witches, so are predictable in certain ways. They depend on power more than weapons and skill. They consider themselves untouchable by others, and they are arrogant in their assumptions."
Jervis drew a sword from a weapon stand and gestured towards the center of the room. Doc drew a sword as well and moved to face him.
Jervis attacked, moving swiftly and silently, and Doc struggled to block the silver sword singing towards his torso.
"You're playing chess," Jervis said, breath coming easily despite his speed. "But at the same time you've circled the board and are stealing their pieces."
Something bumped into the back of Doc's legs, and he switched to the offensive, driving Jervis backwards with a series of short brutal slashes and thrusts. He got as far as the center of the room before Jervis started pushing him back again.
"You're always the wild card," Jervis said. "Because no one, absolutely no one, understands you. They can't understand your thought process, your reasoning of good and bad, your loyalty, your stubbornness, your affair with Lady Luck. As you said, at this point, you'd have to cheat to lose."
Jervis's sword point was at the base of Doc's throat now, pressing ever so slightly into Doc's skin. Doc swung his sword up sideways, knocking Jervis's sword to the side, slicing his own neck as his did. Then he tackled Jervis to the cold, hard floor, and held his knife to Jervis's throat.
"See?" Jervis said with a twitch of his lips. "No one tackles in a sword fight. It's just not done."
"But I can't beat you with a sword," Doc said, rolling to his feet.
"Exactly," Jervis stated.
Doc put the swords away, and they sat facing each other over a small chess table. Jervis moved a pawn. Doc moved a pawn.
"Shall I have Julian compile a map of Hidden entrances?" Jervis asked.
"May as well; though I doubt I'll use them. It would be best if no one knows I'm there. It's not as if I'll have Jury to glamour me."
Jervis moved another piece. Doc thought out a series of variables, then moved one of his.
"I'll be staying in a semi," Doc said.
Jervis's lips twitched.
"It's not funny."
"I'd never dream of laughing."
"I saw your lips move."
"But I didn't laugh," Jervis stated. "Will five cases of whiskey be enough?"
"I suppose," Doc grunted.
"Anything else you'll need?"
"I'll just have to free-range," Doc said with a grin.
He studied the board. Jervis had made some very sly moves, but they weren't sly enough. Doc moved a knight, and waited to see what Jervis would do.
They played in silence for over an hour, then Doc finally said, "Checkmate."
"Well done," Jervis said.
"Do you ever wonder why?" Doc asked.
"Why what?"
"Why we exist? Fundamentally, I know why I exist, but why do vampires exist, Takaheni, witches?"
"My father told me that there is a mother to each species. The mothers were sisters, and they each thought they could birth a perfect race for the spirit to dwell in. They began with the animals. One sister birthed reptiles, another birds, yet another mammals, and so on; but none of the animals proved to be the perfect vessel. Animals are focused on the basic elements, food, water, life; and the spirit could not guide them how it wanted. The mothers tried again."
Jervis reset the chess pieces.
"One mother birthed humans, another vampires, another trolls, another witches. Perhaps they each birthed many; I do not know. The spirit was to choose a race, and all the other races would be put to rest."
Jervis moved a pawn before continuing. "But the spirit could not choose. Each species had something to offer the others did not. Perhaps if the mothers could have worked together, could have laid their argument to rest, they could have created the perfect race together. But they did not."
"I see," Doc said, taking Jervis's bishop with his knight.
"And so, like the mothers, the species find themselves constantly at odds, fighting for dominion," Jervis finished.  
That was depressing. This whole day was depressing. Doc wished he was back in that triumphant moment, enjoying Cynric's defeat, tossing back shots with Jury, and planning to find a dragon. But that moment was gone.



Chapter 4
 

 
"I apologize for postponing our meeting," Doc said as he shook Simon's hand.
"I'm a business man," Simon said. "I understand these things. Whiskey?"
"Yes, thank you."
Doc sat in one of Simon's cushy leather chairs, grinning when Simon handed him a glass filled to the brim with whiskey.
"So, how may I be of assistance?" Simon said as he sat.
"If I recall correctly, Jury and I have a meeting with the tetrarch sometime this week?"
"Three days to be exact," Simon said.
"We won't be there."
Simon's face showed no emotion as he said, "The tetrarch will be most displeased."
"I'm sure he will," Doc agreed. "Can't be helped though."
"What do you expect me to tell him?"
"I imagine Philip Jury has already covered Jury's absence. As for me, tell him whatever you wish."
"I assume you take issue with Mr. Jury's upcoming nuptials?"
Was he seriously the only person in the Hidden who hadn't known Jury was getting married? "I do," Doc said irritably. "I really do."
Simon studied the inside of his whiskey glass for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice was careful and measured. "I'm sure that you of all people are aware that the Baudelaire family is not nearly as well liked as the Jurys."
He was not. He had never even heard of the Baudelaires before today, but he wasn't stupid. Simon was telling him something without telling him anything.
"I suppose that I am," Doc replied. "It's a curious thing to be certain."
"Not really," Simon said. "The Baudelaires' belief that witches are the ultimate species has not endeared them to anyone."
"Isn't that a belief the Jurys also share?" Doc asked casually.
"The Jurys may be haughty," Simon said guardedly, "but they do not abuse their position in society, if you understand my meaning."
Doc did. Although he wasn't precisely sure if Simon was trying to warn him about the Baudelaires or just letting him know they weren't well liked. Knowing what he knew of Simon though, he'd said all he was going to say on the subject.
"I have a cousin in Connecticut who you might like to meet," Simon added offhandedly. "He's an excellent tour guide."
Doc swirled the last bit of whiskey around his glass and wished that Simon was a little less cryptic. "This is rather a personal matter," he mused. "Why would a tribe I have never met assist me?"
"His love for the Baudelaires is stretched quite thin at the moment."
Interesting. "Why is that?"
Simon shrugged a shoulder and said, "That is his story to share or not to share. Suffice to say, if you need assistance, I'm sure he'd be happy to grant it. As for the tetrarch, I will do what I can, but he is not a patient man."
"You mean he wants something from me."
"Indeed."
"Do you know what it is?"
"No."
"He's probably not going to like my response," Doc confessed.
Simon grinned, revealing several sharp teeth. "Probably not."
"Can't be helped," Doc said, placing his glass on the table and standing.
"Is there anything else you need?" Simon asked.
"No."
"Then allow me to offer you luck, not that I think you will need it. It clings to you like old man's beard." He shook Doc's hand and added, "Sagena may also wish to extend her regards. She is upstairs. Third door on the right."
Doc's eyebrow shot up in surprise before he could stop it. This was a first. Normally men went out of their way to shield their sisters from him.
"I'm not sure I follow you," he said slowly.
"I think you do," Simon replied. "Now leave so I can begin to devise your excuse and abject apology to the tetrarch. I will, of course, wait until you've left the city to give it to him."
"Thank you," Doc said, backing slowly out of Simon's office.
Speaking with Simon about politics was always a little confusing. Simon was extremely careful how he phrased things, and Doc wasn't quite sure why. If his office wasn't bugged, about which Simon seemed fairly certain, why did it matter what he said or how he said it? But that wasn't the most confusing part. Had Simon really just told him to go see Sagena?
As the heavy wooden door closed between them, Doc turned towards the staircase and tried to decide if Simon was setting him up somehow.
Sagena. With her glossy, sleek fur and sharp smile. Sagena.
He'd risk it. He took the stairs two at a time, then walked slowly down the hallway. He was actually a tad nervous, and he was never nervous. Maybe that had been Simon's plan all along.
He knocked, and when Sagena opened the door, he forgot what he'd been going to say.
When he'd first met her, she'd been dressed in somewhat loose black canvas clothing, wielding a short sword, and ready for a fight. Tonight she was wearing nothing but a whisper of green silk.
"Doc," she purred. "Simon said you were on your way up."
Her hand clasped his, tugging him gently inside, and then she closed the door firmly behind him and slid the deadbolt into place.
"There is a Takaheni dance I'd like to show you," she murmured, warm breath sliding over his ear.
He grinned, purpose remembered and Jury momentarily forgotten. "Only if the steps aren't too complex," he chuckled, feathering his hand over her generous hips.
"Oh, I think you'll get the hang of it fairly quickly."
He did. And since practice makes perfect, they kept running through it for hours. When he finally left Simon's building, Doc was exhausted and utterly spent, but he was grinning from ear to ear. Sagena could certainly dance, and she wasn't afraid to lead either.
He whistled cheerfully as he walked towards the entrance to the norm world, somewhat surprised to register that it was nearly morning. He'd always found it humorous how physically exhausting sex with an amazing partner could be.     
He should have asked Bennie for a meal plan. He'd been so mad earlier that he'd forgotten he needed to keep up his strength. He had no intentions of going after the Jurys with half a tank.
Considering how many people he'd killed in the last week, it astounded him that he was even considering a snack, but keeping up with Sagena had taken a toll. Not to mention being nearly burned to death just a few days ago.
He rather wished he had Andrew's knack for healing. Andrew could have been run over by a train and come out the other side looking fresh as a morning daisy.
They were both wild cards, he supposed. That was one of the reasons why Doc liked Andrew so much. He was just as undefinable as Doc was. He wasn't a witch, but he carried around immeasurable power. He wasn't an immortal or a vampire, but he could heal from damn near anything. And he was faster and stronger and smarter than anyone Doc had ever known.
For a moment Doc wondered what Andrew was doing right now. Not the Andrew he had known, but the boy who would become him. Was he in the past right now? Or was he sitting in his kitchen somewhere drinking coffee? Or in someone's back yard eating a raccoon? 
In spite of his sex-addled state and wandering mind, Doc felt the sudden shift in the air around him. He didn't adjust his stride or miss a beat with his whistling, but all his senses focused on the change.
There was someone behind him. Several someones, and they weren't human. He knew that because humans couldn't possibly be so quiet. Not modern humans anyway.
He preferred to face problems head on, so he stepped forward, but instead of continuing through with the step, he spun quickly around giving the five trolls sneaking up behind him a start.
"To what do I owe the pleasure?" Doc said cheerfully, dropping his jacket casually to the ground.
"Our pleasure, not yours," the largest troll grunted.
Trolls were generally somewhat short and squat, although this one was quite large. Their small statue didn't make them any easier to kill, however, because instead of skin they had super-thick, stone-coated scales, and they punched with the force of a boulder falling off a cliff. They were not Doc's favorite fighting companions; not enough squishy parts.
"Since I'm clearly going to die," Doc said, "there's no harm in telling me who wants me dead, is there?"
That seemed to throw them. They had a quick conversation in trollish, then the leader said, "I suppose it makes no difference. Gionta told us to take our time."
"Gionta?" Doc mused, trying to place the name. "If only I could tell him thank you. How did you find me?"
"Gionta told us where to go," the leader said. "He promised us you were a tasty treat, but you're really not big enough for five of us. Never mind though; I'll eat your head."
"I call dibs on his right leg," another one growled.
"I want the legs!" the shortest one squeaked. "You can have his arms."
"I don't want the arms. I want a leg."
They all started to fight, presumably over which part of Doc they wanted to eat; he wasn't sure because they had switched back to trollish. While they were arguing, he worked out a quick strategy. It wasn't a great strategy, but it was something.
He crept carefully to one side, then launched himself onto the largest troll's back, forcing his knife between two neck scales. The troll howled in pain, trying to shake Doc to the ground, but Doc wrapped his arm around the troll's thick neck, and shoved four more knives deep into his flesh.
Black blood oozed from the troll's wounds, but he was still spinning and clawing at Doc's arm, so Doc shoved in one more knife, forcing it in as far as he could. Just as the troll began to stumble, a thick pair of hands clamped around Doc's leg and ripped him to the ground. Doc managed to pull a knife before the troll jumped on top of him, crushing Doc into the ground with all his considerable weight.
Doc's arms were trapped against his chest, so he tried to roll the troll off, but the weight was too much. The troll laughed smugly and pressed down with even more force. Clearly his plan was to smash Doc to death. Doc felt a rib snap, and his lungs began to ache. He didn't have much time.
He forced his hand upward, scraping the flesh from his fingers until he could move enough to shove his knife under one of the scales covering the troll's throat. Knowing it wouldn't be enough, he drove his hand through the ragged hole after the knife. He pushed all the way through the troll's neck, released his knife, and grabbed the troll's spinal column, ripping it back out the front.
Fetid black goo splattered over Doc's face, and the troll collapsed on top of him, crushing Doc into the cobblestones. Doc forced back the blackness trying to claw him under and managed to wiggle out from under the troll's dead weight. Once free, he started to roll, gulping air as he did, only stopping when he'd rolled under a park bench.
Two down, three to go, but these three were feeling a little more cautious. They surrounded the bench, but didn't attack. Instead they conversed angrily.
Doc breathed shallowly, trying to come up with a better strategy than hand to hand with three trolls. His body was slowly healing itself, but without the life force of another human being, it was taking its sweet time. He wouldn't be able to outrun them because his leg was broken, and he couldn't handle too many more full body hits because he already had several broken ribs. 
"Boys, boys," Doc wheezed. "I've only done you a favor. Now you don't have to share as much, and if you don't mind my saying so, he should definitely get my torso." Doc pointed at the smallest troll when he said this, grinning when the other two trolls looked the small troll up and down. "It's the best part," Doc added.
"Then why should he get it?" one demanded.
"He's clearly the better fighter," Doc stated.
"Not! I'm the better fighter!" the middle-sized troll exclaimed.
"I am!"
And they started fighting among themselves again, only this time they were fighting to prove who was the best. Doc crawled out from under the bench and watched as they pummeled viciously on each other.
Finally, the winner stood and announced, "I win! I am the best!"
"So you are," Doc agreed, shoving a knife into each of the troll's exposed ears, then slamming them all the way through with the palms of his hands.
"You... tricked..."
The troll collapsed, and Doc heaved a sigh of relief. He quickly shoved knives through the other trolls' ears too, just in case they weren't dead.
Then he lowered himself onto the bench with a groan. He much preferred fighting humans.
"I need some Worms," he texted Jervis. "Several. At the entrance near Simon's building."
"Certainly. Will that be all, sir?"
A wave of dizziness washed over Doc, making his head spin.
"I could use a quick meal."
"I'll see what I can round up."
Doc sat there as night turned to predawn, waiting and breathing as shallowly as possible, running the name Gionta through his mind.
"Gionta," he said. "Gionta." It was so familiar. He knew he knew it; he just couldn't place it. But it would come to him, and when it did...
It didn't take long for the Worms to arrive because they excelled at both speed and stealth, which was just as well since the Hidden would be waking up soon.
Robert, one of the Worms Doc had met before, took one look at the bodies and glanced back at Doc.
"Trolls?" he asked skeptically.
"Assassin trolls," Doc muttered.
"But there're five," Robert said.
"Yes?"
"And there's just one of you?"
"Yes," Doc sighed. "Can you take care of them or not?"
"Sorry, sir, right away. I just... Never mind."
"And I don't need to tell you to keep this quiet, do I?" Doc asked.
"No, sir. Client confidentiality," Robert said solemnly. "We'll get this cleaned up in a jiff."
"Good," Doc said, standing and limping unsteadily towards the exit. He was going to have a hell of a time shifting with a broken leg.
Fortunately, a Dulcis employee was already waiting for him by his car.
"Mr. Holliday, sir," the woman said.
"Nice to see you again, Emily."
She blushed and ducked her head. "Um... Mr. Jervis told me to meet you here, sir."
"Did he send you with a package?" Doc asked, hoping very much that Emily was not the package. He rather liked her.
"Well, not exactly, sir. He gave me an address and told me to drive you there."
Doc looked past Emily at his beautiful green McLaren. He glanced up and down the street. There were only a few other vehicles out, but still. Then again, his leg was broken.
"Don't scratch it," he growled, tossing her the keys. He could not believe he was actually going to let her drive it.
"Of course not, sir. I'm an excellent driver, sir."
"I trust you are or Jervis wouldn't have sent you," he replied irritably, struggling into the passenger seat.
He could tell that his leg was on the bottom of the list. His body was healing his ribs first. If he hadn't already been so exhausted from Sagena, he probably wouldn't have had any trouble.
Sagena. He grinned. She was worth it.



Chapter 5
 

 
"We're here," Emily said, parallel parking on a street in front of a modern building full of condos.
"And where is here?" Doc asked.
She pulled a piece of paper from her pocket and handed it to him. Doc unfolded it and read Jervis's tightly written German.
"Room 302. Peter Buggins. Beat his wife to death a few years ago. Out on parole."
Good enough.
Doc limped into the building and rode the elevator to the third floor, grateful he wasn't still inside the Hidden. He wasn't in any condition to walk up three flights of stairs. Not that he couldn't do it; it just didn't sound like fun.
He shuffled down the hallway, pulled his knife, and knocked on the door. A man with close-set eyes and a pointy chin answered.
"Mr. Buggins?" Doc asked.
"Yes, and who are you?"
Doc didn't respond, just clamped one hand over Buggins' mouth so he couldn't call out and stabbed him in the heart with the other hand. He didn't feel the need to test Buggins to assure himself of evil because he absolutely trusted Jervis. If Jervis said Buggins had beaten his wife to death, he'd beaten his wife to death.
Doc sighed in relief as his tattoo began to warm, gasping slightly as the raw power ran through him and quickly snapped his bones back into place.
"Thank you," Doc said cheerfully, pushing Buggins back inside his condo and closing the door.
He sauntered down the hallway, feeling downright chipper because he'd just remembered who Gionta was. He was the portrait painter who somehow captured live women inside his paintings. He made a mental note to check on Ms. Goodhunt before he left. And when he was finished with the Jurys, he'd have to be sure to send Gionta an appropriate thank you note.
"You look better," Emily noted as Doc approached the car.
"I feel better too. I'll drive."
She handed him the keys, and he grinned widely at her. "I assume since Jervis sent you," Doc said casually, "you know of the Hidden."
"Yes. I'm a Myhanava, sir."
Interesting. In appearance Myhanava were just humans, although perhaps the other species had a version of Myhanava as well; Doc didn't know. Myhanava could send out a portion of their spirit or soul, whatever it was that was them, and enter an animal. Just like magic, Doc wasn't entirely sure how it worked, but he'd once met a Myhanava who could hold a conversation while also inhabiting a mouse, two birds, and a squirrel.
"So if you're inside a mouse, and it dies in a trap, do you die as well?" he asked as he climbed behind the wheel.
"I do not know, sir. I've never been inside an animal when it died. I should think it wouldn't be a pleasant experience."
"Probably not," Doc drawled. "Tell me about the tetrarch."
"I don't even know the tetrarch," she stuttered.
"But you know of the tetrarch," Doc stated, cruising through a yellow light.
"Of course. Everyone knows of the tetrarch," she replied.
"Do you like him?" Doc asked.
She was silent, but after a long while she finally said, "I like my job, sir, and I'm paid very well."
"Enough said," Doc declared. In that one simple sentence she really had told him all he needed to know. She'd essentially said the exact same thing Simon had said. That she could say nothing bad about the tetrarch. Literally. He was beginning to wish he hadn't bothered to save his life.
He dropped off Emily in front of Dulcis, then drove into the parking garage and parked on his private level. He'd gotten a text from Bennie earlier saying he was ready to meet, and Doc texted him as he walked, telling him to come by.
Doc was on his second bottle of whiskey when Bennie finally showed up.
"Whiskey?" Doc offered.
"No," Bennie replied. "I've seen you drink, and you hardly ever use a glass. It's repulsive."
Doc shrugged. "More for me."
"You really put me in a bind, you know" Bennie complained. "I had other customers before you."
"Did you?" Doc yawned. "As much as I pay you I didn't know you needed other customers."
Bennie snorted. "Do you have any idea how many kids I've got?"
"No."
"Six! And they're all brats!"
"Have you at least trained one of them to take over for you someday?" Doc asked causally.
"Are you insane?! I have a nephew who actually has some brains. I hope anyway. I shudder to think what will happen if he doesn't."
Bennie sat down, crossed one leg over his knee, and studied Doc for a moment before saying thoughtfully, "There's a slight possibility you're biting off more than you can chew this time."
"I'm touched."
"Don't be. You're paying to keep my kids in boarding schools. Far, far away."
Doc laughed softly. "Did you get everything arranged?"
"Almost. I got the semi, and I've loaded it with plastic junk." His voice reeked of displeasure when he said "plastic", but Bennie was a professional. If the customer wanted it, they got it.
"I'm short on the coffins," he added. "I was only able to get twenty made. They're putting the plastic sides on the trailer right now. And I found you a driving teacher. He'll ride with you as far as Des Moines. At Des Moines he expects you to pay him." Bennie pronounced the words "pay him" with emphasis and made little quote marks with his fingers.
"Pay him?" Doc asked.
"Yeah, only I expect you to kill him."
"Really?"
"He's a creep," Bennie stated. "He's never been arrested, but he's been brought up on charges several times for sexually assaulting women at rest areas. There's never any proof though and plenty of other suspects, but I can just tell these things."
Doc wasn't so sure about that, but he had his own ways. If Bennie was right, the driver would make an excellent inflight meal. If not...
"How much am I supposed to pay him if you're wrong?" Doc asked.
"Five grand."
Doc nodded.
Bennie handed him some paperwork. "Here's your Class A driver's license."
"My what?" Doc asked.
"Your Class A driver's license," Bennie repeated. "So you can legally drive a semi. I don't expect you to get pulled over, but if you do, you'll need it."
"I've always appreciated your attention to the details."
Bennie snorted. "You don't get a reputation like mine by doing things halfway."
"I'm sorry about your finger," Doc said. "We both know it was the only way."
Bennie shrugged. "It's part of the business," he said. "If I'd talked before you tortured me, it would've looked bad. What else do you need?"
"I've been thinking... Are rot mites real?"
Bennie started laughing. "You're really out for blood, aren't you?"
"I just want to be prepared."
"Well, maybe they are, and maybe they aren't."
"Can you get your hands on any?"
"Can I? Sometimes I think you don't even know me. I'll toss a jar in the truck, but a word of caution, once they're set loose they're really hard to control. Set them loose in a roomful of witches, and they'll be belly up on the elements before you know it."
"What does that mean exactly?"
Bennie shrugged. "I'm not a witch, so I can't say exactly, but my understanding is that a witch's power comes from their connection to the elements, and the rot mites eat the cables. You know?"
"Is it permanent?" Doc asked.
"Nah. A witch'll usually recover within a few hours. Unless..." Bennie's face grew solemn.
"Unless what?" Doc asked.
"Unless you unleash a swarm onto one single witch. That would be fatal."
Good to know. "How do I get them back into the jar?" Doc asked.
"Just throw something magical into it. Something with a spell. I'll toss in a box of chocolates."
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"It's common practice among the upper echelon to eat enchanted chocolates that aren't fattening," Bennie explained.
"That's a thing?" Doc exclaimed.
"Why not?"
"What element would they even use?" Doc demanded.
"You really need to get out more," Bennie sighed. "So there are the four elements, but within each element is a whole layer of elements or ingredients, if you will. If you're an earth witch, you should be able to affect most of the earth elements individually." Bennie shook his head and said, "It's hard to explain; just ask one of your witch friends. Are you done with me?"
"I want some people-size zip ties."
"Of course you do. It's never anything easy with you," Bennie grumbled.
"And some duct tape," Doc added.
"If anyone finds out that I supplied you with this junk..."
"I won't tell anyone, and you won't remember. One more question, if I release the rot mites in a roomful of witches and leave them out for a day or two?"
"If you have six or seven witches, the mites'll just feed off their power until you box them back up."
"It won't hurt the witches?"
"It'll probably hurt," Bennie snorted, "not that I think you care, but it won't cause permanent damage. That's not official advice or anything, just my own opinion."
"Alright. Come back tomorrow morning," Doc ordered.
"To be hypnotized?" Bennie grumbled. "A little unnecessary, don't you think?"
"What if someone breaks one of your fingers?" Doc asked with a hint of sarcasm.
Bennie's pale face turned pink, and he frowned.
"Don't make me send Jervis after you," Doc said.
"No need for that," Bennie said quickly. "I'll be there."
"And Bennie..."
Bennie paused, hand on the doorknob. "What?"
"Thanks."
Bennie grunted, and Doc was alone. Except for one very nosy plant.
"That's interesting," Thaddeus said. "I never thought about there being layers to each of the elements. That makes so much more sense."
"I'm glad it makes sense to someone," Doc said, trying not to yawn again.
Between Cynric, Jury, Sagena, and the trolls, he was feeling pretty spent. Maybe he would just lean his head back...
"I wonder how many threads of elements a box of chocolates would have," Thaddeus said thoughtfully. "Can you imagine being able to see them all?"
"Not really," Doc shrugged. Thaddeus said something else, but all Doc heard was a low murmur.
Thaddeus's pot blurred as Doc's eyes slid closed, and the landscape surrounding Doc became a barren wasteland, just flat volcanic rock as far as the eye could see. He sighed heavily. He would never get used to this dream. Even though he'd had it a thousand times. Maybe more.  
He turned and walked away from them all, all the people he'd known and lost. He ignored their shouts and their grasping hands and strode up onto the black rocks that housed his throne of bones.
He sat down, resting his chin in his hands and waited for them to come. What he wouldn't give for a bottle of whiskey. Forget a bottle. He wanted a vat.
"What are you doing, pup?"
"Nothing." Doc couldn't help looking up. Francisco was grinning at him, and Doc fought the urge to grin back. It wasn't really Francisco. It was just a dream. Not a DREAM, a dream.
"You haven't been fighting, have you?" Mother asked from beside Francisco.
"Let the boy be, Alice," Father said.
Doc sighed. They were so real, it was cruel.
Perhaps he wasn't tired after all, but it was a little late now. He was already asleep.
"Up for a hand of poker?" Charlie asked.
"Not if you're betting money," Andrew broke in.
"Goddamn it," Doc muttered.
"John!" Mother gasped. "Watch your mouth!"
"Can't you see he's grown?" Father chastised.
"Now would be a good time to wake up," Doc muttered. There was suddenly a knife in his right hand, and he raised it, stabbing it viciously into his left hand. He awoke with a jerk.
"I just don't see how they could possibly keep track of every single little strand or mini-element. It seems as if it would be completely overwhelming," Thaddeus was saying.
Doc rolled his eyes, but sighed with relief. He'd take Thaddeus droning on and on and on over that dream any day.
He checked the time. It was only midday. He supposed he would go check in on Sydney. That would at least give him something to do.
The sign in Sydney's shop window said he was closed, but Doc didn't care if he was closed or not. He knocked steadily for a minute, and finally Sydney appeared and cracked open the door.
"Can't you read?" he snapped.
"In seven languages," Doc replied cheerfully.
"Then you can see I'm closed."
Doc frowned.
"Oh, alright," Sydney huffed. "Come in."
"You really take customer service to the next level," Doc chuckled.
"If you're here," Sydney grouched, "you need somethin' I got. No need to pander 'round like an idiot."  
"I suppose that's a point," Doc allowed. "What have you been able to round up?"
"I've got another sixteen hours."
"I know."
"Fine," Sydney grumped. "Come on down."
He locked the front door, opened the secret door in the floor, and padded down the stairs, Doc behind him. On the worktable there was a small wooden box labeled "Annoying Customer #1".
"I assume that's my box," Doc drawled.
"Yep. You've trumped Mitcham."
"Not that you'd ever call him annoying to his face," Doc said.
"Gads no, man! I've no interest in dying!" Sydney's face paled, and he licked his lips nervously. "What I meant to say was... I mean..."
"Your secret's safe with me," Doc assured him. "I've no desire to go currying Mitcham's favor."
Sydney cleared his throat. "Right, so, um... onto the artifacts. Now there's not a lot generally available as you know, but I managed to find you two artifacts that should be helpful, and I got one more on the way. Should be here by morning."
"Excellent." Doc looked into the box and raised an eyebrow. He always expected magical items to be flashy and ostentatious, but it was as if the makers went out of their way to make them plain instead.
He picked up a small round disc made of... He hesitated to guess, but if he had to guess he'd say human skin.  "Is this... what I think it is?" he asked carefully.
"If you think it's an amulet made of the skin of Amos the Betrayer, then you'd be quite right."
"Interesting."
"It's lacquered," Sydney huffed. "Not even really skin anymore. And if you knew what Amos had done, you wouldn't care for a second that they skinned him alive."
"Entirely?"
"Entirely. Even his little wee winkie," Sydney said gleefully, waggling his pinkie finger.
Doc cringed. His capacity for torture did not extend to skinning the entire body. Especially the wee winkie.
"Anyway," Sydney said with a wide grin, "you'll like it."
"I hope so," Doc said, hoping this bit of skin was not from the wee winkie.
"There are rules in place, you understand, regulating the use of magic," Sydney said. "For instance, although witches are allowed to use magic to defend themselves, they are not technically allowed to use magic to rip out all your blood vessels. Element water and earth, see?"
Doc was afraid that he did.
"But... When push comes to shove; a witch will certainly do whatever it takes to survive, as we all would, and so, bye-bye blood vessels. Dependin' on the witch, of course. In any case, this here amulet protects your body from a direct magic attack. It won't protect you from a boulder being thrown at you, but it will keep your vessels firmly in place."
"I'd like that," Doc drawled.
"Wouldn't we all?" Sydney guffawed. "I imagine your Jury friend put quite a lot of something or other into those bracelets he gave you, which makes him quite powerful indeed. I can't tell for sure what he did without running a few tests, but regardless, this amulet is the ultimate protection." He paused, then added, "I had to work quite hard to secure it for you."
"I'll let Jervis know," Doc said. He understood business speak quite well. What Sydney was really saying was that the artifact was going to be quite expensive.
"Excellent," Sydney said, eyes gleaming. "Now the necklace bit is made of kangaroo leather so it's really tough. I didn't want to use a chain 'cause that would make it easier for an earth witch to strangle you."
Fantastic, Doc thought as he slipped the necklace over his head and tucked it into his shirt. Witches were a pain in his ass, but he'd choose them over trolls any day.
Sydney was watching him, eyebrow raised speculatively. "Normally you wouldn't run 'cross a witch powerful 'nough to rip out your vessels or crush your eyeballs or a handful of other gruesome things," he said. "But since you're picking a fight with the Jurys... Well, you never know."
That was certainly reassuring.
"And this?" Doc asked, picking up a hefty golden ring.
"Ah, yes, the ring of Aqueduct the First."
"Do you make up these names?"
"Gads no!" Sydney exclaimed. "All the articles in my shop are one hundred percent genuine!"
"I never said they weren't. Just wondered about the names," Doc chuckled.
"Aqueduct wasn't a witch; he was a dwarf," Sydney said mysteriously, ignoring Doc's comment. "He forged this ring in the fires of his home before he attended a council of cryptids. They weren't called cryptids then, you understand, but I'm using the term for clarity."
"Do go on," Doc said dryly.
"He'd had dealings with the Northern witches in the past, this was in Europe, mind you, and they always came out better off in their treaties than he did, so he came to the uneasy conclusion that they were compulsing him at the meetings."
Sydney's eyes were bright as he continued his tale. "He forged this ring with water from the River of Sight and gold from the Mine of Steadfastness."
Doc fought not to roll his eyes. Now he knew Sydney was making up the names. No self-respecting miner would name their mine the "Mine of Steadfastness".
"It protected him from all types of compulsion," Sydney said theatrically. "Even hypnotism."
Doc could resist hypnotism already, but he wasn't sure about compulsion, so he'd take it.
"Due to his unnatural abilities, Aqueduct soon became the king of the European dwarves, and the ring was passed from son to son for hundreds of years."
"Until you managed to get your hands on it," Doc said.
"Until then," Sydney said, grinning widely. "It was no easy task."
"I'll be sure to let Jervis know," Doc offered carelessly.
"Excellent." Sydney rubbed his hands together greedily. "I'll bring you the final artifact tomorrow."
"I can't wait," Doc said, slipping the ring onto his thumb.
As they headed back up the stairs, Doc asked, "You're fairly certain these do what you say they do?"
"I test everything that comes into the shop," Sydney said, "so I've a fair idea they'll live up to their advertised use, but if they don't, it's not as if you've lost nothin', right?"
Doc supposed that was a point. Not a point he cared for, but a point nonetheless.



Chapter 6
 

 
Doc stared at his chessboard, then mechanically moved a piece even though he didn't see the point. One of him was going to win.
He hated the lull. The lull that happened when he knew something was coming, like a fight or a good game or death. It was always charged with boredom and a strange feeling of unpreparedness or worry that he might have forgotten something or miscalculated or perhaps he simply wasn't ready.
When he had been mortal and about to die, he'd stared at his hotel ceiling for days, waiting for death to claim him, wondering why it didn't just get on with it. He'd known exactly how he was going to die too, which had only made it worse. He had seen the blood pour over his mother's lips. He'd seen her weaken each day, each hour, until she couldn't even cough anymore. He'd watched her drown.
But sometimes the lull was a stroke of luck, because if it hadn't been for that long lull before death, Señora Teodora wouldn't have saved him. So he chose to believe that this lull would also work out to his advantage. Somehow or another.
He put himself in checkmate, no surprise there, and then picked up his phone and texted Jervis. "What do witch hounds eat?"
Boudica was surely hungry by now. Even if she was made of magic, everything ate something.
"Let me just look in my bestiary here," Jervis texted back.
"No need to get snarky," Doc replied.
"Why don't you just put the thing down?"
"Are you serious? Jury would kill me. Besides," Doc added, staring at Boudica staring at him, "she has a name."
"I didn't realize it was a she."
"Frankie says so. Am I forgetting something?"
"Your sanity, sir?"
"If you want a raise you're going about it all wrong," Doc texted before tossing his phone to the side.
He pulled out his cards and shuffled them. The smell of wood smoke drifted up, and he put them away. His grief was still too raw. He hated seeing those pretend versions of them in his dreams. Andrew and Charlie, all of them, had looked so vibrant, so alive, so different than they had the last time he'd seen them. Dead.
Maybe that's why he'd never gone back. There was no terrible image of Francisco burned into his mind, dying or dead, drowning in blood. He could only remember him healthy and strong, smiling.
In his mind, his father had never grown old. In his mind, he could travel those familiar roads, walk up the rose lined pathway, knock on the door, and his father would open it, smile, and invite Doc inside to play a game of chess.
They would sit across from each other in the library, and his father would make a move and ask about Doc's day. It was a sneaky tactic, trying to distract Doc with small talk.
Doc smiled sadly. He regretted that he'd never gone home, that he'd let his father believe he'd died of tuberculosis just like his mother and Francisco had. It had been cruel, but he hadn't been sure his father would be able to understand. So he'd left him alone.
Doc closed his eyes and looked over the desolate plain that haunted his dreams, the one where they congregated to smile at him and pretend like they had never left him. And he tried not to worry about the day Jury would be there.
It had been remarkably short-sighted of him to make friends with a witch. He'd had a vague knowledge that witches existed, but he hadn't known they lived a very long time.
If he had... He certainly wouldn't have followed Jury out into the humid streets of New Orleans the night they had met.
"Jury!" Doc called, catching up with him easily. "You can't be done for the day!"
"It's nearly two in the morning," Jury growled. "Why're you following me?"
"I'm not," Doc lied. "We're just going the same way is all."
Jury grunted.
"There's a hall around the corner that still has a faro table," Doc said casually. "We could spend a happy hour or two there."
"What the hell is faro?" Jury demanded.
Doc sighed. Sometimes he forgot the year entirely. "It's a game of chance," he explained.
"I'm really not much of a gambler," Jury grumbled.
"You don't say," Doc drawled.
Jury stopped and stared at him. "What did you say your name was?" he demanded.
"Doc. Doc Holliday."
"And why are you following me?"
"You seem fun," Doc replied.
Jury didn't seem to know what to do with that. "Are you a member of the Hidden?" he asked.
"Is that some sort of fraternity?"
"Not exactly." He was really looking at Doc for the first time, examining him like he was an exotic insect. "The Jury name means nothing to you?" he asked suspiciously.
"Not a damn thing," Doc said with a shrug.
"Hum." Jury studied him for a moment longer, then he shrugged and said, "I could be in the mood for music."
"I know an excellent jazz club," Doc offered.
"Alright," Jury said. "But just so you know, you already have all my money."
"You want it back?" Doc asked.
Jury actually laughed. "You keep it."
"I guess I'm buying then," Doc said cheerfully.
Doc shook his head, dismissing the memory, and stared across his sitting room at a framed drawing of the neighborhood he'd frequented in New Orleans.
A hundred years was a long time to be friends with someone. He'd only known one other person that long, but fortunately, Jervis would never die on him. Ever.
Doc's cell phone rang, and he glanced at the screen. Bree. He tried to order the last couple days so he'd know how long ago he'd told her he would come by, but he couldn't quite remember.
"Bree," he said when he answered. He had wanted to say something else, something amusing, but he couldn't seem to think of anything.
"Doc," she replied.
They didn't say anything for a minute, then she said, "Are you going to come by?"
"Soon," he lied. "I have to go somewhere for a bit, but when I get back."
"Where're you going?"
"Probably best if you don't know."
She sighed. "I'm grown now; you don't have to keep protecting me."
"In this case I do."
While he was talking, he'd accidently wandered over to his safe. Not the one in the wall where he kept valuables and dangerous artifacts, but the one in the floor where he kept his most treasured possessions.  
He dialed in the combination and brought out a photograph album. He flipped a page or two.
"Do you remember the time I took you to the zoo?" he laughed.
She groaned. "Will you ever stop bringing that up?"
"It was funny."
"Not really. They had to shut down the zoo for an entire day."
"Who knew you were going to scream for that poor monkey? He hadn't even died yet."
"But he was going to!" Bree huffed. "And besides, what did you expect? It's what banshees do!"
Doc laughed softly. "You scared him to death."
"I did not! He was old!"
"I know," Doc said. "I just like to tease you."
"Won't you please come by?" she pleaded. "I miss you."
"I forgot about your senior dance," he said, ignoring her words and gazing at a photograph of her in a long, silky dress.
"Worst night of my life," she remarked.
"Your date was no good," Doc said. "He lied to me about wanting to kiss you."
"Of course he did! But that was no reason for you to stand five feet behind me the entire night!"
"We had fun, didn't we?" Doc chuckled.
"I'm not dead yet, you know," she said, sadness in her voice.
"I know."
"In fact I can tell you with good authority that I'm not going to die for forty more years."
"I know," he murmured. But forty years wasn't long enough. He'd blink, and she would be gone.
"Just come by," she said.
"I will."
She disconnected, and he flipped another page. Bree in her wedding dress. The day Aine was born. He laughed at a photograph of Jervis holding Aine awkwardly. Then he put the book away, ignoring the handful of photographs underneath it.
The lull was over because he'd just remembered what he'd forgotten. He'd forgotten to check on his enthusiastic shaman Ms. Goodhunt.
He knocked cautiously on Ms. Goodhunt's front door, not even flinching when it slowly swung open.
"Thank you, Apollo," he said, stepping inside. 
"Mr. Holliday," Ms. Goodhunt said, gliding down her staircase. "How good of you to come by."
"The pleasure is mine," he said, bowing slightly.
"You've come about the paintings?" she asked.
"And to see your beautiful face."
She blushed. "Unfortunately, I don't have the time to indulge today," she said.
"Likewise," Doc said, grinning at her obvious discomfort. "Another time perhaps?"
She licked her lips and studied him curiously. "Are you really interested?" she asked quietly.
"I never feign interest," Doc promised. "I find you fascinating, and I look forward to the day we can indulge our passions once more."
Her face turned a brilliant crimson, and her breathing was uneven.
"I... I... I'll keep that in mind," she whispered.
"Please do," he drawled. "Now about my ladies?"
"I've made very little progress," she said, voice somewhat distressed. "But I think I'm getting closer."
"Gionta must be aware of my interference because he sent me a greeting card last night," Doc said. "In the form of several trolls."
"Oh dear," she said, reaching for him, but stopping herself.
"Oh dear indeed."
"You weren't hurt, I hope?" she asked, hands fluttering nervously.
"Not in the least."
"I'm happy to hear that."
"I'm not sure what he was thinking sending assassins after me, but you might not be safe. If you'd like, I can have Jervis move you to Dulcis for the time being."
"I shall be quite all right, thank you," she said firmly. "And don't you worry about last time; I've put some new safety measures in place so that I'll never be sneaked up on again." Her tone hardened as she said it. He grinned at her fierceness; he almost pitied anyone who tried to attack her. Almost.
"Can I see the portraits?" he asked.
"Certainly."
She led him up the stairs to the attic where the paintings were lined along the walls, women still frozen in naked distress.
"I'm sorry you're still trapped," he said, looking only at their eyes. The fear hadn't left them, and he worried that it never would. "I'll check on you again soon," he promised.
When they were once again at the door, he smiled at Ms. Goodhunt and kissed her hand. "And perhaps next time I come by, we'll both have some spare time on our hands."
"That would be... very pleasant indeed," she whispered huskily.
He bowed once more and left, strolling back to his car. He still felt at loose ends, and he couldn't believe that it was simply because Jury wasn't here. It wasn't as if he spent all his time with Jury. They would have killed each other years ago if they had. He was annoyed how much he missed him, but he knew it was because Jury was gone for good, not just because he couldn't see him right this second. It was almost as if Jury had died.
Doc called his number just to see. It was disconnected.
"Don't worry," Doc muttered. "I'm coming for you."



Chapter 7
 

 
By the time his deadline rolled around, Doc was chomping at the bit to go. He couldn't believe he'd already wasted two days, and he was going to waste another two getting there. Which only left him four days.
He grinned. He could take out the most powerful witch family in North America in four days. No problem.
"Julian is on his way up, sir," Jervis texted.
"Excellent. Once Sydney and Bennie are here, please come up as well."
"Certainly."
"Come in," Doc commanded when Julian knocked.
Julian opened the door and walked in, duffle bag slung over his shoulder, face impassive, his irritation from the other day completely indiscernible.
"Well?" Doc asked, not bothering to offer Julian any whiskey. Julian was still terribly young; and whether he realized it or not, he wanted to be the big dog in the room. The problem was that as long as Doc was in the room, Julian would never be the big dog, and the sooner Julian learned that, the happier he would be.
"Yeah," Julian grunted, dropping the duffle bag onto the coffee table.
"Yeah what?"
"I got what you wanted," Julian said as he opened the bag and pulled out a stack of black binders. "Everything's organized, alright? This is the Jury family," he said tossing down a binder with "Jury" written in sloppy cursive on the front. "In here are the details of all the Jury members, includin' children of the children and spouses. There're thirty Jurys total, but four of 'em are pretty young. They all live on the Jury estate, but a few of 'em have their own houses on the grounds. It's all in the folder."
Julian took a breath, then added, "You'll also find blueprints or, at the very least, detailed sketches of all the houses and outbuildings, includin' entrances and exits, and the names of all the servants. Most of 'em live on site, but if they don't, I included their address."
Doc was beginning to feel mildly impressed. He took a drink of his whiskey and waited for Julian to go on.
"Here's the information on the Baudelaire family," Julian said, tossing another binder on top of the Jury one. "Most of the family's in France, but Marie and her parents spend most of the year in a small palatial estate not far from the Jury's. Apparently her family's not comin' for the wedding as there's another event in France they've got to be present for."
Doc smiled. He loved it when Lady Luck took his side.
"Here's the information on the wedding," Julian said, adding a third binder. "Your invitation's in here, but you might not want to let the doorman look at it too long. I couldn't forge the magic seal from the real one. FYI, there're quite a few extra Jurys on the guest list. Like twenty."
Julian paused, but when Doc showed no reaction to the information about the Jurys, Julian dropped another folder onto the pile and said, "Here's some info on West Hartford. There's a map in here with all the Hidden locations marked and labeled. I've also circled areas nearby that have a high crime rate." He paused, looked at Doc for a moment, and added, "Jervis told me to."
Doc shrugged. Maybe his secret to long life was actually a secret. He'd just assumed everyone knew that he had to kill to live, but if they didn't, he wasn't planning to enlighten them.
"Anyway," Julian continued. "I circled a biker bar on the map. It's a few towns over, but it's a hangout for quite a few thugs."
"What kind of thugs?" Doc asked.
"Some kind of gang. The Salem Sons. Which doesn't make sense to me because they aren't even in Massachusetts, but whatever. Rumor has it they're into some kind of protection racket."
"Sounds promising," Doc said.
Julian gave him a look, but when Doc didn't elaborate, Julian went on. "I've also included some details about the forest surrounding the Jury estate. There's a Takaheni tribe living nearby, and you may want to avoid them; they're pretty territorial."
"Their land wouldn't by any chance border the Baudelaire estate, would it?" Doc inquired.
"Actually it does," Julian said in surprise.
Doc nodded and said, "Do go on."
Julian made a strange noise of frustration, then threw down the last folder. It was labeled "supplies". "I've included a list of places that might have things you might need while you're there," he said. "And that's all I got," he added with a shrug.
Doc clapped softly. "I'm rather impressed."
"It's what I'm good at," Julian said.
Indeed. Doc was beginning to think Andrew was right. Again. And he hated that. Just once he'd like Andrew to owe him a dollar.
He couldn't count the number of times Andrew had tried to explain his theory about the "power" to Doc. Andrew had theorized that everyone was really, really skilled in one area. Unnaturally skilled. And he'd said that was how they used the power.
"How do I use the power then?" Doc had asked once.
"Isn't it obvious?" Andrew had replied, eyebrow high.
"Not to me."
"You use it to kill."
Not the most glorious thing Doc had ever heard, but he WAS very, very good at killing people. Just like Julian was very, very good at finding information, and Jervis was very, very good at organization, among other things. 
Julian cleared his throat.
"What?" Doc asked.
"Is that it?"
"You did good," Doc said. "Now sit down."
"I'm pretty sure I can't be hypnotized," Julian grumbled. 
"We're about to find out," Doc replied.
"Pops said he found you Amos the Betrayer's amulet."
Doc nodded.
"Can I see it?" Julian asked.
Doc pulled the amulet from his shirt and held it out where Julian could see it.
"That's kinda nasty," Julian said. "I can't believe you're wearin' an amulet made of skin."
"It's lacquered," Doc said dismissively.
Julian sat. He stood. He paced the room for a minute.
"Sit," Doc ordered just as Boudica began to growl.
Julian sat and stared at Boudica in confusion. "Why can't I see it?"
"See what?"
"The dog. It's right there. I heard it growl. I can almost see it... But..."
Interesting. Doc glanced at Boudica. She looked nearly corporeal to him, just a few ripply areas where the magic wiggled through; but if Julian couldn't see glamour maybe he couldn't see magic dogs either.
"She's magic," Doc said.  
"You didn't..." Julian said. "It's illegal..."
Doc raised an eyebrow.
"Like really illegal!" Julian exclaimed.
"What's illegal?" Doc asked innocently.
"You raised a witch hound?"
"I'm not a witch," Doc laughed.
"But your friend, the Jury..."
"Why would he do that? As you said," Doc pointed out, "it's illegal. This is just a magic pet. Something to keep me company."
"But..."
"Do you know anything about Adrian Gionta?" Doc asked, trying to sidetrack Julian.
"Adrian Gionta?" Julian repeated.
"He's an artist," Doc said. "With quite an unusual skill set."
"What does that have to do with a witch hound?" Julian demanded.
"Nothing. Do you know him?" Doc finished off the bottle of whiskey while he waited for Julian to speak.
"No."
"Maybe you could find out about him."
"Why?" Julian asked.
"We're pen pals of a sort. He sent me five trolls, and when I get back, I want to know where to send the thank you note."
Julian's face finally showed an emotion besides anger and irritation. Complete and total shock. "Five trolls?" he stuttered.
"Yes."
"To kill you?"
"Yes."
"But they didn't?"
"No."
"You killed them?"
"Yes."
"Are you certain?" Julian demanded.
"Quite certain," Doc chuckled.
"Five trolls?"
"We've been over this."
"But..."
"Yes?"
"No one..."
"I'll be right back," Doc said, standing and going into the kitchen to grab another bottle of whiskey. Julian was really struggling, and Doc needed a little help to get through it.
"But you're a human!" Julian finally said when Doc sat back down.
"Yes," Doc agreed.
"I don't see how..."
"That's because killing is not your thing," Doc said cheerfully. "It's mine."
And finally Julian's face showed the emotion Doc had been waiting for. Fear. It was only there for a second before Julian remembered himself and returned his expression to complete impassiveness.
"So," Doc said. "Adrian Gionta. If you wouldn't mind looking into him while I'm gone. Try not to get noticed though. I'd hate for Gionta to send you a note."
Julian didn't respond. Which was fine because the door opened, and Bennie and Sydney walked in, followed by Jervis.
Bennie looked a little sullen, but he greeted Doc cheerfully enough. "Your semi is waiting for you just outside the city on I-76. Here's the address, the keys, and a description of the driver. He'll meet you there."
"Perfect," Doc said.
Bennie sat, and Sydney took his place in front of Doc. He was practically bursting with excitement. "I got the last one," Sydney said. "Came in just this morning," he added, handing Doc a small, flat, round stone carved with a compass face.
"Alright?" Doc said, turning it over in his hand.
"It's the Occultatum," Sydney said reverently.
"Seriously?" Julian exclaimed. "You got the Occultatum?"
Doc glanced between them. He had no idea what they were talking about. Occultatum meant "hidden" in Latin, but that still didn't tell him what the artifact did.
"With this on your person," Sydney explained, "no witch, no matter how powerful, will be able to locate you. You are hidden, invisible, untraceable by magic."
Doc began to grin. There was simply no way to lose when Lady Luck was backing him. He had just hoped that the plastic would grant him some level of protection, but this was so much better.
He slipped the Occultatum into his pocket. He was ready, or as ready as he'd ever be, to take on the Jury family.
"Thank you, all of you," Doc said. "You've all done great work, and Jervis will make sure you're rewarded for your efforts."
"He'd better," Bennie huffed.
"You and I both know I always honor my debts," Doc chided.
"Yeah, yeah. Can we get on with this?"
"Just a moment. Jervis, may I speak with you in private?"
Jervis nodded, and they both walked into the kitchen. "Take them down to Fernsby now," Doc said. "And if the LaRoches can't be hypnotized, double their pay and keep them locked up with Fernsby until I return."
"Certainly, sir."
"After you've taken care of that, hire a witch, one who knows me, to track me. I want to make sure the Occultatum works."
"You do realize that if the Occultatum is in fact real, you're going to get charged a fortune for it?" Jervis asked.
"Who cares?" Doc said with a grin.
"I can think of many people who would," Jervis stated. "I'd wish you luck, sir, but I know you don't need it."
"You know how it goes, Jervis," Doc said seriously. "I'm riding high now..."
"I know, sir. Fortunately, you don't need luck to win. Emily will be waiting for you downstairs to take you to the semi," Jervis added with a slight inclination of his head.
"Will you tell me why you don't like Marie Baudelaire?" Doc asked.
"I haven't met Marie," Jervis replied. "It's the Baudelaires in general I dislike."
"Because?"
"It's all rather ancient history," Jervis said with a shrug. "I simply don't consider the Baudelaires to be... good people. And I doubt if they've improved much over the years."
"How not good are they?"
"It's rather surprising to me that the Jurys would even consider linking their name with the Baudelaires. The only conclusion I can make is that Marie must be fairly powerful, and the Jurys are attempting to capitalize on that."
Doc cringed. If the Jurys had their way, they'd use Jury like a prize bull whose sole purpose was to produce a stronger line of witches.
"Thank you, Jervis. I don't... I don't know what I'd do without you."
"You'd be rather more disorganized, sir."
Doc waited until Jervis and the others were gone before going to his bedroom to collect his garment bag.
"You're really doing this, then?" Thaddeus asked.
"Yes."
"I don't suppose you'd listen to reason?"
"I don't suppose."
"Then I shall see you when you return."
"Rosa will be by every day," Doc said.
"She's paid to be reliable," Thaddeus muttered.
"But I think she likes you," Doc argued.
"Perhaps."
"I'll see you soon, old boy," Doc said, patting Thaddeus's green leaves and heading for the door, Boudica padding silently beside him. He was ready. He was ready to pull the high and mighty Jurys from their throne.



Chapter 8
 

 
"This is the place," Emily said, pulling into a large and busy truck stop's parking lot.
Doc scanned the line of shining semi-trucks, laughing when he saw the enormous dark-purple one parked just a little ways from the others.
"Jury'll love it," he chuckled.
"How do you know that's it?" Emily asked.
"Just do," he said.
"It's really big."
"Yeah, it is," he agreed.
She drove over next to it, and Doc pressed the unlock button on the key fob Bennie had given him. He heard a faint click as the doors unlocked.
"Told you," he said cheerfully. He exited the car, moved the seat so Boudica could get out, and opened the semi's passenger door. He glanced around the cab and was reluctantly impressed.
The seats looked comfortable, there were enough dials and gauges to keep anyone happy, and the sleeper portion was much nicer than he'd expected. There was a set of bunkbeds, a small refrigerator, a bathroom, a sink, and some cabinets. It was like a house inside a truck.
"It's huge," Emily breathed from behind him.
"Pretty ridiculous, isn't it?" he laughed. "You'd better get in now, Boudica. Maybe the driver won't even notice you."
Emily gave a short laugh, but Doc ignored her and gestured for Boudica to jump in. Boudica gave him one of those hard stares, the ones he was starting to hate, and hopped easily into the back.
"Stay," Doc said, knowing it didn't matter what he said, Boudica would do what she wanted.
"She's going to cause me trouble," he muttered as he turned back to Emily. "Load my things, please, and I'll look for the driver."
"Yes, sir."
Doc didn't have to look far. The driver was already waiting by the front of the semi, running his hand lightly over the hood.
"Pretty nice ride," the man said wistfully.
"I suppose," Doc said, instinct already agreeing with Bennie's assessment.   
"Name's Tom Frasier," the man said, holding out his hand. "You're Mr. Holliday?"
"That's me," Doc said, giving his hand a firm shake.
"Nice to meet you."
Doc shrugged. He didn't mind lying to people, but he didn't bother lying just to hold up social customs and niceties. He needed Frasier to teach him to drive, so in that one respect he was glad Frasier was here. Other than that, he'd make a nice snack.
"I've loaded your things, sir," Emily said.
"Thank you, Emily. You may go."
Frasier whistled as Emily climbed back into her car. "She's sure a pretty little thing."
And that sealed it. It didn't matter what Frasier had or hadn't done. Doc was going to kill him for no other reason than the way he'd licked his lips when he'd looked at Emily.
"Let's go," Doc ordered.
"Alright," Frasier said. "Let's get this bitch on the road. I bet she drives smooth as glass. She looks brand new," he added admiringly, "but we should still do a circle check."
"What's that?" Doc asked shortly. He didn't typically like to wait to kill someone once he'd decided to kill them, but he needed Frasier, so he'd just have to keep his knife in its sheath.
"Start at the front," Frasier said, striding to the front of the semi-truck. "And just take a walk around her to make sure she looks alright. Check the lights, the tires, all that good stuff. Then we'll pop the hood, look for leaks, and check the fluids. Even if you're not commercial, you should do a circle check every day before you head out just to make sure everything's A-OK."
Frasier walked slowly around the vehicle, and Doc followed, taking in everything as he did, memorizing how it all looked so he'd know later if something was wrong. Right this minute, everything from the mud flaps to the windshield was sparkling in the sunlight.
"Whatcha hauling?" Frasier asked as they walked around the trailer.
"Plastic goods," Doc replied easily.
"Like Tupperware and that kinda shit?"
"Something like that," Doc said with a grin.
"Everything out here looks good," Frasier said. "I'll just pop open the hood," he added, opening a couple of latches and pulling the hood open.
He whistled softly. "Wowee. That is one purty engine."
It certainly was shiny. In fact it probably rivaled some of Doc's supercars.
"I don't see any leaks," Frasier said. "I mean she's brand spanking new; there shouldn't be any damn leaks." Frasier looked Doc over. "You're not a typical semi driver, if you don't mind me saying. You might get your fancy suit dirty checking the oil and what not, but it's got to be done."
Doc nodded in agreement and watched as Frasier pulled out the dip stick, wiped it off, put it back in, and then pulled it back out to check the level.
"Perfect," Frasier said. Then he pointed out the coolant and window washer fluid tanks. "Everything looks good," he said. "Let's load up."
Doc climbed into the passenger seat, paying close attention to what Frasier did as he sat down. With any luck he could kill him off before Des Moines.
Boudica growled softly just as Frasier buckled his seat belt.
"What the hell's that?!" Frasier exclaimed with a startled yelp.
"It's just my dog," Doc said, giving Boudica a hard glare. "She's not used to company, but she won't give you any trouble."
Frasier stared into the back of the cab. "I don't see anything."
"She's under the bed," Doc lied. She was actually sitting right beside Frasier, teeth bared and ears laid back. Apparently she didn't like him either.
"Oh. Well, alright," Frasier said uneasily, scanning the back once more. Boudica stayed perfectly still, and after a moment, Frasier turned towards the front again.
"This here's a manual ten speed," he said as he started the engine. "I hope you already know how to drive stick."
"I do," Doc said.
"That'll make it easier because if you didn't, you might have some trouble with the clutch."
"I won't," Doc said.
"Um... That's good," Frasier said awkwardly. "Well, let's get going then."
Doc listened carefully over the next several hours as Frasier explained all the gauges and how to shift the truck. He talked a long time about turning, even exiting the interstate a few times to illustrate his points.
It was too bad really. Frasier was an excellent driver, and to top it off he was a pretty good teacher. If only—
"Wowee!" Frasier exclaimed as he cruised around a truck stop. "Did you see the legs on that one? She'd be a fine piece to ride tonight."
Doc sighed. If only.
"I like to stop along the way to use the facilities and get refreshments," Frasier said distractedly, eyes glued on the leggy blond walking into the filling station's building.
"By all means," Doc drawled.
He was sick of being cooped up inside this truck with his next meal, and he'd already gone three hours without a single drop of whiskey. The whole situation was wearing on his nerves.
He was absolutely certain he couldn't handle Frasier for another sixteen hours. He was so sick of hearing, "One, two when you shift. Clutch in, shift into neutral, clutch in, shift into gear." He had it already. He'd had it fifteen minutes in. Granted, if he weren't damn near a genius, the constant repetition would be perfect, but he was.  
"Before you go in," Doc said, "could you give me a quick guide on how to work all this?" He gestured towards the back of the cab.
"Oh sure," Frasier said. "This here's a real nice sleeper cab. You could get a lot done in here."
"Yes, a lot of sleeping," Doc said pointedly.
Frasier laughed. "Yeah, of course. There's a switch over here for your generator so you don't have to leave your engine running to run the AC. You got a bathroom and a sink too, so you've got a holding tank you'll have to empty." He pointed to a gauge. "When it's full, you'll just have to pull into a truck stop like a Flying J, dump her, and fill her other holding tank with water."
Doc was beginning to wish he'd just rented a cabin because Frasier was right. He didn't check the oil in his cars. Jervis had someone for that. And the idea of him dumping a tank full of waste was just ridiculous.
He sighed. Maybe, just maybe, he'd become a tad pampered over the years.
"That's about the size of it," Frasier declared.
"I think I can handle it," Doc said. He had no intention of handling it, but nonetheless.
Frasier raised an eyebrow. "Well, if you decide you can't, just double my fee, and I'll take you the whole way."
"I'll keep that in mind," Doc lied.
"I'm gonna run in and get a coffee," Frasier said. "Want anything?"
"No."
Doc watched Frasier hustle towards the door and weighed the question of whether or not he would actually try to harass the leggy blond. Fortunately, the leggy blond left just after Frasier disappeared inside.
Boudica was watching from the driver's seat. She hadn't taken her bright blue eyes off Frasier once during the drive, and it was starting to concern Doc. He should have asked Frankie to find out what Boudica ate. He hoped it wasn't people. Unless she ate dead people; that could actually work out. 
He was ready to be rid of Frasier, but he'd rather not kill him here. There were too many people and not any good way to keep from going unnoticed. Furthermore, he couldn't risk calling in the Worms since he didn't want anyone to know where he was or what he was doing so he'd have to deal with the body himself. That way the Jurys would never see him coming. Especially in a semi-truck. Even he wouldn't see that coming.
Frasier soon returned, mood surly.
"Coffee no good?" Doc asked cheerfully, knowing the real reason Frasier was grumpy.
"Coffee's fine," Frasier replied irritably.
"How about I drive now?" Doc said.
"Are you sure?"
"I'm a quick study."
"It's your rig," Frasier agreed sullenly.
Doc climbed into the driver's seat and studied the console. Then he wrapped his hand around the side of the shifter, like Frasier had suggested, and moved the shifter from side to side so he could feel the walls. Frasier called the one in the middle a soft wall, and Doc could see why. He experimented with the shifter switch that told the gear box whether he was shifting into a high gear or a low gear. Seemed simple enough.
"Now don't forget to double clutch," Frasier advised. "Remember what I said. One, two. One, two."
Doc nodded, started the engine, pulled slowly out of the filling station's lot, and immediately regretted not renting that cabin. It wasn't that the shifting was difficult; it was the keeping track of the humongous trailer that was challenging. He was used to driving sleek little automobiles with lots of power and no weight. He needed Jury for this; Jury would love it.
And that's exactly why I'm doing this, he thought determinedly. He was going to drive this ridiculous behemoth of a truck all the way to Connecticut, and he was going to break Jury out of prison.
Doc merged carefully onto the interstate. His entire body was tense, and he breathed a sigh of relief when he didn't hit anything, at least not that he could tell.
"You're doing good," Frasier said, with some surprise. "You should probably try to relax a bit though. If you're too tense you'll have trouble."
Doc swallowed a growl. He didn't mind being tense, but the fact that Frasier could actually tell he was tense was just... wrong. He shouldn't be that easy to read.
He took a deep breath and tried to relax. Surely it was no different than driving a wagon. He laughed softly. He'd only driven a wagon once, and he'd crashed it. After that he'd stuck with horses.
"With a big girl like this," Frasier was saying, "you just wanna take it easy. It's not a race car; it's a tortoise."
"I think you're mixing your metaphors," Doc pointed out.
"You get the point. You're not in any hurry; you're just cruising until you get up to speed."
That actually made sense to Doc. It was like making love. He didn't just jump in and go zero to sixty. He took his time, worked through the gears, made sure to hit all the sweet spots.
It really was too bad Frasier was a creep. Doc didn't usually suffer any sort of guilt over killing people, but right here in the cab, Frasier was all right. But some people were.
Doc had known a man who was an amazing father, but he'd shove a knife into an uncooperative shop owner without warning.
And he had once killed a woman who by all accounts was the sweetest, most kind woman who ever lived, and most of time she was. But she had a dark side. One that enjoyed visiting retirement homes and dropping kill pills into the residents' coffee. She'd insisted she was helping them, but she really just enjoyed watching them writhe on the floor in pain.
He'd seen a man save a child from an oncoming bus just to turn around and pummel the boy's father to death. His reasoning for this had been somewhat convoluted at best. If the man had never had a son, the son would have never been in danger; therefore, it was the father's fault. 
The fact was that people weren't generally all good or all bad. That was just an idiotic belief system someone had made up to make them feel better about executing criminals. There were some really good people out there who were bad. And there were some really bad people who were good. The defining line for Doc was not whether they were bad according to society's rules, but whether they were bad according to nature's rules.
"You're a natural born," Frasier said, interrupting Doc's thoughts.
"Thanks."
"So what's your story, Mr. Holliday? You any relation to the famous gunslinger Doc Holliday?"
"No," Doc said easily. "I'm pretty much a nobody."
Frasier laughed heartily. "I can't believe that. This truck alone had to set you back three hundred thousand."
Doc shrugged. He had no idea how much the truck had cost him. Jervis would get the bill from Bennie and take care of it. He was beginning to wonder if he didn't depend on Jervis just a little too much. But so what if he did? He'd managed just fine before he'd met Jervis, but now he didn't have to manage just fine; he could manage in style.
"I make a modest living through investments," Doc allowed.
"I barely squeak by driving truck," Frasier admitted. "But I love it. I love the open road and the silence and roaming from place to place."
"I'm a city boy myself," Doc said.
"Really? I wouldn't have guessed," Frasier chuckled.
Doc didn't allow himself to grin. He didn't want to get too chummy with Frasier because that would make it awkward later when he killed him. And he was going to kill him. He didn't like it when men hurt women. Hell, he didn't like it when anyone hurt anyone who didn't have it coming. He was going to hurt Frasier, but Frasier had it coming. And Doc didn't mind being the judge, jury, and executioner.
His eyes stayed on the road, but his mind wandered off for a second, pulled into a memory.
The speakeasy was full of laughing men and women and the low mournful sounds of jazz.
"What did you mean earlier?" Jury asked, sipping at his mug of illegal beer.
Doc stared into his own mug and wished it was full of whiskey. He hated prohibition. If it didn't let up soon he was going to have to start killing politicians to send a message to Washington. Just dry ones, of course. Not that he didn't have whiskey. He just didn't have it here.
"About what?" Doc asked, taking a frothy sip.
"Judge, jury, and executioner."
"Oh. That's just something I say."
"How come you didn't need a change of pants after that thing I did? I'm pretty sure the dealer did."
"What thing?" Doc asked casually.
"The blue light and all that."
"Oh that." Doc shrugged. "I've been around; I know people."
"So you know I'm a witch?"
Doc raised an eyebrow. "I did not."
Jury glared at him. "Then what people do you know?"
"I know a shaman," Doc said. "He's rather... I can't even think how to describe him. When he pops up, smart people flee."
"He's not a witch?"
"I've never seen him glow."
"It's not a prerequisite," Jury muttered.
"I see. Well, I also know a man who can pull the power out of himself and form it into weapons, like knives and things."
"What's the power?" Jury asked, downing his entire mug of tepid beer in one swallow.
"That's not what you call it?" Doc asked. "The blue light on your hands?"
"I've never heard it called that," Jury replied.
"So what is it?"
"What?" Jury asked, face beginning to look confused.
"Whatever it is that makes you glow?" Doc asked, fighting not to roll his eyes.
"It doesn't have a name," Jury shrugged. "Although power is as good as any. Witches use the elements."
"I can see we're getting off into a conversation I won't be able to completely follow," Doc said with a chuckle. "There is a pair of lovely twins not far from here, and they were asking me just yesterday to bring them someone new to play with. They've unaccountably wearied of me, but I'm consoled by the fact that they have a fetching cousin who has not."
Jury frowned for a moment as though thinking, then a look of defiance crossed his face, and he said, "Lead the way."
"There's a weigh station up ahead," Frasier said, snapping Doc back to the present.
Doc nodded. Frasier had already pulled into one weigh station, so Doc wasn't the least bit worried. Besides, if anyone asked to look at his cargo, he'd just tell them it was for a play.
He flipped on his blinker and began the down-shifting process. Everything went smoothly, and soon they were back on the road.  
"You've got a grand future as a trucker," Frasier praised. "My daddy was a trucker, you know, and my grandpa. It's sort of a family legacy."
"Do you have any kids?" Doc asked casually.
"Not that I know of!" Frasier laughed.
Boudica growled again.
"I don't think your dog likes me," Frasier said nervously.
"Don't take it personally; she doesn't like anyone."
"Even you?"
"Especially me. She actually belongs to a friend of mine. Is there one of those rest areas close by?"
It was best just to get it over with. So what if he hadn't really turned yet? It was a straight shot to Connecticut. He'd stop once for gas and keep on trucking. He rolled his eyes. He was even starting to think like a trucker.
"There's one in about an hour," Frasier said. "Can you make it that long?"
"Make it... Oh. Yeah." Doc tried not to laugh. He'd completely forgotten what the purpose of a rest area was. He did use the bathroom. No one who was living could escape that primitive duty, but since he mostly drank whiskey, he wasn't a slave to the toilet like some people.
Speaking of whiskey... Doc shook his head. Not yet. Soon though.



Chapter 9
 

 
Doc pulled alongside another semi in the rest area and came to a slow stop. He was starting to get a feel for where the trailer was and how to keep track of it. He would be fine.
"You go on ahead," he told Frasier. "I need to walk the dog, and she likes to take her sweet time."
"Sounds good," Frasier said, nearly jumping from the truck.
"Giving him just enough rope to hang himself," Doc said as he ran his hand over Boudica's smooth fur. She licked his wrist, and he said, "Not that he needs it. I've already made up my mind. Nod once if you understand me." She nodded once. Damn that was strange.
"I've got to go save someone now," he said. She nodded again.
Doc exited the truck, locked the doors, and strode across the parking lot towards the bathrooms. He'd seen the short, curvy brunette leave her car just as he'd pulled in, and he'd felt the change in Frasier.
Doc pushed open the women's bathroom door, not surprised at all when he heard the sounds of a struggle. He hoped he hadn't waited too long.
"Stop struggling," Frasier hissed from the large stall on the end.
"Why would she stop struggling?" Doc asked flatly.
"Mr. Holliday?" Frasier stuttered. "What're you doing in here?"
"A better question... What are YOU doing in here?"
"I... um..."
"Release her. Now."
A second later the stall door opened, and a scared looking woman stumbled into the open area.
"Are you hurt?" Doc asked. If she was, he'd take his time.
She shook her head, eyes wide with fear.
"A word of advice," Doc said, leading her gently towards the exit. "Get yourself a good pepper spray and don't be afraid to use it. Also, never stop fighting."
"Thank you," she stuttered.
"My pleasure," Doc said with a grin.
He locked the door behind her and turned back towards the stall. Frasier was standing just outside of it, a look of hot rage on his face.
"What do you think you're doing?" Frasier snarled.
"Stopping you."
"It isn't any of your business what I do."
"Normally I would agree. As long as what you do is between you and another consenting adult."
"What?"
"I didn't hear any consenting."
"Some women like it rough," Frasier huffed.
"Some women do," Doc agreed. "But they still have to consent first. To you, to roughness, to whatever. I don't know why we're discussing this. I'm going to kill you."
It took Frasier a minute to process that, and when he did, he started laughing. "You? Kill me?" he laughed.
Maybe it was laughable. Frasier was taller than Doc, weighed more than Doc, and was clearly used to using his physical form to subject others to his will.
Doc waited for Frasier to stop laughing, then pulled his knife from its harness and flicked it towards Frasier's chest. Frasier's eyes had just enough time to widen slightly before the knife slammed into his chest with enough force to tear through his ribs and out the other side, sticking with a solid twang in the stall door behind him. The stall door bounced from the impact, swinging into Frasier on the return and knocking him face first onto the floor.
Too easy, Doc thought impassively as his chest began to warm and draw Frasier's life force inside him. He preferred it when they saw it coming and put up a fight.
For a moment he considered pulling Frasier into the stall and locking the door, but it sounded like a lot of effort, so he decided against it.
"Hello?" a woman called out. "Is someone in there? I really have to go!"
Or perhaps he'd move the body after all. "Just a moment!" he replied. He grabbed Frasier's shoulders, dragged him into the stall, and propped him on top of the toilet. He closed the stall door, knowing that given the amount of blood on the floor it wouldn't take long for someone to find the body, but by then he'd be long gone.
He opened the main door with a grin. "So sorry for the wait, miss," he drawled. "Someone had an accident in here, and I was trying to find a way to clean it up. Unfortunately, there aren't any cleaning supplies. That last stall is pretty bad; I'd stay away from it."
He smiled charmingly, and the woman's apprehension melted. "It doesn't matter," she said with a blush. "I really have to go."
"I'll get out of your way then. Have an excellent day."
Doc grinned at her, then walked quickly across the lot and climbed into his truck. Boudica was sitting on the passenger seat.
"Little preemptive, don't you think?" he asked.
She shrugged.
"Is there any of Elizabeth Haddock in you?" She didn't move at all. "I wish you would have just lied to me," Doc muttered as he started the truck and began to slowly back up so he could leave the parking lot.
He'd only been on the road for just over five hours. Twenty-three more to go. "I hate this," he muttered. "Jury better be grateful, or I'm going to kick his ass."
He chuckled softly. At least now Jury would put up a fight. When they'd first met, Jury hadn't known a fist from a handshake.
Another five hours slid slowly by. Doc pulled off at the weigh stations. He stayed in the right lane. He watched the clouds turn pink.
The next five hours were brutal. He hadn't gone so long without whiskey and human conversation in decades. He was beginning to wish he'd brought Thaddeus. Why hadn't he brought Thaddeus? That's right. Because he never shut up.
At the fifteen hour mark, Doc pulled into a filling station and filled the truck with diesel. He walked inside, just to stretch his legs, and wandered down the aisles. He hadn't been in a grocery store in... He couldn't actually be sure. If he wanted food, he just went to a restaurant or called room service, and he could see why. The food on these shelves didn't really look much like food.
"Think I'll stick to whiskey and people," he murmured as he walked back outside.
After another hour on the road, he called Jervis.
"How's it going, sir?"
"Terrible. It's... It's mind numbing; that's what it is. The road just goes on and on and on."
"Somewhat like riding a ship over the Atlantic?" Jervis suggested.
"Except on a ship you can walk around and drink whiskey and enjoy a fine woman."
"Ah. Going through withdrawal, are you?"
"Maybe a bit," Doc admitted. "Did you know this thing has a tank for... for waste? And that I'm expected to empty it?"
"I did not."
"You'll have to find someone."
"To what?"
"Empty it!" Doc exclaimed. "I'm not doing it!"
"Come now; isn't that part of the experience?" Jervis pointed out.
"I don't give a damn about the experience!"
"Let's not panic," Jervis suggested calmly. "Perhaps it won't fill up in the short time you're there."
"Good point. I can make Jury empty it."
"Excellent idea."
"Could the witch track me?" Doc asked.
"I brought in the triplets, and they couldn't even agree on which way you'd gone."
Doc grinned widely. If the triplets couldn't find him, the Jurys certainly wouldn't be able to. The Jurys might be more powerful, but the triplets knew him intimately. Very intimately.  
"They'd like to see you when you get back," Jervis added with a discreet throat clearing.
"The feeling is mutual."
"I'll never understand how you can please three women at once."
"I don't," Doc laughed. "I please them one at a time. Over and over and over—"
"I think I get the idea," Jervis interrupted. "Will there be anything else, sir?"
"Where's the whiskey?"
"There are several bottles in the refrigerator," Jervis said.
"You didn't!" Doc gasped.
"The refrigerator is not on, sir." Jervis's tone was rather amused.
"I'm not sure you deserve a raise today," Doc said irritably.
"Tragic, I'm sure," Jervis said dryly.
"Maybe if you were a little more subservient."
"I'll try to do better, sir."
"See that you do," Doc said, struggling not to laugh.
"I've taken Thaddeus his nightcap. Is that subservient enough?"
"I suppose it will do."
"I listened to him chatter on about elements for over an hour," Jervis added.
Doc cringed and said, "I suppose you may have a small raise then."
"So pleased, sir."
Doc laughed. "Good night, Jervis."
"Good night."
Doc disconnected and stared out at the black road. There was very little traffic now, and his mind wandered back to that first night with Jury.
It hadn't taken Doc long to realize that Jury was a lightweight. By the time they'd left the sisters' loft, Jury was giddy and very, very drunk.
"That was fun," Jury mumbled with a drunken giggle. "Can we do it again?"
"Maybe," Doc said as he supported Jury's tall frame. "Where should I take you?"
"Anywhere but home," Jury slurred.
"Where's home?"
"Connecticut."
"No chance of me taking you there," Doc laughed. "Where're you staying?"
"Nowhere. They'll find me soon; drag me home," Jury mumbled. "Can't go fast enough. They'll always find me."
"Who're they?" Some people frowned at getting information from a drunk person, but Doc was not one of those people.
"Family. Crazy. All these rules 'bout how I should behave... I don't wannna go."
Doc hadn't known exactly what Jury was talking about, and he hadn't asked. At the time he'd gotten the gist of it, even if he hadn't understood the details. But now he knew exactly what Jury was running from. The Jury legacy.
"Just ten more hours," Doc told Boudica. He held one eye closed for a moment to see if the road would look any better. It didn't.
He was used to going without sleep, but he was usually doing something interesting. Not just driving and driving and driving. He should have brought an audio book. Something, anything, to keep him from falling asleep or drifting off into memories and running the truck off the road.
He didn't want to waste any time pulling off the road and finding something to listen to on his phone, so he would just have to keep focused the old fashioned way.
"Not too long after I met Jury, he convinced me to go to Mexico with him," Doc said, knowing Boudica was actually listening. "Not that he had to work that hard because prohibition wasn't a thing down there. Do you know what prohibition is?"
She nodded.
Strange. What didn't she know? If she was part Jury, maybe she already knew this story.
"Goddamn," he muttered. "I'm talking to a goddamn dog." Apparently sixteen hours on an interstate was all that it took to drive him insane.
Boudica tugged his sleeve.
"You want to know what happened?"
She nodded.
"Well, we stopped by Andrew's ranch on the way down and stayed there for a while. By that time, Andrew had pretty well settled down, but we did manage to pick a few fights." Doc chuckled softly, remembering the expression on Jury's face the first time he'd seen Andrew in action.
"See, there were these crazy people who tried to summon a demon. Now, you and I both know demons aren't real, but they managed to summon something, and it was evil and bloodthirsty, so I guess they basically succeeded."
He considered that for a moment, then shrugged and went on with his story. "Andrew got wind of it when the Grothmak, the thing they summoned, destroyed an entire town north of his ranch. We headed that way, and..."  
Doc talked for three hours straight, which was probably the most he'd ever talked in his life, but he couldn't stop. Every time he paused to take a breath, Boudica tugged on his sleeve, and it took him three hours to tell the story properly anyway.
"By the time we left, they were glad to get rid of us," he laughed, finally reaching the end.
Boudica made a strange noise, and he glanced at her. If he didn't know better, but he didn't, he'd swear she was smiling.
"I don't get you," Doc said. "Whose personality do you have? Are you Jury? Are you Elizabeth Haddock? Are you your own thing?"
She didn't respond. He hadn't expected her to, so they drove in silence for another hour before he couldn't take it anymore. "Let's pull off at the next filling station," he said, more to himself than her. "I need some air."
The road was heavy with traffic now, and the sun was starting to glint off distant trees making them glow. He'd been so focused on driving, he hadn't paid much attention to the landscape until now, and he already missed the mountains.
He'd traveled this road before or one like it, but he'd been with Jury. When he traveled alone, he usually took a train or a boat or flew. Driving for long distances had never been his thing. He reminded himself that he was traveling for business, not pleasure.
He spotted a filling station up ahead and pulled into it. He filled the tank with diesel even though it wasn't empty yet, and then he went inside just to wander around.
The girl behind the counter didn't seem enthusiastic to be there, but she still smiled genuinely and said "How are you today, sir?"
"Deprived of human company," Doc replied cheerfully. "And you?"
"Soon to be overloaded with human company," she laughed.
"What would you do?" Doc asked, leaning on the counter. "If you could do anything."
"Do?" she repeated. "There's nothing else to do."
"But if there were?" Doc inquired.
She thought for a long time before saying wistfully, "My aunt had horses when I was a girl, and I always wanted to work with them. But I mean, that was when I was a girl. No one ever does what they thought they'd do as a kid, you know?"
He did know.
"Let me tell you a secret," Doc said. "Life is so much shorter than you think it is. Before long you'll be dying. Do you really want your entire life to be comprised of..." He gestured around the store and said, "This?"
"Well, no," she said irritably. "But what do you expect me to do?"
"I expect you to live," Doc said. "I don't have much cash on me," he added, pulling a wad of hundreds from his back pocket and handing it to her. "But I want you to take this and do something amazing with it. Something that makes you feel alive. I don't want you to buy a car or pay off all your bills. I want you to live."
She stared at the money in her hand. "But... I don't even know you."
"Sure you do," he drawled with a wink. "I'm Santa Claus."
"But there's like six thousand dollars here!" she exclaimed desperately, trying to give it back to him.
"I don't need it," Doc said. "I'm already alive." He closed her hand around the money and left the building with a grin.
"Wait!" she yelled, running after him. "Thank you, I mean, thank you! I mean..." She grabbed his cheeks and kissed him, then turned and ran back inside.
Doc whistled as he returned to his truck. Now that was the best way to start a day.
Boudica gave him a stern glare when he opened the door.
"What?" Doc asked. "I needed to stretch my legs."
Boudica's eyebrow rose, and her eyes took on a chastising expression.
"We're going, aren't we?" Doc snapped. "I still have a good five days. Plenty of time to take out thirty-some witches."
He hoped. He didn't really have a plan yet. He had some ideas, but he didn't have a plan.
"Strategy," his father had often advised, face solemn, but eyes merry.
"I know," Doc muttered. "But you never faced a whole board full of queens before."
Then again, maybe his father had. He'd been through three wars and lived to tell about them. Not that he ever had. Anytime Doc had asked, his father had smiled a sad smile and said, "I hate to say this, my boy, but war is hell."
"I wish Andrew was here," Doc said out loud. "He'd be able to think of a really terrible plan. It would be absolutely horrible, make no sense whatsoever, be incredibly complicated, but somehow he'd pull it off."
Doc was silent for a minute, then he said, "The thing is, I'm not just going to walk in and say, 'Where's Jury?' I mean, we could do that. We wouldn't even have to ask; you could just sniff him out, but I want to cut their legs out from under them. I want them to know that they should've never come for Jury in the first place. I want them to know that I could kill them all, but didn't."
Boudica whined softly.
"I know, girl. Just eight more hours. Then we can finally have some fun."



Chapter 10
 

 
The eight hours were hell. Maybe not as hellish as war, but since Doc had never been in a war, he couldn't say for sure. It was pretty bad.
The traffic was so heavy Doc didn't even want to blink, let alone sneeze or drift off in his mind. There were trucks in front of him and behind him, and all around him were vehicles of various sizes that were in a hurry to get someplace and thought they would get there faster if they caused a wreck with a gigantic semi. Doc didn't have the time to inform them they were wrong.
By the time he reached the outskirts of West Hartford, his fingers were rigid on the steering wheel. When this was done, he was never touching a semi again.
He didn't drive into West Hartford; instead he pulled off into a large parking lot at the edge of town. He was familiar enough with Eastern towns to know he wasn't interested in trying to navigate one with a semi-truck.
"First things first," Doc said. "We need a drink." He walked into the back and opened the refrigerator. It was filled with shining amber bottles of whiskey. "Finally," he whispered. Twenty-eight hours without a single drop of whiskey was twenty-seven and a half hours too long.
He popped the cork and took a long swig. "I hate semis," he said, sitting down on the bed. Boudica sat in front of him and stared at him with her brilliant eyes. "Want a drink?"
She shrugged, so he stood and searched the cabinets for a bowl. When he'd found one, he put it on the floor and filled it with whiskey.
"Might want to go easy," he advised. "Since it's your first time. Jury has no tolerance for whiskey."
That wasn't precisely true. Jury hadn't when they'd first met, but in the last week Doc had seen him slam half a bottle with no ill effects.
"I should've known something was really wrong," Doc said regretfully. "He never used to drink like that, but I was trying to clean up that whole Acolyte mess, and I wasn't paying attention. I can't believe he didn't at least tell me." Doc sighed. "I suppose in some ways he did. I just wasn't listening."
Boudica laid her head on Doc's knee, and Doc patted it absently. "My strategy is lacking," he said. "For one, I need a car so I can get around. Two, I need a Bennie. Or at least a guy who can get me things. What if I need a..." He trailed off because he couldn't think of a single thing he might need besides a car.
He pulled the folders Julian had given him out of his bag. "First things first, I need to figure out where the hell I'm going to park this thing."
Doc quickly glanced over the information in the binder about West Hartford. It didn't help since he didn't know where the Jury estate was. So he pulled out the folder on the Jurys and found a map of West Hartford that indicated how to reach the estate. Julian was certainly thorough.
A forest ran all along the west side of the estate, and that's where Doc wanted to be. But how to get there? He studied the map more carefully, looking for a road. There were several, but they all just sort of ended in the woods, and he couldn't tell which one would get him closest to the Jurys. He finally gave up and pulled out the number Simon had given him for his cousin.
"Hello?" a gravelly voice answered.
"This is Doc Holliday," Doc said. "I'm looking for Graven Birch."
"Mr. Holliday. Simon said you might be calling."
"I hadn't expected to call so soon," Doc replied with a self-depreciating chuckle. "Turns out I'm a little lost without my logistics team."
"How can I be of help?"
"I have a rather oversized semi, and I want to park it somewhere in the forest west of the Jury estate. I'm just not sure where that might be."
Mr. Birch was silent for a moment. He finally said, "Where are you? I'll send my son Thane to guide you."
"I very much appreciate that," Doc said. He told Mr. Birch where he was and settled in to wait. He vaguely wondered how a Takaheni would be able to travel the norm world during the day, but decided it wasn't his problem.
He glanced at Boudica. She was lying on the floor, tongue half out of her mouth. The bowl of whiskey was empty.
"I told you to go slow," he chided. "Are you hungry?"
She lifted her head and gave a short nod.
"I don't suppose you can tell me what you want to eat?"
She just stared at him.
Doc texted Jervis. "Do you seriously not know what witch hounds eat?"
"I'm not sure anyone knows what witch hounds eat," Jervis replied. "Are you there?"
"More or less," Doc answered.
"More? Or less?"
Doc laughed and wrote, "I'm on the edge of town."
"Excellent. Ms. Caruso came by."
"To see me or you?"
"You, sir."
"Are you sure?"
"There's no point in wasting my time with a mortal," Jervis replied.
"Sure. Unless you both know it's just for a while."
"I don't even like mortals."
"I know. She plays a mean game of mancala though."
"Really?" Jervis replied quickly.
"Really."
"She's not trustworthy," Jervis texted back.
"I think she might be."
"I have to go now, sir. The lobby is overrun."
"Of course it is."
Doc laughed, then remembered he still had a problem. What to feed Boudica? "Do you know what you eat?" he asked.
She shrugged.
"So no?"
She shrugged again.
"Do you eat children?"
She glared at him.
"Well that's good."
Doc's phone beeped. An unknown number with the message, "I'm here. Green van. Thane."
Doc looked out the windshield. There was a dark green van parked in front of him with tinted windows so dark not even he could see through them. He waved cheerfully and started the truck.
He followed the van around the town and out into the forest. The van drove slowly, which was good because the roads were narrow and bumpy. They drove through an automatic gate, then for a while longer before the forest opened into a small clearing. The van stopped, and Doc parked alongside the trees.
A lean Takaheni with dark fur, wearing only a pair of loose fitting pants, exited the van and approached the semi, so Doc killed the engine and stepped out to greet him.
"Mr. Holliday," the Takaheni said, holding out his large, furry hand.
Doc gripped it, giving it a firm shake and said, "Call me Doc."
"I'm Thane. Dad invited you to come to the lodge, if you'd be willing to come with me."
"Sure. Just let me get my dog."
Boudica stepped from the truck, and Thane froze, watching her carefully.
"Why do you have a witch hound?" he asked, voice low and serious.
Doc considered lying, but he was very good at reading people, and he was certain Thane would not like being lied to. "How can you tell?" he asked instead.
"I can smell the magic," Thane said. "Why did you bring it here?"
"Her. She belongs to my friend. Thomas Jury. I've come to get him."
"You're friends with a Jury?" Thane asked incredulously.
"Yes, but just the one. I don't care for the others."
Thane grinned sharply. "Dad will like you."
"Maybe," Doc grinned.
"Maybe," Thane laughed. "Come on."
As they drove deep into the forest, Thane asked, "Why do you need the semi, anyway?"
"I'm hauling goods," Doc said.
"Just glad you made it to the clearing. It's about the only place that would hold it."
"Do you know much about witch hounds?" Doc asked.
Thane laughed. "Actually I was just taking a stab in the dark. One of our tales describes a witch hound. Yours looks like a wolf, but I could smell the magic on her, so I knew she'd been made."
"What tale?" Doc asked.
"One of our histories. Something about the early colonists, the Dutch. There was a witch among them, an explorer, and his companion was a witch hound."
"I was under the impression they were only used to hunt down other witches," Doc mused.
"Perhaps that's what he used it for," Thane said. "The indigenous tribes had their own witches, you know. It's one of the few cryptid forms that isn't considered a species, per se. Witches are predominately human, but most of the cryptid species have a few witches of their own. The human witches are just the most prolific."
That was news to Doc. It probably shouldn't have been, but he tended to drift off to sleep when Thaddeus rambled on for more than a few minutes about things like that.
"We're here," Thane said.
Doc looked around carefully, not entirely sure what "here" meant; he didn't see anything but trees.
"It's hidden," Thane said. "Follow me."
Doc had heard those words before, but it had been a long time.
He followed Thane through an archway of roses, and then he could suddenly see it.
They were standing on the edge of a village, but it was a village unlike any he'd ever seen. There were huts on the ground, in the ground, and in the trees. They were all made out of forest materials, wood and branches and moss; and they looked like extensions of the forest, like the ground had just risen up in hut shapes. Takaheni were hard at work throughout the village, nearly all of them only wearing their fur and nothing else.
"This way," Thane said, gesturing towards a green staircase that wound its way around a tree.
Doc walked after him, trying to take in everything at once. He'd met many different cryptids over the years, but most of them operated out of the Hidden proper. Only a few had still been in their native habitat, and it filled him with awe to see the Takaheni's world.
At the top of the staircase, they entered a hut that wrapped seamlessly around the outside of the tree trunk.
A large, dark-haired Takaheni sat behind a gigantic wooden desk. His head was bowed over a stack of papers, but he looked up when Doc walked in, and his green eyes narrowed.
"You are Doc Holliday?" he asked doubtfully.
"Indeed," Doc said with a slight bow.
"Simon said you are quite formidable?"
It was a question, which amused Doc.
"I am," he said easily. "But I don't know why you would care."
"Sit," Mr. Birch said.
It wasn't an invitation; it was a command. Doc decided to play along and sat.
"Why are you here?" Mr. Birch demanded.
"I've come to collect my friend Thomas Jury."
"He is the one who will marry Marie Baudelaire?"
"Not if I have my way."
"Why not?" Mr. Birch asked.
"Because he doesn't want to," Doc said with a shrug. "The Jurys are quite traditional, but Jury doesn't care for it."
"Jury being Thomas Jury?" Mr. Birch asked.
"Yes."
"I see." His eyes didn't change, but Doc could tell he was evaluating him, considering him, weighing him. "I have a proposition for you, Mr. Holliday."
Doc raised an eyebrow and waited for Mr. Birch to continue. Like Simon, he was very hard to read, but Doc could tell he'd been disappointed when Doc had walked into the room. He'd been expecting someone with more presence, but he'd gotten Doc instead.
"As I mentioned, Simon said you are quite formidable, and I suppose I will just have to take his word on that. He is not an easy man to impress, as I'm sure you know."
Doc really didn't know, but he acknowledged Mr. Birch's words with a slight nod.
"We will provide you with any reasonable help while you are here," Mr. Birch offered. "But in exchange, you will kill the Baudelaires."



Chapter 11
 

 
Doc grinned inwardly. He'd love to kill the Baudelaires. As long as they had it coming.
"Just the ones in the United States?" he asked. Francisco had often warned him that it was important to get all the details before you agreed to anything.
"Yes," Mr. Birch said solemnly. "The elder Mr. and Mrs. Baudelaire, their daughter Marie, and their young son, Louis."
"How young?" Doc asked.
"Twenty perhaps. I do not know for sure."
Old enough for Doc.
"May I know why?" Doc asked.
Frankly, Jervis's opinion of the Baudelaires was probably enough, but Doc still liked to know why he was killing someone.
Mr. Birch sat back in his chair and watched Doc for a long time. Doc waited patiently.
"I do not know you, Mr. Holliday," he finally said. "I do not know your ways or if you are a man of discretion or not, but I have need of your skill set and Simon trusts you, so I will tell you why I ask this of you."
He stood and paced the room, his long legs taking huge strides, then he sat again and sighed. "Our tribe was here long before the Europeans came to these shores. We shared the forest with the native humans and other creatures, and for the most part, there was little argument between us. I know this because our story keepers have kept our history alive for hundreds and hundreds of years. When the Europeans came, we all suffered, but those you call Takaheni are better able to hide in the forest than the humans, and so we survived."
"Sorry to interrupt," a female Takaheni said as she entered the room.
Mr. Birch smiled, grim face taking on a happiness that hadn't been there before. "Mr. Holliday, please meet my mate, Rivers."
Doc rose and bowed over Rivers' hand. "Delighted to meet you," he said.
"Likewise, Mr. Holliday," she replied, green eyes sparkling with mischief. "I'm sure Graven forgot his manners completely. Would you like some refreshments?"
Doc glanced at Boudica's forlorn face.
"I don't suppose you know what a witch hound eats?"
She glanced at Boudica and said, "I know little about magical creatures, but we've a woman who's quite good with animals. Shall I take it to her?"
"Would you like to go?" Doc asked Boudica.
She shrugged.
"They might have something you'd like to eat."
She shrugged again.
"She'll go," Doc said. "Her name is Boudica."
"A fine name," Rivers said happily. "Come with me, Boudica. And please say you'll stay for dinner, Mr. Holliday?"
"Call me Doc," he said. "And I'd love to."
Once Rivers was gone, Doc sat and faced Mr. Birch once more.
"As I was saying," Mr. Birch said, "we survived, but more and more Europeans came, completely taking over the land, and we found it harder and harder to hide. When Jefferson created the Hidden, we joined it, along with many others, and this land was set aside for us."
Doc listened politely, hoping Mr. Birch would eventually come to the relevant point.
"Our agreement with the Hidden government keeps us from retaliating against crimes committed on our land, which I suppose is a small price to pay for what we've been given."
Doc thought it was a rather high price to pay, and he suspected Mr. Birch did as well. He also suspected that most of the time Mr. Birch didn't adhere to such stupidity.
"Which brings me to my point," Mr. Birch said.
Doc waited.
"The Baudelaires do not adhere to the Hidden's laws regarding witches. The Magistratus knows this and does nothing. However, the line was crossed when the Baudelaires stole one of our people for their filthy blood magic."
Mr. Birch's face was hard now, and Doc could feel the rage pouring from him.
"I would handle it myself," Mr. Birch ground out, "but the Magistratus made it very clear that any retaliation on our part would mean the seizement of our lands."
As Doc had suspected.
Mr. Birch frowned at his desk and said darkly, "However, I cannot allow this crime to go unpunished. I must assure my people they are safe. Do you accept my conditions?"
Doc pretended to think for a moment, then said, "I do. I will kill the four Baudelaires, but I'll likely have to wait until after I've retrieved Jury. I don't promise they won't question you, but I'll try to do it in such a way that they won't even suspect you. Or me." He grinned widely.   
"They are four rather powerful witches," Mr. Birch said with reserve.
Doc shrugged. "I think I can handle it."
"And if you do not deliver on your promise?"
"What would satisfy you?" Doc asked.
"Your life," Mr. Birch said gravely.
"Agreed."
Mr. Birch hadn't expected Doc's quick agreement, and he studied Doc curiously. "Are you certain you wish to bet your life on this?"
"I never bet more than I can afford to lose," Doc said seriously. "I don't need your help to get Jury, but it would make it considerably easier. And to be frank, I was already toying with the idea of killing the Baudelaires." He shrugged. "It's win-win for everybody. Except most of the Jurys and the Baudelaires," he added mischievously.
"We are in agreement then," Mr. Birch said. "How can we help you?"
"I need a vehicle that's not the size of a small building," Doc said.
"Done."
"I could also use a guide to show me the lay of the land."
"Thane will be available at your request."
Thane was leaning against the wall behind his father, smoking a wooden pipe. At his father's words, he nodded.
"Shall we start after dinner?" Doc asked.
Thane nodded again.
"What else?" Mr. Birch asked.
"As long as my semi is good where it's at, that's all."
"You are not asking much."
"It's only the first day," Doc laughed.
"Very well. We will go down to dinner now."
Within a few minutes, Doc was seated at a large community table surrounded by friendly, but rather shy, Takaheni.
"What do you do here?" Doc asked Thane as he ate some kind of roast meat coated in a bright green sauce.
"We make things and sell them through a shop in the Hidden," Thane replied.
"Such as?"
"Things from the forest. Baskets, leather goods, wicker chairs. Many things."
Doc left it at that since it was none of his business whether or not they made enough to survive off of. Everyone looked healthy and happy, so he supposed they were doing all right. Not to mention that just looking around he didn't think they needed much that the forest hadn't already given them.
He took another bite and tried to truly savor the flavor. There was life to this food that his meals had been missing. There was vibrancy. Eating this was going to make it hard to return to Pierre's masterpieces. 
Rivers leaned around Thane and said, "Boudica tried several things before she was able to eat."
"And what did she settle on?" Doc asked warily.
"Rice mush."
"Rice mush?" Doc repeated.
"Yes. We gather the wild rice and make a mush. She ate seven bowls of it."
"No blood?" Doc asked, not really believing his ears.
"No," Rivers laughed.
Doc pondered this for a moment. He was relieved, truly he was, but how the hell was he supposed to make rice mush? "I suppose I must ask you to teach me how to make it," he said finally.
"Certainly. It is not hard."
Maybe not if you cooked, but Doc hadn't cooked anything in a very long time.
"Shall we begin?" Thane asked as soon as Doc was finished with his food.
"Lead the way," Doc agreed. He turned towards the head of the table where Rivers and Mr. Birch sat and bowed slightly. "Thank you both for your hospitality. I appreciate it, and I will do my absolute best not to involve you in my... vendetta."
Mr. Birch nodded, and Rivers smiled happily. "I will send over some mush for Boudica," she said.
"I'd really appreciate that," Doc said sincerely.
He and Thane walked back to the clearing where Thane had parked the van; and once they were there, Thane pulled a green mesh tarp off a small green car with dark windows.
"Will this work?" he asked. "It's got four wheel. It's not always easy to navigate these forest roads without it."
"I'm sure it will be fine," Doc said.
"You live in a big city?" Thane asked.
"Denver."
"What's it like?"
"Pretty much the same as any big city," Doc said as he climbed into the passenger seat and closed the door. "Hell," he muttered. "I forgot the dog."
Boudica was standing just on the other side of the door, staring at him with huge blue eyes.
"I'm sorry," he said as he opened the door again and levered the seat forward so she could get in. "I'm not used to having a dog."
She gave him a look that said he wasn't forgiven. "This must have been what Widow Maker was like," Doc grumbled.
"Like what?" Thane asked.
"A pain in the ass."
For the next four hours, Thane showed Doc around the area. First they drove back to the clearing where Doc's semi-truck was. Then Thane showed Doc the road that went into West Hartford. They drove into town, and Thane pointed out a few Hidden entrances along the way.
"I'll probably steer clear of the town," Doc said as they passed a Hidden neighborhood tucked between two fancy condo buildings. "It's best not to reveal my hand until I have to."
"Your hand?"
"It's a poker reference," Doc said. "Do you play?"
"No. Our tribe never really picked up European ways. We have our own games."
"Probably just as well," Doc said. "Most people bet more than they can afford."
"What's Simon like?" Thane asked abruptly.
"You've never met him?"
"No. We don't leave the area. Dad sometimes goes away for council meetings, but not often."
"How to describe Simon?" Doc mused. "He wears three-piece business suits, he understands numbers, he's very good at poker, he knows how the game is played, and he's..." Doc paused, trying to think how to say it. "I think he's a very good person to have on your side, if you know what I mean."
"That's funny," Thane said, heading back out towards the forest. "That's exactly what he said about you. Not the three-piece business suits bit, but pretty much the rest of it."
Doc chuckled softly.
"This road," Thane said as he turned down a two-track, "will take you as close to the Jury estate as possible, but you'll still have to walk a ways."
After a mile or so, Thane parked the car, and they continued on foot down a narrow path. The light was slanted by now, but it wasn't dark. Without the mountains to block the light, Doc wasn't sure it would ever get dark.
"We have an agreement with the Jury family," Thane explained when they reached a low stone wall. "They can use our land for recreation, but that's it. We have no such agreement with the Baudelaires, not that they care." His voice was laced with bitterness, but he continued on in an even tone. "If you follow the path it will take you to the Jury manor. There's tree cover until about half an acre from the house."
Doc was beginning to reevaluate his position. Maybe it would be easier just to walk up to the front door and demand they release Jury. Or not. He didn't want to kill them, even if he knew they wouldn't hesitate to kill him. They'd certainly tried often enough over the years. But killing them was the easy way out; he wanted to make a point.
Thane put a hand on Doc's shoulder and pulled him behind a thick tree. "Someone's coming," he whispered in a way that made Doc think of Charlie. He even thought that if he asked Thane how he knew, he'd respond, "Just do."
They watched in silence for a moment or two before three horses burst through the underbrush and pounded down the pathway.
"That's the eldest Jury son with his wife and daughter," Thane whispered.
"Yes, I'd recognize Edward's pig-like face anywhere." Thane chuckled softly, but Doc didn't join him. He utterly despised Edward. His daughter, however, had not inherited his obstinate, irritating face.
"Do you know how old the daughter is?" Doc asked after Edward's family had disappeared.
"I'm not sure. Maybe fifty?"
Doc could work with that. He suddenly couldn't wait to get back to Julian's folders. He hoped Julian had been very thorough indeed.
Thane turned to go back to the car, and Doc followed him, mind working several angles at once. If only he had even more time he would really go for their throats, but he'd work with what he had.
Thane drove back to the clearing with the semi. "The Jurys don't usually come this far in, but just in case, we'll bring over some camouflage for your truck tomorrow."
"It is rather obvious," Doc allowed.
"Nah," Thane laughed.
They drove down another road until they ran into a high concrete fence.
"The Baudelaire's?" Doc asked.
"The Baudelaire's," Thane confirmed.
"It's a bit tacky."
"They hate us," Thane said. "They want to drive us from our land."
"That's a little cliché," Doc said.
Thane smiled, teeth bright, even in the fading light. "We've petitioned the tetrarch several times for the right to defend our lands, but he always denies our requests. This fence is one mile onto our land," Thane added.
"So let me ask you," Doc said. "What do you think of the tetrarch?"
Thane spit on the ground. "He seeks only to further his own gains, and he cares nothing about the people of the Hidden. We are merely a means to an end."
Finally. Finally someone who could say what they really thought of the tetrarch.
"What are his gains?" Doc asked.
"Dad doesn't attend many councils, for obvious reasons, but the tetrarch is always taking requests from the norm government for special creatures to use in their wars and espionage. The Hidden agreed to a certain amount of that in the original treaty, but this goes far beyond what is required."
Thane shrugged. "Beyond that, I don't know. I don't know why he won't let us retaliate against the Baudelaires. Or why the Magistratus won't investigate. Dad grows weary of playing their games, but ultimately he must do what's best for the tribe."
Between a rock and a hard place. But weren't they all?
The cryptids needed the structure and protection of the Hidden to survive. Doc couldn't begin to imagine the horrors they would face if they were outed to modern man. The cages, the dissection, the torture. For the cryptids to exist, the Hidden had to exist, and if the Hidden was to go on existing, the tetrarch was a necessary evil. It was enough to drive a man to drink. Speaking of drink.
"I think that's enough for tonight," Doc said. "Can I reach you at the number you texted from earlier?"
"Yes."
Thane parked the car by Doc's semi and pulled the tarp out of the hatchback and threw it over the car. "I'll leave the car here," he said.
"Thanks," Doc replied, already thinking about those labeled binders.
"I look forward to..." Thane paused, then said with a grin, "Seeing your work."
"I'm sort of curious to see what I come up with myself," Doc drawled.
Thane laughed loudly and shook Doc's hand before fading into the forest.
"I don't know how they do that," Doc muttered to Boudica.
She shrugged. He was beginning to think all she could do was shrug.
"Can you smell Jury?"
She nodded.
That was at least something. He was glad to know they hadn't stashed Jury somewhere off the premises.
"I think it's time to catch up on our reading," he said.
They climbed into the semi and sat in total darkness for a moment while Doc wondered how to turn on the damn lights.
"Perhaps I should've asked Frasier to show me where the switches are. And how to use the generator. It is possible I was a little hasty in killing him."
Boudica said nothing, but he could feel her agreement.
Doc pulled out his phone and turned on the flashlight. "If Andrew hadn't told me that cell phones were going to make it, I would have laughed at the idea of carrying around a phone-watch-flashlight-handful of other things in your pocket." He found the light switch and turned it on. "Oh that's right. I did laugh."
He pulled out the stack of folders and opened the one about the Jurys. He looked at it for five minutes before putting it down with a sigh. "I'm definitely going to need a snack."



Chapter 12
 

 
At most, Doc had four days to wrap this up, so he didn't have any time to mess around. And once he got started, it surely wouldn't take long for the Jurys to realize something was wrong, and he wasn't excited about the idea of thirty witches breathing down his neck. Especially if he wasn't at full capacity.  
So forget about saving the Salem Sons for later. He was going to bulk up now, before he needed it, and hope for the best.
Which explained why he was parked only ten feet away from a seedy-looking bar named "The Brick Road". It was on the outskirts of a town about twenty minutes away from West Hartford, and as far as he could tell the entire block surrounding it was deserted.
There was one lonely flickering light in the parking lot, and between its grimy yellow glow and the strange visual cacophony of neon light from the bar's sign, Doc could see well enough to count twenty motorcycles.
He'd guess there were about thirty to forty people inside the bar. Which was fine. The only problem he had was the problem of verifying Julian's assessment of them. And then there was the secondary problem of figuring out which ones were involved so he didn't just kill random people for no good reason.
It was a quandary, but the direct approach was probably best.
He slipped off his jacket and vest and draped them carefully over the back of his chair. "You stay here," he told Boudica. "I don't need you stealing my kills. Assuming you do kill, which maybe you don't." She looked like she was grinning, but maybe it was just the light.
He closed the door on her and walked towards the bar's entrance. He pushed the door open and stood just inside it, surveying the scene.
The room was filled with stale smoke and the smell of even staler beer. The occupants themselves were, as a whole, leather clad, ill-groomed, and rather coarse. There were only six women, and they were just as coarse and leather clad as the men. But the men were big, much bigger than Doc in fact. They were tall and broad and holding pool cues. Lots and lots of pool cues.
He grinned. Now pool he understood.
"Excuse me!" he hollered over the hard rock music blaring through the speakers. "I'd like to challenge your best pool player."
It took a moment for his words to settle in, but when they did, the whole room shifted to stare at him.
"Who the fuck're you?" demanded a gigantic man with beer oozing down his long beard.
"Apologies," Doc said, "Name's Mackey, Tom Mackey."
"I think you scurried down the wrong rabbit hole," the man growled.
The music abruptly stopped, and the only noise was the sound of cracking knuckles. 
"You're the Salem Sons?" Doc asked.
"Fuck yeah!!" someone shouted.
"Then this is the right rabbit hole," Doc said with a wink.
"What the fuck you want, Mr. Fancy-pants?"
"I think I prefer reprobate," Doc muttered. "Do you have a name?"
The man stepped forward menacingly. "I said, what the fuck do you want?"
"To begin with, I'd like to know your name; it helps me keep things straight in my mind. Otherwise I'm just thinking of you as the large one with the beard, which doesn't really narrow it down as much as you'd think."
"Luke," he snarled, stepping forward once more.
"Luke. Nice name," Doc said. "Biblical even."
The pool cues were getting closer, but he supposed if they tried to kill him just for walking into their bar, his problems would all be solved.
"I'd like to challenge you to a game of pool," Doc said cheerfully. "And when I win, you'll tell me about the racket you're running."
"Who said we're running a racket?" Luke demanded.
"An associate of mine," Doc said vaguely.
"And if you lose?"
"I won't."
The room erupted with jeers. "Think you're bad?" someone hollered.
"Teach 'im some manners, Luke!" a woman yelled.
"Luke'll eat your fucking face for breakfast!" someone else declared.
"Surely not my face," Doc said. "It's so bony."
"We got us a wise guy," Luke laughed.
It was not a nice laugh. It was how Doc imagined a troll living under a bridge would laugh. Not that trolls really lived under bridges. Well, maybe some of them did.
"Why don't I just kill you now?" Luke challenged.
"I suppose you could try," Doc allowed. "But I haven't played a good round of pool in years; I wish you'd wait until after our game."
To tell the truth, he was a little conflicted. On one hand, he hoped they rushed him and he could just get it over with. On the other, he'd love to get his hand on a pool cue. Pool was the one game Jury could actually beat him at, but Doc was certain he could take Luke.
"I've got five on the runt!" someone cackled.
The room erupted in shouts and bet calling. The bartender finally came out and started taking money and writing down names and amounts. Doc wondered what his odds were, but it didn't matter. He was going to win.
Luke was snarling, but he tossed Doc a pool cue and walked up to the middle table to rack the balls.
"You should probably let me rack them," Doc offered.
"Why the hell would I do that?"
"'Cause it's the only way you'll get a turn."
He was perhaps being a bit confident since he hadn't played pool in over five years, but it was like making love. There was no possible way he could forget how to do it.
His comment stirred up the observers, and they started jeering.
Luke went red in the face and snarled, "Listen up, runt! You don't tell me what to goddamn do! You hear me?!"
"The last man who called me 'runt' died rather horribly," Doc said conversationally.  
"I don't give a shit! I'd kill you right now."
"But if you did that, it would look like you were scared to play me," Doc chuckled. "I understand." He hadn't thought Luke's face could get any redder, but it did.
"Break it," Luke snarled.
"If you insist."
It was like making love, and Doc hadn't forgotten a thing.  When he lined up to hit the eight ball, the entire room seemed to hold their breath. And then he pocketed it.
Some of the room went wild with cheers, but Luke was not one of them. He stared at Doc with such an angry look, Doc wondered why he didn't just go ahead and try to kill him, but he didn't.
"So what do you want to know?" Luke demanded.
"I just want to know if everyone in here is part of the protection racket you're running."
"We're not running a racket!" a gleeful looking man exclaimed. "It's a legitimate business. They pay us, and their houses don't get burned down."
"I see," Doc said. "Here's the thing," he added, surveying the faces in the crowd. "I need a snack, so if you're not part of the 'legitimate business' and you don't want to die, leave now."
The room erupted with laughter. But he had warned them, so it was their own damn fault if they died.
"I've had just about enough of you," Luke snarled. He snapped the pool cue he was holding in two and started towards Doc menacingly. The betting started up again.
"I don't want to break a perfectly good cue," Doc said, tossing his cue onto the table and pulling his knife. Another knife instantly materialized where the first one had been, and Doc pulled it with his other hand.
"He's got magic!" someone yelled. "Fifty on the runt!"
"Just the knives," Doc said cheerfully. "The rest of me is... just me!"
Luke lashed out with one of his sticks, but Doc easily blocked it. Luke swung again and again, and Doc blocked each and every attack, so Luke finally rushed forward with a snarl wielding the sticks like machetes.
Doc could have easily ended it there, but he was in the mood to play. He ducked a wild swing and sliced deeply across Luke's forearm. Luke dropped one of the sticks with a gasp, and the room suddenly became very quiet.
"You'll pay for that, you goddamn bitch," Luke growled.
He rushed forward again, arms out wide in an attempt to grab Doc. Doc waited until Luke was close then pushed him to the side using his own momentum. Luke crashed into a pool table and came up broiling mad.
Doc waited patiently, knowing he'd finally crossed the line. Luke was out for blood now.
Nostrils flared, Luke pulled a short steel whip from his belt and slammed it into the table top. The table cracked in two. "That's your head," he threatened.
The crowd moved back, leaving Doc and Luke all alone in the middle of the room. Luke swung the whip with wicked force, and Doc stepped easily to the side. Luke swung again and again, but Doc dodged the deadly whip each time it sliced towards him.
"Stand still, maggot!" Luke yelled.
Around the room more bets were changing hands.
"Just to be clear," Doc said as he jumped to the side once more. "We're fighting to the death, right?"
"Fuck this shit!" Luke yelled, dropping the whip and pulling a gun. He didn't even have time to aim before Doc's knife ripped through his open mouth.
Luke's gun clattered to the floor, a woman screamed, and then the room went silent once more. Doc's tattoo began to heat, and the heat spread from Doc's chest into his body and along his limbs while he waited to see what they would do.
"He killed Luke," someone said quietly.
Whispers spread around the room, and Doc pretended not to hear them as he enjoyed the feeling of the power seeping into his veins.
He leaned casually against a table and watched them argue with each other. Some regarded him warily, as if they just couldn't decide what to do with him.
"Who's next?" Doc finally asked, hoping to prod them into action.
"Get 'im!" someone yelled, and the entire room erupted with wild shouts and cracking cues.
Now this is a brawl, Doc thought happily as he jumped onto one of the pool tables, dodging from side to side as pool balls hurled through the air towards his head. He bounded across the room, using one table after another until he was up against the wall, then he dropped to the floor and faced them.
It didn't surprise him that someone hadn't just tried to shoot him. There were a lot of them and only one of him, and they were suffering from overconfidence. A dangerous condition for which Doc knew the cure.  
Several men rushed him at once, knives poised to skewer him. Doc killed the first two with well-placed knife throws, and braced himself for the impact. When the other three slammed into him, he let them carry him into the wall, and then he smashed his elbow into the closest one's nose, completely obliterating it. The man screamed in agony, and Doc finished him off with a rock-hard jab to the throat.
He'd been using his other arm to block the blows raining onto his head, but now he pushed forward, wrapping one arm around each of their necks and yanking his arms backwards until he felt their necks snap.
He dropped their bodies and waited for another group of men to climb over the corpses, but the Salem Sons were regarding him with extreme caution now.
"I say we just shoot 'im!" somebody bellowed.
A gun appeared in someone's hand, and Doc flicked a knife, killing the man before he had a chance to pull the trigger.
"I don't think he likes guns," someone else said. "Be better to just beat 'im to death."
Doc grinned and waited for them to make up their minds.
"All in favor of beating?" the bartender shouted.
"Aye!"
They rushed him again, some of them tripping over the corpses and falling on their faces. Doc threw knife after knife, but the men were soon too close, so he let them drive him into the wall once more. They pounded on him with their fists, and some of them stabbed at him, knives slicing through his skin and tearing his flesh.
Doc fished one hand loose and ripped his knife across one throat, then another. The weight lessened, and he stabbed forward, killing a woman who had joined the fight.
Someone yanked at his knife harness, trying to pull it from Doc's chest, and Doc sliced down hard, severing the hand wrapped tightly around the leather strap. The man connected to the hand screamed in agony, and Doc stabbed blindly towards the sound, halting it mid-shriek.
He kicked out a man's knee, stabbing through the man's chin as he fell to the floor, then pulled another knife and drove it deep into another man's ear.
The Sons retreated again, leaving a pile of bodies in front of Doc. By now his tattoo was so hot he was beginning to sweat. He watched them scramble to regroup and grinned wickedly. The only thing that would make this more fun would be if Jury were here.
"All in favor of filling 'im full of holes?" the bartender shouted.
"AYE!"
Doc didn't wait to see the guns, he just hurled his knives faster than the Sons could move, and, in a matter of heartbeats, he'd killed another ten of them. Which only left six; the bartender, four of the women, and one other man.
"Out the door!" the bartender shouted. "We'll burn the place down with 'im in it!"
They turned to run, but they didn't even make it halfway across the room. Six knives, six bodies.
Doc sighed as he watched them fall. He'd been enjoying himself. Too bad they'd decided to go for the guns, but the purpose of coming here had been to charge up, not to get shot a bunch and burn up all his energy healing.
He slowly surveyed the room, then groaned when he remembered Jury wasn't with him. He was going to have to check them all himself. Never leave one alive. It was one of Andrew's rules actually, and the only time Doc had ignored it, he'd come to deeply regret it.
He wasn't going to waste his time feeling for pulses though; he was going to do it the easy way. He shoved a knife through the supposed corpse on the floor by his feet. His tattoo was still warm, but it didn't flare. That one was dead.
Doc worked his way steadily around the room. Only one of the men wasn't fully dead, but that was one too many, so it had been worth his time to check.
Once he was done stabbing corpses, he walked towards the bar. The bartender had had the right idea. Burn it to the ground.
Doc stepped behind the bar and started flinging bottles across the room, checking the labels as he did. There was no point wasting good whiskey, but sadly, there was no good whiskey here.
Before long the air was permeated with the tang of blood and the fumes of hard liquor. Now all he needed was a match. He searched under the bar top for a lighter, and that's when he heard it.
A muffled whimper.  



Chapter 13
 

 
Doc closed his eyes and sighed in frustration. Maybe he hadn't heard what he'd thought he heard. Maybe he'd just stepped on a loose board or something. But if not... He bent down and looked under the counter.
A pair of terrified brown eyes met his. The eyes belonged to the face of a small girl, and she was tucked against the far wall, trembling in fear.
"I didn't see anything," she whimpered.
"I never said you did," Doc said softly.
"I won't tell anyone."
"I didn't think for a moment you would." This was an unexpected complication. "Was one of these men your father?" he asked, hoping he was wrong.
She nodded.
"I see. Do you have a mother?"
She shook her head, tears pooling in her eyes and spilling over onto her grubby cheeks. She was clutching a tattered giraffe stuffed animal to her chest, and her whole body was shaking.
"Do you have anyone you can live with?" he asked, but somehow he already knew the answer. His luck was peculiar that way.
She shook her head.
"I see. Do you think you could come out from there?" Doc asked. "I'm about to burn the place down."
"But... but..." the girl stuttered. "But I live here."
"Above the bar?"
She nodded again.
Doc sighed in frustration. The longer he stayed here the greater the likelihood someone else would wander in. Not that he cared. It's just he was done killing now, and he wanted to get to work. He also didn't want to take care of a child, but he certainly didn't trust the norm government to take care of her.
Best case scenario, they actually found someone who wanted the little girl. Most likely case, she would be shuffled from home to home, unwanted, unloved, possibly abused in any number of ways, until she was kicked out on her hind end at the age of eighteen.
"Is there anything worth getting from upstairs?" he asked.
She seemed to think for a minute before saying, "My clothes."
"Wouldn't you rather have new?" he offered.
"New?" She pronounced the word strangely, like it was foreign to her. 
"New. Pretty too. Pink if you like or blue. Purple's my favorite color. What's yours?"
"Yellow."
"Yellow's nice. What about purple and yellow?"
She was inching out now, and Doc could see she was older than he'd originally thought. Maybe nine or ten.
"Are you going to turn me over to social services?" she asked, fear making her voice waver.
"No."
"What're you gonna do with me then?"
"Are you upset I killed your father?" he asked carefully. In a way, this was violating the rule, but she was only a child, and hopefully she hadn't made up her mind which side of the line she wanted to live on yet.
She glanced over the counter at the room full of dead bodies. "He yelled a lot," she said simply. "And sometimes he hit me."
"So no?"
She shrugged. "I knew what to expect."
Wise words for someone so young.
"Come on," Doc urged, offering his hand. "I'll let you light the match."
She glared at him suspiciously for a moment, then must have decided she was better off with him then burned to a crisp because she took his hand and let him lead her to the door.
Once they were outside, he handed her the box of matches he'd found. She opened it carefully, took out a match, swept the room with her eyes one last time, and lit it. She flicked the burning match into the room, and Doc watched it twirl gracefully through the air before landing in a puddle of booze.
For one breath nothing happened, then the puddle turned bright with flame.
"Toss a few more," Doc said. "Just for good measure."
She lit five more matches, tossing them randomly around the bar. They watched the fire grow brighter and brighter, taking over more of the room and turning the floor and table legs black. Doc finally pulled her from the doorway and led her towards his car.
"Get in the back," he ordered Boudica when he opened the passenger door.
She glared at him.
"Please?" he added irritably.
She shrugged and jumped into the back seat.
"Get in," Doc said. After the girl was situated in the passenger seat, Doc climbed behind the wheel and headed back the way he'd come. He wanted to be far away when the fire department showed up.
"What's your name?" he asked as he drove. "Mine's Doc."
"You said it was Tom Mackey."
"You said you didn't see anything."
Her breathing hitched, and Doc hurried to say, "I'm not going to hurt you, I swear. I'll find you someone who'll take you in."
"I don't need your fucking charity!" she snapped, and he knew those weren't her words, but her father's.
"It's not charity. I took away your home and your father. I should replace them with something of equal or better value. I always aim for better myself."
"What's in it for you?" she demanded.
Her father again. "Nothing," Doc said.
"Nobody does anything for free."
"I do," he chuckled. "Mostly because I don't need the money."
"It's not always money," she whispered.
Sadness poured through him, and he pushed it away. "I don't need or want anything from you," he said carefully. "All I want is to replace what I took."
He'd already run through all the possible scenarios, and there was nothing for it. He'd have to take her back to the semi with him until he could figure out something else. But she stank. She stank like... He couldn't quite put his finger on it, but it wasn't good, and he wasn't letting her into his semi smelling like that.
"Where can we get you new clothes?" he asked.
"Are you new to the world?" she bit out. "Walmart, duh."
"Are they still open?"
"Twenty-four hours," she muttered.
"Perfect."
By the time they reached the Walmart in Hartford, found some clothes she would agree to wear, picked out some boxes of things she said she would eat, and driven back to the clearing, it was after two o'clock in the morning.
"You live in a semi?" she asked as they walked through the tall grass.
"For now. You never did tell me your name."
There was a long pause, but she eventually said, "Lydia."
She seemed to be past her angry stage of earlier, but perhaps she was just tired.
He opened the door and ushered her inside. "Take a shower," he ordered. "And put on new clothes."
"You're not the boss of me," she scowled.
Doc sighed. "Listen, I'm not above killing you if it makes my life easier. I don't want to, but right now you're not giving me a lot of reasons not to. I'm willing to find you a good place to live, but if you keep acting like a Salem Son, I'll just put you out of my misery."
She paled, and her grip tightened on her stuffed animal. "Sorry," she whispered. "I'm... I'm scared. And I..."
"I get it," Doc said. "But you don't need to be scared with me. I promise you I will never hurt you."
"You just threatened to kill me," she mumbled.
Doc shook his head and said, "But I'd do it painlessly."
She stared at him in disbelief and then she began to giggle. "Do you promise?" she snickered.
"I do," he said solemnly.
She laughed for a minute, entire body relaxing.
When she finally wound down, she looked worriedly at her stuffed animal and said, "I can't get rid of Rafe."
"Just take him into the shower with you," Doc said. "We'll be out here if you need anything."
Her eyes widened. "We?"
"Boudica," he said. "Can't you see her?"
Boudica was sitting on the floor right in front of Lydia, blue eyes locked on Lydia's young face.
"No," Lydia stuttered.
"Oh, sorry. She's a dog. She's right in front of you."
Lydia stepped backward.
"It's alright," Doc said, taking one of Lydia's hands and lowering it to Boudica's head. "She's right here."
"Why can't I see her?" Lydia whispered.
"Well, I probably shouldn't tell you this, but she's made of magic."
"Shut the fuck up," Lydia breathed as her hands slid down Boudica's shoulders. "She's so soft. Is she really magic, like your knives?"
"So you saw the whole thing?"
She blushed and muttered, "Yeah."
"I'm sorry," Doc said. "I didn't know you were there."
"Why did you kill them all?"
"I needed their energy, and they weren't good people."
Fortunately, she didn't seem to require any more explanation than that.
An hour later, Lydia was sleeping on the top bunk, and Doc was flipping through the folders once more. Julian was exceptionally thorough. In fact, he was so thorough it was a little creepy.
He'd made note of the number of horses the Jurys kept, which wasn't all that strange, except he'd listed all their names as well and the stalls they were kept in.
Phillip Jury's favorite alcohol was listed, as well as his favorite English dish. It was Beef Wellington.
Apparently two of the maids were secretly dating gardeners, but one of the gardeners was also seeing a girl in town.
The housekeeper, Ms. Baker, wasn't married, and she apparently ran a strict house. If she found out about the maids, they would be demoted to the nursery, where exactly one five-year-old Jury resided. His parents, Edmund and Diantha, visited him once a week to see how he was progressing. Apparently little James was strongest in the water element, which was a disappointment to his father.  
Doc frowned as he kept reading. The Jurys didn't look any better on paper than they did in person.
For instance, Julian had included an old marriage contract between Abigail and Phillip's daughter Nora and her husband Alik. The contract stated that since the Jurys were the more powerful of the two families, Alik would take the Jury name and reside with the Jurys, as opposed to the other way around. Alik's family had apparently approved of this stipulation, but only because the Jurys had paid them a huge sum of money.
Doc was beginning to wish he hadn't asked for the folder, although it did provide him with some interesting insights into Genevieve Jury's life. She was the eldest grandchild, and she'd apparently caused her parents some trouble in her youth. They had shipped her to England to live with some relatives there, and when she'd returned, she'd been much better behaved. She never left the estate, she rarely participated in family functions, and she had a secret hideout in the woods somewhere. How Julian had acquired that last bit of information, Doc had no idea.   
After Doc had read every sentence of the Jury file, he pulled out his phone and dialed the number Jules had given him for her aunt.
"Hello?" a sleepy voice answered.
"Ms. Baker? Sorry to wake you; this is Doc Holliday."
"Oh... Just a moment," she whispered, sleepiness completely gone. A minute later she said, "Alright, we can talk now."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes. And please, call me Babs."
"Babs," Doc said. "What a lovely name."
She laughed, and it sounded like warm caramel. "Jules warned me about you. She said you can charm the panties off a nun."
"She surely didn't say that," Doc replied.
"Not in those exact words," she chuckled. "So how can I help you?"
"Tell me about Genevieve."
"Master Edward's eldest?"
"Yes."
"What about her?"
"She's betrothed to one of the Baudelaire children, correct?" Doc asked.
"Yes."
"Is she happy about it?"
There was a pause, then Babs said, "I'm just the housekeeper; they don't talk to me about those types of things."
"Ah, but you hear things. You and I both know you're more aware of what goes on inside that house than they are."
"Flattery won't get you anywhere with me, Mr. Holliday."
"Doc, and it wasn't flattery."
She laughed again, then said, "I don't get the impression she cares for the man, no. But she's only ninety-one; she has time to come to terms with it."
Jury had had a hundred years to come to terms.
"It seems to me that the Jurys rarely leave the estate," Doc stated.
"They don't anymore."
"That must be very difficult for a young woman."
"What're you getting at?" Babs asked.
"I'd like to meet with her."
"To seduce her, I suppose," she said, voice dripping with disdain.
"No," Doc laughed. "To turn her. The Jury family is stuck in the 1600s, which is not easy on the younger generations, I expect. Jury, for one, doesn't want to be part of the tradition, and I'd be willing to bet the other Jurys, the younger ones, aren't happy about it either."
"You may have a point," Babs said thoughtfully. "But what will you do if she refuses to help you?"
"Slap her into one of my plastic coffins and move on."
"I like you, Mr. Holliday, I do."
"Doc," he said. "Call me Doc."
After working out the loose details with Babs, Doc leaned his head against the back of his chair. He'd formed the beginnings of a plan, and Babs had agreed to help him. If he could just figure out what to do with Lydia, he'd be doing very well indeed. He drained his whiskey bottle and closed his eyes. It was nearly morning, but he could stand for a few minutes of sleep.
His mind drifted off, swirling into sleep and old memories.
"That's my brother Edward," Jury whispered as they peaked over the balcony at the street below. "Figures they would send him."
"I still don't understand why you can't hide from him," Doc said.
"Each person has a unique energy signature," Jury tried to explain. "Once a witch has identified yours it's easy to track."
"That's depressing," Doc said.
"Your signature's especially easy to locate," Jury chuckled. "That's how I found you this morning."
"I'd be irritated," Doc drawled, "but it's been such an enjoyable day. So there's no way to throw him off your trail?"
"No," Jury sighed.
"So just don't go with him."
"What?"
"Don't go."
"You don't understand..." Jury started to say.
"You don't want to go, don't go," Doc insisted. "Easy enough."
Behind them the hotel room's door swung open, and Edward sauntered inside.
"Thomas," he said sternly, spotting Jury crouched on the balcony. "Collect your things; it's time to go home."
Jury glanced at Doc. Doc shrugged.
"No," Jury said, standing as he did.
"What?"
"No. I'm not going home."
Edward laughed. "Don't be ridiculous. You've had your fit. It's time."
"I refuse."
Edward's lips tightened. "You can't refuse. You're a Jury."
"I'm refusing."
Edward's hands began to glow a bright blue. "Don't make me use force, Thomas."
Jury laughed, and for a second a flash of blue glowed around his entire body before it centered on his hands. "Use all the force you want," Jury said. "I'd love to lay you flat."
Edward stepped forward, but something seemed to stop him, something Doc couldn't see. Edward's lips twisted into a snarl, and for a moment the room was utterly quiet even though Doc was certain they were somehow dueling with magic.
The air began to feel more hot and constricted than usual, and the curtains behind Doc fluttered in a rush of wind that wasn't there. One of the windows cracked in two, and the flower Doc had dropped onto the end table suddenly turned black.
Jury didn't move an inch, but Edward seemed to lose his footing several times until all of the sudden he was standing inside the hallway instead of Jury's room.  
Edward glared at the invisible wall, and Latin rolled off his tongue in a series of nonsense words, but nothing changed. Jury didn't move, and Edward didn't advance.
"You're only delaying the inevitable!" Edward snapped, hands dropping to his sides.
"Perhaps," Jury said. "But even a slight delay is worth it."
"You're such a petulant child," Edward snarled as he turned on his heel and strode down the hallway.
Jury leaped forward and closed the door, letting out a whoop of triumph. "I can't believe that worked! He couldn't even touch me. I've always wanted to show him up. Always! Too bad Margaret wasn't here to see it!"
His face suddenly fell. "But he's right. He'll just come back with Mother and Father."
"So you tell them no too," Doc said.
"You don't understand," Jury mumbled.
"Maybe I don't, but the way I figure it is if someone wants you to do something you don't want to do, fight them."
Jury shrugged and changed the subject. "Explain faro to me again," he said, studying the cards Doc had laid out on the table.
Doc sat down to explain it once more, but something growled, waking him abruptly.
He glanced around the cab, somewhat disoriented for a second. Lydia's hand was on the door handle, and Boudica was holding her shirt and growling gently.
"Sneaking off so soon?" Doc said. "I'm injured."
"I just thought you'd probably rather be rid of me," Lydia mumbled.
"That's certainly not the case. Why don't you eat some breakfast? I'm going to step outside and make a phone call."
She grunted irritably and moved away from the door, but Doc could see the relief in her eyes.
As soon as he was outside, he called Mr. Birch.
"Holliday."
"Mr. Birch. I was hoping you could help me with a slight... um... problem I have in the form of a young girl with no relatives and no home."
Silence.
"I don't understand," Mr. Birch finally said.
"Generally, I would hand her over to Jervis," Doc explained regretfully. "But Jervis isn't here, so I'm not sure who to give her to."
"Why don't you turn her over to the norm government?" Mr. Birch suggested. "Don't they have a department for that?"
"I don't trust them to take care of her," Doc said. "I want someone who will be kind to her, perhaps even love her."
"You're not a typical man," Mr. Birch stated.
"I've been called worse."
"We will take her for the time being," he said stiffly. "But when you are done, you must take her with you."
It wasn't ideal. He had no interest in being a father again; he could barely deal with the daughter he had. But surely Jervis could find someone.
"I appreciate it. Can you send Thane over to pick her up? I have a meeting in an hour."
"He's on his way."
Now how to explain to a traumatized child that he was going to hand her off to an extremely furry man with sharp teeth and rather pointy claws.



Chapter 14
 

 
"You know how I told you Boudica is magic?" Doc asked as he sat across from Lydia while she ate some kind of colorful cereal from a box.
"Yeah," she mumbled around a mouthful.
"Are you sure that's edible?"
"It was in the food aisle, wasn't it?"
"Maybe," Doc allowed. "Anyway, there's an entire world out there that's... different than the one you're used to. It's also hidden so norms can't see it."
"Norms?"
"Regular people, humans, such as yourself."
"Humans?" she inquired, eyes wide.
He nodded.
"Like how different?" she demanded.
"Like fairy tale different."
Her eyes narrowed, and that bitter Salem Son anger was apparent once more. "I'm not fucking stupid," she snapped.
"I know you're not," Doc said. "But see in about five minutes a man named Thane is going to take you to a village. And the thing is, if someone saw Thane in the woods," he added, "they'd think he was a sasquatch."
"What's that?" she asked.
"A big hairy creature that runs around the woods."
"Is he?"
"He fits that description, yes. He's a member of the Takaheni species. They are larger than humans, hairy, and they are part of nature in a way you and I could never comprehend."
"And you're sending me with him?" she asked, voice edged with fear.
"Just until I finish up what I'm doing here."
"Is it like what you did at the bar?"
"Similar," Doc allowed.
"If you go around killing people, doesn't that make you bad?" she asked. She wasn't trying to annoy him; she was just trying to understand. He could see it in her face.
"Some people would say so," he said evenly.
"But not you."
"I live by my own set of rules."
"So did my dad."
"Have I hurt you?"
"No."
"Did he?"
"Yes."
"There's the difference," Doc said.
She didn't speak for a minute or two, just shoved handfuls of cereal into her mouth like she was afraid she wouldn't get enough.
"I'll go," she said as she put the box down and carefully closed the lid.
"You won't run away."
"No."
"You won't cause trouble."
"No."
"If you do cause them trouble, even the slightest bit," Doc warned, "I'll kill you, because I honestly think that's kinder than handing you over to social services."
"Like I haven't heard that before," she snarled.
"I mean it," Doc said firmly.
"I'm not gonna cause trouble," she mumbled. "I promise." Her eyes turned worried, and she asked, "What happens when you're done killing people?"
"I'll take you back home with me and find you a family."
"No one'll want me."
"Maybe not."
"Well, what if they don't?" she asked.
He hated this. He really, really did. He'd find her a family; he'd done it before. But right now she was frightened, and she needed reassurance. He never lied to children because they were told enough lies and they didn't need him adding to the pile.
"Then I'll keep you," he promised.
"You don't want me either," she muttered.
"No, but not for the reasons you think," he replied gently. "I've already raised one child and watching her age is almost more than I can bear. I don't want to raise another. But if I can't find you a good home, I will."
As most children did, she fixated on the least important part of his statement. "Watching her age?" she asked. "Is she sick or something?"
His lips tweaked in a slight grin, and he said, "No; she's fine, but I'm immortal."
"What's that?"
"I can't die of natural causes, and I don't age."
Her eyes narrowed again, and she started laughing. "Get the fuck out!" she exclaimed.
He controlled a flinch and said, "Perhaps you could work on not cussing. It's a little crass for someone as young as you."
"What?"
"Cussing. Don't do it."
"Why not?" she demanded, face set stubbornly.
"I prefer to save cussing for really bad situations, that way people know you're serious. If you throw it around all the time, people fail to take you seriously because you're incapable of putting the right emphasis on the right situation."
She looked confused.
Doc sighed and tried again, "It's kind of like the boy who cried wolf."
She still looked confused.
"I'll give you a hundred dollars for every day you don't cuss."
That she understood. "Deal!" she said happily.
"Thane's here. Are you ready?"
Her lip began to tremble.
"I promise they won't hurt you."
She nodded, wrapped her arm around her giraffe, picked up her grocery bag full of stuff, and stepped bravely out the door.
In the harsh light of day, Doc could see how pale she was. He could also see the bruises around her neck and on her skinny, little arms. He hadn't killed them slowly enough.
Lydia jerked to a halt when she saw Thane, and took one full step backward. She stared at him for a moment, then looked at Doc; she looked back at Thane; she pinched herself.
"Hey," Thane said gently.
"Hey," Lydia whispered.
"I'm Thane."
"Lydia."
"That's a pretty name. Sounds like a bird. Do you like birds?"
She shrugged.
"We have lots of birds. My little sister knows them all, and she can show them to you."
She looked at Doc again.
"It's alright," Doc encouraged.
She took one step forward.
Thane gestured towards his van. "It's not far," he said. "And we can get you some breakfast."
That seemed to sway her. "You'll come back for me?" she asked Doc.
"I promise."
She didn't believe him, but she nodded and waved as she walked forward and got into the van on her own.
"Remember," Doc called out. "A hundred a day!"
"Fuck yeah!" she exclaimed, then she hung her head out the window and yelled, "That doesn't count!"
"We'll start from now," Doc laughed. "Go on. Have fun."
He breathed a sigh of relief when they were gone because now he could focus on the reason he was here. Destroying the Jurys.
Doc sat on the stone wall and waited. Genevieve would either come, or she wouldn't. It was hard to say. She may be too arrogant to listen to her housekeeper, and wouldn't that be a shame.
If all the Jurys were like Jury had been, there wasn't much hope for them.
He stared at the trees surrounding him until they faded away, replaced with a memory of a New Orleans street.
"Where're you going?" Jury demanded as Doc headed down a dark alley.
"Someone screamed," Doc responded, hurrying through the thick fog.
"So?"
"People don't usually scream unless something is happening to them that they don't want to be happening."
"So?"
"So I'm going to help them," Doc sighed.
"It's not really your problem though," Jury argued.
"It is," Doc growled.
"Not really."
"Just shut up!" Doc snapped.
"You can't order me around," Jury hissed. "And stop acting like you're better than me."
"I'm not; just smarter," Doc replied. He ignored Jury's subsequent complaints and started running. It's not like he needed Jury's help.
He skidded around a corner and swiftly appraised the situation. There were twelve men with cudgels threatening two men who were trying rather pathetically to shield their cowering families.
"This is your last day," the leader of the men ground out. "Where's the money?"
"I told you last week that I don't have that kind of money," one of the victims stuttered.
"There are ways to get money," the leader suggested. "Your wife is right pretty, and I think she could make an easy buck or two down on the corner."
Doc had heard enough. He tapped one of the thugs on his shoulder and when the man turned Doc stabbed him through the throat, grabbing the cudgel with his other hand. The man dropped without a sound, and Doc swung the cudgel brutally into the next man's head. Blood spewed over several of the other men, and they turned all at once.
"Kill 'im!" the leader ordered.
"What? No 'who are you? What are you doing?'" Doc laughed as he bashed another man's head in.
The attackers rushed him all at once, clubs cleaving though the hot night air. Doc took one step back and swung his own club in a wide arc like a bat, smashing several of theirs to bits. Steel glinted in the pale light as some of the men drew their knives, but Doc just laughed. They didn't have a chance.
He leapt forward, smashing his cudgel left then right, dodging a knife thrust, and coming up with his own knife thrust. Man after man fell to the dirty street as Doc spun and thrust and bludgeoned. Soon they were all dead; their blood pooling together in a low spot on the street.
Doc dropped the club and wiped the blood from his lips with the back of his sleeve. He hated it when things got messy; it would take him forever to wash the blood out of his clothes.
"What have you done?" one of the victims stuttered.
"Saved your life and your wife," Doc said, winking at the frightened women.
"But you don't understand," the other man moaned. "They'll send more. And they'll blame this on us. You've condemned us to death."
Doc rolled his eyes. Victims sometimes frustrated the hell out of him. "So you'd rather whore out your wife and children?" he asked. One of the women gasped, and the men both went pale.
"No," one whispered.
"Then I've given you time," Doc said, wiping his knife clean and slipping it back into its sheath.
He caught sight of Jury standing several feet away, mouth hanging open in shock, splatter of blood across his cheeks.
"First time?" Doc asked.
Jury met his eyes, and Doc almost laughed at the fear he saw there. Definitely his first time.
He turned back to the two men and said, "Tell me about these men. Who's their boss?"
"Their boss?" Jury stuttered from somewhere behind him. "Why?"
"All I did was chop off a hand," Doc said carelessly. "I want to remove the head."
A strange look fluttered across the men's faces. A look that could be described as cautious hope.
"You mean to say," one of the men asked haltingly, "that you want to kill Le Patron?"
"Is he the one trying to extort money from you?"
"Yes."
"Then yes," Doc grinned.
"Are you out of your damn mind?" Jury exclaimed. "It's not your problem!"
Doc turned to face him. "If you haven't the stomach for it, why don't you run along home?"
Jury's shock quickly transformed into anger. "I never said I didn't have the stomach; I just don't see how it's your problem."
"It's everyone's problem," Doc said with a fierce grin. "Too many people look the other way and say, 'It's not my problem; doesn't affect me.' I never look the other way."
"You're going to get yourself killed," Jury grumbled.
"Haven't yet," Doc laughed. What was the point of being a witch, of having so much power at your fingertips, and never using it for anything worthwhile? He turned his back on Jury to hide his disgust.
"Where does Le Patron live?" he asked.
The men stuttered out a list of directions, and Doc listened carefully. "Thank you," he said when they had finished. "Now if you'll excuse me, I have an example to make."
Doc was pulled from his memory by the soft pounding of hooves. He listened carefully, trying to determine if it was just one horse or more. He wasn't planning on hiding, but if she showed up with Edward or someone else, he'd opt for plan b. The pile of zip ties on the ground behind him.
A horse with a striking woman sitting sidesaddle on top cantered into the small clearing on the Jury side of the wall. "Mr. Holliday?" she asked, lovely face full of unease.
He hopped from the fence and sketched a small bow. "Ms. Genevieve Jury."
The look on her face told him she hated her name, and he said, "Is there another name you prefer?"
"Why would you think that?" she demanded haughtily.
"Just a guess," he shrugged.
"Call me Gwenna," she allowed. "Now what do you want?"
"A friendly chat."
She dismounted effortlessly in spite of the large skirt she was wearing and glared at him. "Don't make the mistake of thinking I don't know who you are," she said sternly. "Father has told all of us how you lured Uncle Thomas away from the family, how you plied him with vices and turned him into a kitchen pantry witch."
"A kitchen pantry witch?"
"No better than a norm," she spat.
Doc's face hardened. "Jury could take the whole lot of you with both hands tied behind his back."
"Then why hasn't he?"
"Because he actually feels some regard for you!" Doc snapped. "Even if your family has done nothing to deserve it!"
"We are the most prestigious—"
"Witch family in North America," Doc sneered. "I know."
"Please," she snorted delicately. "Of all the Western witches, our family is the most prominent."
"And I happen to know that out of all your sorry behinds, Jury is the most powerful."
Her face became guarded. "How would we know? I've never even met him before a few days ago, and he seems rather mundane to me."
"Mundane?" Doc repeated, fury rearing its ugly head once more. "He's lived more and done more than all of you put together."
"I see Father was right about you," she said, blue magic beginning to gather in her hands. "But he was also wrong, because you're nothing but a norm."
He'd never know what she'd been about to do because he leaped forward and tackled her to the ground. Before she could even peep, he'd zip tied her hands behind her back and gagged her with a lump of plastic fabric.
She stared at him, eyes wide with fear and astonishment.
"There's more where that came from," Doc said cheerfully. "See witches really have a terrible disadvantage. I've never seen a witch use magic without moving either their hands or their mouths. I'm not saying you can't, of course; I'm just saying you haven't been trained, and if you've only ever ridden with a saddle, you'd have to adapt to riding without one. You see what I mean?"
She did, and she didn't like it.
"Anyway, I think we'll get further if I do the talking."
He pulled her into a sitting position and zip tied her legs together just because he could. She hadn't even considered fighting him physically, and now she was completely at his mercy. Magic had really weakened them.
"So here's the thing," Doc said conversationally. "A lot has changed since the 1600s, but the Jurys don't really move with the times. Arranged marriages are so passé, and so is this whole 'the entire family lives within the boundaries of the compound'. Can you say cult? I should know; I used to have one."
Her face hadn't changed yet. She was still angry, so he kept talking.
"In Jury's own words, your family is 'outdated, ridiculous, totally hemmed in by tradition, and completely insane'. There is absolutely no good reason for your family to kidnap Jury and force him to marry some woman he doesn't even know."
Her eyes became pleading, and he pulled out the gag.
"There's the contract—"
He shoved the gag back in. "I don't give a damn about the contract. Contracts are broken every day."
She shook her head, and her eyes widened as if she was asking him to please remove the gag once more.
"Yes?" he said, pulling it out again.
"You don't understand," she said quickly. "If Uncle Thomas doesn't marry Marie, all of our assets are forfeit."
"That's ridiculous," Doc said.
"It's a hundred-year-old contract," she ground out. "No one wants to be engaged for a hundred years just to have the groom run off when it comes time to get married."
"I assume the opposite is also true?" Doc queried.
"No. If Marie doesn't marry Jury, not only is the Baudelaire fortune forfeit, her sight will be redacted, and she'll be cast out of the Hidden and her family forever."
"Hell. That's rather a double standard."
"I know," she said bitterly.
"Is it the same in your betrothal contract?"
"Pretty much."
"Do you like your fiancé?"
Her face went blank, and she didn't speak.
"You really don't like him, do you?" Doc mused.
"I didn't say that!"
"You didn't have to."
Her eyes narrowed, and Doc shoved the gag back in. Who knew what she'd been going to say? She might have been about to pull a tree over onto him.
"This whole obsession with keeping the bloodlines strong... It seems very Cynricy," he mused.
She gave him a look, and he shook his head. "I'm not going to ungag you again. I don't trust you."
She rolled her eyes and gestured with her shoulders.
"Alright," he said. "I'll get to the point. It's time for the Jury family to come into the twenty-first century. Forget arranged marriages; forget staying on the estate. Get out, travel, meet some new people, norm and cryptid alike, find something that amuses you or makes you happy. It's time for the Jurys to start living."
He let that sink in for a while before saying, "So what do you think?"
She glared at him.
"I'll take it out, but if I even suspect you're thinking about a spell, I'll knock you out and drag you back to my cave."
He pulled out the gag once more, and she said, "It all sounds well and good when you say it, but what do you expect us to do? Besides Thomas, four of us are already engaged. We can't break the contracts."
Doc smiled slowly. "I'll take care of Jury's, but it will be up to you to figure out a way to get out of the other four."
"How are you not getting this?" she snapped. "We'll lose everything if he doesn't marry Marie. He doesn't have a choice. None of us have a choice!"
Her shoulders slumped, and she stared at the ground. "We don't have a choice," she repeated softly.
"There's always a choice," Doc said, raising her chin so her eyes met his. "Always."
"Untie me, please."
"You promise to behave?"
She nodded, lips turning up slightly. "I've no interest in seeing your cave."
He studied her for a moment, assessing her. Like Jury, she was fairly easy to read, and he was certain she wasn't lying.
He cut the zip ties and helped her stand.
"Tell me about Uncle Thomas," she said, rubbing her wrists. "He hasn't said a word since they brought him home."
"Jury is... inventive. He's always coming up with new spells and different ways to use magic. He's funny and harsh and sometimes even a whiner. When we have to use glamour he apparently gives me a huge ass."
Her lips twitched, but she didn't laugh. "Father can't even do a full-body glamour," she said.
"Jury can do three people at once," Doc bragged.
"That's... impressive."
"Very, very impressive, you mean," Doc chided with a chuckle.
She finally smiled just a little, and said, "Yes."
"Apparently he has a vlog," Doc went on. "But I've been... busy the last several years, and I haven't seen it. Let's see if we can pull it up."
"What's a vlog?" she asked.
"It's some kind of video thing; I don't really know for sure." He'd already pulled out his phone and was typing random things into the search bar. Witch vlog, Thomas Jury, Thomas Jury vlog. Nothing.
So, keeping one eye on Gwenna, he called the Baker house. Frankie answered.
"This is Doc. What's the name of Jury's vlog?"
"Seriously?" Doc said.
"Seriously."
"It's called 'Discussions with a Modern Witch'," Frankie said.
"Seriously?"
"Seriously," she laughed.
"Thank you."
"Wait," she said before he could disconnect. "How's Boudica?"
"Grumpy. And cheeky."
"So she's okay?"
"Yes. And I'm fine too, thank you for asking."
"Well, I mean... We were talking... So I kinda assumed..."
"I'm just teasing you," Doc laughed. "I have to go. Tell the kids hello."
He typed 'Discussions with a Modern Witch' into the search bar, and the first thing to generate was a still frame of Jury.
"Here we go," he said, clicking the play button.
Jury suddenly filled the screen. He looked more serious than usual, and he was wearing a thick, wool sweater that made him seem like he'd just jumped off a sailboat.
"Thank you for joining me today," Jury said in a droll tone. "Our topic of discussion is personal items and the unscrupulous people who might use them to locate you against your wishes."
"This one's about me," Doc chuckled.
"You're the unscrupulous people?"
"I am indeed," he said with a playful nod.
"We're connected to our things in a very earthly way," Jury continued. "We build them up around us like a house; we hide them like jewels in a vault. Each and every object we own is a weight around our neck, and it also provides an earth link to us. A link that can be traced."
Jury glared at the screen and held up a peanut. "This," he said sternly, "is a peanut. Even if I possess it, I have no attachment to it. If you were to try to track me using this peanut, you would fail."
Doc began to laugh, and Gwenna glanced at him with confusion.
"Never mind," he said. "It's an inside joke."
They watched as Jury went into technical detail about the earth element and how it created ties and links to objects and people. Then he went so far as to explain the difference between a tooth and a peanut.
"I like him," Gwenna said softly.
"Me too." Doc closed the video and turned to face her. "Will you help me?"
"With what exactly?"
"Bringing down your family."



Chapter 15
 

 
"I... I... I don't know if I can help you," Gwenna whispered. "You're asking me to betray my family."
"Not really," Doc argued. "Besides I'm trying to help you. Do you want to marry Henri Baudelaire?" he asked.
She shuddered. "No."
"Then help me remake the Jury family."
"I won't let you hurt them," she insisted, eyes glowing fiercely.
"I'm not interested in hurting anything but their pride."
"But if Grandfather's still alive, then he's still the head of the Jury family..." she trailed off.
"In the world at large, just because you're the patriarch of a family doesn't mean you get to tell everyone else in the family how to live their lives," Doc said.
"But we're witches," she insisted. "We live by structure and rules."
"Who made up these rules?"
"Grandfather," she said immediately.
"And when was the last time Phillip Jury really thought about what you as an individual might want? To him it's the Jury family, the Jury name. You, Gwenna, may as well not even exist."
Sadness crossed her face, and he knew he'd hit the mark.
She paced for a moment, emotions warring across her face, and then she finally made up her mind. "What do you want me to do?" she asked.
Doc grinned widely. "There are a few things you can do for me actually."
Gwenna glanced nervously around the clearing. "Do you think we could move? I don't want to be discovered talking to you."
Doc had already anticipated her request, and he'd scouted out a sheltered area close by. He picked up the broken zip ties and gag, shoved them into the bag he'd stashed behind the wall, and motioned for her to follow him. She mounted her horse and jumped the fence, then dismounted again and followed him on foot. They were soon surrounded by trees and tightly grown shrubs.
"First of all," he said, "I need access to the Baudelaire's house."
"How do you expect me to get you that?" she snorted.
"I'm sure a dinner could be arranged tonight to give Jury a chance to talk with Marie before the wedding."
"I don't think he's interested in talking," she muttered.
"Let me rephrase," Doc chuckled. "I'm sure a dinner or even just a gathering could be arranged to give Jury some time with his fiancée."
"I still don't see... Oh," she said slowly, finally getting it. "You want me to arrange it."
"There you go," Doc said encouragingly. "I need all four of them out of the house."
"I suppose I could do that," she said thoughtfully.
"Would I be correct in assuming that a witch would guard their house with um... spells and things?"
"Not necessarily," she replied. "For instance we have several servants, and it would be hard to guard the house in such a way that it didn't injure them when they were coming and going."
"Have you been to the Baudelaire's?"
"Yes."
"Do they have guards in place?"
"Not that I've ever seen, except the gargoyles guarding the front and rear doors."
"Have you looked though?" he asked.
"Not specifically, but I try to be aware. I could go with you," she offered.
He considered that. "Better if you don't."
Doc suddenly remembered that moment with Jury as they had watched Edward sniff him out. "They'll always find me," Jury had said. "I can't hide."
"I've just realized rather belatedly that I'm going to have difficulty pulling off my plan," Doc murmured. "Because if I grab, say, your father, the other Jurys will just track him down."
"Then block them."
"How?" Doc demanded. "Jury said there wasn't any way to hide from a witch who had your scent."
She grinned, and Doc could suddenly see the resemblance. "Uncle Thomas left when he was twenty-five, but I've been stuck here for ninety-one years, and I have a few tricks up my sleeve that he apparently doesn't."
"Well?"
"To begin with, not every witch is going to be able to hunt you down. Remember how Uncle Thomas said that your possessions create an earth link, something that can be used to find you?"
"Yes?"
"Your energy signature is closely tied to the earth element, because we're earth."
He followed that in a general sense, but he wasn't sure how it related to the issue at hand.
"It takes a witch with a decent amount of power in the earth element to track down a person."
He had not known that.
"But all the Jurys are fairly strong in earth," she went on. "That's one of the reasons we're such a powerful family; and that's also why as a general rule you wouldn't be able to hide from a Jury."
She grinned, and her eyes twinkled with mischief. "Unless, you're also fairly powerful in air, and you know how to cover your tracks," she said smugly.
"Which I'm guessing you do?"
"I do."
"So how does that help me?" he asked.
"It depends. What exactly is your plan?"
"I intend to capture and incapacitate the entire Jury family, more or less."
She didn't seem to comprehend his words immediately, but then her eyes grew wide. "All of them?"
"Except the ones you take with you."
"Take with me?"
"If the younger generation has a like mind to you, I'd rather you get them out of my way for a while."
"Where?"
Doc shrugged. "Up to you. Just go hide somewhere, and they'll assume I've taken you."
"Oh," she said. "That's smart. Except you're no match for..." Gwenna thought for a moment, then said, "For twenty-one extremely powerful witches."
"I think I can handle it."
"Seriously?" She looked him over. "You're just a man."
"Yes, but I have it on good authority that my personality makes me an eight or nine on the power scale."
"What?"
"Nothing," he chuckled. "Why twenty-one? I counted twenty-two."
"Aunt Tullia will come with me."
"Are you sure?"
"Absolutely."
"Can we circle back around to how you're going to keep them from tracking me?" Doc asked.
"Right, sorry. Since I won't be with you, I think it would be easier to muddy the water early on."
Being confusing must be genetic. "Explain."
"Sorry. I keep forgetting you're not a witch. At the family dinner tonight, I'll cast a little spell to muddy everyone's signature." She grinned wickedly. "In fact, I'll cast it on the entire estate. I'll mix everyone's signatures up so much, it'll give them a headache if they look."
"All right, but won't they still be able to follow just any random signature they see back to my cave?"
"You don't really have a cave, do you?"
"No," he said impatiently.
"Good." She almost smiled, but she remembered herself and said, "No, they can't just follow any random signature. If I wanted to find my father, I would look for my father, not just any old signatures running around. And if I wanted to find you, I would look for you." She stared at him for a moment, much like Jury stared at something he was trying to figure out, then gasped. "I can't see you! Why not?"
"Just lucky, I guess," Doc drawled, silently thanking Sydney for his efforts.
She glared at him. "That's impossible. Everyone has a signature."
"Maybe you're not doing it right," he suggested. "Can you see Edward?"
She closed her eyes for a second, then said, "Yes. He's in the study. Probably going over paperwork with Grandfather. They spend half their lives in the study." Her tone was acrid, and he grinned. He'd known from the moment he'd seen her that she wasn't happy.
"My point is," she said, "if the signatures are all mixed up, they won't be able to see who they're looking for."
"Will it wear off?"
Gwenna looked at him like he'd lost his mind. "Wear off?" she asked incredulously. "Like makeup? This is magic, not a spray of perfume."
"Not a witch," he said firmly.
"Maybe not, but you've been running around with Uncle Thomas for what? A hundred years now? Didn't you pick up anything?"
Doc swallowed a sigh. "It's like cooking," he said. "Usually you put cinnamon in sweet dishes, but some cooks put it in savory dishes too. How I am supposed to know when and where they use cinnamon? I'm not a damn cook."
"Sorry," she muttered. "No, it won't wear off."
"Excellent. What time will the Baudelaires come over tonight?"
"Let's plan on eight. I'll have the housekeeper let you know for sure."
"She might like you better if you knew her name," Doc suggested.
"What?"
"The housekeeper. She has a name."
"So?"
"So you'll find that people are more attached to you as a person if you treat them with some respect."
"She's the housekeeper," she said disdainfully.
"And yet here you are," he pointed out.
Her pretty lips pursed, and he knew she was thinking. "What is her name?" she finally asked.
"Babs, which I assume is short for Barbara, or Ms. Baker."
"Oh. Well." She cleared her throat. "I'd better get back."
"Wait a second," Doc said. He was extremely good at reading people, and he was certain he'd convinced Gwenna to work with him. But ever since the Sofia incident he was a little more cautious.  
"Look at me," he demanded. She met his eyes, confusion making hers a strange shade of blue. "Are you lying to me?" he asked.
"About what?"
"Are you really going to help me?"
"I said I was." She wasn't lying. At least she didn't think she was lying. "Are you really not going to hurt them?" she countered.
"I have no plans to hurt them," he said.
"But you will if you need to," Gwenna said softly.
"Yes."
"I understand. Why do you care so much?"
"About what?"
"Uncle Thomas. Why don't you want him to marry?"
"Normally I wouldn't want him to marry because that would mean no more running around and getting into trouble together. But in this case I don't want him to marry because he doesn't want to marry, and he deserves to be free. Everyone does."
"I see."
"Even you," he added.
She smiled wistfully. "I'd like that. I have to go now."
"Thank you," he said.
"No, thank you."
She didn't look back as she led her horse through the shrubs, mounted, and rode away.
He smiled as he watched her go. It was a shame really. Jury would like her, but he'd never even known her. The Jurys' stubborn adherence to the old ways had cost Jury so much. It really wasn't fair, but Doc reminded himself that fair was just a made up word.
The day seemed absolutely interminable because Doc wasn't used to just sitting and waiting. Normally he could go out and play a game of chess with Darius or bother Jury or find a lovely lady to help pass the time. But today all he had for company were Boudica and the folders Julian had given him.
The Takaheni had tarped the entire semi-truck while Doc had been talking to Gwenna, so the light inside the cab was a strange green color, but Doc still managed to read through the Baudelaire file four times. It never got any better.
They were considered the premier witches of France, and their family was deeply connected with Hidden politics and the Bureau of Cryptid Affairs. In fact, one of Marie's uncles ran the French branch of the Bureau. It didn't take Doc long to see that politically the Baudelaires were much more powerful and connected than the Jurys.
They had a blood tie to Joséphine, Napoleon Bonaparte's first wife; and, with Napoleon's blessing, they had established the first and only French witch academy in 1801.
Perhaps he'd been a bit rash agreeing to kill them before he'd read the folder. Not that he regretted it. They were very much disliked by the other species within the Hidden. Multiple complaints had been lodged against them, but their connection to the Bureau seemed to smooth things over, and if it didn't, the complainants conveniently disappeared. Which wasn't suspicious at all.
There were variations of the Hidden throughout the world, but each legal structure was different. Many of the other Hiddens didn't operate with the knowledge of the norm government. Instead, they did their best to hide in plain sight. 
It seemed to Doc, however, that the Hidden structure in France was a mimic of the States'. They had a Magistratus and a tetrarch, which didn't overly surprise Doc. What did surprise him was that the French tetrarch was also a Zeniu like Mitcham, and that the head of the Magistratus was another Baudelaire.
All in all, the perfect ingredients for a catastrophe if Doc didn't play his cards just right.
The rest of the folder contained the usual mundane information about the house, the number of servants, the relationships among the servants, Marie's favorite food, her shoe size, and so on and so forth.
After he'd memorized the contents of the folder, he played seventeen games of solitaire and won them all, which just went to show how lucky he was. It just wasn't statistically possible.
After that he just stared at the cards, not really seeing them. His mind wandered into a memory, and he walked a hazy New Orleans street in the dead of night. New Orleans, like most busy towns, never really slept, but there were times when it was almost quiet, and this was one of them.
He whistled cheerfully as he meandered towards his lodging. He'd had a fantastic day, but it was almost time to go home. He liked traveling around and seeing new places, but after a while he missed the familiar landscape of the mountains butted up against the plains. He missed his hotel. He even missed Jervis, in spite of Jervis's taciturn ways.
He liked knowing there was always a place to go home to. Unlike Jury. Jury didn't have any place because he was running away from home, and Doc knew how that felt. Maybe he'd see if Jury wanted to tag along. There was plenty of room in the hotel.
The sound of his footsteps suddenly seemed muffled, and Doc gazed into the fog surrounding him. There were figures in that fog, and he could tell they hadn't come to give him directions, not that he needed any.
"Are you going to come out and play?" Doc called. "Or just hide all day?"
A big brute of a man stepped into the hazy light. "We'll make it quick and painless," he said gruffly.   
"Ah, but will I?" Doc quipped.
He palmed one of his knives, but waited to throw it until he got an accurate count. There were four of them. Doc silently bet himself two dollars he could kill them all without getting a single drop of blood on his clothes.
They closed in on him, menacing eyes glowing through the haze.
"Don't suppose you'd like to tell me who hired you?" Doc said conversationally. It had obviously been someone who didn't know him very well.
"Don't suppose," the big man said.
"What would it hurt?" Doc shrugged.
"Wouldn't. Just don't know. He paid; we deliver."
"He's going to want his money back," Doc said as he leapt forward and stabbed his knife through the big man's throat.
Blood spit past the blade, and Doc sighed when he felt it splatter across his hand and wrist. So much for winning his bet.
He spun, sweeping his leg as he did and knocking two of the men off balance. As they fell forward, he sliced his knife in a large arc severing both their throats.
He ducked as the last man brought down a club towards his head and scrambled backwards, throwing his knife and watching with satisfaction as it tore through the man's chest.
Nothing like a little late night snack, Doc thought as the power surged through his tattoo. If only he knew who had sent him such tasty morsels he could repay the favor. He had a suspicion who it was, but he couldn't be positive that Jury's brother was actually that dumb.
He hadn't known Edward then; if he had, it would have never even been a question.



Chapter 16
 

 
Doc's fingers twitched as he watched the Baudelaire family leave. He had wanted to kill them the second he'd seen them, and it had nothing to do with his promise to Mr. Birch. Some people you could just tell.
Rage rushed through him at the thought of Phillip and Abigail Jury pawning their children off in marriage to such a repulsive family. Forget how powerful they were. It didn't matter when they had such cruel eyes. How could Abigail, who had found love, consign Jury to a lifetime with someone like Marie? How could Abigail even want someone like Marie to bear her grandchildren? It made him ill just thinking about it.
But it also made his task that much easier.
"We're going to have fun killing them, aren't we?" he asked Boudica. She nodded.
He waited for five minutes after they left, then began to walk towards the back of the house where, thanks to Julian, he knew the library was located. He also knew that the library had large glass doors that opened out onto a deck. A must have for any affluent house.
"Wait here," Doc whispered as he pushed open the library door. It wasn't locked, and he didn't feel any whispers of magic run over his skin. The problem with witches was that they thought they were unopposable, untouchable, above the masses. Not that he was complaining; their pride was currently working in his favor.
Doc crept into the room and headed quickly for the inner library door. He knew exactly where Marie's bedroom was, and that was where he was going.
According to Julian, the Baudelaires had twenty-five servants. Doc would be willing to bet none of them were particularly loyal, given what he'd seen earlier, but he still didn't want to risk running into any of them. Just because they weren't loyal didn't mean they weren't scared. The Baudelaires were the type of people who inspired loyalty through unfettered terror, not love.
There was no one in the hallway, so he proceeded down the hallway and up the stairs. At the top of the stairs he heard someone giggling, so he ducked into a room until he heard the maids pass by the door. Once they were gone, he strode down the hallway and opened Marie's bedroom door.
If he'd bet himself on what he'd expected, he would have owed himself money. Marie was clearly no pampered, rich miss. He had no idea what she did in here, but it wasn't just a bedroom; it was a collection of rooms, and the one he was standing in appeared to be her workroom or study. It was very macabre.
Jars containing items that Doc didn't want to look at too carefully lined the shelves. Unfortunately, he didn't have to look carefully to know eyeballs when he saw them. Or teeth.
He moved his eyes from the jars to the tables, but that wasn't much better. He saw a cat leg and a box of dead mice. There was also a pile of bones. The only thing missing to complete a stereotypical witch's room was a black cauldron smoldering over a fire.
Jury had a work area as well, maybe all witches did, but Jury's looked nothing like this. His shelves contained books and different types of stones and elements. He had lots of strange things like water from Iceland, water from a glacier in the Artic, water from a spring in the Amazon, but not water from a human body.
Jury liked experimenting and devising clever ways to do things, but he could do them without eyeballs and teeth and whatever other horrible things were in those jars.
There was an open journal on Marie's desk, and even though he knew he was wasting time, Doc glanced at the open page. It was written in French, composed with perfect curly letters. He read a few paragraphs.
"The felines proved to be a satisfactory experiment. I managed to extract all the water quite effortlessly. I suppose it was only effortless for me; the cats took great effort not to cooperate, but a creature can only run so far when they are being dehydrated.
"I will try a human subject next, but I don't want to push this new experiment too quickly. I'll start with a child. One around three feet tall. That should give me a good comparison for the amount of power required.
"I'm still finding myself somewhat drained after a day's work, so I've been supplementing my diet with blood. The ring I took from that stupid gypsy near Vouvant has given me an energetic boost, but I fear it does nothing to help with the effort used."
Doc stopped reading. He didn't want to know what else she was doing. He'd read enough to confirm that no matter what he was going to kill her. But right now all he needed was an item or two she wouldn't miss.
Her brush was sitting on her dresser, several long blond hairs hanging from the bristles. He carefully took a few hairs, stashing them inside a small plastic bag.
Then he searched the rest of the room for little items that one might accidentally drop when kidnapping someone. He found a hair pin, a scrap of lace, and a crumpled bit of paper.
Job done, he headed for the door. He cracked it open, but didn't move because he could hear voices in the hallway.
"Stop complaining," a woman ordered in swift French. "I cleaned it last time."
"It gives me the creeps," another woman shuddered.
"It gives us all the creeps, but you'd be wise not to say such things out loud."
"Yes, ma'am."
The high tide must have just rolled out because he was certain they were referring to Marie's room. The room he was currently inside. The room in which all the windows were shuttered closed from the outside.
He quickly decided how to play it and swung the door open, stepping boldly into the hallway.
The maids gasped, and the older one demanded, "Who are you?"
Doc drew back his shoulders and looked down his nose at them, responding in immaculate French, "Who am I? Who are you? I am a guest of Marie's, and I'll not be questioned by maids in the corridors."
Both women turned a ghastly shade of white and fumbled to curtsy. At the same time the older woman whispered, "Our apologies. We did not mean to offend, sir."
He sniffed disdainfully and turned on his heel, striding arrogantly towards the staircase. He heard the urgent whispers behind him and kept his pace measured. He was operating on the assumption that the maids would be too frightened to tell anyone they had run into him for fear of offending Marie, and by the time they figured out he really shouldn't have been there, they would be too frightened to tell anyone because they had done nothing to stop him. It was the perfect play.
"Maybe," he muttered as he walked swiftly down the stairs and ducked into the library. He closed the gigantic glass doors behind him, patted Boudica's head; and they sneaked across the perfectly manicured yard together.
They had nearly reached the wall when a voice called out in French, "Stop! Who are you?"
Doc sighed. Things had been going so well. "I'm nobody," he replied, turning slowly.
A man in a servant's uniform was striding across the lawn towards them. "You shouldn't be here," he said.
"Why not?" Doc asked, hoping to give himself some time to think. He didn't particularly want to kill the man. After all, he was just a servant.
The man stopped several feet away and studied Doc as if he wasn't quite sure what to do. 
"I don't suppose you have any dark secrets," Doc said cheerfully. "Do you like to eat babies? Are you a rapist? Do you steal money from old ladies?"
"What?" the man demanded.
"Have you murdered anyone lately?" Doc asked thoughtfully.
"Who are you? Did the filthy wood creatures send you?"
Doc considered that. It wasn't much, but he'd killed for less.
Boudica began to growl, and the man startled. "Call off your dog!" he ordered. "Come with me peacefully, and I swear you won't get hurt."
Even in the dark from six feet away, Doc could tell the man was lying.
Doc held up his hands. "I'm coming," he said easily. He walked towards the man, but at the last second he jumped forward and wrapped his arm around the man's neck, choking him. The man clawed at Doc's arms, but it only took a few seconds for him to black out. Doc held the choke, waiting for his tattoo to heat, then he dropped the man to the ground with a sigh.
"In Denver I have people for this," Doc muttered, looking between the dead man and the extremely high wall he'd had to scale to get inside the estate. 
"And I don't know why you insisted on coming," he told Boudica as he tied the rough harness he'd fashioned earlier around her chest. "You weren't any help."
She didn't respond. He was beginning to wish she could talk so he really knew what she was thinking. On the other hand, he wasn't certain he could handle both a talking plant and a talking dog.
"I don't suppose you could hold on to him for me?"
She shook her head.
"Thanks a lot," Doc growled.
He used the rope to scale the fence, then pulled Boudica over, flinching when she dropped the fifteen feet to the ground.
"You alright?" he asked.
She glared at him.
"Look, I did the best I could. Scaling walls isn't usually my thing; I prefer to use the front door."
He untied her, then went over the wall again, this time tying the rope under the dead man's arms. He pulled the body over the fence, coiled up the rope, and brushed the ground a bit to wipe out the most distinct tracks before heading back towards his car, dead man slung over his shoulder.
He felt a thrum of excitement on the surface of his skin. He had completed one task, but the night had just begun.
Doc watched the Jury estate steadily until all the lights had winked out. Then he sat in the darkness and waited even longer, muttering "finesse" to himself as he did and tapping his fingers irritably on his leg.
He was beginning to see several flaws in his plan, but he'd already committed to it, and he couldn't see any other way to make his point.
The first flaw was that he was only one man, and he was going to have to carry every single Jury he captured all the way across the estate to his car in the woods. Not a task he was looking forward to; but fortunately, he was pretty sure he could carry them two at a time.
The second flaw was that there were simply too many of them. The night was already half over, and he was certain he wouldn't be able to get nearly as many of them as he wanted.
In truth, his entire plan was ridiculous. There was a good chance even Andrew would think it was ridiculous. Jury would probably have an apoplectic fit.
Doc grinned. He was pretty sure he could make it work.
When he had waited as long as he could handle, he stood and headed for the library. The outer doors were a significantly more reasonable size than the Baudelaire's, but they still opened onto an outer patio. Old money was so predictable.
He opened the unlocked door, stepped inside, and sighed. Would it kill them to put in just a standard security system? Or a simple magnetic switch? Hell, even a trip wire would do.
Remove all the witch trials, witch hunts, and crazy people carrying pitchforks, and witches suddenly thought they were invincible. They'd soon realize how wrong they were.
He wrestled briefly with the urge to just go get Jury and be done with it, but he pushed it aside. Getting Jury now wouldn't do him any good. He needed to wait until the engagement contract everyone was so hung up on was laid to rest.  
He accessed his mental map of the house and decided to start with Edward. Fortunately, most of the Jury couples didn't actually like each other. Julian's file had listed which three couples actually shared a bedroom. The rest of them had connected, but separate, bedrooms which would make them much easier to subdue.
He opened the inner library door and slinked through the house until he was outside Edward's door. Out of respect for Jury, he had never once retaliated against Edward's attacks and assassination attempts, so he was really going to enjoy this.
He grinned as he stepped silently into the room, closing the door softly behind him. The room was silent except for the unpleasant sound of Edward's snoring.  
Doc placed his canvas bag full of supplies on the floor and took out several zip ties and a plastic gag. He didn't want to conk Edward over the head with a club because he was afraid it might kill him, but he needed to incapacitate him, and quickly.
Doc padded to the bed and gazed down at Edward. The soft light of the moon shimmered off a strand of droll on his chin. He couldn't see the resemblance to Jury at all. Edward's chin was soft and weak; there were bags under his eyes; his hair was thin. The only thing that hinted at their relationship was that they both shared Phillip's rather striking nose.
Doc shook his head. He had no idea why he was wasting time analyzing Edward's face. He needed to get on with it. Too bad he couldn't drag it out a bit, but timing was crucial.
He propped one foot on the edge of the bed and leaped, trapping one of Edward's hands with one of his own and trapping Edward's other hand with his leg, while wrapping his free hand around Edward's throat.
Edward's eyes popped open, and Doc grinned. "I've wanted to do this for a hundred years," Doc whispered.
The room began to glow a dusky blue, and Doc felt the air around him constrict and push at him, but he only needed a another second, so he tightened his grip and pulled Edward closer to him.
He felt a strange sort of feral joy when he saw the pure terror in Edward's eyes right before he passed out and the room grew dark once more.
Doc immediately released him, shoved the gag into his mouth and zip tied his entire body. Then, as an added precaution, he pulled a polyester bag over Edward's head and tightened it down, just so he couldn't see whatever it was witches saw. Finally, he jabbed one of the tranquilizers Bennie had acquired for him into Edward's neck and injected it.
"That should keep you down for an hour or two," Doc murmured. "Sleep well."
Edward done, Doc eased open the connecting door that led into Edward's wife's room. She was not snoring, but he could tell by the sound of her breathing that she was asleep. He didn't have any personal vendetta against Edward's wife. It was just her misfortune to have married a colossally stupid man and in doing so become a Jury.
When he reached her bedside, he took out one of the syringes, steadied himself, slapped one hand over her mouth, and used the other hand to shove the needle into her neck. Her eyes didn't even open before the bed curtains suddenly wrapped around his neck, tightening down like a deadly anaconda.
He moved his hand to her neck and squeezed, choking her out in mere seconds, then he cut the offending curtain from his neck. It amused him that she'd put up a more effective fight than Edward had. Ultimately though, they would never win because, unlike Jury, they'd never learned to fight with their bodies as well as their magic.
He bound and gagged her the same way he had Edward, then he pulled a long blond hair from his bag and dropped it on the floor near her bed. He was setting a stage, and it would be interesting to see if the Jurys believed it.
He slung his bag over his shoulder, then tossed Edward's wife over it as well. He walked carefully back to Edward's room and picked up Edward with his other arm. Once he had them both, he padded softly down the hallway and out of the house.
The entire process of capturing, transporting, and sealing them inside their plastic coffins took longer than he would have liked, but it couldn't be helped.
He made three more trips before he called it quits. They all put up varying degrees of fight, but by morning he had eight Jury witches locked safely away in the back of his semi-truck. Not bad for one night's work.



Chapter 17
 

 
Doc stood inside the trailer and studied the eight occupied coffins. A few of the occupants were trying quite uselessly to kick their bound feet against the end of their coffins. He knew their efforts were useless because the plastic was an inch thick and sealed with a ridiculously sturdy epoxy.
He was theorizing that the plastic would keep their senses hampered enough that they couldn't do anything magical. They obviously still had access to air and the clothing they were wearing, but there was nothing else inside the back of the truck that wasn't made of plastic, and the entire inside was coated with plastic. Even the refrigeration ducts pumping in slightly cool air were plastic.
He felt certain that if they were bound, gagged, blindfolded, and surrounded by dead elements, they would be more or less helpless. In fact he was betting the house on it.
He tapped his fingers on his leg a few times. There was no sense in being stupid though. It was always a smart move to hedge your bets.
He picked up the clear plastic container of rot mites and studied the little creatures inside. They looked like a cross between a lightning bug and one of those beetles with the vicious front pincers, and they were huddled docilely along one edge of the jar. He carefully unscrewed the lid and held the jar out in front of him.
For a very long minute nothing happened, but just as Doc was considering dumping them onto the floor, one lone rot mite buzzed out of the jar and flew lazily around the trailer. Without warning the remaining rot mites swarmed out of the jar and buzzed eagerly around the room, some settling on the coffins, some zipping inside the coffins through the air holes.
All the witches were struggling now, but these were the panicked struggles of people too frightened to think straight. For a brief second Doc felt a stab of doubt, but then he remembered all the times they had tried to kill him. He remembered the time they'd burned down his vacation home in Kentucky, with him inside. He remembered the smear campaign they'd launched in the thirties trying to get him removed from the Hidden. He remembered their lawsuit against him saying he'd stolen Dulcis from them. He remembered it all and closed the trailer door with a satisfied grin.
He climbed into the cab and opened a bottle of whiskey. When he sat down on the bed, Boudica turned her head away from him.
"I'm sorry," he said. "There wasn't anything for you to do."
She sniffed.
"I know, but I just thought it was safer for everyone if you stayed."
She growled and wiggled until she was pressed against the wall, as far away from him as possible.
"Fine; be that way," Doc muttered, tipping up the bottle and taking a swig. "Didn't want to talk to you anyway."
He grinned slightly, remembering the first time Jury had said those words to him, not long after they had first met.
"Just leave me the hell alone," Jury grumbled as Doc wrestled him out of his chair onto his feet.
"Why would I do that?" Doc replied.
Half the room was waiting for Jury to pass out. Some so they could rifle through his pockets. Others so they could carry him off to a cargo ship somewhere and, as unlikely as it sounded, sell him to slavers. There were mines somewhere needing mined, and cities somewhere to be built.  
"I don't want your help!" Jury half screamed. "I don't need you! You're not even a witch!"
"True, but at least I can hold my liquor," Doc chuckled as he steered Jury towards the door.
Jury tore his arm away from Doc. "Just leave me alone!" he yelled drunkenly.
Doc was willing to do that; as soon as Jury was someplace safe, but certainly not in a New Orleans back alley. "I will," Doc assured him. "Let's just get you home."
"You think I need your help getting home?! I'm a goddamn witch! I'm more powerful than you could ever dream of being!" And to prove it, he threw up all over his shoes.
"Very impressive," Doc drawled.
"Shut the hell up," Jury muttered. His hands were glowing now, and Doc braced himself. He wasn't entirely sure what Jury could do, but given his experience with shamans, he wasn't looking forward to it.
A brick fell from the wall behind Doc. Then another. He glanced behind him and saw that tendrils of blue power were pulling at the bricks, knocking them loose.
"Your aim's a little off," Doc said cheerfully.
"Goddamn it," Jury snarled. The blue glow intensified, and the tendrils of light grew stronger.
Doc really wasn't in the mood for flying bricks though, so he decided on the easiest solution. He punched Jury squarely in the jaw, knocking him flat on his ass, then slung him over his shoulder and carried him towards his hotel room.
"You're getting puke on my vest," Doc muttered as he climbed the stairs. He pushed open Jury's door, walked inside, and dropped him brusquely onto the couch.
"I don't like you," Jury croaked. "You punched me."
"You deserved it," Doc said, turning on his heel and heading towards the door.
"Sorry," Jury mumbled. "About your vest. I'll buy you another."
That had been the first of many fights. Jury was spoiled and soft, and Doc had been hard-pressed to put up with him at times; but he was like a puppy Doc had once found on the side of the road. He'd bite you, then he'd look at you with big, sad eyes, and you couldn't help but forgive him for being stupid.
"Not like you," he told Boudica sternly. "You never say you're sorry."
She gave him a look that said she didn't need to, and he laughed. He drank the rest of the whiskey, then pulled out his phone and called Jervis.
"How's it going, sir?"
"Well enough. The easy part's over."
"I know how much you love it when things are difficult."
"I don't know," Doc chuckled. "I'm going to kill the Baudelaires."
Jervis didn't respond immediately; when he did, his voice was reserved. "The entire family?"
"No. Just the four in residence."
"Are you certain that's wise, sir?"
"No. But I can't help it at this point. Not only do I really want to, but I promised the Takaheni I would."
"I see."
"Something is bothering me though. Maybe you can look into it?"
"What's that?"
"Mr. Birch, the Takaheni leader, said he petitioned the tetrarch for permission to retaliate when the Baudelaires stole their land, then again when the Baudelaires kidnapped and murdered one of their tribe members. The tetrarch not only refused, but the Magistratus didn't even investigate."
Doc opened another bottle. "Not only that, but both the French Bureau head and the French Magistratus head are Baudelaires and the tetrarch over there is a Zeniu. Is there a link between the Baudelaires and Mitcham I should be aware of? Because if there is, I'm probably going to piss him off."
"I will look into it, sir. Will it change your plans if there is?"
"Not really. I wasn't planning on taking the blame for it in any case, but it would be nice to know just what kind of mess I'm making."
"I see."
"I wish you'd stop 'I seeing' me," Doc grumbled.
"Certainly."
"Hum," Doc said. "I'm not sure that's better. Tell Pierre he needs to learn to make wild rice mush. It's the only thing Boudica eats."
"I'm not sure Pierre will deign to make anything with the word mush in its title."
"Tell him it's a pâté then."
"I see you don't have any degree of faith in his intellect."
"Sure I do, and I think he's smart enough to know who pays him."
"Me," Jervis intoned.
"Exactly."
A dry chuckle drifted over the speaker. "I'll take care of it, sir."
"Thank you, Jervis. Did the LaRoches take to hypnotism well?"
"Like a nix to water."
"Excellent."
"Sir?"
"Yes?"
"Do be careful."
Doc didn't know what to say to that, so he just grunted and disconnected. He wasn't sure there was a way to be careful. Not on this particular undertaking.
He hated just sitting here, but he needed them to discover the missing Jurys, then wander off in search of them. That's when he would strike again.
He read through the Jury folder once more, ignoring the personal bits and taking note of which Jurys were considered the most powerful. With the exception of Phillip and Abigail, he already had the first five of them. 
Which for some strange reason reminded him of something he'd forgotten. The corpse in his front passenger seat.
He called Mr. Birch.
"Yes?" Mr. Birch said when he answered.
"I have a body to dispose of. Are you opposed to me burying it in your woods?"
"Very."
"Alternatives?"
"Call the Worms."
"You'd probably rather I didn't; it's a Baudelaire servant."
"Ah. Next time begin the conversation with the most pertinent information, yes?"
Doc swallowed a chuckle. "I apologize."
"I will send Thane for the body."
"It's in the front seat of the car."
Mr. Birch grunted softly, then disconnected.
Doc laughed out loud. He imagined Mr. Birch would be glad when he was gone.
Since his phone was still in his hand, and he had nothing but time, he typed in "Discussions with a Modern Witch". The video he'd watched with Gwenna pulled up again because Jury hadn't posted any new ones since then.
Doc scanned the dates on the side, pausing when he reached the end of the videos. Jury had started his vlog about five years ago, just after Doc had closed the door on his suite and refused to come out. If only he'd said something, they could have spent those years raising hell.
He pressed play on the first video.
"Allow me to introduce myself," Jury said seriously, gazing intently at the screen. "My name is Thomas Jury. I'm a tenth generation witch, and today I'd like to share with you what truly makes a witch a witch."
Jury was stiff and not nearly as relaxed as he'd been in the later video, but when he grinned, Doc could see the humor he'd been missing lately.
"If you can't understand this first video, then you're not a witch," Jury told his audience. He said it with such conviction, such confidence, that Doc grinned.
"What makes a witch a witch is their ability to see and manipulate the elements. There are four elements. Earth, air, fire, and water. Within those four elements there are hundreds of mini-elements. Are you following me?" Jury asked. He waited for two seconds, then said, "If so, keep watching."
Doc watched the entire video. He'd heard most of it before, and it made as much sense now as it had then, but he'd already determined that he wasn't a witch. If he had his way though, he'd soon be the boogieman who haunted the bedtime stories of young witches.   
He closed his eyes for a second, and let his mind wander into a memory. He was lounging on a couch watching as Jury faced off against his parents.
"I'm not going," Jury said firmly.
"You don't have a choice," Phillip growled.
"You can take me by force," Jury said softly. "But I'll never stop running."
"Listen to yourself," Abigail chastised. "You're a Jury. You have responsibilities to the name and to your family. You don't just get to decide you don't want to be a Jury anymore."
"I never said I didn't want to be a Jury," Jury said. "I just want to live my life my way."
Mr. and Mrs. Jury both glared at Doc. "I don't know who your new friend is," Phillip sneered, "but he's obviously filled your head with lies."
"My apologies," Doc said, rising from the couch. "How rude of me. The name is John Holliday, but I suppose Edward has already told you all about me."
Phillip looked down his chiseled nose and growled, "I don't care who you are or what you think you're going to get out of this, but you're not going to get away with it."
"Oh, I've nothing to do with this," Doc drawled, gesturing towards Jury. "Jury came to this conclusion all on his own. I'm only here because once he's done with you, we're going to go see some friends of mine."
That wasn't strictly true. Doc was there in case Mr. and Mrs. Jury tried to drag Jury away. The plan they had agreed on went like this. Since the Jurys were so obsessed with social status, Doc was supposed to start screaming like mad, throw Jury over his shoulder, and bolt. But ultimately, they had left in a huff, hurling curses over their shoulders, because Jurys hated making a scene.
Doc opened his eyes, pushing the memory away, and sipped at his whiskey. It had never occurred to him that Jury had only delayed the inevitable when he had defied his parents in New Orleans, but then Jury had never told him he was engaged to be married. Doc didn't blame him. If Jury married Marie, he may as well be dead, because he wouldn't be Jury anymore.
Doc had never bothered to explain to people that he was going to die of consumption. He'd even known when he was going to die, more or less. But he hadn't wanted pity or false platitudes or offers of prayer. He'd just wanted to die over a gaming table, or failing that, be left alone to die in peace and quiet.
Doc tried to shake off his gloomy mood. Jury wasn't lost yet, and if Doc had his way, he never would be. All Doc required was a little luck and perfect timing.
His phone rang, and he grinned as he answered it.
"It's Babs," Babs whispered.  
"How are things?" he asked.
"They've done a count and realized that seventeen of the family members are gone."
Good girl, Gwenna, he thought.
"Mr. and Mrs. Jury are... furious."
He'd expected they would be.
"They said something about the Baudelaires trying to break the contract."
Doc grinned widely, glad they'd bought tickets to his show.
"And Mrs. Jury is frantic because she can't locate any of their energy signatures, and she's afraid they're dead."
Perfect.
"They aren't dead, are they?" Babs asked worriedly.
"No."
"Oh, I was afraid for a moment there..."
She trailed off, and Doc tried to reassure her. "I've no intention of killing them."
"I know. I just..."
"Have they started searching the grounds yet?"
"No. But they're getting ready to. The guard at the gate already confirmed that no one left by the road last night."
"Thank you, Babs."
"I hope you know what you're doing," she said nervously.
"You're not the only one."
"Did you take the children?"
"No, they're with Gwenna."
"Oh. That's... good. It was the strangest thing," she added softly.  
"What was?"
"Miss Genevieve called me by my name last night."
"Did she?"
"Yes. Did you... She's never..."
Babs didn't finish, and Doc said, "I can't imagine what came over her."  
He disconnected, thinking about Gwenna. It may be too late for Edward, but Gwenna could clearly change. He was glad; he rather liked her.
He'd head out after another drink or two. He propped his feet on the table and sighed. He was not ideally dressed for a trek through the woods. Perhaps Jury was right. Perhaps he really did need more than one style of clothing; right now he'd certainly appreciate some hunting-witches-in-the-woods clothes.
It had been a long time since he'd hunted down someone in the woods. In fact, the last time he'd been with Andrew, and he hadn't been any more properly dressed then, but he had managed.
He felt a sudden surge of grief. Andrew had died over sixty years ago now, and he still missed him. He wondered if he'd ever stop missing him. It really didn't pay to make friends, and he couldn't understand why he kept doing it.
"You coming?" Doc asked as he opened the door.
Boudica shrugged.
"Alright, but now I actually need you."
Boudica snorted, but stood, and they left the cab together.
Doc opened the trailer and walked through it to make sure everyone was still kicking. They were. Literally.
The rot mites were fatter now, like ticks that had fed off of blood, and all of them were inside coffins, buzzing around as they ate whatever it was they ate. It made Doc wish he didn't have to keep the Jurys bagged. It would be so enjoyable to see the looks on their faces.
After he'd closed and locked the door, he slung his duffle bag of supplies over his shoulder, then pulled out an article of clothing from a sack Babs had left just over the wall for him yesterday afternoon.
"Let's see," he said. "Looks like this one belongs to Ethan." He held out a shirt to Boudica, and she sniffed it. "Got it?" She nodded. "Let's go then."
Boudica started off through the woods, and Doc followed her. She didn't always follow the path, and it wasn't easy going. Doc was soon regretting that he hadn't grabbed more of them during the night.
She paused and sniffed the air, then gestured ahead before hunkering down beneath a large bush. Doc turned sideways behind a wide tree trunk, and while he waited for Ethan, he shoved a syringe into his pocket and some zip ties into his waist band.
He heard the sound of hooves and held himself ready. Seconds later, the horse thundered through the underbrush behind him, and Boudica leapt out in front of it, growling fiercely. The horse whinnied and reared, and its rider tried desperately to regain control.
While Ethan was distracted with his horse, Doc circled behind him and grabbed his leg, yanking him backwards off the saddle. He wrapped his arm around Ethan's throat and held tightly. Ethan struggled for a minute, clawing at Doc's arm in pure panic, then seemed to remember he was a witch. He muttered something hoarsely, but he didn't have time to finish whatever it was before he blacked out. 
"Excellent work, girl," Doc praised Boudica as he shoved the syringe into Ethan's neck. He gagged, bagged, and zip tied him, threw him over the back of the horse, and rode the horse back to the semi where he added Ethan to his Jury collection.
"Ten to go," he told Boudica cheerfully as they headed out once more. This time, Doc was riding Ethan's horse, and Boudica was tracking down Alik.
Given what Doc knew of the Jury family, he didn't imagine they would have the women out searching the woods. They'd be tucked away inside somewhere, safe and sound. Which was ridiculous. Doc would rather face Phillip than Abigail any day, but, in spite of what Abigail had said about Phillip's forward thinking views, he was still caught in the past. And as such, he treated his women like they were children instead of realizing they could be warriors.
It didn't take Boudica long to find Alik, but he was a little harder to subdue because he happened to notice Doc from the corner of his eye while his horse was panicking. Doc leaped towards him just as a fire ball erupted in the air, encasing Doc in flames. Doc changed his course of direction, landing on the ground and rolling beneath the horse's flailing hooves.
Fire mostly extinguished, Doc rolled to his knees, grabbing Alik's foot as he did and yanking him from the saddle and onto the ground.
Alik struggled to say something, but Doc nailed him in the face with the side of his fist, knocking his head into the ground. It only took Doc a second to hook his legs under Alik's to hold him in place, and then he gagged Alik with one hand and choked him with the other. Alik clawed at Doc's face, but in seconds he slid into unconsciousness.
"I can tell you're not a Jury," Doc murmured as he injected the tranquilizer. "With a little proper training, you'd be a decent opponent."
He tied up Alik, using twice as many zip ties as normal, and slung him over the back of one of the horses. "Scare that one off," he ordered Boudica.
She snarled at the other horse, advancing menacingly; the horse neighed in fright and tore off into the forest. In that moment, he would have sworn she was a wolf.
Doc mounted the other horse, noting with chagrin that his clothes were singed. "I hate fire," he muttered, running his hand through his hair. It felt fine, but he couldn't be sure until he was in front of a mirror. It was slightly annoying that his body didn't recognize damage to his hair as something that needed healed. He'd once gone an entire month without eyebrows. He grinned. He had worked with it.
Doc loaded Alik into his coffin and took a quick whiskey break.
"Nine to go," he told Boudica cheerfully. "And no one thought I'd make it this far."
She raised an eyebrow, and for some reason he felt like she was telling him to get a move on.
"I was just getting a drink," he said irritably.
Both eyebrows rose.
"Yes, I'm aware we don't have a lot of time," he muttered, tossing the bottle back into the cab and pulling out another article of clothing.
"This one's Stewart's," Doc said, holding it out for Boudica to sniff. She took a whiff, and off they went.
It looked as if Stewart was on the Jury side of the estate, which was not ideal because the forest on the Jury side was very different than the forest on the Takaheni side. There wasn't as much brush, there were large meadow areas that appeared to be meticulously maintained, and in general the trees were more spread out, as though someone had come through and chopped down a third of them. The Takaheni side offered many more hiding places, but Doc would make do; he always did.
Doc heard the pounding hooves just as Boudica ducked behind a bush. Doc quickly guided his horse into a large thicket, but the horse was still visible from the path, so he dismounted and hid behind a tree.
The hooves slowed down, and Stewart called out, "Ethan? Is that you? Have you seen anything?" He approached the riderless horse and stopped alongside it. "Ethan?"
Stewart dismounted and started walking through the undergrowth. "Ethan?" He was headed straight towards Doc, and Doc wondered if he was sensing Doc's life, like Jury could. He waited until Stewart was only a few feet away, then leaped from the brush and took him to the ground.
Latin words poured from Stewart's mouth, and Doc felt the ground tremble beneath them. Roots suddenly tore from the earth and wrapped their woody tendrils around Doc's torso.
He tightened his hold on Stewart and dragged himself up Stewart's body until he was close enough to slap one hand over Stewart's still speaking mouth. The roots didn't stop wrenching at him, but nothing else joined them, and Doc was able to clench his other hand around Stewart's throat.
Doc clenched tightly, ignoring the roots that were trying to grind off his legs. As soon as Stewart slipped into unconsciousness, the roots ceased tightening, but they didn't release him.
Doc wiggled the syringe out of his pocket and inserted it into Stewart's neck. "Quick on your feet, aren't you?" he muttered as he looked over his shoulder at the roots encasing him.
He reached down and grasped one with his hands and broke it in two. Slowly, but surely, he broke all the roots tangled about him and rolled to his feet. He quickly bound Stewart, tied Ethan's horse to a tree since they were so close to the house, dropped the scrap of lace he'd found in Marie's room, mounted Stewart's horse, then galloped back towards the semi.
Thane was waiting for him. "Which one is that?" he asked.
"Stewart," Doc said as he slung Stewart off the horse and over his shoulder. He opened the back of the trailer, walked inside and shoved Stewart into a coffin. He was going to have just enough of them.
"How many do you have?" Thane asked in awe after Doc had closed and locked the door.
"Eleven."
Thane just stared at him.
Doc grinned. "Did you need something?"
"Um... Well... I just came to tell you that Phillip Jury came by the village this morning and asked us if we'd seen anything unusual."
"Had you?"
"Of course not."
"Excellent. If that's all, I better get back to work."
"Um... Yeah. Except you might like to know that some of our cubs are out sweeping the forest."
"Explain," Doc said.
"Cleaning up your tracks."
Luck just couldn't leave him alone. He'd befriended Simon on a whim, which had led him to Mr. Birch, and they were quite efficiently hiding his tracks from the Jurys. Sometimes it seemed that his entire life was one long chain of coincidences.
"Thank you," Doc said. "I appreciate it. How's Lydia doing?"
"You don't owe her any money yet," Thane chuckled.
"Too bad."
"But other than that," Thane added, "she's doing fine."
"Good. Well, no rest for the wicked; I'd better get back to it," Doc said, pulling out another article of clothing. "Looks as if we're hunting down William now." Boudica shrugged, sniffed the sock, and they were off once more.
He hoped he was moving fast enough that the Jurys hadn't yet realized what he was up too, but he couldn't be sure. There were only three males left, not including Phillip, and he wanted them all today.
William put up no fuss whatsoever. Neither did Edmund. Once their magic failed them, they just sort of deflated and allowed themselves to be defeated. It was pathetic. Doc had seen men with absolutely no power at their fingertips put up more of a fight than most of the Jurys.
By the time he'd locked up Edmund, it was growing late. It was possible they'd already stopped searching for the day. Or not. He was only missing one of them.
"Here," Doc said, holding out Caden's shirt. "If he's out, we'll find him."
They rode through the forest once more, going deeper than ever. Edmund's horse was beginning to flag; no doubt they were only used to light riding. Boudica, however, showed no signs of growing weary. He made a mental note to tell Johnny thank you.
The canopy closed overhead, and still Boudica kept moving.
"Are you sure you're on the right track, girl? None of the others went this far."
Boudica didn't bother to acknowledge his statement, just kept trotting along the animal path she was following.   
Then they turned a corner, and there he was. Doc had never met Caden, but he was apparently familiar with Doc because his eyes sharpened instantly with recognition.
Doc urged his horse forward, bracing himself for whatever magical attack Caden might throw his way; however, he was mildly surprised when Caden merely pulled a pistol and shot him in the chest.
Doc looked down at the weeping gunshot wound and laughed slightly. "I did not see that coming."
Caden fired again and again, but this time Doc was ready for it, and he hurled himself to the side as soon as he saw Caden's finger move. Doc had no interest in getting shot again, so he flicked a knife towards Caden's wrist with just enough force to slice it open slightly and force him to drop the gun.
Doc was close enough now to leap from his horse and tackle Caden to the ground. They tumbled wildly across the undergrowth, both of them fighting for control. Caden wasn't a controlled or skilled fighter though, more of a whirling dervish, and it didn't take long for Doc to pin him to the ground.
Caden put up one last effort, bucking wildly to try to free himself. He managed to break one hand loose and slammed it into Doc's face with enough force to fling Doc backwards.
"Enough!" Doc snapped, wrapping his hand around Caden's throat and throttling him until he collapsed.
"Holy hell," Doc said as he pulled out the syringe and shoved it into Caden's neck. "Definitely not a Jury."
His jaw ached for just a second as he gagged, bagged, and zip tied Caden. It was too bad he had to put Caden with the others. He had half a mind to release him, but that wouldn't do at all; he needed the full set.
Once they were back at the semi, Doc studied Caden's wrist. He'd cut it more than he'd intended, and the cut was still bleeding. He laid Caden on the ground and grabbed a bottle of whiskey and his medical bag from the cab.
He poured whiskey over the wound, surprised when Caden jerked slightly. He pulled the bag up, revealing Caden's very awake and angry eyes.
"Too bad you already woke up," Doc said cheerfully. "You'd probably rather be asleep for this. I'm just going to stitch up your wrist real quick."
Confusion crossed Caden's face, and Doc said, "I don't want you bleeding all over my truck. You can watch as long as you don't try anything."
Caden didn't move, so Doc shrugged and bent over Caden's wrist, carefully stitching the wound closed. It took him a minute, and by the time he was done, blood had soaked into the ground. He packed powdered yarrow over it and wrapped it with gauze, then turned to study Caden. His face was pale, but his sharp eyes were watching Doc intently.
"Sorry about that," Doc said. "It looks bad, but I don't think you lost too much blood. I enjoyed your tactic, by the way. I almost hate to put you with the others, but I'm kind of doing a thing."
He pulled the bag back down over Caden's face and loaded him into a coffin.
"So far, so good," Doc said, rubbing Boudica's head. "Run off this horse, and then we can have some whiskey."
She gave him a look.
"Alright, I'll have whiskey; you can have some mush."
She must have agreed to his terms because she turned and chased the horse into the woods. When she returned, he already had a bowl full of mush for her.
"Now for the tricky part," Doc mused. "The women."
If he'd been thinking, he would have only taken the women last night. He'd been trying to be organized, but now they were probably all going to be huddled together, waiting for someone to come get them.
He'd completely lost the element of surprise. He chuckled softly. If he were a witch, that's the element he'd want to manipulate. The element of surprise. He laughed out loud at Jury's imagined response to such a statement.
Surprise or not, he'd think of something. Maybe. There was always a possibility that his luck had just run out. He grinned. If it had, it would just make what he was about to do that much more interesting.



Chapter 18
 

 
Doc stared sightlessly at his hands as he shuffled his cards. All in all, his plan was going flawlessly. More than flawless, it was perfect. Which made him a tad nervous. Anytime something went so smoothly, it meant there was a gigantic bump somewhere in the road ahead.
He had five more Jurys to collect, Phillip and Abigail to dethrone, and the Baudelaires to kill. Honestly, there were a hundred things that could go wrong. Maybe even a thousand. He could write them all down, but it would take too much time.
His phone rang, and he answered it.
"It's Babs," she whispered. "I just thought you might like to know that they've locked the women inside Caden and Margaret's house."
"Are Phillip and Abigail with them?"
"No, they just left to confront the Baudelaires."
Perfect, but he'd have to move fast. "Do you know how many guards?"
"Ten."
That was nothing. If he was planning to kill them.
"I could give them a sleeping draught," she offered.
"No. I don't want anything that could be traced back to you. How many guards at the main gate?"
"Just one."
"Where's Jury?"
"Locked in the basement of the main house."
"Seriously?"
"He doesn't know that anyone is missing, or I'm sure he wouldn't have gone. Mrs. Jury told him that she was concerned he'd try to run, so she'd feel better if he stayed in the basement. Master Thomas didn't even put up a fuss. There are no entrances except the one door, and they have several witches guarding it."
"Any witches with the women?"
"No. They only have seven witches employed on the estate. Myself, and six men."
"Perfect. Thank you, Babs. When this is over, tell me what you want and it's yours."
She laughed stiltedly. "That's really not necessary."
"It really is." He already had a guess what she'd ask for, but without ever seeing her in person he couldn't be sure. "I'd better go," he said.
He disconnected, grabbed his bag, and said, "Let's go." Boudica stared at him. "I need you," he said with exasperation. "Can you hurry?"
She rolled her eyes, but followed him from the truck.
He threw the bag onto the passenger seat, removing one of the polyester sacks and cutting eyes holes in it. He'd be leaving the guards alive, and he didn't want to reveal his hand too soon. If Abigail and Phillip knew what was really going on, they'd be out for blood. His.
He pulled the makeshift mask over his head. He was sure he looked like an idiot, but the eye holes were just about right. He missed glamour, but it was nice to know he could still operate without magic making everything easier.
He glanced at the tags on the car, grinning when he saw they were already so coated in mud that the license plate wasn't readable. He certainly didn't want to bring any trouble down on the Birch tribe.
"Load up," he told Boudica. As far as plans went, this was one of his worst, but he didn't allow his mind to focus on that.
He hopped into the car and sped towards the Jury estate. He had no way of knowing how long Abigail and Phillip would argue with the Baudelaires, and he had no intention of getting caught inside the hen house.
He stopped the car just outside the entrance to the Jury estate. The guard shack sat just on the other side.
"You need to turn around," the guard called out. "This is a private road." 
"Help," Doc croaked loudly. "I think... Heart." He slumped over the steering wheel.
The guard hollered a few more times, but when Doc didn't respond, he opened the door and approached Doc's car cautiously, gun drawn. When he saw Doc's limp form, he holstered his gun and rushed forward.
"Are you alright?" he asked, shaking Doc's shoulder through the open window.
Doc had already opened his door, and now he slammed it into the guard, knocking him to the ground. In seconds, he'd choked the man out, zip tied his hands behind his back, and gagged him.
"Gullible," Doc muttered as he carried the man back to the shack and stuffed him under the counter. He pressed the button to open the gate, then drove through it, following the mental map in his mind that would take him to Margaret's house.   
He flipped off the car's lights right before he crested the hill where the house sat. He wanted to get as close to the house as possible so he didn't have to cart them as far, but he didn't want to alert the guards just yet.
He killed the engine and coasted along the driveway, turning away from the entrance towards the back. The library was still the best point of entry, even if they had realized he'd come through the library before. If he was lucky, most of the guards would be there waiting for him.
"Don't kill anyone," he whispered as they approached the library on foot.
Boudica snorted.
"No, not even if they try to kill me. I expect them to try to kill me."
He halted and scanned the area carefully. There were two guards outside the library doors, but not any guards out on the grounds in general. That's not how Doc would have done it, but the Jurys weren't him.
He palmed two knives, took a deep breath and threw them at reduced speed and strength towards the guards. The knives connected hilt first with the guards' heads, and both guards crumpled to the ground.
He could feel Boudica staring at him. "I meant to do that," he whispered.
She snorted.
"What? You don't think I can throw a knife backwards? It's child's play."
She made a strange sound, and he was irritated to realize she was laughing at him. It worried him that he knew she was laughing, but he'd dwell on that later. 
He crept silently across the deck and zip tied the guards' hands behind their backs. When he was done, he gently pushed open the library door. Bullets didn't suddenly fly towards him like he'd half expected. Instead all was silent and dark.
"You go first," he said softly.
She growled, but slunk through the doors and into the room. She returned a second later. "What?" Doc asked.
She nodded her head once, twice, three, four times.
"There're four men?" Doc guessed.
She nodded again.
Doc studied the partially open doors and the dark room beyond them. He didn't have time to go at this any other way, so he just ducked his head and ran into the room.
Yellow flashes of light lit up the darkness as the guards fired at him from their hiding places. Doc rolled across the floor, landing right in front of one of them, and slammed his elbow into the man's knee before he was able to change the angle of his gun.
As the man fell backwards, Doc scrambled on top of him. The guard still had his gun, and he managed to shoot Doc through the shoulder just before Doc tapped the man's head lightly into the floor, knocking him out. He zip tied the man's hands and pulled him after him as he ran down an aisle of books.
The other guards had stopped shooting. Probably because it was dark inside the library and they didn't want to accidently shoot each other. At least Doc hoped they were that smart. 
Boudica suddenly pulled on Doc's arm, and he ducked. A book above him turned into confetti. So not as smart as he'd hoped.
"There's just three of them," Doc muttered. "It shouldn't be that hard." And it really wasn't. He just wasn't in the mood to get shot again, and he was trying really hard not to kill anyone. They were just doing their jobs.
Doc saw a man's shadow creep across the aisle, and he rushed forward and plowed the man into the floor. Doc quickly choked him out, zip tied him, shoved him against a bookshelf, and scrambled to his feet once more.
The other two men must have heard the scuffle because they were suddenly running towards Doc from opposite sides. Doc held still until the last minute, then flattened against the bookshelf and let the guards run into each other.
He shook his head irritably as he duct taped them together. He sincerely hoped his Dulcis staff was trained better than these buffoons. But then he remembered that Jervis handled the staff, so of course they were.
"That's six," he whispered as he headed for the inner library door. "Just four more."
The hallway was clear, and he accessed his mental map of the house. There was a sitting room on the other side of the main entryway, and somehow he knew that's where the women would be, so he headed silently that way.
There were two guards at the main door, and they were on high alert because they'd obviously heard the gunshots from the library. Another reason why he didn't use guns anymore.
"I don't suppose you'd run over and distract them?" Doc asked quietly. 
Boudica rolled her eyes and loped across the entryway. They never even saw her coming, just started screaming in panic when she leaped on them and pulled them both to the floor.
Doc was there in a flash, gently knocking their heads together and duct taping them from knees to shoulders. "Eight," he whispered.
Boudica growled.
"I said 'thank you'."
She growled again.
"Fine," Doc sighed. "Thank you."
The final two were headed straight towards them, guns firing rapidly. Doc vaulted behind a statue of Venus as bullets tore into the plaster right where he'd been standing.
He waited until they paused to reload before running down the short hallway and slamming into them, taking them both to the floor.
One of the guards managed to take a shot, winging Doc in the arm. Doc hissed irritably and grabbed the man's gun hand, slamming the gun into the man's head and knocking him unconscious. The other guard was trying to finish reloading, but Doc clamped his hand around the man's throat; and in seconds the guard collapsed, his gun sliding uselessly to the floor.
"Ten," Doc chuckled as he duct taped them together.
He stood and surveyed the sitting room door. It was just a normal wooden door, but there were five witches inside, fairly powerful if you believed the stories, and they knew he was coming. Besides that, if the guards had any brains at all, not that Doc was convinced they did, they would have called Phillip as soon as Doc attacked. So he'd better make this quick.
He pushed open the door, bracing himself for anything, and almost started laughing when he saw four of the five women huddled together on a long settee, eyes wide with terror.
He wanted to remind them they were witches, but decided he was better off not mentioning it, although he couldn't help saying, "So you're not even going to put up a fight?" 
One of the women whimpered, but the one standing beside them stepped forward, placing herself between Doc and the other women. Her hands glowed like a bright sky blue, and she demanded angrily, "Are you the one who's taken Caden and Eira?"
Eira, he remembered, was Margaret and Caden's daughter.
"I don't have Eira," he said simply. "She's with Gwenna."
Margaret visibly relaxed, but then she remembered her husband.
"And Caden?" she snapped.
"Him I have, but I'll take you to him," Doc grinned. He was glad she was putting up a fight; she and Caden belonged together.
"I'm not going anywhere with you," she snarled. The light around her hands flared and suddenly nearly everything in the room was flying towards him.
He ducked a somersaulting end table, only to be smacked upside the head by a glass plate. Shards of glass rained down his collar as he leaped across the room, dodging porcelain figurines and books as best he could. He barreled into the four women on the settee, rolling the settee over on top of them all.
The women beneath him screamed helplessly, while somewhere beyond the settee Margaret yelled in anger. Glass crashed to the ground around them, and Doc moved quickly, injecting the four women with the tranquilizer before standing to face Margaret once more.
She was furious. And she was also standing a mere foot from him, broken bits of glass from all the windows floating beside her, waiting to cut him to shreds.
"The thing is," Doc said carefully, "if you kill me, Caden will die. You'll never find him, and he'll slowly starve to death."
The glass shards wavered.
He could throw a knife just as fast as she could force glass through the air, but he didn't want to.
"I've no desire to kill you," he said, slowly removing his mask so she could see his intent more clearly.
The glass dropped to the floor, shattering into millions of pieces. "Doc?" she gasped.
That surprised him.
Her eyes widened, and she began to laugh. "You've come for Thomas, haven't you?"
He didn't drop his guard for a second, just studied her carefully, trying to process her change in demeanor. Only seconds ago she'd been fiercely angry, but now she seemed almost happy to see him.
"Something like that," he finally allowed, feeling strangely off-balance.
"Let's go then," she urged. The four lifeless women suddenly floated into the air, held in place by a light blue haze. "We need to hurry," Margaret said insistently.
"Pretty sure that's my line," Doc muttered.
She laughed merrily. "Maybe it is. Lead the way."
"Are you messing with me?" Doc demanded.
"No. I swear. We need to go. Mother and Father will be on their way home." She turned to leave but took a startled step backwards.
"Is that a witch hound?" she gasped.
"No," he automatically lied.
"Did Thomas... Good god, it's beautiful."
The Jurys were a very strange family.
"She," Doc corrected. "Her name is Boudica."
"She's lovely," Margaret breathed, running one of her hands over Boudica's head.
"Really?" Doc asked, eyebrow raised.
Boudica tilted her head sideways and glared at him.
"I mean, yes; yes, she is," he corrected. "Shall we go now?" He pulled his mask back on in case any of the guards had woken and added, "I came in through the library."
"Of course." She walked swiftly through the house without so much as glancing at the mess he'd left in his wake, unconscious women drifting like rag dolls behind her.
Doc didn't breathe easy until they were well away from the Jury's driveway and back inside the woods. Even then he didn't breathe easy because he was trying to figure out why one of the Jurys was sitting willingly beside him instead of trussed up in the back.
"I assume you have some sort of brilliant plan to get Thomas out of his marriage contract," Margaret said enthusiastically.
"Not really," Doc said.
"You must have something planned."
"Sure; it's just not brilliant. I'm going to kill the Baudelaires."
She gasped. "But... but... Well, it's certainly straightforward," she said awkwardly. "But don't you think it'll cause trouble?"
"Probably."
He parked in the clearing and turned in his seat to look at her. "Normally I have a really easy time reading people," he said. "But I'm having some trouble with you. I honestly can't tell if you're really on my side or not."
"I can see how that would be a problem for you," she said with a wide smile. "And I'm not sure what I can do to convince you. Thomas is my favorite sibling. I'm only fifteen years older than him, and when he left..." She trailed off. "I understand why he left, but still. We've kept in contact, Thomas and I. I would love for him to be home, but that's just not him. He's..." She shrugged. "I can't say I understand him, but I love him deeply, and I loathe Marie. So if you can free him from this mess, I'll not stand in your way."
She wasn't lying, but Doc still found it hard to trust her. He could tie her up and throw her in a coffin to be safe, or he could go with his instinct.
"If you promise not to leave the semi-cab, I'll let you and Caden be free," Doc said slowly. "But I want you to understand, if you hamper me or betray me, I will kill you both."
Margaret smiled. "I'm beginning to see why Thomas likes you."
He raised an eyebrow, and she laughed. "We'll not oppose you; you have my word."
"Very well."
Doc had zip tied the other women as soon as they'd reached the car, and now he opened the hatchback, then unlocked and opened the trailer. He was always a little leery to open it, just in case they'd somehow gotten loose, but they never did. They were like fourteen plastic-bound Snow Whites.
"Good lord," Margaret whispered. "What have you done?"
"Caged the most powerful witch family in the Americas," Doc said flatly.
"Where's Caden?"
"In one of these back here," Doc assured her as he walked down the middle.
She started to follow him, then froze. "Are those... Are those... rot mites?"
"That's what they tell me," he replied offhandedly.
Her breath turned ragged, and she backed slowly out of the trailer. Doc ignored her distress and carefully pried the lid from Caden's coffin.
"Your wife's here to rescue you," he said cheerfully as he pulled the bag from Caden's head. There was a rot mite sitting on Caden's chest, and Doc picked it up and tossed it towards Edward's coffin.
He positioned Caden over his shoulder and carried him outside, setting him softly on the ground. "I'm going to release you," Doc said. "But you must promise to behave."
"My love," Margaret said happily, pulling the gag from Caden's mouth and kissing him gently.
"What're you doing?" Caden demanded.
"Staying out of the way," Margaret replied.
"Your parents—"
"Lost my loyalty when they started selling us off to the Baudelaires," Margaret interrupted angrily.
Doc cut the zip ties binding Caden, then carted the four Jury women inside the trailer and locked them up with the others. When he was done, he studied the full coffins with a slight grin. He only had one more coffin to fill.



Chapter 19
 

 
As Doc was locking the trailer, he heard Caden ask where Eira was.
"She's with Gwenna," Margaret explained.
"Why?" Caden asked, allowing Margaret to help him to his feet.
"I'm guessing Doc somehow got to Gwenna first, and she agreed to hide them."
"I need a drink," Doc said, still a little perplexed by Margaret's behavior. He threw the tarp over the car and ushered Caden and Margaret into the semi. 
"Thank you for stitching my wrist," Caden said stiffly as Doc poured out drinks for all of them, Boudica included.
"My pleasure," Doc drawled.
He flopped into the driver's chair and stared at the wall behind them. He was at the crest of an enormous hill, and from here on out, it was going to be like careening down the side in a cart with no brakes and no steering. It may sound exhilarating in theory, but in practice it was a little nerve wracking.
Phillip and Abigail weren't going to be very friendly when they realized what he'd done, not that they'd ever been friendly, which annoyed him. No matter what he did, Phillip and Abigail were always going to hate him. Just because he happened to be there when Jury needed a friend.
He should have cut them down to size years ago. He should have shown them that they weren't better than him or more powerful than him. Then maybe Jury wouldn't be in this mess. Or maybe he would.
Doc drummed his fingers on the table. The marriage contract was really bothering him. The Jurys weren't evil, just arrogant, so why would they join houses with someone like the Baudelaires? It seemed... beneath them somehow.
He was aware that Caden and Margaret were watching him warily, and he focused on them and grinned. "Never thought I'd be having drinks with any of Jury's family," he quipped, raising his glass in a mock toast. 
"How long are you going to keep them in there?" Margaret asked worriedly.
"Until I'm done."
"They'll be stewing in their own piss," Caden said.
"I really don't care."
"I'm not sure I see how all this is necessary to save Thomas," Margaret said.
"It's not," Doc said. "It's necessary to save Gwenna and Eira and all the other Jury children."
"How's that?" Caden asked.
"Phillip's not going to change," Doc stated. "He's a set point. The old ways are best, keep the women folk at home, build strong ties and breed stronger children, end of story. He doesn't care about you as individuals, and I can only hope he chose to align your family with the Baudelaires because they're nearly as powerful as you are, for all the good it does you."
"What's that supposed to mean?" Margaret snapped.
"You, my dear, put up a fight. So did Caden. In fact, Caden didn't even bother with magic; but, honestly, I fought five trolls earlier this week that had more spunk than your entire family."
She opened her mouth to argue, but Doc raised an eyebrow, and she grimaced.
"You can have all the power in the world," he said earnestly, "but if you don't have some fight behind it, some commitment, some drive, it's meaningless. I'm nothing but a slightly stronger man, and I have seventeen powerful witches trapped in the back of my truck. You see what I mean?"
They chose not to verbally admit it, but they did.
"I will take care of Jury, but it's up to you two and Gwenna to dissolve the other marriage contracts because if I find out that even one Jury has been married off to a Baudelaire, I'm going to come back and kill you all."
He watched them struggle with his words, but he had subdued them, and they knew it. It would have been even easier to kill them, so his threat was very real indeed.
Caden finally nodded and said, "I'll accept that task."  Margaret caught her husband's eyes, then nodded her head as well.
"Excellent. Now, I've been a rather busy boy today. I've been shot twice, I'm rather sick of dealing with witches, and the hard part is yet to come. I'd like to finish my whiskey in silence, and then I'm going to close my eyes for an hour or two. Boudica here will rip out your throats if you so much as think about magic or leaving the semi or trying to betray me in any way. Isn't that right, Boudica?"
She nodded, and he grinned. He was beginning to really enjoy her company.
"Do you have a cell phone on you?" he asked Margaret. He'd checked everyone else when he'd loaded them into their coffins, but he hadn't checked her.
"No."
"Are you lying?"
"No!" she exclaimed. "I think you have some trust issues."
"Jury says that if he lies to people he can't expect them to be honest with him," Doc said with a chuckle.
"That doesn't make... Oh." She smiled. "You must lie perpetually."
"Not perpetually. Just anytime I need to."
"I swear that we will not leave the truck, use magic, or betray you in any way," she said solemnly.
"Good." Doc tossed back the rest of his whiskey, then uncorked the bottle and drank it all.
He was feeling a little bit tired, and he wished he had time for a snack. That was the nice thing about living in a city. He could walk half a block and probably find someone to kill. In fact, Bennie had once given him a seven course menu that had consisted of only two city blocks.
It was going to be all right though. By this time tomorrow, he and Jury would be driving home, laughing about the look on Phillip's face when he realized that Doc had kicked his high and mighty ass.
Maybe.
He closed his eyes and allowed himself to drift off to sleep.
He dreamt he was in that place, but for some reason it was empty, void, silent. He lied to himself and said he preferred it that way. Truth be told, he wouldn't mind seeing Andrew right now, even if it was a fake Andrew. Maybe between the two of them they could work out a plan that would drive the house into the ground.
The dream shifted, and he was sitting on one side of a chessboard.
"Knight takes your queen," Father said, moving his knight and removing Doc's queen from the board.
Doc chose not to grin. He didn't need his queen; he'd just needed the knight out of his way.
The scene changed again. He and Andrew were pressed against a wall, and Andrew whispered, "The way I figure it is like this, if you plan to win, you win. Don't ever plan to lose."
Andrew faded, replaced with a different scene. Doc and Jury were trying unsuccessfully to hide behind a large stone column. On the other side of the column, a minotaur raged angrily.
"Good god," Jury snapped. "Whose fucking stupid idea was this?"
"As I recall," Doc drawled, "yours."
"No fucking way would I ever choose to do something this fucking dumb!"
"Debatable," Doc laughed, jumping backwards as the minotaur slammed into the column, shaking it from top to bottom.
"So what should we do?" Jury demanded.
"Win," Doc replied easily. 
Doc woke with a start. It was still dark, but he could see Boudica guarding the lumps on the lower bunk bed. A plan was beginning to form, but first he needed to take care of the Baudelaires, and now was probably as good a time as any. Especially since he only had twelve hours or so before Jury was enslaved into wedded bliss.
"You'll have to stay on guard duty," Doc whispered to Boudica as he leveraged a large bag out from under the bed.
Boudica whined softly.
"I know, girl, and I do trust them, but I'd feel better knowing you're watching them. My plan sort of depends on everyone being here when I get back."
She licked his face, and to his surprise he didn't push her away. He was growing rather used to her, and that irritated him. He already had a nosy plant; he didn't need a controlling dog as well.
He stepped out of the semi, uncovered the car, opened the hatchback, and put his bag inside, unzipping it and staring at the contents.
"I hate to do this," he muttered. He quickly stripped, removing everything he was wearing except his bracelets, Aqueduct's ring, and the skin amulet. Those he'd have to risk.
Once he was naked, he reached into the bag and removed a pair of polyester pants. Just the feel of them made him shudder, but nonetheless, he donned the one hundred percent polyester clothes and slipped his feet into a strange pair of soft plastic shoes.
"God, I hope Jury never sees me like this; he'd never let me hear the end of it," he complained as he snapped closed the plastic buckle on the plastic knife harness Bennie had provided him. It could only hold two plastic knives, and they weren't magic, but he wasn't stupid. The last thing he wanted was to be killed with his own damn knife. Well, maybe not the last thing, but it was pretty high on the list.
He dropped the Occultatum into his pocket, closing the plastic zipper so it would stay in place, and looked over the rest of his tools. He had six plastic guns, but he couldn't hold six guns at once, so he checked the cartridge magazines to make sure they were loaded, then shoved two of the hand guns into his waist band.
After a quick moment of deliberation, Doc took the plastic sword from the bag and placed it on the passenger seat. If you believed Andrew, one could never have too many weapons.
As he drove, he attempted to devise a workable plan. If he was smart, he'd just sneak inside the house and kill them in their beds, but he wasn't sure he was smart. Some people deserved to suffer a bit, to know they were about to die, to see it coming.
The only thing troubling him was the Baudelaire's servants. If they got in his way he'd have to kill them, but to some degree if they were still working for the Baudelaires, they were willing to exchange basic human decency for currency. It was a thin premise, but he could work with it.
He parked alongside the Baudelaires' hideous fence, scaled it, and dropped soundlessly onto the other side. He had no way of knowing whether or not they had increased security or taken any precautions; after all, the mysterious kidnapper wasn't after them.
He walked swiftly through the well-manicured garden, then stopped and studied it for a moment. He rolled his eyes. It was an exact replica of the garden of Eyrignac Manor. He couldn't believe he hadn't noticed the other day. Not that it mattered; it was just terribly pretentious of them.
He crossed a walkway, but paused and tilted his head sideways. A soft moan sounded from somewhere on his left. He turned slightly. A woman was speaking now, in low sensual French.
"Oh, yes, yes!"
"It hurts, my lady," a man groaned.
"Shut up!" she snapped. "Keep going!"
Doc frowned. This was a very strange turn of events. He crept silently past a box hedge, heading towards the voices.
"Please stop!" the man cried. His voice was utterly panicked now and full of pain.
Her only response was a low moan of pleasure. Suddenly she screamed, "Oh god, yes!"
Doc knew a climax when he heard one. He also knew the gurgling sounds of death.
He looked around yet another hedge and grimaced.
Marie, for it could be no other woman with her unbound, curly blond hair and fine silk dress splattered with blood, was mounted over a man in a servant's uniform. Her hands were coated with blood, and she was licking her fingers leisurely.
The man was definitely dead. Doc wasn't entirely sure what had killed him, but there was a copious amount of blood staining the green grass beneath him.
"I can hear your heart beating," Marie purred.
Doc stepped into the moonlight.
"Who are you?" she asked, eyes racking his form.
"No one of consequence," he said evenly, repulsed by her.
She stood slowly, blood dripping from her mouth and splashing onto her perfectly exposed cleavage.
"Are you the one causing the Jurys such panic?" she asked languidly.
"Surely not I," he said.
"Surely not," she agreed. "What on earth are you wearing?"
"It's repulsive, I know," Doc sighed. "Bennie called it a track suit."
"You should take it off."
"I'd rather not. Is he dehydrated?" Doc asked, gesturing vaguely towards the corpse.
Her lips turned up into a sly grin. "Someone has been a very naughty boy, but no. When I dehydrated the cats I leeched the water from their cells into their stomachs. In the case of Pierre or whatever his name is, I forced the water out through his pores."
"They both seem pretty much identical to me," Doc drawled. "And the end result's the same."
"To the untrained eye, perhaps. But I'm studying the science of it. You couldn't possibly understand. Why are you here?"
The only thing between them now was six feet of perfectly trimmed grass. If he was smart he'd shoot her in the head and be done with it.
"I came to kill you."
She chuckled. "Just you? All by your lonesome?"
"Just me."
"Can we play a little first?" she asked, running her tongue over her glossy red lips.
"Not the way you mean," Doc stated.
"Too bad. You look like fun."
Her hands didn't glow, in fact nothing about her changed to indicate that she was using magic, but he felt a strange tingle rush over his skin just before her eyes narrowed.
The tingle intensified, and he grinned. "You started first," he chastised, dropping his guns to the ground.
"Why didn't you try to shoot me?" she demanded quizzically.
He shrugged. "I thought I might take my time."
He drew the plastic sword from its sheath and stepped toward her. If he wasn't mistaken, she tried another spell, which naturally failed, and she stepped backwards once.
"You're out of your league," she said softly, but Doc could tell she was lying. Her eyes had lost their crooked humor and bloodlust, and they were looking ever so slightly concerned.
He stepped forward quickly, slicing towards her torso and drawing a thin line of blood across her belly. Her nostrils flared, and he feinted forward. She jumped backwards, then lifted up her skirts and ran.
Which was strange, because he would have sworn the look in her eyes was fury, not fear. He followed her warily as she ran deeper into the garden, stopping when he came around a corner and saw her standing directly in the middle of a fountain, a cruel smile on her face.
He had never paid the best of attention to magical topics when Jury talked about them because he knew he'd never be able to use magic, but he had paid enough attention to deduce that Marie's strongest element was water, which would make him a fool if he went any closer. Perhaps he shouldn't have left his guns behind.
"Aren't you going to come and get me?" she purred.
"I'm not sure I'm supposed to get this track suit wet," he said casually.
She laughed. "It's only fair. You with your weapons, and me with mine. We'll see who is the most powerful. If I win, I'm going to eat your heart."
"See that's where you went wrong," Doc drawled as he stepped into the water. "You have to plan to win."
One of Doc's plastic knives was already spinning silently through the air as his foot touched the water, and that's when he realized he'd made a mistake because a whirlpool of water shot up, catching the knife, and hurling it away from Marie. Her grin widened, and Doc knew he was in for it.
"Now we can have fun," she purred.
The water beneath his feet suddenly shifted, and Doc was engulfed by water, moving, crushing, vicious water. It ripped the sword from his hand, tightened around his chest, and rushed up his nose.
One thing was for sure. He couldn't stay here. The sensation of drowning was not enjoyable, but he forced aside his desire to breathe, and focused solely on her. She was gliding across the water towards him, and she was nearly close enough.
He could feel the water drizzling into his lungs, filling them; he could feel his body fighting it, forcing the water back, but he ignored all that and watched her step closer. Even if he drowned, even if he didn't kill the rest of the Baudelaires, if he just killed her, Jury would be free.
He gathered his strength, knowing he would need all of it, and leaped, tearing through the water and plowing into her with enough force to carry them both over the side of the fountain and onto the ground. As soon as they hit, he tightened his grip and started rolling, rolling her far away from that deadly pool of water.
Water spurted from his mouth as he rolled, but he still couldn't breathe. He didn't know how much longer he could go without air, but he had to finish it.
She was screaming angrily and beating his head with her small fists; but just like the Jurys, without magic she was weak. The threats spewing from her mouth were nightmarish, and if he thought she could actually carry them out he'd have been very concerned, but as it was, he had bigger worries.
Black was trying to take over his vision, trying to pull him into the darkness, into its depths, but he couldn't go yet. He wasn't quite done.
He halted their roll and bashed his elbow into her head before sitting upright and pounding on his chest. Still more water spewed out, and finally he was able to take a huge gulp of precious air. And now he was coughing, coughing so hard that it hurt, but at least the darkness had backed away.
Beneath him, her eyes popped open, and she lifted her pale hand to touch the blood on her lips. She licked it, and a look of hungry desire crossed her face. She put her hand on his chest, and he allowed it because he was still coughing out water.
"Surely we can come to an understanding, you and I," she breathed. "Do you know how many men I have killed? None of them has ever lasted as long as you. You are magnificent; I can see the power inside you. With you at my side, we could... We could rule."
He took a deep breath, sighing in relief when he didn't cough, and said, "I believe you're scheduled to marry Thomas Jury tomorrow." 
"Bah! The Jurys are weak! They sit in their estate and do nothing but sip tea and discuss old politics."
"Not Jury," Doc snapped.
Her eyes sharpened. "Is that why you're doing this? I was never planning to keep him. I've no use for a pathetic, useless witch. If you stay with me, I'll break the contract. Is that what you want?"
It was. But not like that. And furthermore, she wasn't swaying him. She was cruel, and he couldn't abide cruel.
"Sorry, I'm just not interested," he said.
"Suit yourself," she purred.
His clothes began to tighten around him, which confused him until he remembered they were soaked. She was good; too bad she was a psychopath.
He slammed his elbow towards her face, but she blocked it with her own, slowing him down enough that when he hit, her head didn't squash into the stone. He wrapped his arm around hers and raised his other hand to strike. Just then, he caught a glint from the corner of his eye, and he rolled away from her just as she stabbed towards his neck with a thin sharp knife.
They both stood and circled each other warily, then without warning, his shirt jerked upwards and tightened around his neck. He pulled his knife and sliced through the damp fabric, tossing it behind him.
She stared at his tattoo in wonder, and he took the opportunity to fling his knife at her throat. She blocked it with her own, and it clattered hollowly onto the stones by her feet.
"Very clever," she said. "Using plastic."
He rushed forward, blocking her deadly jabs with his arm, ignoring the fiery pain and blood, and took her to the ground once more. He pinned her knife hand to the stones, crushing her bones, and wrapped his other hand around her throat, squeezing as hard as he could. She gasped, and he heard her neck snap, but she wasn't dead, not yet; she was still hissing curses. He squeezed until his hand ached, breathing a sigh of relief when her face finally went slack and his tattoo began to burn.
And burn it did. He rolled off her onto the cool stones, and just stared at the night sky while her life force rushed into him with enough power to make him dizzy.
The rest of the water suddenly gushed from his lungs, and he spit it to the side. The mangled flesh on his arm settled back into place, and fresh skin grew over it.
His senses grew sharper. He could smell his blood on the ground. He could smell death. He could see pinpoints of stars well beyond the stars he normally saw. He could feel the barest hint of a breeze as it slid over his naked chest.
"Goddamn," he whispered. "Goddamn."
He eventually had to force himself to move because he wanted to just lay there and feel everything, absorb everything, but he knew he was running out of time.
He still had three more witches to kill and a stage to set while he was doing it.



Chapter 20
 

 
Doc found his knife on the stones and donned his tattered polyester shirt. Not because he wanted to wear it, but because he didn't want to leave it behind.
He slipped Marie's deadly knife back into the sheath that was strapped to her thigh and tossed her corpse over his shoulder. He carried her to the fountain where he retrieved his sword and his other knife, then he hauled her back to where he'd first encountered her.
He carefully arranged her on top of the dead servant, adjusting her skirts just so, then he wrapped the dead man's hand around her throat and lowered her down on top of him. He stepped back and studied them; they looked like a rather sadistic Romeo and Juliet tableau.
He imagined that even the witch sweepers would have a difficult time untangling this mess. Fortunately for him, witch sweepers usually needed to be on the scene within the hour to tell a damn thing.
He retrieved his guns and headed for the house. He'd had his fun; this time he was going straight for the kill.
He evaluated the house from a distance. It was well past midnight, but not everyone was asleep. He accessed his mental map; the lights were still on in Louis's room.
If he could manage to kill the parents without waking them, Louis would never know; and then Doc wouldn't have to face all three Baudelaires at once.
He entered through the library once more. Nothing terrible happened. He crept down the hallway, up the stairs, then down another hallway. Nothing out of the ordinary at all. No servants wandering the halls, no guards, no traps.
He hated it when things were easy.
He paused outside the parents' bedroom. Something felt wrong, but he didn't know what. The air here felt strange, constricted.
He reached for the doorknob, but paused again. Perhaps he would kill Louis first. And if he was loud enough perhaps the parents would come out of their booby-trapped bedroom.
He strode down the hall and stopped outside Louis's room. Light was streaming under the door into the hallway, but it wasn't a normal light; it was wavering, intense, then dull and melancholy.
Doc sighed. Didn't it just figure that her brother's element would be fire?
He knocked, and a young man with feverish eyes cracked open the door.  
"Who are you?" he demanded.
Doc's knife had already reached Louis's throat, but then something happened. The knife melted in Doc's hand.
"Shit," Doc hissed. As soon as he'd entered the house he'd known the tide had turned. It seemed the Baudelaires had their own luck.
Doc kicked the door inward, knocking Louis off balance and into the room. As Louis was falling, Doc drew one of his guns and fired rapidly at Louis's chest. The bullets splattered uselessly across Louis's clothing, melted into liquid by the raging heat that surrounded him.
The room behind Louis was filled with fire and cages. Apparently, like his sister, he liked to study the science of things. Maybe they all did. But at this point, Doc didn't really care; what he cared about was the fireball rushing towards his face.
He jumped backwards, pulling the door closed behind him, hissing softly when the door handle turned molten in his hand. He moved away from the door, watching in alarm as the door burst into flames and burned to pure ash in mere seconds.
Jury had once said it was easier to manipulate the elements if there was a source. Marie had run for the water. Louis had fire in his room. So theoretically, Doc just needed to draw him away from his room.
He turned and bolted down the hallway, back towards the parents' room.
"Coward!" Louis shouted, running after him.
It certainly looked that way, but what Louis didn't understand was that it was actually strategy. Doc paused in front of the parents' door, waiting for Louis to catch up.
"Stay away from them!" Louis demanded, hurling more fire towards Doc. Doc ducked, and the fireball crashed into the door, engulfing it instantly.
Louis's eyes turned panicked. "Mother, Father!" he shouted, pounding on the burning door. "Wake up!"
Which was just the distraction Doc needed to tackle Louis to the floor and snap his neck.
Behind him, the burning door shuddered and burst into tiny bits of flaming debris. Mrs. Baudelaire stepped into the hallway, took one look at Doc, one look at her dead son, and then the entire hallway began to shake.
Doc scrambled backwards, shooting at the advancing Baudelaires as he did. The bullets never touched them, just rebounded off the solid wall of air that seemed to surround them.
"Goddamn," Doc hissed, leaping to his feet and bounding down the stairs.
By now the entire house was in an uproar. Servants were rushing back and forth, some carrying buckets of water, some carrying valuables, but no one paid any attention to Doc. They were too focused on the rapidly spreading flames.
Doc dashed into the library, flattening himself against the wall beside the doorway, barely breathing, waiting. The door crashed open, and the Baudelaires swept inside the room. As soon as they were past the doorway, Doc leapt from his hiding place and drove his sword straight through Mr. Baudelaire's heart.
His tattoo surged as power drove into him, but he barely felt it. Mrs. Baudelaire's shriek of pure anguish was tearing at all his senses, blinding him to all else.
"Why?!" she demanded, tears pouring from her eyes. "Who are you?! What have we ever done to you?"
"Nothing," Doc managed to gasp. "But what haven't you done to everyone else?"
"What is it to you? My family. You've murdered my family," she sobbed.
She had him there. Mrs. Baudelaire was cruel; she used blood magic; she cared nothing for those she deemed beneath her. He'd seen it in her eyes. He'd seen it when she'd strangled one of her maids nearly to death for not catching her glove before it hit the ground. But she loved her family. Fiercely. And now they were dead.
Books began to fly off the shelves, cannonballing towards Doc with deadly accuracy. He lifted his sword and sliced quickly from side to side, tearing through spines and pages like butter, but there were more books than he could stop.
An enormous stack of books barreled into his chest, throwing him up against a shelf and crushing him. The air joined them, suddenly as solid as iron.
She was right in front of him, eyes bright with grief and hatred. The fire was creeping through the door behind her, casting a glow around her form, and she looked like an avenging spirit.
"You die by my hand," she hissed.
He'd rather not, but he couldn't seem to move. A good portion of the library's contents were crushing him against the shelf, and the force of air holding them in place was like an iron door.
He supposed it didn't really matter if he died here. He'd done what he'd set out to do. He'd captured the Jury family, and he'd killed Marie. Jury was free. He could go anywhere, do anything. He could vlog forever, cuss forever, play terrible poker forever.
And Doc could finally see what happened on the other side. He could finally know where everyone went, if they were happy. He could finally meet Death.
Or not. Because two hundred years really wasn't long enough. He still owed Andrew that favor, not to mention about ten dollars. He needed to get Lydia settled. He needed to give Jury his wedding present. He had a meeting with the triplets, and he'd promised Bree he'd come by. So no. He wasn't going to die. Not here. Not now.
His tattoo was still warm from Mr. Baudelaire's life force, and his lungs hadn't yet begun to ache. All he needed was strength and a little luck.
He tried to focus all his energy into his right hand. And he waited. She stepped closer, and he grinned. Apparently the house didn't always win.
The barrier holding him hadn't lessened in weight or solidness, but he managed to smash his hand through it and wrap his fingers tightly around her throat. Her eyes widened in shock, and while she clawed at his hand with her own, the air holding him in place grew heavier and heavier until he felt his ribs crack and his nose break.
They stared at each other. Eyes locked in mortal combat as each of them slowly died.
His vision began to blur around the edges, and he squeezed his hand even tighter. She was fighting him. Most people would have been dead by now, but she wasn't. She was increasing the weight on his chest, pressing the books forward harder and harder. He grimaced and squeezed his fingers with everything he had left. 
The books suddenly dropped, and then the weight was gone. Doc could breathe, and Mrs. Baudelaire was dead. He dropped her to the floor, gasping as the power flowed into his tattoo and healed his broken bones.
He breathed deeply, trying to fill his labored lungs, but there was nothing in the room now but smoke. The library was a fiery blaze, but the way to the deck was still clear. Just to make sure she burned, he tossed her body into the raging flames and then fled from the house.
He took deep breaths of air as he darted across the estate towards the wall. When he reached it, he quickly scaled over it, jumped into his car, and drove back to his semi.
Once he was inside the cab, he dropped heavily into the driver's seat. Caden, Margaret, and Boudica stared at him.
"What happened to you?" Margaret asked breathlessly. "You look awful."
He imagined he did. His clothes were tattered and in some places melted, and he was coated in blood and ash.
He didn't respond right away. Instead he popped the cork from a bottle of whiskey and drained half the bottle.
"The Baudelaires are what happened," he finally said. "I've no idea what your father was thinking. They would have eaten your family alive."
"The Baudelaires?" Margaret repeated. "You actually killed them?"
"What did you expect me to do?" Doc asked irritably. "Send them a cease and desist note?"
"No... I just... God, I didn't actually think you'd kill them."
"The Baudelaires are sick people," Doc said firmly. "Now there are four less of them."
"What's with the tattoo?" Caden suddenly asked.
Doc glanced down. He'd forgotten he wasn't wearing much of a shirt anymore. "It's art," he said dismissively. "Now, would you please be quiet? I'm trying to think."
"About what?" Margaret asked.
"That," Doc growled, "is not quiet."
"Sorry," she whispered.
He swiveled his chair around so he was looking at the mesh covered windshield instead of them, and drank the rest of the bottle.
Boudica rubbed her head against his hand, and he absently petted her. It annoyed him that he was basing his entire plan on three rather large assumptions.
Assumption number one was that once the Baudelaire servants realized the Baudelaires were all dead, they would run like the wind. He definitely didn't think they'd stick around until the other Baudelaires came to investigate. He certainly wouldn't.
Assumption number two was that the Jurys were so obsessed with social standing that they would let the wedding proceed as planned even though the entire Jury family was missing.
Which cleared the way for assumption number three. That no one would realize the Baudelaires were dead until after they didn't show up for the wedding.
He was rather hoping the Baudelaires' deaths would be put down as a series of tragic accidents. However, if murder was suspected, he didn't want the remaining Baudelaires to think that the Jurys had anything to do with it, so he needed to make sure they weren't implicated. Which tied in nicely with his big reveal.
He just had one more Jury to trap.
He rubbed his head gently. The Baudelaires had been several years' worth of meals, but dealing with witches for two days straight was giving him one hell of a headache. When this was over, he hoped he didn't see a witch for a century. Except, of course, Jury and the lovely triplets.
He stepped outside, walked a quarter mile away, and called Babs.
"Is the wedding still going on as planned?" he asked when she answered.
"Yes."
"And when is dear Mrs. Jury going to tell all the guests that everyone is missing?"
"She's not, but she hired a private team of witch sweepers."
"It's much too late for witch sweepers," Doc said casually.
"I know. She's desperate, but Mr. Jury doesn't want to go to the Magistratus because he doesn't want the disappearances to become public."
"So predictable. Where is Mr. Jury now?"
"In his study."
"Is he feeling safe?"
"What do you mean?"
"Does he have a lot of guards?"
"Not any. Some of the guests have already arrived, and they're trying to maintain appearances."
"Excellent."
After the Baudelaires, Phillip should be a breeze.



Chapter 21
 

 
Doc stood outside Phillip's study window for a full minute before he decided how to play it. He'd changed back into his regular clothing before coming, and he had a syringe tucked into his back pocket. He couldn't knock with his hands full of zip ties though, so he stashed them under a bench on the patio and tapped softly on the study door.
Phillip approached the door cautiously, but when he saw it was Doc, he tore the door open and snarled, "What're you doing here?"
"I want to see Jury."
"Thomas is not available," Phillip replied haughtily. "Ever. Not to you."
"I want to hear him say it," Doc said, sliding backwards a foot or two.
Phillip followed Doc out onto the patio. "No!" he snapped. "You've already ruined his life enough. By tomorrow afternoon, he'll be married, and he will finally stay home and do what he's told."
"That's all you've ever wanted, isn't it?" Doc asked. "It never once occurred to you to ask whether or not they're happy."
"What does happiness matter?" Phillip demanded. "We're witches; we have a duty to the blood, to the race."
"That's ridiculous," Doc said with a laugh. "Can you even hear yourself anymore? What's the point of living if you're not happy? What's the point of living if all your focus is on the blood, blood, blood?"
"You're not one of us," Phillip said dismissively. "You wouldn't understand. Now, I want you to remove yourself from the premises."
"Alright," Doc agreed. "I'll do that, but I'm taking you with me."
Doc had already moved forward before he said it, and the syringe was in Phillip's neck before he had time to glow or mutter or see the currents of anything.
"And yes," Doc whispered as he clamped one hand over Phillip's mouth and the other around his throat. "It was me. I took your entire family."
Rage and disbelief filled Phillip's eyes, and his entire body began to glow, but then he lost consciousness and dropped to the ground.
"As I said," Doc muttered as he ripped the zip ties down tightly. "Easy peasy."
After Doc had shoved Phillip into his lovely plastic coffin, he checked the time. It was only five in the morning. A little early to make a scene since Jury's wedding wasn't scheduled until ten.
He yawned as he stared out at the bright pink clouds scattered across the lightening sky. It wasn't the kind of sunrise Andrew appreciated. He liked wide, open spaces where you could see for ever and ever. Jury would like it though. He wouldn't see it, of course, because his over-controlling family had locked him in a basement.
Doc tried to imagine his own mother locking him in a basement and laughed at the thought. She'd controlled with loving glances and soft affection. He'd wanted to please her, and there were only a few times when he'd disobeyed her. She certainly wouldn't have ever bound him for an eternity to a monster. Monster in the psychological sense, he amended with a chuckle, remembering his recent argument with Jury over the definition of "monster".   
He stepped into the semi-cab, waking Margaret as he did.
"Whiskey?" he offered.
"No," she laughed. "I haven't even eaten."
"Sorry about that; you won't find anything in here but whiskey."
"I know."
He popped a cork and drank deeply. "It's been a hell of a day."
"Thomas hasn't spoken to me," she said. Her eyes were downcast, and she was twisting the rings on her fingers anxiously.
"Well, you did help your parents drag him home."
"He knew he had to come," she protested.
"In that case, you had a hundred years to figure out how to break the contract," Doc stated.
She stared at him in shock. "I did, didn't I?" she whispered.
"But so did he," Doc added.
"It never occurred to me."
"I doubt it ever occurred to him either."
"Why didn't it occur to us?" she asked.
"Because you're witches," Doc said flatly.
She glanced back at her husband's sleeping form. "I love Caden," she said softly. "I did from the moment I met him. But I knew, I think we all knew, that there was no hope of that between Thomas and Marie. She's not like us."
"No," Doc agreed. "The Baudelaires are, or were, the evil, mad scientists of the witch world."
"Thank you," she whispered.
"For what?" Doc asked.
"Saving Thomas. And... All of us."
Doc shrugged.
She seemed to sense he wasn't interested in talking anymore because she crawled back into bed with Caden without saying anything more.
Doc stared past them. Thinking. Remembering. He and Jury had been an unlikely pair. Jury was terrible at gambling, he let his temper run away with him, he was spoiled and pretentious, and he didn't know the first thing about fighting, let alone killing. But for some reason none of that had ever really mattered.
There had been a carelessness to Jury that Doc had understood all too well. The carelessness of a man who knows when he's going to die.
He drifted through memories for a while, nursing the bottle of whiskey until it was gone, then he headed towards the Jury estate once more to deal with the very last witch. Abigail Jury.
He gained access at the front gate by flashing his forged wedding invitation and waved cheerfully at the guard as he drove through the gate. If they had had just a simple security camera at the gate they probably would have recognized his car and stopped him. Technology may be fallible and easily corrupted, but it was there, so why not utilize it? After all, people were just as corruptible and fallible as technology.  
He drove up the long driveway, parked at the end of the walkway, and strode towards the front door.
Abigail met him halfway. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her skin was an entirely new shade of pale, but she still carried herself with such a regal demeanor that he wanted to shake her. Her entire family was missing, and here she was greeting guests like everything was fine.
"What are you doing here?" she asked, voice completely pleasant. "I'm quite certain you were not invited."
"I know," he said, holding his hand over his heart. "The betrayal of the whole thing quite astounded me."
"Don't be ridiculous," she said, irritation slipping into her tone. "That part of Thomas's life is behind him now. Surely you must see that."
"Is it the standard custom to cut off all your previous friendships at marriage? That doesn't seem quite right to me," Doc mused.
"I just knew you were going to be difficult!" she snapped. "I don't have time for this today. You can't be here. Go!"
"No."
"No?" she hissed.
"No. Explain to me why I can't see Jury."
"You know why!" she hissed.
"I actually don't," he said innocently.
"You're... you're not one of us," she said. "You're... you're nothing. You're just some human with a magic spell painted on you. You don't belong in the Hidden. You don't belong with Thomas. You're an outlaw, a ruffian who managed to worm your way into his life; and if he's ever to take his true place in the world, he has to leave you behind."
Doc ignored the surge of fury that filled him and smiled pleasantly. "I appreciate you not sugar-coating it."
"Will you leave now?" she asked coldly.
"No." He grinned widely.
"Why not? Why are you here?"
"To ruin the Jurys, of course," he replied, shrugging as if she was silly for even asking. "It's really nothing personal, Abigail." He grinned. "Check that. It rather is."
Her face turned red, then green, then white. "What have you done?" she demanded.
"Nothing that can't be undone. I will return everyone to you on one condition. It must be done publicly."
"Publicly?" she hissed. "You're insane. My sweepers will find them."
"Hum." He glanced at his watch. "Some of them have been locked up for well over twenty-four hours now. I'm not sure they'll make it much longer. In fact, I think ten o'clock is probably the cutoff point."
"Why're you doing this?" she asked, lips tight with anger.
"To prove a point. For one hundred years Jury tradition and obligation has been breathing down Jury's neck. It's not like you didn't have other children heeling behind you; you didn't need Jury as well. But you bound him to you with an unbreakable contract so that he could never escape, even if he did for a while."
He was advancing slowly, and she was backing away, eyes wary.
"To add insult to injury," he ground out furiously, "you bound him to a woman so completely without scruples that he could never possibly love her, let alone like her. And for what?! To continue the Jury line, to increase the Jury power, to breed Jury witches?!"
"Lower your voice," she pleaded.
"I won't! For weeks I've heard endlessly that you're the most powerful witch family in North America. People say it with awe, like it matters; but you're weak, pathetic, worthless. I've stripped away all your power and left you with nothing!"
A car pulled up behind his, and Abigail glanced frantically between it and Doc.
"You can have your family back," Doc said. "But it comes at a price. The price of the Jury reputation. What will it be, Abigail?"
"Phillip would rather die than be made into a fool by you," Abigail hissed, fear and anger making her entire body vibrate.
"Alright," Doc said easily. "As long as you realize you're sentencing your entire family to death just because your husband doesn't want to be seen as a fool."
"Why're you doing this?" she demanded once more, as if she truly couldn't understand.
"Because you don't really care."
"What are you talking about?"
"Jury. You don't even know him. You don't care for him as a person. You see him as an asset. That's why I'm doing this. Because the Jurys need to change. They need to stop being the 'Jurys' and start being individuals."
"You don't understand," she whispered, eyes watching the couple from the car walk towards them. "You couldn't possibly understand."
Doc shrugged. "It's your choice, Abigail. Public humiliation or death."
"Damn you, John! Damn you straight to hell!" Her breathing was becoming panicked, not that he cared. Her eyes darted past him again, then to both sides. He could see when she caved, when she realized there was no way to win.
"Fine," she whispered. "Do what you will, but if you think it will endear Thomas to you, you're wrong. He's a Jury first and foremost!"
He grinned slowly. She was wrong, and it just went to show that she didn't really know her son at all.
Just a little while later, Doc returned to the Jury estate with his semi. He stopped outside the gate and smiled as he waited patiently for the guard to buzz him in.
Margaret and Caden were hiding in the back of the cab, and Margaret was struggling to hold a very basic glamour over Doc's face. Doc didn't trust Abigail one bit, and he wouldn't put it past her to have told the guards to detain him when he returned. And since there were now five guards at the gate instead of one, he'd say that she probably had.
"What's in the semi?" a guard asked suspiciously.
"Wedding favors," Doc said cheerfully. "Mrs. Jury special ordered them. I've got the paperwork here somewhere, just give me a minute.
"It's alright," the guard said. "Go on up."
"Thanks, man." Doc waved and drove towards the house, parking right outside of the mansion.
"You can drop the glamour now," he told Margaret. "I'm taking full responsibility for this mess. You both stay put."
He stepped from the semi and straightened his vest, gesturing for Boudica to follow him. Two wedding guests who had just arrived stared at him, and Doc grinned widely.
"I've got a special wedding surprise for the bride and groom," Doc said sotto voce. "It's a secret though, so don't tell anyone. I'll reveal it just before the ceremony." The woman's eyes brightened, and he grinned. He'd just guaranteed that every single wedding guest would be there when he returned.
He winked at them and headed for the side door. "Alright, Boudica," he said once they were inside. "Where is he?"
Boudica headed for the stairs and loped up them two at a time, Doc right behind her. She ran down a hallway, then stopped in front of a door and whined.
"Good job, girl," Doc praised, pushing open the door. Jury was standing across the room, shoulders rigid as he stared out the window.
"I'm a little peeved you didn't invite me to your wedding," Doc drawled, leaning on the door jamb.
Jury spun away from the window, and when he saw Doc, grinned widely. "Doc!" he exclaimed.
"What have they done to you?" Doc asked in pretend horror.
Jury grimaced and ran a hand through his short hair. "Made me presentable, I guess."
"I disagree. Why don't you use that spell to fix it?"
Jury shrugged, then asked, "What're you doing here? I'm surprised Mother let you in."
"She didn't have a choice," Doc chuckled.
"What do you mean?"
"I'm holding your entire family hostage."
"You're what?" Jury burst out laughing. "Tell me you're kidding! Why would you do that?"
"Because I wanted to."
"You're so strange," Jury chuckled. "I can't imagine how we ever became friends." He turned back toward the window and said softly, "I'll miss you."
"Will you? I don't see why."
"Because I can't... Well, you know how they are, and you can't go on holding them hostage forever. Why is everyone standing around that semi-truck?"
Doc joined Jury at the window and looked down at his semi. By now a hundred wedding guests were milling around it curiously.
"It's my wedding present to you," Doc said. "Both the semi and what's in the trailer. And the wedding guests, they're expecting something amazing, and I'm going to deliver."
"Please tell me my family isn't in the back."
"Can't do that."
"But if you open it with everyone down there, and they see... The Jury reputation... Half those people are Jurys! Do you have any idea what you've done?" Jury exclaimed.
"Vaguely. The problem is that if I captured your family and explained to them how my dick is indeed larger than their own, then released them, it would be a silent wound they could nurse and perhaps excuse or maybe even forget, given enough time."
Doc's grin turned feral as he added, "This way, they'll never forget. They'll carry it around for the rest of their lives. People will whisper when they walk into a room, and everyone will know that a single man, not even a witch, brought down your entire prestigious, powerful, tradition-loving family."
"Why?" Jury demanded.
"Because it's the only way they'll change. Did you know that Gwenna is engaged to Henri Baudelaire?"
"No," Jury said, shaking his head in confusion. "But what does that have to do with anything?"
"You were engaged to Marie for one hundred years," Doc chastised. "Did you not ever look into her family?"
"No. Why would I? I was trying to forget."
"Right; well suffice to say, they're not like your family at all."
"How do you mean?"
"For one, they're heavily into blood magic. For two, they like to experiment with their magic on animals and humans just to see what happens, or in Marie's words 'for the science of it'."
"So you're telling me that my parents are marrying me off to a fucking Cynric?" Jury asked, face tightening with irritation.
"Yes. I can't imagine how you'll fare. She's positively vicious. Makes your family look pale and quite pathetic in comparison."
Jury stared at him through narrow eyes. "I know I'm going to regret asking this, but how do you know?"
"I killed her last night," Doc replied flatly.
"Oh hell." The color swiftly left Jury's face. "You didn't," he whispered. They really had gotten to him. The old Jury would have cussed a hundred times by now.
"I really did," Doc said.
"Do you have any idea how this will look? The entire Baudelaire family will be out for blood. Jury blood!"
"Ah, but see, your family is dealing with their own crisis right now. In fact, I'm feeling quite peevish all the way around, and I'm going to tell everyone all about it."
"Are you insane?!" Jury hissed. "This has got to be your most idiotic idea ever!"
"I know!" Doc laughed. "But I still think it'll work. Especially since the entire Baudelaire mansion burned down last night as a result of Louis's miscalculation, and Marie will be found in the garden with her dead servant lover. It's quite a gruesome scene."
"This is why I didn't invite you," Jury murmured, rubbing his forehead.
"You're such a liar. You didn't invite me because your mother and father forbade it. Do you really want to come home and start taking orders from them, doing everything they tell you to do? Your father doesn't give a damn about you. All he cares about is the name you're carrying."
"I don't want to believe that," Jury said with a heavy sigh.
"But you know it's true," Doc said gently.
"Maybe. So what's your plan here?"
"I'm going to go down and reveal my collection of witches to the world." Doc grinned and chuckled carelessly. "I hope they've been able to hold it, otherwise they're going to be a skosh embarrassed."
"You're a fucking ass," Jury said, but there was no heat to his tone.
"I know," Doc said cheerfully as he headed towards the door.
"Hey, Doc?"
"Yes?"
"You're aware this is a terrible idea?"
"I am," Doc laughed.
"Just so you know," Jury said with a shrug. Doc turned to leave again, and Jury said quietly, "Thank you."
"It was truly my pleasure. But seriously, fix your hair; you look ridiculous."
Doc ran down the stairs feeling quite pleased with himself. He was about to completely ruin his reputation as an easy-going playboy, but he didn't mind. It would only take him a couple decades to build it back up.
"Ladies and gentlemen!" Doc exclaimed as he walked from the house. "I can see you're all burning with curiosity to see what wedding gift I've brought for the future Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Jury. I did a rather fine job wrapping it, if I do say so myself."
Laughter ran through the crowd, and they began to ring around him so they could hear what he had to say. At a glance he didn't see a single obvious cryptid. The Jurys had always been rather snooty, but he was about to change that.
"I've been friends with Thomas Jury for over a hundred years now," Doc said thoughtfully. "And I think I'd be right in saying that I know him better than anyone." He could see Abigail on the edge of the crowd. Her eyes were panicked, but she was stuck, just like Phillip was. Her coffin just happened to be invisible.
"I digress," he said, shaking his head. "The point is, the Jurys have always hated me because Thomas chose to buck tradition and live his own life for as long as he could, and they blamed me. They've tried to kill me, ship me to far off islands, and ruin my good name. When those tactics failed, they tried blackmail, and when that failed they even tried to buy me off. I guess they didn't know that I'm richer than they are. By a lot," Doc laughed.
The laughter joining him was a little confused now.
"I've put up with their endless insults and snide glances," Doc said. "I've put up with it because Thomas Jury is my closest friend." All true. He didn't even have to lie to make the Jurys look bad. "But they crossed the line," he announced loudly.
He had their full attention now. Everyone was holding their breath, waiting to hear what he'd say next.
"They destroyed my home, which I could forgive, but then they didn't even invite me to the wedding. The wedding of my best friend."
Several guests actually gasped in horror, and Doc grinned inwardly. He loved playing people.
"After all I've done, after all I've put up with, how could they treat me like this? I just wanted to be here for Jury's blessed day, to show him my support and friendship."
He met Abigail's eyes across the crowd and grinned. He was just getting to the good part, and she couldn't stop him because that would cause a scene.
"For one hundred years, the Jurys have treated me as if I'm inferior to them, as if I'm nothing, as if it violated all decency that Jury would choose to keep my company. In fact, just today, Abigail Jury told me that I'm 'just an outlaw ruffian who managed to worm my way into his life, and if he's ever to take his true place in the world, he has to leave me behind'."
The anger in his words was real, but he kept his face pleasant, smiling. The crowd was drinking in every word, and some of them were on his side. Several of them were Jurys though, and they were watching him with a mixture of curiosity and disgust.
Doc stepped closer to the trailer, waiting for the exact moment, gearing up for his big finish. "I've been told how powerful they are, how superior, how elite."
His eyes swept through the crowd, catching gazes and holding them, then turning with a flourish, he pushed the button in his pocket and the sides of the semi-trailer unhooked with a hiss and slowly raised, hydraulics whining as it did, revealing eighteen coffins with eighteen bound witches inside.
"Behold!" he said theatrically.  "Here are your elite Jurys! Beaten and broken. Powerless."
For a moment there was silence as the crowd tried to recognize exactly what they were seeing, and then the murmurs of disbelief began.
"Rot mites!" someone gasped.
The entire crowd took a collective step backward, away from the trailer.
"The Jurys are at my mercy," Doc said. "The most powerful witch family in North America reduced to nothing. Power is nothing!" he yelled. "Nothing! Not if it's not accompanied by basic human decency."
He gestured beyond the crowd towards Margaret and Caden. "Besides Jury, there are only three Jurys who weren't found wanting," he said evenly. "Only three Jurys who have my respect and friendship. In fact, I think it's time for a new Jury order. It's time for the Jury family to follow someone who treats others with kindness and respect."
An older man in the crowd finally found his voice. "You can't just replace the head of the family," he snarled, British accent thick and cultured.
"Can't I?" Doc demanded. "I can either close this trailer and drive away or Margaret and Caden can replace Phillip and Abigail as heads of the family."
"Hardly," the man huffed. "Most of us assembled here are witches, you arrogant buffoon. We'll stop you dead in your tracks."
Doc grinned and tilted his head slightly. "Do you really think so? I have eighteen of the most powerful witches in the world in the back of my truck. Do you think they just walked in there? You think they willing put themselves inside those coffins? You can certainly try to stop me, but I'm done taking hostages. The first person to attack me dies."
The old man's hands began to glow, and Doc grinned even wider as he palmed one of his knives. He was ready for a good fight. The old man stepped forward, and the crowd moved with him. Doc flexed his hand, waiting for just the right moment.
"STOP!!!" Abigail yelled, pushing through the crowd. "John is right."
"What?" Doc asked in shock.
"I'm sorry," she said, lower lip trembling. "The way we've treated you was... is abominable."
"What're you doing?" Doc demanded.
"Taking responsibility," she said. "We've hid behind our powers and status for far too long. We've held ourselves apart from those around us. We've considered ourselves to be superior, and it has taken you, this, to show me that we aren't. I accept Margaret and Caden's leadership. Of all my children, they have always shown the most wisdom and kindness."
She faced the crowd, her bearing every bit as regal as always. "If you will all please repair to the ballroom for refreshments, we will join you shortly; and the wedding will commence."
There were some mumbles and grumbles, especially from the old man Doc had been about to kill, but the guests began to slowly drift away.
"Nicely played," Doc said admiringly. "You rather took the sting out of my maneuver."
"It's not a play," she said stiffly. "You are not wrong, and I am sorry. This was a cruel and heartless way to show us, but it is done. Please release them now."
"You'd better do it," Doc said. "I'm not sure they'd be too thrilled to see me right now, but let me get rid of the rot mites first."
He found the box of enchanted chocolates in the cab and tossed the entire contents into the rot mite jar, then carried the jar down the aisle between the coffins. It took the lazy rot mites a moment to smell or sense the magic, but once they did, they zipped out of the coffins and into the jar. Doc slammed on the lid just as soon as the last one was inside and placed the jar inside the cab. 
He leaned against the trailer and watched as Abigail and Margaret released the other Jurys. The stunned, drained witches stumbled out of the trailer and towards the house. He had no doubt they'd heard every word spoken, and some of them cast him sullen and resentful glares, but a few of them actually seemed a little bit pleased.
Edward walked past as quickly as he could manage, trying to hide his soiled pants, and Doc laughed shortly, which earned him a hateful glare. He'd made some very powerful enemies today, but it's not as if he didn't already have them; he'd just finally given them a legitimate reason to hate him.
Phillip was the last to emerge, and his entire body shook with fury. Doc grinned flippantly at him.
"Don't think I'll forget this," Phillip snarled.
"I rather hoped you wouldn't," Doc said. "Just so we're clear, I've made my position on Jurys intermarrying with Baudelaires clear to Margaret and Caden. You will help them find a way to break the contracts."
"I can't do that," Phillip spat. "And even if I could, why would I?"
Doc stepped forward menacingly. Phillip did nothing to defend himself; he couldn't. All he knew was magic, and for the moment his was drained.
"You're obviously very greedy for something or out of your goddamn mind," Doc snarled. "It disgusts me that you even considered marrying off your children to the Baudelaires. It disgusts me so much that I'm willing to kill you right here."
"It's none of your business what we do," Phillip argued.
"I'm making it my business. Break the contracts, or I will break you."  
"It's too late to break Thomas's," Abigail said softly.
"That's curious," Doc said, looking around. "Shouldn't the Baudelaires be here by now? It's nearly eleven o'clock. I really wanted them to be here for this." 



Chapter 22
 

 
"How long do you think it will take for them to realize they aren't coming?" Doc asked as he passed Jury a whiskey bottle he'd snitched from Phillip's study and watched the wedding guests mill around the ballroom.
"Couldn't say," Jury replied. "You'd think they would have sent someone over to check on them by now."
"What did you think of my reveal?"
"A tad theatrical."
"It was that," Doc chuckled. "I was gearing up for a good fight when your mother stepped in."
"I thought I might actually have to come save you."
"Please. There were only a hundred of them."
"So you didn't need me?" Jury snorted.
"We'll never know," Doc said carelessly. "I rather like Margaret and Caden."
"Yeah," Jury agreed. "They'll do well."
"Are you going to stay now?" Doc asked. "It might be nice to get to know your family again. Gwenna has some tricks up her sleeve you might like to learn."
"I'm still a little annoyed at them all," Jury grunted. "But I'm sure I'll see them around."
"It wouldn't surprise me if some of them came to see you," Doc said.
"Maybe. Anyway, there's this building on Downing I was thinking about buying and fixing up," Jury said offhandedly.
"Your last building is a little banged up."
"Yeah, and I was thinking about replacing Sami with an ogre."
"Hum. I can see how that might be an improvement, but at this point you may as well keep her."
"I might be persuaded to keep her on," Jury allowed. "As long as she knows who's boss."
"I'm pretty sure she always knew."
"But I didn't know she knew," Jury grumped.
"I suppose that's a point against her," Doc said thoughtfully.
Across the room Doc could see that the Jurys had split into two groups. The Jurys who supported Margaret and Caden, and the Jurys who didn't. He noted without surprise that Phillip and Edward were on the "didn't support" side, as well as, three of the other male children. The remaining Jurys, including Abigail, stood with Margaret.
"I've created a hot mess, haven't I?"
"Uh-huh," Jury mumbled.
"I don't think we better stick around to see what happens."
"Nope."
"I have something I need to take care of though," Doc said. "Meet you at the side door in say, an hour? No, make that two."
"And what do you expect me to do?" Jury growled.
"Spend some time with your sister. She missed you."
Jury grunted, but Doc just smiled and stood. He had a housekeeper to see to.
He walked across the ballroom towards a man in a waiter uniform. "I'm looking for Ms. Baker, the housekeeper," Doc told the man.
"You'll find her in the kitchen, sir."
Doc accessed his mental map once more and headed towards the kitchen. The kitchen was packed with servants and food. The wedding hadn't happened yet, but there were still guests to be fed.
"Excuse me, where might I find Ms. Baker?" Doc asked a uniformed young woman.
"She's right there," she replied, pointing across the room.
Doc followed her finger and began to grin. Ms. Baker was not at all what he had expected. He had a certain picture in his mind of housekeepers, especially housekeepers who had been in the profession for over two hundred years. It wasn't a bad picture by any means, but Ms. Baker did not fit it.
He approached her slowly, and she must have sensed him because she turned when he was still several feet away. Bright golden eyes met his, and one of her perfect black eyebrows arched questioningly.
"Ms. Baker," he drawled. "I've come to hear your request."
"Mr. Holliday?" she stuttered, pure confidence of two seconds ago melting into nervousness.
"Doc," he corrected.
"Babs," she replied.
"Did you have a request in mind?" he asked.
"I didn't really... Well, I didn't actually expect you to um..."
"I always honor my favors." He was being careful not to say too much since they were in a crowded room.
"Well... I... Come to my office, please."
She turned and swept through the kitchen in spite of the tight skirt covering her hips and legs. Her legs were quite long, and Doc was gripped with a strong desire to free them of their confines.
She gestured for him to enter her office, closed the door behind them, then stood in front of the door and studied him curiously. "Jules didn't describe you quite properly, I don't think," she finally said.
"Jules doesn't particularly like me," he said with a shrug.
"That's not true! She... Well, you do force her to question some of her beliefs, but I wouldn't say she doesn't like you."
"I don't mind," Doc chuckled. "Someone has to not like me; although, forgive me for saying that I hope you don't join her."
She blushed and cleared her throat nervously. "I really didn't expect to see you."
"Here I am."
"It's just that I have a friend who's met you... And I really don't get out much... And you know..." She trailed off, porcelain skin pink with embarrassment. 
"I do know," Doc drawled. "And I'm happy to comply."
"It's rather awkward, don't you think?" she asked.
"Not particularly. In fact it flows rather nicely once you get going." He took one slow step towards her, and her eyes widened.
"Not here," she gasped. "I... I've... Well..."
"Out with it."
She giggled. "I've always wanted to have a tryst in the library."
"I can work with that," Doc said, grinning.
Her nervousness suddenly dissipated, and she laughed. "It's easy to see why Master Thomas likes you," she said.
"But why do you like me?" he asked.
"I'll have to get back to you on that," she said with a mischievous wink. "I'll leave first. Follow me in one minute."
"Yes, ma'am."
She laughed again, merry tones following her as she left the room.
He chuckled softly as he counted to sixty. He was beginning to have a slight suspicion of why Jury had bothered to learn the housekeeper's name.
The library was empty except for Babs, and Doc locked the door behind him, silently apologizing to Jury for being late.
"You said two hours," Jury grumbled as they sidled out the side door and headed towards the semi.
"Sorry, I had an appointment with Babs, and it ran a little long."
Jury skidded to a halt. "Babs?!" he demanded. "Ms. Baker, the housekeeper?"
Doc nodded.
"How could you?!" Jury demanded. "She's my... my Mrs. Robinson!"
Doc shrugged helplessly. "I owed her a favor."
"And that's what she wanted? She couldn't think of anything else she might rather have?"
"Apparently not."
"I hate you," Jury snapped.
"How was I supposed to know?" Doc countered.
"You knew the second you laid eyes on her!"
That was actually true.
"What can I say?" Doc laughed. "She didn't ask for you."
"You're a terrible fucking friend," Jury muttered. "And didn't I say that's why I didn't want to get married? What if I wanted to marry Babs now that I'm free? Well, you fucking went and ruined that, didn't you?"
Doc burst out laughing.
"Why the hell are you laughing?" Jury demanded.
"Just you," Doc chuckled.
"Just me, what? I'm seriously pissed at you."
"You'll get over it."
"No way. Ms. Baker's the one," he said with a rather dreamy sigh.
"That's what you said about Eleson," Doc pointed out.
"Come on. You knew I wasn't going to marry a mermaid," Jury snorted.
"What about that girl in Mexico?"
"She was a norm."
"And that one in Montreal?"
"Please. I can't take a vampire home to my mother."
"I get the suspicion you're just not that interested in getting married."
"You don't know that," Jury retorted.
"You told me so yourself."
"Yeah, because you slept with my wife."
Doc started laughing again, and this time Jury joined him.
"So how was it?" Jury asked after they'd stopped laughing.
"Amazing."
"I hate you."
"You should."
They'd reached the truck by now, and Doc grumbled, "I suppose you're going to make me drive."
"It seems a shame for you to have come so far just to die in a truck accident," Jury said.
"Fine, but you could have just said yes."
"Yes."
Doc sighed and unlocked the doors. He'd already run the sides back down so no one would be tempted to steal his plastic coffins or rot mites. He was going to keep everything in storage just in case he ever needed it again.
They climbed inside, and Doc checked the back for Boudica. She was there, but she was pouting. "I'm sorry," Doc said. "I didn't want to cause a panic. I'm probably in enough trouble as it is." She sniffed and turned her head away.
"You're talking to Brute now?" Jury questioned.
"No. I'm talking to Boudica. How could you not know she was a girl?"
"How could you know he is?" Jury demanded.
"Frankie told me."
"Frankie?"
"The witch babysitter."
"Oh." Jury shuddered. "That little witch gave me the creeps."
"She helped save you, you know. Babs is her aunt."
"No kidding?"
"No kidding."
"Hum," Jury said thoughtfully.
"She's too young," Doc snapped.
"Yeah, but in a hundred years when I'm finally ready to settle down—"
"No," Doc said firmly. "Don't even think about it."
They drove in silence for a minute until Doc turned off into the forest.
"What're you doing?" Jury asked.
"I have something I need to pick up."
"Am I going to like it?"
"Depends on if you enjoy foul-mouthed little girls."
"What have you done?"
"Why it is always my fault?"
"You know why."
"Please, I've been nothing but nice to you. I killed your psychotic fiancée, made sure the blame wouldn't get put on your family, and I broke you out of prison."
"I said thank you!" Jury snapped.
"Goddamn, I missed you," Doc said with a grin.
"I was only gone for a week," Jury said.
"It was a terrible week. I had to deal with your family, and the Baudelaires were really nasty."
"But then you had sex with my wife," Jury stated. "For three goddamn hours."
"She asked me," Doc said. "You know the dangers of saying no."
"Please don't start on that again," Jury muttered.
"I won't, but I mean, if you had just come to me seventy-five years ago, even twenty-five, and said, 'Hey Doc, I'm engaged to a crazy lady; please help me', none of this would have happened."
Jury snorted.
They'd reached the clearing by this point, so Doc parked the semi and gestured for Jury to get into the car. They rode without speaking as Doc drove them to the Takaheni village. Thane was waiting outside the entrance for them.
"Jury, this is Thane," Doc said. "Thane, Jury."
"Have you come for Lydia?" Thane asked as he shook Jury's hand.
"Yes."
"Come along then. The forest will be glad to be rid of her."
"Trouble?" Doc asked.
"No. She just... does not belong in the forest."
"Neither do I," Doc said. "I'm thinking of my silk sheets and my hot, steaming shower. My constant supply of whiskey and the triplets."
"The triplets?" Jury asked. "Again?"
"I'd be a fool not to," Doc laughed.
"God, you're absolutely insatiable. First Ms. Baker and now the triplets."
"You're just jealous. I'm sure we can find you someone interesting."
"Right now, I'd be willing to settle for flexible and long-legged," Jury admitted.
Mr. Birch greeted them as soon as they reached the large, open common ground.
"Mr. Holliday."
"Mr. Birch."
"We appreciate your assistance," Mr. Birch said solemnly.
"I appreciate your assistance."
"May I ask..." Mr. Birch trailed off, but Doc knew what he wanted to know.
"Yes," he said firmly. "They suffered."
Mr. Birch nodded gravely. "I am happy to hear that. Would you like to stay for dinner?" he offered solicitously.
"No. We're heading out. I just came for Lydia."
"I can't believe you fucking came," Lydia said, stepping out from behind a tree.
"There went your hundred," Doc said.
"But this is a serious fucking situation or whatever it was you said," Lydia argued. "I mean I didn't expect to see you again, and here you are."
"That wasn't the deal," Doc said. "Let's go."
Her eyes grew troubled. "Where're we going?"
"Home."
The twenty-eight hour drive back was horrible. More than horrible. It made Doc consider the quiet peace of death.
Lydia talked the entire time. And it wasn't about enjoyable things like puppies or dolls, not the sort of things he would have wanted her to talk about. She talked about things she'd seen and heard, and it made him want to go back to that bar and kill them all over again.
When she wasn't talking, she was complaining. "Are we there yet?" "How much further?" "I'm hungry." "I think the tank thingy is full."
Jury was no help at all. He just sat quietly in the passenger seat, a strange and dreamy smile on his face. And sometimes he slept.
Meanwhile, Doc drove. And drove and drove.
The second he saw the mountains, he called Jervis.
"Sir?"
"We're almost home. Send Emily out to pick us up at that station. I've got an extra passenger. And send someone to take care of this truck. Put the contents in storage for me, will you?"
"Certainly, sir. I'm glad you're not dead."
"I would've called you sooner," Doc said by way of an apology, "but Lydia won't shut up."
"I heard that!" Lydia huffed.
"Lydia?"
"A girl I found. See if you can find her a good home. She's about ten, and she cusses like a sailor."
"That shouldn't be difficult at all, sir."
"No, I expect not; but you better find someone or else we'll be keeping her."
"I'll get right on it."
Doc disconnected with a laugh.
"I'm sitting right here, you know," Lydia said in an injured tone.
"I know."
"That wasn't nice," she complained.
"You're not trying overly hard to endear yourself to me," Doc replied.
"That's not fair," she sputtered. "I'm just... Well... I'm just being me."
"Ah."
"What do you fucking know?" she burst out. "You're rich!"
"So?"
"I bet you never go hungry!"
"No, but I have."
"I bet you bathe in money every day."
"I shower, thank you," Doc chuckled. "I'm not saying your life hasn't been tough, but what makes you strong is not the experiences you go through, but how you contend with those experiences. You can either let your past break you or make you."
She didn't reply, and when he glanced over his shoulder, she was lying on the bed, pretending to be asleep.
And then, finally, they were home, safely ensconced inside Doc's suite, whiskey in hand, Lydia tucked firmly into a bed somewhere with a maid watching over her.
It was all a little anti-climactic. He'd actually wanted that fight, the one at the end, the one Abigail had stopped with her surprisingly sincere apology.
"I kept expecting them to fight back," Doc said wistfully.
"My family?"
"Yeah. They didn't. Caden and Margaret were the only ones with any brass."
"She still sold me out."
"You sold yourself out," Doc argued. "You didn't want to be the one who caused your family to lose everything they own."
"And everything I own," Jury said bitterly.
"You would've been fine. What's a little money when faced with a lifetime, several lifetimes in your case, of misery?"
Jury grunted, but didn't argue.
"Do you know why your father engaged you to Marie?" Doc asked.
"I always thought it was because they're the second most powerful family."
"Maybe it was," Doc allowed. "But he had to have known they're insane. They don't even bother to hide it." Doc ran his fingers over Boudica's silky head, wondering vaguely why her head was on his lap instead of Jury's.
"You were dead right about Father," Jury said flatly. "The name means everything to him. We're just byproducts of that."
"I'm glad you're not like them," Doc stated. "I could've never been friends with someone like Edward."
Jury started laughing. "I can just see you guys going out for drinks."
Doc shuddered. "Hush, I'm trying to enjoy myself."
Someone knocked on the door. "It's me, sir," Jervis said from the other side.
"Come in."
"An urgent message for you, sir. It just arrived."
There was that feeling again. Like the moment when he'd stepped inside the Baudelaires' house and he'd felt the tide shift.
Jervis handed Doc the envelope and left the room.
"Well?" Jury asked. "Aren't you going to open it?"
"I feel like I'd rather not."
"It's probably just a letter from Mother chewing me out for leaving."
"I don't think so."
The letter felt heavy in his hands, and he knew he had to open it, he just didn't want to. Somehow he knew that whatever was inside that letter wasn't going to be pleasant.
He broke the thick wax seal and unfolded it, reading the words slowly as his sense of unease spread through his bones.
"By order of the tetrarch, John Holliday and Thomas Jury are hereby requested to report immediately upon receipt of this document. Failure to do so will result in redaction of their sight." 
Doc handed the letter to Jury without a word.
"Fuck," Jury said when he'd finished reading it. "I suppose we better go. What do you think he wants?"
"Our heads on a platter?" Doc quipped.
"Nah. I don't think he would've sent the letter if that were the case."
"Probably not. Most likely he wants us to rout an evil dragon somewhere."
"Dragons are extinct," Jury snorted.
"That's just what they want you to think."
"Furthermore, why would you stereotype them? They're not inherently evil, you know?"
"I forgot how much fun you are," Doc drawled.
"Maybe if you were a little more sensitive to cryptids," Jury grumbled.
"You never even talked to anyone other than witches before you met me," Doc shot back.
"I assumed they spoke different languages," Jury sniffed.
"Oh, come on!"
"What? I did! And it's not like they talked to me either."
"Because you wouldn't make eye contact with them."
"I had dust in my eye!" Jury snapped.
"Every single time?!"
"Yes!"
"Goddamn it, you're a ridiculous person," Doc chuckled.
"Not nearly as ridiculous as you. In the time you've spent arguing, the tetrarch has probably rounded up a handful of witches to redact our sight."
"Not before he gets what he wants," Doc said.
"What does he want?"
"I already told you."
"I meant for real, you asshat."
"I'm not sure." Doc finished the rest of his drink and stood. "But we may as well get it over with."
"You don't sound very confident," Jury said.
"Unfortunately, in spite of my flippant attitude, I have a very bad feeling about this."



Chapter 23
 

 
The tetrarch's house was, simply put, a palace. It was located inside the Hidden's one hundred to three hundred blocks where all the "haves" lived. The streets were laid with pearly stones, the trees were perfectly manicured, and nothing was out of place.
Doc didn't like it one bit. He preferred a touch of chaos, a splash of realism. He liked the hustle and bustle of the lower blocks, the laughter, the merriment. No one here was laughing. In fact, no one here was even smiling.
"Your family would love it," Doc muttered as they walked up the wide steps towards the tetrarch's door.
"I know," Jury sighed. "It sickens me."
Doc paused in front of the door and tried to figure out the scene that was worked into the wood. For some reason he was certain it was terrifying, but he couldn't quite unravel the story it told.
He reached for the door knocker, but before he touched it the door slid open, and a rather wide Zeniu greeted them in a monotone voice. "Sir John, Sir Thomas," the man said, bowing fluidly. He was wearing a red uniform which made his transparent figure seem even more startling.
Doc had the feeling that if Zenius stopped trying so hard to look like humans, he'd be more relaxed with them.  
"Right this way, gentlemen," the man added.
Doc glanced around the house as they walked, gauging the entrances and exits, measuring the windows with his mind. There were no guards, and that concerned him, but he felt slightly mollified when he saw there were two Takaheni guards, swords and all, outside the tetrarch's study. 
"Mr. Holliday, Mr. Jury," Tetrarch Mitcham greeted from behind his desk. "Take a seat."
The lack of title did not escape Doc. The tetrarch was annoyed at them. 
"I was quite disappointed to hear that your wedding did not go through as planned, Mr. Jury," the tetrarch said solemnly.
Doc grimaced inwardly. Neither of them had any idea what the official story was. He hadn't expected anyone they ran into to know or care.
Jury shrugged. "Perhaps it was a little childish of me to leave," he said regretfully. "But what did she expect? I waited for five hours, and she didn't show up. I refuse to start a marriage that way. As far as I'm concerned Marie broke the contract, and I'll go to court on those grounds."
"Have you not heard?" Tetrarch Mitcham asked, tilting his strangely translucent head sideways.
Speaking to him was like talking to a jellyfish. Except none of his inner parts showed. If he had a heart or a brain or a spine, Doc couldn't say. He could only see the transparent flesh of one side and the transparent flesh of the other. That was it. The Zeniu were like walking, breathing, eating ghosts.
"What news?" Jury asked, brows furrowed.
"I was certain your family would have told you."
"I haven't replaced my phone yet," Jury said easily.
"In that case I suppose I will have to be the bearer of bad news. It seems that Mr. and Mrs. Baudelaire, Marie and Louis are dead."
The word "dead" hung in the air like a storm cloud.
"What do you mean?" Jury demanded. "I saw them just days before the wedding."
"There was an accident. It appears young Louis was experimenting with his element and set the entire house on fire. It raged out of control so quickly that none of the family survived."
"You can't be serious," Jury whispered. "They're all dead?"
"Quite."
Mitcham was speaking to Jury but looking at Doc. Doc kept his face impassive and said, "That's terrible news."
"It is," Mitcham said with severity. "I had a rather close connection with the Baudelaire family. They will be greatly missed."
"I'm sorry for both your losses," Doc said. "I didn't know them myself."
"Never met them?" Mitcham asked, tilting his head again.
"No."
"I think you would have liked them. They were making great advancements in the study of magic. Each of them was strong in a different element, and it was truly amazing to watch them work. Their deaths will affect all cryptid kind."
In a good way no doubt.
"Anyway, as sorry as I am about their deaths," Mitcham said, "I asked you here on business."
Naturally.
"Until we met at the Banshee, Mr. Holliday, I really hadn't paid much attention to the stories circulating the Hidden about you."
"I'm sure the stories are greatly exaggerated," Doc said.
"I'm sure they're not. You and Mr. Jury seem to make a fine team," Mitcham said rather thoughtfully. "You are just the right men for a certain task I have that needs to be handled rather quickly and with a certain level of discretion."
Doc wanted to roll his eyes, but he didn't. Mitcham was a dangerous man, and Doc was hoping not to cross him until he had a semblance of a plan.
"What is this task?" Doc asked.
Mitcham stood and began to pace behind the desk. Cold, stale air wafted behind him, and Doc fought back a shudder. He'd never met anyone who gave him the chills quite like Mitcham did.
"Bosch's defection had some rather far reaching consequences," Mitcham said. "There are several matters that need taken care of now, but I'm in a rather difficult position. The men and women serving Bosch directly have been dealt with; however, there is still the matter of Bosch's family."
Doc did not like where this was going, not one little bit.
Mitcham sighed heavily and sat down again. "It is my solemn duty to protect the Hidden from all threats, and I honestly believe both his family and Merrick's are a serious threat, but I cannot put out a kill order without approval from the council, and they refuse to approve my request.
"This is rather short-sighted of them," he added sharply. "I have led the Hidden wisely and faithfully for over forty years now; it is foolish of them to question my resolve and my insight. But here we are."
"We aren't assassins," Doc said carefully. "But I can put you in contact with some if that's what you require."
"No," Mitcham said, waving his hand. "I do not want an assassin. I want you."
"I don't see why. We're not trained in this area, and we would more than likely mess it up."
"I have eyes in many places, Mr. Holliday. I know many things, and I know that you of all people would be the last to fumble this mission."
Doc was beginning to wish they'd stayed in Connecticut. Or gone anywhere but here.
He glanced at Jury. Jury's eyes were begging him to be careful. Doc wasn't stupid. He wasn't trying to piss off the tetrarch, but he was afraid it was going to happen no matter what he did.
He was smart enough to know that the tetrarch didn't need them to knock off a few people for him. There was something else going on. Something big and diabolical, and this was only step one. Force Sir John and Sir Thomas into service to the king.
"I'm afraid we can't," Doc said.
"Why ever not?" Mitcham asked, fingers drumming softly on the desktop.
"We're not assassins," Doc said once more. "We don't go around killing people because someone told us too. Frankly, the only reason we were even there to kill Bosch was because he was holding one of my friends hostage."
"What about Edgar Achaean?" Mitcham countered.
"He was the head of an organization I had tangled with in the past. We had a history as it were."
"Yes. The Acolytes."
Mitcham leaned back in his chair, and Doc waited for him to make his move. A man like Mitcham didn't just ask for things, he demanded, and when he didn't get what he wanted, he leveraged.
"I know that you are not a natural born Hidden resident, Mr. Holliday, but I'm sure that even you are aware that kidnapping and holding anyone hostage, let alone eighteen witches, is a crime."
Doc smiled. There it was.
"I let them go," he said easily. "Are they pressing charges?"
"No. They have rejected the Magistratus' advice, but as the tetrarch, I worry about all my people, you understand?"
Doc understood perfectly.
"I not only want my people to be safe, but I also want them to feel safe. I'm not sure how safe they will feel with someone such as yourself running free, Mr. Holliday."
"So you're implying that they'll feel a lot safer if I kill a bunch of people for you?"
Mitcham shrugged.
Doc was done playing games. "When does it end, Mitcham? I kill ten people now, and you leave me alone until you want someone else killed, and then you drag up some other infraction I've committed, and we go through this all over again."
Doc stood and leaned on the desk, holding Mitcham's eerie eyes. "Let me just cut to it," Doc said flatly. "The answer is no. The answer is always no. I will never work for you. I will never kill for you."
"I'm so very disappointed to hear that," Mitcham said slowly. "I shall have my men escort you to your cells now."
"Please do. And let them know I'd like a room with a view. Something in grey."
"I admire your ability to be humorous," Mitcham stated, without any admiration whatsoever. "We shall see how you feel in a few days."
"Better make it a week," Doc said.
"Noted."
The Takaheni entered the room, and they encouraged Doc and Jury to move towards the door with the points of their swords.
"Why didn't you jump in back there?" Doc asked Jury as they were forced down the hallway.
"You were fucking it up perfectly well on your own," Jury replied.
"We were fucked as soon as we met him," Doc sighed.
"Do you have a plan?"
"Obviously."
"Does it involve us being locked in a cell?"
"Absolutely not."
"We can hear you," one of the Takaheni said.
"I never thought you couldn't," Doc shot back, irritated at the whole situation.
He couldn't just kill Mitcham, not that he even knew how to kill a Zeniu. He needed some kind of evidence first, something that would clear him of the crime. He needed to expose Mitcham, just like he'd exposed Bosch, and he couldn't do that from a filthy prison cell.
"None of this would have fucking happened if you'd just killed Sofia in the first fucking place," Jury grumbled.
"I didn't happen to know that Sofia was bad."
"Bullshit; you know you did."
"I thought perhaps I just didn't like her as a person," Doc argued. "It's been known to happen."
They were almost to the front door by now, and Doc still didn't have a plan. He didn't want to hurt the Takaheni; they were merely doing their job, a job he had inadvertently pushed them into. Maybe it would be better to escape from the prison instead.
"Where's the Hidden prison?" he asked.
"You don't want to know," Jury said.
"So best to deal with this now?"
"Definitely."
"What if we pull a San Francisco?"
Jury cringed. "Are you sure about that?"
"You have a better plan?"
"Let's see, I probably would've agreed to kill whoever he wanted us to kill so that he didn't realize our position on things, and then worked from there."
Doc rolled his eyes. "In retrospect that might have been a good idea, but you know I hate beating around the bush. Next time we're in a meeting with a villainous ruler, you can do the talking."
"Great idea," Jury agreed.
"So San Francisco?"
"I suppose."
The butler pushed open the door, and Doc flinched when he caught sight of the man on the other side. Forget his luck just leaving, it had run away and left him with complete and total misfortune instead.
"John," a young Native American man dressed in grey buckskins said slyly. At least he appeared young. Doc knew he wasn't. "I do believe you owe me a favor," the man said with a grin, and a chill ran down Doc's spine.
"Goddamn," Doc sighed. "The only way this day could get worse is if all the whiskey in the world suddenly burned and all the women decided they didn't like pleasure."
"I'm wounded," the man said.
"Who the hell is that?" Jury demanded.
"I don't want to tell you," Doc said.
"If you keep this up," the man remarked, "I will think you are unhappy to see me."
"You know I'm unhappy to see you. Everyone is always unhappy to see you because you never just pop in to say hi. You pop in because you want something. I may as well go back inside and tell Mitcham I'll kill everyone he wants me to."
The Takaheni were watching the three of them carefully, unsure how to proceed. Doc didn't blame them. He didn't know how to proceed either.  
"I suppose I will just go then," the man said regretfully. "I was planning to take you with me, but it looks as if you can handle this on your own."
"Fine," Doc muttered. "The devil you know and all that."
"Excellent. I think you will live to not regret this."
"Think?" Doc snorted. "I was hoping for a solid 'know'."
"Eeeh, the currents of time..." the man shrugged.
"Will someone please tell me what the hell is going on?" Jury snapped.
Before Doc could answer him, something about the air changed and Mitcham's front steps disappeared, replaced with a lush green grass that could only grow in a place man had never stepped foot, at least not for a very long time.
"No shit," Jury hissed. "What the fuck just happened?"
"Ahanu moved us," Doc said.
"Moved? What the hell do you mean moved?!"
"We were there, now we're here."
Jury ran his hands over his face and hair. "But... but... but..." he stuttered.
"I don't know," Doc shrugged. "They just do."
"They?"
"The shamans. I mean not all of them. Just these three. It's hard to explain. What do you want?" Doc demanded.
"Nothing much," Ahanu said offhandedly.
He was lying. Ahanu was never not lying.
"Yes?" Doc prodded. 
"I only need you to wake the Black Shaman," Ahanu said as if he was asking nothing at all out of the ordinary.
Doc wasn't sure he'd heard that correctly. He couldn't have heard it correctly. "What?!" he gasped.
"You heard me," Ahanu said, grinning slightly.
"No!"
"Yes."
"NO!"
"Yes."
"Are you out of your goddamn mind?! Why would you want to wake her?"
"The currents of time." Ahanu waved his hands vaguely in the air. "You would not understand." He sat on a fallen tree and lit his pipe. "So will you do it?"
"No!"
Ahanu evaluated Doc as he puffed smoke slowly into the air. "I think you will though, because you owe me a favor, and Doc Holliday always pays up."
"No!" Doc exclaimed, feeling panic claw at him. "Besides, Andrew said she doesn't waken for another year or so. I mean, he didn't know the exact date, but this is definitely too early!"
Ahanu shrugged and puffed on his pipe.
"WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON?!" Jury yelled.
"You do not want to know," Doc said wearily. "We'd have been better off with Mitcham because apparently Ahanu wants me to break the devil out of her cage."



SPECIAL NOTE:
 
WARNING, WARNING! If you haven't already read THE LEGEND OF ANDREW RUFUS Series, THE IMMORTAL DOC HOLLIDAY BOOK 5, ROGUES will contain information that may "spoil" one or two mind-blowing moments in the Andrew series.
That being said, Doc would like to point out that you have some time now before Book 5 releases so you may as well read Andrew now. That way you'll have the low down on the Black Shaman and you'll know exactly what Doc is up against.
The entire seven book series is available now.
 

TRY TODAY AT AMAZON.COM
using one of the following links:
For US: Click Here
For UK: Click Here
For AU: Click Here
For CA: Click Here




For US REVIEW: Click Here
For UK REVIEW: Click Here



Ready for another amazing Doc book?
 
Check out
Book 5: ROGUES

READ TODAY AT AMAZON.COM
using one of the following links:
For US: Click Here
For UK: Click Here
For AU: Click Here
For CA: Click Here




Follow M.M. Crumley on Amazon.com for new release notifications



Want to see how Doc's friend Andrew Rufus became a legend? 
Check out
 
THE LEGEND OF 
ANDREW RUFUS

FUNERAL MARCH BOOK 6
Excerpt

 
A text from Fred woke Andrew. "Bots, ready. Just push start."
Andrew didn't want to push start. He didn't want to go anywhere near those stupid robots, but Fred had worked really hard, and it was the only way Andrew could think of to train. He was just glad he'd eaten a good breakfast.
When he got to the Raven's Nest that morning, there were already boxes sitting on his front steps. He pulled them in and unloaded everything, putting it in its place.
Then he faced the cage. The cage with the Death Bots. The bots of death. He cringed. Fred had installed a large yellow button that said "start" on the inside of the cage, but there wasn't a "stop" button. Maybe Fred really was trying to kill him.
He stepped inside, closed the door, took a deep breath, and pushed the button.
It didn't take him long to figure out why Fred had named them Death Bots. Their punches were so lethal they'd give Doyle a run for his money. Andrew would dodge one just to be hit by the other. It took him seven punches each, at full power, to shut them down. And by that time his right eye was swelled shut, his jaw dislocated, and he had a broken nose, several broken ribs, and a broken wrist.
He lay on the floor, gasping. Everything hurt. He could feel the power slowly knitting, but he pushed it out with intent, groaning as the unbearable heat washed over him and swallowing a cry as his ribs snapped back into place. As soon as the last bone was fixed, he let the power go.
He felt cold when it was gone, empty and vacant; but he couldn't hold it any longer. It was just too much. He still didn't move, just laid there, coming up with a list.
One, he hated Fred. Two, he needed to be faster. Three, he had to be able to heal himself without stopping and thinking about it. Four, the robots needed a new name.
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A floorboard creaked, and Sian spun around. Alder's men were in her bedroom. She snarled angrily, forgetting her plan to hand herself over, and grabbed her hairdryer from the counter.
"You aren't getting THIS Ellis!" she snapped, rushing through the bathroom door and swinging the hair dryer into the nearest one's head, then tackling another and taking him to the floor with a jiu jitsu move.
She crawled onto his chest, slipped her arm through his, and wrenched up until she heard his shoulder snap and his sharp cry of pain.
She rolled quickly to the side, leg-sweeping the man behind her to the floor, breaking his ankle in the process, and then she grabbed his gun and shot the two men still standing in their heads.
She lay there for a second, breathing heavily, feeling a little repulsed that she'd just killed two men. Her eyes narrowed, and her nostrils flared. They had murdered her family. It was no more than they deserved. The two men she'd taken down were moaning in pain, cursing her in accented English. She scrambled to her feet away from them, gun still clutched in her hand.
Until a couple days ago she was an Ellis who had never killed anyone. In three days she'd already killed five men, maybe six. She hadn't been counting, and she frankly didn't care. She'd killed those first men to protect Gavin, and she'd killed these men to protect herself.
But if she shot these other two, the two she'd injured, it would be murder, wouldn't it? She frowned, wondering where the line was. These men were a threat to her family. If she left them, one of them might be the one to kill Gavin or Louise or Nick. She pulled the trigger once, twice, and they were dead.
She grabbed another gun, slipped in into her waistband and ran down the stairs. She skidded to a stop just inside the kitchen door, Crunchy-O's snapping under her shoes. There were more men waiting for her in the kitchen. 
Had one of these men killed Owen? Or Mom? Or Danny? Anger rushed through her, devouring her fear. They rushed towards her, and she jumped backwards, pulling her gun and shooting quickly.
Two of them dropped to the floor, but the other three kept coming. Sian dashed out of the kitchen and ran back up the stairs, turning at the top and shooting down the staircase, killing one more.
She bolted down the hallway, but just as she reached her bedroom door, someone grabbed her ankle and pulled, yanking her to the floor. Her chin hit the wooden floor with a hard thud. Pain waved through her jaw and up into her head, and by the time she could think again, he had her in an arm lock.
"I'm not trying to hurt you," he hissed.
She moved her left hand, feeling around for her mace, grinning slightly when she found it. "But I am trying to hurt you," she muttered, ripping the mace upwards and shoving it into his mouth before depressing the trigger. He immediately released her and fell backwards, rolling to his knees, gagging and coughing.
"What the hell did you do, you little bitch?!" the other man yelled when he got to the top of the stairs.
Sian didn't bother to respond, just grabbed her gun, shot them both, and jumped to her feet. She ran into her room and out her open window, shimmying down her tree and dropping to the ground with an "omph".
"Always with the running," Alder said softly. "Women are so predictable. Drop the guns, Sian."
Sian turned slowly. Alder was standing ten feet away, four men flanking him with their guns trained on her.
"Why should I drop them?" Sian snarled. "You want me alive."
"True. But alive and whole are two very different things." Alder smiled as he said it, but it didn't change the cold hardness of his eyes.
Sian's heart pounded. She needed to save Gavin, and the only way to do that was by getting close to Alder. She couldn't get close to him unless she let him take her. And hadn't that been her plan in the first place? She carefully pulled her guns out of her waistband and dropped them to the ground.
"Wise move," Alder said.
Then something hit her from behind, and everything went black.
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